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            A thing you tell yourself often enough will keep you warm. It will keep you.

      

    

I — The Surface
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Chapter 1: The Spark
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It started with a conversation. Then another, and another, until I lost count. A drink, a meal. A walk around the park, and another. A touch, a kiss.

I baked for him. That first winter I baked constantly, up early on the mornings he was coming, the kitchen warm and smelling of it by the time he knocked. Chocolate, pure, the way he liked it. I’d set two plates. I’d check the clock.

He was often late. Not by much in the beginning: twenty minutes, half an hour, a text that said soon and then nothing. I learned to time the baking so it wouldn’t cool before he came. I got good at it. I told myself a man like him was busy, that the lateness was its own kind of proof: that someone with so much pulling at him still chose to come at all. I made the waiting into something flattering. I was already good at that.

“You’re very beautiful. Do you know that.” He’d say it into my ear and I’d giggle like a girl, because that is what I was. In love. His fingers would move over my face and I’d close my eyes and nearly purr.

He said the cake was good. He complimented me, and I was over the moon the rest of the day.

Some nights, late, he’d talk. He was a man of few words about feelings, and I had decided long ago that this made the words worth more when they finally came.

“I’m still in love with you, you know.”

I looked up, and he meant it. I could see that he meant it.

“I love you more than life itself. I’d be lost without you.”

I laid my head on his chest and toyed with the little hair there. I’d known him for years by then — his likes, his dislikes, what made him tick. It gave me a sense of comfort, knowing him that well. Knowing him at all.

“I won’t ever leave you.”

“I know.”

He kissed the top of my head.

I catch my own fingers trailing my arm, following the path his used to take. He used to call me — I stop. The name is the one thing I could never do anything with.

He left.
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Chapter 2: The Empty House
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Several years later, and I’m past the shame of drinking wine out of the bottle. Red, white, dry, sweet — I don’t taste it now, I only want the effect. I stay with wine because it’s cheaper. I’d take a scotch if there were one in the house.

There’s a cold cup of coffee on the counter. I don’t remember making it — this morning, maybe, or yesterday. I pour it out, rinse the cup, set it in the rack. Later it’s on the counter again, cold and full, and I can’t say whether I made a second one or never poured the first. It doesn’t frighten me. Nothing about the days frightens me anymore. They’ve worn too smooth for that.

It’s still morning. I haven’t slept. Later I’ll run a bath. Some mornings I think about staying under — ridding the world of someone like me. A good for nothing lazy selfish cunt. His words.

His name would go here. I leave the space.

“We have a bathtub.” I actually squealed it. “It’s big enough for both of us. We can take baths together.”

He was giving me the tour. He’d asked me to move in the week before, and because our apartments wouldn’t do for a couple, he’d bought a house. He hadn’t involved me in the search. There hadn’t been a search — a friend of his is in real estate, and he told the friend what he wanted, and the friend got it for him.

The house was beautiful. I remember wishing it were smaller. A smaller house would be easier to make into a home instead of just a house. I stood in the big cold rooms and thought about how little I saw him, and how living together might change that. I decided it would.

It didn’t.

I moved in, and the house stayed his, and I set about the work of believing in it. The first week I hung things — a box of small framed prints from the old flat, my whole life reduced to a box, and I carried them room to room holding them to the walls, and every wall was too large for them. A thing that had filled a space before was a stamp on a field here. I hung them anyway. I bought rugs to break the marble and the rugs sat on the floor like islands. I put a lamp in each cold corner and turned them all on in the evenings so that from outside the house would have the yellow lived-in look, for anyone passing, for me coming up the drive. From the road at dusk it looked like a home with someone in it. I did that on purpose. I was the someone, and I was also the one on the road, checking.

There’s one night I keep, out of all the identical ones, the way you keep a single photograph of a place you lived in a long time.

The lamb was for a Thursday, because he’d said Thursday. I found the recipe in one of the magazines that still came to the house in his mother’s name, and I went across town to the good butcher, and I started the marinade the night before, because the recipe said twelve hours and I had twelve hours to give it.

By seven the kitchen was exactly right. I set the table in the dining room, the real one, under the chandelier, because laying it at the kitchen counter felt like giving up before he’d even arrived. Two places. I lit the candle and then blew it out, because lighting a candle at seven for a man who might come at nine is a thing you can’t unsee yourself doing.

At seven-forty I texted him. Nothing dramatic. Almost ready whenever you are. The little grey dots rose, moved, stopped. No message came. I decided the dots meant he was driving — a man doesn’t text and drive, that’s responsible, that’s a point in his favor — and I turned the oven down to hold the lamb.

At eight-thirty I ate a slice of bread standing up so I wouldn’t start on the wine. I told myself that if I ate now I could sit with him while he ate and just talk, keep him company, and that this was better anyway, more
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