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For those who stayed, even when there were no words.

“Words are, of course, the most powerful drug used by mankind.”
— Rudyard Kipling

Chapter 1

After Dark

Night began before the sun went down, starting in the houses around me. Cars returned to driveways. Garage doors opened and closed. Lights appeared behind curtains. The young couple across the road came home separately, first him, then her, although I couldn’t tell which of them brought their baby inside with them. A television flickered blue against somebody’s ceiling three houses away. People were returning to where they belonged.

I closed the blinds.

The television went on at 6.03 pm. I wasn’t interested in anything being shown. Interest had nothing to do with it. The television served a different purpose after dark. During the day, the houses contained washing machines, kettles, vacuum cleaners, cars and whatever else could be relied on to make noise. At night, those things gradually surrendered. The television never did. There was always somebody talking. There were always sounds.

News presenters discussed things that had happened while I’d been doing nothing in particular. Advertisements offered solutions to problems I didn’t know I had. People renovated houses, cooked meals, chased criminals, bought antiques and travelled to places I would probably never visit. I left them to it and went to the freezer.

The Lite n’ Easy meals delivered earlier were stacked in two rows. I’d arranged them by type after the delivery that morning. Chicken together. Beef together. Pasta together. The soups occupied the bottom shelf because their containers didn’t stack properly with anything else. I chose beef.

Eight minutes and thirty seconds. The microwave began counting backwards. I stood at the kitchen bench watching it. I wondered how much of my life had been spent waiting for numbers to reach zero.

The microwave finished. I peeled back the plastic film and immediately regretted choosing beef. It wasn’t that there was anything wrong with it. There simply wasn’t anything particularly right with it either.

I carried the meal into the lounge room. The dining table remained where it had always been. Six chairs. Anna had insisted on six. We’d never needed six. There’d been some vague expectation that people would come for dinner one day. Friends. Family. Somebody. The table had been bought with a future in mind that never quite arrived. Even when Anna was alive, most meals ended up in front of the television. She had a particular chair. So did I.

My chair faced the screen properly. Hers was slightly off-centre because she claimed it made no difference, despite complaining whenever I stood in front of the television for longer than three seconds. She could fall asleep halfway through a movie and somehow remain aware of everything I did. Changing the channel was particularly dangerous. I once waited until her breathing had settled into the slow rhythm that meant she was properly asleep. I gave it another ten minutes for insurance, then reached for the remote.

Her eyes opened before my thumb reached the button. I never discovered how she did that.

It made me smile. Then the smile went away. I ate the beef. Someone on television won something. There was applause. I watched the people standing and clapping, although I’d no idea what they were celebrating. The meal disappeared gradually.

I put the empty container in the rubbish, washed the fork and wiped the kitchen bench even though nothing had spilled on it.

6.41 pm. Too early for bed. Too late to start anything. That was the problem with night. It created hours that had to be filled.

I made coffee. I’d lost count of how many I’d already had. The television continued performing its duty. My phone lay on the kitchen bench. I picked it up and checked the screen. Nothing. I opened my contacts. I wasn’t sure why. There were 214 in total. Two hundred and fourteen people and businesses apparently existed inside my phone. I started at the top. Some names meant nothing anymore. Others belonged to tradesmen I’d used once. An electrician. A plumber. Someone who’d repaired the air conditioner years ago. There were restaurants, a dentist, a mechanic and two numbers identified only by the companies they belonged to.

Then came people. Names I recognised. People I’d worked with. People I’d once known well enough to store their numbers. People whose birthdays I’d probably attended once. People who might once have called me a friend.

I stopped at one name and tried to remember the last time I’d seen him. I couldn’t. I moved on. Another had died. I knew that much. But I’d never deleted the number. Perhaps deleting the number seemed unnecessarily final when death had already taken care of that. I continued scrolling. Anna. My thumb stopped.

Her photograph was still there. It had been taken beside the river during a weekend away. The wind had blown her hair across half her face and she’d been annoyed with me for taking the photograph before she could fix it. It became my favourite photograph of her. She hated it.

I touched her name. The number remained. So did her email address. Her birthday. Everything required to contact someone who could no longer be contacted. For a moment, my thumb hovered above the telephone symbol. I knew what would happen. I’d done it once. Only once.

Three weeks after she died, I dialled her number and hit speakerphone. It rang exactly four times. Then her voicemail answered. I hung up. I dialled again. Voicemail again. Hung up again. I never did it again.

I returned to the list. Two hundred and fourteen contacts. I locked the phone and set it aside face down.

The television had moved on to another program. 7.26 pm. I lasted until eight before putting my shoes on. Walking helped at night. Sometimes I walked for hours. Other times only a few moments. It gave me somewhere to be without requiring a reason for going there.

I checked the temperature before leaving. Eleven degrees. No rain for at least an hour.

Bottom lock first. Top lock second. Middle one last. I stepped outside.

The air had the damp smell left behind after afternoon rain. Streetlights reflected off the road. Water collected along the gutters and disappeared into drains with the occasional hollow gulp. I turned left. I always turned left. There was no reason for it; turning right was always acceptable. Turning left was familiar.

The suburb was different at night. During the day, houses were buildings. At night, they became lives. Curtains left open revealed kitchens, lounge rooms and televisions. People moved through them carrying plates, folding clothes, picking things up from floors. A man stood at a sink washing dishes while someone moved behind him. Two children chased each other through another lounge room until they disappeared from view. I kept walking. A dog announced my arrival at a fence before I reached it. I knew the dog. We had an arrangement. It barked. I ignored it. Neither of us expected anything more.

Further along, a garage door opened. A car turned into the driveway and disappeared inside. Someone came out of the house before the engine had stopped. I kept walking. At the corner, a couple approached from the opposite direction. As they walked, they held each other’s hands. As we passed, one of them acknowledged me. I nodded. Three steps later they were behind me.

That was all it took. Sometimes I wondered whether people remembered encounters like that. Probably not. Perhaps that was why I liked them.

The corner convenience store was still open. I didn’t intend to go inside, but the illuminated sign attracted me from across the road. I checked my cigarette packet. Three left. Reason enough.

The doors separated automatically. Warm air met me. There were no other customers. Nobody else waited. I walked to the counter, then noticed the self-checkout beside it. Better. But the cigarettes were behind the counter. I stared at them for a moment.

The young man working there noticed me. He approached. With my right index finger, I pointed to the packet I wanted. He reached for the wrong one. I pointed again. He tried another. I moved closer to the counter and indicated the correct packet. He found it eventually. He placed it on the counter and asked me something before ringing it up. I tapped my phone against the terminal. Approved. He handed me the packet.

I nodded. He said something else as I turned away. I raised one hand without turning around.

The automatic doors opened. Cold air rushed against my face again. I stood beneath the awning and opened the packet. For some reason, I tried to laugh. Not by much. Just enough to hear my own sound. The sound startled me.

I stopped immediately. For several seconds I remained beneath the awning with the cigarette between my fingers. I’d heard myself. Not speaking. But at least something. I lit the cigarette and walked home.

The television was still on when I returned. At night, it was easier to have something making sounds as I entered the house. Anything but silence. For once I was glad. The house sounded occupied before I entered it. I locked the door. Bottom first. Top second. Middle last.

9.11 pm. I made tea instead of coffee. That seemed sensible. Then I sat in my chair and watched an entire program without knowing what it had been about. At ten thirty I checked my phone. Nothing. At eleven I checked again. Nothing.

At 11.17 pm, the baby across the road began crying. I could hear it through the closed windows. A light came on in the front room. A figure passed behind the curtain. The crying continued for several minutes, then gradually stopped. The light remained on. I wondered which of them had got up. Mother or father. I wondered whether the other parent pretended to be asleep.

Anna used to do the same. Whenever something needed investigating in the middle of the night, she developed an extraordinary ability to remain completely motionless. A noise outside. A dripping tap. Something falling over in another room. All apparently became my responsibility after midnight. But I never minded.

I turned the television off. The great hole of silence immediately filled the space. The refrigerator hummed. Water travelled through pipes. A car passed outside. Somewhere in the distance, another suburban train announced itself with a toot only suburban trains possess.

I switched off the lights. The hallway was dark except for the glow from my phone. In the bedroom, I placed it on the charger. Anna’s side of the bed was empty. I still slept on mine. I could’ve taken up the entire space if I wanted. I could’ve put pillows across the entire bed. I could’ve moved to her side. I never did.

I pulled the covers back and climbed in. The house settled around me. A car door slammed outside. Somebody said something, then laughed. Another voice answered. Their footsteps faded. Another car passed outside carrying with it a huge dose of bass from its speakers. Even after the car had turned the corner and disappeared down the street, the bass notes were still surprisingly audible. Then they faded.

I lay on my back and stared at the ceiling in the dark. Night wasn’t the worst part. Eventually, if I was lucky, sleep came. Sleep required nothing from me. No decisions. No effort. No pretending that tomorrow might somehow be different. I closed my eyes.

The baby started crying again. I listened. Someone across the road got out of bed. Someone always did. I turned onto my side. Morning would come soon enough.

Chapter 2

The Doorbell

The shower was cold. The situation provided a rude awakening at 7.14 on Wednesday morning, which seemed unnecessarily early for something to go wrong. I’d stood beneath the water for almost a minute waiting for it to become warm before accepting that optimism wasn’t going to repair whatever had failed overnight. Turning the tap further towards hot achieved nothing except reducing the pressure.

I stepped out, wrapped a towel around myself and stared at the shower as though it had deliberately inconvenienced me. The shower continued running cold. I turned it off. There were few things I disliked more than an unexpected change to routine. A planned inconvenience could be accommodated because there was time to consider alternatives, arrange things and prepare for whatever disruption was coming. An unplanned inconvenience arrived without permission and immediately demanded attention.

I dried myself and got dressed. The kitchen tap confirmed the problem. I ran the hot water long enough to feel guilty about wasting it, but the temperature never changed. I made coffee with the kettle. At least electricity still worked. My phone became the obvious next step.

I searched for reasons why a hot-water service might suddenly stop working and spent the next twenty minutes reading explanations written by people who seemed convinced that every homeowner possessed an intimate understanding of plumbing. I didn’t. The first website suggested checking the circuit breaker. I checked it. Nothing appeared wrong. Another suggested switching the system off and turning it back on after several minutes. I did that. Nothing changed.

A YouTube video promised to explain the five most common reasons for losing hot water. The man presenting it seemed cheerful about all five. I watched him remove a cover from a hot-water unit that didn’t resemble mine, point at several components I couldn’t identify and demonstrate procedures I’d no intention of attempting. I closed the video.

Another website warned that attempting repairs without the appropriate qualifications could result in serious injury. That seemed considerably more useful. By 8.06, I’d exhausted my knowledge of hot-water systems. I searched for a plumber. There were dozens. Every company claimed to be reliable. Most claimed to be affordable. Several claimed to be Melbourne’s most trusted, which seemed statistically unlikely. I ignored the ones requiring a telephone call. The fourth company had an online booking system. I selected it immediately.

The website wanted my name, address, mobile number and email. It asked me to describe the problem, so I explained that the hot-water system had stopped heating sometime overnight and that the power supply appeared to be functioning. A box at the bottom allowed additional instructions. I requested contact by text. The available appointment window was between nine and midday. I confirmed the booking.

An email arrived less than a minute later. Everything had been arranged without speaking to anyone. Technology remained on my side. I finished my coffee, confident that I could have the problem fixed within hours.

At 8.32, my phone rang. The number wasn’t in my contacts. I watched it for a short while. The phone continued vibrating against the kitchen bench until the call eventually ended. I waited. Nothing else happened. I carried my cup to the sink. The phone rang again. The same number appeared. I let it finish. Several seconds later, a message arrived informing me that the plumber had been assigned and would arrive shortly.

That was better.

I put the phone down. The house suddenly seemed untidy. It wasn’t. I checked anyway. The cushions on the lounge were where they belonged. The kitchen bench was clean. Nothing had been left on the dining table except a bowl containing three apples and a few too many bananas. I moved the bowl slightly towards the centre and decided it had been fine where it was.

I checked the bathroom. The towel I’d used earlier was hanging crookedly. I straightened it. The plumber wasn’t coming to inspect my towel. I knew that. I straightened it again.

At 9.17, the doorbell rang. I opened the security camera on my phone. A man stood outside wearing dark work trousers and a navy shirt with the plumbing company’s name embroidered above the pocket. He appeared to be in his late forties and carried a clipboard and smartphone in one hand. He rang the bell again. For several seconds, I watched him through the camera. Every delivery driver I’d encountered over the previous few years had eventually gone away.

This one wouldn’t.

I walked to the front door. The three locks suddenly seemed more complicated than usual. I opened the middle one first, realised what I’d done, then opened the bottom and top. The sequence was wrong. That bothered me. I relocked all of them and started over. I opened the door.

The plumber greeted me and introduced himself as Kevin, although he explained that Kev would do. He had the easy manner of someone accustomed to entering strangers’ houses and behaved as though my silence required no immediate explanation. I stepped aside and indicated that he should come in. He wiped his boots carefully on the mat before entering. I appreciated that. I led him through the house towards the hot-water unit.

Kev began talking before we’d reached it. He mentioned the traffic and apparently hadn’t enjoyed his drive across the western suburbs. A collision somewhere had created a delay, roadworks had made another road worse, and somebody in a vehicle ahead of him had spent too much time doing something Kev considered stupid. Then, somewhere in the back of my mind, I pictured him driving a Ford Ranger. I couldn’t help but smile. I nodded at appropriate moments.

He put his clipboard and phone down and inspected the unit. His conversation continued. The weather became the next subject. Rain was expected again. Melbourne’s ability to provide several seasons in a single day received some attention, followed by a story about a job he’d completed during a particularly hot summer. I watched him work. Kev didn’t appear to require much from me. Occasionally, he asked a question that could be answered with a nod or a shake of the head. I established that the system had worked the previous night, that I hadn’t noticed any unusual noises and that there hadn’t been any interruption to the electricity.

He removed a panel. I stood nearby. He continued talking. I began to suspect that Kev might’ve been capable of completing the entire appointment without another person being present. It was reassuring. After several minutes, he found something. His expression changed as he examined a component inside the unit. He explained the problem in considerably greater technical detail than I needed, then simplified it when my expression apparently revealed how little of the first explanation I’d understood.

There were two possible solutions. The first involved replacing the failed component. The second involved replacing more of the system because of its age. Kev showed me the figures on his phone. The difference wasn’t insignificant. I pointed to the cheaper option. He studied me for a moment, then confirmed what I meant. I nodded once and gave him a thumbs-up.

He seemed satisfied. The repair would take about an hour. I returned to the kitchen and made another coffee while Kev went outside to his vehicle. Having someone inside the house felt strange. I couldn’t remember the last time a stranger had walked through it. Perhaps stranger wasn’t the correct distinction. I couldn’t remember the last time anyone had.

I stood at the kitchen bench listening to Kev moving between the hot-water unit and his van. Tools on his belt knocked against one another. A door opened and closed. His footsteps crossed the hallway. The house sounded different when another person was inside it. Larger somehow. I didn’t understand why. Kev returned carrying a small box and resumed work.

His conversation resumed along with his work. This time he talked about houses. Older houses were apparently easier in some respects and considerably worse in others. He’d seen renovations that impressed him and renovations that offended him personally. Someone had once installed plumbing in a way that seemed to have remained with Kev as a source of genuine emotional injury. I smiled. He noticed. Eventually, he remarked on how quiet I was and how little I seemed to talk. I shrugged it away.

For a moment, he seemed pleased to have drawn even that much of a response from me. Then he asked me something that required more than just a nod. I understood the question. I also knew the answer. The words formed immediately in my mind. There was nothing difficult about them. I could’ve answered in a few seconds. Instead, I took out my phone.

Kev waited. I opened the notes application and typed what he needed to know. I turned the screen towards him. He read it. His eyes moved from the phone to me. Something changed. It was subtle. He didn’t ask why I’d typed the answer rather than spoken it. I was grateful for that. He simply accepted the information and returned to the business of finishing up.

Afterwards, his manner became slightly different. He still talked, but there was more space between subjects. He watched me more carefully whenever he asked something. Questions became easier to answer without words. I realised what had happened. Kev had decided something about me. I didn’t know what. Perhaps he thought I couldn’t speak. Perhaps he thought there was some medical reason. Perhaps he assumed I was deaf, although that would’ve been difficult to reconcile with the fact that I’d responded to everything he’d said. Maybe he simply thought I was strange. That possibility required the least imagination.

I didn’t correct him. There was no need. There was nothing to correct because he’d never actually told me what he believed.

The repair continued. I went into the lounge room and sat down on the edge of the cushion, rubbing my hands together as though they were cold. The television remained off. There was no need for it. Kev was making enough noise. I found myself listening to the sounds of another person occupying the house. His toolbox opened and closed. His boots moved across the floor. Occasionally he cleared his throat. Once, something metallic fell and rolled beneath a cupboard before he retrieved it. Ordinary sounds. They shouldn’t have mattered. I listened anyway.

My eyes moved towards the photograph on the cabinet. Anna stood beside me in that one. It’d been taken several years before she died, when we’d gone away for a weekend and spent most of Saturday walking without any particular destination. Someone had taken the photograph for us. I couldn’t remember who. Anna had one arm around my waist. Mine rested across her shoulders. She was smiling properly, without the expression she usually adopted whenever she knew a camera was pointed at her.

I didn’t notice Kev enter the room. He followed my gaze towards the photograph. Then he asked about her. My stomach tightened. Until then, every question had concerned hot water, electricity, houses or things that could be repaired. Anna couldn’t.

I stared at the photograph. Kev waited. I nodded when he indicated that she was my wife. That was easier.

His next question wasn’t. He glanced around the room as he asked it, and I understood that he was wondering whether she was home. I shook my head. He misunderstood. I could see it immediately. He assumed she was out. I reached for my phone. For a moment, I couldn’t decide what to type. There were countless ways to explain death. None changed what it meant. I typed the simplest version I could manage and held the screen towards him.

Kev read it. His face changed. The cheerful plumber disappeared for several seconds. He gave the phone back to me and acknowledged what I’d told him with a quiet seriousness that required nothing in return. Then he placed one hand briefly against my shoulder.

I didn’t expect that.

My entire body stiffened. Kev removed his hand. Neither of us moved for a moment. Then he returned to the hot-water unit.

I remained where I was. The photograph stayed on the cabinet. I wanted the repair finished. Ten minutes earlier, I hadn’t cared how long Kev remained. Now I wanted my house back. I didn’t blame him. He hadn’t done anything wrong. That somehow made it worse.

I picked up the photograph and wiped a mark from the glass with my thumb. There hadn’t been a mark. I put it back.

Kev finished at 10.38. He restored the power to the unit and explained that the water would take some time to reach its normal temperature. He showed me the component he’d replaced and gave me advice about the age of the system. I listened. He packed his tools. Payment happened through his phone. He showed me the amount. I approved it and tapped my card against the reader. A receipt arrived by email before he’d closed the application.

Efficient.

I walked him to the front door. Kev stopped before leaving. He handed me a business card and indicated that I could contact him directly if the repair caused any further trouble. I took it. He made one final comment before stepping outside. I understood the sentiment even though I didn’t respond to it. I nodded once and gave him a thumbs-up.

Kev walked towards his van. I closed the door. The bottom lock clicked into place. The top followed. Then the middle. The correct order this time.

I stood with my hand resting against the last lock.

The house was quiet again.

I went into the bathroom and turned on the hot tap. The water remained cold. Then I remembered Kev had warned me it would take a while for the water to heat. My shower could wait.

When I returned to the lounge room, I stopped beside Anna’s photograph. I straightened it. Then I straightened it again. Not happy, I straightened it some more.

It had already been straight, I realised.

My phone vibrated. For a moment, I thought Kev might’ve forgotten something. The message came from the plumbing company. They wanted to know how satisfied I was with the service I’d received. I selected five stars. Another screen appeared and invited me to leave a written review. I considered it.

Kev had arrived on time. He’d fixed the problem. He’d wiped his boots before entering the house. He’d understood eventually that I wasn’t going to speak to him, and he hadn’t demanded an explanation. He’d also been the first person inside my house for longer than I could remember.

I closed the review screen without writing anything. Five stars were enough. I put the phone down. The television remained off. I left it that way. For a while, I sat on the edge of my cushion, rubbing my hands as though they were cold, and listened to the silence Kev had left behind.

Chapter 3

Saturday

Saturday arrived without needing me to interfere. I woke at 7.38 and remained in bed for another twenty minutes. There was no convincing reason to get up. The room was already bright around the edges of the blinds. Somewhere outside, a lawnmower had started, stopped, then started again. Whoever owned it appeared determined to make Saturday morning everybody else’s concern.

I eventually pulled back the covers and sat on the edge of the bed. Anna’s side remained untouched as always. I still thought of it as her side, which I knew was ridiculous. A mattress didn’t retain ownership after death. Neither did a bedside table, a wardrobe or a bathroom drawer. Objects weren’t sentimental. They simply stayed wherever people left them.

I got up and made my side of the bed within twenty seconds. The kitchen clock told me it was 8.04 by the time the kettle boiled. I made coffee and opened the blinds. Saturday was already happening outside.

A neighbour across the road washed his car. Two houses further along, somebody loaded children and bags into an SUV. The young couple with the baby had their front door open, and a pram stood on the path while one of them repeatedly disappeared inside and returned carrying something else. It looked as though going somewhere with a baby required the logistical preparation of an Antarctic expedition. For a while, I watched from the window.

I remember the days when...

The man washing his car had progressed from the roof to the bonnet. He was one of those people who owned several different cloths for different parts of the vehicle. I stepped away from the window. Weekdays were easier. I had no employment requiring my presence anywhere, but weekdays still came with structure. Deliveries happened. Businesses opened. Tradesmen arrived. Appointments could be made. Traffic moved with purpose. Everyone seemed to be doing something because something needed doing.

Saturday expected enjoyment. That was different. I drank my coffee and checked my phone. There were six unread notifications. The weather app promised seventeen degrees and no rain. Woolworths and Amazon decided there were products I might like. A streaming service reminded me about something I’d started watching three weeks earlier. Two emails advertised sales. The final notification informed me that one of my passwords had appeared in a data breach.

Saturday morning had apparently begun with identity theft. I immediately changed the password, which occupied four minutes of my time but bought me insurance against possible data theft.

I made another coffee. By nine, I’d emptied the dishwasher even though there were only three things in it. I wiped the kitchen bench. I checked the letterbox and found nothing but junk mail, which I kept as entertainment. I inspected the hot water. Kev’s repair had given me something new to worry about. It was still hot.

Five stars remained justified.

I considered vacuuming but decided against it. I’d done that on Tuesday, and there were limits to how much excitement a floor could reasonably provide in a week.

I sat in the lounge room. The television remained off. I picked up my phone. Put it down. Picked it up again. There was nowhere I needed to be.

People spoke about free time as though it were something precious. They complained about not having enough of it. They worked towards weekends, holidays and retirement because eventually they imagined arriving at some wonderful place where nobody required anything from them. I’d arrived. Nobody required anything from me. I had more free time than I knew how to use.

I decided to go for a drive. The decision improved the morning immediately. I showered, dressed and checked that I had my wallet even though there was almost nothing in it I couldn’t reproduce with my phone. I put on a jacket, opened the garage and started the car. I didn’t know where I was going. That was acceptable. I turned left. Not right. Left. Always left. Apparently, the routine involved cars as well.

Traffic was heavier than I’d expected. Families appeared to have collectively decided that seventeen degrees and no rain constituted an emergency requiring everyone to leave home simultaneously and head directly to DFO. I joined them.

For the first twenty minutes, I drove without thinking about direction. I followed whichever road seemed easiest and changed lanes whenever another lane appeared to be moving faster. It rarely was. Eventually the suburbs began thinning. The houses became larger and further apart. Shopping centres gave way to paddocks, service stations and stretches of road where the horizon became visible again. I lowered the driver’s window slightly. Cold air entered.

While she was alive, Anna had liked being driven and I enjoyed the drive. She’d rarely cared where we were going. She cared about stopping. Every town required investigation. Every market required a visit. A bakery sign could add twenty minutes to a journey. An antique shop could destroy an afternoon. A roadside stall selling cherries once turned a simple drive into an argument about how many kilograms two people could reasonably eat before the fruit spoiled. She bought too many. I ate most of them.

I couldn’t remember what we’d argued about. I remembered only the cherries. I drove for another hour. At some point, I realised I was hungry. 

As I drove, Seymour appeared ahead with a service station, bakery and several shops lining the main road. I parked near the bakery. There was a queue inside. Of course there was.

I checked the time. Seventeen minutes would have been almost funny. I joined the end. People stood in pairs and small groups. A family ahead of me was negotiating something involving three children and a refrigerated display filled with cakes. The negotiations weren’t progressing well. I watched.

One child wanted something the parents didn’t approve of. Another had apparently changed their mind after an earlier decision had already been accepted. The third appeared to have abandoned the process and was pressing both hands against the glass. I smiled.

When my turn came, I encountered a problem. There was no screen. No QR code. No self-service terminal. There was a woman behind the counter waiting for me to tell her what I wanted. I stared at the display. She waited. I smiled at her as I pointed to a pie. There were several kinds. That hadn’t occurred to me. She indicated what each one was, one after another. I shook my head until she reached the one I wanted, then nodded quickly.

She asked something else. I pointed to the sausage roll resting beside it. Apparently, I was hungrier than I’d thought. She gestured towards the drinks refrigerator. I answered with a shake of my head. The transaction reached the terminal. I tapped my phone. Approved.

She placed everything in a paper bag and handed it to me. I smiled and nodded gratefully. Her expression lingered for half a second longer than necessary. I knew that expression. She was trying to decide what was wrong with me. I took the bag, adding another smile. She seemed satisfied.

Outside, I sat on a bench. The pie was hotter than anything intended for human consumption had a right to be. I waited for it to cool, amazed that seagulls could exist so far inland. The birds settled on the ground in front of me, gathering in numbers, knowing I had something to offer. But the pie was hot. I wasn’t a mean person. I broke the crust off the edge and gave them that part.

Cars moved slowly along the main street. People crossed between shops. A group of motorcyclists occupied several tables outside a café. An elderly couple shared something from a paper bag while a small white dog watched every movement of their hands. Nobody bothered me. I ate the rest of my pie. Then the sausage roll. No tomato sauce. Anna used to call it naked pie and banger roll. I smiled at the memory.

I considered buying another pie but decided that would turn lunch into a medical event. I returned to the car. The drive home took longer only because I deliberately chose roads I didn’t know. Exploration wasn’t such a bad thing after all.

I arrived shortly after four. The house was exactly as I’d left it. I parked in the garage and closed the door. Front door. Bottom lock. Top lock. Middle lock. I entered, then changed into comfortable clothes before making coffee.

Outside, Saturday afternoon was becoming Saturday evening. That was when the weekends became more difficult. Daylight allowed Saturday to pretend it was simply another day. Night revealed what Saturday was for. Cars began leaving driveways. People dressed differently. A woman two houses away came outside wearing a coat I’d never seen her wear during the week. A rideshare vehicle stopped for her several minutes later. The couple with the baby received visitors. Another car arrived. Then another. I closed the blinds.

It was 6.23. I heated one of the Lite n’ Easy meals and ate it in the lounge room. The television stayed off. I decided on music instead. I hadn’t listened properly to music for some time. It could’ve been years. I had no idea anymore about current popular music. I had no idea who the current chart-toppers were. Music was different from television. Television could occupy a room without demanding attention. Music had a habit of finding things. I opened a streaming app I’d never used. After signing up, I was presented with a search bar and playlists. One playlist contained songs from the seventies. Something I could relate to. I selected it.

The first track began. I turned the volume up slightly and ate while the playlist continued. Some songs I remembered immediately. Others took longer. Occasionally a melody brought back something without telling me exactly what it was. A place. A car. A particular summer. Something Anna had once done. Memory didn’t always arrive with enough information to be useful. I finished my meal and left the empty container on the coffee table. That by itself was unusual. I sat back. Another song ended. The next began. I recognised it almost immediately.

Cat Stevens.

I reached for my phone to check the title even though I already knew it.

Another Saturday Night.

I stared at the screen. For several seconds, I found the coincidence amusing. Of course. I put the phone down and let the song play. It was cheerful enough. That seemed unfair. I remembered hearing it years earlier without ever giving much thought to what it was about. It had simply been one of those songs that existed in the background of life, familiar enough to recognise and old enough to belong to everybody at the same time. Tonight, it seemed to have developed an opinion about me. I leaned back and listened.

There was nothing wrong with being alone on a Saturday night. Was there? Millions of people were probably alone. Some had chosen it. Some were working. Some were tired. Some had plans for Sunday. Some probably treasured the opportunity to have an entire evening without another person demanding anything from them. I’d once treasured evenings like that. Anna could go away for a night and I’d enjoy having the house to myself. I’d choose what to eat, watch whatever I wanted, and spread myself across the bed. Then she’d come home. That was the difference. Being alone was easy when someone was coming back.

The song continued. I stared at Anna’s chair. I wondered what she’d think of me now. I already knew. That was the irritating part. She would’ve recognised what I was doing long before I did. She had an annoying ability to understand my moods while I was still insisting I wasn’t in one. I imagined her seeing the groceries left outside until the delivery driver disappeared. The QR codes. The unanswered telephone calls. The three locks. The bakery. The seagulls. Kev the plumber. I wondered when being alone had stopped happening to me and become something I helped arrange. The thought made me uncomfortable. I picked up my coffee. It had gone cold. The song ended. Another began that I didn’t recognise. I left the music playing.

At 8.17, I checked my phone. Nothing.

At 8.43, I checked again. Nothing.

I opened a streaming service and browsed through films. There were thousands. I couldn’t choose even one. I moved through categories until the act of choosing became more irritating than the prospect of watching anything. I closed the app. The music continued.

At nine thirty, I considered going for a walk. Saturday night outside was different from other nights. There’d be more people. That shouldn’t have mattered, but it did. I remained in my chair.

A car stopped outside. Doors opened. Several people crossed the footpath towards the house with the baby. One carried a bottle. Another carried something covered with foil. The front door opened before they reached it. They all disappeared inside. I could hear laughter a few moments later.

I went to the kitchen. The cupboard above the refrigerator contained milk arrowroot biscuits. I took the packet down and ate two while standing at the bench. Then I ate another. There was no reason to stop at two. Nobody was watching.

I returned to the lounge room. My phone lay where I’d left it. For a moment, I considered opening my contacts again. Two hundred and fourteen hadn’t changed anything on Wednesday. They weren’t going to improve Saturday.

I turned the music down. At ten fifteen, the neighbours’ gathering was still going. I could hear them occasionally when somebody opened the front door. Their laughter travelled across the street and reached my house in pieces. It didn’t bother me. I liked hearing it. It proved that humans still existed. That thought surprised me.

I stood behind the blind and moved one edge aside. Several cars were parked outside their house. Light filled the front windows. Shadows crossed the curtains. Somebody stepped outside for a moment and then went back in. I let the blind fall. I thought about the drive. The bakery. The pie. The countryside. Cat Stevens. It hadn’t been a bad day. That seemed important.

I’d enjoyed parts of it. Perhaps most of it. I’d gone somewhere I’d never intended to go, eaten lunch in a town I hadn’t planned to visit and spent several hours driving roads I’d never travelled before. If Anna had been alive, I would’ve told her about it. That thought arrived so naturally that for a moment I forgot she was dead. I turned towards her chair. Nothing had changed. I stood there longer than I needed to. Then I picked up the empty dinner container from the coffee table and carried it into the kitchen. I washed the fork. I wiped the bench. I checked the door. Bottom lock. Top lock. Middle lock. The television had remained off all evening.

I switched the music off. The silence returned. It wasn’t as bad as last Wednesday. Last Wednesday was tough. This day was easier. But it was quicker, which meant night came sooner. Perhaps I was getting better at it. I went to bed shortly before midnight. As I pulled back the covers, I realised something. I hadn’t shown words to anyone all day. The thought should’ve surprised me. What surprised me most was that until that moment, I hadn’t noticed at all.

Chapter 4

Three

Sunday morning gave me a cupboard to clean. I had no intention of cleaning it. I’d opened the door looking for batteries and discovered three shelves containing enough forgotten rubbish to suggest nobody had inspected it properly for years. The batteries weren’t there. I stood with one hand on the cupboard door and considered closing it again. Instead, I started with the top shelf.

There were instruction manuals for appliances I no longer owned, two rolls of electrical tape, a packet of picture hooks, several keys whose purpose had been forgotten and a collection of charging cables belonging to devices that probably hadn’t existed for a decade. I threw out the manuals.

The cables were more difficult. Every cable carried the possibility that something somewhere might still require it. I kept them. All of them. Anna would’ve smacked me hard on the back of the head. Then she would’ve smiled and said something just to annoy me.

There was also a small plastic container filled with screws. None matched. I had no idea where they’d come from, but throwing away a screw was the sort of decision that guaranteed needing that exact screw three days later. I kept those as well. The cupboard wasn’t improving, I decided. But at least it took away a few moments of the day.

Outside, a lawnmower started somewhere along the street. Another joined it a few minutes later, and for a while the two seemed to be competing.

On the top shelf, I found an Allen key behind a torch. There was nothing unusual about it. Millions of them probably existed in Australian cupboards, most separated permanently from whatever piece of furniture they’d once accompanied. I turned it between my fingers. Then I remembered the bookcase that Anna had ordered. It arrived from IKEA in two cardboard boxes. Its arrival also meant I had to assemble it. The arrangement had never been formally agreed upon, but certain responsibilities had established themselves during our life together. Anna selected furniture. I assembled it. Anna decided where it should go. I moved it there. Anna then decided it would be better somewhere else. I moved it again.
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