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It is half past nine, and Oliver will be eating porridge in his Asterix porridge bowl. At the age of thirty-three, Oliver has no regular habit but this and he adheres to it religiously.

“Sod him,” Binny snorts, wading into the stream of Christmas Eve traffic. Despite the High Street billboards and flashing illuminations wishing peace on earth and goodwill to men, she is met with a rude fanfare of traffic horns. Cars are packed with families and presents gift-wrapped in festive paper. “Sod him,” she repeats. She will not stop for anyone. And neither will she weep. The wet streets glisten under the heavy December sky.

Everything that is wrong with Binny’s life points back to Oliver. Things she never used to expect him to remember or notice are now his direct responsibility. The broken glass in the front door: his fault. The shower: his fault. The fresh cuts to her hands and the broken china left scattered on her kitchen floor. The fact that she has bought no Christmas cards. All, all, his fault.

Now that she has dropped the children off at school for their final dress rehearsal, Binny has five hours to fix Christmas. She has done nothing so far. Only this morning, Coco pinned two large wool socks, for herself and Luke, above the mantelpiece. (“Just so we don’t forget,” she said.) If only the machine that is Christmas would come and go without Binny. To her horror, she spots one of the other school mothers springing toward her along the pavement like a toy deer. Binny stops in her tracks, looking up and down the High Street. She is not the sort of person who can easily hide.

Tall and broad, Binny towers over other people, even when she stoops. When she looks in the mirror, she finds a wild-haired giant who seems to come with inbuilt shoulder pads. (“Big-boned” is what her mother called her. “Healthy”—that was her father’s version. He called an abundant crop of potatoes healthy as well as a rise in stock shares and a second helping of pudding. Binny has her father’s eyes, her father’s intelligence, and also, sadly, her father’s height and shoe size.) She is dressed, as always, in something long and shapeless she found tangled on the end of her foot this morning as she staggered to the bathroom.

The woman approaching her wears a festive jogging suit with sparkly trim. She even has festive red fur ear warmers and gloves to match. She is something to do with the school PTA, but Binny can’t for the life of her remember what, because she never reads the letters or the emails and she never attends the functions. If she stands very still—if she pretends, as it were, that she is not here—maybe the woman will not notice her.

“Binny!” the happy jogging suit calls. “Hiya!” She maybe shouts something about the Nativity play too, but she is panting a little and more than ten yards away.

The performance is this afternoon. It was only last night that Luke revealed he was playing the part of Bill the Lizard. “But there is no lizard in the Nativity,” said Binny. She was aware she was beginning to wail. “Bill the Lizard is the innkeeper’s pet,” said Coco. “He is very important. He brings Mary a cushion for the birth and he sings a solo about ‘Wherever I leave my hat that’s my home.’ Also, I am the Ghost of Christmas Past.” When Binny complained it was no good, she couldn’t make a lizard costume at the drop of a hat, no one could, and actually the Ghost of Christmas Past was in another bloody story altogether, Coco and Luke exchanged a small but solemn look. “It’s all right, Mum,” said Coco slowly. “Meera’s mother said she will make our costumes. Luke is going to have a blue tail with spikes and everything. I am going to have a lamp and a fur hat.” Coco seemed more than happy about that.

The jogging suit is so close there is almost no hope of escaping. There will have to be a full conversation, and the jogging suit will ask if Binny is all sorted for Christmas, and Binny will want to swear. Binny slaps her hand to her head to suggest she has just remembered something important—a crucial last-minute piece of Christmas Eve shopping, such as the turkey, for instance—and then bounds toward the nearest shop. Like the boutique farther down that sells designer clothes for very small and very wealthy women, it is not a shop she has ever had cause to enter. The cuts in her hand smart like tiny prickles as she slams her palm against the door handle. “Tosser,” she grunts, hurting for Oliver all over again. Ting-a-ling, sings the shiny glass door. Binny stoops to avoid knocking her head as she steps inside.

She has told no one what has happened, not even the children. When she tries, she is struck by the lightness of what is about to come from her mouth and feels betrayed. What she really wants is to deal the blow as violently as it was landed on her, and to watch someone else reel, someone else give way to the tide of burgeoning grief Binny herself will not allow. Why do all the words that are to do with feelings sound so ordinary, so full of not feeling? She shuts the door behind her, waiting for the jogging suit to pass.

It is as if Binny has passed through a black curtain and discovered a new hemisphere. For a moment she just stands in this strange place, where the dust particles swirl like glitter. The silence is unearthly. There are shelves and shelves of cleaning products in jars, canisters, and bottles, some plastic, some glass, all arranged at regular intervals and in order of size. There are displays of brushes, cloths, scourers, dusters—both the feathered and the yellow variety. There are boxes of gloves—heavy duty, latex, nitrile, polythene—as well as Kentucky mops, squeegees, litter pickers, and brooms. Binny had no idea cleaning could be so complicated. Right beside the till stands a small plastic angel, the only indication of the time of year. She has a halo and a crinkly white dress and two pointed tinsel wings. There is a clean smell Binny can’t put a name to, but it makes her think of lemon peel. Clearly there is nothing here for a woman like herself.

Binny is about to retreat when a female voice chimes through the silence, “May I help you, madam?”

It appears there has been an assistant in the shop all along. Now that Binny squints in the direction of the voice, she sees a slight woman coming toward her. The made-up face looks younger than Binny expected. The woman’s skin is smooth and soft, as if coated, and she stares with dark, liquid eyes that are rimmed with a pencil line. Maybe she is only in her twenties. She wears a crisp white dress that suggests a dentist’s but clearly can’t be, and she has scraped her black hair so hard from her forehead that it pulls at her temples. Everything about her is restrained. The young woman stands with her fingers clasped and crepe-soled shoes touching, as if even an untidy arrangement of her hands and feet is offensive.

Coco is the only one who understands tidiness. (Her grandmother’s child.) Luke does not understand it, and neither does Binny. The daughter of a girdled woman who had people “who did,” Binny has made a point of embracing both chaos and abundance. Her house is bound in a thicket of ivy. Only small scraps of light squeeze through the leaves that flatten themselves against Binny’s windows, and the rooms are so full of her parents’ Victorian furniture (“Junk,” Oliver calls—called—it) that many of them have been reduced to passageways. Surfaces are felted with dust and piled high with old magazines and newspapers and tax returns and letters Binny has never bothered to answer. The carpet is thick with dust balls the size of candyfloss, screwed-up bras on their way to the washing machine, nuggets of Lego, and also a dead shrub Luke has been using for a Christmas tree. The children have decorated it with cutout paper animals and pigeon feathers and milk-bottle tops.

“Don’t you sell something that I could buy?” asks Binny. “Coffee or plasters or something?”

The young woman is curt. Not exactly rude, but she isn’t friendly either. “This is a family business. We’ve never sold anything but cleaning products. We supply mainly to industry.”

“Blimey,” says Binny. She gives a slightly foolish shrug of her shoulders, which is supposed to make the young woman laugh.

It doesn’t.

Unspeaking, the young woman stares with eyes as brown as chestnuts. This unsettles Binny. She often puts herself down in order to make people like her. It is her height that is her problem. She fears she dominates a room even when she folds herself into a chair.

Binny examines the bottles that gleam from the top shelves like colored eyes. KEEP OUT OF REACH OF SMALL CHILDREN. PHOSPHORIC ACID. BENZYL SALICYLATE. IF SWALLOWED, DO NOT INDUCE VOMITING. “Is this stuff legal?”

“We never sell a product if we can’t guarantee it will work. We are not like those supermarkets where the bleach you buy is water. For instance, some bathroom cleaners are specifically good for shower tiles, and some react badly with the grouting. You have to take these things into account.”

“I suppose you do. I don’t have a shower. That is, I do, but it has no door. And the water doesn’t shower. It sort of dumps on you.”

“That’s a shame,” the young woman says.

“It is,” agrees Binny.

“You should get it fixed.”

“I won’t, though.”

The shower is one of the things Oliver has spent the last five years offering to mend. The shattered pane of glass in the front door is another. Oliver is easygoing, slightly fuzzy at the edges, always wearing his T-shirt inside out and socks that don’t match. He can spend ten minutes untangling loose change from the lining of his trousers for anyone who happens to hold out a hand and ask for it. The rest of the time Oliver is so busy gazing at the sky that Binny has long suspected he will one day lift his arms and soar upward.

It never used to matter that Oliver was a good ten years younger than Binny and had no regular income, because he was an actor who couldn’t get what he called “proper acting work,” only the odd commercial. It never used to matter that he left the keys to the van in the driver’s door and forgot about things like replacing toilet rolls. It never used to matter that he might go to fix the shower and notice his reflection in the bathroom mirror and drift straight back to the kitchen to ask Binny if she had some anti-blemish concealer because he was afraid he possibly might have a boil coming.

The truth was, they had stopped looking after each other. Only a month ago he had asked if she was happy. “I don’t know,” she’d said. “I can’t remember.” She had begun to nag him. She couldn’t help it. She swore every time she banged into his guitar at the foot of the bed. Or: “Why must you always use the moisturizer?” she’d complain. “I didn’t think you’d mind, Bin.” “I mind because you never replace it and you always leave the lid off.” “Well, I won’t use it then,” he would say with a shrug. “But if it were mine, I’d just share.” He would wander upstairs to play his guitar, leaving her even more irritated because now she felt not only disgruntled but also less than him.

Playing his guitar was what Oliver did when he was sad. It offered escape to a land where girls had long hair and wept over Irish seas. Sometimes she listened to his milky voice, crooning at an upstairs window for what was lost, or had never been found, and she was envious even of a set of strings.

However, the shop woman is still talking. She is still on cleaning fluids. Binny wonders if she has anything else in her life. She imagines the young woman’s Christmas shopping list. Pink emulsion disinfectant for Aunty Florence. Pine gel for Uncle Stan. The young woman is saying, “Of course, some materials you can’t use on plastic. Or carpets. Even lino you must be careful with. You have to match the product to the problem.”

This is anathema to Binny. Surely there is simply clean or not clean? And in her own house there is only the latter. She tries to find a new point of contact. “Where I live, there’s a smell. I don’t know what it’s of. It’s been there years.”

“Drains?” Despite herself, the assistant looks very interested.

“No. It’s more like—old things. The past. You get it differently in different parts of the house. For instance, upstairs, just outside the loo, I can definitely smell the aftershave of my ex-husband, and he left eight years ago. Sometimes I’ll get this overwhelming scent of my mother’s jasmine soap. Then there was a friend I had once who wore patchouli. She went to live in South Africa, but I still get that one too, once in a while. Do you think the memory of a smell can hang about in a room? Would you say you have anything for that?”

“For the memory of a smell?” The assistant frowns.

“Of course you don’t. Basically, the house is covered in shit.”

“Is this connected to the smell?”

“Metaphorical shit.” Binny laughs. She regrets it instantly. It sounds like the sort of thing her ex-husband used to say. It sounds as if she thinks she’s clever.

Although she’d emerged from Oxford with a first, her intelligence is not something Binny likes to flaunt. It’s the same with her feelings. When her mother died a few years ago, hot on the heels of her father, she refused to cry. (So much for the people “who did.” Broken hearts, it turned out, were not on the agenda, and neither were lungs.) “Binny, you must let go,” her friends urged. “You must grieve.” She wouldn’t, though. Given the size of her, it felt dangerous. Instead, she just stopped ringing her friends.

Binny tells the young woman, “Our hoover broke. My partner was going to fix it. I don’t think he actually knows how to fix things. He just wishes he was like those people who can mend hoovers, so he said the kind of things they would say.”

“Does it suck?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Your hoover? Does it pull up the dust?” The young woman gives a small intake of breath to indicate what she means by suck. It sounds like a hiccup. “Maybe all you need is a new bag.”

“If only life were that simple,” says Binny. “What do you suggest for the heart?”

The young woman is looking confused again.

“Joke,” Binny reassures her.

“Yes,” says the young woman. But once again she is not laughing.
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The real joke is that Binny had believed things were looking up for her and Oliver. Only ten days ago they’d made love. It wasn’t abandoned, like at the beginning, when the need for each other was like hunger. But it was familiar: faces breathing smiles in the dark, skin on skin, the honey warmth of him. Oliver’s kisses were beautiful things; his whole mouth opened over hers, as if he were giving a part of himself that was unavailable at other times. Words had whispered through her head. I love him, I love him. I should tell him. I don’t know why I never do. Silently he had moved within her until deep inside she opened like a flower.

Next morning he’d limped barefoot into the kitchen, dancing the weight from his left foot as if the sole were shot with invisible nails. “Ooh,” he’d sighed like one of the children, waiting to be noticed. “Ooh, ooh.”

“Morning, Oli.”

“Where’s Coco?” he’d asked. “She said she’d find me a plaster.”

“She’s at school, love. It’s five to ten. Why do you want a plaster?”

“Ooh, ooh,” he’d repeated, hobbling to a chair. “I’ve got a verruca, Bin. Coco took a look. It hurts. It hurts a hell of a lot, actually. I don’t know why you’re laughing. It’s not exactly very nice.”

She’d said not to be a weed. Let me have a look, she’d said.

And when she’d looked she’d seen his toenails. Silvery blue, they shimmered like mermaid scales, with little black hairs sprouting just below the nails. She’d laughed again. “Hey, Oliver, what’s with the nail varnish?”

“Oh,” he’d said, appearing to remember something insignificant. “Oh, yes, Sally did those.”

And then it all came out.

Binny and Oliver sat at opposite sides of the kitchen table and spoke quietly. There was no anger. They even smiled. They forgot about the verruca. Holding her hand in his, studying her fingers as if he’d lost something in them, Oliver explained how he’d met Sally when he did the breakfast cereal commercial. She was in advertising, he said. Hated it, of course.

“Of course.” The gulp Binny took seemed to fill the air like the draining of a large plughole. “You can’t blame her,” she added. She found she was taking Sally’s part, as if she were a friend. And this was strange when she had lost touch with so many real friends. “Are you in love with her, Oliver?”

“This is so hard for me.”

Yes, she said; well, it was hard for her too.

“Sally gets really excited about what she believes in. Not like all those mothers in the playground first thing in the morning. They look as if they can’t remember what they believe.”

“At that particular moment they’ve got their hands quite full. They’re amazed they’ve got their kids to school, for one thing. And that they’re dressed, for another.”

“Sally’s got so many opinions. She collects ideas like—I don’t know—like other women buy shoes. She keeps me thinking and thinking. I know this sounds mad, but you’d really like her, Bin.”

Binny felt an impulse to shout and sat on it. “I don’t suppose that’s important,” she said. “And also, not all women buy shoes.”

“I know I’m an arse.”

“No, you’re not,” she urged him.

Oliver sighed. He sank his head to the table, as if he couldn’t bear the weight of it. Binny glimpsed beneath his T-shirt the melty, pale skin of his back. It would be golden again by the summer. She longed to slip her hand down there, to touch the softness of him. She thought of lying naked beside him and then wondered if what he was saying meant that was over now. Sensing his eyes on hers, she felt a sudden rush of heat to her face, as if she’d been caught stealing.

“What’s up, Bin?” said Oliver. “You’ve gone a funny color.”

“I’m just trying to understand,” she said.

Would she never touch his torso again? Was that what he was saying? That he was out of bounds and they must now behave like people who knew each other only in clothes? She wished that when she’d last touched his skin she had taken in every bump, every dimple. It struck her how brutal the dividing line was between love and separation.

“Are you listening?” said Oliver.

“Yes,” she said; she was trying very hard to listen.

“I wanted to say something to you before,” he said. “I should have said something. I just couldn’t bring myself to do it, Bin. Oh, I feel really shit now.”

“Please don’t,” she said, reaching again for the companionship of his fingers. But he dipped his hand between his knees, and her arm was left shipwrecked on the table.

Oliver told Binny how Sally knew all the lyrics to his songs. She’d said he was a gifted musician as well as an actor. “It’s not just the sex,” he added. They had done it only six times. Twice after the commercial, twice in the van—

“Not my van?” Binny gasped. The words shot out. She never normally referred to things as her own.

And twice at her parents’ place.

“Her parents?”

“She’s moved out. She had to. Now there’s going to be a baby.”

Binny’s body slumped to the table as if she’d been walloped in the spine. Her fingers were rammed between her teeth. Van? Parents? Baby? There was not enough room in her lungs for the words and the breath and the emotions that were swelling in there like an amorphous mass of bile and confusion.

Oliver flexed his silvery blue toes. His eyes melted with tears. “I’m sorry, Bin. I just think I’ve got to do the decent thing. You know. Stand by her and all that. I mean, I’m only realizing this as I say it. I think I kind of hoped the problem would just disappear. But it’s because of you, Bin.”

“What’s because of me?”

“You’re such a good person. Now I’m telling you, I’m sort of seeing it through your eyes. And I’m seeing I’ve got to stick by her. She needs me, Bin. I don’t know how she’ll manage with a kid on her own. I have to keep telling her it’ll be OK. I mean, it will be OK. Won’t it?” He hadn’t talked so much in months. God help her, he looked younger and younger. “This is what I’ve always wanted, Binny—”

“What, Oliver? What have you always wanted?”

Suddenly self-conscious, he twiddled a strand of hair. “I’ve always wanted someone to look after.”

Binny gazed at him, and tried to speak, but couldn’t. She remembered the words of love that had filled her head as he had moved his soft body on hers. All she knew was that nothing made sense, as if someone had cut a space out of time and failed to tell her. For a moment, brief as one breath, there was only that look of loss between them. Then:

“No!” she roared. She thumped the table so hard that the piled-up breakfast bowls rattled and chattered. “What about me? What about Luke? And Coco?”

“I know, Binny, you’re right. And I’m heartbroken that I’ve lost you, see. But what would you do?”

His mind was made up, then. She swallowed hard, but the thing in her throat stuck there like a stone. “Off you go,” she nodded.

It took barely two hours for Oliver to snip the shape of himself out of Binny’s life and paste it into someone else’s. She piled his bag and his guitar into the van and gave him a lift to the council flat where Sally was kipping with friends. After he buzzed at the door, he rubbed his thick hair with his knuckles until a girl shape appeared at a high-up window. She looked tiny all the way up there, like a little bird framed with colored fairy lights.

“Bye, Oliver.” Binny waved.

He turned, and his face was dark and tangled up with something he couldn’t say. “See ya,” he mouthed. His hair stood up in pointed peaks.

And that was the end of it. It was that straightforward and that clean.
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Only, of course, it wasn’t. Binny found that what had seemed an acceptable level of pain when Oliver told her about Sally became searingly unacceptable once he was gone. She had been seduced by his soft voice, and the regular flow of his words, into behaving as if what he was saying were reasonable. And it wasn’t. It was like the ripping out of a whole landscape. Nothing looked the same, or even suggested someplace she dimly recognized. She felt the lack of Oliver’s guitar when she failed to crash into it in the mornings, just as she felt the lack of him when her moisturizing cream remained in the same place, with the lid screwed firmly on. His absence became a presence, and she swore at it like a dog at her heels.

The children brought home paper angels and homemade stained-glass windows that jumped lemming-like off the mantelpiece every time Binny opened the front door. They sang from their bedroom about Good King Winsylass and We Three Kings of Ori an’ Tar. Luke said he would like a Go-Kart for Christmas. Coco said she wanted to donate a goat to charity. Only here was the thing: She wanted to keep the goat in the back garden first and look after it. “But the poor people who need a goat live in Africa,” said Binny. “I think that is racist, actually,” said Coco. “There are some very poor people down the road.” Overwhelmed, Binny bought nothing.

And every evening it was the same question: “Where’s Oliver?”

“He’s out, Coco.”

“I’ll wait up.”

“I wouldn’t.”

The little girl folded her neat mouth. “I think I will, though.”

Binny did not purchase a Christmas tree or get out the box of decorations from the loft or fill the kitchen with mince pies and jars of pickle. It was all so futile. So lacking in meaning. But she’d catch her daughter silent at the window, waiting for the person Binny knew she couldn’t make appear, and she was overcome. It was worse than hoping for Father Christmas. She’d kick the washing. Slam the doors. Rail at the thick mass of cold winter sky. But nothing, nothing eased her fury.

Last night she’d finally given in. When the children were safely in bed, she had watched a program showing the hundred funniest moments in television—she’d laughed at none of them—and drunk a bottle of red wine. After that she had phoned Oliver. Why shouldn’t she? She didn’t even know what she was planning to say. And when he didn’t answer (as she knew all along he wouldn’t), she tried again and then again, pressing REDIAL over and over. Now that she had started this thing she hadn’t wanted to do in the first place, this unashamed self-humiliation, this willful pecking of her bare wound, she couldn’t leave it. She tried maybe a hundred times in all. And every time he failed to answer she felt increasingly diminished and increasingly betrayed.

Knowing Oliver, he’d probably lost his mobile. It was probably caught in the lining of his trousers. And then a new thought had come to her, a real thorn. What if the mobile was not lost? What if he and Sally were lying in bed, clinging to each other like beautiful weeds, choosing not to answer? He would be stroking her ripe belly, and in Binny’s mind the couple sent her a closed-off smile. At that moment she wished him dead. At least then she’d have a jug of ashes to plonk on the mantelpiece. She could stick a bauble on it.

How dare Oliver find peace when she had none? How dare he replace her and be so easily, so stupidly, happy? Did her love mean nothing? She hurled an empty bottle at the kitchen wall. To her surprise, it did not break. It bounced off the fridge and into a pile of dirty washing and returned, doglike, to her feet. And because the wine bottle would not smash, she grabbed her mother’s Royal Doulton plates from the cabinet and shot them at the floor. One by one.

They broke. They splintered into a thousand blue ceramic pins. And then she bent over the pieces, the only thing she had left of her parents, and her face yawned into one gigantic noiseless scream.

“Mummy,” Coco said in the morning, “I think we had better buy breakfast at the corner shop on our way to rehearsal.” She closed the kitchen door and fetched the coats.

It was too much. All too much. I will not cry. Emotion waved up and over Binny, but she would not go with it. While the children were finding their song sheets, she swept the splinters of china into her hands and squeezed until she felt them spike the skin. Then she shoved her feet into two trainers—Luke’s, actually—and slammed the front door so hard that the broken pane of glass tinkled like a frightened girl. “Fucking bollocks,” she told it.

The children skipped ahead.
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And now it is past ten o’clock on Christmas Eve morning and Oliver will have finished his porridge. Her children are rehearsing a Nativity play about Bill the Lizard and there are no gifts at home, or at least nothing her children might want. Outside, people are traveling to be with loved ones while Binny stands alone, in the middle of a shop that stocks nothing but cleaning products. How could this place be less appropriate? And how will she get through until the New Year, when normal life resumes? Deep inside her something is stretching and expanding and she has to grit her teeth to keep a grip.

“So may I help you?” asks the young woman. This could be the third time she’s asked the question, but she doesn’t raise her voice or say it with any impatience.

“I guess I probably need a dustpan and brush, to start with. For my kitchen floor.”

“Are we talking wood or marble?”

“We’re talking crappy lino. Does it really make a difference?”

“It affects the brush.”

The young woman fetches a ladder and reaches for a chrome-colored dustpan. She pulls out several brushes and examines them, running her fingers through the bristles. “This is the one,” she says. After she descends from her ladder she is smiling, like someone who believes she’s just converted a stranger to religion. How easy it is to be you, thinks Binny.

“You don’t like cleaning, do you?” says the young woman.

“I find it hard to waste my time doing something that is just going to need doing again. If it’s any consolation, it’s the same with the ironing.”

“Domestic chores can be therapeutic.”

“So can red wine,” says Binny.

To Binny’s surprise, the young woman laughs. “It’s small things that make a difference. Something simple, you know, that you can do well if you take the time. It’s important to have those things. What I do is I take out a piece of silver. I apply the polish with a duster and I wipe it all over. Then I take a fresh duster—nice and clean—and I rub carefully. Ages, I can do that. Tears will be running down my face, and I’ll keep polishing, polishing till it’s over. It makes me feel better.”

The young woman looks at Binny. There is something in her eyes, something shining, like Coco when she is hiding a penny in her hand and wants to surprise you. Suddenly she doesn’t look twenty anymore, and neither does she look tidy in that stiff way. She asks shyly, “Maybe you would like me to show you?”

“How to polish?”

“Why not?”

Without waiting for an answer, the young woman walks to the cash till, bends to fetch something, and produces a shoebox, which she sets on the counter beside the Christmas angel with her tinsel wings. For a moment she gazes at it with her hands suspended in the space above the box, as if it contains hallowed treasure. Then she takes off the cardboard lid and places it beside the box.

Inside is a folded duster, another duster wrapped around something small, and a pot of cream. The young woman removes the pot, the folded-over duster, and the bundle. She places them side by side on the counter. She unscrews the lid from the pot and shows Binny the white cream inside. Binny gets the lemon smell again. Slowly and carefully, the young woman unwraps the bundle and reveals a small silver christening mug.

“Life is hard sometimes,” the young woman says, speaking to the cup. She balances it between the tips of her thumb and forefinger and lifts it to the light. Transfixed, she stares at the cup, and so does Binny. It is about the size of Coco’s fist, and the handle is the slimmest crescent moon, so delicate that an adult finger would not fit inside. Below the rim is an illegible inscription in a swirling font. At the cup’s center is a gleaming reflection of both Binny’s face and the young woman’s.

With her right hand, the young woman rolls the first duster into a cigar shape and dips the end into the cream. She rubs it all over the cup’s surface until it is smeared white. It’s obvious she’s done this many times. Her tongue tip rests on the corner of her mouth as, without looking, she flaps open the second duster and begins to polish. It is beautiful the way she does it, so carefully, and in such tiny perfect circles.

Binny has a feeling like a bubble in her stomach and she doesn’t know why but it rises up, up, up. She is about to ask the young woman how it is that life has been hard when something warm slips down the side of her nose toward her mouth. It tastes of salt. She knocks it back with the heel of her hand, but here come more. Tears. And now they won’t stop. With them come images from the past, images of people she has loved and lost. She has no idea why. Like winter snowflakes carried on the wind, here and there, they pass before her. Her parents, Oliver, former lovers, her ex-husband, lost friends, mothers, neighbors, the people she sees every day on the street and does not know. So many lives somehow tangled with hers, gone now, or going. So much love, so much energy, and for what? It all seems to smell of lemon.

Still more tears well from Binny’s eyes and swamp her cheeks, her chin, her hair. It is so big, this feeling, it is hard to believe she is alone with it. Are there moments when those people she remembers are plunged at the same time and without warning into the same ocean of memory? Is it possible that Oliver, for instance, is at this very moment recalling the curve of Binny’s soft thigh and picking up his guitar and singing from a high-up window while the Christmas lights blink, blink over a housing estate?

It is too much. Her body shudders as wave upon wave of fresh grief rises from somewhere deep inside her. To her surprise, there is a sort of relief in giving way to it, a sort of sweetness.

The young woman is still polishing the christening mug with unbroken circles. Between snuffles, Binny apologizes. “I’m sorry,” she murmurs. “I’m sorry.”

“I don’t mind.”

“I can’t stop.”

“Would you like a tissue?”

Binny takes the tissue and blows her nose with a wild honk. Her face must look a mess.

“There’s nothing like a good cry,” says the young woman.

“This is not something I do. I can take anything. I am a rock. I never cry.”

“You wouldn’t be human if you didn’t cry every now and then.”

“It’s the kids. They break your heart.”

“Don’t they?” The young woman nods.

“I can deal with most stuff, but I hear Coco weeping for Oliver at night. Then I go into her room and she’s lying still, as if she’s asleep. She doesn’t want me to know how much she misses him. She’s only eight.”

“Breaks your heart,” says the young woman, not even knowing, it occurs to Binny, who Oliver is, or even Coco, but such detail seems irrelevant now. Binny splutters into a fresh tide of grief. Her jaw muscles are beginning to ache, and her throat feels sliced.

“Do you want to have a go?” says the young woman.

“I beg your pardon?”

“You can if you like.”

Startled, Binny looks up. She prods her knuckles into her eyes to clear the tears and finds the young woman offering the tiny silver cup and the yellow duster.

“Me?” she says.

“Try not to touch the surface. Then you won’t get finger marks and smudges. You want to do it properly. No marks.”

As abruptly as she’d started, Binny stops crying. She receives the small christening mug in the cradle of her open palm, her whole body tensed.

“That’s it,” says the young woman. She tucks the duster into Binny’s right hand and guides it to the pot of cream. “Gently now,” she urges, as Binny begins.

Binny takes a tiny spot of polish. She rubs it all over the cup. She takes the second cloth, the polishing one, and she rubs with tiny circular movements, all over, up and down, left and right, just as the young woman showed her. Binny thinks of nothing except the silver cup, how it was covered in white and how, as she polishes, the silver comes back again. She mustn’t drop it. She balances it between her fingertips, holding only the base and the rim. She mustn’t smudge.

“Five years ago I lost my baby,” says the young woman. “He was stillborn. He was so tiny I had to bury him in a neighbor’s doll clothes. They were pink and I didn’t want pink, I wanted blue. So I cried. But when he was dressed I didn’t care about the pink anymore. He was all I’d ever wanted, and I lost him.”

“I am so sorry,” murmurs Binny. “I had no idea.”

“It was Christmas. Everyone was happy. I felt like an alien. I felt like I didn’t belong.” The young woman guides Binny’s hand back to the cup. “A little more polishing,” she says. Then: “But you have to accept it. Don’t you? He won’t come back.”

Binny continues to wipe the duster in the smallest concentric circles. Suddenly she doesn’t know if they are talking about the stillborn baby or about Oliver. It doesn’t matter. It is all the same. Briefly she closes her eyes and breathes in the lemon smell.

A memory comes back. It is suddenly so clear that she sees it. It is herself as a girl. It is soap-on-a-rope. Of course it is. Vibrant yellow and shaped like a small dimpled balloon. It was there every year, the soap, the smell. She is pulling it out of a stocking, tugging the paper off, and everything, everything smells of lemon soap, even the orange and the walnut hidden at the bottom. The whole of Christmas will smell of it. “What do you have?” her parents laugh from the bed as if they have never seen such a thing as soap-on-a-rope before. It is that simple. And every year it is the same.

When Binny opens her eyes, the young woman is watching. Binny holds the mug very still. “I am sorry you lost your baby,” she says.

“Yes,” she says. “But there it is.”

“Do you hate Christmas?”

“No. I like it very much.”

Binny doesn’t move. In a place beyond words, they stand side by side, the two women: one tall, one small. Their breathing falls into step.

“My partner left me,” Binny says at last.

The words land in the silence.

The young woman nods.

“At least I have my kids.”

“Did they like him?”

“Very much.”

“That is sad, then.”

“But they will be OK.”

“You love them. They will be fine.”

Binny thinks again of the people she has lost. She thinks of her parents and the soap-on-a-rope. She thinks of Oliver and Sally and their baby. No matter how much she rails, there are some things that are gone forever. The young woman is right. We had once what we can never have again. So why, then, do we behave as if everything we have connected with, everything we have blessed with our loving, should be ours for keeps? It is enough to have tiptoed to that space beyond the skin, beyond our nerve endings, and to have glimpsed things that beforehand we only half knew.

“I’m not saying cleaning is the answer to everything,” says the young woman. “You could try something else. Chop wood or something. Or maybe make a sandwich. Sometimes you just need to do something very ordinary.”

Binny will get a tree for the children. She will buy cards and write messages. She has missed the Christmas post, but what does it matter? She will send the cards anyway. She will join the ritual of acknowledging what she has loved, either with an email or a sparkling snow scene. She will remind herself and the people who are left that they mean something to her, even after all these years, even after all this separation.

“Gently, gently,” smiles the young woman. “Look, you’ve missed that tiny bit just inside the handle.”

Binny stays beside this woman she doesn’t know and polishes her christening mug. Briefly, rain falls on the streets outside. There is much to do, much to prepare, much to mend, but it cannot be done in a day, and sometimes it is better to do one small thing. She will stay a while longer.

The angel sits with her tinsel wings. Binny wipes and she wipes and she wipes.
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Read on for an excerpt from Rachel Joyce’s



Perfect


The Addition of Time

In 1972, two seconds were added to time. Britain agreed to join the Common Market, and “Beg, Steal or Borrow” by the New Seekers was the entry for Eurovision. The seconds were added because it was a leap year and time was out of joint with the movement of the Earth. The New Seekers did not win the Eurovision Song Contest but that had nothing to do with the Earth’s movement and nothing to do with the two seconds either.

The addition of time terrified Byron Hemmings. At eleven years old he was an imaginative boy. He lay awake, picturing it happen, and his heart flapped like a bird. He watched the clocks, trying to catch them at it. “When will they do it?” he asked his mother.

She stood at the new breakfast counter, dicing quarters of apple. The morning sun spilled through the glass doors in such clean squares that he could stand in them.

“Probably when we’re asleep,” she said.

“Asleep?” Things were even worse than he thought.
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