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The Faithful Look Away


It is a brand new day. The house growls with happiness as my bare feet touch the ground. I make the bed just as soon as I’m conscious, it’s a travesty to leave a bed unmade, even for the duration of a hot shower or the imbibing of coffee. I smooth the white sheets, they are my children and their bodies unruffle beneath my hands. My husband, Malcolm is gone into the city with his knapsack and his lunch of two tins of oily fish and a hand-cut salad with added alfalfa. Since he lost weight he talks more openly, it is as though I have sculpted him into a finer state. The trunk of his body is like a firm pillar and I test his strength by competing against him—when we cycle I win and when we run I win and when we work out he sweats and I win. He dreams all through the night of rages; he curses and punches the air and rises up and lays down again then snores. He dreams of all the unfairness of the office. He gives the company a piggyback and they heave him through his dreams by his toes. When he comes home later I must listen to these power struggles and soothe him with the implications of being a strong man; he will not weaken on me so long as I continue to remind him. 


I grind the coffee only after a power shower takes away the smell of my skin; the scent of a person is a terrible thing and I don’t want mine exuding from me. I use waterlily shower gel, and the French lavender shampoo I bought in Provence from a woman who had the look of a highly preened poodle, then I spray perfume and deodorant and put a little gel in my hair. Malcolm said to me one night after a whiskey he wished I’d grow my hair long. I was so aghast at this—I told him he must be drunk. Women over the age of thirty cannot and should not keep long hair. They look like witches who should be riding brooms. He looked as though he might cry when I said this so I left the room.


The coffee tastes too good to have more than one cup, I’ve never believed in gluttony when it comes to life’s pleasures. I had the coffee imported from Sri Lanka and one dose is enough to crack on with the housework. I haven’t had a job in fifteen years as my place has always been the home. I dust first, then polish, wax the floors, steam clean the windows, scrub the kitchen work-surfaces and lubricate them with orange oil which fills the house with an enticing, luxurious smell. I do this last so the smell still permeates when Malcolm arrives home at five thirty. When he forgets to compliment me on the aroma I sometimes fall a little sullen, I admit. In the afternoon I bake rock cakes, lemon buns, fruit loaf, scones, all the things he likes, and he has that one treat. It’s how I uphold his diet, I dangle the carrot. It seems the promise of one sample of luxury is enough to keep him on the straight and narrow.
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