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Four Legs
On the morning Clara came for the kitchen table, Arthur ate his toast standing by the sink.
The table was upside down on two blankets. He had removed three legs and was considering the fourth, which had not forgiven him for the damp winter of 2004. A socket wrench lay beside the marmalade. Every so often he picked it up, tried the bolt again, and put it down without comment.
Helen would have had a comment. Something about his determination to make breakfast more difficult than it needed to be. Or a suggestion that he take it out and shoot it, which had been her solution to most problems involving furniture.
He finished the toast. The kitchen clock said ten past nine. Clara had said nine, but he had known that to mean some time before lunch.
When the van arrived, he was standing on one end of the wrench.
“Is that an approved technique?” she asked from the door.
“For people who know what they’re doing.”
“Right. I’ll wait until one turns up.”
She wore a red coat he hadn’t seen before. Her hair was shorter, cut at her jaw, and there was a fresh burn along the inside of her wrist. He saw it and looked away. At twenty-eight she would not appreciate a question about whether she had been careful.
“You’re late.”
“The first van smelled of diesel.”
“It’s a diesel van.”
“Inside, Arthur.”
“Oh.”
They looked at each other across the overturned table.
“Tea?” he asked.
“Yes.”
He had packed the mugs the previous evening. Finding them required opening three boxes, because he had labelled all the kitchen boxes KITCHEN. This seemed to give Clara pleasure.
“Very systematic.”
“I know what’s in them.”
“What is?”
“Kitchen things.”
She took off her coat. Underneath was an old green jumper of Helen’s, the sleeves turned back twice. Arthur almost mentioned it. Then he remembered that Clara had worn it at Christmas and he had almost mentioned it then as well.
The kettle sounded loud in the bare room.
“You’ve taken the pictures down,” she said.
“Buyer’s coming to measure on Monday.”
“So?”
“So I’m moving out.”
“I know that.”
He put teabags in the mugs. One had a cartoon badger on it. The other said BEST MUM in letters that were beginning to wear off.
He switched them before handing one to her. She noticed.
For thirteen months they had been stepping around small things in this manner, careful not to break what was already broken.
“Where are you going?” Clara asked.
“A flat over a shop. Near the workshop.”
“What shop?”
“A place that sells phones.”
“All right.”
“It has a separate entrance.”
“I assumed you wouldn’t have to go through the phones.”
He had wanted her to ask about the flat. Now that she was asking, he wanted to stop describing it.
She went to the back door and looked at the garden. The rosemary bush leaned across the path. Helen used to trim it with the kitchen scissors and then complain that everything she cut tasted of lamb.
“What happened to the blue chair?”
“Went to the charity place.”
“I said I might want it.”
“You said you didn’t have room.”
“I didn’t then.”
He turned the badger mug by its handle.
“You said the table was the only thing you wanted.”
“No. You asked what I wanted. I said the table.”
He could hear the difference, now she had said it. He couldn’t work out what to do with it.
“The van’s out there,” he said.
“Yes. I saw it when I drove it here.”
They got the fourth leg off together. Clara held the table steady while Arthur put his weight on the wrench. The bolt shifted with a noise like a quiet complaint. He caught his knuckles against the frame and said a word Helen had forbidden at breakfast, though not, inconsistently, at any other meal.
Clara laughed.
Under the tabletop, near the edge, someone had drawn a small dog in permanent marker. Arthur rubbed a thumb over it.
“You did that.”
“I know.”
“You blamed the dog.”
“I was eight.”
“We didn’t have a dog.”
“I wasn’t a very good criminal.”
They wrapped the legs in old towels. Arthur found the numbers he had pencilled on them the last time he dismantled the table. Clara carried them out two at a time. He let her. They lifted the top between them, turned sideways through the door and stood in the drive breathing rather more heavily than either wanted to acknowledge.
The van was long enough. Arthur checked the load straps, then checked them again.
“You don’t have to come,” Clara said.
“Somebody has to put it back together.”
“I’ve met a screwdriver.”
“It’ll need levelling.”
“I’m sure the coast has people who can do that.”
He tightened a strap that did not need tightening.
“I’ve told the hire people I’m driving.”
She watched him for a moment, then handed him the keys.
“We’re not going straight there.”
“All right.”
“There’s somewhere I want to stop.”
“How far out of the way?”
“Some.”
He didn’t ask again. It was more journey than she had offered him in a year.
Instructions for Arrival
Clara had put three versions of the same message into her phone that morning. All began with Before we set off. None had been sent.
Now they were past the ring road, with Arthur driving as if the table were a passenger likely to complain about his cornering. It seemed too late to begin with before.
Her phone vibrated against her thigh.
A message from Mia: Have you told him?
Clara turned it face down.
The kitchen at the Old Station in Saltwick was not going to open on Friday. It was not going to open at all, at least not with Clara in it. Mia had accepted a salaried job ten days ago and withdrawn the money she had intended to invest. The landlord had not been prepared to renegotiate. Clara had handed back a set of keys she had only been allowed to hold for forty-eight hours.
She had cried in a bus shelter, which had felt unoriginal. Then she had applied for a job in the hospital catering department and arranged to rent a room above Rosa’s café.
Those were sensible things. She had done them quickly. She had told almost everyone.
Beside her, Arthur changed gear.
“How many covers?” he asked.
“What?”
“At your place. How many can you seat?”
“Twenty-four. That was the idea.”
“Table takes six comfortably. Eight if they’re thin.”
“Yes.”
“Your mum used to get ten round it.”
“She made people eat with their elbows in.”
“She was right. You don’t need your elbows to eat.”
Clara looked out at the wet fields. A horse stood in a yellow coat, appearing to regret it.
Arthur had not understood the business plan. He had read it with a pencil, marking figures in the margin, and asked questions about electricity and wages until Clara heard only that he thought she would fail. She knew he had been a self-employed furniture restorer for thirty years. She knew those questions mattered. She had still wanted him, before the electricity, to say it sounded wonderful.
When Helen was alive, she had translated them to each other.
He’s worried. That’s what that looks like.
Or, to Arthur: She didn’t ask you to inspect it. She asked you to come and see.
Clara had resented the translation even while depending on it. Since Helen died, she and Arthur had discovered how few sentences they could get across the room unaided.
He pointed to a sign for a service station.
“Do you need anything?”
“No.”
“I could do with a stop.”
“Then stop.”
“Just asking.”
“I know.”
He parked as far as possible from the entrance. She was about to object when she saw the row of spaces nearer the door, all too short for the van. Perhaps not everything he did was an attempt to make her walk in the rain.
Inside, he chose two sandwiches, then put one back and picked another.
“What do you eat now?”
“Food.”
“I meant are you still not having cheese?”
“That was when I was fourteen.”
“I lose track.”
She took the sandwich from him. It was cheese.
They sat beside a window overlooking the petrol pumps. Arthur opened a paper packet of sugar and poured it into his tea without tasting it first. Helen had done the same and Clara had once considered this proof they belonged together.
“When are you handing the house over?” she asked.
“End of next week.”
“That’s soon.”
“It took ages to sell. Now everyone wants everything done yesterday.”
“Could you have stayed?”
He flattened the sugar packet.
“Not comfortably.”
“Money?”
“Among other things.”
She had imagined the sale as something he was doing to their life. It occurred to her, unpleasantly, that it might also be something happening to his.
“I could have helped with the packing.”
“You were busy.”
“You didn’t ask.”
“I thought—” He stopped, took a drink, put the cup down. “No. I didn’t.”
The admission was small and unfamiliar. Clara picked at the corner of her sandwich wrapper.
“We’re stopping at Eddie’s,” she said.
Arthur looked up.
“My dad’s,” she added, unnecessarily.
“I know who Eddie is.”
“He has somewhere we can stay. And a workshop, in case the table needs anything.”
“The table doesn’t need anything.”
“All right.”
“How long have you been seeing him?”
“A while.”
“How long is a while?”
“Since Mum got ill. A bit before that.”
Arthur looked out at the pumps. A man in a suit was trying to open his fuel cap while holding a phone under his chin.
Clara wanted to say that Eddie had changed, then resisted. He had changed in some ways. In other ways he still sent birthday cards after her birthday and began apologies with explanations. He was sober now. He answered his phone. She was learning to want only the things he could actually give her.
“You don’t have to like him,” she said.
“I didn’t say I didn’t.”
“You’ve done the mouth.”
“What mouth?”
“The one you do when somebody paints oak grey.”
Against his will, Arthur smiled.
“It’ll just be tonight,” she said. “We can get to Saltwick tomorrow.”
He nodded.
Clara picked up her phone. Mia had sent another message, just a question mark.
She typed: Not yet.
The Other Workshop
Eddie had grown a beard.
Arthur had last seen him at the funeral, clean-shaven in a suit that made him appear to have been dressed by someone who had not measured him. The beard improved him, which Arthur resented in a quiet, manageable way.
He came out of the workshop with a rag in his hand.
“You found us.”
“Eventually,” Arthur said.
“I did say not to trust the satnav.”
“You said turn left at the red postbox. It’s been painted black.”
“Has it?” Eddie looked towards the lane, as if he might settle the matter from where he stood. “Well. They shouldn’t do that.”
Clara hugged him. It was not a big hug. There was care in the way she approached it, and Arthur felt ashamed of noticing with relief.
The workshop occupied a former farm building beside two caravans and a low cottage. A sign by the gate said REPAIRS CONSIDERED. Someone had added IN MODERATION underneath.
“That’s new,” Clara said.
“Man brought me an electric toothbrush. I had to draw a line.”
Inside were a lawnmower, three bicycles, a radio, a kitchen chair and a long workbench clear enough to suggest Eddie had made an effort. Arthur looked at the tools. Some were good. Most were where he would have put them himself.
“Want to bring the top in?” Eddie asked. “It’ll be drier.”
“It’s dry in the van.”
“Fine.”
“There are straps.”
“Good.”
They stood for a moment demonstrating that neither required anything from the other.
Clara picked up her bag.
“Where are we sleeping?”
“You’re in the cottage. Spare room. Arthur, there’s the caravan. I’ve had the heater on.”
Arthur looked at the nearer caravan. It was cream, with a brown stripe and the faint, apologetic lean of something that had once had tyres.
“Perfect,” he said.
“I can have the caravan,” Clara offered.
“No need.”
“It’s actually quite nice,” Eddie said.
“I said perfect.”
Clara took her bag into the cottage. Eddie wiped his hands again.
“She looks tired,” he said.
“Starting a business.”
“Yes.”
There was something in the yes Arthur couldn’t place.
“Don’t suppose it’s easy,” Eddie added.
“No.”
Arthur went to the caravan.
It was, annoyingly, quite nice. Eddie had put fresh bedding on the narrow bed and a jug of water beside it. There was an electric heater, a lamp and a paperback with a cracked spine. The curtains had been sewn from fabric patterned with lemons.
Arthur sat on the bed. A spring complained beneath him.
He had not slept away from the house since Helen died. Before that, his nights away had been at the hospital or in the chair beside her bed at home. The caravan’s unfamiliar noises seemed to demand an introduction.
He took his washbag out, then put it back. He checked that his phone was charging. He read the first paragraph of the paperback three times without learning the name of the man in it.
Outside, Clara laughed at something Eddie said.
Arthur closed the book.
He had known, when he married Helen, that another man occupied a permanent room in their lives. He had accepted this in theory. In practice, he had fitted school shoes, sat through parents’ evenings, made packed lunches and collected a furious fourteen-year-old from a party where the promised adult supervision turned out to be a twenty-year-old asleep upstairs.
Eddie had sent postcards. Not always. Sometimes there had been no word for months.
Arthur had never kept a written record of the difference. He was beginning to suspect that he had kept one anyway.
At dinner, Eddie served a vegetable stew and bread he admitted buying.
“Recipe said make it the day before. So it’s theoretically better than it was yesterday.”
“Did you eat it yesterday?” Clara asked.
“Yes.”
“Was it good?”
“Let’s not put pressure on it.”
Arthur tasted it. It was good.
“The beans need a bit longer,” Clara said.
“You’re not at work.”
“I can’t stop knowing about beans just because I’ve taken my coat off.”
Helen used to say things like that. Not exactly those things, but with the same flat refusal to help a ridiculous suggestion along.
Eddie looked at Arthur.
“Sounds like her mother.”
Arthur put down his spoon.
“Yes,” he said.
It was the first thing they had agreed on without competing.
What Fathers Know
After dinner Eddie washed up and Arthur dried. Clara sat at the little kitchen table and watched two men who had spent twenty years avoiding each other disagree politely about where the plates lived.
It was better than she had expected. It was also exhausting.
“Go and put your feet up,” Eddie told Arthur. “You’ve driven enough.”
Arthur hesitated, evidently unwilling to be sent to bed by a man who kept mugs in the plate cupboard. Then he folded the tea towel and went out.
Eddie waited until the caravan door closed.
“He doesn’t know about the station.”
“I was going to tell him.”
“When?”
“On the way.”
“Which way? Home?”
She took the tea towel and dried a spoon that was already dry.
“He’ll think he was right.”
“Was he?”
“That’s not helpful.”
Eddie pulled the plug. A piece of parsley circled the drain.
“I was sorry about Mia. But she did what she needed to do.”
“I know.”
“And so are you.”
“Yes. Everyone’s been very sensible. It’s disappointing.”
He smiled, but didn’t pursue it. She appreciated that. People who had let her down were sometimes better at not demanding that she make an immediate improvement.
“Did Mum know you’d stopped drinking?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“Did she believe you?”
“Eventually.”
“Were you angry that it took a while?”
“I was. That wasn’t one of my more reasonable positions.”
Clara hung the tea towel over the oven handle.
There had been a time when she imagined sobriety as the return of the father she might have had. Instead, she had acquired a quieter version of the father she did have. He still talked too much when he was nervous. He still forgot dates unless he wrote them down. But when he said he would come, he usually came, and when he couldn’t he called before she put on her coat.
“Do you remember the school concert?” she asked. “The one where I played the recorder?”
“Not very well.”
“You said your car broke down.”
He leaned against the counter.
“It didn’t. I forgot what day it was.”
She looked at him.
“I thought if I told you about the car, it wouldn’t feel like I hadn’t wanted to come.”
“It felt like I wasn’t allowed to be angry with you.”
“Yes,” he said. “I can see that now.”
Clara nodded. The answer did not mend anything, exactly, but it removed an old piece of grit.
Outside, Arthur’s caravan light went on.
“Was he there?” Eddie asked.
“At the concert? Yes. He filmed the wrong child for the first ten minutes.”
Eddie laughed, then caught himself, uncertain whether he was entitled to.
“You can laugh,” she said. “It was funny.”
Later she took two clean mugs and a packet of biscuits to the caravan. Arthur opened the door wearing a T-shirt and trousers with no belt. Without his belt he looked less prepared to deal with her.
“Am I keeping you awake?” she asked.
“No.”
“Dad says the kettle’s temperamental.”
“It isn’t temperamental. The contact needs cleaning.”
“Of course.”
She climbed in and sat on the opposite seat. The caravan was warm and smelled faintly of dust from the heater. Arthur had lined his shoes up under the little table.
“It’s nice,” she said.
“It is.”
“You sound surprised.”
“I am.”
She gave him the biscuits.
For a while they discussed the route. Arthur had bought a road atlas because he disliked the phone telling him to prepare for a turn while he was still preparing for the previous one. Clara found Saltwick, put her finger on the old railway line and almost told him.
Instead she asked, “Have you packed Mum’s clothes?”
“Some.”
“What does some mean?”
“Coats. Shoes. Things that were easy.”
“Why were shoes easy?”
He looked at her, surprised.
“They didn’t look like her without her in them.”
Clara ran her finger along the railway line again.
“I thought you’d just cleared it all.”
“No.”
“You didn’t say.”
“I didn’t know I had to report.”
She withdrew her hand.
He pressed his lips together. There was the mouth again, though this time it appeared to be directed at himself.
“Sorry,” he said. “That came out wrong.”
She nodded.
“I don’t know what you want me to keep,” he said.
“I don’t know either.”
They sat for a while without speaking.
Before she went back inside, Clara picked up the road atlas. A sheet of paper lay beneath it, covered in Arthur’s square handwriting. Measurements for the flat. The largest space was a living room barely wider than the caravan.
“Will your workbench fit?” she asked.
“Not upstairs. It’ll stay at the workshop.”
“And on days you’re not working?”
“I expect I’ll think of something.”
He spoke lightly, but she had known him too long.
At the caravan door, she turned back.
“I’ve got an interview on Monday,” she said. “For some regular kitchen work. At the hospital.”
“What about your place?”
“It might be useful alongside.”
“Oh,” he said. “Good idea.”
She closed the door before he could ask anything else.
A Leg from Somewhere Else
The split ran from the bolt hole almost halfway down the leg. Arthur could see now that the old wood had been giving up for years.
He had made it worse with the wrench.
He stood in Eddie’s workshop on Thursday morning, holding the leg in the light from the open door. Behind him, the kettle boiled with a whistle so shrill it seemed to belong to a larger emergency.
“Can you glue it?” Eddie asked.
“Not and trust it.”
“Brace it?”
“Could. Wouldn’t be right.”
Eddie poured water into a teapot. He didn’t argue, which Arthur found easier to respect than he had expected.
“I’ve some ash out the back. Been there a while.”
“Won’t match.”
“No.”
Clara came in carrying toast on a plate. She had put three pieces down and kept the fourth between her teeth. It was a thing Helen used to complain about, then do herself when running late.
“What won’t match?”
Arthur showed her the leg.
“Oh.” She took the toast out of her mouth. “Was that me? Getting it into the van?”
“No. Me. Getting it apart.”
“Can you fix it?”
“Replace it.”
“With what?”
“Ash, apparently.”
She looked from him to Eddie.
“Why do you sound offended by a tree?”
“It’ll look different.”
“So?”
“It’ll always look different.”
“Arthur, the top has a burn from my GCSE art project and a dog drawn underneath. It’s not going to be invited to a museum.”
He ate his toast.
Eddie brought in the timber. It was sound, straight and more than adequate. Arthur put it on the bench and measured the old leg.
“How long?” Clara asked.
“Depends.”
“On?”
“Whether somebody keeps asking me how long.”
She set the plate out of his way.
“Right. What can I do?”
He almost said nothing. Then he handed her a pencil.
“Mark that measurement on all four sides. Here. Not on the knot.”
She did it carefully. He checked without redoing it.
By ten, they had a shape. By eleven, Clara was sanding while Arthur prepared the fixing. Eddie had gone to help a neighbour with a gate, apparently satisfied that leaving them in possession of his workshop did not threaten his standing as a father.
Clara blew dust from her fingers.
“Don’t,” Arthur said. “Brush it.”
She brushed it.
“Do you remember when Mum painted the kitchen?” she asked. “Yellow. The terrible yellow.”
“Custard.”
“More like the stuff on chips.”
“Piccalilli.”
“That’s it.”
He remembered. Helen had chosen from a small square on a card and then spent a week insisting that the room looked cheerful before asking him to paint it white while she was at work.
“She said it would be easier if she didn’t have to watch you being pleased with yourself,” Clara said.
“I wasn’t pleased.”
“You were magnificently pleased.”
He considered this.
“A bit.”
Clara put down the sandpaper.
“She wasn’t very good at that, was she?”
“Painting?”
“Being wrong.”
“No.”
“Everyone talks about her now as though she was impossibly kind all the time.”
“She could be bloody difficult.”
Clara looked at him. Then she laughed, and the laugh broke halfway through. She put one dusty hand over her eyes.
Arthur stood still. He wanted to find a clean cloth, fetch water, identify a task. Instead he pulled the stool closer to her with his foot.
She sat.
“I miss having somebody to be annoyed with,” she said.
“I’m here.”
She laughed again, more successfully.
He sat on the edge of the bench, keeping the tools between them because he still needed something to do with his hands. He turned a washer over with his thumb.
“She hated the chair I made her,” he said.
“The little one?”
“Rocking chair. For her fiftieth. She said it was beautiful, but she never sat in it. I kept moving it to where she liked to sit. She kept moving it back.”
“Did she tell you why?”
“In the end. Said I appeared to be trying to retire her from standing up.”
Clara wiped her face with the clean side of her sleeve.
“She told me it made her seasick.”
“She didn’t tell me that.”
“Didn’t want to hurt your feelings.”
“Being called an ageist furniture manufacturer was apparently all right.”
Clara smiled at the floor. He let her.
When Eddie came back, they were fitting the new leg. He held the table steady while Arthur tightened the last bolt. Clara crouched with a pencil and wrote a small number five underneath.
“There are four,” Arthur pointed out.
“This one’s new.”
“No one will understand that.”
“I will.”
They turned the table upright. The ash leg was paler than the others, less decorated, plainly from somewhere else. Arthur pressed down on each corner. Nothing moved.
Clara ran her hand across the top.
“That’s it,” she said.
He reached for a piece of sandpaper, then put it down.
At the gate, Eddie hugged Clara and shook Arthur’s hand. Neither man attempted to say anything large enough to damage the small improvement between them.
“Send me a picture when it’s in,” Eddie told her.
Clara looked away for half a second.
Arthur noticed.
The Station with No Trains
Saltwick first appeared between two warehouses: a thin piece of grey water, gulls hanging above it, the white end of a pier. Clara had imagined this arrival so often that for a moment she felt the old excitement before remembering she no longer had the place it belonged to.
Arthur glanced towards the sea.
“Looks cold.”
“It generally is.”
“People swim in that?”
“People do all sorts of things you disapprove of.”
“I don’t disapprove of swimming.”
“Only of doing it in water.”
He smiled and followed her directions past the harbour.
The Old Station stood at the top of a short hill. There were no tracks now, just a strip of grass where the platforms had been and an iron canopy over a locked blue door. Clara had loved the canopy. She had pictured herbs in old enamel containers beneath it, customers sitting outside with coffee, the kitchen window opening to let out heat.
A new notice had been taped inside the glass.
VIEWINGS BY APPOINTMENT.
Arthur pulled in.
“Here?”
“Yes.”
“Where’s the entrance for deliveries?”
“There isn’t one.”
“Round the back?”
“No. Arthur.”
He turned off the engine.
Clara watched a gull pull at something caught beneath a parked car. She thought she might manage to tell the story better if she began with the first email from the landlord, but that would mean making him wait through five minutes of circumstances before arriving at the fact she had withheld.
“I haven’t got it,” she said. “The place. I’m not opening here.”
His hand remained on the key.
“Not Friday?”
“Not at all.”
She told him about Mia’s job. About the money. About the landlord’s refusal. She gave dates because dates were what he would ask for, and because they made it impossible to pretend this had happened during the journey.
“You knew before we left.”
“Yes.”
“Before we took the table apart.”
“Yes.”
He looked out through the windscreen. There was a chip in the glass near the bottom, filled with resin.
“What were we doing, then?”
“Bringing the table.”
“Where?”
“To me.”
“Where were you planning to put it?”
“Rosa said she’d store it at the café. Until I worked something out.”
“Rosa knows.”
“Yes.”
“Eddie knows.”
“Yes.”
He nodded once, then twice, as if confirming a measurement.
“I was going to tell you.”
“You had plenty of opportunities.”
“I know.”
“Was the hospital interview true?”
“Yes. It’s three or four days a week, depending on the rota. I need something steady.”
“Then you should take it.”
“I haven’t been offered it yet.”
He gripped the keys. She could hear the little metal ring clicking against them.
“Why not tell me?”
“Because you were already expecting it to fail.”
“No, I wasn’t.”
“You read the plan like it was a thing somebody was trying to sell you that you didn’t want.”
“I was looking at the figures.”
“You only looked at the figures.”
“They mattered.”
“I know they mattered.”
A woman walking a terrier passed the van and looked in. Clara lowered her voice.
“I know. That’s why I’m sitting here looking at a sign instead of opening a restaurant. You don’t have to win.”
Arthur stared at her.
“Win?”
She wished she hadn’t said it. She was still angry enough not to withdraw it.
He took a long breath and let it out through his nose.
“How much would you have needed?”
“Don’t.”
“I asked how much.”
“I don’t want your house money.”
“You don’t know what I was going to offer.”
“You can’t afford to live in your own house. I’m not taking money so I can fry onions under a pretty canopy.”
“That isn’t all you’d have been doing.”
“No.”
The gull abandoned its investigation of the car and took off, scattering something pale across the road.
Arthur put the keys in his pocket.
“I need to get out.”
She watched him open the door.
“Are you going home?”
He looked back, confused by the question.
“No. I’m going for a walk.”
“All right.”
“I won’t go home without telling you.”
He shut the door carefully. It would have been easier, somehow, if he had slammed it.
Clara sat in the van with the table behind her and finally sent Mia an answer.
Told him.
Then she added:
Badly.
Two Portions
Arthur walked down to the harbour and bought chips because it was nearly four and nobody had eaten lunch.
Only after the woman had wrapped them did he realise he had ordered two portions. He stood outside the shop holding the warm paper and felt, for the first time that afternoon, slightly ridiculous.
He had come a long way to be angry at someone who had lost something she wanted. He was aware of that. He was also aware that she had made him a spectator at a play everyone else knew had been cancelled.
Both things seemed possible. He was not sure how to put them in the same sentence.
He sent a message: At the harbour. Bought food. Coming back.
Clara replied almost immediately. I’ll come down.
He found a bench with a view of three fishing boats and an overturned bucket. It was less picturesque than the postcards in the shop window. He preferred it.
A gull landed beside him and inspected the packets.
“No,” he said.
The gull remained optimistic.
Clara came down the hill carrying her red coat rather than wearing it. Her face was blotchy. He looked at the boats until she sat down.
“Salt?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Vinegar?”
“Yes.”
“Good. They’ve already put it on.”
They ate. The gull came closer. Clara moved her foot and it retreated a small, insulting distance.
“I should have told you,” she said.
“Yes.”
“I know you don’t have to make that easier, but you could leave half a second.”
He almost smiled.
“I didn’t expect you to fail,” he said.
She looked into the paper.
“I expected there to be problems. It’s a business. There are always problems. The figures were the bit I knew how to help with.”
“I needed you to like the idea first.”
“I did like it.”
“You didn’t say.”
He watched a man carry a coil of rope along the quay.
“No.”
Clara ate another chip. When she spoke again, it was more quietly.
“You kept saying it would be hard work. I’ve been working in kitchens since I was sixteen. I know what hard work is.”
“I know you do.”
“And Mum always made it sound like you thought more of what I did than you actually said.”
Arthur set his food down.
“She wasn’t making it up.”
“I know that now. I think. I just can’t keep guessing.”
The harbour smelled of diesel and wet rope. A little swell lifted one boat against its fenders with a soft squeak.
“I don’t know how to do this without her,” Arthur said.
Clara stopped eating.
He kept his eyes on the boat.
“Any of it. The house. You. I was her husband for twenty years. I knew what that involved, more or less. Then she wasn’t there, and I didn’t know which bits of my life still belonged to me.”
“You think I was one of the bits?”
“Not like an object. I mean I didn’t know whether you still wanted—”
He stopped. This was why he preferred bolts. You could apply force to them without producing a sentence you hadn’t intended.
“Whether I wanted you?” she asked.
He nodded.
She put her chips between them.
“Arthur. At the funeral I sat in the second row.”
“I know.”
“Your brother had the seats at the front. And his children. I stood there and nobody moved, and you looked at me and pointed to the row behind. I know you didn’t mean anything by it. But she was my mum.”
He remembered the packed room. The order of service slipping from his hand. Looking for somewhere she could sit, grateful there was a place.
“I thought I was helping,” he said.
“I know.”
“God.”
“And afterwards everyone asked how you were. Which was right. Of course it was right. But I felt as though I’d become a person visiting your grief.”
Arthur put a hand on the bench between them. He did not touch her yet.
“I should have moved them.”
“Yes.”
“I should have had you beside me.”
“Yes.”
He sat with the answer. There was nothing useful to do to it.
Clara pulled her coat over her knees.
“I stopped answering because I didn’t know how to say any of that without making you feel worse. Then you’d leave a message about the washing machine or whether I’d changed my address, and I’d get angry because I thought that was all you had to say.”
“I was finding reasons to ring.”
“I know that now too.”
He moved his hand a little closer. She rested two fingers on the back of it, the way Helen used to do when she wanted his attention without interrupting someone else.
“I didn’t come because the table needed levelling,” he said.
“I had worked that out.”
“I wanted to go somewhere with you.”
She kept her fingers where they were.
“Even if I haven’t got a restaurant?”
“Yes.”
“Even if I get a job making custard for three hundred people?”
“That’s quite a lot of custard.”
“It is.”
“Your mother would have approved. Better than putting it on the walls.”
Clara laughed, unexpectedly and loudly enough to offend the gull.
They finished the chips. They were cold by then, but neither suggested throwing them away.
Rosa's Terms
Rosa’s café had three tables in the front, two in the back and a notice on the counter asking people not to put wet umbrellas on the cakes.
Clara had worked there during a summer six years earlier. She had left because she wanted a bigger kitchen, a bigger town and colleagues who didn’t know whether she had eaten breakfast. Rosa had wished her luck and continued to ask the breakfast question whenever she rang.
Now Rosa looked at Arthur and said, “You must be the one who made the rolling pin.”
Arthur blinked.
“I made several.”
“The heavy one. She wouldn’t let anybody else use it.”
Clara set her bag down too firmly.
“It was a good rolling pin.”
“I gathered.”
Rosa had flour on one sleeve and reading glasses hanging from a chain decorated with plastic strawberries. She was neither old enough nor patient enough to play the wise woman Clara had occasionally tried to make her into. She put three mugs on the counter and told them both to sit while she locked up.
The table went in through the back door without its legs. Arthur and Clara carried it. Rosa moved a stack of crates out of their way and complained that whoever had designed the building had apparently not expected objects to enter it.
They set the top on blankets beside the storeroom wall.
“You’ve room upstairs?” Arthur asked.
“For a bed and a person,” Rosa said. “Not always at the same time.”
Clara showed him her room. It had a sloping ceiling, a narrow bed and a window overlooking the backs of other buildings. From one corner, if she leaned, she could see a piece of the harbour.
“It’s small,” she said.
“It’s clean.”
“That’s not the same as nice.”
“No.” He looked around again. “But you can make it nice.”
He did not offer to build shelves immediately. She noticed the effort.
Downstairs, Rosa had brought out the day’s unsold cake. It leaned slightly in the middle.
“Lemon,” she said. “Not a structural triumph.”
Arthur looked at the storeroom door.
“Where am I staying?”
“I booked you into the guesthouse opposite,” Clara said. “Just tonight. Breakfast included.”
“You didn’t have to.”
“I know.”
He thanked her. She was absurdly relieved. He was so good at being useful that doing something for him could feel like trying to pay a bill already settled.
Rosa cut the cake.
“Do you still want to say no to my idea?” she asked Clara.
Arthur looked from one woman to the other.
“Rosa offered me evenings here,” Clara said. “Before I found the station. And again after it fell through.”
“Not every evening,” Rosa said. “I like going home. Two a month to start with. You’d do the cooking, bookings, menu, cleaning. We’d put the arrangement in writing so neither of us has to be gracious later.”
Arthur ate his cake. Clara waited for him to ask about the rent. He didn’t.
“I wanted my own place,” she said.
“I know.”
“With my name on it.”
“Yes.”
“It felt like going backwards.”
Rosa brushed crumbs from the knife with her thumb.
“I won’t tell you it doesn’t. You’re allowed to be disappointed. The offer’s still the same.”
Outside, someone tried the locked front door, read the sign, and tried it again.
Rosa ignored them.
Clara looked through the open kitchen door. The range was old but well kept. She knew the awkward corner where two people couldn’t pass each other carrying trays. She knew the good shelf in the cold store, the temperamental tap, the window that stuck when it rained.
It was not the kitchen she had imagined. It was a kitchen in which she knew how to work.
“I’d need to find out my hospital shifts,” she said.
“Yes.”
“And test it. A few evenings. Not announce a whole grand thing.”
“Please don’t announce a grand thing. I have enough notices already.”
Clara smiled. She took out her phone and opened a blank note.
Then she stopped.
“What do you think?” she asked Arthur.
He put his fork down.
“I think I’d like to come and eat.”
She looked at him for a second longer than the sentence required.
“Then you can,” she said.
Later they brought in the legs and assembled the table in the café’s back room. It replaced two folding tables with unsteady hinges. The pale new leg faced the kitchen.
Rosa put a hand on the top and pushed. It didn’t wobble.
“Oh, that’s lovely,” she said, sounding relieved rather than sentimental.
Clara took a photograph for Eddie. Arthur stood at the edge of it, one hand still under the table, checking a fixing that was already tight.
She made him take his hand away.
The Empty Van
Arthur left after breakfast on Friday.
He had slept badly in the guesthouse and told Clara he’d slept well because he didn’t want his journey to become another thing she thought she had done wrong. Then, while she was buttering toast, he corrected himself.
“Actually, there was a pipe making a noise. And the pillow was peculiar.”
“What was peculiar about it?”
“It appeared to be full of smaller pillows.”
She nodded with professional seriousness.
“That is peculiar.”
They were sitting at the table. Their table, although Arthur was trying to stop calling it that. Morning light came through the café’s back window and made the repaired leg look almost white.
Clara had brought down a notebook. Not a business plan. Just a list of things she would need to ask Rosa, and some menu ideas with arrows between them.
Arthur read it when she offered it to him.
“Sounds good,” he said.
“Which bit?”
“The onion tart. And the chicken. Not sure about this.”
“That’s not food. It says spare aprons.”
“Oh.”
She took the notebook back, smiling.
He helped Rosa move a sack of flour, carried his bag across from the guesthouse and checked the empty van. Without the table it smelled more strongly of rubber mats and whoever had hired it before them.
Clara stood by the passenger door.
“Text when you’re back,” she said.
“I will.”
“And send me a picture of the flat.”
“It isn’t much.”
“I didn’t ask for an estate agent’s photograph. Just so I can see where you are.”
He nodded.
She hugged him. He had expected the quick embrace they had used at Christmas, one hand on the shoulder, both of them already preparing to move apart. Instead she held on until he stopped patting her back.
“Thank you for bringing it,” she said.
“You’re welcome.”
“And coming.”
He closed his eyes for a moment.
“Yes,” he said. “You’re welcome.”
The van rattled more without its load. He noticed it on the first stretch out of town and pulled over to check the straps, then found himself standing at the open back doors looking into a space he had deliberately emptied.
He put the loose straps in a bag. That was all that needed doing.
At the service station where they had eaten on Wednesday, he bought tea and a cheese sandwich. He took a photograph of the sandwich and sent it to Clara with the message: Still suitable?
Her reply came while he was sitting down.
For someone your age, yes.
He laughed. The woman at the next table glanced up, then back to her paper.
He returned the van that afternoon. Eddie rang while he was walking home from the hire depot.
“Looks good in the photograph,” Eddie said.
“It does.”
“That ash will darken a bit.”
“I know.”
“Of course you do.”
They walked around several harmless subjects before Eddie said, “She told me you know about the station.”
“Yes.”
“Sorry. I didn’t want to be the one to say.”
“That was fair enough.”
A bus went past, covering whatever Eddie said next. Arthur asked him to repeat it.
“I said she’s allowed to tell us different things.”
Arthur stood at a crossing, waiting for the light.
“Yes,” he said. “Apparently.”
Neither was entirely comfortable with this. It seemed a reasonable place to begin.
The following week Arthur moved into the flat above the phone shop. The bedroom took the bed and not much else. The living-room window looked onto a row of chimneys and the upper branches of a tree in someone else’s garden.
He unpacked the badger mug. He put Helen’s photograph on a shelf, moved it to another shelf, then left it on the first one. For supper he bought soup and ate it at a small folding table left by the previous tenant.
Clara rang at eight.
“Have you got a curtain?”
“Yes.”
“One?”
“There are two. It’s an ordinary flat, Clara.”
“I’m establishing the facts.”
She had got the hospital job. She sounded pleased and defensive about sounding pleased. He let her tell him about the hours, the woman who interviewed her, the kitchen large enough to lose a trolley in.
“I like knowing when money’s coming,” she said at last.
“I remember liking that.”
“I thought you’d think I’d given up.”
“No.”
She was quiet.
“The evenings are still happening,” she added.
“I’ll come.”
“I know.”
After they hung up, Arthur washed the bowl. He noticed that the cupboard door above the sink hung slightly low and took a screwdriver from the box by his feet.
Then he put it back. He would mend it tomorrow.
For that evening, he opened the window and listened to someone practising a trumpet badly three streets away.
Dinner at Seven
On the first supper night, Clara burned the onions.
Not all of them. Enough to matter.
She stood over the tray with a spoon, trying to persuade herself that the darker pieces were deliberate. Rosa came in, looked once and opened the back door.
“There’s time for another batch.”
“I know.”
“Then stop negotiating with those.”
Clara tipped them out.
It was six weeks since the table arrived. She had learned the hospital’s routines, developed a strong opinion about one particular trolley and discovered that a regular wage did not prevent her from wanting things. It made wanting them less frightening.
There were nine paying guests booked for seven. Arthur was one of them, because he had insisted on paying and Clara had not had the energy to stop him. Two others had come because Rosa knew them. The remaining six had found the menu somewhere and liked the sound of it.
Clara kept checking the bookings as if one of the names might evaporate.
Eddie had booked for the next evening they were planning, four weeks away. He had put the date in his phone while she listened. Neither had made a joke about it.
At half past six, the fresh onions were in the oven and the kitchen smelled as it should. Clara changed her apron. In the back room, Rosa lit two candles, looked at them and put them away again.
Arthur arrived carrying a small paper bag.
“Not flowers,” he said.
“Good.”
Inside were the kitchen scissors, cleaned and sharpened, their yellow handles unmistakable.
“I found them in a box marked bathroom.”
“Your system’s evolving.”
“I thought you might like them.”
She picked them up. A faint smell of rosemary remained in the join of the handles, or she imagined it. She was no longer trying to settle every question like that.
“Thank you.”
He looked towards the oven.
“Smells good.”
“Now.”
“Problems?”
“Onions.”
“Ah.”
“Handled.”
“Right.”
He didn’t offer to help. He went to the table and sat where she had put his name.
The evening did not run perfectly. One guest had forgotten to mention she didn’t eat celery. A plate came back because it was cold, and Clara discovered she had warmed all the plates except the ones she was using. Rosa dropped a fork loudly enough to make everybody look up, then took a bow.
But people ate. They asked for bread. A man with very precise glasses wanted to know what was in the dressing. Two women who had arrived separately began telling each other about the same disastrous walking holiday, which each believed the other remembered incorrectly.
Clara moved between the kitchen and the table, carrying plates, answering questions, learning the room.
At nine, she brought out the apple cake. It was Helen’s recipe only in the sense that Helen had once cut it out of a newspaper and then ignored half the instructions. Clara had followed the original. It was, privately, better.
Arthur took a bite and looked up at her.
“Not quite your mum’s,” he said.
“No.”
He tasted another forkful.
“That’s allowed.”
“I know.”
And she did, at least about the cake.
After the guests left, Clara counted the money and wrote down the costs. There was not enough left to transform anything. There was enough to do it again without pretending.
Rosa took her share, put on a coat with a broken zip and went home. Arthur stayed because Clara had asked him to.
They stacked the chairs from the front room. He carried dishes to the kitchen while she scraped plates. Neither spoke much. The silence no longer needed defending.
“There’s cake left,” Clara said.
“I could manage some.”
“You’ve already had two pieces.”
“I’ve done a bit since then.”
She cut a third, and one for herself. They took their plates to the big table. A new mark ran across the top, a fine white scratch where someone had dragged a buckle against it. She touched it with one finger.
“Already,” she said.
Arthur looked, but didn’t reach for anything.
“Your first night.”
“Yes.”
Outside, somebody wheeled a bin over the uneven pavement. The sea was out of sight, a dark movement beyond the buildings. In the kitchen, the fridge motor stopped, leaving the room unusually quiet.
Clara sat opposite Arthur and put her feet on the lower rail of her chair.
“Will you come next time?”
“If you’ll have me.”
“Don’t make it sound like that.”
“Like what?”
“As though you’re asking permission every time.”
He considered this, then nodded.
“I’ll come.”
“Good.”
She reached across for the last piece of bread. Arthur moved his plate to give her room.
