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Something is different. His snoring wakes her as usual, the familiar sound of his soft palate rattling against the back of his throat. And, as usual, he has kicked off the duvet in his sleep and now lies facing the cold wall, only in a t-shirt and boxer shorts. The double duvet has gathered in heavy folds around her. She pushes it away and swings her legs over the side of the bed. Her toes shrink away from the cold floor, but she might as well get up, the alarm will go off in five minutes anyway. Between his snores, there is a peculiar silence.

He doesn’t want to wake up. He’s conscious enough to be able to think it, or perhaps it’s more that he can feel it, a sluggish reluctant feeling. He doesn’t want to wake up. He wants to remain in sleep, in the warmth and the dark where nothing is expected of him, where no one will speak to him. No actions, no words; just a body, without form or direction, drifting. This is how he feels every morning, right before he wakes.

There’s something odd about the light, too. As it reveals her reflection in the mirror, the toothbrush poking out between her chapped lips, her cheeks greyish and still swollen from sleep. It’s an unusual morning light, but it is the middle of February. She pulls her pyjama shirt up over her head, revealing the woollen top beneath, and leans over to peek through the curtains. The lawn covered in a blanket of white and powdery drifts swirl above it. Snow. It envelops the garden in a silence so still it’s like sound’s polar opposite. That explains it. An icy gust hits the window and she lets the curtain fall back into place, steps into the shower and turns the temperature knob as far towards the red dot as it will go.

He doesn’t want to, but he has to. The alarm’s insistent ringing vibrates his eardrums, demanding that he get up. He can’t fight it, even as he rolls around and his lower back complains. The same old stiffness he wakes to every morning, like his body overnight has become a piece of wood and must find its way back to flesh. He leans over and hits the alarm with his palm. It’s quiet, strangely quiet. No hum of traffic on the roads, no background noise from the electricity pylons or the neighbour’s rowdy fridge. And what about her? He regards the empty space next to him where the mattress has sunk a little. Has she already left?

It isn’t easy to get the cold to leave her body. Her feet are like ice cubes cracking as boiling water runs over them. It takes several minutes before she actually starts to feel warm. The water runs over her face, shoulders and neck and splashes off the curves of her breasts and the folds of her stomach. Little by little, the body comes back to itself, as if it had retreated to somewhere else for a while, and is now returning, a warm-blooded creature once more, brought to life under the cascade of warmth. She takes some soap from the bottle on the shelf and froths it up with a yellow sponge, letting the foamy suds slide down to her abdomen and in between her thighs. Standing there in the warmth, a lazy longing rises up in her.

No, he can hear her, or he can hear something at least. The familiar sound of water falling from the wide shower-head in the bathroom, like one of the heavy tropical downpours they kept getting caught in when they travelled to Indonesia together. No matter how many times it happened, it always took them by surprise. An ocean of water would fall out of the sky, just like that, only to disappear again, as suddenly as it arrived. The door protests as he opens it and walks past the shower curtain to sit down on the toilet. The toilet seat is cold against his thighs and the steam of his morning urine rises visibly in the chill. Through the shower curtain, he can see the vague shadow of her body. Her round, naked body—a rare sight in the winter months when she keeps it so wrapped up in layers that he almost forgets what it looks like, or feels like for that matter. It’s been a while. He pulls his t-shirt up over his head and kicks his boxer shorts off.

He could have at least managed a “Morning” or “Hi” when she’s so obviously stood only a metre away from him behind the curtain. When they just so happen to live together, as they have done for the past 15 years. She bends over, lifts one leg and scrubs the hard skin of her heel with the sponge. But, as usual, he stays silent; he never says anything unless he’s required to. There she was, alone and feeling so warm and soft and full of longing; it only took his presence to make her feel big and heavy again. She thinks of all that snow outside. It must have been snowing for hours already. Will he even be able to drive?

His electric toothbrush propels saliva and toothpaste around his mouth, obliterating the sour taste of sleep. Won’t she hurry up so he can get to the shower? He catches a glimpse of her through the side of the curtain—her round body, warm and red from the water—and he has a sudden urge to touch it. Touch her buttocks. Reach out and take them in his hands. Back when they lived in a small apartment in Southampton, they’d often shower together, their wet bodies pressed up against each other. He puts the toothbrush down, spits and steps towards the shower curtain, feeling his lower back complaining again. She pulls the curtain aside.

He’s right in front of her, naked. His skin is darker than hers. Not brown, but pinkish and hairy. Incredible, she thinks, that there is still so much hair on his chest, legs and crotch when the hair on his head has almost all but disappeared. For a moment, she pictures the year 8 boys and their smooth, hairless bodies at swimming on Friday. What is he doing, standing there and looking at her so oddly? He almost gave her a shock. “It’s snowing.” Her words make him move a step to the side. The cold has already hit her again; it bites even more against her warm skin. She reaches for a towel, and rubs her hair dry. “I don’t have any classes today, thankfully, but you might have trouble getting out.” She wraps the towel around her head and takes a bigger one from the rail. “You’ll probably have to use the shovel.”

She’s chattering away as usual. He turns on the shower and lowers the temperature a little. He can hear her saying something on the other side of the curtain, but he can’t hear what exactly, just the sound of her voice, its frustrated tone. It was otherwise so peaceful. That strange stillness, the silence of snow. That was what she said. It’s snowing. What about the meeting with Andrew? Now she’s saying something about pastries. That word he can distinguish through the gushing water. Then the door closes. Alone again, he stands, without moving, under the shower-head, wishing he could crawl back into bed and into sleep. But it’s no use. He turns the temperature knob as far towards the blue dot as it will go, letting icy water run over his skull, making it tingle. Then he turns it off.

There is a soft thump as the cat leaps off the windowsill and lands in front of her. “Meow,” it purrs affectionately. It had been stood by the window, pressing its nose against the cold glass as if it wanted to go out. “Alright alright, I’m here now,” she murmurs, pulling a thicker pair of socks over the socks she’s already wearing and stuffing her feet into a pair of leather slippers. Water from her hair trickles down the back of her neck but she doesn’t have time to dry it now. The cat struts into the kitchen ahead of her, its tail held aloft. She notices that its fur is darker around the anus. It’s headed for its bowl. “Meow.” What if he ends up stuck at home, she thinks. She had been looking forward to her day alone. The cat rubs itself against her legs. She opens the fridge and takes out a carton of cream. Squatting down next to the bowl, she pours and the cat’s rough tongue licks the back of her hand in anticipation.

He lifts the window latch and pushes firmly on the frame, but the window won’t budge an inch. Frost. He pushes harder and hears the ice cracking around the edges. Then the window springs open and crisp, cold air rushes in, merging with the steam from the shower. Hot and cold. He inhales deep into his lungs, recalling a fact from one of his first Chemistry classes at the polytechnic all those years ago: snow is really just warm steam that rises and freezes high up in the atmosphere. A layer of white powder has settled on the windowsill. He reaches out and draws a clumsy heart with his index finger in the porous water molecules.

She looks out of the window, it’s starting to get really light now. A soft, blue glow hovers like dust on the garden’s powdery trees, like the blue light in that Kieslowski movie they saw many years ago when they lived in London. In those days, they went to the cinema a lot. Sat there in the dark, holding hands or his hand on her leg, sliding gradually between her thighs throughout the film. They don’t really do that anymore. They take the girls, of course. There seems to be an infinite supply of children’s movies to be watched. Speaking of the girls, it’s time to wake them up, the sooner the better.

It goes so fast. In the time it takes him to pull up his jeans, fasten them, pull a jumper over his head and put his wallet into his back pocket, the two girls have already jumped out of bed, dressed and are seated themselves at the breakfast table, lively as ever. Even in winter, their faces glow with energy, their skin never really gets dull. They’re chatting away, of course, about the snow. “Mum, do you think we’ll get to miss school today?” Maybe he should give Andrew a call, but he’ll think about that later. See what happens.

School was open, said the intranet, and Anna had already checked for both of them, no update, thankfully. She had a big pile of papers that needed marking and had promised to bake pastries for the staff meeting that evening. Why did she always agree to bake for the meetings? None of the younger teachers ever volunteered. She opens another sachet of yeast and empties it into the lukewarm milk. A triple batch, quite the task.

They’ve moved on already, now they’re talking about some leap year party, although it’s a week and a half away, as far as he can make out. Their conversation moves so fast, it’s impossible to keep up. Meanwhile, she’s at the kitchen counter, baking something as usual, keeping up conversation the whole time. They can talk for England, those three. He’s the only one who can’t seem to figure it out. It would be nice, just for once, if they could just sit in peace and quiet and eat their breakfast. Or if he could. If he could sit all alone with a coffee and a bun from the bakery.

It’s too much. Too much to handle. The dough is already so big and heavy she can barely lift it. Why didn’t she think to do it in two batches? Her wrists are starting to hurt. The dough is moist, but it doesn’t seem to be absorbing the flour. Should she add another egg? With a sticky hand she takes an egg from the box and cracks it on the side of the mixing bowl. The yellow yolk falls glistening onto the pale dough, together with the translucent, viscous white—so pure and clean and yet so intimate, like a secretion from within. She massages the cool membrane with her fingertips, working it into the dough. She can hear the girls chatting away behind her and she can hear him, silent as ever. It would almost be easier if he wasn’t there.

It’s clear to him that the three of them have something together. He doesn’t know what, exactly, but he’s definitely not part of it. That’s why, sometimes, he just wants to do his own thing. To just get up and go out into the snow alone. He pictures it, his deep footprints in the snow, leading across the lawn, out into the meadow, into the forest and further still. The chair scrapes against the tiled floor as he pushes it back and stands up. He goes over to the fridge and takes out a block of cheese—the strong one that only he eats. “Uuuugh,” the girls complain, “It stinks, it stinks.” She just stands there, kneading. He sees how much force she puts into it, as if there’s something up with her.

It continues to snow outside, great drifts falling from the sky. She makes a fist with her hand and presses it into the dough which is finally beginning to resemble dough, a shiny, bouncy lump, as she answers Nina’s question about what she dressed up as for the leap year party, when she was still at school. “Ballet dancer,” she says. “What, you?” Anna says, with a hint of scorn in her voice. “Yes me, I borrowed Eva’s tights.” She gives the dough another punch. “Could you really fit into those?” asks Anna. Then his phone starts ringing.

It’ll be Andrew. His lower back jolts a little as he straightens up, puts the phone to his ear and walks into the living room. Andrew’s cheerful croak greets him on the other end of the line. They’ll have to cancel of course. Andrew’s stuck in Bristol and it’ll be impossible to get in to the office today. Not to mention the four miles he would have had to drive himself. Either way, Andrew isn’t planning to enjoy his day off. “Fucking weather,” he curses, as if the snow had appeared solely to piss him off. “Although, if you’re going to be home today, you’ll have enough to keep yourself occupied, I suppose,” he grunts, as if the mere concept of a family offends him. It’s always the wives who leave. That’s how it was with Andrew at least. She left, taking the two kids and the dog with her. “But why,” he’d asked when Andrew told him. Andrew had shaken his head and said, “She said she was tired of feeling lukewarm.”

She can hear it in his voice. It’s Andrew, for sure. The clock above the cooker reads quarter to eight, time for the girls to leave. If there are no teachers there, they’ll just have to come home again. But hopefully not for the first few hours. As for him, well, she supposes he’ll just have to stay home too. “Go and get ready girls,” she says, as she washes her doughy fingers in the sink. At least the dough is as it should be: soft, golden and so huge it can barely fit in the mixing bowl.

Back at the table with his half-eaten cheese on toast, he’d prefer not to think about it, but the images resurface anyway: Andrew at the Christmas party. How he’d swooped around the room, hitting on everything that gave off the slightest odour of female. Especially the new girl in marketing with the large breasts. Not that he hadn’t noticed them himself, from a polite distance. If that was what it was like to be divorced, he was good where he was. She turns around to face him, a little smudge of flour on her cheek. “If you’re staying home today, will you at least go out and shovel the path?” she asks. Of course, she’d rather be alone today, he knows her well enough to know that.

She covers the mixing bowl with a tea towel. When was the last time they were both home on a weekday, she wonders. Was it back when they were students? When they occasionally skipped class together or just sat opposite one another in silence, each engrossed in their own textbook. She goes into the hallway but he’s already gone out, disappeared without a sound. Then she knocks on the bathroom door, “Time to go!” The door opens and there stands Nina with a flower in her hair and Anna, looking at her with her usual slightly snobbish expression. She gives them each a packed lunch and a hug. “Dad is out clearing the path for you,” she says. Despite everything, at least he’s got time to do that, so they can get to the pavement. She goes out onto the front step, getting hit by a rush of cold. He’s already reached the gate and looks, all of a sudden, like a stranger, a man she doesn’t know, out there in the snow. A strong, dark figure, thrusting away.

He bends over, thrusts the shovel into the snow, slides it forwards and then lifts it up and empties it, getting into the rhythm. He’s not wearing a coat but he’s already sweating. It feels good to move his body, to hear himself getting a little out of breath. His lower back doesn’t even hurt anymore. On the contrary, he feels strong. He steps forward and strikes again, making his way painstakingly down the path. Here come the girls. He doesn’t need to turn around, he can hear their voices behind him, then a snowball hits him in the neck and gives him an icy shock. He spins around. Nina is standing there in her puffer jacket, laughing.

“If it's too deep on the pavement, walk on the road,” she shouts to them, steam evaporating from her mouth. There won’t be any cars out today anyway. Anna makes a face in response, then they turn and make their way through the snow, lifting their boots high and waving back at her until they are out of sight, obscured by the drifting snowflakes. A day will come when it will feel like this again. When they’ve moved to Southampton or Brighton or even all the way to London. When it’ll just be the two of them again. The arms of her woollen jumper are already covered in snow. She opens her mouth and sticks her tongue out, feeling the light fluffy snowflakes against her warm skin. It feels more like fire than ice, a hot rush that goes straight to the heart. What was it, they said about snowflakes? Every single one is different from the others, no two snowflakes are alike.

He pauses for a moment and leans on the shovel. The girls are walking in the middle of the road and the snow still comes up to their knees. Anna is in front. Even knee-deep in snow, there is something light and playful about them, like little animals capering about. No doubt there will be snowball fights at school today; girls versus boys probably, trying to shove snow down under each others’ shirts. He remembers it well: the uncontrollable tension in his body, the energy pumping through him, the delight at having an excuse to brush against the breasts of a red-cheeked girl.

Well, time to get going. The door slams shut behind her as she goes into the living room. The cat is curled up like a fur ball in its usual corner of the sofa. The room is cold, even though the radiator is turned up as high as it can go. They ought to light the fire but they are almost out of firewood and today is not the day to go out and get more. A cup of tea will do, and a coffee for him. They’ll just have to make the best of it.

He leaves the shovel against the wall by the front door. If it snows more, he’ll have to come out and do it all again. It’s impossible to predict. He brushes the snow off his shoulders and thinks to himself how odd it is to see the air so filled with activity where usually there is nothing. His body still feels strong and warm, almost buzzing. Perhaps he ought to chop some firewood too, now that he’s up and about. She’ll probably want to light the fire.

Her teacup steams on the desk. She pulls out the stool with the sheepskin and settles herself down into the soft wool. Where has he disappeared to now? She can no longer see him through the window. She brings the cup to her lips, taking a sip of the scalding tea. The heat on her tongue spreads to the back of her throat and all the way down her body, to her lap. She is hit by a sudden impulse. The same impulse she gets whenever she walks past the new maths teacher in the hallway and he smiles at her.

It smells of wood, resin, oil and turpentine. He balances a large log on the block and grips the axe, swinging his upper body as he lunges forwards. The log splits in two and falls to the ground either side of the block. He takes another log and, tensing his shoulders and upper arms, he splits the wood in two. Sweat drips down his forehead and he wipes it away. A few more, then there should be enough to light the fire. Andrew’s ex-wife, Stephanie, was always freezing too. Women just seem to feel the cold more. He wonders what Andrew is getting up to now in his empty house. Sitting in the kitchen, drinking coffee, probably.

She takes another sip of tea, feels it warming her body from top to toe. At least, that’s how it was in the beginning, with the maths teacher. They’d pass each other in the corridor and exchange smiles, but it fizzled out after a few months, for no particular reason. At lunch, he’d tell the same jokes, again and again. She didn’t really want anything, when it came down to it. Don’t shit where you eat, wasn’t that the advice? Although she wasn’t sure why. She turns the computer on. Class 7B, quite a troublesome bunch. Perhaps they could talk about where snow comes from tomorrow.

From her posture alone, he can tell she’s freezing, despite the sheepskin and the cup of tea. Her shoulders are hunched like she’s trying to make herself smaller to preserve heat. He stands for a while with the chopped wood in his arms, then tiptoes in socks over to the firewood basket. Only then, does she turn around, her eyes falling first on the basket, then him. “Oh, firewood,” she says and smiles, her cheeks becoming round. For a moment she looks young. “I made coffee.” She nods at the cafetière on the table, her face back to its usual age. He pours himself a cup and takes a sip—dark and bitter.

Firewood, just what they needed. If she’s lucky, maybe he’ll light the fire too. She turns her attention back to the computer screen. Her lap is still warm and there is something insistent about it. Behind her, he’s tearing up pieces of newspaper, curling them and pushing them in. She hears the fire tongs scrape against the side of the log burner and the sound of a matchstick setting it all alight, rippling through the paper. She turns around and gets up from the stool.

The fire catches hold of the paper, the firelighters and the flaky bark of the wood. It’s easy to start a fire; the difficult part it getting it going so it lasts, getting the wood hot, so it burns slow and easy until everything is charred and blackened. She has gotten up from the desk and is now squatting down next to him, in front of the fire, holding up her hands toward to the flames, towards him. Her cold, white fingers. He can’t stop himself from taking them into his hand. “Always cold,” she says, as if she can read his mind. Then she adds, “and you, always so warm.” She doesn’t take her hands away but stays there, sitting, watching the flames. Then he does it. It’s like approaching a strange animal. He puts his free hand on her chest.

She can feel the heat of his palm through her multiple layers of wool. His hand tries clumsily to find its way up under the layers and eventually, after several detours, reaches her skin. He takes a deep breath as he takes hold of her breast, kneading it slowly, softly. Another hand slides up to find the other breast. His fingers find her nipple. They are hard in a way they haven’t been since last summer, the week they were in Greece. She can’t help it. She turns her head to kiss him. He tastes of coffee and cheese.

Her lips are freezing and chapped from the cold and it feels a little awkward to begin with, like kissing a stranger. It’s been so long since they did this, kissed like this. Eventually though, her lips soften, becoming moist with the saliva between them, jaw muscles warming up, remembering. Her tongue tickles his palate teasingly and he holds her tighter. Then there’s a little thump from over by the sofa. The cat prowls nonchalantly across the living room floor and he remembers that she had work to do today, that she didn’t want to be disturbed.

He falls back, his soft, warm lips no longer pressed against hers, and he takes his hands out from under her clothes. So he doesn’t want to, after all? Does this have something to do with her? Has she gotten too old, too fat, too ugly? She watches him watching the cat, as it pushes the door open with its paw and walks out of the living room. “Maybe a bit too warm,” he says, nodding at the animal with a little laugh. He has a smudge of soot on one of his cheeks. Before he can do anything else, she takes his hand and places it between her thighs, his fingertips resting on the metal zipper of her jeans.

She wants to, after all, despite the papers to mark and the pastries and whatever else she was supposed to be doing. He rubs her crotch through the fabric, up and down, feeling her tensing up beneath his touch. Now it’s up to him to keep the momentum. He glances over at the log burner. The fire has caught, thankfully. Meanwhile, she has begun to unbutton his shirt, button by button, exposing his naked skin. She puts her lips onto his hairy chest and kisses him where his heart is. He feels light-headed. Now there is no going back. Now there is only forward. It is as if they’ve left the house, the place they know all too well, and entered unknown territories. They have no choice, they must keep going, walking step by step through the snow.
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