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THE LOST ART OF KEEPING A WOMAN 

- R J Burgess - 

 

For seven years, the scene had remained unchanged. Inside that 

town encased in glass, it was forever winter.  

Sometimes it snowed there, the thick, cloying flakes 

bouncing off those cheap plastic rooftops, swirling up, down, 

around through the vacuum like sycamore in a breeze. At other 

times, the same place was quiet, the same buildings half-buried 

under snowfall, their tiny painted windows submerged with white 

detritus.  

Claire Reynolds stared at the town that lay in her hands, 

watching as those flakes of snow whirled in front of her eyes. 

In the darkness of the room around her, muffled by the fabric of 

her bag, her mobile phone continued to ring as it had for some 

time. 

Ba-reeeee, ba-reeeee… Ba-reeeee, ba-reeeee.  

“Go away,” she bid the phone and the town in her hands 

suffered blizzard conditions. 

She couldn‟t see it from where she was sat cross-legged on 

the bed, but she already knew what it would say: Richard Mobile 

calling… Answer / Reject. 

She ignored it.  

Richard mobile calling… well he could call her all he 

liked. She‟d never have anything to do with him again after what 
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he‟d done to her. Even in the darkness of the room, she could 

see some of the uglier bruises tattooed across her flesh like 

henna. Her face was a lattice-work of wounds. There was pain 

everywhere. Fifteen years she‟d been married to that man and for 

the last seven, she‟d been like this. Constant pain. Constant 

misery. Face like a dropped beetroot. No more. 

There was a sound and Claire looked up to see that Ezra had 

slipped into the room without her noticing. He stood away from 

her, his head bowed as though embarrassed at having walked in on 

her unnoticed. In fairness, she barely knew the guy. He was a 

tall, quietly spoken man whom she‟d met just last week when 

coming out of the supermarket. He‟d helped her with her things 

when the shopping bag had split, carrying the items to the car 

one by one whilst she stood back and thanked him. He was too new 

to her to be called a close friend, but he‟d taken her in when 

no one else would and given her somewhere to sleep for the 

night. And for that, Claire was eternally grateful. 

He reached into the bag and withdrew the mobile phone. The 

volume shot up several decibels. 

“It‟s your husband,” he said after a pause.  

“I know. Don‟t answer it. Please.” 

“He‟ll only keep on ringing.” 

“Just get rid of him.”  

He turned the phone off and tossed it back into the bag. 

The ringing stopped. 
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“There,” he said. “He won‟t be calling again.” 

Claire returned the snow globe to its rightful place on the 

bedside table. She sighed. “Thank you.” 

“It‟s dark,” said Ezra. “Want me to turn the light on for 

you?” 

“What, and let you see me like this? No thank you. I think 

I‟ll just turn in for the night.” 

“Suit yourself. You want anything, just give me a call.” 

“Are you leaving?” 

“I‟ll be downstairs.” 

“What if Richard comes during the night?” 

“He won‟t.” 

“Please don‟t go.” She was shocked at the feebleness of her 

own voice. 

He stood in the doorway, his clumsy hands rubbing against 

his temples as though he were in pain. But then he was moving 

over to her side, climbing into bed next to her so that her head 

rested upon his chest and she could smell the trace of whiskey 

on his breath.  

“You should rest,” he said. “You‟ll feel better in the 

morning.” 

“Good night,” she replied and with a smile and a gentle 

squeeze of his arm, sleep overcame her completely.  

 

* * * 
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Night passed, morning came and with that, Claire awoke, 

bleary eyed, and looked out at the new dawn. On the bedside 

table, the miniature town was once again half-buried in snow, 

the dust of the room already starting to cling to its polished 

surface. Ezra lay in bed next to her, his snores loud in the 

early morning quietness.  

He‟d been right about one thing – she did feel better this 

morning. Suddenly she felt enriched for running from her 

husband. Vibrant and alive. She was a free woman, separated, 

single. She could do what she pleased goddamn it! No more 

doormat; no more some little, sickly weed. She was her own woman 

again.  

Her own woman…  

There was so much to be done! Shopping, that was the key. A 

little retail therapy followed by coffee. Maybe a new pair of 

shoes – who cared if she splashed out a bit, she was free. 

First, she‟d go down to the chemists, see if they could give her 

some makeup that could cover the bruises. No! First, she‟d head 

down to the solicitors. A divorce would be easy to get, looking 

like she did.  

Feeling like a child again, Claire jumped out of bed and 

bounded downstairs to fix some breakfast, her face a smiling 

effigy that declared to the world, “I‟m on the mend.” By the 

time Ezra was starting to wake, she‟d already prepared bacon, 
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egg, toast and orange juice and laid them out on the breakfast 

table with all the skill and aplomb as if she‟d been doing it 

for years. And she was smiling – running up to Ezra as he came 

downstairs and kissing him and hugging him as he stood there 

with sleep in his eyes and asked her what was going on.  

“Just a little something I‟ve knocked up for us both,” she 

declared. “I‟m a free woman now Ezra and I feel great! I‟m going 

to go into town today to get myself a divorce. And then I‟m 

going to go buy myself a new outfit: a tight black dress with 

straps that comes way up my thigh and shows my cleavage and 

everything. Richard never let me get anything like that but I 

think I‟ll treat myself. What do you think?” 

“Great,” said Ezra, sitting down and helping himself to the 

food she‟d prepared. “Just take it easy okay.” 

“Ezra, I‟m fine. I feel alive! The world is my oyster and 

you, my dear, are my clam.” 

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 

“I don‟t know, but does it matter? I can say what I like 

now; I can do what I please. I‟m a woman again!”  

Ezra swallowed the mouthful of egg he was chewing, washed 

it down with some coffee and, getting up from the table, 

announced that he was going to work.  

“But you haven‟t finished your breakfast,” she said.  

“I‟m not hungry.”  
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Grabbing his coat, he headed for the door and disappeared 

without so much as a goodbye. Claire was left alone in the 

kitchen, the breakfast congealing on the table in front of her. 

Somehow, she wasn‟t very hungry either anymore.  

 

* * * 

 

The snow globe in the bedroom was her prized possession. 

Richard had brought it for her on their first date together down 

on Brighton Pier. It was the only thing she still treasured from 

that relationship. The only thing she‟d managed to salvage 

before running away for good.  

After clearing up the breakfast things, she spent the day 

cleaning the house. The lawyers could wait, she‟d go to them 

tomorrow, the bruises would still be there. There was no rush 

for anything anymore – she could do as she liked! Shopping and 

lawyers – all that could wait until the morning. Today, she‟d 

repay her debt to Ezra‟s kindness.  

She fixed dinner for five and waited for Ezra to come home. 

He didn‟t. At six, she put the plates in the oven to warm them 

through and tried to watch a little TV. By seven o‟clock, she 

was checking the news for weather reports: maybe he‟d been in an 

accident due to the cold. There was a lot of black ice this time 

of year… 
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She checked, but there was no black ice and no road 

accidents. The news was very insistent on this part.  

It was gone nine o‟clock when Ezra finally rolled in from 

work. He was drunk and stank of cheap whiskey and cigarettes as 

he staggered into the hallway, throwing off his coat in a 

crumpled mess in the corner. Claire rushed up from the sofa and 

helped him into the living room.  

“Ezra! What‟s wrong, are you okay?” 

He didn‟t answer for a moment, choosing instead to flop 

onto the couch, his head heavy in his hands. He groaned to 

himself.  

“What‟s going on?” she demanded.  

“Did you do it?” he asked, his voice slurred with drink.  

“Do what?”  

“File for a divorce? You said you were going to.” 

“No,” she said. “Maybe tomorrow. I cleaned the place up for 

you instead – what do you think? You‟d never even know I‟d been 

here.” 

“Great,” he said, burying his face into his hands.  

The next thing Claire knew, he was crying.  

It took her several moments to realise that he was crying 

and even when she did, she almost didn‟t believe it at first. 

Ezra was her rock; he was her refuge, her salvation. And yet 

here he was, his big, heavy chest rising and falling, going boo 

hoo hoo, whilst she looked on helplessly, unable to believe the 
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transformation that had come over her friend. The man who had 

shown her such kindness was sobbing like a baby, the tears 

falling from his face in little blobs of saline that ran and 

dripped in declaration of his misery.  

“Ezra!” cried Claire, rushing over to the sofa, throwing 

her arms around him and holding him as close to her as she 

could. She kissed him on the forehead once, twice, hugged him 

close to her chest. “What‟s wrong? What‟s going on?” 

Suddenly, he lunged forwards and kissed her properly, full 

on the lips. His kiss tasted of salt and liquor and at first, 

she was too startled to do anything. A moment later and she was 

pushing herself away. 

“Ezra! What‟s gotten into you?” 

“What‟s gotten into me?” he cried, his eyes streaming with 

a grief that she simply didn‟t understand. “Claire, don‟t you 

even know yourself anymore?” 

She stared back blankly. 

“Don‟t you even know who I am?” he demanded. And then 

suddenly he wasn‟t crying at all, far from it. Suddenly there 

was malice in his eyes and his gaze was fixed and sharp, his 

body leaning in towards her as she backed away and felt the 

familiar grip of terror start clawing up her spine. From within 

her, something screamed that this was wrong, very, very wrong, 

but it was something that she couldn‟t pin down, a truth that 

slipped and slid away from her every touch. She swallowed. 
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“Y-you‟re Ezra Finnegan,” she stammered. “I met you down at 

the supermarket. You helped me with my bags.” 

“No, no, no!” he shouted and suddenly pain blinked through 

her mind like static. Her head cracked back, her vision 

flickered as Ezra stood above her, his fists clenched to his 

side like boulders. “Look at me!” he demanded, his eyes bulging, 

fixated like a madman. “Don‟t you know who I am?” 

She was petrified. “I…” 

“Fine,” he declared. “Then I‟ll show you.” And with that, 

he was on top of her, his lips kissing into hers with their 

powerful scent of booze and heady passion, which went but one 

way. Claire floundered, hit out at him, but he was too strong, 

his hands clawing up and over her, tugging at the fabric of her 

clothes, one hand clasping itself over her mouth as she gagged 

and screamed and struggled all the more.  

She tried to paw him off; she tried to scrabble free of his 

grip but he was still upon her, groping and pinning her down as 

he fumbled with the straps of her bra, stripped her naked and 

fucked her right there.  

She was screaming by the end.  

 

* * * 

 

Minutes passed as though seconds. Ezra withdraw from her 

and buckled his jeans. Claire just lay there terrified, her body 
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a bleeding, battered, tear-stained mess that looked away and 

pleaded to him, “I‟m sorry, I‟m sorry, I‟m so sorry…” 

“Now do you know?” he said, his voice cold, empty.  

Ezra… what was going on? She‟d thought she could trust him, 

she‟d thought he was her friend. But now it was as though she 

were with Richard all over again – as though things were as they 

had always been: coming home every night pissed off his head, 

fumbling with her, beating her stupid, shouting at her until she 

pissed blood with fear. But she‟d run away from all of that… 

she’d run away! 

“Ezra, please,” she sobbed. “Please…” 

“You bitch!” he hissed and his fists lunged out once more. 

“You twisted bitch!” Again, again. She threw her hands 

instinctively over her face, the hits raining about her smack, 

smack, smack. “Do you not even know who I am?” 

“Ezra, stop,” she pleaded. “You‟re behaving just like 

Richard!” 

“What are you talking about? I am Richard!” he yelled so 

loud that she stopped crying at once, staring up at him with her 

fearful eyes, too frightened so much as to whimper. “I can‟t 

take this from you anymore Claire – I just can‟t. When are you 

going to get that twisted little brain of yours in order? When?” 

The fists were back around her again. Smack, smack, again, 

again, bruises flushing up before her like love bites.  

“Ezra! Stop!” 
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“There‟s no such person as Ezra!” he cried. “There never 

was, there never will be. That was me who helped you with your 

bags at the supermarket. Me. Richard. You don‟t have anyone 

else. Say it. „My name is Richard and I am your husband.‟ Say 

it!” 

A moment lingered in the air. A moment pregnant with fear 

before Claire looked up at the leviathan that stood before her 

swaying, fists taut at his side and then her brow lowered in 

menace and she remembered it all. Oh yes, she knew this man: how 

could she forget? Every night for seven of the last fifteen 

years, he‟d been at her like this. Well, no more. Never again.  

“Your name is Richard,” she hissed, her eyes two narrowed 

slits of venomous hatred. “And you are my husband.”  

Then she was up on her feet, shoving herself past that 

towering giant of steel, running out into the hallway as he 

called after her. She grabbed the snow globe on the way – her 

only happy memory from this disastrous relationship – no time 

for her shoes as she wrenched open the front door and ran out 

into the night, her husband standing on the porch behind her 

calling after her to come back. “Come back!” 

But she wouldn‟t. Never again. Her husband was a stranger 

to her now, a random nobody she might as well have just met in 

the supermarket for all he meant to her. She had to escape to 

someone she could count on to look after her. She didn‟t have 
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any friends but there had to be someone who would take pity on 

her if just for this one night.  

Just one night; that’s all I need.  

 

* * * 

 

The night was dank and the streets of her town were filled 

with dead ends. An hour passed, two, three before Claire walked 

up to the doorstep of her only friend in the world, a sodden, 

beaten figure all sniffles and bruises. She rang the doorbell 

and waited.  

A brief pause and then her friend was there, standing in 

the warmth, ushering her inside with his kindly eyes.  

“Oh Ezra,” she sobbed. “It‟s my husband. Can I stay here – 

just for tonight? I promise I won‟t intrude any longer.” 

In the warmth of the hallway, Richard sighed, ran a hand 

through his hair and wondered once again how it had ever come to 

this. “You‟d better come in,” he said and, standing aside, 

ushered her into the hall.  

 


