
It is the end of the weekend, and the people of the city have looked in their 

fridges and freezers and found them empty. We all crowd into the 

supermarket. The crowds in the aisles carry expressions of resignation, 

impatience, and confusion. It is this last expression I understand the most.  

 

In the tinned goods aisle, between the tuna and the baked beans, a pair of old 

people are moving. Yet they are not walking as I know it. Their bodies are 

propelled more by the kinetic energy caused by trembling rather than any 

deliberate muscle-control on their part.  

 

Time has pushed them past the signposts of ‘male’ and ‘female’; now they are 

closer to fossil than flesh. Whatever they are shopping for, one senses, it could 

well be their last supper. And don’t they know it. The blast from the 

refrigeration could kill them; they’ve come prepared. They’ve dressed for this 

expedition as if they were going to the moon; mottled all-weather jackets, 

scarves with murky olfactory backgrounds, sturdy shoes.  Like ancient 

astronauts on a far-away planet, they navigate space with laboured 

movements and audible, fought-for breaths. 

 

When a thick stream of people surge past them, they stop their trembling and 

freeze, stock-still, with polite smiles on their faces. They look as if they have 

stumbled into a party and someone is taking a photo of them. It is a tactic, I 

think, designed to cause least offence. They stand, and smile obediently, 

making sure they don’t get in the way. Their exquisite manners, completely 

ignored.  

 

The ravenous crowds push past them; the danger is over. One looks at the 

other and then picks something slowly from a shelf. It’s a tin. They consult it 

together; one turns the tin over in wrinkly hands until the other nods. Then 

one bends, stiffly, at the hips, and places the tin in the trolley. 

 

It’s that which delineates him as the man; this is his concession to romance, 

his act of courtesy towards his wife. He still does the heavy stuff. 

 



I watch them walk the length of the aisle, not speaking to each other. They 

turn the corner, out of sight.  

 

Without realising it, I have stopped breathing; I took a gulp of air when I saw 

them, and I have been holding my breath ever since, perhaps not wishing to 

knock them down with a sigh. I take a breath, and with my heart thudding 

walk to the check-out.  

 

I think of them as I leave the supermarket and trudge home. How, for a brief 

moment, they gave me a glimpse into another planet I’ll get to one day, when 

my appetite is nearly but not quite over, when my scavenging is nearly but not 

quite done. 

 

 

 

 


