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      It was about a year ago, on my mother’s ‘anniversary’. Much as I tried to ignore it, Anita was all I could think about. I was already off sick from work with a flu thing, and then remembering my mother and everything that surrounded her, me, us… It all just made it worse. Marcy had an important dance rehearsal, but she’d wanted to stay home with me. I made her go, but then I couldn’t stand to be in the flat on my own, so I decided to go to the cinema – early, the first show. The film was a black-and-white reissue. I didn’t really even know what it was, I just wanted to stare at something for a while, not think. There was not another soul in the red velvet theatre, and as the lights went down I suddenly felt so lonely, so frightened, and I missed my mum so much. The tears burned in my eyes until the screen was just a fuzz of light, and once I let them spill, they wouldn’t stop. But it felt good, crying in the darkness – a huge release.

      And then he walked in.

      He was a stranger to me then, of course. Still is, really. But somehow, maybe even then, he felt known to me in a way I don’t understand. In a way I know I can’t explore.

      He stood in the aisle and looked around, running a hand through his hair as he waited for his eyes to adjust to the gloom. Then he heard me sniff and turned, and his amber eyes met mine in the flickering light from the screen. Every seat was free, of course. But he sat on the end of my row, not saying anything. I should have felt awkward – normally I might even have moved. But something in his gaze made me feel unjudged, unthreatened. Safe.

      We both stared forward, with occasional muffled sobs emanating from my throat, until I saw something move in my peripheral vision, and I heard the thud of a folding chair springing back up. He shuffled closer, until he was one seat away from me, and then he held something out towards me. A packet of tissues. I stared at them, and let out a small, short laugh. Here’s this guy just trying to enjoy a quiet film and I’m slobbering and sniffling. His brow furrowed for just a moment, and then his expression broke into light. He smiled at me, right at me, for the very first time. I drank it in. It was like air.

      I reached out and took the packet, our fingers brushing. Neither of us spoke, but I pulled out a tissue and wiped my cheeks and nose, then took a deep breath, and noticed him take one too. We looked at each other, took another breath, smiled, then turned back to the film. And then I don’t know what made me do it – loneliness, attraction – but I stood up and moved one seat over so that we were sitting next to each other. He glanced at me, but did nothing else. I looked down at his arm on the armrest, and then leaned my own up against his. Our little fingers were so close they were almost touching, and he seemed to freeze for a moment before relaxing, his muscles softening and his arm pushing ever so lightly against mine. Through our clothes, I could feel his warmth. I could smell him, his scent like cut grass, fresh with possibility.

      And then slowly, incrementally, his hand moved – his fingers gently, then firmly, found their way between mine, and suddenly our palms connected.

      He held my hand.

      His gentle heat seemed to slowly envelop my whole body, until my tears stopped falling, until my breaths stopped shuddering.

      We stayed like that for the rest of the film, my hand in his, not looking at each other. Neither of us had said a word. But the minute the credits began to roll, I pulled away, stood up and grabbed my coat. I looked down at him, studying his angular face, his dark brows against the contrast of his pale skin. His wide, expressive mouth… Then my gaze fell on the packet of tissues still in my hand. I laid them on the armrest where my arm had been, and looked back at him once more. His eyes held mine for a moment, and he took a breath as though he was finally about to speak.

      But I turned, and walked away.
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      It’s only twelve days into the new year, and already my resolution is being broken.

      The morning air hangs gauzily over the river – it’s not one of those crisp, clear mornings where the air whips into your lungs and you feel glad to be alive. It’s just cold. A heavy kind of cold. I stare over the water towards Tower Bridge in the distance, but today it looks out of place. Gaudy, even. Sighing, I feel the wind take up my coat, opening it like wings, swaying me back and forth. I let it. Usually I notice the cold – I’m definitely one of those people who’d rather be hot – but maybe what I’m feeling right now is more like numbness.

      I blink hard as ash blows into my eyes from the end of the cigarette, and I know I should probably feel bad about already smoking again, but I don’t. It actually feels really fucking comforting having a cigarette clamped in between my lips. And anyway, I’d say twenty-two is exactly the age when I should be getting these sorts of vices out of my system, right? I let the acid cloud of smoke swirl around inside me and then float out between my lips, mingling with the droplets of my breath on the air. I mean, promising to quit on the stroke of midnight on one random day is such a cliché, isn’t it? I only did it to please Marcy, and now I realise what I actually should have resolved is to never, ever go against my better judgement and walk her bloody dog.

      The tips of my fingers sting vaguely with the chill where Charlie’s licked them. He’s dropped the leash out of his mouth at my feet, and now his big liquid-black eyes are gazing up at me imploringly. As I stare back down at him, his nose twitches, and he turns and trots back towards the water’s edge. Back towards —

      ‘Sorry, miss? Are you OK?’

      I turn towards the direction of the voice, which belongs to the tall, thin woman in a fleecy electric-blue sweatshirt and black leggings standing next to me. She puts her hand on my shoulder, but then withdraws it quickly. Yeah, it didn’t feel quite right to me either.

      ‘Look, they’re here. The police,’ she continues. ‘I think I might just… I mean, do you think I need to wait? It’s just, I’m late for work, and seeing as it was your dog who found, um…’

      She trails off, and I glance at the headphones hanging around her neck, wondering what she listens to when she runs, and if I’d be into it. And there’s the packet of cigarettes; the outline protrudes from the pocket of her sweatshirt. That’s where mine came from. If she’s going to leave me here, at least she’s been helpful for something. Going for a run carrying a packet of fags? Nice. I kind of think this woman and I could have been friends, if she wasn’t passing the proverbial buck right now. I don’t blame her, though – I’d call finders-keepers on this little discovery too if I could get away with it.

      I try to say something, but my voice is grainy. I cough and try again.

      ‘Could you possibly spare another one of these?’ I pick the fag out from between my teeth and gesture with it. She looks at me for a moment before taking the Marlboro Lights out of her pocket and pulling a lighter out of the packet. She pushes both into my hands.

      ‘Here you go. Take the lot.’ She puts her hands on her hips and sighs. ‘Look, will you be all right?’

      I shrug and nod, pressing my lips down hard on the spongy filter of my dwindling cigarette and sucking emphatically. Looking over the thin woman’s shoulder, I see Charlie standing over the man lying on the pebbles. The dog nuzzles at his pale, lifeless arm again, to no avail. I close my eyes and listen to the paper crackle as I finish my fag. I can hear Charlie coming back towards me, kicking up the tiny loose stones with his paws, and open my eyes just in time to see the woman scrabbling away from us, back up the riverbank to the concrete steps, her arms held akimbo in search of invisible support. I drop the butt on to the ground with a sigh.

      It’s just the dog, the man and me now.

      The river whispers conspiratorially against the shoreline and the wind picks up again, and for some reason I get that panicky feeling rising in my chest, the kind you get when you suddenly realise you might be sick. I exhale hard and Charlie turns to look at me quickly, startled by the noise. I’m really starting to feel cold now. I pull my coat around me, folding my arms tightly over it and tucking my hands into my armpits, turning deliberately away from our companion on the bankside. Charlie scuttles around to me, huffing and trying to catch my eye, like it’s playtime. I know it’s not rational, but the happy-go-lucky look on his little canine face sends a prickle of anger up the back of my neck.

      ‘Are you fucking joking?’ I hiss at him.

      Charlie whines a little and I look away, feeling bad immediately. Jesus, it’s not his fault – he’s a dog, for crying out loud. But his yelping this morning was worse than Marcy’s was with Ryan last night. How does she sleep so soundly anyway, that she couldn’t hear her own dog? I’m not sure I want to think about the answer to that, given that it’s probably something to do with the cause of her nocturnal yelping.

      My heart sinks even further as I think about her with him… like that.

      I distract myself by looking out towards the car park. The electric-blue-sweatshirt lady didn’t manage to make the quick getaway she was hoping for. She’s standing next to a stocky policeman now, and he nods a couple of times, jotting down what she’s saying. I suppose it will be my turn next. I reach into my coat pocket and pull out another one of her cigarettes. Waste not, want not, as Anita used to say. Of course, I would think of my mother right now. But if this man has done what I think he’s done, then Anita coming to mind is only natural, I guess. My heart starts racing a little, but I tell myself it’s because of the nicotine.

      Another policeman’s arrived now, this one taller and older-looking. I watch all three sets of eyes follow the path the skinny lady’s arm points down towards us – the awkward triumvirate down by the water. Finally free to leave, the woman jogs away, and I stoop down to retrieve the soggy leash that is now back between Charlie’s jaws. I clip it to his collar, take a shaky, shallow breath and wait. God, why am I so nervous? It’s just a… a thing that happened, and then I happened upon it. Upon him. Or Charlie did. I’ll just answer some questions and get on with my day, forget any of this even happened. I bite my lip and wait.

      The stocky policeman’s partner holds a radio up to his mouth as they make their way down the concrete steps, and the two men squint against the pallid sun as they trudge towards me with matched strides.

      ‘Thank you for waiting here, miss,’ the taller one calls out as they near me. ‘We understand this must have been a bit of a shock. We just want to ask you a couple of questions, and then you can be on your way.’

      I clench my jaw, straighten my back and tuck a wayward curl behind my ear. They’re right in front of me now, and the stocky one starts patting Charlie on the head absently. The dog pants amiably, his tail drawing a V on the ground. He’s clearly feeling no remorse whatsoever for discovering the mother of all day-ruiners. I flick fag ash on the ground next to him pointedly.

      ‘Uh, yeah, bit of a shock,’ I repeat dully.

      ‘I’m Constable Martin,’ the stocky officer says. ‘And that’s my colleague, Sergeant Lyndhurst.’ The older policeman has already begun to stroll off in the direction of the man.

      Constable Martin pulls out his small, battered notepad again. ‘OK, first things first, love – could I take your name please?’ He smiles at me encouragingly. I’ve pretty much taken an instant disliking to him.

      ‘Uh, yes. It’s Taylor Jenkins.’

      ‘Taylor.’ Constable Martin nods as he scribbles it down in his notebook. ‘That’s unusual.’

      ‘I was named after my dad,’ I reply, then add, ‘My mum chose it.’ Why did I say that? My heart’s beating fast again, and I drag quickly on my cigarette.

      ‘So, how did you come across this unfortunate chap, then?’

      ‘Well, I was walking my flatmate’s dog and he… we came across him.’

      ‘I see. Border collie, right? He’s a sweet pup, isn’t he?’

      That’s one way of looking at it.

      Constable Martin glances down at Charlie, who stands up eagerly, panting. I’m gripped by a burning desire to get home. Or anywhere away from here. ‘Was there anything else, or…?’

      The officer smiles, and even chuckles a little.

      ‘Yes, just a few more things, I’m afraid, Miss Jenkins. So I take it the gentleman was, uh, deceased when you came upon him?’

      I nod, peering quickly over at the bloated figure then back to Constable Martin. ‘Yes.’

      Sergeant Lyndhurst strides back over to us. ‘Weights around the ankles,’ he murmurs to his partner. ‘No immediate signs of anything untoward. Think he waded in, and the tide must have pulled him back up again in the end, poor bastard. Anyway, I’ll get on to the coroner’s office.’ He nods at me once with a tight smile, and heads off back towards their car.

      ‘What time was it, when you found him?’ PC Martin asks.

      ‘Sorry?’ My throat feels drier than sandpaper. I try and swallow. ‘Oh. Uh, around eight, I think. Maybe quarter-past. And then that lady, the jogger, she came over a couple of minutes later. I did try to… Sorry, I don’t know if it’s a problem but I did try to roll him over, but he was too heavy. And I kind of felt for a pulse too but —’ I stop, remembering the cold, solid feel of his flesh under my fingertips. I take a deep breath. ‘I mean, it was obvious, really.’

      PC Martin looks at me for a second, then writes down what I said in a spidery scrawl on the dog-eared notepad. When he finishes, he nods and sort of cocks his head to one side, like it’s what he is supposed to do.

      ‘Right. OK, love, well I don’t want to pre-empt the coroner, but it looks to me as though he might well have, er… taken his own life.’ He purses his lips together, looking in the direction of the body. I make a faint noise in my throat, and he seems to take it as some sign of agreement with his assessment.

      ‘OK, Miss Jenkins,’ he says, turning back to me. ‘Could I just take your address and phone number, then we can let you get on.’

      ‘Thirty-four Dockley Road. Flat nine,’ I say, gesturing needlessly away from the river in the vague direction of our flat. Charlie pulls suddenly at the leash as I do, thinking I’ve thrown something, and my arm yanks away from my body. It hardly feels like it belongs to me. ‘Um, I don’t know my number offhand yet, I’m afraid: I dropped my phone the other day and I had to get a new one.’ I fumble in my coat pocket for my mobile, my numb fingers jabbing at the screen. Finally I find my number and give it to him, then turn to leave.

      ‘Just a mo, love, let me give you my card,’ Constable Martin calls, a brightness already back in his voice. ‘We may need to have just a quick follow-up with you. Nothing serious.’

      I nod swiftly and take it from him. I’m really not sure I can handle being here a minute longer.

      ‘All right then, Miss Jenkins. Give us a call if you need anything.’ His radio crackles loudly, and he holds up his hand in a wave before reaching down to answer it.

       

      My hands are burning from the cold by the time I reach the door of our flat, and they tremble as I try to put the key in the lock. I keep missing. To my surprise, I hear Marcy stumble towards the door and peer through the peephole.

      ‘Babe? What are you doing?’ she says, swinging the door open. My hand is still hovering by the space where the keyhole was. Charlie bounds eagerly inside, and I follow. A plastic bag slips from my wrist and I realise I’m still carrying the dog shit. Damn it.

      ‘What time is it?’ Marcy says, in a sleepy voice that extends all her vowels.

      I sigh. ‘Nine-ish? A.K.A. time you sorted your own bloody dog, M. Didn’t you hear him? I couldn’t sleep.’

      Marcy scoops up the shit-bag and takes a few long-legged strides into the kitchen, her bare feet slapping on the linoleum. She’s dressed only in one of Ryan’s T-shirts, and I can tell she’s naked underneath. She swings the bag deftly into the open bin, and I start to protest, but I don’t really have the energy right now. I’ll take it down later. Following her into the kitchen, I go over to the sink and begin washing my hands under a stream of hot water. The cold-burn flares, then starts to dissipate at last.

      ‘Sorry, T,’ Marcy says, leaning against the counter next to me. ‘I’m really sorry. Seriously. Thanks, yeah?’ She leans over and tickles my neck playfully. I flick water at her and smile a little. I really want to just forget this morning ever happened.

      ‘It’s fine,’ I say, drying my hands. I walk through the flat to empty my pockets amongst the unopened bills on our little round dining table in the living room, because I know it annoys her when I do that. Marcy follows, eyeing me but saying nothing. She does cough exaggeratedly when she spots the cigarette packet, but I ignore her. Then I notice the police officer’s card among the change and lip balm. I pick it up again quickly and stuff it back in my pocket.

      ‘I’d better jump in the shower,’ I mumble. ‘I’ll be late for work.’

      Marcy’s looking more closely now, scrutinising me. She knows something’s up, but I really can’t go into it now. Please don’t ask me what’s wrong.

      ‘Yeah. OK then, hon,’ she says. I can tell she’s still suspicious, but for once she might be letting it go. ‘Listen, honestly, sorry about Charlie…’ She pauses for a second as if she’s about to say more on the subject, but to my relief she just shakes her head. ‘Anyway… Can I use the loo quickly before you go in?’

      I nod, and linger in the hallway as she dashes into the bathroom. Through her open bedroom doorway, I catch a glimpse of Ryan’s naked, toned torso, his lower half only just covered by the rumpled duvet where Marcy’s climbed out of the bed. Before I can look away, he stirs and raises himself up on his elbows, contracting the taut muscles in his stomach. His eyes meet mine; clear amber, even in the gloom of the morning light.

      ‘Everything OK?’ he asks me quietly.

      I swallow, my gaze skimming down his body and back again. Nothing feels OK this morning. I’m irritated that he’s even asking me, now, with things the way they are. Angry, almost.

      Or I want to be.

      ‘Um… Yeah. Well…’ I hesitate, clear my throat and nod. ‘Yeah. Thanks.’

      The skin between his eyebrows wrinkles a little, like he doesn’t believe me. He presses his mouth into a sympathetic line, and we both glance away as the toilet flushes.

      ‘OK,’ he says.

      Marcy opens the bathroom door and dashes past me on tiptoes, obviously starting to feel cold.

      ‘Have a good day, T. Speak to you later.’

      ‘Yeah. You too.’

      Charlie trots along to follow her, his claws scrabbling on the floor as he leaps up to join them on the bed, leaving wet pawprints as he goes.

      I head into the bathroom, and hear Marcy apologising. Then giggling. Then there’s softer whispering. Then the sound of kissing…

      I listen for a second too long, then nudge the bathroom door with my heel until it clicks shut.

      Steadying myself with one hand on the sink, I push my jeans down my legs until they fall in a heap on the floor. After a moment, I step out of them, and pull the loose sweatshirt over my head. Yeah, this look is really some competition next to Marcy’s T-shirt-and-a-smile. I shake my head and stare at my reflection. Even now, with what happened this morning, this is what I’m thinking about? I bite the inside of my lip guiltily. Still, I guess it’s better than thinking about finding a dead body.

      A suicide.

      I look at myself in the mirror a moment longer, studying my smooth, sandy-brown skin, my big, bouncy, tightly curled dark hair. No matter how many years pass, edging me closer to the age she was when she died, I know I’ll never fully resemble my mother, with her straight auburn hair and luminous pale skin. But that had never been an issue for me – I had so many other things to worry about when it came to her. The only thing that bothered me about my appearance was the occasional idiot seeing us together and questioning if she was really my mother. The truth is, for good or bad, it was always just the two of us. Sometimes I still can’t believe I’ve carried on without her.

      From time to time, I do wonder if maybe I look like Taylor Senior. But African blood is the only thing I ever got from him. I sigh loudly, and it echoes around the tiles.

      I reach out and turn on the shower, but again I pause, looking down at the bath. It’s been a while since I really hesitated over getting into a tub. It’s been a while since I thought about how hard it was to do little things, to do almost anything, right after Anita… Thank God Aunty Sylvia had a separate shower, or I would have been one stinky sixteen-year-old. I try to smile, but it falls away. Some days, especially today, trying to control where my thoughts wander is hard. I shake my head again. Can I shake the memories away? If only.

      Taking a deep breath, I step in under the spray of water and let it run down my face.
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      Twenty-three minutes later, my handbag bumps heavily against my side as I pound along the pavement, breaking one of my rules and running for the bus. Luckily my driver hasn’t had his Weetabix this morning, because I just make it. I head upstairs, panting hard, and flop into a seat. I really need to work out more.

      Usually I like being in transit – that period of time in between, when your only purpose is to be transported from A to B. On the bus to work, I can indulge my own mind for a while, with nobody I know around me to make me embarrassed at my thoughts. Well, except myself. And that’s mainly because the majority of my daydreams end up involving my best friend’s boyfriend. I close my eyes for a moment and try not to think about Ryan this morning, asking me if I’m OK. I try not to think about his naked body. I try not to imagine stealing his warmth by climbing underneath those covers into the bed with him, letting him comfort me against the gloom growing inside me…

      I try, but I fail.

      Gritting my teeth against painful impossibility, I open my eyes. I’m still surrounded by commuting strangers concerned only with their own little lives. We’re alone in this together. The thing is, this morning I’d really rather not think. Complete and utter blankness in my mind would be fantastic – something like the ‘snow’ you used to get on old TV screens. I push in my ear-buds, turn up the volume on my phone and stare out of the window at the grey morning and the tops of people’s heads at bus stops. I already feel like I’ve been up for hours.

      The bulky guy in the seat in front of me by the window is fighting sleep; I see him reflected out beyond the surface of the glass, nodding off. The strip lights inside the bus make it brighter in here than outside, and it’s sort of mesmerising that I can watch him and he’s oblivious. His chest rises and falls, and his chin slowly leans against his chest, his eyes close, his mouth opens and slackens. Pale face, puffy cheeks. He looks sort of like —

      I try not to remember, I try to keep my mind afloat, but it’s useless – heavy thoughts begin to sink and settle, down to the bottom of a river next to a man whose name I don’t even know.

      Stop it, Taylor. I mean, that man this morning was a stranger. This is nothing like it was with Anita; it’s just an unfortunate coincidence. Yes, there’s a vague sense of the universe singling me out for this particular type of shit, but I’ll try not to be offended. I can’t help wondering, What if I had got there earlier? What if I could have talked to him, stopped him? I know he must have waded in hours before Charlie and I even got to the river; it’s stupid. But I have that churning, angry what if, why, what if, why stirring in the pit of my stomach. How the hell am I going to get through today? Friday mornings at the shop are quiet at the best of times.

      The sleeping man jerks awake as we pull in to a stop, his face reanimates and I feel a little better – but then the music in my ears abruptly ends mid-song. I fumble in my bag for my phone and grit my teeth at the blank screen. I obviously forgot to charge it last night. At least I have my charger in my bag for when I get to work, but I suppose, for now, ambient noise it is. I pull the earphones out and twist their wires around my fingers absently as a uniformed teenager plonks down in the seat next to me, his legs wide and inconsiderate. I edge closer to the window pointedly, but he doesn’t seem to notice. He’s got music – large headphones balance on his slim head, emanating a jumble of tinny sounds just loud enough to irritate but not loud enough for me to make out any melody. His nylon Puffa jacket rustles as he bops to the insistent beat, and out of the corner of my eye I watch his jaw move up and down silently as he mouths the words to the song.

      I used to do the same thing, in another lifetime. I’d heard the words to some of the songs so many times that, when my mother couldn’t find a babysitter and took me along to a club in Soho or wherever, I’d mime along from the wings. Every time was like watching another person altogether. A kind of alchemy occurred when Anita stepped out on that tiny stage; her face painted, her dress tight, her shoulders back, her red lips ready to manipulate the notes. I’d stare out at the handful of expectant faces in the audience, catching the reflected spotlight, like small beacons of happiness out in the shadows. When my mother drew that first breath, my own throat would almost close, and I’d feel a prickling heat rising up from the soft skin underneath my eyes until liquid threatened my vision. Air would move in and out of my lungs too fast, and my mouth would hang open in genuine awe of her. Then my lips would begin to mirror my mother’s silently as I watched her sway to the drums and the piano and the bass… that voice. She’d tease, bending right up to the final note, never just hitting it dead on. In moments like that, I loved her so much my heart would nearly burst.

      But backstage, after the ripple of clapping hands and the occasional bunch of flowers, I would never let slip how I felt – how the beauty of Anita’s voice had almost made me want to take bites out of the air. Instead, I’d kiss my mum on the cheek that she proffered, and then sulk as one or two devoted admirers whirled around the dilapidated dressing room. It was childish, but it was one of the rare occasions I could afford to be.

      That adulation was so temporary; thinking about it now, the effect it had on my mother was probably more negative than anything else. As soon as the praise died away, she was back to being just plain old Annie, unhappy mum to a bastard daughter, and I’d be left to pick up the pieces.

      The bus jolts to a halt, and I hear the hiss of the doors opening. Bollocks, I’ve almost missed my stop. This is exactly why I shouldn’t be left alone with my thoughts. Springing up and pushing past the boy with the headphones, I run down the stairs and out on to the street.

       

      Obviously, there was no need to rush. There’s no customer waiting impatiently outside the shop, and the street, lined with chair designers and conceptual ad agencies, is quiet as always. Who buys those weird chairs made of contorted plastic anyway? Pulling the set of keys from my bag, I unlock the shutters and the heavy glass door and push my way inside. I head towards the counter, past the expensive tomes artfully displayed on the rows of shelves by yours truly. The OCD in me, I guess. Plus, boredom.

      There’s always that new-book smell in here, but its familiarity isn’t giving me much comfort right now. And the pending tedium, which I was hoping might give me some kind of anchor to normality, only seems to be increasing the feeling that something inside me is close to coming loose.

      I flick on the lights, watching the whole room illuminate in subtle hues, with back-lit cabinets designed to emphasise tasteful luxury. Expensive books on art and architecture, the type that people buy and never read. Cultural accessories. By contrast, the storeroom-cum-staff-area behind the counter is in its usual state of disarray. Huge coffee-table books are stacked up against the walls, and a pile of rejects is casually strewn in a corner, waiting to be boxed up, the books’ spines broken or their glossy pages torn. Value’s all in the perception, I guess.

      Sometimes, during the days when seven hours go by with hardly a customer coming into the shop, I think, Why did I bother with that History of Art degree again? But I know why. I was just following Marcy and her Performing Arts scholarship. I wanted to forget about being responsible for a while. I’d been preparing for the inevitable moment when Anita would be gone and I’d be left on my own, needing to fend for myself. But when the time came, I realised I was actually free, free to be a ‘normal’ young woman without a… burden. A dark part of me felt relieved. Everyone else my age seemed to be able to shirk responsibility, to be reckless, and I was finally allowed to do that too. Guilt prickles over my skin even thinking that now, but it’s true. I wanted to move away, hang out with my best friend somewhere nobody else knew me, get fucked up and make mistakes. And not have to think about whether Anita would be light or dark the next day. Not to be the kid in sixth form whose mum had just topped herself.

      But after three years of ‘study’, here I am sitting in a customer-free bookshop in east London. I feel like I have NOW WHAT? stamped permanently across my forehead. If I close my eyes and imagine where I would like to be in five years’ time, what I would love to be doing, the faintest of ideas nudges at my mind, but I push it away. I don’t have time for dreams. Not when I’ve seen them played out in front of me, to end in disaster.

      At least I sort of get to be my own boss here – the owners only check on me once in a while. I could be getting up to all sorts: running an under-the-counter drug cartel, writing a magnum opus. But I pretty much just count time, and think entirely wrong, lonely thoughts about someone I can’t have. Oh, and occasionally I rearrange books on shelves, of course.

      Still, it’s a job with a pay cheque, and if living with Anita for sixteen years taught me anything, it was to appreciate a regular income. I dealt with enough threatening electricity companies, phone companies and landlords to learn that. And at least this job is vaguely connected to art, right? I half chuckle at the thought, and the sound dulls appropriately in the carpeted shop.

      I make sure to plug in my phone to charge before going to boot up the till. But just as I do, to my surprise I hear the electronic beep of the door. Someone’s come in already? That’s a turn-up for the books, so to speak. I look up. The woman has shoulder-length, fluffy ginger hair, competing angrily with the vivid cashmere wrap draped around her shoulders. In her heavily wrinkled hand is a plastic bag with the shop’s intricate logo. A return, I’m guessing. The woman glances around, slightly confused; this is probably going to take a while.

      ‘Good-morning, madam,’ I call. ‘How can I help?’

      She turns to me. ‘Oh. Oh, hello, dear. Do you… do you work here?’

      What else would I be doing behind the till? She takes in my face and glances up to my hair. Oh, right. It’s like that.

      ‘Yes I do, madam. Can I help?’

      The woman flicks her hair over her shoulder ineffectually. ‘I wanted to find out if I could return this. I had bought it as a gift for my nephew, but I think it might be rather graphic for a thirteen-year-old. The young man who recommended it should have known better. You ought to be more careful, you know.’

      She purses her lips and raises her thin eyebrows. I look down at the expensive David LaChappelle coffee-table book that the woman pulls out of the bag and try to stifle a smile. Arty photographic smut practically drips from it. Lucas, who covers my lunch hour, must have been responsible for this one.

      ‘Certainly, madam,’ I say breezily. I set about running the refund through the till, and hand the receipt over for the woman to sign with her shaky, veined hand. ‘Sorry about that.’ I’m not sorry.

      As I watch her cape swoop back out of the door, I look down at the book. I run my hand over its smooth cover, appreciating the vivid colours and kitsch, escapist imagery. LaChappelle is one of my favourite photographers, and I spend a few minutes idly turning the pages. I glance up at the door, and back down at the book. My hand lingers at the top of one page, and I look around one more time to make doubly sure nobody’s there. I turn my body away from the CCTV they installed after that time a weird guy came in and started stripping down to his undies.

      Then I rip.

      I exhale hard, scoop up the book and head to the back room, adding it to the pile to be returned to suppliers – or claimed by staff – at the end of the month. I mean, it’s fine. They account for the damages. It’s no big deal. My heart’s beating hard, and I head back out to the counter, staring blankly at the shop floor for a moment. I’ve never done anything like that before. Jesus, I need this job. If they found out…? But they won’t.

      And anyway, today I feel like a little recklessness is justified.

       

      Two hours later, the electronic beep sounds once again, but to my relief it’s just Lucas arriving to do my lunch-hour cover. He looks as though he may have slept in the clothes he’s wearing, and he still smells faintly of alcohol.

      ‘All right?’ he says, slinging his bag into the back room without looking where it might land. ‘Brew?’ He stumbles towards the sink in the corner and fills the kettle.

      ‘Nah, I think I’m going to head straight out. Can I grab you anything?’

      ‘Maybe an anvil to crush my head, might stop the pounding…’ He grins lopsidedly at me and tucks back a lock of lank, slightly greasy hair. I raise an eyebrow but can’t help grinning back. He has that effect on people. Women especially, it seems, though he’s thankfully not my type. Plus I know where he’s been.

      ‘I’ll see what they’ve got in Boots.’ I start to head out, then turn around, remembering the return this morning. ‘I’ve got a bone to pick with you, by the way —’ I begin, but I then remember the ripping of the page and stop. He looks at me expectantly. ‘Uh, that girl in the coffee shop that you never rang back? Every time I go in there she’s all, “Oh, can you tell that guy you work with to call me?” in this super-needy, hopeful voice. It’s hard enough to get a decent espresso around here —’

      ‘See you in a bit,’ Luc interrupts brightly, ignoring me.

      I grab my coat and bag and unplug my phone, heading out of the shop smiling, though it feels sort of strange, like something in the back of my mind is telling me not to. I take a lungful of the fresh, cold air and head towards the shops.

      As I speed up my steps to pass the cake shop that makes me want to buy a bag of madeleines every day and be seventeen stone, I notice an elaborately decorated birthday cake in the window and suddenly I remember today’s date. Fuck. Aunty Sylvia’s birthday. I pull my phone out of my bag. I should call, but… I wonder if a text would look too…

      An anxious feeling starts to build up in my chest.

      I’ll send a card. Even though it will get there late, I can always blame the post. I duck into the newsagent’s and sigh at the shit selection of cards. They look like they’ve been there since 1985, but I pick the least embarrassing of the bunch and pay, heading back out to a bench to write it.

      My hand starts to get cold as I hold the pen poised, my mind blank. I never know what to write when these occasions come around. Birthdays, Christmas. Mother’s Day. After Sylvia took me in, little orphan Taylor, I spent so much time thinking that I had to dislike her – that liking her would be a betrayal of Anita – it started to feel real. Even though she was supportive, protective and loving, sometimes to the point of stifling.

      Sylvia had known just as well as I did, of course, that it was only a matter of time with Mum. The way she’d watch me with concerned eyes if she was round visiting Mum when I got home from school, the way she’d ask cautiously if everything was all right. I knew what she meant: Are you coping? Has she tried it again? You’d tell me if she did? But even as a kid, I was no snitch. I felt like it was private – what my mother went through, how it affected me. It was for the two of us to navigate together. Until she decided it was time to break that pact and leave me alone, I guess.

      Mum knew that Sylvia was concerned about us. She probably resented being monitored as to how she looked after her own child – well, when she was stable enough to care. Still, even though she resented her sister seeming like the perfect mother even after getting divorced, deep down Anita needed Sylvia to be there. I know my mum actually wished she were more like my aunt: doting on her daughter, getting her life back on track after a crisis. The two of them were so different – but not in the way my mother thought. Not in the way that really mattered.

      Either way, Mum still trusted her sister enough, when that day came, to protect me as much as possible from what had happened. It was Sylvia she called, right before she did it.

      It must have been such a burden for my aunt. And how do I thank her? By being distant and pathetic and forgetting her birthday. Thing is, I never know how to put into words everything I need to say to her. So now I just shake my head, scribble

      
        
           

          Dear Aunty Sylvia

          Hope you have a great day

          Love, Taylor x

        

      

      and stuff the card into the envelope. I wince at the bitter taste of the adhesive as I lick it and seal it shut, and then I jump as my phone rings, thinking, ridiculously, that it might be her.

      But no. It’s just Marcy.

      ‘Babe? Hi!’ She sounds loud and out of breath. ‘Sorry, I thought it would go to voicemail. I’m just running into rehearsal.’

      ‘Yeah, I’m on lunch,’ I reply, a little tautly, as I cradle the phone against my shoulder so I can stick a stamp on the envelope. I’m still a bit irritated about this morning, even though it wasn’t really her fault. ‘What’s up?’

      ‘Listen, Ryan got guest list for Manna tonight, but he can’t make it. He’s got an audition tomorrow.’

      ‘Oh, right…’

      ‘So he said I should take you and have some fun. He insisted, in fact. Come on, T, girls’ night out, make up for this morning?’

      She knows I’m still pissed off about it, which is why we’re friends. God, and she doesn’t even know the half of what happened today.

      And, wait, Ryan said she should take me out? Why would he —?

      ‘Taylor? What you reckon? I mean René and a couple of those lot are going, but it would be a thousand times better if you were coming too.’ Marcy’s chatter interrupts my thoughts, her voice dropping lower as the traffic noise on her end of the phone dies down. ‘You’ll come, yeah?’ I can hear the expectant expression on her face.

      ‘Um… Can I give you a call later and let you know?’ Part of me just wants to get a bottle of wine and watch dumb shit on TV tonight, but I don’t actually say that or she’ll never let me get away with it.

      ‘Course, babe, course…’ Marcy pauses, and I know I’m not off the hook. ‘You fucking should come though. It’ll be wicked!’

      I sort of grunt a non-committal reply, but she’s barely stopped for breath. ‘Cool, cool, OK, I’ll see you later on anyway, yeah? Gotta go.’

      ‘Yep, see you later,’ I reply, but the line’s gone dead before I finish. I drop my aunt’s card into a postbox before ducking into Boots to pick up a sandwich and a box of cheap ibuprofen for Luc. As I walk back to the bookshop, I pop two of the pills into my mouth and clench my jaw, swallowing hard. I’m starting to get a headache myself.

      When I walk back into the shop, Luc’s extolling the virtues of a weighty architectural tome to a short, balding man who winces as Luc’s alcohol-tinged breath wafts over him. The man seems to take my arrival as a window for escape, and hastily shuffles out past me as I enter.

      ‘Think he thought I was a crazy person who just crawled off the street while you were in the loo and started babbling about Albert Kahn,’ Luc says, chuckling to himself.

      ‘Here you go.’ I toss the box of painkillers towards him. ‘Sorry, I cracked into them.’

      ‘Tough day already?’

      ‘Could say that.’

      Luc hangs about chatting while I finish my lunch. Somehow we always manage to talk for ages without getting too personal, which I like. But today I feel as though something might accidentally bubble up out of me – bobbing uninvited to the surface. It’s a relief when he heads off for the afternoon. Well, it is until the eerie silence settles amongst the bookshelves and plush carpeting again, and I’m alone.

      I sit for a while, yawning. I’m so tired, I don’t know if I’d have enough energy to go out with Marcy tonight. And going out with her usually means getting hit on, because she’s like a magnet that has to deflect on to Single Little Me. I end up feeling like I should be looking, because maybe she’ll be suspicious that I’m not – and then I feel hot bursts of guilt and envy, because what’s the point?

      Nobody else is him.

      I gaze around the shop vacantly, as though it might give me some kind of answer. Then I think of something, and slide off the stool I’ve been perched on, walk over to the door and turn the lock. I flip the BACK IN FIVE MINUTES sign over, then stride swiftly down the aisle between the shelves and into the back room. I rummage in my bag, a sense of urgency building in me, until my fingers close around the packet of cigarettes. Opening the back door a crack, I light one and inhale deeply, puffing the smoke through the gap and watching it billow out into the alleyway. I’ll have to buy some American Spirits; these things taste like shit. I look down at the packet and lighter, remembering the woman who gave them to me, and why. For a split second, I think about throwing them away, tossing them out into the alley, but I think better of it. Instead, I pull my phone out of my pocket, looking to distract myself with some guilty Facebook stalking of Ry—

      There’s a text from Marcy.

      
         

        We are going out tonight, yes? It’ll be fuuuun xxxx

      

      I bite my lip. Maybe a night out would do me some good – I could do with killing off a few brain cells, perhaps some of these heavy memories will fade away with them. I know Marcy would just go with her dancer mates anyway now she’s got her mind set on it, and if Ryan’s going to be staying in then chances are I’d be there alone with him. So far, with Herculean effort, I’ve been able to avoid that.

      Marcy and Ryan have only been together four months, which you would have thought would be too soon for cohabitation. But he had some issue with his landlord, and of course, being the masochist that I am, when Marcy asked if he could stay with us for a few days – five weeks ago – I said yes. Even though I remembered him. Even though I hadn’t told her about when he and I met. Even though I’d thought about him every single day since that day, wondering… And then there he was. With her. And I said nothing.

      Living with him has made my totally inappropriate attraction to him much more manageable, of course. At least he pays a bit of the rent.

      So, hours of awkwardness in the flat, just me and Ryan? No, bad idea. Very bad. Although…

      No.

      I hit the dial button, and at the other end the phone rings twice.

      ‘T?’ Marcy’s voice whispers.

      ‘Go on then. Let’s do it. I’ll come.’ I hold the phone away from my ear as Marcy squeals, then return it to hear angry shushing in the background before she speaks again.

      ‘Shit. Not meant to be on the phone. In a bit, babe.’

      I hang up, stub out my cigarette and go back into the shop. I have a feeling it’s going to be a long afternoon.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Chapter Three
            

          

        

      

      The door to the flat clumps shut behind me, and I wait, listening. No one’s home yet – or Marcy’s taken Charlie out for his evening walk. No sign of Ryan.
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