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	Dive into Nia’s world with a playlist carefully curated by the author.

	These songs of womanhood, self-discovery, resilience, liberation, and the enduring power of love form the perfect backdrop for Nia’s journey through grief, love, and life in London.

	 

	Scan and listen on Spotify now!
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	Sometimes we must hold tight to steady ourselves amid the violent tumult of this world—and sometimes we must let go to unmoor ourselves from the stifling order imposed on this world.

	– La Marr Jurelle Bruce 1

	 

	Sometimes we swim, sometimes we float, other times we are drowning. It’s not always easy to know which is which.



	




	 

	
All Water Goes Somewhere



	



	1. 
The Swimmer

	 

	Looking up from underneath, it made the sun blurry. The water swishing against my face, a thin layer, not enough to enter my nostrils. I was looking for her. I wanted to know what it was like, to be drowning, losing your breathing to suffocation.

	Of course, I didn’t last. I didn’t have enough drive to do it, didn’t have enough reasons. You would have to be invested in the idea, digging deep for this to be your final answer. Nothing like that was on my mind. I wasn’t feeling despair. Not in that way. It is hard to take your own life. I think it is against your own body. Such an effort, incredible. I knew that before I jumped into the River Lea with my clothes on. You had to orchestrate the whole thing and pay attention to the variables.

	The only thing I had done was leave Mum’s after the not-so-unusual but still weird morning. For some reason I went straight to Hackney thinking, let’s see this thing, drowning.

	Mum was stable as we both called it but on the unstable side of that. She had been rummaging through a big cardboard box packed tight with clothes. I thought she was looking for something that belonged to Johari. It was ten years this year. I thought she was reminiscing, going to tell me a story I did or did not know about my dead sister. Instead, she brought out a long cotton skirt. Its pattern pulled me in briefly, blue and pink and red and green. Vertical and horizontal stripes. Flowers and swirls. It looked like something my mother would love. Something she had worn on a trip to Palestine in a completely different lifetime when she really worked not just as a fundraiser but also as a witness, as she said. I would have loved to have known the story of the skirt. The story of the trip, the stuff Mum had been doing when she included really in the telling, but her voice already had that edge to it. I could sense that tone even in the tiniest whisper and knew exactly where she was on the spectrum of a manic episode. It was the same with hospital admissions. I would dream she would die and she would be admitted, without fail, soon after that. Sectioned mostly but sometimes she went of her own accord.

	The person who had died was Johari. I hadn’t dreamt about her.

	A couple of morning joggers slowed down when they saw me. I looked up, ready to defend myself. They looked like one of those couples who shared their hobbies and found that it made their bond stronger.

	It was still too early for most people; Mum and I had found ourselves in the kitchen at 4am. She had woken early and I had not yet slept after leaving Temi in the club. I left two hours later. It couldn’t be late enough for morning activities, I thought. Not on a Sunday morning.

	‘Do you need some help?’ The woman of the pair asked. 

	So much, I thought. But nothing you can sort out for me. 

	‘I’m OK,’ I replied instead. ‘Just cooling off my high.’

	It wasn’t truthful but then I hadn’t said drugs. My eyes hadn’t felt strained or hot or inflamed but the cool water was certainly soothing my eyelids. I was telling some version of the truth. It was promising, nice, the way the early sun was filtered by moving water before it reached my eyes, tiny leaves covering the surface that would slap against the concrete when a barge laboured through the water in the daytime. My long sleeve got covered in moss green. So cooling, the green, the colour.

	Temi had talked about someone we knew who had rearranged someone else’s living room.

	‘You get it, the woman went out to get some beers and came back to all the lamps rearranged, cushions moved about, armchair in a different spot, papers and books on a shelf instead of the table. All in the space of fifteen minutes. It was a completely different room.’

	I looked at her in an ‘and what’ way.

	I said, ‘And what?’

	‘My friend lost it. She didn’t know how to handle it.’ 

	I had gotten tired, very tired at that moment.

	‘Let’s go to the other place,’ Temi had said.

	I followed because that’s what I do. I follow Temi and let her let me touch her, only to not hear from her for the following two weeks. And then we find ourselves in an all-nighter that lasts from Thursday evening until Monday morning if I can handle it. Lately, I couldn’t always make it through. Here I was on a Sunday morning, sober, alone, in the river without doing anything, just lying on my back, the water holding me.

	The joggers were still looking at me. 

	‘Really. All okay here. I know it looks weird.’

	I lifted my head and showed them my perfectly sound-of-mind face. I had issues, like everyone, but nothing that required institutional enforcement. At least I didn’t think so. I waved and laughed.

	‘You wouldn’t believe my night or morning. Honestly, I’m just cooling off.’

	‘Oh, okay then.’

	They had been spot-running through the whole exchange, one foot touching the ground, the other one lifted, arms moving along, held up close to the torso. I was relieved their outfits didn’t match.

	‘We’ll be back this side in half an hour. If…’ 

	‘I won’t be here, don’t worry.’

	I hoped not.

	That skirt. Mum had waved it around, then draped it over her head, the fabric falling over her shoulders.

	‘Remember you used to do that, pretend your hair was moving when it was short.’

	It was 5.30am by then.

	‘Mum, I was probably three or four.’

	‘Yes,’ she’d replied. ‘My skirts were much too long.’

	She was laughing in that over-the-top way that you only recognise when you have a parent with serious bipolar. The shrillness that caught people’s attention but they couldn’t quite place. The way it seemed to threaten an unspoken balance. The turned-up-too-high volume, the eyes with something in them that I could never explain.

	She pulled the chair close to the table. Inside I went oh-oh.

	Two years ago, she had climbed the chair, then the kitchen table, had reached for the plant pots she had on the sill under the kitchen window, had picked up the mint and had thrown it against the opposite wall. Then the basil and the thyme, the heaviest, and the rosemary. I had been at hers because of another club night close to her flat. Not yet with Temi, but with a bunch of friends. A vase with dead flowers had followed. When I’d shouted, ‘Why?’ from the kitchen door, Mum said she was repotting. It was spring.

	She had gone on to throw many more things that were above hip level until the neighbours below called the police. It wasn’t that bad, a little loud, but they were always looking for a reason since the day the husband had helped Mum out of the bathtub naked. She had left the flat door open and he had come back from the terrace above, where he had his secret smokes, and seen the light on at 2am. Mum had fallen asleep in the bathtub. They had it in for us since then. When the police came, we asked why she had to be sectioned for throwing a couple of things around in her own flat. But the officer hadn’t engaged. Of course, she had the shrill laugh then but there was no way he could know exactly what that meant.

	Here we were two years later, another spring and a serious anniversary. I was bracing myself. I needed cooling down, something to keep me mellow.

	She didn’t climb the table.

	I climbed down the river bank.

	Mum had taken the skirt down and sat at the table. 

	‘We should talk.’

	There wasn’t anything I feared more than Mum’s talks. They could be like the repotting. Anything could land on you; anything was up for being dismantled and thrown my way. Things I wasn’t ready to hear, details I couldn’t stomach. I left.

	The long sleeves were pulling downward, so were my sweatpants, and the shoes. I had wanted to take them off, my trainers, to spare them from getting dirty. Then I had remembered that here too, anything could come your way; tampons and pads from the sewage that the local water plant released into the river, the regular plastic waste from people too lazy to look for a bin. Fully clothed seemed like the best option, sensible protection for this experiment. I moved my hands, back and forth, the fingers spread a little. The water was too cold to stay for much longer, my lips had started to shiver. I was worried about the joggers. What they would do if I was still here when they got back?

	Temi had been rushing us, taking shortcuts I didn’t know, through back streets that smelled.

	‘Maybe it was the light.’ There was no telling if she was listening. ‘It could have been the light affecting her, that’s why she moved the lamps. It happens with mania, light sensitivity.’

	I stumbled behind her. Her Doc Martens were echoing back from the arches we were under. Her long shirt was hanging over her ripped shorts, moving around her legs where I wanted my hands to be. She stopped suddenly and pulled me close.

	‘It’s not that I don’t like you. I like you a lot.’

	Inside I was ducking. Were there pots coming my way?

	She kissed me and I sucked on her lips until she pulled back.

	‘It’s just, you don’t talk. You’re not really...here. You just disappear and hang on. Metaphorically.’

	Her eyes fixed on me as she walked backwards, her hands waving

	me to follow her. I did.

	We felt like grandparents once we were inside the club. Most people were ten years younger but the music was hot. We danced and kissed some more and she whispered something in my ear that I couldn’t hear. When she went to the toilet I ran out and took the bus to Mum’s. My head leaned against the window. I texted Temi, making up an emergency I had to attend to. I would catch her next time. It was the first time I had left before her. It was also the first time Temi had talked to me like that. I had complained about her non-committed ways. I had told my friends about her infrequent libido, if that was what it was, of her having a string of lovers, of her not knowing how to be close. She was stringing me along, she wasn’t serious, she wasn’t out. My friends and I had gone over it again and again, but to Temi I had only ever said, ‘Sure, I’m free, let’s go out.’

	Before the skirt, Mum had asked what was wrong. How things were going with that woman. And that she hadn’t expected me that night.

	There was water everywhere. The river was full of it.

	I climbed back onto the bank and sat on the bench with my knees close to my body, arms wrapped around my shins. It was dripping from everywhere, the water melting into the wood. I could see the joggers coming up. They were smiling when they saw me sit on solid ground.

	‘I should probably get home, inside.’ 

	‘Probably.’

	They were no longer running but had come to a full stop. The guy took my hand and pulled me off the bench. The woman flanked me on the other side. She picked up my phone, my Oyster card and the keys I had left on the grass before I stepped into the water.

	‘It might even be a warm day today.’

	‘Yeah, looks like it,’ I replied.

	We walked and my trainers made a slurping sound. 

	‘How was the water,’ she asked. ‘Cold?’

	I nodded. We passed the stairs leading up to the bus stop. I didn’t say anything. It felt right, the walking.


2. 
The Dancers

	 

	Everyone is fragile at thirteen. They were no exception. Two teenagers from different parts of Hackney, finding each other in the same neighbourhood. Their friendship had an abrupt start, sudden and weird. Melvin had just moved into a three-bedroom flat with his parents and brother Ben. Ben was ten years older and not interested in helping Melvin settle into a new area, school, or anything really. He had returned from university because he didn’t feel like finishing the degree in computer science he had started. He was deferring for as long as he could. Most days Ben spent at his girlfriend’s house. Melvin was lonely. The first days at the new school had turned out to be okay but he didn’t have anyone to spend the afternoons with. He was waiting for an opportunity, something to pull him into this new place. He would grab the chance, any chance, as soon as it presented itself.

	Only a couple of days into his second week at the new school it came, an opportunity. It came as Johari. Melvin was at the local park, which he had seen from the window of their new flat. There was a lot going on. A small workout area with green-painted outdoor gym equipment. Playgrounds for younger and older kids. The designated bench for those who wanted to enjoy cheap wine and cider at any time of the day. He didn’t quite know where to walk to and stood on a patch of grass to orient himself.

	‘Are you new?’

	The girl in front of him had long braids that fell out under a baseball cap. Her jeans were very low. Melvin nodded. He looked at her shoulder where her jumper had slid off.

	‘Are you doing anything right now?’ she continued. 

	He shook his head.

	Her eyes were hard to make out as the sun was shining on her face. She said, ‘Come,’ and started to walk, not checking whether Melvin would follow. ‘Johari, by the way,’ she continued with the briefest nod backwards as if she was throwing her name over her exposed shoulder. He could catch it if he felt like it. Or leave it. His choice.

	‘Melvin,’ he replied, skipping a couple of paces to catch up with her. They stopped when she had led them to a small area behind bushes and trees.

	Melvin wondered what they would be doing but before he could speculate Johari kicked off her shoes, stood still on the grass and lifted her head. A melody carried across from nearby.

	‘Follow me,’ she said. ‘If you want to.’

	She started to move her arms in the air, parallel to each other, fingers pointing upwards. Melvin stumbled behind her as she moved with the melody. There were so many steps he got dizzy. He stopped.

	She said again, ‘Follow me, just do what I do.’

	Melvin replied, ‘That’s okay, you go ahead,’ but she looked at him, paused for a moment, shook her head, and pulled him back behind her. He tried his best to mimic her movements. After the first song, there was a break. Johari pointed behind the small trees to the brick building.

	‘They’re having dance classes there. I’m having them out here.’ 

	‘And you know the steps?’ Melvin asked.

	She laughed. It was the first time he heard Johari laugh. It started as a giggle, warm and low. Then she opened her mouth and the volume picked up until her head went back in sync with the sound and he could hear the laughter coming from her belly. It ended in a reversal, the giggle leaving with a loud exhale.

	‘I have no clue what they do there but I like the music,’ she said, her belly still moving with amusement.

	The steps were all hers.

	It wasn’t a thing, being dancers. They never talked about the dancing. It was stress release. It was dealing with life and its fluctuations. Melvin knew this, even at thirteen. It was something that was useful, perhaps needed even, and on that first day they became friends. No elaborate sensing each other out, no questions about shared tastes. A simple ‘Come’ thrown behind her, and it was sealed. The right invitation at the right time. The right person at the right spot to invite on a random day. That is how depth announced itself. In the moments one could easily miss.

	They weren’t the type of friends who talked about everything. They were the type where Melvin followed and Johari stumbled ahead of him, looking back once in a while with a question on her face. Where are we going?

	That summer they met in that hidden part of the park and soaked up the music and fell into the dried-up grass laughing. There wasn’t a lot of grace to their steps. Most of the time they were huffing and puffing, their thoughts locked away from each other. By the end of the summer, they knew details about each other’s lives. Not many, but some. What they didn’t know was how the other lived, who they lived with, what their lives were like, outside of their spot in the park. Sometimes Johari brought a couple of other kids from her school with her, usually boys that were interested in her. They would join in, jumping about when the music came on. These boys laughed louder and fell into the grass more than Melvin and Johari did. They didn’t take it seriously. Melvin smiled because it was ridiculous. This weird putting their bodies together in different ways without knowing anything about it. And in the park, for everyone to see. It was so weird. But it was something Johari liked to do. And they liked her.


3. 
The Swimmer

	 

	We walked to the next bus stop, water dripping off my clothes. We hadn’t said much and they hadn’t asked what I was doing. Who knew? I didn’t, not really. I hadn’t made a plan when I left Mum’s, it was all coming together at the very minute that I was doing it. Maybe that was obvious. Crystal and Rahul settled in on the orange bum holder, or whatever one called it, and Rahul asked whether he could put his number in my phone.

	‘Maybe we can meet up under other circumstances sometime,’ he said.

	Crystal waited. I could feel the tension as if she was having to work hard not to move her head towards me.

	‘Sure, why not,’ I replied. ‘I’m not usually this far down the drain.’ We all laughed. The bus came but we kept our backsides glued to the orange plastic. They were on either side of me. I felt like I was held; two support structures helping to keep my body upright. There was purpose here, it was simplicity, and it was all I could manage. Me sitting there, the two on either side of me.

	Rahul handed me the phone. While I typed my name and number, he wrote his number on a piece of paper, just in case. What that was supposed to mean I didn’t know. In case more water poured over me? Was ink on paper safer than a mobile phone? And who carried a pen when they went out jogging? Crystal wondered so too and Rahul answered, ‘I’m not quite sure why it is in my pocket, if I’m honest.’

	It all made sense. These nonsensical circumstances. The bizarre details.

	‘I put both of our numbers… I mean we’re not like a package deal…’ Rahul continued when he had finished the writing that was large and in all caps. I would not be in danger of misreading either his name or number.

	‘I have options. Basically,’ I replied.

	We laughed again. It was the best conversation I’d had in my entire life. Not one thing made sense but we leaned right in, into the awkwardness.

	‘But you are a thing, right?’ I couldn’t help myself. I needed a little bit of help understanding what was happening here.

	Rahul took my hand and held it. Crystal took his. 

	‘We are,’ he said.

	My mother had asked the same a few hours ago. Were Temi and I a thing? I had started crying.

	The three of us held hands and I asked them how long they had been seeing each other.

	‘Six years,’ Crystal said. ‘But we don’t live together.’

	‘Not found anywhere?’ Or they were still working on that property ladder opportunity, I wanted to add but Rahul answered before I could come up with my assumptions.

	‘It’s not something we needed for us. We see each other all the time. We don’t have to decorate the same space.’

	I nodded.

	Crystal said, ‘We like being close but we like visiting.’

	I put my head on her shoulder and thought of who I wanted to visit, Melvin or Temi, or anyone else, or whether I wanted to see anyone at all. Crystal put her arm around me and rubbed her hands up and down my damp sleeve. The cotton was slowly drying now that the sun was gaining traction. I wanted to kiss her but for no other reason than the fact that she was sitting next to me, her partner on the other side of me. She was unavailable. It was attractive. I was available, technically. But it was complicated in my case. I had to address some things I wasn’t ready to look at. This, the sitting here, the sharing a moment that was much too significant for strangers, felt like it wasn’t about me. It was generic, something you responded to because you knew that was the right thing to do. It wasn’t about me personally. It suited me. I could be anyone I wanted in this scenario. I wouldn’t have to show up as myself.

	Another bus came up and I raised my head but when Crystal didn’t move, I put it back on her shoulder.

	Rahul stretched out his legs and massaged his thigh.

	‘Do you think you’ll tell someone about this, this morning?’ Crystal asked.

	‘This is not even a thing,’ I said, and she replied, ‘Okay.’

	Three people came up to the stop in one go. We had been here for a good half-hour without anyone showing up.

	Rahul said ‘Good morning,’ and it felt like we were making a statement. My clothes were still wet but I hoped that it wasn’t that obvious. If not for their running outfits, it would have looked like we had gotten confused in the club, and now couldn’t decide who was taking who home. I liked the idea of us, a picture that couldn’t be decoded in one go. Was it all of us, or a combination of two, at which time? No one paid us any attention and my mind drifted. Crystal was no longer rubbing my sleeve; her arm was flung around my shoulder now. It was touching Rahul’s on the other side.

	The skirt, Mum had said, was just because of Palestine. She wanted to connect to the place because things were bad again. They were bad, if that was the right word, all the time, but at the moment they were worse than normal. There was no reason to put it on her head. When she saw my face she said she wanted to make me laugh. I had just come back from leaving Temi and found her up in the early hours of the morning. She said I looked like my breath was stuck inside of me, she said I had panic in my eyes. All I had thought of was the tone of her voice.

	And Johari. As much as Mum’s voice alerted me, annoyed me, made me pay attention… I had heard nothing in Johari’s.

	Temi had texted back but I had swiped it away before I could read the message. I wanted availability, with her at least, but I wasn’t sure I could handle someone who could be quiet for months, leaving me hanging again and again and then talk like she did the previous night. It was confusing, unsettling, her contradictions. It didn’t help with all the things that were splashing underneath, inside of me. One summary of a sentence and my whole self was captured. Where was she in this? Why not leave me alone? Or stay properly?

	Rahul stood up, shaking his leg. ‘Didn’t realise I got a little cramp.’ ‘Should we go? I mean it’s probably time for breakfast,’ I asked.

	I didn’t get up but I lifted my head. Crystal searched in the little pocket at the back, right above her bum for coins. The lycra stretched perfectly around her legs. I had noticed. Rahul was wearing shorts and the running jacket that had the stray pen in it.

	‘I have almost £7,’ Crystal said, counting the small coins and the fiver.

	‘I didn’t bring any,’ Rahul replied.

	‘I mean, should we call it a day?’ I offered. There was no way to have breakfast for three with £7, not in this part of town. I was also thinking of Mum and Temi, of things I should say or do, but mostly I needed sleep. I wasn’t quite sure what this scenario was, beyond getting me out of the water.

	‘I have your numbers,’ I said.

	‘You do.’ Crystal got up and opened her arms. I leaned in, it wasn’t awkward, not even with Rahul standing there. We held each other and I could feel her ribs lifting against my body. She put her head on my shoulder and I was grateful. I didn’t want to leave the needy one, the one they had rescued. I wanted this to be an encounter, a two-way one. I would have gotten out of the water without them. I wanted them to know that. I knew how you had to do it, if you really wanted to do it.

	Rahul touched my arm and rubbed my cheek very gently with the other hand.

	‘I’m all the way back the way we came so this is it. For now, anyway.’ He paused. ‘You might call.’

	‘I might,’ I replied.

	The bus came and I got on and waved before I placed the Oyster card on the machine.

	It felt like young parents were sending their child off to college.

	Proud, yet fearful of what was to come.

	Mum was at the kitchen table when I returned.

	‘There are pancakes.’ She pointed to the plate on the cold stove.

	‘I need the bathroom first.’

	She nodded and looked back at her portion.

	I left the wet clothes on the bathroom floor, ran the water and stepped into the bathtub. The warmth spread right into the inner layers of my skin, unfolding and relaxing them.

	I would throw the clothes into the wash as soon as Mum left the kitchen. The trainers separately. They needed a wash too. She didn’t need to know. Not all the details. My phone was on the floor, next to my clothes. I leaned out of the water and was careful not to drop it in the tub when I looked at Temi’s message.

	You just leave me like that?

	I put the mobile back on the floor and slid into the water. It was better here, I was held in, there was nowhere to float away to.

	I wanted to see Melvin. I knew that. Mostly because I couldn’t deal with Temi, not today. I had nothing to tell her. I shouldn’t have left without her, without saying something. But also, because Melvin was where everything flowed in the right direction. Everything could fall away and I was still sure of who I was. I grabbed the towel I had left on top of the toilet seat and stepped out. Mum was still sitting at the table with her empty plate in front of her.

	‘Do you want to talk about this?’

	I did but not now. She was having her I can see right through you look. Maybe she was manic but she was still able to read me better than I could read myself.

	‘It’s not easy being in love,’ she said, and waited. 

	‘You freaked me out with the skirt.’

	I couldn’t see it. She might have put it back again or hung it up in her wardrobe.

	‘I wanted to make you laugh,’ Mum replied. 

	I knew that. What to say about her voice? 

	‘Do you think about her? Johari?’

	‘All the time,’ she replied.

	‘I’m not sure I’m ready to open up to someone,’ I said. 

	‘It takes time,’ she said.

	‘I feel I owe Johari.’ I didn’t know I was going to say that. I didn’t even know I felt it but I was glad it was out.

	‘What could you possibly owe her? Nia, she adored you.’

	‘Having a good life.’ I said it and it made sense. I also knew that I was running from everything that might have contributed to a thoughtful version of that at this particular moment in time. I was fine with that. ‘Can we talk another time?’ I continued.

	Mum had done her elongated in-breath, exaggerated and complete with worry in her eyes. I suspected most parents had a varied collection of non-verbal responses up their sleeves. ‘Of course.’ Mum got up. ‘We’ll talk when you’re ready.’

	There was an edge to her voice. I wasn’t imagining it. But my cliff was steeper.


4. 
The Dancers

	 

	They were hiding from the rain in a little wooden house above the slide on the playground.

	‘Just like that?’

	Melvin nodded and said, ‘Not just like that but yes. Here I am, without my older twin.’

	It was a year into their friendship.

	They held each other for a moment. It wasn’t weird, it wasn’t anything because what else could you do when at birth one of you survives and the other one dies and fourteen years later you told your best friend? What else could you say? There were no words for that.

	The music came on but neither Johari nor Melvin moved. Not because it was pelting down, they had splashed about in the rain before, but because of this other silence between them. The rain was loud, which made the music even fainter, it didn’t pull them the way it normally did. Only scraps of melody made it their way, carried by gusts of wind. They mostly imagined it because they knew it was there.

	Johari looked at Melvin, when she thought he wasn’t paying attention. Her eyes had a new depth, as if she was trying to reach all the way inside of him. Melvin pretended he didn’t see it.


5. 
The Swimmer

	 

	I held the front door open with my foot while I looked for any mail I had forgotten to check for the previous day. When I looked up there was Temi, right across the road. She was sitting at the bus stop directly opposite the entrance. It was as if they had made it for occasions like this. When someone wanted to wait for you, outside of your door and wanted to make sure they didn’t miss you but they didn’t feel like standing. Her braids were twisted into Bantu knots. It was hard not to look into her face, beautiful and accusing. If there had been traffic, I might have missed her. Some days I walked a few stops and caught the bus somewhere along the way. But at 7am on a Monday it was almost slow on the street, even in London. Temi was in full view.

	‘Good morning.’ I could hear her voice clearly, from the distance. 

	I crossed the road.

	I was on my way to work. I was in a hurry. I didn’t have time to sit there with her and make sense of my movements over the weekend. Instead, I said nothing, lowered myself onto the seating and waited. Temi looked at me.

	‘So, no reply?’

	I didn’t react. My eyes trailed the dirty paving slabs. 

	‘Do you even know what’s going on?’

	The confidence, I admired her so much. I had never even texted her without a prompt from her, let alone followed up when she didn’t reply.

	‘Next time you abandon me in a club, at least leave me some cash for drinks. I think that’s global etiquette, an upfront apology when you stand someone up mid-date.’

	‘We were on a date?’

	She had caught me, again, without me seeing it coming. 

	‘She talks.’

	‘I need to go to work.’

	Temi nodded, took out an Oyster card from her back pocket and waved it. We walked up to where my bus stopped and when it came, she got on with me and we went upstairs. The front seats were empty and she leaned her head on the window.

	‘I don’t usually stalk people. I’m okay with you not liking me that much. If you just want to keep it casual. If that’s what it is.’

	Of course, there was an aura that came with that. It didn’t seem like attitude. It seemed like my last chance.

	I shook my head. She crossed her legs and pulled her cardigan around her. I didn’t know why I had run out of the club Friday night. It had to do with what she had said. About me not being quite available, not quite present, in the larger sense of things. I was bracing myself for the ten-year anniversary. All these things were converging. How could I keep them apart and hold them at the same time? Johari wasn’t available, she wasn’t present and unlike my own emotional state, hers was utterly permanent, and final. Death was complicated, even ten years in. And with Mum and the mania, what could I say? Sometimes I wanted to have fun without explaining what that fun meant. Temi who had never pushed us wanted to make this, make us, a thing, now?

	‘I have a lot going on.’

	‘We all do.’ I could hear the sweetheart, it would have been the perfect addition to round up the comment. It didn’t come; instead, Temi sat up and put her face close to mine.

	‘Do you want to talk about it?’

	I stared ahead. On the road, the pace was picking up. A cyclist was in front of us, holding up the bus. I always admired the bus drivers who didn’t show any impatience but took whatever came their way and went with it: the slowing down because of cyclists/pedestrians/ dodgy traffic light cycles, the repeated ringing of the bell, noisy after-school kids.

	‘It’s early. I don’t think I can talk about much right now.’

	Temi leaned back, her head facing away from me. She closed her eyes and folded her arms. I could feel her breath getting deeper and longer. In Camden, I poked her in the side.

	‘I need to get off.’ 

	She didn’t move. 

	‘You coming?’

	Her arm was limp when I lifted it. I dragged her from the seat. She looked at me confused, her eyes trying to fixate on something, her brain trying to make sense of where she was. 

	‘You came to my house.’

	I pulled her all the way out of the bus onto the pavement. We stopped at the corner. I could see that she was waking up, her eyes getting brighter.

	‘I need to get to work. Do you want a coffee?’

	Temi worked as a research scientist in a cancer research institute. I didn’t know when she had to be there, or where that was. I usually did the early shift in the health food store on Mondays. On the weekends we spent together, I left her at 7am to make it to We Are The Earth on time. When she was at mine, she left with me but I didn’t know whether she stopped by at her home quickly. She seemed like someone who would want to change their clothes from a long weekend before being all serious about new scientific findings.

	I liked the Monday early shift. It was quiet and subdued. The people who did come in at opening time would buy a coffee from the food counter and leave as quietly as they had entered. There was miniMum exchange, we seemed to all acknowledge a Monday morning this early was best observed in silence. No one ever asked for anything, they all knew what they needed and which shelf to find it on. I would help out with the produce delivery until 10am and then move to the natural remedies counter where I worked the rest of the week. Monday mornings were like a collective meditation: three hours of checking off vegetables, unpacking boxes and making the produce look pretty on the shop floor. Even the breaking down of the cardboard boxes and taking them to the back where we kept the recycling felt like an exercise in mindfulness. It would clear my head and any hangover, if I had one.

	Temi nodded and we walked on in silence. A few metres before the entrance to We Are The Earth she stopped.

	‘You haven’t answered.’ 

	‘What was the question?’

	I didn’t know whether she had asked me anything in particular but I knew what we were supposed to talk about. I had less than ten minutes before my shift started. Enough to get her a coffee and hang up my jacket. Enough to have a couple of minutes to shake off this weekend. Enough to make it on time, the floor managers were big on that. There wasn’t enough time to deconstruct a relationship that had not yet become one. Temi’s grand gesture, turning up unannounced at my house on a Monday morning before rush hour was huge. It was confusing, to say the least.

	‘What are your hours like? I’m starting work in five minutes.’

	‘I can meet you tonight.’ 

	I agreed.


6. 
The Dancers

	 

	Arms floated upwards in a wave-like curve. Held there, mid-air as if someone had installed an invisible armrest. Middle finger dropped, tension in the elbows, the shoulders, the neck.

	Head moving, turning from left to right, gracefully, dipping mid-way, then returning the same way it had come. Feet stomping, then pausing. Arms dropping by the sides of the torso. Head balanced, in the middle, still. Breath shallower, calming, then nothing.

	Stopping all movement, savouring the tremor inside of the body.

	‘I was thinking about your twin.’ The question fell out of Johari’s mouth as if it was part of the routine.

	Melvin bowled over, hands on his knees, still catching his breath. ‘Sister.’

	There was nothing else.


7. 
The Swimmer

	 

	I went to Temi’s around 9pm. She lived in South Tottenham in a one-bedroom flat by herself. The living room was decked out with books and pictures, almost none of the walls were visible. It was a light room, two large windows opening onto the quieter end of the street and the colours from all the things lining or on the walls made it friendlier even, lively. A mosaic of bright colours. The pictures, all neatly hung between small bookshelves, were of things, rather than people. Close-ups of rocks with shadows and rays of sunshine illuminating patterns. The back of a block of houses with a large abstract mural of a maze on it. A painting of a street in the rain in purple and blue tones. Everything was in its place. She had clever storage, furniture with drawers and hidden lids that looked good and held her stuff. Magazines were stacked neatly on the side tables. Ceramic vases with dried flowers and empty ones on top of a stack of papers. In the hallway, there was a space and a hook for everything, from coats to hats to shoes. On my first visit, I had whistled, which I couldn’t do. It came out like a bad attempt at making fart noises and had made us both laugh.

	‘Did you do that for me, or is this how it always looks?’

	We had bumped into each other, the first time, without any entourage on either side and had found a great party to dance away the night. She couldn’t have tidied up for me, our meeting was accidental. The taking home part was the deliberate end, or beginning, to a night of fun and sexy banter.

	‘Chaos gives birth to creativity,’ she had replied. ‘I’ve found I just can’t have it in my head and my space at the same time.’

	That’s how I had been introduced to the scientist Temi. I had a science degree too, technically, although many times it was the scientific quarter that disputed the value of herbal medicine as a legitimate field, and not a sideshow, home remedy, a mother’s way of feeling better and more equipped for the kids’ colds she couldn’t do anything about. Temi had told me that when she was in full work mode her place was immaculate. She had obviously been deep in some research that was close to a breakthrough because her free and wild outfit did not match the orderliness of her flat. Although the colours, the objects, the stuff that made it a home gave me a good sense of her. It said she would go places, she wasn’t for staying inside a box, even if her things were boxed up and organised. They were so because of fun, the fun of discovery, and what was more joyous than opening a lid to see inside neatly placed items that you cared for?

	‘How was your day?’ Temi asked after we had hugged.

	‘I got some rest when I came home from the shop. It’s been a long weekend.’ I didn’t want to get into the details of what I had done since the club on Friday but it was difficult to be evasive and nonchalant here, in her space. As soon as the door closed, it felt as if I was trapped in a single shot of a camera lens. Illuminated, magnified, no escape. We would have to talk, about us, about what we wanted. It was moving in on me and I had nowhere to hide, let alone make a sudden and inexplicable exit.

	She made me tea and we ordered takeaway. There was a Japanese place we both loved for the tempura and salmon teriyaki. When we sat down, waiting for the food, she offered again. We didn’t need to do this; it was fine if it was supposed to be casual between us. She would handle it. But could I say so, to make it clear?

	I couldn’t bring myself to tell her that I couldn’t stay because she knew so little. If I did, I would have to start with Melvin and his sister. How she was dead, had always been dead. That he couldn’t possibly be his whole self if someone so central to his existence was missing. And my sister, Melvin’s best friend, who had been dead for a long time too. My mother who had called me sixteen times since I left her Sunday evening. I spoke to her when I first got home, back to my own flat, right after leaving her. The other fifteen times were at 10pm, 10.01, 10.02, 10.30, ten calls between 11pm and midnight, and the last two at 3am and 4am. I had let it go to voicemail. There were some messages, saying ‘Hello it’s Mum.’ There were others that sounded like she was caught in the middle of doing something, as if I had called her and she had picked up accidentally, unaware. I didn’t know what to tell a woman I didn’t know well enough how things were filling up inside of me, taking over and I didn’t know which parts were the real ones.

	‘What did you do after the club?’

	She wanted to bring it into the here and now, I wanted to stay in the past but by myself. I liked Temi. A lot. She was the smartest and hottest woman I’d ever gone out with. Once she tried to explain the details of her work, telling me that she had planned the new experiments the lab would be working on in the following week. Experiments she would be overseeing and which findings she would eventually write up and try to publish in a scientific journal. They were investigating cancer stem cells in brain tumours. I had looked at her with glazed eyes. Impressed but unable to hold my attention. It had been an early morning, after a long night out. It wasn’t the light after-sex chat I had aimed for. She had laughed, pointed at my face and said, ‘Maybe not.’ We had slept soon after.

	This smart woman was not someone to leave with lukewarm explanations.

	‘It just seemed more than I could handle at that moment,’ I said. 

	‘Can you explain? Last thing I remember is us dancing. It wasn’t even serious. Other than what I said on the way.’

	The bell rang and the food came. We spread the dishes out on her coffee table and used the chopsticks. I wanted to feed her. First with the sticks, then my hands, then have my hands go different places.

	‘Why? I mean why now? I thought you wanted something casual, that’s why I hardly text you anymore,’ I said.

	I was leaning against the couch with my legs outstretched. She laughed.

	‘Really?’

	‘Remember after we started and had spent a bank holiday weekend together? From Thursday afternoon until Tuesday morning. Non-stop dancing and talking and fucking. I texted you on Wednesday and you replied, “Slow down, tiger.”’

	The laughter kept going although it sounded more surprised, then sad.

	‘Did you forget the rest of the message?’ 

	‘What rest?’

	‘It said “Slow down tiger. If I keep going like that, I’ll miss the deadline for my paper.” I was in the middle of something.’ I could see her searching for the moment she had written me. ‘I probably added how much of an opportunity it was, and that I’ll get back as soon as I can. I’m pretty sure I did.’

	I jumped up and got my phone from my bag. After an eternity of scrolling, I showed it to her. All it said was ‘Slow down tiger.’ I sat back down.

	She came and sat on me, phone in hand. While she was going through her messages she started moving her hips. I wanted to pull her in but we were not yet done. If we were talking it would be better to get it over with although my head was already starting to get light and her lips seemed to be the only thing I could focus on. I tried hard not to reach for them with mine. We should clear the matter of the text, at least.

	Hers said slow down tiger, devil emoji, tongue stuck out emoji, hearts as eyes emoji. And the rest of what she had already told me. And that by Friday 5pm she was a free woman again because that was the cut-off for her deadline.

	‘Six months,’ I said.

	‘Six months,’ she replied.

	Six months of a misunderstanding.

	She lifted her arm and I held it up while moving my hips, my lips going for her neck. She responded and pressed back into me, her head tilting, her hand on my neck holding me close to her.

	‘I guess I shouldn’t mess with your hair?’ 

	‘You better not,’ and her lips found mine.

	When we had lost all our clothes my fingers opened her lips and I entered. I had wanted to be there all weekend. She moved into my hand, riding me and I leaned my head back. She touched the side of my face. I opened my eyes. She was staring. We looked at each other, not moving, not doing anything.

	‘Do you want to date me, or not?’

	I nodded. That was the question. It was easy. I smiled and pulled her close.

	‘Not touching your hair, not even a little bit.’ 

	She didn’t laugh.

	‘I’m not going to mess up the hair-do.’ I wanted to kiss her. ‘Although I think sleeping will do that for you. Or for me.’

	‘If we’re dating you have to give me a little more than this.’

	I woke up at 4am in her bed. I wanted to cry. Not because of what she had said.


8. 
The Swimmer

	 

	‘And if we were to think of a country, rather than a nation?’

	I was in my element. I needed this time, away from all that had been going on the last few days. Melvin’s was the place where I could park, where I didn’t need to pretend. I was okay but I didn’t need to name it. Not straight away; it would come out eventually, either way. Sometimes I got carried away on a topic, and the thoughts would bounce off each other without prompting. Even I could get caught off-guard by my reasoning. It made sense, and I could tell where it came from, most of the time. It only happened with Melvin. Knowing each other for this long made for a lot of letting out the seemingly random correlations your brain produced. I had never been guarded with him but over the years we had developed a particular kind of understanding. He had direct insight into me, no translation, no bridging. We already knew all of that – and the worst.
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