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1 Celeste







As Celeste walked towards home a whisper before midnight, all she could hear was the clicking of her small heels on the hard pavement. The rain had stopped. The cars had stopped. In every house the curtains were drawn, and only a very few still had their lights on.


One of her brown ankle boots needed re-heeling, making the sound shift from left to right as she walked at a good pace but with no hurry. Click. Clack. Click.


Hearing only the sound of her own two feet in the quiet, Celeste began to listen. Click-clack, click-clack. The sound bounced around the empty street, off the walls of houses and the metal shutters of the shop she visited almost every day to buy milk and top up on the things her mother had run out of or forgotten to buy.


Click-clack, click-tick, tick-tock, tick-tock. The rhythm of her footsteps on the pavement became the ticking of a clock counting Cinderella down to her curfew. She slowed her pace to stretch out the minutes. Time had stood still for her since she’d left university, and that had been almost a year ago now.


While her friends had moved on to careers or PhDs, or new lives abroad, or new towns where they were busy setting up love nests furnished with second hand finds and hand-me-downs with their so-called ‘other halves’, Celeste was reluctantly, aimlessly wandering around the streets that had been familiar to her all her life. She was back in her old bedroom, with the marks still on the wall where she’d crayoned her name framed by a rainbow. That had been well over a decade and several lifetimes ago now, but she still remembered kneeling on the carpet to make her mark on the space and enjoying the feeling that she was making the place better. In that moment, she’d thought she was creating a work of art that her parents would admire, just as they gushed over the drawings she brought home from school or worked on at the kitchen table.


She remembered the punishment at the end of that rainbow too. How her dad had taken all her pens and crayons away and ordered her straight to her room, with no TV for a week. She recalled how her mum had brought up a drink and a biscuit and told her she’d speak to Dad and get the punishment downgraded. Her mum had promised she’d try to get at least some of the pens back by the following day, if only for the making of a card to apologise. Celeste replayed the row it had all caused.


There had been tears. They hadn’t been Celeste’s tears. It had been the start of her dad’s slow drift from father and husband to unfamiliar middle-aged man, living miles away and occasionally phoning or turning up on the doorstep with plans for an impromptu trip to the seaside or Sunday lunch at a carvery.


For years, he’d been an occasional and unpredictable figure in Celeste’s life. Turning up to his own timetable and agenda and expecting her to be delighted that he’d appeared. In the same way she might be excited to see a rainbow on a rainy day, maybe, or an urban fox as she walked home. There would always be gifts or treats, but the ice creams and felt tips had become a less convincing compensation for the long absences as she had got older. And her mum’s stony-faced hurt had become less easy to unsee after Celeste had invited her father to her graduation and, despite saying he would come, he had decided not to, without a word to her or her mother. She’d tried to call him twice before she went into the building for the ceremony, and reached only his unconvincingly chirpy voicemail message ‘you’ve reached Robert, but it’s not really me, leave a message!’ She’d left a message, knowing that he never listened to them, and sent a text even though he rarely had his phone switched on. She’d spent the entire thing looking at the door to see if he’d snuck in late, scouring the crowd in case he’d sat in the wrong seat, and looking over at her mother, with an empty seat next to her. She’d imagined him on the floor, mid heart attack, or being cut of out of his car as traffic queued up behind his accident. It had only been when she’d switched her phone back on after everyone had left the hall that she saw his reply to her text ‘Sorry. Flat tyre. Can’t make it. Have a great day and see you soon xx.’ It had been a relief to both Celeste and her mum that it was just the two of them in the photos in the end.


Celeste had seen her dad just once since then, when he turned up with flowers a couple of days after her birthday. He’d handed her the supermarket bouquet and ambushed her in the doorway with a hug she couldn’t escape, crushing her with the weight of his guilt and the overpowering scent of lilies. He had given no explanation for the late arrival of his birthday wishes, and made no reference to her graduation or his absence from it. Celeste hadn’t mentioned it either. She had gently stepped back from his embrace, thanked him for the flowers and wandered into the kitchen to find a vase. Returning to the living room to place her gift on the mantelpiece, she’d had to wade through her parents’ viscous silence to reach the other side of the room.


She stopped walking to breathe in the quietness and the greenness of the garden hedges after the evening’s downpour. With the exhale she tried to flush out the discomfort of her anti-nostalgia. Was there a word for that? For indulging in painful memories, reliving moments that gave you the meagre succour of being justified in your unhappiness. It was her worst habit. Her everyday method of torturing herself and taking small steps backwards to retreat from a future where she would have no-one to blame.


Breathing in deeply for a second time, she enjoyed the sound of the intake of breath through her nose, and the huge exhale through lips which were still coated in dark red lipstick, the kind that says it will last for 12 hours and stains deep into the flesh. This was the way she’d been taught to breathe at yoga, an exercise for body and mind for which she’d had a brief enthusiasm at university, when she’d discovered that the skinny boy in the oversized yellow jumper taught a class at the church hall at the end of the road where she’d shared a large house and a filthy kitchen with friends she’d assumed would be for life.


Celeste had noticed the skinny boy soon after she’d moved into the student house. He was sharing with a mixed group of boys and girls, all of whom left the lingering sweetness of incense and patchouli in the street whenever they walked past. She’d rarely seen him without the yellow jumper, and he had a collection of hats to complete the look, varying from wool to straw, depending on the weather. She’d watched him chatting easily with friends and acquaintances around campus, or in the local vegan café where he drank green tea, stirring it with elegant fingers and listening with practised intensity to whoever was talking.


For Celeste, this was love at first sight. He was perfect in his otherness; the antithesis of the homogenous track-suited, short haired boys she’d gone to school with. He was exotic and individual. He looked like he was in need of nurturing, with his one jumper, skinny frame and hair pulled back into a bobble just like hers, while sections that had effortlessly escaped from their tether tumbled over his right eye.


She’d tried several times to find a reason or excuse to speak to him, and had managed it more than once, but not in any meaningful way. She’d commented on the queue a mile deep at the local pub on a Saturday night, then casually wandered past the jukebox so she could make some small remark about his great choices. She’d loitered outside the department of Archaeology, Classics and Egyptology, waiting to bump into him as he came out of a tutorial, but he’d walked out chatting with friends and acknowledged her only enough to apologise when they’d accidentally danced by both stepping aside for each other, each choosing left then simultaneously correcting it with a step to the right. She’d dropped her spoon on purpose in the vegan café and he’d dutifully picked it up for her with a smile and a ‘there you go’ just like she’d planned. But when she’d commented on his excellent choice of macadamia nut and carob brownie, he’d smiled and said it did look good, but it wasn’t for him, before standing to greet a willowy, exotic-looking woman with a chain round her ankle that chimed as she strode across to him from the door. The heavy clack of the woman’s flip-flops had slapped Celeste right back down as she’d watched them hug enthusiastically and heard the intruder congratulate the boy on remembering her favourite cake.


Orson. She’d found out later that it wasn’t his real name, but Orson sounded more original than his actual name Michael, he’d explained, or the Mike, or Mick, or Mikey options that offered him. He’d claimed the name had been foisted upon him by a girl who’d remarked that his prominent philtrum reminded her of Orson Welles. The name had ‘just stuck’ Orson had eventually told her over a green tea after her fourth yoga class.


It had been completely by chance that she’d spotted him putting posters up about the class. He was fixing them to trees rather than noticeboards, as though the trees themselves would make a better advocate for his promise that he would connect you with your inner chi and help you find peace in your surroundings, no matter where you were or what stresses your studies might put you under. She’d stood behind him to read the home-made poster as he pinned it up without acknowledging there was anyone behind him. The thought of it gave her a touch of the pounding heartbeat she’d experienced at the time, which had made her quite breathless.


He’d spun round energetically to ask her if she was going to join the class and she’d nodded a silent yes, then mustered a comment about how she’d been looking for a class. She’d swooned at the grin he’d given her in response and the ‘fab, see you there’, that came with it.


But he hadn’t seemed to notice her at the first session or the second, so at the beginning of the third class, when Orson had asked were there any ailments or illnesses he should know about, Celeste had raised her hand and her concerns about whiplash she’d suffered in a fabricated minor incident during the week. Her fake injury earned her some special one-to-one attention and the prize of his right hand on her upper back, while his left was placed gently on her stomach as he helped her maintain a straight posture and stand shakily on one leg. It had been even harder not to wobble with the warmth of those long, elegant fingers spread across her shoulder blades.


She’d told him her whiplash was still a problem the following week and, feeling she’d made sufficient connection with her teacher through the intimacy of his special attention during class, she’d asked him if he was free to go for a drink, as a thank you for giving her extra help.


His assurances that it was all part of his duty of care as a yoga teacher hadn’t put her off insisting, so he’d agreed, but only to green tea because he never touched alcohol or caffeine after a session. His body and spirit were refreshed, he’d explained, and he didn’t want to undo the benefits.


It had turned out she hated green tea, but she drank it anyway, sweetening the earthy wateriness of the hot liquid with her daydreams of where their evening of sipping and chatting might take them. And it did take them back to her room and her bed and his yellow jumper on her bedroom floor. Not just after her fourth class, but after her fifth and her sixth too. Yoga followed by green tea and sex became her Thursday evening routine until they both forgot about the whiplash and she developed a stoic affection for green tea.


But they never spent any time together between Thursdays. When he saw her in the street or at the pub he would smile and acknowledge her as he would anyone else from his class. But there were no enthusiastic hugs or carob brownies. There were none of the evenings out and afternoon picnics she’d offered him. When she woke up on a Friday morning, it was usually to an absence in the bed or a swift peck on the lips and see-you-later.


Eventually, in Celeste’s second term of yoga, the woman from the vegan café had turned up beside her at the class with her long, supple limbs and perfect posture. She’d introduced herself as Mimi, with a broad smile of perfect teeth and insincerity. As they rolled up their mats at the end of the class, with Celeste’s imagination already skipping past the green tea to planting kisses down Orson’s back, the woman had told her to be realistic about what she expected from someone as special as that.


The memory of watching Orson saunter from the church hall arm in arm with Mimi, in step with the easy melody of her laughter, dragged Celeste back to the dismal surroundings of red brick terraces and litter-strewn pavements. She filled her lungs with a deep dose of cold, damp disappointment as she remembered Mimi’s words: ‘Orson can have any girl he likes, you know. And he often does’, but the freshness of the here and now did nothing to erase the burning feeling at the back of her throat. It was just the same as it had been that evening, as she’d imagined where Orson and Mimi might go together as they flowed like water down the street, while she went home alone for a hot mug of cold solace; chocolate digestives dunked in Yorkshire tea.


Celeste pulled on the small star-shaped pendant around her neck as she tried to exhale thoughts of Orson into the evening air. Letting go of negative energy he had called that. The alcohol she’d drunk earlier, courtesy of whatever his name was, had lost its comfort, and she pushed the tiny points of the star into her index finger as she walked, an unconscious habit she’d carried from child to teen to adult. Whatshisname had tried his luck with both Celeste and her friend Esther before finally plumping for Esther’s ample cleavage and pleasant lack of sarcastic attitude. Esther had whispered that they’d shake him off, but she’d seemed less and less inclined to do so as the evening wore on and the drinks convinced her that he was funny and quite cute actually.


Eventually, Celeste had decided that getting the last bus home alone was preferable to any awkwardness in the taxi queue later. She’d sat on the bus, trying not to see her own reflection in the window or catch the eye of the one other passenger on the top deck, who’d watched her walk to her seat three rows ahead of him and offered her an unreciprocated smile as she’d sat down. She’d taken her phone from her pocket and scrolled aimlessly past videos of people she didn’t know saying things she didn’t care about as the bus made rapid progress along empty roads.


She’d counted the stops to home and tried to feel triumphant that she’d not been willing to settle for whatever no-hoper presented himself. It wasn’t an easy thought to hold on to. Esther’s easy ability to connect with a stranger and be liked clawed at the sides of Celeste’s positive spin, fraying the edges of her fragile self-esteem.


‘Envy is a fast track to unhappiness’ Celeste declared to herself out loud, repeating an affirmation she’d learned from a self-help book. And anyway, he wasn’t all that. Esther was welcome to him because Celeste was going to find the man of her dreams and the job of her dreams. Any day now. And move away. Possibly abroad.


Celeste began walking a little faster. Click-clack, click-clack, click-clack. ‘And buy new boots’, she said to her feet. Her legs aching and her feet sore from standing up all evening in the crowded bar, she looked accusingly at the boot that needed re-heeling because there was something inside it, biting into the soft flesh of her heel, making it painful to take each step.


She was nearly home. She paused. Could she wait the extra steps to get there before sorting out her boot and checking what was attacking her from inside it? Click-clack, click-clack. No, she couldn’t. Clack, clack, clack. She hopped to the bench in the community garden they’d built on the corner by the church. The ‘Togetherness Garden’ they’d called it, probably not because they’d anticipated it would be the place that the neighbourhood stoners would sit together for a smoke. But not tonight. If they’d been there, they must have gone home already and would be busy emptying cupboards of biscuits by now.


On the wall at home there was a picture of Celeste and her mother at the party to celebrate the garden’s ‘grand opening’. In the picture, she was holding the plant that all local residents had been given to take home for their own garden. They were supposed to nurture it to mark the beginning of this new community space and the efforts of the church to bring nature into the lives of the city dwellers in the surrounding streets. She was immortalised in another time in that picture, smiling against a background where everything was completely new and in bloom. In the present, as she sat down on the bench avoiding the stains that the pigeons had left, the plants were still thriving, mostly, but in the still evening air, she could smell the dog shit that had been left to fester on the carefully laid pebbles and could see where it had been trodden in, smeared and scraped off on the edge of the raised bed. The scent mingled with the odour of vomit and the lingering mustiness of marijuana, smoked by local teens who treated the bench like a living room sofa where they could sit together to get high at a comfortable distance from their parents’ disapproval.


This place had been intended as a catalyst for community cohesion where people could sit on the heavy curved bench on sunny afternoons and read a book or chat with friends. At one point there’d been wind chimes as part of a half-formed idea of a sensory garden, but the house opposite had complained that the noise kept them awake at night, so the vicar had removed them.


The space was a nice idea though, Celeste had always liked it. And it came in handy for things like checking your shoes for stray stones on your way home from a night out. The old lady who lived three doors down from Celeste definitely appreciated the bench whenever she over-estimated how much shopping she could carry from the little Tesco or the round-the-corner shop and had to rest on the way home. But mostly it was used as a space to take your dog for a quick toilet stop before work or bed, or for boys in expensive trainers to shake hands and smoke.


Celeste unzipped her offending boot. She raised her bent leg and rested the ankle on her other knee while she took the boot off. There was just enough light from the lamppost for her to see that the heel tip was almost completely gone, and the heel was wearing down at an angle, creating a unique contour tailored to her step. She kept her leg bent and foot off the ground while she shook the boot upside down, and thought she heard something fall to the ground but she wasn’t sure. The light was good enough for her to see the boot in her hand, but not to see anything tiny that might have tumbled out. Even if she could be bothered to use the torch on her phone, she’d be unlikely to see it.


Instead, just to be certain that she’d got rid of any irritations, Celeste put her hand inside the boot and felt for any stones or anything loose. There was a hard ridge where the insole had scrunched up to create an uneven surface. Perhaps it was just that making her heel so uncomfortable. She placed the boot on the bench beside her while she massaged her poor, sore heel, considering whether to put the boot back on or carry both boots and walk the short remaining distance barefoot.


The choice between putting the boot back on or walking the last few yards with both boots in her hands was a decision Celeste didn’t quite get as far as making. Sensing a presence next to her, she looked up. It was a small action that was more of an instinct than a conscious choice.


With one boot on and one sitting on the bench next to her, she was ill-equipped to run.















2 William







William had known Anne Mitchell since primary school, but it was only in the past six or seven weeks that he’d set about trying to get her to notice him so that they could be together.


Everyone had called her Mitch-the-Titch at school, apart from William. Even after she’d shot up and filled out in her teens, she’d hung onto Mitch and dropped the titch. But she had always been and would always be Anne to him. Classic. Homely. Respectable.


She’d ranted at him once, back in their school days, when he’d called her Anne to her face. She’d declared that Anne sounded like someone’s mum’s name or the kind of name you’d have if you were a nursery school teacher, or a dental hygienist. ‘Do I look like I want to be a dental hygienist?’ she’d protested to her audience of friends and groupies in the classroom. ‘My name is Mitch. One word. Like Madonna, or Björk, or Drake, or Adele.’


Indeed, she hadn’t become a dental hygienist or a nursery school teacher: she worked the late shift in the local Tesco Metro, 4pm to 11.30, five days on, two days off. It was just while she saved up enough air fare to go to India and be an activist and a blogger, she’d explain to any colleagues or customers prepared to listen. William had heard her many times declaring her plans as she stacked the shelves.


The sight of Anne arranging tins, label facing forwards, pained William almost as much as the idea of her moving to India. He knew that her job wasn’t making the most of who she was, but it suited him. It gave him a routine knowledge of where she would be every afternoon and evening and an excuse to see her there.


No matter how often he saw Anne wearing her Tesco name badge, he could never think of her as Mitch. She was Anne. William and Anne sounded good together; they had been names paired as married couples down the centuries, since forever. Her name was a sign that they were meant to be together, and they would have similarly traditionally-named children in a life where he would pay the bills and she would shop for their tea at Tesco, instead of working there. They’d have a boy named William, known as Bill or Billy at home, like William’s own father, to make it easier to work out who was talking to whom. And a girl named Anne-Marie or Sarah-Anne, who would look just like her mother but sound a little different to avoid any confusion in their perfect, happy home.


William had it all mapped out, he just needed to wait for the right opportunity to broach his vision with Anne, and find the right thing to say in the lead up to that special moment. While he worked his way up to it, he’d bought a lot of things from Tesco. Small, normal things, like packets of pasta and loaves of bread. He never bought alcohol at her Tesco; he didn’t want her to think he was a drinker.


If he got to the cash desk and found that she wasn’t serving, because it was her day off or she was on a break, he’d just dump his items on the nearest shelf and go back the next day. No point spending money on things he didn’t need if it didn’t buy him an interaction with his future wife. And he never used the self-checkout, despite having it politely suggested to him by members of staff, including Anne (who was just doing her job when she suggested he pay using a machine instead of talking to her, he was sure).


He had spent the past six weeks learning Anne’s routines. He’d found excuses to walk past Tesco and glance in at the window to see whether she was there, discovering within the first few days that she almost always worked later on. He’d gone inside and browsed the shelves without buying anything several times, waiting for her to say she recognised him, and ask what he was up to these days, but she never did.


Once or twice he’d even brushed past her while she was arranging new stock, breathing in her scent, his heart a piston threatening to beat out of his chest. He’d kicked himself afterwards for lacking the courage to accidentally-on-purpose bump into her so that he could apologise.


She had even spoken to him once. He’d stood in rapture, eyes darting from pre-packed sandwiches to take-away salads as she scoured the fridges for items about to go out of date, removing any offending articles onto a trolley and replacing any that had a reprieve until the next day. She’d reached across him with an ‘excuse me’ to pick up and check the sandwiches directly in front of him. He’d grasped at the initiation of a conversation, asking her if some of the sandwiches were going to be reduced.


‘I’ve just got to get them off shelf for now, love,’ she’d replied. ‘We’ll mark them down and put them back out in a bit. Are you looking for something specific?’


He’d wanted to find something witty and intelligent to say but his mind was almost as empty as the shelf she’d just unburdened of its salads. She’d called him love. She’d called him love and then apparently offered to do him a favour by checking for his preferred convenience food on her trolley of soon-to-be-marked-down items. She must recognise him as a regular customer. Maybe she looks forward to seeing him. Maybe she’d come over to take the limp salads and dried-up sandwiches out of the fridge as a way of getting close to him?


He’d felt the heaviness of silence as his mind raced to come up with a word or even a smile to acknowledge what she’d just said. He’d stared blankly past her discomfort at her breasts and said nothing until she interrupted his lack of words by retreating with her trolley and an uneasy, ‘about half an hour till the marked-down stuff goes out.’


The mark-down episode by the fridge had been over a week ago, though to William it felt much longer. Much, much longer. Since then, he had been in the shop six times and managed to be served by Anne at the checkout on five of those occasions. On the sixth, she’d been at the other till, serving someone cigarettes and flirting with them when she couldn’t find the right brand.


‘They all look the same, apart from the hideous disease top trumps on the side of the packs,’ she‘d laughed, finally handing over the right packet.


‘A bit like your customers, eh love?’ the man had replied. He’d been old, too old for Anne, William assured himself, but dressed as though he still thought he was in with a chance with someone as young and lovely as her.


William had smiled at Anne, trying to muscle in on the joke. Trying to communicate without speaking how awful it must be for her to have aging rock star wannabes like this guy chatting her up. But she didn’t even look at him. She simply gave the man his change with a friendly ‘see you soon’ and a sigh of ‘next’ to the ill-formed queue.


William had followed the man outside with an idea that he might start a fight with him or let down the tyres on his car, but the man was on foot and already striding away to the pub a few doors down. William followed him to the pub and stood at the bar while the man ordered a pint, ordering a Coke for himself and a packet of dry-roasted peanuts. Why not?


When the man took a seat and started scrolling through his phone, William moved over to sit at the table next to him and ate his peanuts slowly, sucking the salt from the outside before crunching. He watched the man sip and scroll, sip and scroll.


Around half-way through William’s packet of nuts, the man stood up and asked William to keep an eye on his pint while he nipped to the gents. William nodded and watched the man as he made his way across the room, navigating the tables and the people to reach the toilets. As the door closed, William stood and carefully, making sure he appeared more clumsy, or drunk even, than malicious, knocked over the man’s beer with his elbow, making sure it spilt onto the seat and the jacket the man had left there. Leaving the pub with the remainder of his peanuts still clutched in one hand, and a Tesco bag containing a punnet of strawberries in the other, William smiled at his triumph. An empty glass, a damp seat and a soggy, smelly jacket should teach that old Lothario a lesson.


William had walked past Anne’s workplace more often than he could count, but he didn’t need to keep count because kept a record in his diary. Every time he went into the shop, every time he wandered past and glanced in through the window, he noted whether Anne was working or not. He tracked her shifts and break times, returning later if she wasn’t there and making meticulous notes until it was clear that she worked five days on and two days off in a rolling cycle. It was harder to narrow down when she took her breaks. He’d come to the conclusion that it depended on too many variables to be predicted. But he’d learned that she was always in the shop for the first couple of hours and the last hour of her shift, so these became his regular hours too.


He logged times and dates she served him, marking with a big asterisk the day she talked to him about the sell-by-date sandwiches. He noted how she was wearing her hair, if she was wearing make-up or earrings, whether she spoke to anyone else while he was there, jotting down as closely as he could what she had said to them.


For the past three nights he had followed her home from work. Each time, he’d arrived at the shop just before the end of her shift so that he could watch her leave and follow her at a distance to her home, an ordinary-looking semi-detached where she lived with her parents and her brother. Just to see she got home safe. There were weirdos about, after all, and it was late and dark when she walked home.


He’d discovered that she walked home the first few streets of her journey with a colleague. They chatted and laughed as they made their way home. He couldn’t hear what they said to each other, but he liked the sound of their to and fro, there was a rhythm to it; irregular and unpredictable but always a sound in response to sound. The friend was taller than Anne with a blonde bob and fake nails in neon colours, like glow-in-the-dark bear claws. William assumed this poor girl must feel so ordinary she had to add the nails and the hair to make herself more noticeable. He recoiled from her and saw Anne as even more extraordinary by contrast. But he was glad that Anne had a friend like that, someone to chat to on the way home. Someone she could compare herself to and see the chasm of difference between them, like he did.


Each time he followed Anne home, he watched as she hugged her friend goodnight when they parted, envious of the blonde girl and imagining what would it be like to be her for that ritual parting moment. He watched as Anne waited while the blonde girl walked up her street. Anne would wait, watching her friend complete the last few steps home, where William could envisage nothing but nothingness for the nameless girl as she vanished from his sight, ceasing to exist.


He had followed Anne the rest of the way home then. Past the shop with its shutters closed for the night, past the community garden, then up the third street on the right to the house with the huge horse chestnut outside, getting ready to burst into flower any day.


For the past three nights, William had followed Anne and made no attempt to make himself known, even when the blonde girl was safely out of the way. For three nights, he had followed her, and she had given no indication that she knew he was there.


But tonight, he noticed her pace quicken as she walked past the shop with its cardboard boxes folded up outside ready for the bin men. He walked faster to keep up at the same distance. And then she stopped without warning, as though obeying a traffic light, pausing under the streetlight next to the community garden to rummage in her handbag.


For a moment he stopped too, unsure what to do next. He could wait until she continued and follow her as before. He could carry on walking and saunter past her as though he were just on his way home himself and their two journeys were unconnected. Or he could finally make his move, actually talk to her, declare himself. It had to happen sometime; why not now?


The silence of his short hesitation had already punctuated their walk home like a full stop. He took in a long, thoughtful breath to slow his racing heartbeat and order his chaotic thoughts. Why not now?


He walked more quickly and more purposefully than before towards where Anne was standing, her face illuminated now by the light from her mobile phone. As he reached her, he raised his arm to tap her on the shoulder. He didn’t want to spook her by just appearing out of nowhere, he needed to let her know that he was here to talk to her. He wanted to tell her how he’d been walking her home to make sure she got there safe. He wasn’t expecting a thank you, but it would be nice. It would be good to start with her smiling her thanks for his knight-in-shining-armour protection.


But she turned sharply before his hand reached her shoulder and she scowled accusations at him. Didn’t he understand that following people home was creepy? Didn’t he know that she could get him barred from the little Tesco if he was just coming in to perv at her and not buy anything? Didn’t he know that she could get him done for stalking? Or she could get her brother to come round and have a word? Did he know her brother? He didn’t want to mess with her brother.


She held up her phone with her left hand and William could see the picture of a young man with the number and a call icon below it.


She could call her brother right now and he’d be there in seconds, Anne told him. ‘In fact,’ she said, ‘I’m calling him and you’re going to wait here while I walk the rest of the way home on the phone to him. You’re not going to move from here. You’re not going to come back into the shop, and you are never, ever going to follow me again. Otherwise, it will be the police I’m calling next time.”


She touched the dial icon, held the phone to her ear and started walking away backwards, telling the voice on the other end of the line how some weirdo creep had been following her home.


William stood watching her go. The blows her words had rained down on him halted his breath and bombarded his brain with thoughts he couldn’t control. He couldn’t have followed her, even without her threats and accusations. He couldn’t move. He couldn’t think. She hadn’t understood what he meant. She hadn’t given him time to speak. Not. Even. One. Word. She hadn’t even given him the chance to tap her on the shoulder and explain. Why was she like that? Why hadn’t she given him a chance? What was it with girls like that? What kind of a girl was she anyway?


He watched her walk away quickly as the hurt raced towards him. Her phone held tightly to her ear, she was striding forwards away from him now, glancing back at him every few seconds. He could still hear her footsteps. He could still hear her muttering into the phone: ‘yes he’s still there’, ‘no he’s not moved’. William watched her until she turned into the third street on the right and was gone.


She was gone, and it was as though she had never been there. There was nothing. No sound. No exciting times ahead to look forward to. No hand to hold as he walked her the rest of the way home.


William felt sick. Anne had poisoned him with her accusations and her nastiness. He tried harder to breathe and darted into the community garden to vomit into the bin. But he didn’t make it that far, leaning over instead to empty the contents of his stomach onto the roots of a tree, from where they splattered back onto his trainers.


He felt tired. Not the normal kind of ready-for-bed tired, but the kind of tired he usually only felt when he was ill. He heard his mother’s voice in his head telling him he must be coming down with something. Perhaps he’d imagined the whole thing? Perhaps he was feverish and delusional? He sat down on the bench in the community garden to calm down and think through it all, placing his hand on his head to check for a temperature. It felt warm. He felt warm all over. Perhaps he really was coming down with something. Maybe he could go and explain to Anne tomorrow that he’d not been well, and she’d understand and ask him to walk her home properly this time?


But as he sat, he knew that wasn’t how it had happened or how this was going to go. He hadn’t imagined the contempt on her face. He hadn’t imagined her accusatory tone or her clear instructions to stay away. Her threats. She’d probably been waiting all this time, letting him build up the idea of the two of them together so that she could batter it back out of him in one cruel, killer punch.


He could smell the stench of his own vomit rising from his trainers and the sourness in his mouth as the foul aftertaste was seasoned by fury at the way Anne had behaved. How dare she lead him on like that? Who did she think she was? No-one important. No-one very attractive. She was nothing. Worthless. A whore. A fucked up little bitch.


He got up to leave, thinking about whether to put his trainers straight in the washing machine so his parents didn’t ask any questions, or just leave them outside and hope for more rain.


As he stepped away from the bench, he heard footsteps. For a moment he assumed it was Anne coming back. She wanted to apologise. She’d realised she’d misjudged him. He stood, listening to the footsteps and considering whether he would forgive her warmly, begrudgingly, or not at all.


But the footsteps were coming from the opposite direction, tracing the same path he’d just taken to follow Anne home. And they were different; uneven. The sounds alternated between a dull tap and a sharp one. As they got closer, they slowed down, then paused.


William waited for the sound to start up again and stepped into the darkness behind a tree so that he could see whose feet were approaching.


He watched as a girl entered the garden and sat down, glancing at the ground as though she had lost something and coughing as if clearing her throat to speak. But she didn’t speak. He could just make out her silhouette in the dim light cast by the nearby lamp post. She lifted her leg to place her left ankle on her right knee, and took off her boot, shaking it upside down to release whatever might be in there.


He watched her concentrate on this small task, listening out for something falling, placing her hand inside the boot to feel for anything that might have strayed into it. His eyes traced the shape of her long legs, covered by dark tights, with her modesty barely obscured by her tiny skirt, framing legs opened in a teasing, shameless triangle.


He watched her face. Her dark mouth contrasting with the paleness of her skin, and her tongue peeping out as she concentrated on clearing the boot of debris. She was a slut, just like Anne. She’d been out leading on men like him all night with her red lips and short skirt.


As though she could hear what he was thinking, she began teasing him even more to prove it, setting the boot down on the bench and massaging her foot provocatively. William thought about Anne, about how all he’d ever wanted to offer her was devotion, and how she’d stomped on his good intentions with her arrogance and conceit.


He looked at the girl and thought about Anne. He looked at the girl and thought about all girls. He carefully, silently stepped out from behind the tree and stood beside the bench waiting for her to notice him until, after long seconds, she looked up.















3 Yvonne







Yvonne was woken by the church bells ringing out to call the faithful to Sunday morning worship. She was disoriented, wondering for a moment if there might be some terrible disaster and the bells were being used as a signal to raise the alarm.


She had to concentrate to work out why she could hear the noise as it clanged in her stomach as well as ringing in her ears. She was too hot, the light of the sunny May morning coming through the curtains was too bright and the duvet was wrapped tight around her ankle, anchoring her to the mattress. As she kicked her way to freedom, and cooled down by fanning herself with her newly loose covers, she realised she’d slept in. She felt groggy, as though she were waking from a concussion rather than a good night’s sleep in a comfortable bed.


Her eyesight was too poor to see the clock plugged in on the other side of the room without the help of her glasses or contact lenses, but the bells rang at 9.15am every Sunday so it must be 9.15. Time to alert those who were both pious and lazy that they had just 15 more minutes to pull on some clothes, brush their teeth and take their pews for the 9.30am service.


It had been a while since Yvonne had slept in so long. Usually, she was awake by 7am on a Sunday, just like every other day, no matter how tired she might be. No matter how much empty time filled every room in the house with nothing to do but tidy and potter. Most Sundays she’d wake early with a jolt, assuming she’d forgotten to set the alarm or slept through it, then she’d slowly realise that she had no bus to catch for work and her daughter, though home again, was old enough to make her own breakfast and pick out her own clothes.


Relieved it was Sunday and there was nothing more pressing than the taste of coffee to call her from her bed, Yvonne would tell herself to go back to sleep. She would make a nest with the pillows, sink into the middle of it with a deep breath, close her eyes and wait for sleep to come to her. But it rarely did. Her mind would wander to the jobs that needed doing around the house, or a remark someone had made in passing at work last week, which could have been barbed but might not have been, she couldn’t decide. Or she might replay memories from further back, from when Celeste was a baby or a busy little girl, into everything. From the times just before and after Robert had left, or from the months after Celeste had gone to university, when she’d had to stand in front of the mirror when her daughter called home so that she could force herself to form a smile that Celeste would be able to hear down the line. Sometimes, she would even rehearse whole conversations, reinventing events that had already happened with a new script, or mapping out future events where she always said the right thing and was in full control of everyone else’s responses.


No matter how hard she reminded herself to relax and empty her brain of all these things, she couldn’t persuade her mind to rest. Her determination to go back to sleep rarely lasted for more than half an hour or so. She would heave herself from the bed, feeling more tired than she had when she first opened her eyes at a time she’d defined as too early, regretting the waste of minutes that could have been better spent.


But this Sunday morning, as the bells ceased suddenly, leaving a quieter silence than when they’d begun, Yvonne didn’t feel like she’d been cheated of extra sleep; she felt as though she’d triumphed over sleep. She’d claimed her rightful rest quota. She felt tired though, weighed down from the cumulative exhaustion of years. The gnarled duvet and clammy sheets were evidence that her sleep had not been as restful as she might hope for. They were the trigger for a slow unravelling of her dreams as she raised herself onto her elbows to think and blink at the sunlight searing into the room, highlighting the dancing dust motes over the bed.


In the dream she’d been eating toast in the kitchen, standing by the toaster in her dressing gown so that she could collect each piece as it popped up. She’d felt full but kept on eating and eating, never having to refill the toaster with bread because it just kept producing more toast all by itself. And when the toast appeared she had to eat it. As she ate, she got fatter and fatter, like a balloon being inflated puff by puff and, as she expanded, she found herself less and less able to eat any more, until the toaster was popping up new slices before she’d moved the previous pieces, until there was toast all over the floor.


Back in the room, Yvonne smiled to herself. Why had her sleeping self not just unplugged the toaster to stop it producing more toast? She hadn’t thought of that in the dream.


There was more to remember. The kitchen in Yvonne’s dream was not her actual kitchen, the toaster looked the same, but the cupboards were different; her subconscious had given her an upgrade. She’d stopped trying to eat the toast and just let it fall to the floor, but her belly had carried on getting bigger and bigger until she’d realised that she wasn’t fat with too much toast, but pregnant. The nice man from the shop who always asked her ‘how are you today?’ filled the kettle and got some mugs down from the cupboard. ‘This is not for your clean towels and hot water,’ he said, ‘people don’t actually do that. This is for a cup of tea. Don’t you think you should ring the hospital? You’re having a baby, you know?’


She’d looked around for her phone, but she couldn’t find it. There was toast everywhere and, as she searched through it looking for her phone, the toast carried on making more and more mess. It smelt delicious as each piece catapulted out of the toaster, but it was making the room very warm, and Yvonne had been unable to reach the window or the door, which were in the wrong place, anyway. She’d felt panicked and turned to ask the man from the shop whether he had a phone she could borrow but he’d disappeared and her friend Janine from work was calmly stirring the tea. Of course Janine had a phone she could use to call for help or ring an ambulance. ‘But don’t worry,’ Janine had said, ‘we just need to do this.’ And Janine reached out to Yvonne, opened the front of her bulging belly as though reaching into a cupboard, pulled the baby out and shut the door. The baby was a fully-clothed toddler and Janine put her on the floor, where she quickly crawled around eating up the toast.


Yvonne blinked in the sunshine. Her dream felt so real that she reached down to feel her belly; it was far from flat but certainly not bulging. She was sure she could smell toast though. Perhaps she could smell it because Celeste was up already? It seemed unlikely, given that her daughter been out the night before and routinely slept until breakfast was a late lunch, but it was after nine, so not all that unfeasibly early, and there could be no-one else making toast.


Wrenching herself from the bed, Yvonne put on her dressing gown, feeling vaguely aggrieved that her real-life fleecy robe was nowhere near as nice as the flowery cotton thing she’d worn in the dream. She even wondered for a moment where she’d put that floral one, before dragging her brain back into the real world where her dream nightwear didn’t exist.


By the time she reached the landing, there was no longer any hint of the scent of toast, all Yvonne could smell was the ‘Ocean Fresh’ bleach she’d put into the toilet the night before. She stepped quietly past Celeste’s room, resisting the temptation to pop her head round the door. It had been a life-long habit, checking on her chick on her way to bed in the evening and again on her way downstairs in the morning.


For so many years she’d lingered in the doorway of Celeste’s room to marvel at the girl’s luminous face in the lamplight as her daughter had slept in complete stillness, with her barely audible breath the only sign that she was still living. Indeed, more than once, Yvonne had crept in to kneel by the bed and feel the warmth of her daughter’s breath on her cheek, checking that all was well. In the mornings, she’d often found early-teens Celeste reading a book, drawing a picture, or scribbling away in her diary. Sometimes she’d been able to smile at her unnoticed thanks to Celeste’s internal world of headphones and concentration. Sometimes, she’d been greeted with a sigh of ‘finally, what’s for breakfast’. Until eventually, Celeste’s enthusiasm for enjoying time in her own sugar pink world on weekend mornings had evolved into long lie-ins and monosyllabic greetings. Into piles of black clothing and empty crisp packets on the floor. Into ‘KEEP OUT’ signs stuck to the door and ‘DO NOT TOUCH’ Post-it notes on her diary and her laptop.


Celeste’s transition from fairy princess to grumpy teenager had been a painful bereavement for Yvonne, and it was mostly while the girl was asleep that her mother could see the shadow of the child she’d lost, still lingering, but out of reach. Yvonne had reminded herself that a chrysalis was an ugly but necessary phase for a butterfly to take flight. She’d clung to the hand-drawn, carefully composed pictures, still stuck to walls and cupboards around the house, and the rainbow, framing ‘Celeste’ in the girl’s childish writing on the wall. She’d taken refuge in her memories of weeds picked and presented as flowers, to the feeling of her daughter’s weight on her lap, and the shared warmth of snuggling up like that, reading a story or watching a film.
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