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for my mother and father













Overlapping Circles


the accident




anna




When people asked me how I met you, I felt a twinge of sadness, because our first encounter was strange in so many ways. We didn’t meet in a bar or at a party, on holiday or through friends. I told people you saved my life. But I didn’t explain that so many times I wished so hard that it wasn’t you who found me lying there on the road, knocked nearly unconscious.

On some sleepless nights after the accident, I lay in bed praying I’d wake up and discover my rescuer that day was someone different, someone less sweet, less complicated, more transparent. I liked that word, ‘transparent’.

My memories of our first meeting were still hazy. So, I always told the story the way you described it to me a few weeks later.

This is what you told me.

You were driving back to your office after seeing a client, taking the scenic route around Sea Walls, when you saw what looked like a shadow on the road. But then you realised the shadow was a person, slumped on the tarmac, struggling to get up.

You remembered it was unseasonably warm. Pollen hanging in the air. Boys playing football on the grass fields of The Downs looked like they were moving in slow motion, as the heat of the afternoon softened the edges of everything.

For a split second you glanced across the river to the lime green woods, as if to check you weren’t dreaming. To make sure your eyes weren’t deceiving you, that what you were seeing on the road was real.

I’ve added in the colour of the woods, embellishing your description. I remembered the trees so well that afternoon. I was wishing I’d brought my oil pastels, to capture the burnished silver of a whitebeam, flickering, as a breeze crept through. Tall, brooding conifers formed a serrated line along the horizon, and I noticed the sprouting leaves of a lone copper beech looked like dried blood spilt across velvet cushions.

It was the first warm day of the year, and the weather forecast on the radio said it might hit thirty degrees. It felt strange leaving my black parka at home on the coat rack, and putting on a cornflower blue cardie, which matched the brightness of the sky. I didn’t often wear light colours, but Granny gave it to me for my birthday. I wished I’d worn it more before she died. Then she might still have been with us. But Mum told me not to be superstitious. I couldn’t help it. I knew there were things I’d done that caused bad stuff to happen. And things I should have done. But back to you and that fateful day.

You said you were driving too fast. Did you always drive too fast? You slammed your foot on the brake, slowing to a shuddering halt, and jumped out. You said that when I saw you, I smiled and held out my hands. My palms were splattered with blood, fingers stretched out.

I cried, ‘Aidan is that you? Have you come back to me?’ Tears were running down my cheeks, and I sobbed,‘Hug me.’

You said you didn’t know what to do. I seemed so fragile. My forehead was cut. My hair matted with blood. You knelt on the tarmac and put your arms around me. You said I turned my face towards you, my lips finding yours, and you could taste the saltiness of my tears. You held me like that, as the minutes ticked past, and you didn’t want to let me go.

Boys in football kit were running across the field towards us. You heard a siren wailing far off. A police car blocked the road. Faces were crowding around us. Hands pulled us apart and took me away from you. I was strapped onto a stretcher and carried into an ambulance.

A policeman asked you what happened. ‘Did you knock her over? Is that her bike over there,’ he said, pointing to a mangled piece of metal on the grass.

‘No,’ you explained. ‘I just got here. I found her like this.’

You remembered the policeman was young. His helmet sat awkwardly on his head. He had a shiny face, and grey bloodshot eyes which stared at you, hostile, accusing, and then across to the schoolboy footballers, who were gathered around another policeman taking notes.

You felt scared they all thought you had done it, that you had knocked me over. Then the other policeman, older, with grey sideburns, said, ‘It wasn’t him,’ and pointed to your car, a red Audi. ‘These kids saw a blue car. They heard a screech and a bang, and then the driver took off. They say it was definitely a blue car.’

‘We’ll need your contact details,’ said the young one.

‘Okay.’

‘What’s your name for a start?’

‘Billy Cooper. I’ll come with her to the hospital.’

‘But you said you don’t know her.’

‘I don’t. But I found her here and I don’t want her to be alone.’

You followed the ambulance to the Bristol Royal Infirmary. They told you to wait, so you sat on an orange plastic chair in A&E, drinking coffee from the vending machine. You waited nearly three hours. You drank three cups, and ate a packet of cheese and onion crisps. You were about to buy some chocolate, when the nurse came out and said Anna Weatherby was being taken up to the ward. She told you I’d had a brain scan, and was suffering from concussion. Nothing too serious, considering.

And that’s when you first heard my name.


billy




The night before I found you, I didn't get to sleep until dawn. I was trying out a new brand of flour from the corner shop near the office. It was on special offer. The cake came out of the oven all dipped in the middle. I was furious. A waste of all the other ingredients. I had to chuck it away.

The next morning, I was exhausted and didn’t feel like going to work. But I’d called in sick a few times that month and was short of excuses. I couldn't say I had food poisoning again. So, I dragged myself in. The boss asked me to visit a client on the other side of Bristol. The meeting didn’t go well. I had to wait nearly an hour while she looked for missing documents.

On the way back, I drove around Sea Walls. I didn’t feel like rushing back to the office. I wanted to park up for a bit, recline my car seat, and listen to the Danny Rampling show I’d recorded at the weekend. Maybe I wasn't concentrating. It all happened so quickly. You were lying on the road, and I was braking as fast as I could. I wished I’d had a tissue to wipe the blood off your face. Then people rushed over to help, and the police arrived. 

I decided to follow the ambulance to the hospital. It didn't seem right for you to be alone. I felt panicky, following the blue flashing light as it threaded its way through the traffic. I nearly got separated from you on Park Row as two cars jumped in ahead of me. I managed to overtake them and keep up. I’m not religious or anything, but I found myself praying that the ambulance crew were saving your life. In the same way they saved mine the autumn before. But I have zero recollection of that journey.

When I heard that you’d been taken up to a ward, I bought a pink balloon with Get Well Soon written in jaunty purple and silver letters in the hospital shop. I walked along the corridor, breathing in the faint smell of bleach. It felt comforting to be back in a hospital, with soothing green walls, and doctors walking past holding patients’ files.

I went up in a lift and found my way to your ward. A woman dressed in a blue suit sat holding your hand. I heard her saying that she would contact Katz Morris and tell them about the accident. I wondered who she was, and how she’d got to the hospital so quickly? She looked like you, with green eyes and high cheek bones, only older. I guessed she was your mother. I wanted to rush over and touch you, hug you again, stroke your face. But I stopped at the end of the bed and clutched the metal frame.

‘Hi. I’m a friend. How is she?’ I asked in a croaky voice. I’m not sure why I didn’t say who I was. It didn’t feel like the right moment to explain what had happened. I squashed the balloon under my arm, hoping no one would see it.

All the next day at work, I kept thinking about you, wondering how you were? Did you need anything? It was difficult to concentrate, so I made an excuse that my mother was in hospital and left the office early. To save time, I got a taxi there and rushed up to the ward. I was relieved to see the chair by your bed was empty. I sat on it and took a few deep breaths while I looked at you. You were still asleep, your face patched with plasters, lying with dark hair spread across the thick white hospital pillows. I had this odd feeling that I’d known you for a really long time, when of course, I’d only just met you. Your hand was resting on top of the sheet. I wanted to take it in mine and hold it tight.

Then you opened your eyes.

‘Hello,’ I said. For a moment I felt nervous, remembering your warm body in my arms on the roadside. Your heart beating fast against my chest. The softness of your lips as you kissed me.

You looked at me with a blank expression.

‘I’m Billy. I’m the one who found you.’ My voice was stumbling over the words.

‘You found me?’

‘On the road. At Seawalls. I was first there. I found you.’

‘Oh, I see. It’s nice of you to come here.’

I started making a knot in my tie, which I’d taken off as I walked along the corridor to the ward.

‘Are you feeling better? Is there anything I can get you? Some chocolate, or a magazine. I could bring you some fruit next time.’

‘That would be nice. I like blueberries.’

‘I’ll get some.’ I wasn’t sure what to say next. I wanted to ask you so many questions. To tell you about my time in hospital. To tell you I would look after you. But a nurse appeared at the end of your bed, looking at a clip chart. My throat felt hot and dry. I stood up and as I turned to the door, I heard you ask, ‘What’s your name?’

I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Then, in what sounded like the squeak of a soft toy, I said, ‘It’s Billy. My name is Billy.’

You reached your hand across the bed towards me and smiled. ‘Hello Billy, thank you for visiting me.’ In that moment, the horrible stupid feeling went. I felt good. I swallowed, smiled back, and said, ‘That’s fine. I’m glad you’re feeling better.’ And I knew things were going to work out.

I went to the hospital again the following day. I took a bag of purple grapes I bought at the garage on the way. They didn't have blueberries. But when I arrived in the ward, your bed was empty.

‘Where’s Anna Weatherby?’ I asked the staff nurse who was sitting at the ward desk, looking at a computer.

‘She’s been discharged,’ she said, glancing up at me with a puzzled look.

‘Where does she live?’

‘I thought you knew her?’

‘I don’t. I mean I do. But I don’t know where she lives.’

‘We can’t tell you. Patient confidentiality, I’m afraid.’

For a moment, I felt I couldn't breathe. ‘Look, I really need her address.’

‘You look like the guy in that advert,’ said another nurse, who appeared from a side room. I noticed a faint pink stain on the lapel of her uniform. Her name badge said student nurse.

‘Which advert?’

‘The aftershave one. We all thought you might be when you were here yesterday.’

‘No, that wasn’t me. I’ve never been in an advert. Are you sure you can’t give me her address? I need to give her these.’ I held up the bag of grapes. ‘They’re seedless. She asked for them.’

‘We just can’t. We’d get into trouble,’ said the staff nurse, giving me an apologetic smile.




As soon as I got home, I looked in the phone book for Katz Morris. It was an architecture firm on Alma Road. I rang their number and spoke to the receptionist. I said I was an old friend. I’d heard about Anna’s accident. I’d lost her address, and wanted to send flowers. It was a long shot.

‘Flowers? That’s nice. I’m a temp, but let me see, I could look at the staff database. I only started this week. I’m not sure if I’m supposed to be doing this,’ she said.

‘It would be so great if you could. She moved recently. I wrote down her new address, but lost the bit of paper. Typical me.’

‘That’s such a nice idea. You’re a great friend. I’m sure she’ll love getting them. I met her when I started on Monday. So awful about the accident. The boss went to the hospital to see her and told us she was doing well. Good to hear she’s back home.’

‘Yes, she was discharged today,’ I said.

There was a pause on the other end of the line, then, ‘Hang on, I’m not sure if I can see it.’

‘Please, please, please,’ I whispered, putting my hand over the mouthpiece.

‘Yes, here it is,’ she said.

I walked up to your flat the next day after work, and stood for a few moments, looking along the Victorian terrace, noticing the carvings in the stone balcony on the first floor. It was still warm. Slightly windy. I remembered feeling a lump in my throat. My stomach tightening.

Your mother answered the door. She told me she was staying for a few days.

‘You’re the friend,’ she said.

‘Yes, I met you in the hospital. I’m Billy. How is Anna?’

‘She’s sleeping right now. But she’s much better. I’ll tell her you came round.’

‘Can you give her these.’ I handed over a bunch of roses, and a small box of blueberries. ‘And this.’ I quickly scribbled a note on the back of a supermarket receipt I found in my pocket.


two weeks later




anna




I looked in the bathroom mirror and examined the scar on my forehead. I placed my finger at the top where it disappeared into my hairline, tracing it down to my eyebrow. The split skin felt rough and undulating in places. The area around it looked purple, with swirls of yellow, as the bruising healed. 

I wondered if I’d cut my head on the edge of the car bonnet? The doctor in the hospital thought I might have caught it on my bike handle. But it was a sharp scar, like a knife had sliced my skin.

‘Or the safety light holder. That has a sharp edge,’ I said to him. ‘So many seemingly innocent things in life have the potential for harm.’

He nodded. ‘That’s why we’re here.’

Why had it caught me there? So visible on my forehead? Now I’d be scarred for life. The nurse who took the stitches out said it would heal into a silvery line. What if it didn’t? She said rub Vitamin E oil into it morning and evening. But the oil got into my hair and smelt weird.

My life was supposed to be getting better. Claire Williams, my bereavement counsellor, advised me to plan things to look forward to. I was looking forward to painting. I was looking forward to going to the theatre with Jessie. Then I was knocked off my bike. My leg was still hurting. How could I find something to feel excited about, when everything in my life always went wrong.

I had the morning off, as I was going to see Claire. It was the first time I’d seen her since the accident. The taxi arrived early and I had to rush out of my flat, as I didn't want the driver to charge me for waiting time. I edged my leg up onto the car seat to take the pressure off and gave the driver the address in Sneyd Park.

It felt odd driving the same route I’d taken on my bike only two weeks before. We went round Seawalls, and I stared out of the window, trying to see the exact spot where the accident happened. I felt there should be a painted outline of my body on the road, like in an American cop film. This is where Anna Weatherby was knocked off her bike. This is where a man called Billy found her. But there was nothing unusual. It was an ordinary stretch of tarmac. If drops of my blood were still there, they had broken down into molecules and blended with the dirt.

I got out of the taxi and limped up the path to the semi-detached house. Claire lived in the ground floor flat, which was huge, like a whole house but on one floor. She used a room at the back as her consulting room. It had French windows opening into the back garden, which looked lush after the rain the day before. At the end of the lawn, there was a white summer house with a veranda. In some sessions, when I’d felt tearful, I imagined myself in another life a hundred years ago. Sitting out there, drinking tea from a Wedgwood teapot and eating smoked salmon sandwiches, while children played on the grass with wooden hoops.

Claire was usually brisk and businesslike, but that day she put her hand on my arm, as if to help me walk. The hallway was silent. I knew she had two daughters who’d left home, and her husband died after a long illness. Sometimes I heard someone else come in through the front door and the clink of keys, and I wondered who it was? Maybe a new partner or lover. Was that why she seemed keen for me to meet someone new? Or was she just trying to encourage me to let go and move on?

When we sat down, she said, ‘I was worried when you told me you’d had an accident. How are you now?’

‘Much better, but my leg still hurts.’

‘And your forehead? Looks like you had a nasty bang.’

‘I think the scar is healing.’

‘How have you been feeling in yourself? Last time, you seemed more hopeful. You were going to apply for a new job. And then this happened on your way home.’ Her voice sounded softer than usual.

‘Yes, I was. I wanted to work on your advice. To have things to look forward to. Maybe go on a yoga retreat with my friend Katie. And there was a job I was going to apply for.’

‘You say that in the past tense. Have those feelings changed since the accident?’

I was quiet for a minute. No one had asked me about my feelings. They just wanted to know the facts. The police and my parents kept asking me, ‘What happened? What do you remember?’ A car swerving towards me, I told them. It was so close I noticed a scratch in the paintwork. I didn’t have time to steer out of the way.

I didn't tell them everything I remembered. I wasn't sure how to describe my feelings. I looked at Claire, noticing her hair was darker, as if she’d dyed it. I looked at my hands, rubbing at an ink mark on my left thumb.

‘I feel like Aidan came back, and then left again.’

‘Aidan?’

‘I have a vivid memory of leaving my appointment with you. I was feeling happier, lighter and freer, for the first time since I can remember. I wanted to paint again. The woods looked like a storyboard. Then the car hit me. I felt pain in my leg. In my head. Colours rushed through my eyes like a kaleidoscope. I remember Aidan was there. He put his arms around me. Stroking my face, smoothing my hair, smelling warm and sweet, and I remember kissing him.’

Claire brushed a strand of hair from her forehead. ‘You kissed him?’

‘Yes. But it wasn't Aidan. It was someone else.’

I put my head in my hands. I felt as if my memories of Billy were fading. But I tried to hold on to the images as they flitted across my mind. I tried to put them in order and label them. A face by the roadside. A boyish man with blue eyes sitting by my bed in the hospital. Talking about finding me just after I’d been knocked off my bike. Offering to buy me chocolate and blueberries. And then leaving me that note. Sometimes, all I could think about was wanting to see his face again, to feel the warmth of his arms around me.

‘Anna? Are you okay?’ Claire handed me a tissue.

‘No, I’m not.’ I rubbed my eyes hard. ‘I think I kissed the guy who rescued me. Billy, that’s his name. I kissed him by mistake.’

‘Are you sure? You might have imagined it, if you had concussion.’

I felt the heat of anger in my chest. ‘No, I didn’t imagine it. Aidan, or I suppose it was Billy, was real. We were kissing. Just like we used to. And now I’m missing Aidan again. Or am I missing Billy?’ My voice was getting loud. ‘I don't know anything anymore. I was feeling better. But now I’m anxious again, like when Aidan went out for hours, and I didn't know where he was or when he’d come home. Now I don't know where Billy is? One minute he was here, and now he’s vanished. Like he’s died too.’

Claire sat back in her chair. ‘Are you sure this happened? Concussion can do strange things to the brain.’

‘No, that's the thing, it was real. He was real. I know he was real because he came to the hospital to visit me.’

‘Really? He came to the hospital?’

‘I think he was the one who called the ambulance.’

‘You’re sure he wasn't the driver?’

‘No, he wasn't the driver. The police said so.’

Claire nodded, then put her head on one side, which was her code for asking me to go on talking.

‘What’s odd is this. When he came into the ward, and was sitting by my bed, I realised he looked like Aidan. He could be his brother. Except that he was wearing a suit. Aidan never wore suits. He had the same shaped eyes as Aidan, the same intense blue. Even the way his hair fell across his face was like Aidan.’

‘Are you sure? Perhaps this is your subconscious looking for a substitute for Aidan. An accident is a frightening and stressful experience. A man helped you and called an ambulance. It’s natural to feel a connection with him.’

I was leaning forward, gripping the arms of the easy chair. ‘I’m not looking for a replacement for Aidan. I loved him. No one can replace him. That’s ridiculous. And anyway, it was nice of this man to come into the hospital to see if I was okay. But it’s unlikely that I’ll ever see him again.’

I decided not to mention the note on the till receipt. That was over ten days before. I wished I hadn’t told Claire so much about Billy. I decided I’d throw his stupid note away when I got home. It was a lie. A fake. Promising something and not delivering. I wanted to forget it existed.

I was relieved when Claire looked at her watch. I made a laughing sound, like snorting, as I got out of the chair. ‘I think you’re right. I think I did imagine kissing that man. I think I was delirious. I was just imagining it all.’

As I followed her down the corridor to the front door, I said, ‘I’m seeing Katie later this week, so we’ll look at holidays. And I’m going to apply for a new job.’

The taxi wound its way back round Seawalls. But I didn't look out of the window, instead I made a note in my sketchbook to look at yoga retreats in Italy or Greece.

As I unlocked the front door of my flat, my phone started to ring. I dropped my bags in the hallway and rushed into the living room to answer it, but I was too late. I dialled Caller ID, but it was a withheld number, and there was no message. I wanted to throw the receiver at the wall.

I sank into the sofa, wishing I had more cushions, and stared out of the window. I thought about doing something practical to distract myself. I could get rid of the cobwebs along the picture rail with a duster taped to a bamboo pole. I had one in the garden keeping an old rose bush upright. Or I could buy a long reach feather duster from the hardware shop in Regent Street.

But thinking about cobwebs and feather dusters wasn’t working. Questions were jumping around in my mind. Maybe it was Billy phoning me? Maybe he’d found my phone number, in the same way he discovered my address. How did he find my address? Either he followed me home from hospital, or got it from my work.

On my first day back in the office, I asked if anyone had given out my address. Luke thought it was the temp who was there for a few days. He said she did a few things wrong, like leaving a confidential letter in the photocopying machine. I was feeling spooked by his visit to my home, and the strange, scribbled note on the till receipt.

I went into my bedroom and took the receipt out of my jewellery box, where it was wedged under a tarnished silver bangle, and read it again. It was from a supermarket in Victoria St, BS1. On one side, a list of items bought for a total cost of £7.63: bread, baked beans, eggs, cheese, six pack of beer, blanched almonds, self-raising flour and red food colouring. The ink was faded on the line of the date, so I couldn't see which day he was there.

On the other side, he’d written in blue biro, ‘Dear Anna. I hope you feel better soon. Would you like to come out for dinner? Billy xxx’ I studied it carefully for more clues:

Dear Anna. Polite.

I hope you feel better soon. Caring.

Come out for dinner. A formal invitation. A date?

Billy. Why didn’t he put his surname? Then I could have tried to find him in the phonebook.

And three kisses. What did those mean? Proof I did kiss him? That I hadn’t imagined it?

In the first week after the accident, I’d felt excited about seeing him again. But then there was nothing, only silence. If he was polite and caring, then why hadn’t he contacted me? It wasn't fair to leave things up in the air. It was rude and uncaring, considering I’d been in an accident, and was seeing a bereavement counsellor. And missing someone, my fiancé, who had died. It was mean and rude, especially as I’d kissed him by mistake. But I suppose he didn't know any of that. I rubbed my temples, trying to relax. I put the note back into my jewellery box. I would burn it in my garden under the full moon, or any type of moon, when my neighbours were asleep.

I put my feet up on the sofa, and shook my head, hoping to erase the hazy traces of my memories of him, to brush them into the farthest recesses of my subconscious. Or was it memories of Aidan I was still trying to forget? I felt a dizziness take hold of me, as if sobs were erupting from every cell in my body, flowing through my veins and bursting into my heart.

‘It was all my fault,’ I heard a voice shouting. I realised it was coming from me.

‘If I hadn’t done what I’d done, you’d still be here.’

I don’t know how long I cried for, but when it was over, I lay looking at the ceiling for a long time. I noticed it was getting dark outside, the sky fading through bands of orange and indigo. I thought about the evening looming ahead. Maybe I needed to see people. Claire always said, ‘If you are lonely and upset, seek human contact. Call a friend, visit a neighbour. Go shopping, or for a walk.’ But who wanted a tear-stained mopey me turning up on their doorstep. I wondered what Katie was up to. Probably at a couples’ dinner party with Craig. And what about Billy? Maybe the police would give me his address. They must have it, as he was a witness to the accident. I could go over to his house and see what he was doing. The thought of him made me feel really wound up again, so I decided to go out.

I slammed the front door behind me, and stood on the pavement for a few moments, debating which way to go. The wind was whispering through the trees in the square opposite. The copper beech loomed dark and brooding against the sky. I could see a half-moon, the shape of a tangerine segment, through the branches. The stars were bright pinpricks. It was getting cold. I shivered, zipped up my jacket, and walked. The bite of the wind felt refreshing on my face. I don’t know how long I walked for, it seemed like hours, but probably wasn’t. I felt the repetitive pacing of my feet carrying me forward, even though my leg ached.

I found myself heading towards the centre, then along the quayside, passing the Arnolfini. The exhibition by a French photographer I’d seen a few weeks before with Katie was still being shown. That was before the accident, when I felt my life was returning to me.

I walked on, past the Thekla, where a laughing crowd gathered outside to see the new local band Portishead, and across the bridge by St Mary Redcliffe Church. I stopped to look at the swans floating, asleep, with their heads tucked into their wings. Why wasn't I a swan, relaxing with my mate, floating in a river with no worries except finding enough food?

I felt thirsty so I went into a supermarket, the one in Victoria Street. The aisles were empty. There was no one buying bread, baked beans, eggs, cheese, a six pack of beer, blanched almonds, sparkling water, self-raising flour or red food colouring. There was no one buying anything. A man wearing horn rimmed glasses sat behind the counter, flicking through Venue. I walked to the fridge at the back and picked up a carton of apple juice. I strolled back up the fruit and vegetable aisle, looking for a bag of watercress. I picked up an avocado, but it slipped out of my hands and rolled across the floor.

The man looked up, ‘Don’t worry about the avocado. I’ll find it later.’

‘Oh, I can pick it up.’

‘Don’t worry. Looks like you’ve got a dodgy leg.’ He frowned, closing his magazine. ‘Looks like you’ve been in the wars.’

‘You could say that. Not many people in the shop. Does it get busy?’

‘Usually, it’s quiet. People from the new flats by the river sometimes come here, if they need milk or something. But people like that, yuppies, usually go to the big supermarkets, Asda across the river or Sainsbury’s in town.’ He emphasised the word ‘yuppies’ with a sneer.

He gave me a puzzled look. ‘Not seen you in here before?’

‘No, I’m having a walk. I don't live round here.’

My leg was throbbing, so I paid for the apple juice, and flagged down a taxi. As it drove into my road, I thought I saw Billy walking away from my flat. I recognised his hair, wavy at the back, and I glimpsed his face. I was sure it was him.


billy




I woke up feeling panicky and gasping for air. I raised the blind next to my bed and opened the window. I tried to take slow breaths, like Philippa my psychiatrist taught me to if I felt stressed out. In one session, she showed me a special way to breathe, closing my right nostril with my thumb and breathing four times through my left nostril. Then repeating it, using my index finger, on the other side. She said this would help me feel calm. She suggested I set aside a few minutes in the morning and evening to do this.

I told her the week before I didn’t want to take any more pills because I didn’t like the side effects. ‘Can you describe which side-effects you are experiencing?’ She held her pen poised over a notepad on her lap. We were in a different office in the hospital to her usual one. A small window looked over the car park. It was smudged with fingerprints, as if someone had struggled to open it. I wished they had. The air smelt of lemon air freshener, overlaying a musty scent. Sickly.

I liked Philippa. She always seemed concerned, but also businesslike. She was probably in her forties, with neat blonde hair in a bob, and large brown eyes. I kind of fancied her, but apparently it was normal to feel attracted to your psychiatrist. I read that somewhere.

Anyway, side-effects? ‘My mouth feels dry,’ I said.

‘Keep a bottle of water with you. Sip it often.’ She wrote something on her notepad.

I felt embarrassed to explain the next one. ‘I don’t have a girlfriend at the moment, but usually, when I see a woman I’m attracted to, I have a physical feeling.’ I didn’t want to say the word. ‘Or in the mornings, when I wake up, I feel the same feeling.’

She gave me a twitchy look, one eyebrow raising a few millimetres. ‘Loss of libido. That’s common. We can prescribe for that.’

‘I’d rather stop taking them. I don't think I need them anymore.’

‘Well, it’s not advisable to stop.’ She explained what might happen. She gave me the hospital printed sheet again, with a list of dos and don’ts. Do have eight hours sleep a night. That wasn’t possible. The rest were easier, like avoid sugar. I preferred savoury. Except for the occasional biscuit or piece of cake. And cultivate a strong support network. That sounded okay.

I wasn’t sure what sparked the feelings of panic that morning. Thankfully it was Friday, and the boss had the day off. He often took a long weekend to go sailing in Devon. I went through VAT returns, but discovered some of Leonard Jones’ receipts were missing. I decided to drive to his house to pick them up. It gave me an excuse to leave work early. Some clients are high maintenance because they don't keep on top of their paperwork. Perhaps I’d be like that if I was his age. I reckon he was in his eighties. He used to own a big printing business but closed it down when his wife died. He’d started selling sports memorabilia at antique fairs. It was more of a hobby, but he still needed his accounts doing. I admired him for keeping going with a business. I hoped I’d be like him when I reached that age.

As I left, Leonard gave me an old hockey ball as a gift. It was red, but discoloured with traces of mud. He knew I was into sport, but I didn't know much about hockey. The words, Derby County Championship 1956, were written in small gold lettering on it. It was kind of him. Someone would probably have bought it for £10.

‘Thanks for your patience,’ he said.

‘Oh, that's okay. All part of the service.’

‘Are you feeling better now?’

‘Er?’ I scratched at a speck of dirt on the hockey ball.

‘Nick told me you were in hospital. He was looking after my accounts last year.’

‘Okay.’

‘He didn't tell me the reasons. I was in hospital a couple of years ago. A hip op. I wasn't in for long, but it took me a while to recover. I felt knocked out for weeks. Sometimes it's the anaesthetic.’

‘Okay. Well, I didn't actually have an operation.’

‘I hope you don't mind me mentioning it. Nick didn't go into details. And I don't want to pry.’

‘Don’t worry. I’m much better. Thanks.’

I drove back round Seawalls, and stopped my car at the place where I’d first seen Anna. I tilted my head so I could see the exact spot where she’d been lying. After seeing her in hospital and leaving the note, I hadn’t done anything more. I felt bad about it. I suppose I’d had the problems at work with the Matthews’ account. Time had flashed by.

Dad used to take me and my brother for long Sunday afternoon hikes along the footpath which curved around the top of the gorge. He was always promising us an ice cream if we managed to walk as far as the Mr Whippy van parked by the Suspension Bridge. He told us stories about the woolly mammoths that roamed the hilltop before the ice age. We got scared in case one had hidden in the woods and might come out and carry us away. And then we’d hold hands and set off ahead of him, shouting ‘whoosh’ as we ran down the hill from the Observatory. He’d call to us to wait, but we were halfway through our ice creams by the time he caught up.

I dozed in the warm car thinking about my brother, when I felt a jolt of panic, like the spark from touching a chrome door handle, only stronger. And I knew I had to contact Anna quickly. If I didn’t, she might be gone forever. A face in a crowd. My hands stretching out as she disappeared. I remembered the look she gave me when I found her on the road. Her green eyes lost in sadness, almost desperate. It was as if something passed through her eyes into me. It was like a spell, or a secret. Maybe that's what people called déjà vu. I didn’t usually believe in anything like that. But I swear it happened.

I’d wanted to call her. The receptionist had given me her phone number. What would I say? ‘Hi, great to meet you at Seawalls,’ as if we’d met on a course or work event. But it didn’t feel right. I wasn’t sure if I was ready to have someone in my life again. It was too much of a risk, after what happened before.

I started the car. It was after seven. I must have slept for over an hour. I drove towards Clifton and parked near Anna’s house. I rang on her doorbell. I was hoping she’d be in. My stomach felt clenched as I waited. I leant over the railings and tried to look through her front window. I could see a bookcase, a standard lamp, and leaves of a plant. There were no lights on, and the room had the look of no one being home.

I walked back to my car and got the accounting pad from work out of my briefcase. I wrote, ‘Sorry I’ve not been in touch. Work has been crazy. Please call me as soon as possible.’


anna




When I opened the front door, I saw a folded piece of yellow paper with my name on it, nearly hidden under the mat. It was ripped off a pad, leaving half the name of a business on it. So it was Billy, lurking near my house. Was he stalking me? I looked it over quickly. Work has been crazy. That’s a poor excuse for not getting in contact for over two weeks. My work is crazy too, but that doesn't mean I don't have time for people. Especially if I’ve offered to take someone out for dinner. Especially if that someone had been injured in an accident. Then his phone number. Did he really expect me to call him? ‘Come running when I summon you.’

I crumpled it up, making my hand into a fist, and went into my flat. I walked into my bedroom, and put it in my jewellery box with his first note. Another piece of folded paper was wedged under the silver bangle. I took it out and opened it, being careful where it was torn along a fold. The note was from Aidan. He gave it to me on the night we met. My brother was the singer in an indie band called The River Birds, and they were playing at The Greyhound pub in Clifton. I usually went with Katie, but she had the flu. Ferdie persuaded me to go, saying I could hang out with a friend of the new bass guitarist. That friend was Aidan.

We sat at a small table, and I drank vodka and cranberry juice. In the interval, he bought me a drink and asked me about my favourite places in Bristol. I took a sip of my drink. ‘The camera obscura at the Observatory is really special. And I love the walk up to it, with the amazing views of the bridge and Leigh Woods.’

‘Did you know it was an artist’s studio in the nineteenth century?’ As he was speaking, he took a pencil out of his shirt pocket, and started drawing on a flyer on the table.

‘I did. And before it was a snuff mill, but the sails went round too fast in a storm, and the mill caught fire, and it burnt down.’

‘Really? That’s dramatic.’

‘It’s got so much history. What about you? What’s your favourite place?’

He twisted his neck and cricked it, swishing his hair away from his shoulders. I noticed that his eyes were blue, and his nose was crooked, as if it had been broken. ‘I used to like the docks, before they became the “harbourside” and were made into a “tourist” attraction.’ He clicked his fingers in quotation marks. ‘A few years ago, I had a studio in an old disused warehouse there. But then we were thrown out, and it’s been made into luxury flats.’

Then the band came on again, and we were quiet. As we were all leaving afterwards, he handed me the flyer. He’d made a sketch of me, in the blank spaces between the words and a photo of the band. Along the edge he’d written, To Anna. Let’s go for a walk. Aidan.

On our first date, he took me to a rave on Spike Island put on by his friend Max, a street artist. ‘Do you like dancing?’ he asked, when he rang me to make the arrangement.

‘Yes, I do.’

‘You’ll love tonight. A friend of mine is putting on a party in an old warehouse on the river. It starts late, at around eleven. We can go for a drink first, or a walk. How about I pick you up?’

He arrived outside my flat in an old yellow Renault, the type with the gear stick by the steering wheel. I noticed a CND sticker in the back window. He looked different. At Ferdie’s gig he wore jeans and a blue chequered shirt. But for our date, he had on a tie-dye T-shirt with a smiley face on the front and tribal markings on the sleeves.

‘I like your top,’ I said, climbing into the car.

‘Bit of a change of style for me. But good for dancing.’

He parked in a side street near the river. As we approached the building, I could hear a thumping sound. He spoke to a man on the door, who beckoned us in. A woman wearing fluorescent bracelets handed one to both of us. ‘Hey Aidan, Max is inside.’ She pushed open a metal door, and we walked into a cavernous space filled with music and people waving their arms.

Aidan talked to a man in a baseball cap with the words Loved Up written in rainbow colours. He was giving him £5 notes and took something in his hand. He gestured to me, ‘Come and meet Andy,’ and handed me a pill with an image of a dove stamped on it. ‘Take this, it’ll be fun.’

‘What is it?’

‘It’s ecstasy. Have you tried it before?’ I shook my head. ‘You’ll love it.’

I wanted to ask him what it was, but I didn't. In that moment, I was swept up in the music and the atmosphere, and I popped it in my mouth and swallowed it.

He took my hand and led me through the crowd. I felt a surge of warm emotion rushing through me. I was smiling at people and they smiled back. I started dancing with Aidan, and then we were dancing with a group. Aidan and I started hugging, and someone else hugged me. There was a DJ on a raised podium, and dancers in fluorescent tops and bangles got up there too. One was blowing a whistle, and others were cheering. It felt magical, with videos of psychedelic cartoons and sunsets projected onto the walls.

I’d never experienced anything like it.

The last time I went to a disco was with Katie, after she finished her PGCE in 1984. We sat at tables and chatted, and occasionally got up to dance in a polite way on a dance floor. Not exactly dancing around handbags, but some women did. It was all high heels, short skirts, and sipping cocktails.

This was nothing like that. Everyone was so free, dancing and dancing and dancing. Then Aidan beckoned me to go to a side room with bean bags and quieter music, and we drank water and relaxed. A man wearing glasses with large red frames came into the room, and sat down with us. He seemed to know everyone. Aidan said, ‘Max, this is Anna. I told you about her.’

‘Anna, hi. You guys look loved up.’ He leant over and hugged me.

‘Did you meet Nick already?’ He pointed to a tall blonde guy chatting with a woman with short red spiky hair. Aidan shook his head. ‘He’s recently moved back here from London. A good person to know.’ I noticed a flash of a Rolex watch on Nick’s wrist, as he lifted his hand to drink from a water bottle. I remembered it, as it seemed unusual in that context.

We were all sitting together on the beanbags. People holding hands. Someone offered me fruit pastilles. Max was saying that all narratives, all art, music and drama, were about sex and death. Aidan was laughing, and then he pulled me up, and we went back into the main room to dance some more.
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