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         Jackie gathered her long honey-colored hair in one hand and combed through the shiny, newly-cut ends before twisting it into a loose bun on top of her head.

         One lock remained free to caress her thin, tanned neck. I saw this, even though I was standing several meters behind her. She looked so fragile. Like the fall leaves that crunched beneath our boots when we walked down the street arm in arm just minutes ago.

         We were in H&M. It was hot inside. Jackie had taken off her woolen hat and stuffed it in her coat pocket. The dark grey collar of her coat lay heavily on her shoulders, making them look wider than they were. A generic pop song blasted from the speakers above. Something about someone who didn’t give a shit. Didn’t give a shit about all the stuff he’d done, didn’t give a shit about what everyone else thought, just as long as she could have him back. Apparently, their relationship was special. She sounded young. She would learn. The base was too heavy. Gave me a headache.

         I frowned, imagining Jackie’s naked back under the many layers. Between her shoulder blades, down to her lower back. I imagined running my fingers along that line, thought of the keys on a piano and hitting them one by one, from high to low and back again from low to high.

         Jackie turned around and smiled at me.

         “I found a really nice one,” she said.

         I fought my way through the racks to join her at her side. She was looking through a row of red dresses until she found one in the right size. It looked tight, but loose in the front and was made of some shiny material that definitely didn’t breathe well. I pictured myself in it, sweat stains everywhere, odd folds in odd places. I laughed out loud.

         “No way!” I said.

         “Why not?”

         I didn’t know how to answer so I just pulled a face. Jackie wouldn’t understand. She could eat whatever she wanted. She could digest an elephant and still squeeze into a size small.

         She could probably catch an elephant with her bare hands as quick and agile as she was. You could see all her muscles at work when she moved. If Jackie were running after the bus, she’d catch it. For one, she ran fast, but there’s no denying that no bus driver would intentionally leave without Jackie either. With her pink cheeks and little beads of sweat forming on her forehead, her coat fluttering behind her. No way.

         She tilted her head and placed a hand on my shoulder.

         “Louise. Stop that. You are beautiful. You are a goddess. This dress is lucky if it gets to come home with you. The little kids in Bangladesh who made it would get a raise if the factory owner saw you in it!”

         I couldn’t help but laugh. Which made Jackie laugh. And when Jackie laughed there was no going back. I took the dress and headed for the changing rooms.

         Jackie waited outside. I could see the lower half of her legs under the door. She collapsed against the wall, tired. Kept shifting the weight from one foot to the other as she hummed along with the music. A different song now, but pretty much the same one. My jeans dropped to my ankles, and as I stepped out of them, I wondered what she saw if she was looking under the door. My mousy socks, one of which had a hole in them so large that my big toe, with its weeks-old nail polish, poked through. I hadn’t shaved my legs in ages and in the bright light of the changing room, the little hairs were obvious. Dark and coarse against my pale skin.

         I pulled the dress over my head. I had to suck in my stomach and tug at it rather violently to get it over my hips.

         “Can I see you soon, please?” Jackie asked impatiently.

         I glanced at my reflection and looked away immediately. Jackie knocked on the door.

         “It doesn’t fit,” I said.

         She knocked again. This time she didn’t wait for an answer before joining me inside. Her eyes got big.

         “What are you talking about ‘It doesn’t fit’? Louise, you look like a million bucks. Why can’t you see that?”

         I pulled the dress over my head and threw it on the floor. Jackie picked it up. When I was dressed, Jackie took me by the arm and marched me to the register with the dress. I found myself pulling out my card and running it through the terminal.
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