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              Prologue
            

          

        

      

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

      And then he walked in.

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

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

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

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

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

      He held my hand.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Sorry, miss? Are you OK?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Uh, yes. It’s Taylor Jenkins.’

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

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

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

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

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

      That’s one way of looking at it.

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

      The officer smiles, and even chuckles a little.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

       

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Everything OK?’ he asks me quietly.

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

      Or I want to be.

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

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

      ‘OK,’ he says.

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

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

      ‘Yeah. You too.’

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

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

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

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

      A suicide.

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

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

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

      Taking a deep breath, I step in under the spray of water and let it run down my face.
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