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      Anthony rubbed the heels of his hands into his eye sockets. His eyelids stung and he yawned until his mouth became a gigantic hole that made the rest of his face screw up around it. That made his eyes worse. He tuned into the noise, listened in silence, until it stopped being something that rumbled up and down through the wall and turned into proper voices. There was shouting. What was the shouting for?

      He peeled himself out of his bedsheets, grabbed his teddy bear, the one that Mummy had given him, and stumbled his way across the floorboards to the bedroom door. His pyjamas were still too big for him and they got under his feet and tried to trip him up, but Mummy liked them because they were blue. He wriggled the striped trousers up until the waistband was over his ribs as he pressed his ear against the door. That was Mummy’s voice on the landing. And there was a man. He’d heard that voice many times before, when he was very little. When he was five. But he was a big boy now, at nine. He was the man of the house. That’s what Mummy always said.

      The handle of his bedroom door squeaked, so he was really careful to move it so slowly that the squeak got bored and didn’t bother making a noise. He opened the door just enough for half his body to lean through and he clutched Teddy tightly to his chest as the voices became clear, loud.

      His feet got stuck in his pyjama legs as he inched himself into the gap and he yanked at each one in turn until his toes reappeared. The floor was cold, but not as icy as the air that blew from the landing into his room. He shivered as he watched Mummy and the man. The man who only came home when business was done, or when he needed to. The man who was his father.

      Before Uncle John died, he’d told him that his father’s ‘business’ was mainly in being a guest of Her Majesty. Anthony had been so excited to tell everyone, because how many other children would be able to say their father was staying with the Queen? Then, one day, a tall boy with a big fist and missing teeth had hit him, and worse, and told him what that really meant. All the other boys had laughed and called him ‘convict’s kid’ while he’d curled up on the grass, tasting blood and clutching his ribs. That was the day he knew he hated his father.

      Anthony hated him now, while he watched the man shouting into Mummy’s face. It made her look away so all Anthony could see of her was the waves in her hair. Father was holding Mummy by the shoulders now. He was shaking her. It made Anthony’s chest hurt. Nobody should be touching his Mummy. Only he was allowed. He wanted her to wrap her arms around him now, so he felt warm and she could rock him to sleep, just like on those other nights when he still had bad dreams.

      Mummy was shouting into the man’s face, his father’s face, but Anthony couldn’t understand what she said. She’d never used those words to him. Mummy only ever smiled at him – smiled and sang lullabies and read him stories, and looked at him with her beautiful blue eyes. They had specks of grey in them. Each one looked like a tiny teardrop, the same shape as her silver necklace.

      The lamplight at the top of the stairs lit up half of his father’s body. Half a dark beard, the side of his nose, and one big hand that now grabbed Mummy’s face while he shouted back at her. More words Anthony didn’t understand. He couldn’t see Mummy’s face, just the light shining on the edge of the teardrop shape of her necklace, and on the part that spun in the middle, and that held a picture of her and him. She said it was so she always had him close to her heart.

      Anthony’s heart thumped in his chest like it had done when the boys had kicked him to the ground. Mummy and his father pushed and shoved and knocked against the handrail along the landing. The wood made cracking sounds as they thudded against the spindles. Teddy’s face squashed against the door frame as Anthony took another step forward to watch. He called out. ‘Mummy?’

      His father spun to face him.

      ‘Get back inside your bedroom, boy.’

      Anthony shot back inside the room, leaving just his head peering around the door frame, his eyes fixed on Mummy and the way she grasped onto his father’s clothes. She was shaking the front of his shirt, shrieking in his face. Anthony flinched. He hated hearing her like this. Father made Mummy like this. He would have bad dreams again, about what it was like before. It was perfect when it was just him and Mummy, and father was somewhere else and didn’t come home. Why did he have to come home?

      The icy night air whipped itself around Anthony’s face as the argument went on. His father reached out and tried to grab Mummy’s necklace. She put her hand over it and screamed at his father to get out of the house. Anthony clutched Teddy to his ear to try and drown out the slap that sent Mummy’s head reeling sideways. For one second, her eyes caught his and a feeling he didn’t recognise shot through him.

      ‘My house. And my rules. You’re my wife and you’ll do as I fucking well tell you to. What the fuck are you looking at?’

      His father swung around again. Eyeballed him. Took two steps towards Anthony’s bedroom door.

      ‘I thought I told you to go back into your room. Just like your fucking mother. I’ll sort you out. You’ll learn to be like me, boy.’

      Mummy’s voice screeched across the landing. ‘Don’t you dare touch him. He’ll never be like you. He’s better than you could ever be.’

      Anthony stood, his feet frozen, the stripy trouser legs tangling themselves under his feet once again. His arms shook where he clung to the teddy bear that Mummy had given him on the day he was born. Father no longer seemed to care that Anthony was standing there. He was shaking Mummy. Shaking her and shaking her. He was shouting words that sounded cruel but that Anthony had never heard before. Mummy had her back against the handrail and she was gripping it until her knuckles stood out like white marbles. His father was thrusting his head at hers, saying the same words over and over.

      ‘You’ll do it for them. Why won’t you do it for me?’ His hand was at Mummy’s dress, pushing at the material. Pushing it up and up and Mummy was shoving him off her. But his father kept pushing and pushing his hand further and further up her dress.

      Anthony was the man of the house. Mummy said so.

      ‘Get off her. Get off my Mummy. Leave her alone.’

      His father was laughing. Laughing at him. He was saying bad things about Mummy. Bad things to him, and he didn’t want to hear these things about her because they weren’t true. Mummy was the best person in the world and he loved her and his father would not say bad things about her. He wouldn’t let him.

      Anthony ran. He ran straight forward and shoved his hand and Teddy into his father’s stomach. His father grunted and he let go of Mummy and stumbled backwards, landing across the floorboards and lashing out his arms.

      There was a scream. It made him clutch his teddy bear to his head and shut his eyes, just for a second. Just one. Mummy was screaming at him.

      ‘Help me!’

      Her back was arched over the rail. Her eyes were fastened on his face.

      He reached out to her, clutched his little fingers onto her dress and pulled hard. But they slipped from the fabric and she screamed again. He tried to grab her arm but the pyjamas were caught underneath his foot and he tripped. His teddy bear spun in the air and he tried to grab it but it disappeared over the handrail as Anthony crashed, hands first, into Mummy’s leg, just as her foot stopped touching the floor. Then her shoe was against his face. He tried to grab her foot but missed. She looked straight at him as the shoe came off and she screamed again.

      And then there was a thud.

      Anthony peered through the spindles as his father swore and yanked himself to his feet. He watched the man walk, in no great rush, down the stairs to the rug in the centre of the large hallway. Mummy was lying there. Her arms and legs were twisted in places where they didn’t usually belong. Teddy was at her side, as if he was sleeping next to her.

      Anthony clawed at his trouser legs and took careful steps down the stairs, holding on tight. He felt so small and the steps felt so huge. His father was standing over Mummy. She was sleeping. Anthony knelt at her side, clutching her shoe. He put his hand on her arm, on her face, and called her name.

      ‘Mummy, wake up. Mummy, please wake up. Mummy?’

      His father made a gasping noise as Mummy opened her eyes. She looked at Anthony. Nowhere else. He picked up the teddy bear and put it on her chest. He grabbed her arm and wrapped it around Teddy because Teddy would look after her and Teddy would make everything all right. Mummy made a noise and then she lay still.

      Anthony wanted her to blink. He stared at her eyes until his own throbbed. He wanted to see the beautiful light in them, the way she always looked at him when she sang lullabies and when she told him she loved him, because nothing in the world was more perfect than she was. But her eyes looked towards the giant chandelier that hung far, far away in the ceiling. Her eyes didn’t smile. They didn’t do anything.

      The front door slammed. His father wasn’t standing over Mummy anymore. It was just her and him. And those dead eyes. But Anthony didn’t see them like that. All he saw was the look they had at that moment Mummy knew that his push against her leg tipped her over the edge.

      And he’d give anything to see her eyes glow like that again.
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      The phone made that familiar little twinkling noise. Fran wasn’t quite sure whether to scowl at it for disturbing her, or smile because that specific sound indicated exactly who was on the other end of the text. She glanced at the phone, coming face to face with a photo of a giant piece of carrot cake. Unable to help grinning, Fran jabbed at the phone and dialled, turning on the speaker as she did so, while giving her computer screen a filthy glare.

      Vicky’s voice rattled through the speaker and vibrated on the desk, along with a whole load of commotion in the background.

      ‘I really hope this is an important call. I’m just about to get my coffee and one of those amazing halloumi sandwich things they do here. What’s up?’

      ‘Just phoning to see how you are.’ Fran tried to ignore the three irate emails that flew onto the computer screen, one angry second after the other.

      Vicky’s voice rose to a half shout above the chattering and laughing around her. ‘No you weren’t. You were phoning to have a moan. Am I right?’

      Fran rolled her eyes. ‘You started it. You’re the one who sent me a picture of my favourite cake to make me jealous. And hungry. But you’re not far wrong. Anything is better than doing what I’m doing right now.’

      ‘Oh, thanks very much.’

      Vicky reply was half sarcastic, half amused. Fran wasn’t keen on the sarcastic half but she tried to ignore it as Vicky’s voice continued above the clangs and hisses that now drowned out the ambient chattering.

      ‘How’s that lovely client of yours behaving today? And are you still sitting at my desk in your dressing gown? Lazy cow.’

      A pneumatic drill of a coffee machine nearly burst Fran’s eardrums, pounding through the speaker. It was clearly right next to where Vicky was sitting, standing, or maybe doing star jumps on a table. You never knew with Vicky.

      ‘Firstly,’ yelled Fran with a deliberate, patronising droll, ‘I’ve not just got out of bed. It’s four-thirty in the afternoon, for Christ’s sake.’ She grabbed hold of the dressing gown that was slipping from around her middle and yanked it back around her, tying the belt tightly. She turned back to her computer with a huff as the noise died down at Vicky’s end. ‘And secondly, they’re driving me completely nuts. I just wish they’d make up their mind what it is they want in their design package. If they knew what their ad campaign was actually about, then that would help me immensely. They’re looking for something a bit avant-garde, whatever that means.’

      There was rustling on the end of the line, voices calling someone she didn’t know, and one squealing. Fran winced. ‘Bloody hell. That doesn’t sound remotely like the British Library to me.’

      Clearly Vicky intended to ignore Fran’s moans in favour of a mock-educational tone. ‘Avant-garde means something new or experimental, don’t you know?’ There was a ‘thanks’ to some invisible man who Fran could well imagine was smiling and flirting with Vicky over the counter.

      ‘I know what it means. I meant for this bloody client. I never have a clue what they think it means. So I’ve pinched a couple of photos from your cloud album, okay?’

      Vicky’s voice was drowned out by that dreadful coffee machine again but Fran caught enough to know that she said it was fine. It always was, but she never failed to check anyway, as a matter of courtesy and professional ethics. The noise died down to just a constant murmur of indistinguishable voices before Vicky spoke again.

      ‘Which ones have you used?’

      Fran stared at the photographs on her screen. ‘The ones of those weird shadows that look like metal squirrels. I think they’ll be avant-garde enough, don’t you?’

      Through the speaker Fran could almost hear Vicky cringe. ‘That’s enough to put anyone off an ad campaign.’

      Fran laughed. ‘I know. Then maybe they’ll listen to what I keep telling them they need for a change. Where the hell are you anyway? Sounds like a Mad Hatter’s tea party in there.’

      More clangs and hisses came through the speaker, along with Vicky’s raised voice. ‘I’m at that new place half way down the high street. As if you didn’t know.’

      ‘I don’t know what you mean.’ Fran flicked to the tracker app on her phone and had a quick look. ‘I wasn’t actually looking to see where you were.’

      ‘Yeah, right.’ Vicky’s laugh crackled through the speaker, followed by a picture of her, smiling, coffee in hand and a barista reaching for something in the background. ‘It’s got some nice scenery in here.’ Vicky laughed again.

      ‘Now just you behave yourself while you’re out and about. No harassing the staff.’ Fran growled under her breath at yet another email as Vicky continued to talk.

      ‘Why the hell would you think I was going to the British Library, anyway? How bloody long a journey, and how much hassle, would that be? The pretty library was what I said. Anyway, I ordered the wrong news articles because I’m an idiot and I ended up looking at whaling in Japan or something. They’re going to see what they can do for me so I’m going back in a bit, but I took the opportunity to do a bit of shopping while I was waiting.’

      Fran pulled a face and shook her head. As far as she was concerned, there was nothing more horrific than a shopping trip. ‘So you’re not writing the rest of the article then, to show off your literary prowess to that very nice man in the background? Are you actually going to get paid for this one, ever?’

      ‘God, you sound like my mother. Or you would, if she’d ever even noticed I was in the room. Mummy Fran, do I have to sit on the naughty step for buying a new dress for this bloody exhibition thing that you’re dragging me to?’

      Fran grinned. ‘Yes you do, for swearing at your hard-working, computer pissed-off housemate, and because you’re going to make me look shit. I hope that’s not my mortgage money you’re spending. How many dresses do you need, anyway? I don’t know how you can be bothered to try them on. It’s hot and sticky and there’s definitely a thunderstorm on the way.’

      The huff on the other end of the line was audible, even through the sound of the coffee makers which were playing their whirs, hisses and gurgles like a bad orchestra in the background.

      ‘It’s not. That’s just your hot flushes talking. And you know I always pay my rent to you on time.’

      Fran took a breath, regrouping her thoughts, quickly. ‘Cheeky cow. I hope I’ve got a good ten years before they start. And don’t sound so hurt. You know I’m only joking.’ Vicky did this every so often – let out her words in a sharp, offended way. Sometimes it even sounded like she was genuinely angry. Fran put it down to Vicky’s insecurity complex. Maybe because Fran was a few years older, maybe even because Fran was the one who had ultimate control of the house. The mortgage was in her name, after all. But there were only eight years between them, and a few years wasn’t really that much. Although sometimes it could be a chasm. It had felt like it as the middle one of three sisters.

      She didn’t want her memories to drift down there, not right now. And she also didn’t want to have to deal with the way Vicky behaved if she decided that Fran’s opinions overstepped the mark of housemate and became parental. Vicky in a mood would be guaranteed to make her own worse. ‘Look, do you want to meet for a coffee in a bit? I can shut this computer down quicker than you can blink. Or maybe we can get something stronger? For a mutual shit day sharing? You can even show me that very nice barista, if he’s still available by the time I get there.’

      ‘Want a proper look?’

      Relief began settling inside her as she noted Vicky’s mischievous tone. Clearly she’d been forgiven. The phone beeped, inviting Fran to turn her camera on. She hit the button to find Vicky juggling her bags of shopping, a cardboard coffee cup, and some strange piece of food wrapped in a bag. People were moving around in the background, some in the queue and some with trays of food and drink. The barista was in the window, adding some food to the display, or retrieving it, she wasn’t sure which. Vicky’s wiggling eyebrows presumably were a reaction to the back view Fran now got of him.

      She grinned. He was about two decades too young for her, and she looked past him and through the shop window instead. She’d been right, it was a beautiful day outside, apart from the big mass of grey cloud that was just coming into view. The sun was landing in rainbow stripes on various surfaces. To Fran’s surprise, though, there were very few people outside, as far as she could tell. Just some indiscriminate shape of a man, sitting on a wall.

      ‘Jealous yet?’ Vicky grinned at her. ‘Actually, I’d really just like to come home and collapse with a pizza. I’ll sort out these replacement articles at the library and hope they’ll let me bring them home. I’ll text you when I’m on my way back like usual, Mummy Fran, and I’ll even get a bottle on the way.’ A fleeting seriousness appeared on her face. ‘Just one, mind.’

      Fran took the hint. Vicky wasn’t going to condone more alcohol than was necessary. But Fran didn’t want it to lurk between them like some shadow that shouldn’t be spoken about. ‘I can’t help it if I worry about you. You go off doing such oddball research for people sometimes. And in such ludicrous places.’ She eyed the dregs in the glass on the desk. Maybe she’d better remove that before Vicky got home.

      Vicky inclined her head and shrugged. ‘That’s why I keep getting chosen for jobs over other freelancers. And because I include photos with my articles. Even if they’re not top-notch, professional ones and they’re just taken with my phone. Lots of writers don’t do that. Makes it harder work for the magazines then.’

      Vicky left her camera on as she began walking out of the coffee shop, glancing over at the barista once more and pulling a face. A soft, warm feeling washed over Fran. Her housemate would be home soon.

      ‘For a point and shoot girl, you do a damn good job, Vicky. And I really don’t know what I’d do without access to your photos. How many times have they saved my life?’

      Fran’s words were drowned out as someone called Vicky’s name. The camera now only showed random views of the marble tiled floor and various people’s shoes. With a wry smile, Fran wondered if maybe she’d spoken too soon about Vicky’s capability with a camera. It righted itself and Vicky reappeared, not looking at the lens but instead saying a rather flirty goodbye to the barista. Another package had appeared in Vicky’s hand while Fran had been treated to a close encounter with customers’ footwear.

      ‘Forgot the slice of carrot cake. I do know how much you love carrot cake.’

      Vicky’s smile was really quite beguiling. It was hard for Fran not to forgive her pretty much anything when she smiled like that. She reminded her of her own sister, or at least how Liza used to be.

      ‘Tell you what, text me when you’re fifteen minutes away from home and I’ll order. Same as always?’

      ‘Yep, pepperoni. You know it’s the only pizza that I like.’

      Fran grimaced. ‘I don’t know how you can eat that stuff.’

      ‘I don’t know how you can eat yours. Who puts pineapple and anchovies on a pizza?’ Vicky pretended to vomit.

      The image of Vicky began growing dark. Fran’s insides screwed up into a knot. ‘Is there something wrong with your phone? Why can’t I see you properly? Just hurry up and get home, will you?’

      ‘Oh, don’t start again. Not when I’ve just bought you carrot cake.’ The hissing of the coffee makers was replaced by a long, dull rumble as Vicky’s mouth deformed into a twist. ‘Oh, bloody great, the clouds look crap and the thunder has just started. Well, that’s an omen for the afternoon’s work. And I’ve not got a brolly.’

      Fran tutted, trying to ignore yet another demand that had come in from the obnoxious and blatantly oblivious client. ‘See. There’s a storm brewing. How many times have I told you about that? This is England. You don’t go anywhere without a coat and a brolly.’

      Vicky sighed deliberately into the camera, but Fran was sure she could see the smile hiding in her eyes, even if her voice sounded irritated as hell. She really did see it.

      ‘Yes, Mummy. See you later. Red or white?’

      ‘Two bottles of white. No point in only getting one bottle. Red wine tastes like vinegar.’ Fran screwed up her face, visions of the last bottle of red wine they shared coming back with a vengeance.

      ‘Heathen.’

      Vicky always called her that. She couldn’t help it if she only wanted to stay with the same old food, same old drink, same old way of life. Fran liked it like that. She liked to know where she was with things. Uncertainty messed with her insides, with her head.

      ‘Maybe I am, but I’m not the one who’s about to get soaked.’

      ‘Oh, bloody hell, here it comes. See you later. And I’ll bring one bottle.’

      Vicky hung up.

      Fran stared down at the blank phone screen. She sincerely hoped that it was sooner rather than later. Although later was much more preferable to not at all. That much she knew. They’d all waited long enough for Liza to come home.

      She dragged a piece of cheesecake out of the fridge and downed the dregs in the glass. Anything was better than sitting staring at the computer screen without a clue what she was doing. She’d never chewed anything as slowly as this before. It seemed like forever that she sat staring at the crumbs. Waiting.

      She plonked herself back down in the chair to decide which would put her in the best mood: taunting her client with dreadful ideas of avant-garde images, or writing a bit more of a very bad outline to what would probably prove to be an equally bad first attempt at the novel she’d told no one about. Until Vicky was home safely, she wasn’t sure that either option would work.
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      He sat down on the wall. It wasn’t a wall, really, but a giant cylinder of brick, holding all the flowers captive. He patted his camera bag with the fondness an elderly relative gives the top of a child’s head, while he debated whether to offload it from around his neck and give the sore spot on his shoulder a bit of respite from the strap. But he didn’t trust people. Some thieving opportunist could whip it off the wall and have disappeared before he even noticed it was gone. Or they might hide in plain sight. He knew all about that. Look at him, here, where everyone and no one would notice him while he did what he’d come for.

      He took his time, considering all his options. Why not start with the flowers? He might get some decent shots to make up an exhibition on macro photography in nature. Bland by his standards, true, but bread and butter money. Killing time, waiting, may as well be profitable.

      He unbuckled the camera bag and gave the sky a frown. Getting the camera wet was one of his pet hates. He forced his attention away from the lurking grey that was creeping into the blueness above his head, to focus on a bee. It was hovering next to him, buzzing from one peony to the next. He took his shots, always many, many shots, as the bee moved and changed the way it angled itself at the lens. As he zoomed in, a stinging ache caught him right between his ribs. The creature looked at him as if it knew what he was thinking. It couldn’t possibly know what was going on in his head. No one could.

      He focused on the shots, held his memories in check and willed them away, as he scanned over the images he’d just taken. They were beautiful. They were always beautiful and they’d sell, without doubt, but the more he looked at them the more an irritability crept in and left him clawing at his hand. They were just like so many other shots that you could find on the Internet. Nothing special about them. Maybe he could hope that one of the home decor companies would want a giant triptych of the bee buzzing from flower to flower. Something very ordinary.

      His body crumpled under the weight of his slumping shoulders and heavy disappointment and he put the camera back in its bag slowly, carefully. He wasn’t looking for ‘ordinary’.

      The bee was incidental, though. It wasn’t what he was here for. His gaze moved to the coffee shop across the street. He’d been careful to keep it in his peripheral vision since he sat down. And, of course, since the woman had gone inside. But now he gave it his complete attention. There were people milling around inside, one of the shop workers moving from behind the counter and leaning in the window. The green of the man’s apron annoyed him. Or maybe it was the man’s face, the way it turned, smiling at the woman with long, jet-black hair.

      He absorbed the complete picture of the woman – her short, cream jacket and a knee-length blue skirt. He followed the hem of the skirt down to the top of her long, cream boots. They were in direct opposition to her bag which was the same colour as her hair. He drew his gaze up again to her hair, and the way it hung in long waves down her back. The shop lights landed on it, leaving streaks glimmering white gold. Something danced and twirled in his gut. It must be exceptionally shiny to allow the light to reflect like that because, even from where he was sitting, it was obvious. Shiny hair was his favourite.

      She was doing something on her phone. Turn around. Turn, so I can see you. Go on, that’s it. You know you want to. The voice in his head got this one right. More than anything, he wanted her to turn around.

      As if his thoughts were transmitted across the road and through the door, she obliged, at least in part. She was smiling, or one side of her face was smiling, because that was all he could see. She was talking to the man in the apron who irritated him. She’d already spoken to him once. Why was she still holding a conversation with him? The irritation simmered, bubbling into something hotter.

      He looked down at his hands, at how his fingers were flexing. He breathed hard and took the remnants of his bag of sandwiches out of his pocket. When he bit down his teeth clattered against one another. It hurt. He did it again.

      The phone was against the woman’s ear now and he took a meander through the possibilities of who might be on the other end of that call. Boyfriend? Parent? Brother? Friend? His mind created all sorts of scenarios of who it might be and what she might be saying. The idea of her going home to family, to a loved one, made his hands twitch. He dug his short, neat fingernails into the flesh of his palm and tried to imagine she was just calling for a taxi while she was waiting for her order. He hoped she wasn’t doing that. She didn’t usually. His nails dug in harder.

      He had to calm himself before he got angry and forgot details. He bit the last part of his sandwich, put the crusts back into the bag and wiped his fingers on a cotton napkin before retrieving his camera once more. No one would notice from this distance. It was unlikely anyone would care. Everyone was busy with their own lives, their own picture of their own little world. Coffee shop shots were always good sellers. If anyone complained, or that man in the green apron came out and queried what he was doing, they’d be the shots he’d show. They’d be the ones he’d delete if requested. There had to be some benefit in using this digital camera over his proper one. The one that knew what he was waiting for and did the real work.

      Through the lens he found a beautiful, atmospheric view of the front, all brown and cream and an occasional dash of red. He took another of some random people with their backs to him, sitting at an outdoor table, shaded from the threatening weather by a red and brown parasol. He’d have preferred the sun to be casting a wide shadow across the pavement, but the weather had changed quite drastically. Several dark clouds had now begun to knit themselves into a thick, wide blanket of grey.

      All of the time, he kept note of the movement of the woman with the raven hair. She’d moved towards the door and was in full and perfect focus, although he could have recited in his own head just exactly what she looked like. After all, he’d followed her over and over. He knew every inch of her appearance, her favourite places to stop for food or drink. The timing was good on this occasion, considering he’d decided to find her on a rare whim, but he was right. He was always right.

      What was it that she was drinking? Was it latte? Cappuccino? To him, she never looked like she’d be a tea drinker. Something stronger maybe, even at lunchtime. That much he could imagine, even though he’d never done it. You could tell a lot about a person by what they drank. He learned that from a very young age, when he was barely more than a toddler, and his father had knocked him across the room when he’d picked up a half-empty bottle that was lying on the floor beneath the chair where the man had slumped.

      He didn’t want to think about it. About him. Because it made him think about other things.

      The waves in the woman’s hair rippled down her back as she flung a glance sideways, signalled something to the man in the green apron, and smiled. She appeared in no hurry to go. The long streak of piss holding onto her drink seemed in no hurry to complete her order, either.

      He focused his lens on the main shop window where he could view in minute detail the man handing over the drink in a cardboard cup with a plastic lid. The word written on it was covered by the man’s thumb. It irritated him. Tiny things he didn’t know irritated him.

      The woman took the cup and she smiled, saying something as she left the shop. He lowered the camera and followed her movements as she twisted herself through the open door, the cup in one hand, her phone and some small paper bags in the other, her handbag on her shoulder and several shopping bags from noteworthy clothes shops jostling for position half way up her arm. He’d seen enough of her clothes in the previous days, weeks, months that she’d been in his sights to know that she never wore designer clothes or even anything particularly expensive or in season. He always knew about these things. People did occasionally surprise him and, even more rarely, one piqued his interest. And she did; she really intrigued him.

      The woman wrestled with her phone which remained somehow miraculously balanced in her fingers. A pang hit him hard in the chest then radiated out through his body as he watched her turn in his direction. But he knew she wouldn’t recognise him. He knew she wouldn’t knowledge his presence, not even in her subconscious. Her concentration was taken up with staring at her phone and speaking to someone. Someone he didn’t know.

      If the woman looked up now, she’d see him with his camera. He couldn’t have that, not yet. So he secreted it away and watched her standing there on the pavement, staring with her mouth open at her phone. Who was that she was speaking to? She laughed and the sound travelled across the road to where he sat. It was strange, certainly not an innocent sound but not entirely humorous; whoever this was created an effect in her that he’d not seen when she’d made other calls before. You need to find out who that someone is. You know that, don’t you? Of course he knew it. It was vital.

      The shapes her face made captivated him as she threw a frown into the mix of her many expressions and her eyes rolled up to the sky. Something stirred in his groin as he watched her take a picture of herself holding the cardboard cup. The stirring inside him was so strong that he couldn’t resist grabbing his camera just once more, despite the risk, and lining her up in his lens. He clicked several times, ever the professional.

      A dollop of rain splutted on the back of his hand. The ominous grey shifted and finally buried the blue which had clung in the sky. It was accompanied by a rumble somewhere in the distance. He put away his camera and pulled up his hood. There was a meticulousness to his methods. The equipment must now go inside its waterproof bag because there were only two things that mattered: the camera, and its subject.

      He eased his body up off the wall. Sitting there left his bones wanting to crack and he cursed his mid-forties, but he did nothing to draw attention to himself. Instead, he walked just like anyone else, as an influx of people appeared on the street. Everyone scurried to get to wherever they needed to be before the sky chose to burst open and the torrent of rain began. He headed diagonally across the road and took shelter in the nearest available shop doorway as the rain began to pour.

      Thunder cracked somewhere near, enough to make his pulse begin to race. Extremes of weather, however small they were to begin with, fired up something deep within him, something that grabbed his soul. The thrill echoed in the way he weaved from shop canopy to shop canopy, occasionally darting into doorways as he stayed a few steps behind her, all the way down the street.

      This time, he wasn’t sure where she was going and this was one of the things that made his job so interesting. This wasn’t the same as not knowing. It wasn’t like those irritating details he didn’t have access to. This was something different: for everything that was predictable about his target, there was something equally unpredictable and that he needed to learn. And only when he was sure he knew everything that could be a problem, only then, could he make his move.

      She vanished into the library, the black wave of her hair the last he saw of her. There was no need for him to go in there. He’d done enough for the day. He stood inside the bus shelter just beyond the iron railings which had been erected to protect the library’s boundaries from drunks and vagrants with sleeping bags. Someone had been sleeping in the bus shelter. There were tell-tale signs. He took out his camera once more and clicked, collecting the evidence of this social injustice. Maybe there was the potential for a series of pictures here.

      Posters fastened to the Perspex and barely leaving a gap led him to give consideration to his own exhibition. It was going well. At least, he hoped it was. Other people’s reactions to his art were something he couldn’t control. And he hated that. Preview night had been good. At least people had wanted to talk to him, interview him for the newspapers and journals. He’d told them exactly what they wanted to know, indulged them in allowing pictures of the artwork, if not of him standing with it.

      It was important to watch their faces. These were the people who could make or break you. You needed to let them know who you were. They could see as many pictures as they liked, but they only needed to see one – one image that could make a career. It could make your life. It could make it exactly what it deserved to be.

      With a career like his, with the reputation he already had in the art world, he could have the fancy car, the yacht if he wanted one, a mansion where there was always a wannabe or a has-been doing something scandalous by a pool and getting their friends to phone the paparazzi for publicity. Well, maybe not quite yet.

      But he already had a family home. He owned a car that was sufficient for his needs. None of the rest of that nonsense mattered. Those things were just extras, and extras he wasn’t at all sure would suit him. No, it was all about the image. The one thing that he’d yearned for throughout all these decades. The dreams of it had been coming more often. They were getting more vivid. This time he was sure. He was absolutely positive. She was the one.
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      Fran came into the room with two plates in one hand and two glasses in the other. Vicky looked up at her from where she sat on the floor, while she continued arguing with the cork in the wine bottle. Her hair was no longer wrapped in the towel that Fran had forced upon her almost as soon as she’d shaken herself off and wrung out her skirt in the doorway. Her long, damp waves now rested against the back of a clean, dry sweater, and she was warm. Every now and again, the ends of her hair fell across her shoulder and dripped down her arm and onto her bracelet.

      She gave the window a wide-eyed stare. Why was May always such a changeable month? You never knew what you were going to get. It was one massive sheet of grey rain out there now. Her trip home had left her envying Fran being indoors all day. She almost wished she’d agreed to Fran’s suggestion that she should come and meet her. At least Fran would have had a taste of what real life was like, then. She wasn’t sure Fran ever left the desk.

      But that was mean. And it really wasn’t like Vicky to have mean thoughts. She just wished Fran would lighten up a bit. That, and stop treating her like a child. She was in her thirties now. She had been for a week. She could have fetched her own towel.

      The cork gave a clunk more than a pop. Distinctly unimpressed with it, she turned down the sound on some ancient psychological thriller film that was playing to itself. Why it was on, she hadn’t a clue. Fran didn’t much like them. Maybe the cork would have sounded more satisfying if she’d have turned down the TV first.

      She watched as Fran put the two unnecessary plates on the coffee table. What was wrong with eating pizza out of the box? Fran left the two glasses virtually under Vicky’s nose, then flung herself down into one of the armchairs, breathing out a sigh through her nose and shutting her eyes. A smile rested on her lips. When Vicky nudged her and offered her half a glass of wine, she knocked it back, grabbed the bottle and poured another to the top.

      ‘So… it didn’t go so great then, sending them the avant-garde stuff?’ Vicky pulled a knowing and sympathetic face and tried to ignore how quickly Fran drank the second glass. There was a level of empathy and solidarity between freelancers, whether they stayed hidden away with packets of crisps and chocolate biscuits and with a promise of no alcohol in the house, or whether they had to brave the ridiculous British weather. Saying it to Fran probably wouldn’t have gone down very well right at that moment, though. Her face was more thunderous than those clouds that were massacring everything with rain, outside.

      ‘You could say that. They wouldn’t listen to reason. I’ve lost the entire contract.’

      Vicky dumped her glass and wrapped her arms around Fran. It was a hug she was determined would last until Fran’s body began to relax and the heartbeat against her ear calmed back down.

      ‘Oh shit, I’m so sorry. But they clearly make stupid, quick-fire decisions, and they’re obviously crap at their job, and they’ve no clue what a brilliant designer they’ve lost in you. Bunch of bloody morons.’

      Kneeling on the floor at this angle became uncomfortable quickly, but Fran didn’t seem to want to let Vicky go. What could she do? These sorts of jobs – and losing them – made all the difference in the kind of temperamental careers they were both in. This contract, she knew, could make the difference between Fran being able to pay the mortgage or not.

      Fran sighed for so long that Vicky felt her deflate until she seemed to feel half the size she was previously. ‘Thanks for letting me help myself to your photos, though, sweetie pie. It’s nice to know that someone trusts me.’

      With those last two words, Vicky felt the fury welling inside Fran’s chest again. She peeled herself away and refilled both of their glasses to the half way point, debating with herself for just a second longer than she meant to before handing Fran hers.

      ‘It’s okay. I’m hardly going on a bender after a couple of glasses. And, as you took great pains to tell me earlier, you were only buying one bottle.’

      Vicky smiled and changed the focus by opening up the pizza boxes and plonking hers straight on her knee.

      ‘Don’t you ever use a plate girl?’ Fran wafted her hand at the two empty pieces of crockery.

      Vicky laughed. ‘Try it, just this once. You don’t have to run around, looking after me with knives and forks and spoons and plates, you know. Not all of the time, anyway.’ She watched as Fran twitched her shoulders, contemplated reaching for the plate, and then mumbled, ‘Oh, stuff it. What the hell.’

      ‘Anyway,’ Vicky continued, ‘it was the least I could do. The photo thing, I mean. And of course I trust you. Maybe you could take the pictures in lieu of this month’s rent?’

      ‘Don’t push it.’ Fran was smiling but Vicky knew full well that she meant it. ‘I did at least manage to get some extra work designing the covers for a couple of authors. I know I said I didn’t think I was cut out for that kind of work but I have the training and think my anger drove me towards being more determined to get what I need out of life.’

      Fran’s gaze drifted off into the fireplace. Maybe she’d been talking about the mortgage money, maybe her career. It almost felt to Vicky like there was something else hovering in her thoughts, too, but Fran clearly had no intention of enlightening her further. Vicky munched away on her pizza, pausing between mouthfuls to give Fran some much needed encouragement.

      ‘You really are good at that book cover stuff. I keep telling you that you should pack in all the other jobs and focus on it. People really do rate your work.’

      ‘Yeah, I know, I know.’ Fran went quiet. Vicky took the hint and grabbed the TV buttons, turning the sound back up so there was mindless noise in the room. It was always preferable to an awkward silence between them. The film burbled away in the background for several minutes. In the end, Fran spoke. She was bound to, if Vicky left her long enough. The silence drove Fran nuts, so much so that Vicky had caught her talking to herself many a time, rather than having to endure the absence of sound.

      ‘Nice to see that you finally got your phone screen mended.’

      Vicky screwed up her mouth and offered Fran a look of defeat. ‘I didn’t really have much choice, did I?’

      ‘Well, if you will go out and take photos from stupid places.’ Fran frowned at her. She’d barely touched her pizza. ‘Stupid and dangerous. It terrifies me.’

      Vicky necked her wine. She really hoped something wasn’t brewing between them, especially with the mood Fran was in. She shrugged and tried to pass it off. ‘Sometimes it’s the only way. And the photos on my phone do the job, so I may as well get the screen mended rather than lugging around some expensive camera with buttons that I wouldn’t know what to do with, even if I sat reading the instructions for a month.’ She poked Fran on the calf with her toe end. ‘And anyway, what’s my little Frankie moaning about? She’s got special access to my back catalogue of trees and teapots and total crap ever since clever Vicky showed her how to actually belong to the twenty-first century and use technology to⁠—’

      It was too late by the time she realised what she’d said. Fran had already pulled her legs right up into the chair and was sat nursing her glass of wine.

      ‘Don’t call me that. Please.’

      Vicky could have chewed her tongue clean off. ‘Fran, I’m so sorry. I didn’t think. I didn’t mean for it to trigger… stuff.’

      Fran sat there, saying nothing at all. Guilt riddled through Vicky. Her big mouth. Of all the names to let slip – the one that Fran’s big sister, Liza, used to call her.

      She knew Fran was sitting there now, looking for someone to blame for her sister’s disappearance. Fran was convinced Liza had been killed, because why else wouldn’t she come home? Fran didn’t speak about it much. She’d mentioned once that there had been a boyfriend but
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