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      Even in the dread dark of the ocean floor, it didn’t take long for the scavengers to find the body. A cast of crabs arrived first, then a risk of lobsters. The shrimp showed up, too. First they nibbled at the softer parts, the eyeballs and the split lip, but soon they unzipped the skin and opened up the body for the smaller creatures to feast. In less than three weeks the body was stripped to the bone, and now an ivory skeleton’s empty orbs stare up at the ocean’s rippling surface, forever fading away into the cold, dark floor.
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      CURTIS

      She wasn’t like the other girls. I watched her as she smiled at customers, brought plates of food, wiped down tables with the damp cloth that smelt of bleach she kept in a little plastic bag in the pocket of her apron, which was a navy blue and made her eyes look like stars on velvet.

      I used to only go out for breakfast once a month. That’s my budget. At Croissant&Co I’m allowed to order one small juice and a breakfast special (it comes with a free coffee). But when Monica started waitressing there I began making excuses to visit the restaurant more often.

      I was in the neighbourhood, I would tell her, which, strictly speaking, was true: I lived three blocks away from where she worked. When she spoke quietly to me, the faintest blush on her cheeks, I’d feel so energised. I started to get the idea that I could be anything, do anything, with her and God by my side. The other girls wore vulgar short skirts and painted their lips with brash colours, but Monica had true beauty. She didn’t need to show off, or pretend. The thing that struck me when I first met her was the streak of vulnerability that lies under her skin like a silver vein. She was just so beautiful and open and tender. I instantly wanted to take her under my wing. Hold her, protect her, love her like she’s never been loved before.

      “Can I get you another coffee?” she said, a ribbon of hair falling over her eye. She smiled apologetically and quickly clipped it back in place.

      A second coffee wasn’t in my budget, but how could I have refused? I threw caution to the wind.

      “Yes, please.”

      It’s not like I don’t have the money. I have plenty of money, I just like to be careful with it. When Monica brought my coffee—black, with hot milk, just the way I like it—my breath caught in my throat and I had to fight the urge to cough. It was a moment I’d been thinking about for weeks. Months. My bathroom mirror was already sick of hearing the speech.

      “I was wondering,” I said, trying to keep my voice even. I cleared my throat. “Monica?”

      Monica gave me one of her most generous smiles, and that gave me courage to continue.

      “I was wondering if you’d like to grab a drink, sometime.”

      Her smile faltered and there was confusion in her eyes. My heart shrivelled right then; my face tingled with shame. Oh, what had I been thinking! Of course this magnificent woman was too good for me.

      I started rambling. “I completely understand if you’d rather not—”

      “I’d love to!” she said, and relief coursed through my veins.

      We exchanged numbers and I floated out of the restaurant. Magnificent Monica. I was on cloud nine for the rest of the day.

      

      MONICA

      Our first date was beyond incredible. Curtis took me for a drink at that swanky bar in Clifton that overlooks the sea. I ordered a candyfloss G&T and it was amazing, then we went to sit on the beach and I felt intoxicated by the drink and the fizzing ocean and the fact that I was sitting next to Curtis Brennan. Curtis Brennan!

      When I started working at Croissant and he came in for his breakfast, the other girls would giggle. They told me who he was, said they’d sell their souls for a date with him. He was perfect: sweet, rich and good looking, we dreamed of him being our ticket out of our ordinary drab lives in the restaurant, scraping leftover food off plates and cleaning up other people’s broken glass. We fantasised about sunning ourselves on his shiny
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