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  Footstep Glisten.

 

Footstep Stomp.

 

Footstep Wait.

 

Footstep Watch.

 

I first saw her at a local late-night bar. She sat shimmering in
a corner, smoothing out her pristine dress and twisting her light
hair around her fingers. Her friends seemed unaware of her, and
apart from the occasional chit-chat as they collected their glasses
and sipped orange liquid, she spent most of the night on her own,
watching her friends dance from afar. Something I couldn't put my
finger on attracted me to her that went beyond the realms of the
physical. Perhaps it was her obvious vulnerability of being alone,
or it could have been that look in her face, hiding the hurt
beneath the calm. But I stayed and watched her for the night until
time was called, reluctantly leaving my seat and walking home.

 

She had disturbed me. I dreamt of her that night, by my side and
softly speaking in my ear. I awoke drenched in sweat the next day,
confused and unsatisfied. It was usual for my nights to interrogate
the faces I had watched but this dreaming was different. I rarely
remembered my dreams bundled into vague faces and stilted scenes,
but she was threateningly clear. I was intrigued. I won't lie. I
was apprehensive. To go back and find her again, to actively seek
her out went against the rules of my game. I may quietly observe
people but this was all I did – it was a exercise that brought
enjoyment from my passive role – and if I actively chose who to
watch, then the game became something more sinister. I was aware
from the very beginning that to pursue this could lead me into
unwholesome activities.

 

And as I sat, overdressed and alone the following Saturday night
looking at her, perfect and rested, all the years of loneliness I
had mistook for happy solitude punched me in the face. I was
grateful to her because she had sparked within me a curiosity that
went beyond my normal quiet games. Like all explorers, like all
adventurers, I wanted more, I wanted to understand how and why she
had moved me. So at the end of night making my way out of the exit,
I saw her in front of me and I instinctively stretched out my hand
to touch her hair. I desperately wanted to start a conversation, to
make the same impression she had made on me. She turned around. I
ducked back. I faltered. I was embarrassed.

 

Days passed, which turned into weeks and then into months. I
stopped going to the same bar, fearful of seeing her again and what
I might say or do. I became restless at work, I couldn't think
straight and my world slowly transformed into a structure of
day-dreams. I knew I was shunning reality, I would sit in the park
and imagine her walking by, because just the thought of seeing her
filled me with excitement and terror. Somehow I began to normalise;
standing in the middle of town surrounded by strangers didn't bring
the same panic, I would wake from dreamless nights refreshed and
think about coffee and alarm clocks instead of her face. I began to
enjoy my game again and feel invisible to the passer-by. I regained
my limited social life, I grew out my hair, bought a new coat, and
generally, returned the safe routine I had taken such comfort in.
Any revolution she had stirred within me quietened and seemed to
die gracefully. I was settled and numb again.

 

It all changed when I saw her again. We were standing in the
bakery of the local supermarket, she wasn't wearing any make-up,
yet it was the same round and clear face. I was wordless. I felt
caught in the eye of a hurricane, angst and lost. My listless life
distilled. My tongue inflamed and stuck to my teeth. She was
unaware of me and we were standing less than a meter away from each
other. She moved up towards me. I floundered. I thought 'Do
something! Look like you're here for a reason!'. I reached for a
loaf of bread as her small china hand moved towards it, the both of
us in symmetry, we looked at each other, surprised, she smiled and
tipped her head in apology. I grabbed the loaf and stumbled past
her. She had smiled at me. I clutched the bread to my chest. I
turned back and she was looking at me with a quizzical gaze. She
had noticed me! Blood drummed into my ears, an ocean roaring
against my eyes, I backed away and turned. This was more than I had
ever hoped for. A real connection. The moment we shared kept me
warm as I trudged home in the rain and later that night I couldn't
stop myself from reflecting back over that moment, again and again
and again. When I awoke the next morning I was bathed in sweat and
recalling her face.

 

Did this mean she lived locally? Why had I never seen her? My
demand to find answers developed to heights of obsession. I started
looking for her everywhere. If I saw her, I would follow from a
safe distance – the game I once played became darker – I felt
intoxicated with my new power. I felt like a hunter. I learnt she
worked a few office blocks from mine, she always grey on a Friday,
she took the No. 36 bus and would walk slower from the bus stop in
the autumn to watch the leaves whirl and spin around her golden
head. I turned her into my prey. My newly discovered thrill seeking
pushed me into watching every move she made. If I saw her in the
local supermarket I would confidently stroll past her, flashing my
winning smile and peer around the corner to see the bemused
expression on her face. Surely by now she had started to recognise
me? I remember in my eagerness not lose her in my sight I literally
stumbled upon her - someone else was between us and she vanished as
I hurried into the supermarket, I didn't see her standing stock. I
ran into her, smacked into her arm causing her one-person meals and
apples to scatter in several directions. Red-faced with shame I ran
away. Glad she hadn't seen my face, relieved she didn't know it was
me.

 

I grew more bold, more potent with my ability to remain unseen
by her side. I sank to new depths. I would sneak into her bins and
rummage. I learnt we read the same newspaper, we have the same bank
branch, she lived off microwave meals and cheap wine. One night I
followed her home after she had drinks with colleagues in town; I
stood beneath her windows, hidden by the night, watching her
shadows dance across the drawn curtains. I revelled in the
nefarious nature of my love. Although I wanted her, I enjoyed being
able to study her, I would collect items she left behind, a napkin
she used while dining with a friend, lipstick that fell out her
bag, things that she wouldn't realise held the same thrill for me
as she did herself. I couldn't tell you what her voice sounded
like, but in my head it was delicate, like the suggestion of
jasmine, and I would conjure her late at night, whispering into my
pillow.

 

But she changed. A man she worked with would walk her home after
drinking, she changed her bed linen, she bought more laundry
detergent then usual, groceries for two people and a new
toothbrush. She'd spend hours changing clothes and make-up, not
that he noticed how beautiful she looks. I was saddened. I had
little claim on her but I knew he wasn't good enough for her. I
would give her the world, and instead he gave her pathetic teddy
bears, garage-bought flowers and cheap chocolates. She never
complained. But we both know she wasn't as happy as she should be.
He didn't fulfil her, he didn't complete her, he didn't love
her.

 

I watched as the romance bloomed, as they took tiny steps around
the fragile birth of their relationship. Dinners in expensive
restaurants and days out in the country. Of course as summer
eventually gives way to Winter, so the chocolates, toys and flowers
stopped . They would attend mutual friend's parties and never utter
a word to each other. Slowly his longing gazes became brittle
glances and she spent a fortune on new clothes to keep him
interested. They slipped away from each other, faces set and eyes
locked, until she arrived to dinner one Friday night and sat
waiting. And Waiting. When she understood, she stood up, face
scrunched with tears and fled home. I didn't follow her back that
night, I couldn't. She had stood at the taxi rank like it was the
brink of forever, a numbed and dead woman.

 

Finally Monday came around but she wasn't at the bus stop, her
curtains were drawn and when I peeked in I saw her cry into her
cushions, her living room littered with crumpled tissues and her
rubbish bin with the tacky stuffed toys he had bought. I wanted to
cradle her in my arms, stroke her silky hair. I wanted to comfort
her. Nothing seemed to move her for weeks, she wouldn't leave the
house unless to work and she would return home with her head
down.

 

Eventually she started to buy one person meals again, new bed
linen, she changed her clothes, cut her hair and kept herself to
herself. I would see her friends come over and try to cheer her up,
alas, all she did was mimic their faces and stay quiet. She got
another promotion at work. This time with a pay raise, her smile
returned! I had kept my distance since the break-up and now as her
life pieced itself back together I felt I could play the game in
more earnest. So I was back to striding past in the supermarket, my
smiles and coquettish glances. My confidence grew as she become
more outgoing. I began to be more productive at work, move nearer
to her in the restaurants and bars we frequented and generally feel
more secure.

 

However, I was still caught in my self-made dilemma. Could I
give up my power, the game of cat and mouse, could I successfully
seduce her without harming my invincibility. This was the sacrifice
I must make to possess her. I knew she as aware of me, as someone
is aware of a distant neighbour or customers of a Laundromat are
vaguely aware of other customers.

 

It was time for me to unveil myself and reveal who I was to
her.

 

I had to wait. The night I had planned to introduce myself,
offer a drink, start a light hearted chat. Wearing my favourite
dress I entered the bar, spying inside the bar she was with her
friends. They were unusually lively, un-wanting of strangers,
locked into deep conversations sprinkled with shrills of laughter.
I moved in closer, trying to look conspicuous and heard the word
'holiday' several times. The glass in my hand shook a little while
fearful thoughts returned. I felt silly, ridiculous in my clothes
and dejected. Of course she had a life with friends, which, in
turn, painfully illuminated she had no life with me.

 

The week leading up to her departure I felt doomed to
abandonment. I couldn't follow her to Spain, and even if I wanted
to, it was too short notice. I was angry. I was trying not to feel
humiliated, I berated myself for being so flippant about our
introduction. Now I would have to wait longer to begin our life
together. I was lonely after she left. The first surge being
powerless hit me. I was no longer smug and in control. All I could
think of was what if she met someone else? She may even decide to
stay and live out there. Then what would I do? Work didn't distract
me as much as I had hoped, I would chat to friends but with meagre
effort. My days were long and drawn out. I walked aimlessly around
town and absent-mindingly found myself standing outside her house.
One the third day I stood outside her front garden I looked around.
The street was quiet and no one took notice of me. I had to
remember her smell or touch something of hers. I was frightened I
would forget what she looked like. I would forget her face.

 

The sky looked darker, with the promise of rain, children were
walking home and the street grew quiet. I walked down the side of
her house, into her back garden. I looked around me, up at the
neighbours windows, no one was looking. I bent down and carefully
removed her spare key from under her backdoor mat. As I out the key
into the lock I held my breath, the door swung open and I stepped
into her kitchen. The house was silent. Her smell filled my
nostrils and I felt overwhelmed. Overcome with desire. I almost
expected to see her standing in front of me with her arms open. I
closed the door and proceeded to climb her carpeted stairs. Her
bedroom sat at the top of the stairs with her clothes scattered
around the room. I walked in, unsure of myself. Her photos were
blue-tacked on her mirror, pictures of friends and family I
assumed, I recognised a few of the women I had seen her with, I
imagined it was me in those photos with her. Both of us smiling up
at the camera. Her favourite mug resting amongst bottles of cream
and clear liquids spilled over the Dresser surface, knickers and
bras hung off the back of the chair. I moved across to her bed.
Cautious at first, I hovered over the duvet. Slowly I sat down,
nudged my body up and lay with my head on her pillows. I lay there,
inhaling all of her and moving my hands over the cotton. I sat up
and something caught my eye. Next to a packet cotton wool on bed
side table lay her favourite turquoise scarf, I sat upright and
scooped it up. It was soft in my hands, soft against my cheek. I
walked over to her Dresser and looked into her mirror; it looked
good against my skin, it looked right. I slipped it into
my pocket. I took it because I couldn't help it I said to myself,
the throb of my conscious had kicked in, and I fel like an
intruder. Uninvited. Feeling guilty I began to walk out the room.
As I stepped onto her landing I heard a noise downstairs. The
backdoor was opening. She wasn't supposed to be back yet! I gripped
the banister next to me and gently exhaled.

 

For what seemed an age nothing happened, then someone lumbered
in and slammed the door shut behind them, muttering something about
security. It wasn't her but who was it? I put my hand in my pocket,
frightened and weak, feeling the green scarf between my fingertips.
The reality of being caught hit me. Whoever it was certainly would
not understand why I was here and I didn't want to explain myself.
The person was walking towards me and then stopped. A phone was
ringing. They sighed and moved across hall. Relief washed over me.
My adrenaline poured out of me as I heard footsteps walking into
the living room. I eased myself down the stairs, back flat against
the wall, and carefully slipped down the hall to the kitchen. The
phone conversation drifted over to me, who-ever it was was talking
quickly, angrily, seemingly unaware of anyone else in the room. I
creaked the door open, slipped out, pushed the key back under the
mat and escaped to the street outside. I didn't eve think to check
if nyone had seen me. With my heart in my mouth and tears in my
eyes I ran home, exhausted. I collapsed into bed and that night I
slept with her scarf on my night stand, her soft fragrance drifting
into my dreams.

 

When she finally returned I still had to make do with watching
her from a distance. I had wanted to rush over, embrace her, pour
out my thoughts. The game determined otherwise. I sat in the same
cinema as her a few seats apart or walked around the same clothes
shop, eyes on her and feigning interest in the clothes in front of
me. Every confidence I had had before she went away seemed to
evaporate and I was left empowering myself from the position of
watcher again.

 

I cursed my shyness. How could I muster the courage to talk to
her, and what would we talk about? I composed little conversations
in my head, a witty remark said by me and her laughter, tinkling in
the air like music. Mulling over every fleeting glance she gave me,
hanging around her house and gathering tit bits from her bin. I
know it is absurd yet each minute of my day was saturated with her.
The double life I was leading was straining my social self. Friends
and work noticed my depression, the few lovers I had had were
nothing but brief flings where I fantasised her head above their
body. If she had gone home with another man I would routinely trawl
bars and pick up any woman I could find similar to her. They were
all cheap, gaudy, whorish. The longer I watched her, learnt about
her, the less I am willing to betray myself in her company.

 

When I awake now something feels different. I am nervous at
work, I schedule myself around her hours. I very nearly sabotaged
our relationship. Now I understand that I decide the fate of our
union and only me. When we last met it could have ended. I could
have lost control but I wont relinquish our fate. I've nervously
avoided any opportunity we've had to talk, but I think she
understood who I was. That I knew her.

 

Yesterday my head had been dulled with the flu and when I
finally made it to the supermarket I saw her there. We are passed
each other in the frozen food aisle, she hesitated, she looked back
at me, her eyes lingering down my face and across my neck in
urgency. I froze. I was waiting so patiently but I could feel the
sweat start under my arms and my hair falling from it's clip, my
hands felt clammy and the basket was slipping. I wanted to hold her
gaze, to keep my dominant position. Her eyes trying to pierce my
soul. The basket slipped out of my hands but I didn't want to break
away, and as my tins of baked beans and one person meals spilled
and rolled across the floor I had to look away and look down.

 

I saw a flash of turquoise.

 

My jacket was open, her scarf is there in plain sight brazenly
clashing into my red blouse! Where I had so proudly tied it around
my neck, and carefully tucked it into my jacket collar, my skin
prickled my shame. I was suddenly very frightened. I had shown my
weakness. I remember looking down, wandering what to do. I know I
should have looked up and said something. Someone started picking
up my shopping, trying to help. I just wanted everyone to go away
and there just to be me and her. My head screamed 'Look up! Look
up!' and when I looked up again, she was gone.

 

Since that day she walks a little faster, looking over her
shoulder and stalling. I can't get as near to her as I want. I
can't smell her hair or listen to her conversations. She car-pools
to work and has changed where she eats out. But she still keeps her
spare key under her backdoor mat.
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Mr A
Walker (2010)
Mr A Walker is a nondescript man with a nondescript wife, who
happens to leave bodies lying about in the kitchen. So what
next?
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