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When it started
Nine years ago I made a mistake, but, back then, I was clearly convinced I was doing the right thing. I was fresh out of school and had just gotten a job doing admin at a paper factory. I wanted to be a journalist, just like everyone else in my year, but it was either small town reporting for a pittance, or making some money and getting out of there as quickly as possible. I chose the latter because I had a firm belief in my chances at romance increasing dramatically once I had some cash to move to the city.
I was trying to perfect my two-finger typing method when I got a call from Mrs Stevens, PA to the biggest boss of all. She asked to meet in her office straight away. This made me a little nervous because I had no idea what she wanted. Maybe it was customary for her to meet every new employee, or maybe I had done something wrong, but surely I couldn’t get sacked already? I knocked on her door while butterflies exploded in my tummy, only to get rid of them when it was way too late. Mrs Stevens turned out to be Nathalie Daniels, my old youth club leader whom I’d had the most colossal crush on when I was fifteen. And she wanted me to work alongside her that week, all week, from nine to five, as they say.
Of course, she already knew who I was. Who forgets a name like Lee Harriet Robinson − especially when you’ve associated it with lusty teen poetry for several months in your formative years? I changed my name to Lee Harlem Robinson when I turned eighteen, but I honestly don’t know exactly why. It must have been a subconscious sex thing, but I still have to see a shrink about that.
Nathalie was only a few years older than me − three years, five months and seventeen days to be exact − and she already was the PA of PAs while I had just started working at the bottom of the admin shelve. The scene was not working on my behalf. Especially because Mrs Stevens, as she was now called due to a heterosexual marriage to Mr Peter Stevens, pretended in a very non-pretending way to not recognise me. I was wise beyond my years in knowing that bad memories are memories too. I knew and she knew, but we both started pretending.
That night at the bar
“Hello, Miss Robinson. Do sit down. I’m Mrs Stevens, but you can call me Nathalie. How’s it going?” She towered over a wide desk cluttered with paper and folders, her hair as blond and her eyes as blue as on the day I’d met her.
“Nice to meet you, Nathalie. It’s going great. What can I do for you?”
“We have a bit of an emergency. I usually have two colleagues working with me, Linda and Sue. Linda had to start her maternity leave earlier than planned and Sue has fallen ill this week. We’re getting a replacement for Linda next Monday, but with Sue out of the picture, I need someone extra this week. Of course, I have cleared this with your immediate superior, Mrs Clarks. So as of this afternoon, you’ll be working with me.”
“Sure, if it’s fine with everyone else it’s OK with me.”
“Wonderful, are you ready for a crash course then? Things can get quite busy here, but it will give me a chance to show you the ropes.”
“I’m all yours.”
“I suggest you finish your work downstairs and bring whatever you can’t finish with you. I’ll meet you here at two o’ clock.”
The first afternoon nothing happened. She told me to be present at eight-thirty AM sharp the next morning, all the while treating me like a perfect stranger. I, in fact, started hoping she had forgotten about my dramatic teenage shenanigans, but the tiny tremors in my fingers and the knots in my stomach warned me to know better. The next evening, after we had spent the day running around like rabbits on crack, and I had gotten my first taste of what work was really like − so damn exhausting − she wanted to take me out for a drink, to make up for having to skip my lunch break on my first day working for her. I gladly accepted. When I saw Nathalie again, all those years, a university degree, and a couple of semi-broken hearts later, I instantly felt like a smitten fifteen-year-old again. All the reasons why I had spent so many nights thinking of ways to kill her boyfriend, and heroically rescue her from sadness and loneliness, became very clear to me again. How was I supposed to rationally turn down this invitation? It was just a drink anyway.
Of course, in these circumstances, a drink is never just a drink. Well, it could have been, if it was just one drink. But one drink turned into several and ended with too many − and Nathalie hardly seemed a stranger to downing much more than the recommended units of alcohol per night. I suspected her of wanting to drink me under the table, like she had done on multiple occasions when we were younger. Somewhere around the fifth drink, she asked, “What kind of a name is Lee Harlem anyway?”
“It’s my name. I like it.”
“I used to know a Lee Harriet, strange girl, that one.”
“With a name like that you can’t really blame her.”
“I don’t think it was the name, do you?”
“Definitely not.”
“So why did you change it?”
“I thought Harlem suited me better.”
“I can’t argue with that.” Her blue eyes sucked the life out of me for the hundredth time that night. “You do know I should have picked someone more experienced to help me this week? But when your name popped up, I couldn’t resist.”
“Oh yeah, why’s that?”
“You’re seriously asking me why?”
“Yes, Mrs Stevens, why?”
And thus the cat was out of the bag.
Marital fatigue
Instead of a love-sick fifteen-year-old, I had become a foolish twenty-two-year-old, but nothing else seemed to have changed much. To make matters worse, shame was something I rarely felt, so when the hinges came off, there wasn’t anything, neither emotion nor wisdom, to hold me back.
“Look Lee, can I call you Lee? Lee Harlem is such a mouthful.”
“Everybody calls me Lee.”
“We’re going to work together for at least a week.”
“What do you mean?”
“Would it bother you to work for me longer?”
“No, of course not.”
“I can send the temp to Mrs Clarks and−”
“Why?”
“You just said it wouldn’t bother you to work for me?”
“I just want to know why.”
“Because it could be fun.”
“Fun?”
“Yeah, look we’re having fun already.”
“Everything is fun when you’re drunk.”
“You obviously haven’t been married for five dull years.”
She was going through her first midlife crisis at the age of twenty-five. I was yet to start my career in romance, and she was already sick of hers. I was gloating on the inside, I mean, any woman who gets it in her head to marry a man − let alone a man called Peter Stevens − at the tender age of twenty does not deserve much pity. This Peter Stevens wasn’t even the boyfriend I wanted to annihilate seven years earlier. He was, however, the first-born son of the owner of the paper factory Nathalie and I worked for.
It quickly became official that I was replacing Linda at The Big Boss’s PA office until she returned from her maternity leave. I was feeling very good about myself because I got to spend the better part of every work day with Nathalie, who was obviously suffering from marital fatigue. After a couple of weeks of eating our lunch together and going out for too many drinks, I had to make a move. When one Friday she asked me to come to dinner at her house while Peter was away for the weekend, I knew the time had come. She only invited me to dinner, but I read a whole other kind of invitation into it. By that time I was so completely in love with her again, I couldn’t think straight anymore. I was supposed to be older and wiser, and possibly even ashamed, but I wasn’t.
The first kiss
I didn’t have a plan that night. I just showed up at her door five minutes late so I didn’t come across as too eager, handed her a bottle of wine, and settled in the couch. Soon, the conversation was totally consumed by tales of Peter again, and how they’d had a big fight the night before. Nathalie said she was so glad she’d found an outsider to talk to, because most of her friends were also his friends. At that point, I was already quite fed up with all her moaning about Peter, but I could tell there was something else going on. She was nervous. She kept twisting her wedding ring around and, just before we started to eat, she took it off. She said it didn’t fit her anymore anyway.
Over dinner we finished our second bottle of wine, and I got up from the table as good as plastered. I thought, if this woman could handle her men as well as her liquor, I would not be here. Then, while helping her clear the table, I broke a plate. I would have made such a bad impression, but obviously I hadn’t been drinking these bottles on my own. She didn’t care. I was in love and she knew it. There’s a certain charm about befriending a former crush. You may know it’s stupid, and you may know it’s for the wrong reasons, because if not you, then definitely the situation has changed, but you just can’t help it. I believe we call it nostalgia. And the nostalgia of revisiting a teenage crush is extremely powerful.
I wasn’t nervous because when I looked into her eyes, I could have sworn I almost saw her beg. Did I think it was a good idea to get involved with a married woman, whose husband could get me fired before my professional career had well and truly begun? Frankly, it didn’t even cross my mind. It’s not that I didn’t want to acknowledge that she was using me, it’s more that I desperately wanted her to. So, after dinner when we moved back to the couch, she sat down next to me, took my hand and didn’t leave me any choice.
“I’ve never kissed a woman before.”
“I know.”
“I have a feeling that may change tonight.”
“Really?”
“I know you want to kiss me.”
“You seem to know a lot of things.”
“I’m your boss. I have to know these things.”
“Yes, ma’am. You’re not behaving very professional at the moment though.”
“Like you care.”
“Oh I care, Mrs Stevens...”
And then I kissed her.
The stars aligned
I kissed Nathalie and she didn’t have any qualms about kissing me back. She gave me all the tongue she’d been holding back from her husband for months, if not years. You have to picture the scene. I was kissing Nathalie Daniels, the girl who over the years − in my memory only of course, and we all know what memory can do − had become the symbol of my sexual awakening. The first crush is never easy, that’s why they call it a crush, I presume. It just kills you with desire, and all those other heavy sentiments you’re not yet equipped to deal with. I never had the slightest problem dealing with the fact that I was crazy about a girl, for some reason it seemed like the most natural thing to me, just like the unrequited aspect of it all seemed completely logical. The year was 1994, I lived in the tiniest of villages, and I was a girl who had a crush on another girl. Little did I know that this kind of thing was happening to teenagers all over the world. It would even take a couple of years before someone whispered the word lesbian in my ear for the first time − and what a revelation that was.
Kissing Nathalie wasn’t just about the sweet taste of having your patience rewarded by some crazy twist of fate. It felt more like a cosmic alignment of the stars, like the universe was telling me, Lee Harlem Robinson, that my time had finally arrived and that dreams can come true. It didn’t just feel like bliss, it felt like an almost uncontainable happiness that sent little bursts of joy all through my body every time our lips connected. I was also very drunk at the time.
The morning after, when we awoke in the now all too familiar haze of awkwardness and hangovers, I asked her the one question that I was to repeat to many other women as my life progressed, “Why are so many women wasted on men?” Of course, this question had no answer, as it was as invalid as it was morally wrong. Nathalie and I embarked on one of those impossible office romances no one could know about. Did I ever imagine that my first proper adult relationship − because, maybe sadly, that’s what I’ve always perceived it to be − would be with my teenage crush? No, of course not, but then again, I had never dreamed it to be the most complicated, agonising, exciting and heart-wrenching affair of my young life either.
She used to call me Harry
I didn’t want to move to Hong Kong. I wanted to go to New York and hang with some hipsters half my age. If it were solely up to me, I would be immersing myself in some Brooklyn subculture right now, but instead, I find myself battling for a spot on the sidewalk every single day. As far as I can tell, Hong Kong has no subcultures. Sure, there are hipsters and gays and lesbians and investment bankers − this city is made of them − but they all look the same to me. I’ve been here a couple of months now, and I can’t seem to find any soul − yuppie actually still works as a term of endearment here. Either you have two kids and live near the beach, or you work and play very hard and live anywhere near the MTR Island Line. There seems to be nothing in between, and I’m very much an in between kind of person.
But the bosses have spoken and they wanted me here, so here I am, trying to find something in between. Mind you, I have been slightly more successful in my professional career than in my relationship career, so that counts for something. Of course, my days at the paper factory were numbered once I started shagging my immediate superior, or, to make things clearer, once she started shagging me. I did have a choice in the matter, I mean, I guess I could have said no, but it didn’t really seem like a valid option at the time.
I lived with my parents and Nathalie and Peter’s house could hardly become our secret love nest, so we had to be creative. Which basically meant wanting a lot more than I could get. In the beginning we were very careful and we stuck to the Nothing Can Ever Happen At Work Rule, but spending all day together in the office didn’t exactly help. It was only a matter of time before we started to steal snogs and covert caresses. One time, Nathalie drove us to her grandparents’ house over lunch because it was ‘market day’ and they would be out. That’s when I learnt that sad and passionate go frighteningly well together.
This went on for three crazy blissful months − obviously my definition of blissful has changed since then. She gave me orders during work hours, and after work I would tell her what, given the chance, I would do to her. We perfected our car sex skills hidden between corn fields, and we tried to see the romance in it until one Saturday night we went out for drinks, because, once again, we had nowhere else to go.
“Have you had enough to drink to talk about something difficult?” I asked, my desperation about our situation deepening with every glass of wine.
“I may need one more.”
“Are you in love with me?”
“That’s not difficult, that’s obvious.”
“So, how do you see this thing progress?”
“You’re right, that is way too difficult for a Saturday night.”
“Have you got any other suggestions? Care to dance?”
“Don’t be silly. I just don’t know what to say.”
“Look Nat, I’m crazy about you, but this is starting to do my head in. I’m not asking you to leave−”
“OK, stop right there. Let’s not have this conversation here.”
“Where else? At work? Or in the car maybe?”
“I know it’s not easy, Harry.”
“Please, do not call me Harry right now. I will walk out of here.”
“I’m sorry. I know it’s not a laughing matter. Come on, relax.”
“I don’t want to get all serious on you, but you’ve got to give me something.”
“Have you told anyone about us?”
“No, of course not.”
“Peter is going to a football game tomorrow afternoon. He should be gone at least a couple of hours. I’ll call you so you can come over. OK?”
“Oh, sure, doing it in your guest room on a Sunday afternoon is always alright with me.”
“Well, if you have a better idea.”
“That’s just the point. We should talk about... our options.”
“Options? Let me break it down for you, sweetie. If I leave Peter for you, I’ll lose my job and I hardly think you’ll have a job left either. Shall I move in with you and your parents then?”
“No, of course not. But we could−”
“Let’s not do this now. Really, I’m not in the mood. Actually, I think I’ll be off. I’ll call you tomorrow.”
She never called me that Sunday.
What was I thinking?
I considered not going to work at all on Monday, but I didn’t want to give Nathalie the satisfaction of not even having to fire me. When I didn’t hear from her on Sunday, I knew it was over. Throughout our affair she had always made it pretty clear that she didn’t want to talk about the future, and I went along with that as long as I could. It’s just that after three months of phone, car and copy room almost-sex, you start wanting a bit more for yourself. And if she couldn’t give me the tiniest glimmer of only a hint at a future together, then what was the point? Also, my parents, who quickly got over the joy of their youngest daughter making her first wages, started asking questions about my whereabouts. The few friends I had left in my hometown started to question my sanity. It all became too complicated. But, as per Nathalie’s request, I didn’t tell anyone about us. Not that you would’ve had to be a genius to figure it out, but most people simply don’t go there when it comes to two women. If one of us had been a man, the whole village would have been talking about it for weeks − just one more advantage of lady love.
Did I really want it to end? No, but neither did I want to be someone’s bit on the side for much longer. Relationships define us to the world, and when you have to hide something as important as your love for another person, it erases you. I’ve never been one to erase myself for someone else. Not to say that I asked Nathalie about our future so she would dump me, I asked her because I wanted her to acknowledge me as something more than her dirty little secret. I wanted her to at least promote me to girlfriend, but, well, she didn’t. I walked into her office without knocking.
“Good morning Lee, please close the door behind you. Look, about yesterday−”
“Shall we just get it over with then?”
“I’m sorry, but Peter didn’t−”
“Look at me Nathalie, do I look interested? Because really, I’m not.”
“I understand that you’re angry, but I honestly didn’t get a chance to call you.”
“Was your phone so broken that you couldn’t even reply to my texts? Please don’t pretend this is about anything else than me wanting more than you’re willing to give.”
“It’s not that I don’t want to but−”
“It doesn’t matter anymore, Nathalie. I have no more interest in being your mistress than I have in being your family-in-law’s employee. So, just get it over with and fire me. And make me look good while you’re at it, you know, throw in some references.”
“Come on Lee, there’s no need to be like this and toss it all out.”
“Yes, there clearly is.”
Then her phone rang. I think it was Peter. I took a piece of paper and wrote in big letters: Make it happen! Just as she put down the receiver, I walked out the door.
After that, I called some old university friends, packed my bags, and moved to London. And then I cried. A lot.
Letters were written
Three weeks after swapping my tiny village for the big city, something I should have done immediately after I finished university, I was on the phone with my mother, when she suddenly asked me if I’d heard from Nathalie. While trying to conceal the surprise in my voice, and the sinking feeling in my stomach upon hearing Nathalie's name, I asked my mother why she wanted to know.
“Your father may be a bit dense about these things, but you can’t fool me, dear. Oh, and late last night she dropped a letter in the mailbox for you.”
I had moved to London, but removing yourself physically from the place where you got hurt doesn’t automatically lessen the pain. I learnt my lesson there. Even though I suspected I had done the right thing, if only for myself, any Nathalie-related thought moistened my eyes and tore through my heart in a way I was convinced I would never recover from. Hearing my mother talk about Nathalie only deepened those effects. It had only been three weeks and the scars on my soul were still fresh and vulnerable. My mother offered to bring the letter to London, so we could make a day, or even a weekend of it, but I declined. I couldn’t have her come all the way up there to find me in tears − and living on someone’s couch. By the end of that phone call, I was crying some more, I had hurt my mother’s feelings, and I was dying to know what Nathalie had to say to me.
My old friend Julia temporarily offered me that spot on her couch. She lived in a one bedroom flat, so it was either that, or share the bed. I felt more comfortable on the couch, even though it didn’t feel very comfortable during the night. I was hoping this particular situation wouldn’t have to last very long, but for me to be able to rent my very own room, I would also have to get my very own job. This time I was to find one without the help of my, according to my mother, slightly dense daddy, who got me the job at the paper factory. Not that unemployment was disagreeing with me too much, I mean, who doesn’t love sleeping late in a pre-warmed bed − I moved to Julia’s room once she was off to work − watching daytime TV and having time to write pages and pages of unsent letters to a secret ex.
My mother promised she would mail Nathalie’s letter to me first thing, so I sat around waiting for it, hoping the Royal Mail would do its job. The next day, when I got up early to empty the letter box, instead of finding a package from my mother, I found something I wasn’t expecting at all. It was a job offer. It wasn’t anything too glamorous, but it was money and money meant getting my own, albeit shared, place, and all the possibilities attached to that. I was to call a certain person to arrange for an interview as soon as possible. So I did. And then they told me why this specific job was offered to me.
How I got the job
“This is Lee Harlem Robinson. I’m calling about the PA job?”
“Hello Miss Robinson. That’s right, Nathalie Stevens advised me to contact you. She speaks very highly of you, and told me you did a splendid job when you worked for her.”
“Erm, thanks.”
“So, when are you free for an interview? Does tomorrow suit you? Shall we say eleven? You’ll find the address in the letter we sent you. Ask for Theresa at reception.”
And this is how I found myself en route to my first job interview. Before I left, my mum’s package with Nathalie’s forwarded letter in it, had arrived.
Dear Harry,
I know, I shouldn’t call you that anymore, but it reminds me of that goofy kid that followed me around a bit too much in what seems another lifetime now. So much has happened since then. I guess I should say I’m sorry for how things ended between us, and believe me, I am so sorry, not just for the way it ended, but that it had to end at all. At least you made me see there’s another way to live my life. Peter is not that much of an idiot that he is completely ignorant about what was going on between us, but we choose not to talk about it, as usual. But you don’t want to hear about Peter. Maybe you don’t want to hear what I’m about to say next either, because I know it’s too little too late, but I do really love you. I may not have acted like it, but I was afraid, afraid to lose everything, I guess. I failed to see I would have had you.
I know now that I made you feel as if you were not enough for me, and I understand why you walked out on me. Maybe I should have given you some hope, but it would have been a lie then. I was, and am, not ready. I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready to leave him. It’s complicated to explain, but I’m not just staying with Peter for the job, or the money, I do love him. We’ve built a life together and I think it’s only normal that it’s not easy all the time. We’ve both done things that have harmed our marriage, but in the end, we still choose each other. Maybe that’s also what love is.
Going to work these days isn’t half the fun it used to be now you’re no longer here. When I think of the first time you walked into my office, I just have to smile, every time... the look on your face, it was priceless, and you thought you were hiding it so well. You never were. Speaking of work, Carrie Clarks told me that you moved to London, so I took the liberty of calling a friend who is looking to hire. I gave you an excellent reference, not just because it was the least I could do, but also because you deserve it. I really hope it helps you along.
I miss you. I miss our lunches and our talks and our giggles, and I miss your eyes. And kissing you. I think about you every time I step into my car of course. I may have to sell it.
I’m so sorry.
Love,
Nathalie
I got the job.
Misery is a butterfly
I don’t have much of a view in my apartment in Hong Kong, the floor I’m on is too low for one of those famous breath-taking vistas, but I do see a tiny sliver of ocean in between the buildings. To me, right now, it feels like another almost-situation, which is quite appropriate, I guess. I don’t have everything I want, but I do have some things. Technically, I have everything I need to keep me alive, and to maybe even offer me a shot at happiness, but from where I’m sitting, it feels like I need more. I do also see a cross though, it’s large and white and it’s perched on a high concrete podium. I’m nowhere near religious, but I guess the cross I see every time I gaze at my little sliver of ocean, could stand for hope. It must be. It even lights up in the dark.
My personality was way too defeatist to allow me to believe that every cloud had a silver lining, but breaking up with Nathalie did get me a job in London. No longer being unemployed meant I could start paying rent, which in turn meant I no longer had to live on Julia’s couch. One thing I’ve learnt from moving around so much, is that a place of your own, even if it’s just one tiny room − as long as it has four walls and a door and, preferably, a window − is one of the most important treasures in life.
I didn’t have to look very long for a place to live as another old friend of mine, Alex, was looking for a new flat mate. I never thought it was going to be me, but because I found a job so quickly, I was able to sign the tenancy agreement straight away. Things started to look up. I even called my mum and told her she should come and visit me soon. Living with Alex did mean I had to put up with the campiest burgundy curtains and the grandest of chandeliers in the living room, but camp stuff is better than no stuff. Either way, I didn’t care about all of that when I was twenty-two, all I wanted was to forget about Nathalie and find a real girlfriend. But before I could focus on that, I had a job to do.
My new boss, Theresa ‘Don’t you dare call me Mrs Sanders or ma’am or whatever, this is not the army!’ Sanders, was quite a piece of work. She was fierce, loud, hilarious and very unattractive, which was great because it would automatically stop me from falling for my straight boss again. Doing someone else’s dirty work didn’t exactly make my heart flutter with excitement, but it was a start. At least working for Theresa was never boring. Her favourite word to use in any circumstance was an extravagantly shouted misery. As in, “Theresa, that guy can’t make it tomorrow, shall I reschedule?” “Oh, misery!” Or, “Theresa, the printers are down, can you wait five minutes?” “Misery, Lee, such misery!” She sulked and pouted a lot, but I never got the impression it was targeted at me, or anyone else in the office. She was pretty great, actually, in a crazy granny sort of way. And she ended up doing me a lot of favours.
Life was good, for a while.
Madam Madness
Alex and I had met at university and it was love at first sight. Well, platonic love that is, because he was the biggest poof I’d ever seen, and I, obviously, was batting for another team as well. I always fancied the more extravagant gays, not necessarily more feminine, just more daring. I mean, walking around in an electric blue velvet suit on the hottest day of the year does make a statement, even if it is a rather bizarre one. Alex was wearing exactly that when we met, accompanied by a white pearl necklace and a pair of white cut-off gloves. He said that it was too warm for a tie but he needed an extra accessory, so he chose the gloves. I used to call it his Madam Madness but he claimed that dressing according to his mood was very important to him. I believed him every time I saw him.
Shacking up with Alex was great for several reasons. He was excellent company, he never let me walk out of the door without adding an extra accessory to ‘lessen my crime against fashion’ and he had a vast harem of fag hags who loved coming round to our place. We would sit in his white leather couch for hours talking about his sex life and my lack thereof. Back then, I knew much more about gay sex than I did about lesbian sex. Yes, that was at the age of twenty-two.
Moving to London was my cue to brake my vow of silence and I soon told Alex all about Nathalie. It made me see how stupid I had been, but when you’re in the middle of a secret affair, you lose all sense of perspective. Maybe that’s how Nathalie wanted me to feel, fact is, at that moment in time, she was much smarter than me and she had played me masterfully. Alex never failed to point that out, then adding, with a wide smile, “It’s for your own good, Leesbian!” (Yes, sometimes he called me Leesbian.) After a couple of weeks of living together and getting reacquainted, Alex made it his mission to ‘get me some’.
“Right now love is of no importance, honey. You just need to get laid. Trust me,” he said. I trusted Alex, but only up to a certain point. Explaining to him that to most women one-night-stands were not that obvious an option, was like talking to a blind wall. He just wouldn’t have it and he wouldn’t rest until he had proven me otherwise − he was such a great friend.
One night I came home from work, suspecting absolutely nothing, when I found Alex and an unknown blond woman chatting in our living room. First I thought she was just another one of his hags I hadn’t met before, but then he suddenly stood up and said he had to go out for a while. He introduced me to Elizabeth and asked me if I wanted to entertain her for a bit while he gave me a big fat wink. That’s when it dawned on me that he had set me up with what looked like a professional in the field of bought romance. I couldn’t believe the lengths he’d go to prove his point. Elizabeth didn’t leave me much time to think though. Did I mention Alex was such a great friend?
Did I or didn’t I?
Technically, I slept with a prostitute, but I never paid for it and Alex swore on his most precious (signed) Madonna album (Like a Prayer) that he hadn’t given Elizabeth any money because, for one, she was way too expensive and she owed him a favour anyway. This whole episode tastes of dubious moral integrity, but, let’s face it, that’s what life mostly tastes of. First an affair with a married woman, closely followed by a night with a call girl. I’m not exactly painting the prettiest of pictures here, but Elizabeth became a good friend and we ended up spending quite a few – unpaid – nights together. Did she make me forget about Nathalie? No, but she did hold my head under water to show me there are plenty more fish in the sea. Alex, on the other hand, felt very triumphant and ever since, whenever I suffered a bad break-up or was feeling a bit down, his first question has been, “Shall I call you a prozzie then, Leesbian?”
Not that all of what happened then went down particularly well with me. Looking back takes away most of the awkwardness and the despair, but the fact of the matter was that breaking up, and consequently running away from Nathalie, left me devastated. I was deeply in love with her and not a minute went by that I didn’t second-guess the decision I had made. Getting her letter made me feel even more ambivalent about it, but I felt a drive inside, an unstoppable forward-moving force, that didn’t allow me to look back too much. And I had Alex, who, subtle as he always was, kept saying he’d take a hammer and nail it into my skull if he had to, That Nathalie Was Not The Woman For Me.
These days, melancholy seems to be my drink of choice, as opposed to my time in London, when I seemed to drink gin by the bottle. Living with Alex was the honeymoon period of my adulthood. I had absolutely no responsibilities, sure, I had work, but I don’t think Theresa would have let me into the office without a hangover. Every evening before I left she said, “Don’t you dare stay home tonight, Lee. This is London, you’re young and you have to live a little. And if you’re tired then at least go to the cinema or something.” Obviously, I couldn’t tell Theresa everything, not that she didn’t want me to, but there had to be some boundaries in the office. That’s one lesson I had learnt from my affair with Nathalie.
Alex and I had a wild time and he introduced me to many a queer character. Then I introduced him to Theresa. And sparks didn’t just fly, they catapulted through the sky like, as Alex later described it, a giant dildo-shaped rocket.
So much for office boundaries
Theresa had taken me to a fundraiser event in East London, not far from where Alex and I lived. We were about to return to our respective homes when she stopped and turned towards me.
“Is Alex home tonight by any chance? You’ve told me so much about him and I would love to meet him. You live just around the corner, don’t you?” She asked.
“Sure, Alex loves to entertain at home, and I’m sure he’s dying to meet you as well.” What else could I say? She was my boss.
Of course, I had told Alex all about my rather unconventional boss and he was curious about her as well, but I wasn’t sure if that curiosity included bringing her into our flat. But Alex wasn’t my main concern. What worried me more was inviting Theresa into the boudoir that I now called home. I never knew what I was going to find when I walked in the door, Alex was very unpredictable that way. Mostly he just had some members of his self-proclaimed Pussy Posse hanging around, sometimes there would be a man, or two, and other times he would be walking around in his feathered night-gown (although I was never allowed to call it that), high heels and matching purse. So, I gave him a quick call and told him I would be bringing home a highly esteemed guest in the shape of my boss, Theresa. As expected, Alex rose to the occasion and welcomed us in his brightest silk kimono. He greeted Theresa like she was a long-lost friend and soon they were sharing a bottle of port and my ears were left feasting on an extravaganza of quirky one-liners.
When you look at it rationally, gays and lesbians don’t actually have that much in common, apart from the fact that we’re both attracted to people of our own gender, but not even that is something we can truly share, since we never like the same sex as each other. I suppose what brings us together is the understanding of the feelings we shared when growing up in a heterosexual world. It used to be like that for me anyway. Maybe the anticipation of not automatically being judged has something to do with it as well. Together with knowing all too well what it feels like to have a secret crush on your neighbour, while they keep banging on about their own object of affection, who, naturally, belongs to the opposite sex. Regardless of what does bring us together, there is one definite thing that separates us, and it was that exact thing that brought Alex and Theresa together that night: their joint love of the penis.
By then I already knew that Theresa was one of those women without any sense of shame, a quality I greatly admired in her. But to hear your boss reveal all about her open marriage and the (mostly male) extras she and her husband brought into their relationship, well, that was something entirely different. My jaw kept dropping and dropping as I watched Alex, a twenty-four-year-old guy in a kimono, expose all the mysteries of gay nightlife to Theresa, my forty-seven-year-old immediate superior, who, in turn, responded with even more grotesque tales of sex clubs and swinging.
How about Elizabeth?
Maybe I had, rather inadvertently, slept with a call girl, but compared to the people I met in London, I might as well have been a virgin. Not that at heart we were so different, because in the end, we were all just looking for love, Elizabeth included. Liz, as I was soon instructed to call her, was a very high-end escort who worked one or sometimes two nights per week, and got paid a lot of money for it. The rest of her time she spent painting. I could have easily fallen for her, if it weren’t for my pre-occupation with Nathalie and Liz’s, well, occupation − it took me a while to come to terms with that. She was tall and blond and pretty in a glossy kind of way. And she had the most amazingly elegant fingers. But above all, she was so incredibly nice. The way she spoke to me the first time we met, so warm and gentle, she just oozed kindness. She also went about ‘things’ in such a natural way that I never for a second felt awkward about it. She made me laugh, she teased me and she giggled with me. It just felt like harmless fun, which was basically what it was, but, given the circumstances, I could have easily perceived it as completely the opposite. That was Liz’s big talent, she felt totally at ease with herself and what she did, and she could make you feel exactly the same.
Later, when I asked her why she had taken me under her wing, she told me that, although I was trying very hard to hide it, she saw a slightly scared, bewildered lesbian trying to come to terms with life in a big city, and all that came with it. People like Alex and Theresa, for instance, whose hedonism seemed to overwhelm me somewhat, but who constituted the two most important relationships in my life, at home and at work. Meeting Liz really was a welcome change from hanging out with Alex, who was always up to something and for whom sleeping was almost a crime − except if it wasn’t alone. Alex was a great guy, who was always there for me when I needed him, and more, but he lived at a pace that I would never get used to. He was a party boy, a disco queen, a Mary Poppers, and he brought it all into our flat, all of the time. I guess Liz noticed my more demure side and she soon gave me a key to her place, which was definitely not located in East-London − which wasn’t nearly as trendy in the early noughties as it is now − and had the most amazing view. It was filled with her paintings and her easy-going spirit. I ended up spending quite some time there, reading books or the paper, writing in my journal or plotting unsent letters to a woman I was trying to forget.
We were not romantically involved, but I guess we were what is nowadays referred to as ‘friends with benefits’. Years later, when I told Liz that I was clearly the more beneficial party in our friendship back then, she said that was completely the opposite of what friendship was about and that I should never think like that again. She was, and still is, a wise woman and a great friend. And she taught me a thing or two about sex toys on the way as well.
Meanwhile, back in Hong Kong
By now you must think I’m not that fond of Hong Kong. You wouldn’t be entirely incorrect in your perception. But, while I wouldn’t say I’ve come completely to grips with this city yet, as I will need a few more months before I can call this place home, I have actually met quite a few nice people. Hong Kong is funny because almost no one you meet here is from here, the past week alone I’ve met people from Ireland, The Philippines, Mexico, Australia and even Corsica. The expat is absolute king in Hong Kong. I’m an expat, so what's my problem?
I haven’t figured it out entirely yet, but I think it has to do with the pressure you feel in every aspect of life. Obviously there’s pressure at work, that’s normal, but there’s a lot of pressure outside of it as well, as you’re always expected to be sociable and want to go out, and when you’re out you’re always expected to engage in endless chit-chat, be likeable, have a good time and drink a lot − and I really mean a lot − of alcohol. What is so bad about that? Well, first of all, I’m beginning to feel more and more like my party days are over. Also, and this is quite a nuisance when you live in Hong Kong, I really don’t like crowds. And, when like me, you’ve lived in cities like London and Paris, the gay scene is incredibly disappointing here. This does of course make sense, this is China after all, but I guess I thought that by now, meaning the year 2010, the expats would have brought more gayness to Hong Kong. So, let me just rephrase what I wrote earlier: The straight expat is absolute king in Hong Kong. Although I have met numerous gay expats who lead quite the princely life here, if you know what I mean. But as usual, when it comes to nightlife, the lesbians lose out.
What I’m trying to say is that, for me, it’s really hard to meet someone. There is some lesbian activity going on, there always is some, but if you want some action you really need to time it. It’s not as if you can go to a lesbian bar on any given Saturday night, because there is no such thing as a lesbian bar in Hong Kong, at least not to my knowledge, and I believe I have done the research. All this to say that I really don’t feel like I have any other choice then to go back to my old antics of falling for straight girls. Which I think may have happened yesterday.
I was at a bar and as usual we were joined by people that other people know, that’s just how it goes in Hong Kong − in general, it is extremely easy to meet people here − and that’s how I got introduced to Sofia, a half-Indian, half-Mexican, American-born reporter with the most beautiful smile in Hong Kong. We started talking and I soon found myself forgetting about the testosterone-crazed ‘wanker bankers’ (as a friend of mine calls them) who keep flashing their wads of cash to impress the girls, the growing crowd around us and the ridiculously priced drinks − three things that tend to tick me off enormously. By the end of the night I had practically forgotten where I lived, but, as luck would have it, Sofia’s building is in my neighbourhood, so we ended up sharing a cab. For once, I wanted the cab driver to con us and take all sorts of detours, but it felt more like the shortest cab ride ever. At least I found out where Sofia lives, which is just around the corner. Her card is lying right next to my laptop and is teasing me to no end. I really want to see her again before I fly back home for the holidays. She reminds me of a girl I once knew. A girl Liz introduced me to.
Happy holidays
Before crossing over to 2011, let’s go back to 2001 one more time. One rather boring afternoon in the office − Theresa was probably out − I got a distressed phone call from Alex telling me that Liz was in the hospital. She had been in a pretty nasty car crash, her life wasn’t in danger, but she needed surgery. So I called Theresa, asked her if I could go home early because a friend was in the hospital (“It’s not Alex, is it?”) and took off. As it turned out, Liz ‘just’ needed surgery on her left knee, all the other cuts and bruises would heal nicely on their own. About a week later, Liz was released from hospital, but as she wouldn’t be able to walk for another couple of weeks, she would need a lot of assistance. So, I told her I was going to stay with her for as long as it took, you know, to get groceries and help her go to the loo, things like that. Either way, she couldn’t stay in her flat alone, and I already had a key anyway.
That’s how I found myself entertaining a very eclectic mix of people every night, in a flat overlooking Hampstead Heath. By then I had already met quite a few of Liz’s friends, but somehow she had never introduced me to Katy. Maybe she knew I wouldn’t be able to resist her and wanted to protect me. She would have been right. Katy and Liz took evening art classes together and while Liz was confined to a wheelchair, Katy came by twice a week after class to tell her what she had missed. I soon found myself looking forward to Monday and Wednesday night like never before.
Like other people first notice someone’s eyes, I first notice their lips. This has not been scientifically proven, of course, but I do firmly believe that the chemistry in my brain makes it impossible for me to resist women with a certain kind of lop-sided smile. Katy had the kind of crooked grin that immediately made me swoon. Obviously, I don’t just fall for a particular kind of mouth, it is also important what comes out of said mouth, and as far as Katy’s was concerned, well, it’s safe to say her mouth had a very busy schedule as she found it very hard to keep it shut.
So one night after letting Katy out I asked Liz, “Is Katy seeing anyone?”
“Lee, I’m not sure I like where you’re going with this.”
“What? I’m just asking.”
“I’m not blind, I see the way you look at her.”
“What’s wrong with the way I look at her?”
“All I’m saying, my dearest Lee, is be careful. Katy is, how shall I put this, a pretty complicated person.”
“What does that mean?”
“Look, she’s a good friend, I certainly can’t fault her in that department, but you know, you’ve recently had your heart broken.”
“I’m over Nathalie now, you know.”
“Really, since when?”
“Definitely since two weeks ago.”
“Aw, my ribs hurt when I laugh.”
“Then stop laughing.”
“Oh Lee, I’m just worried about you and your sensitive little heart. That’s all. If you want to ask Katy out, then go ahead. She certainly is sexually, erm, fluid.”
“What? Wait, have you slept with her?”
“I may have−”
“Is that a problem?”
“Not for me.”
“Oh my, I may need to excuse myself for a minute. I didn’t get that at all from seeing you two together.”
“Just like Katy hasn’t noticed anything about us. Being discreet is my job.”
“So... she’s single and into women?”
“Well, last I heard she was sleeping with our teacher, who is a woman by the way, but that was a while ago and knowing Katy she must have moved on by now.”
“She had an affair with the teacher? Can you invite me to your school some time?”
“I think you’re slightly missing the point here, Lee.”
“Maybe, but can I have her number anyway?”
Home
Admittedly, flying back to Hong Kong after the holidays had a bit of that Coming Home Feeling you always hear about. Although I’m not sure it’s because this technically is my only home now, or because I’m actually starting to feel at home here. Going to see your family and friends is a heart-warming experience, but I think I’ve reached an age where comfort means more to me than adventure, and living out of a suitcase just annoys me now, where it used to be just a small price to pay. And, I was also dying to see Sofia again.
I didn’t get to meet up with her before I took off, but while I was away, thanks to the wonders and convenience of modern technology (thank you, Facebook), we sort of hit it off virtually. We met up last night and it’s uncanny how much she reminds me of Katy. They definitely have the same kind of smile. And the knack of always telling you exactly the opposite of what they want. We shared a pizza and a bottle of wine and after the last glass I told her how during my holiday, to the great annoyance of my dad, I kept checking my messages to see if she had sent anything new. She didn’t seem particularly surprised by this and invited me back to her flat. Just like Katy did all those years ago, after we went on our first date.
“I can tell you really like me, Lee.”
“I would be foolish to deny that.”
“I must say I’m flattered.”
“Just flattered?”
“Look, I’m not saying no. I’m not saying that at all. But this is going to have to go really slowly for me.”
“Exactly how slow are we talking about here?”
“Just follow my pace and we’ll get there.”
‘Where?”
“Here, silly.”
And then Katy pinned me against the wall. She looked into my eyes, flashed her ridiculously sexy smile and held my hands above my head with one hand, while unbuttoning my pants with the other. She didn’t kiss me, she just gazed into my eyes and bared her teeth a bit more with every gasp I made. That’s what Katy called taking things slowly. Sofia phrased it differently last night, but the result was the same.
“I dated a guy named Lee once.”
“Oh yeah? What was he like?”
“He was a guy, you know, with man parts and chest hair.”
“Well, I’m not.”
“I know that very well. So, what do you want, Lee?”
“I think you know what I want. The real question is, what do you want?”
“Nuh uh. You’re not getting off that easy. You know what, Lee? I think you get quite a kick from hitting on straight women.”
“Is this your way of telling me that you’re straight?”
“Why don’t you find out for yourself?”
“I think I just might.”
This morning she told me she wasn’t gay and she thought it wouldn’t be a good idea to see each other again. I didn’t believe a word of it. I don’t think she wanted me to.
An ironic affair
My affair with Katy started very ironically. She claimed to be straight emotionally, but not physically, as in falling in love with guys but feeling more sexually attracted to girls. I chose not to listen too carefully whenever the conversation went down that road, as long as she stuck with me. And she did stick with me, until things turned very ironic again, and I lost her. I wish I could say I lost her to a guy. I didn’t.
As already documented on here, Katy had a smile that made me melt completely. She also had the most amazing pair of big brown eyes. All that, and the fact that she made herself unattainable, albeit ironically, by clearly stating that she didn’t do real relationships with women, and, well, I considered myself on a mission. I had to have her, not just for one night or a short affair, I wanted her as my girlfriend. The funny thing was that I didn’t even have to try very hard. As I told Katy many times during the first few weeks of our courtship, “You can’t fight the chemicals in your brain, baby. You may as well admit that you’re falling for me. You’ll be all the happier for it.”
The first month was as exciting as it was difficult, as she went back and forth between wanting to be with me and just walking away. She said that’s what she meant by taking things slowly. But as I was growing more fond of her, it wasn’t easy to watch her walk away every time she thought I was coming too close. But gradually her attitude shifted, until one morning when I woke up and half expected her to be gone again, she turned to me and said, “I’m sick of fighting it. Fuck it. I’m in love with you, Lee.”
The ensuing months I started realising I was actually happy. I had some great friends, a job (with a wacky boss), a nice flat (with a campy flat mate) and, most importantly, a non-secret girlfriend − and a sex life. I remember it as pure bliss. You know, like that part in the movie where they just show random scenes of happiness while an overly sentimental song plays (my corny song of choice would be Show Me Heaven by Maria McKee.) We hung out in pubs at all hours, had dinner parties with our friends, got drunk a lot, nursed each other’s hangovers, called in sick at work so we could stay in bed all day, did naked photo shoots, pushed our insecurities as far back as possible and marvelled at Bad Girls together. Love really was in the air, and, being a defeatist and all, I simply couldn’t believe my luck. I didn’t have a choice though, I had to face it, at twenty-three I was suddenly satisfied with myself and my life.
Until one Saturday afternoon − Katy and I had been seeing each other for about five months by then − while I was home alone, the bell rang and I heard an all too familiar voice over the intercom. It was Nathalie. She wanted to talk. That’s when the irony started again.
London calling
“Hi Lee. How are you?”
“Nathalie... Why? What are you doing here? Who gave you my address?”
“Theresa told me where you lived. Please, don’t be angry with her. I had to use my many powers of persuasion.”
“Why are you in London?”
“I left him, Lee. I left Peter.”
“What? You did?”
“I couldn’t do it anymore. I was foolish to stay with him.”
“Really? Are you kidding me? But, huh, what about your job?”
“I’ve got a couple of interviews here next week. I’m moving to London.”
“What the hell? You’re leaving Peter and moving to London? I can’t believe this! What happened? I’m in shock.”
“I know, it’s a lot to take in at once. I’m sorry for barging in like this, I just wanted to tell you in person.”
“But why now? Why are you leaving him now? Are you getting a divorce?”
“A lot has happened since you left, Lee. Look, there’s something else I need to tell you.”
And then the intercom buzzed again. It was Katy, who had a habit of popping in unexpectedly. I waited for her at the door and told her I had a guest. I introduced Katy and Nathalie to each other while cringing internally. It was not a fun moment and my brain was trying to keep up with the situation. Seeing Nathalie had definitely thrown me for a loop, and having to add Katy to the moment just made me stutter and stammer. Nathalie took Katy’s sudden arrival as a sign to excuse herself and take off, leaving me with a bewildered Katy. As soon as she had laid eyes on Nathalie, I had felt her mood shift drastically. I wasn’t feeling so happy myself either.
“What just happened here, Lee?”
“She just rang the bell fifteen minutes ago. I had no idea she was coming.”
“What did she want?”
“Well, apparently she’s leaving her husband and moving to London.”
“And she came here especially to tell you that?”
“She was about to tell me something else, just before you arrived.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry for interrupting your little reunion.”
“Look Katy, I had absolutely no idea about all of this. Theresa gave her my address, and she just showed up.”
“What if she wants you back?”
“She wouldn’t.”
“You don’t know that. She wanted to tell you something. Maybe she had a grand apology prepared.”
“Either way, I stopped caring about what Nathalie wants a long time ago.”
“So you don’t care that she’s left her husband now?”
“It’s not a matter of caring. Nathalie and I broke up a long time ago. And I’m with you now.”
“Yeah? For how much longer?”
“What are you talking about? You’re being unreasonable, nothing happened.”
“Nothing happened? Your ex just came to tell you that she’s moving to London. That doesn’t sound like nothing to me.”
“She can move into the house next door. I don’t care. She and I are done, over, history−”
“So, you’re not going to see her anymore?”
“What do you want me to say? That I won’t see her because you don’t want me to? Seriously?”
“Fuck you, Lee. I’m out of here. It looks like you need some time to think.”
The end of the affair
Oh Katy, with her big brown eyes and irresistible smile, her great charm and her deep complexity. She left me that day, at least emotionally. Seeing me with Nathalie triggered a secret pain inside of her, and after that, she just checked out of the relationship, as though she wasn’t there anymore. We didn’t break up immediately, and I do believe that in her own way she made an effort to stay with me, but no matter what I said or did, I couldn’t get through to her, and it was never enough. It’s not that she suddenly started to behave irrationally jealous, she just became apathetic. I may as well not have existed anymore, she started ignoring more and more of my calls, and when I did get to see her, she couldn’t even bring herself to fake interest in me. Let alone give me that smile.
I tried to get to the bottom of it, but she just wouldn’t let me. I was twenty-three and completely clueless, sure, but I had absolutely no idea what the gruesome thing was that I had supposedly done to her. Therefore, I wasn’t necessarily the best party to negotiate the terms of our unraveling affair with. Katy’s apathy saddened me of course, but more than that, it enraged me. There’s nothing more frustrating than a silent fight. In the end, I just gave up, just like she gave up on us. It was such a bitter and anticlimactic outcome to our thrilling little romance.
Truth be told, I did have other things on my mind than trying to salvage my relationship with Katy. There was the small fact of Nathalie turning up again, and our unfinished conversation. Not that I was desperately waiting for her to profess her undying love for me, although, admittedly, the thought had crossed my mind. It was only logical. She came to London, rang my bell and told me she left her husband. What was I supposed to think? I soon found out, as she called me a couple of days later and asked me to meet her at the pub down the road. I had spent the day butting heads with Katy and her silence, and I was dying to find out what Nathalie wanted to tell me, so I gladly accepted. I was not prepared for what she had in store for me though. When I arrived at the pub, Nathalie was already there, and she was not alone.
“Good evening Lee. How are you?” Nathalie said.
“Hi, Nathalie and, huh, friend.”
“Oh sorry. Lee, this is Anna.”
“Nice to meet you,” I said. I was confused.
“And you,” Anna said.
“I’m sorry about the other day, Lee. I shouldn’t have come to your home like that. I just wanted to speak with you in private.”
“Yeah, about speaking in private, Nathalie. I don’t want to be rude, sorry Anna, but can we maybe finish our conversation in private?”
“That’s what I was trying to tell you yesterday. Anna is my girlfriend.”
“Excuse me? She’s your what? Can you repeat that please?”
“Look, Lee−”
"Since when do you have girlfriends?”
“I understand that you’re upset, but I thought you should hear it from me.”
“Did you leave Peter for her? Was she worth it then?”
“There’s no need to be like that. Let’s just talk about this.”
“I have absolutely nothing more to say. Oh, and Anna, good luck with this one.”
“Come on, Lee. Sit down.”
“What? Do you want us all to be friends and live happily ever after? In London?”
“I had no idea you would take it this way. You’re with Katy now, right?”
“Katy has nothing to do with this. And how did you expect me to take the news that you finally found someone worth leaving Peter for? While I clearly wasn’t good enough!”
Then, my purple bruised ego and I stormed out dramatically.
Anna begins
I could hardly blame Nathalie for falling for Anna. She was gorgeous. That night in the pub I was too upset to notice. But after a week or so, when my sense of pride had deflated, and I realised I was hurting way more over my imminent break-up with Katy, I thought I could use some emotional insight from an ex, and I called Nathalie. It was so strange to hear her talk about another woman and her upcoming move to London − and into Anna’s house. When she suggested I’d meet up with Anna, it sounded like a good idea. It wasn’t though.
Anna was a thirty-year-old psychotherapist with her own practice in Chelsea. Her father was a business partner of Peter’s father and she and Nathalie had met at a party in Anna’s father’s honour. They had kept in touch and their budding friendship had quickly turned into something romantic. I soon came to admire Anna’s eloquence. She sure could lay a sentence on you and leave you gasping for air. She wasn’t just merely hot, she was stunningly beautiful. And there I was, just having picked up the pieces of my shattered ego, and reeling from the sudden demise of my relationship with Katy. My attraction to Anna was not pure in any way, shape or form. It came from a dark and disturbed place deep within me, but I needed something twisted to hold on to at that point.
I knew that Katy shunning me wasn’t my fault, but it may as well have been. Katy, the woman who had helped me get over Nathalie, but who didn’t want to be with me anymore because seeing Nathalie had awoken something very bruised inside of her. And then there was the return of Nathalie, who finally left her husband for a woman, only that woman wasn’t me. It was Anna. Aristocratic Anna, as I used to call her, because of her precious cheekbones and her tall and vigorous figure. She was quite something. And she was a therapist, which is a profession I have always found highly erotic, you know, with the probing into people’s hidden secrets and fantasies and all.
Of course I never told her how she made me feel, but she must have known. The less time Katy wanted to spend with me, the more time I spent with Anna and Nathalie, who came down for the weekends. After a couple of weeks, when Katy and I had officially ended things, Anna was the first person I called. Not Liz, not Alex, not Julia, but Anna. I guess I just needed to indulge in a foggy haze of unrequited, disturbed love. That was a pretty fucked-up month. And at the end of the day, I was alone again.
Thank God, I had a job to go to then, and a very understanding boss. I only had to say a few words and Theresa knew what was going on. She could just read people like that. So she did what she had to do to get me through, in her own special way.
Lunch with the boss
Theresa took me to lunch all the time, but when she took me to Nobu on an ordinary Wednesday I knew she was either trying to comfort me, asking me for a favour, or both.
“What are your plans for the weekend, Lee?”
“Oh you know, the same old miserable moping around and waiting for the excitement of Monday morning, when I can start working for you again.”
“Great, then you won’t mind me asking you this. Can your calendar handle some unexpected work excitement on Sunday?”
“Depends, what level of excitement are we talking about?”
“I need you to pick up Claire Burns from Waterloo Station, escort her to her hotel and generally show her a good time.”
“Claire Burns as in the VP of the Paris office? Wasn’t she supposed to arrive next Sunday?”
“Yes, but sadly her schedule has changed.”
“And you want me to handle this because you trust me and I’m the best PA you’ve ever had?”
“That goes without saying. Also, Geoffrey and I are celebrating our twentieth wedding anniversary this weekend. He has all sorts of special activities planned. Work, as exciting as it is for you Lee, is not one of them.”
“Oh, I bet he has. Is he taking you to one of those special kind of parties you’re not supposed to talk to strangers about?”
“You’re hardly a stranger, Lee. Anyway, would you rather I kept secrets from you?”
“Oh, I definitely would. But it’s too late now.”
“All jokes aside, are you up for this?”
“I guess. But just out of curiosity, what is the company policy on showing someone a good time?”
“In Claire’s case it’s easy, just take her to a good restaurant and a musical, buy her a bottle of nice wine afterwards, and you’re good to go. But if you’d rather invite her to your flat, introduce her to Alex and take her to a gay bar, I’m sure she would be up for that as well. She’s very liberal that way.”
“Oh OK, so that’s why you’re asking me. Get the newest lesbian recruit to take the, as you put it, sexually liberal VP out. Good God Theresa, I feel so used.”
“I’m sure you do. Last time she visited, I sent Benny to meet her and she didn’t seem too pleased with that. But I’m sure you’ll do me proud, Lee.”
“Benny Evans? That dick from Accounts? Why would you send him?”
“Benny has certain manly qualities that some women can really appreciate, but I don’t expect you to understand.”
“I don’t think I want to understand.”
“Rightly so. Either way, Claire wasn’t too happy with his, shall we say, evocative ways. I’m sure you will be a much better fit. But do try to keep things professional.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I’m just joking, Lee. You look like you could do with some cheering up.”
“Fair enough, boss. I’ll get in touch with her PA first thing.”
“Good, and thanks for doing this. My appreciation for you just keeps growing and growing.”
“My pleasure, boss. How long can I keep the expense account?”
“Oh Lee, you really have learnt from the best.”
So that’s how I found myself at Waterloo Station on a sunny Sunday afternoon, nervously waiting for the Eurostar from Paris to deliver Miss Claire Burns, Vice-President of the French branch of our agency, into my care. The first thing she said to me after having exchanged the compulsory pleasantries was, “You haven’t booked a musical for tonight, have you? I am really not in the mood for that.”
It Burns, Burns, Burns
When Theresa hired me as her assistant she was head of the Accounts department of the London branch of an international advertising and PR company. When I was interviewing for the job she told me that she would hire me for three reasons, the most important one being that she didn’t have the desire, nor the time for the lengthy procedure of selecting and re-interviewing candidates. The other two reasons were her gut instinct that told her to instantly like me, and ‘the hidden decadence in my eyes’, and, as a surplus, she could finally return a big favour Nathalie had done her earlier that year. Something to do with Nathalie using her spousal influence in landing Theresa the account of a big client of the paper-factory owned by Nathalie’s family-in-law. That was Theresa, tact was as wasted on her as good judgement was on me.
Meanwhile, Theresa had made it to general Vice-President and I just went along for the ride. It didn’t change a lot for me, it was just more of the same old day-in day-out Theresa madness. I had never met a person who was as shameless, funny and extravagant, but at the same time as brilliant, caring and loyal as she was, let alone worked for someone like that. My relationship with Theresa wasn’t merely professional, not to say that we were friends per se, but she kept divulging the most inappropriate details from her private life to me. And when you spend long hours, often just with each other, in the office, certain things get said easier. I also never had to come out to her. After my first week of working for her, she wanted to take me out for Friday evening drinks and she said, “Shall we go to Candy Bar then? Isn’t that where you girls hang out? I wouldn’t want to discriminate against you, you know.” And my new boss and I actually went to a lesbian bar that night.
I grew very fond of Theresa and her non-conventional ways. I would rather have died (of all my heartaches) than have disappointed her, so when she asked me to do her a favour, I didn’t just gladly accept, I nervously over-prepared for it. By the time I had to pick up Miss Burns on Sunday I had an almost minute-by-minute schedule worked out to lessen my chances of screwing up. My heart skipped about nine beats when she said she didn’t want to go to a musical and by the time the cab delivered us to her hotel, it had skipped a few more. She had quite a heart-stopping personality.
I could immediately tell that Claire Burns didn’t get that VP job at no cost, to put it bluntly, she came across as one tough bitch. I usually wouldn’t describe a woman like that, but sometimes, there’s just no other way to more accurately do so. Just a glance from her put the fear of God in me, and I’m not even religious. As I was waiting in the hotel bar to take her to dinner, the only thing I could think of was turn to alcohol. Not that alcohol had ever saved me, but at least it had softened some blows. It then dawned on me that Theresa must have been playing some pretty cruel joke on me, because one thing was for absolute sure, this Burns woman was not the type to spend any given night of the week enjoying musical theatre. Oh yeah, the joke was definitely on me.
The morning after
Monday morning I woke up with the most heinous hangover and to make matters worse, it wasn’t in my own bed. Instead, I found myself trying to pry my eyes open in Claire Burns’s hotel room.
I like kind women, women who treat me right and don’t fuck with my head too much, women who are sensitive and warm and good-natured. I like women who simply can’t hide their sweetness, even if they sometimes feel the need to try, women whose big heart prevents them from stomping all over mine. But sometimes, just once in a bleu moon, I like to get ripped to shreds by a stone cold bitch. Sometimes, seeing a tiny glimpse of tenderness escape from a woman who appears self-absorbed, ruthless and pretentious at first sight, can just floor me. That’s the other thing that happened, I think.
When Miss Burns finally joined me at the hotel bar, I was already half plastered. I had decided that the only thing that was going to make the night bearable, as in lessen my growing anxiety, was copious amounts of wine. And then she made me wait for more than an hour. It’s pretty amazing how much wine you can consume in that amount of time. When Claire − even though I wasn’t allowed to call her that until later that night − noticed the almost empty bottle she said, “Oh, I see you’re planning to keep things professional tonight. What a splendid idea.” That’s when my defences began to crumble and I started thinking she was kind of hot, in a cold Botox-ed kind of way.
Obviously I did some informal research on our Paris VP before meeting her at the station. I found out that she was originally from New Jersey, fell madly in love with a German NYU exchange student when she was in her early twenties, settled with him in Paris, started working in advertising, divorced the German, developed a close but strictly professional relationship with a plastic surgeon, spared no one on her way to the top, and, in her forties, became a single career woman with a penchant for boy and girl toys − there’s really nothing like an ad agency’s gossip channels. From what I could see, the plastic surgery part was definitely true, as was the career woman bit. It wasn’t my plan to verify the girl toy inclination rumour, but she didn’t exactly leave that up to me, I think.
We never left the hotel bar, we did manage to eat some dinner in between emptying way too many bottles of red wine. I only have a very vague recollection of what was said and done after the third bottle, though. There must have been advances and innuendo, and the desire and decision to go to her room, but the next morning, it was all one big blur. Surely, I had had drunken sex before, but I was never so intoxicated that I didn’t remember. Either way, there I was, awakening in the cold, harsh light of the morning after, naked, sick and feeling rather dirty. Claire was already up and dressed, and when she saw me open my eyes she sat next to me on the bed, stroked my face and softly whispered, “Good morning, sunshine. Take the morning off, I’ll handle Theresa.” She then kissed my forehead and smiled. As she walked out of the door I felt something, maybe it was nausea, maybe it was my brain that regained some basic function, but I could have sworn it was something else entirely. Whatever it was though, it was a bad idea.
The day after
As soon as Claire left, I called Theresa on her cell phone.
“Good morning, Miss Robinson, wild night?”
“Bloody hell, Theresa. What have you done to me?”
“Don’t worry, I’ve already spoken to Claire. I won’t be expecting you before lunch. You’ve done your part. Oh, and take a long hot bath and drink loads of water.”
‘Theresa, I’m in her hotel room!”
“I know where you are, Lee. Like I told you, Claire has already called me.”
“What did she say?”
“Only good things, don’t worry.”
“I don’t seem to remember a lot from last night. We were supposed to go to a musical, for God’s sake.”
“Sometimes you have to improvise, darling. You did well.”
“That’s all you’ve got to say? I mean, you clearly set me up here, boss.”
“I played a little joke on you, Lee. I hardly shoved you into bed with her.”
“You could have told me what she was like, you know, a little heads up.”
“What was she like?”
“I don’t remember!”
“You’re cracking me up. Look, I have to go. Try to get some more sleep and take some Aspirin. I’ll see you later.”
It didn’t look like I was going to get a lot of support from Theresa, so I called Alex, hoping he could guide me through the rest of my day.
“Hey sweetie, are you calling to tell me why you didn’t come home last night?”
“Yeah. No. Sort of.”
“Where are you, anyway? Don’t you have to go to work?”
“I am in a hotel room, where I apparently spent the night with the Vice-President of our Paris office.”
“Oh Lee, you make me proud. Do they still call it promotion canapé these days?”
“It’s not as funny as you think it is, Alex. I don’t remember what happened!”
“Ooh! Did she drug you? Surely, you can get a promotion out of that.”
“I got a little heavy with my friend Red, I guess. But she seemed absolutely fine this morning, she must be made of steel.”
“Well, you should know, honey.”
“She definitely had some plastic touch-ups done. And that’s about all I can recall.”
“Didn’t she say anything this morning?”
“She was very nice actually, for the minute I saw her. I’m just kind of dreading going to the office now. What are the rules in a situation like this?”
“You could try acting as if nothing happened.”
“That’s going to be a bit hard. Theresa already knows.”
“Oh my. News sure does travel fast in your business, Lee. I’ve told you before, get out while you can, it’s a filthy business.”
“It’s your business too, roomie.”
“I know, but I’m much better equipped to deal with all the nastiness that comes with it.”
“So, what would you do?”
“I would make the most out of the situation. But you’re not like that, Lee. And that’s a good thing.”
“Yes, yes, enough already. What would you do, if you were a good girl like me?”
“Just bite he bullet. Go to the office, sit in the meetings, don’t avoid eye-contact though, and behave like a professional.”
“But what if she wants to talk about last night?”
“Take it from me, sweetie, she won’t. I’m sorry, but I have to go to work now. I’ll see you tonight. Have fun!”
When I arrived at work, neither Claire nor Theresa was there. Theresa had left me a message saying they would be out all afternoon − and that I could go home early. My sigh of relief could probably be heard all over the office, although it wasn’t entirely clear to me what I was dreading so much. I had never had a black out before and the fact that it happened while in bed with a superior was pretty scary. I also wondered what I had said to her all night. Either way, I was off the hook for the day. I went home at five, picked up some fish and chips and settled in Alex’s white couch for the rest of the evening. When Alex came home from work, I was already fast asleep but he woke me up anyway, because he was curious and that’s just the kind of guy he was. I was just giving him the details of what I did remember, when the bell rang. It was Claire.
Of napkins and sex toys
Claire said she had tried to call me numerous time and that she got worried when I didn’t pick up. I had no idea where my cell phone was, and Claire turning up at our flat didn’t exactly help my clarity of mind. When I asked her how she knew where I lived, she showed me a cocktail napkin with the following words scribbled on, in my handwriting: For endless fun with sex toys, visit 21 Temple Street, at your convenience. Needless to say, I was mortified.
Alex excused himself and went to his room, for which I was very grateful because I didn’t really feel like inviting Claire into my bedroom. I told her I had been trying to piece back together last night, but I wasn’t really getting anywhere, and she was the only person who could help me. She replied, “I knew you Brits could do some serious binge drinking, but I have never seen it in action like that.” My face must have turned crimson because she soon changed her tone from faux mockery to concern, and asked if I was alright. I said that physically I would be fine after a good night’s sleep, but emotionally I might never recover from the embarrassment.
“I can be pretty obnoxious when I drink too much and I think I broke a personal record last night.”
“Hey, it happens to the best of us. From what you’ve told me, you needed a good bender anyway.”
“What do you mean? What did I tell you?”
“You really don’t remember anything, do you? Well, you’ve pretty much told me everything about Nathalie and Katy and Anna. You’ve obviously been hanging with the wrong crowd.”
“Oh fuck. Did I really make you sit through my whole heartbreak routine? It looks like shame is the only correct sentiment in these circumstances.”
“What are you talking about? I thought you were honest and funny and quite charming, albeit in a rather slouchy way.”
“Really?”
“Would I be here if I didn’t?”
“Now I’m worried that my sober self can’t live up to my intoxicated self.”
“Lee, stop worrying so much. And that’s an order!”
“I don’t take orders from the Paris office, ma’am.”
“You should. Last night was fun, it was harmless and no one got hurt. It’s time to forget about it, and move on. We’re not teenage girls after all.”
“Well, you’re not.”
“Just let it go. Have you had dinner? Come on, you look like you could use some food.”
I didn’t dare protest anymore. As I was enjoying my second dinner of the night, she mocked me some more, but she also seemed like a different woman than the night before. Gone was the initial harshness with which she had greeted me. Not that she had suddenly become the warmest person on earth, but certainly one of the kindest in my life at the moment, understanding as she was about my fruitless endeavours in romance. By the time we finished our curry I caught myself having rather inappropriate thoughts about her, and the shame that I had felt about my naughty napkin message started to subside. She went home with me that night, and my sober self seemed to enjoy it quite a bit. I, in fact, took so much pleasure in it, that I didn’t mind doing it again the next night. And I soon found myself in a budding long distance relationship. And, the next weekend, on a train to Paris.
Straight Sofia
There are about seven million people in Hong Kong, but we all live crammed together in a small area − more specifically on top of each other in one high-rise building after another − so it’s not unusual to bump into people you know on the street. In that respect, it’s actually more like a village than a city of millions. Last Saturday, while grocery shopping, I caught a glimpse of Sofia making her way through the narrow isles of our local supermarket. You know, Sofia, the gay straight girl with whom I had gone on one very successful date. We had arranged a second date a couple of days later, but she blew me off at the last minute and she successfully avoided me ever since. I just presumed she had gone back to being straight. I wasn’t very happy with the outcome, because I really wanted to see her again, but I was pretty sure her heterosexual act wouldn’t last very long. Of course, I could only base that assumption on the one night we spent together, but what a night it was. I may not have been the best party to judge, considering my infatuation with her, but I figured she was one of those women who are gay at heart, while their brain can’t keep up. And yes, I do know better by now. My own brain does tell me to steer clear of her, but my heart, well, that’s an entirely different story. And the heart always wins.
Cornering someone in a Hong Kong supermarket is child’s play, because there is no room to quickly turn around and pretend you didn’t see. But it’s hardly the best place to talk, let alone woo someone into going out with you again. So I weighed my options and decided to catch her as she walked out, thus abandoning my own shopping, and positioning myself at the exit. I stood there waiting like a fool, trying to fake nonchalance, for fifteen minutes that felt like fifteen hours, until she finally exited the store. I managed to surprise her and then played it cool while I offered her a hand at carrying her bags home. She didn’t seem unhappy to see me at all − then again, her smile made me forget my name again, so what do I know. I walked her to her building and she invited me up. It would have been fairly rude if she hadn’t, seeing as I was transporting most of her fruit and vegetables, but, nevertheless, there I was. Then she gave me a little speech.
“Oh Lee, I’m so sorry for completely ignoring you like that. I didn’t mean to. I had a really good time when we went out, and I do like you, but this is so hard for me. After we, huh, slept together, I tried to get back together with my ex-boyfriend, that’s how bad I felt about what we did. But I couldn’t do it, I couldn’t be with him anymore. I have been thinking about you a lot, and every day I have considered calling you. Can you imagine me sitting here with my phone in my hand, debating whether to push the call button or not? It’s ridiculous, I feel ridiculous.”
“Yeah, that’s pretty ridiculous.”
“Do you want to do something together? Say tomorrow?”
“Are you asking me out?”
“It doesn’t have to be a date per se.”
“What will it be then?”
“Just two friends hanging out. Can you live with that? I’m going to need some time. But I would understand if you didn’t want to see me anymore.”
“I shouldn’t see you anymore. I should walk away right now.”
“Then why don’t you?”
Of course I didn’t walk away. Put me in a situation like that and I’m always going to stay. It’s my nature. Give me a hurdle, give me a hard time, set me up for heartbreak, make things difficult for me, and I lap it up. I just simply can’t say no to that. If it’s next to impossible to get, I need to have it. Some things never change. So yesterday, Sofia and I ventured out to one of the small islands surrounding Hong Kong and it was such a delight. It was sunny and relaxing and even a little romantic, I mean, we walked on a deserted beach at sunset. It took a lot out of me to resist kissing her there and then, but I’ve decided to give the Taking Things Slowly Way a try. It’s hardly my style, but we’ll see how long I can live with just a peck on the cheek, and all the processing she needs to do. I’m seeing her again tomorrow.
The Possibility of Paris
My transition from single lesbian to long-distance cougar lover did not go as smoothly as getting on a train to Paris would suggest. When Claire invited me to visit her, I didn’t even consider the possibility of it ever becoming anything remotely serious. I was twenty-three and she was forty-nine, or, to put it more bluntly: I was fresh and young and she was pulled-up and injected. Somehow, it didn’t matter though. Probably because the sex was so mind-blowing. I mean, talk about sexual chemistry, and the irony that at twenty-three a middle-aged woman seemed to spark all of that in me. She used to say, “Well, that wasn’t very professional, but it sure was spectacular.” Because technically, she was, of course, also my boss. Truth be told, that was quite a turn-on as well.
And then there was her voice, which was always a treat to listen to. When I first met her, I hadn’t expected a voice as deep and soft as that to belong to someone as plastic and stern as Claire. Later it started making sense − because Botox doesn’t affect the voice of course. Let’s face it, when you don’t also fall in love with someone’s voice, the long-distance thing is not going to work. I always found phone sex to be one of the most ridiculous activities ever, until Claire taught me how it was done. Not that I have ever engaged in it with anyone else. As far as phone sex is concerned, Claire was and still is my one and only. And boy, did she get me off with that voice of hers. Sure, it made me feel a bit silly afterwards, but when the woman you want is a Channel away, you have to make do with what you have.
When I was on my way to her that first weekend, I was eager to go back to Paris. My aunt Mary lived in Paris for a couple of years when I was a teenager, and I absolutely loved visiting her. I spent many a weekend, and a holiday, just roaming the streets of the most beautiful city in the world, maybe not the most happening, or the most trendy, or the most overwhelming city I’ve seen, but definitely the most beautiful. As far as cities go, Paris was my first love. When I was in my teens I could of course only dream of romance in Le Jardin de Tuileries, while I was now on my way to live it. OK, not romance exactly, even though neither of us could deny that something was in the air, but I was at least expecting tenderness, and, well, orgasms.
From Friday evening until Sunday after lunch, it was the most perfect weekend you could imagine. I remember the excitement when telling Claire about the time I had spent in Paris when I was younger, and listening to her stories and discoveries while walking along the Seine. It made me all giddy and almost weak in the knees. And that’s when I started to gradually see The Possibility of Paris. Claire was to be my ticket to a life in the most beautiful city on the planet. It may seem calculated now, but let me tell you, it was the most romantic thought I had all weekend. It actually wasn’t an idea yet, it was the beginning of one, a dawning of sorts, a possibility I could feel but not yet name. And then she said, “Before you go back to London, I think we need to lay down some ground rules here.”
Claire’s rules
We were sitting in one of the many cosy cafés, drinking one of the numerous bottles of red wine we ordered that weekend, when Claire suddenly broke the spell with her talk about ground rules.
“Rules for what exactly?”
“This weekend was amazing, right?”
“Yes, it was.”
“And I would really like to see you again.”
“Same here.”
“But you’re in London and I’m in Paris. Which doesn’t necessarily have to be a problem, as it’s only a train ride away. We can easily visit each other”
“Yes, sure.”
“It won’t be every weekend, as I often have work commitments.”
“I completely understand that. I don’t really get what you are trying to say though?”
“You’re a lesbian, Lee. I’ve been with lesbians before, and I know what you are like.”
“Oh really? Do tell!”
“Sorry, that came out the wrong way, but I think it’s important to talk about this stuff early in the relationship.”
“What stuff?”
“This relationship can’t be exclusive for me. I can’t make promises I can’t keep.”
“I’m not asking for promises.”
“Have you ever had an open relationship before?”
“You know that I haven’t. I’m not in he habit of fucking other people when I’m with someone. I don’t really see the point. Maybe that’s because I’m a lesbian.”
“Look Lee, I’m not saying that I’m going to go out of my way to find someone to sleep with every night. But sometimes, we won’t be able to see each other for a while and−”
“And what? You’ll be so wet you’ll get insomnia?”
“It’s just sex, Lee.”
“Maybe to you it is.”
“I wouldn’t be talking about this if I didn’t have strong feelings for you.”
“Oh, lucky me. So, are you giving me a choice in the matter?”
“Of course. We can discuss it.”
“Yeah well, I’m not very comfortable with the idea. Oh, and I’m sorry for being such a lesbian about it.”
“Either this is the end or it’s the beginning, Lee. It’s your choice.”
“And what a choice it is! I don’t want it to be the end, but I don’t want to get cheated on as soon as I get on the train either.”
“The faster you can see that’s not what I’m trying to say, the faster we can continue this conversation. You should also realise this is not a one way street, and these rules would apply to us both.”
“Fuck the rules, Claire. I don’t want any rules, and I don’t want to fuck anyone else. Why would I? And why would you?”
“We all have urges, why should we restrain them? Besides, I’m living proof that these types of relationships can work.”
“Oh really, since when is a single sex-crazed middle-aged woman proof that an open long-distance relationship can work?”
“Would you please just calm down and listen to me.”
“I have been listening, and I don’t like what I’m hearing. If I’m not enough for you, then this conversation, and this affair, end now.”
I asked for her keys, told her to give me the time to pack my stuff, and I left. I was pretty torn up about it, though. There was something about Claire that made me feel so aware and alive. On the train back to London, I began contemplating the possibility of an open relationship. I wasn’t so much appalled by the physical part of it, as I was by the potential emotional havoc it could create. I mean, how can you go to sleep at night wondering if the woman you’re romantically involved with is shagging someone else at that exact time? Surely that can’t work? Or can it?
From sapphic heaven to sapphic hell
“What’s your name?” “Where are you from?” “What do you do?” “Where do you live?” The four questions that start every new conversation in Hong Kong. It’s how I first started talking to Sofia as well. Sofia, with whom I was supposed to have dinner last Tuesday, but who blew me off again at the last minute. Not the biggest surprise, I know, but still, it rubbed me up the wrong way completely. So, I did what every self-respecting, semi-alcoholic lesbian would do on a Tuesday night, I drank a bottle of wine and went to a lesbian party. As luck would have it, there was one going on that very night. It sounds crazy, but this is Hong Kong, anything is possible. And you know what? I had a blast.
The mere sight of two women kissing on the dancefloor, something I hadn’t seen for months, quickened my pulse instantly. This being Hong Kong, I had absolutely no expectations and that always proves to be the best state of mind. A couple of hours earlier I had been stood up, but the tide had surely turned. I now found myself in a club filled with gay women, of who more than a few almost bleeped my hotness radar into self-destruction. Then there was the perk of being the new girl in town, and fresh gweilo flesh always does well. Add some cocktails to that mix, and I was in sapphic heaven.
As we all know alcohol is the lube that keeps the night life going, but it can leave one hell of a mess the morning after. You would think that after all these years I would have learnt my lesson, but what can I say, the bottle has been one of my oldest and dearest friends. I left the party with a gorgeous Tilda Swinton look-a-like on my arm, and on Wednesday morning, when I was supposed to get up for my last day of work before the Chinese New Year, sapphic hell broke loose. As I awoke from my hangover-induced coma, I found both Tilda (whose real name is Karen) and Sofia in my living room. Apparently, Sofia had been knocking on my door, Tilda had been up already and had opened the door to find a perplexed Sofia. It took my ruined brain a minute to process the situation, and in that minute, they both walked out. So much almost wordless drama, and the day had yet to begin.
Needless to say, my first Lunar New Year celebration on Chinese soil wasn’t spent in a very festive spirit. Sofia was as pissed with me as I was with her. She had texted me on Tuesday evening to say she had a work thing she couldn’t get out of, and I had simply replied ‘Bollocks’. She hadn’t texted me back after that. Apparently, she thought it a better idea to come knocking on my door the morning after. We’ve been successfully ignoring each other since. And I’ve forced myself to conclude that my affair with Sofia won’t evolve beyond one wild night and one romantic beach walk. The fact that I have now actively sampled this city’s dyke scene did aid the decision-making process. Why go through all the I’m-Not-Sure-I’m-A-Lesbian-Drama again, when there are plenty of actual lesbians to go around? Right? I’ve been asking myself this question my entire adult life and I still haven’t come up with a decent answer.
Open
The thing with Claire was that I had fallen in love with her without even noticing. A train ride from Paris to London takes about two hours, and I started it as angry naive tween, made a stop as offended lover and ended as nearly-destroyed but willing-to-accept adult. The thought of never seeing her again suddenly depressed me to no end. I had been in love before but it had never hit me with such sudden and unbridled passion. It was everything all at once. And, in the face of that, giving up on monogamy seemed like a small price to pay. I rationalised until it felt more like a compromise than a sacrifice, and then I called her.
“Hi Lee. Before you say anything, let me apologise. I should have handled the subject differently. That thing I said about lesbians, I take that back. Can I take that back?”
“No. Sorry for calling you sex-crazed, though.”
“Well, we both know you had a point there.”
“It’s hardly something to complain about.”
“Did you get back OK?”
“I wouldn’t say OK. Look Claire, I’m twenty-three years old, I believe in romance. It just wouldn’t be right if I didn’t. ”
“I know, and who am I to take that away from you?”
“You’re a woman I fell in love with. That’s all.”
“All I need to know is, that if something were to happen at some point, you would be OK with that.”
“That’s not a promise I can make right now.”
“I can’t promise to be faithful.”
“Well, let’s just see where it goes.”
“Really? Are you willing to take that leap?”
“It looks like it.”
“Well, you just made a very happy woman out of me, Lee Harlem Robinson.”
“One day I hope to make an honest woman out of you.”
“Big words, dear. But you can be absolutely sure of one thing, I will never lie to you. Never.”
“I know.”
I also knew I had made the right decision. I was scared but I was hopeful. Admittedly, the first months I felt a little pang of fear course through me every time she called, fear that she may have a confession to make, and I wouldn’t know how to deal with it. But there was nothing like her soft, reassuring voice to ease away my doubts. She was an extraordinary woman and any fear, panic or paranoia just got erased by the pride and satisfaction I felt whenever I got to call Claire Burns my girlfriend. She hated it when I called her girlfriend though. She said, “Call me lover or partner. I’m almost fifty, I’m nobody’s girlfriend.” So when she met my friends in London, I introduced her as ‘my lesbian lover Claire’. She didn’t seem too fond of that either.
When the time did come for Claire’s first confession, I was so completely devastated by it, that I didn’t want to talk to her for days. I thought I was prepared for it, but nothing can prepare you for such a torrent of emotions, ranging from rejection to redemption. All sorts of images started popping up in my head, but the worst part was that I no longer felt the intimacy we shared was our own. She gave it away, and trivialised it, by sleeping with someone else. What’s left after that? Processing? I was so hurt. I just ignored her calls and her existence. Alex told me to get over it, Nathalie declared me crazy for even being involved with Claire, and Anna said I should consider trying the open part of the relationship myself. All I knew was that ignorance was no longer bliss.
Sex with strangers
Being with Claire changed me. She pushed me completely out of my comfort zone, over and over again. She taught me to have an open mind, an open heart, and, well, an open relationship. She often claimed to be the first great love of my life, so it was her duty to influence me and guide me to greater things. I totally agreed with the first part, because she simply was the first woman I loved with such abundance and zeal. We often quibbled about the last part though. I used to say, “I already have a mum and dad, Claire. Stop parenting me.” That was about the only thing I could say to tick her off. She was pushing fifty then, and comments alluding to her age didn’t sit very well. I once said, “The fact is that you are more than twice my age, and no nip and tuck is going to change that.” She didn’t speak to me for several days after that. When she finally did speak again, she said, “My corrective surgery may have cost me financially, but this little affair is starting to cost me emotionally, Lee. Once I’m done with this bloody menopause, I think I’ll go for an older, distinguished gentleman.” That shut me up for a couple of days.
All this to say that age did play a significant part in our relationship. In a way, I did see her as a mentor, I would have been crazy not to take advantage of her experience in life and love. I just really hated it when she rubbed it in. It wasn’t the easiest of affairs though. Another one of her frequently voiced principles was, “A relationship is a choice, Lee. If you want to be with me, I need you to choose me, time and time again.” She certainly didn’t make that easy for me either. Because, let’s not forget, apart from the age gap, there was also the ever-present business of having to deal with sex with strangers.
When Claire told me about the first time she strayed, we were talking on the phone and I felt an instant heat of rage and panic surge through my body. I couldn’t handle speaking to her for several days. The thought of hearing the voice that had spoken those damned words, You should know that something happened last night, made my insides quiver. Before that call, hearing her voice had always been a treasured moment, and now I was dreading it. Three days later she called my boss Theresa, and asked her if she could put me on the phone. Theresa talked to me about a lot of personal stuff, but I didn’t always return the favour. I hadn’t told her about Claire’s rules because they were colleagues, we were all colleagues at the time, and technically, they were both my boss. So, Theresa just patched me through, and before I knew it, I was having the following conversation on my office phone.
“Hey you. Are you ready to talk to me now?”
“This is hardly the place and time, Claire. I’m at work.”
“If you had picked up your mobile when I called, we wouldn’t have to talk about it now.”
“Yeah well, maybe I was trying to make a point. Obviously, you didn’t get it.”
“I was worried about you, Lee.”
“That fills my heart with joy.”
“I know it’s not planned, but I’m clearing my schedule and I’m coming to London this weekend. If that’s OK with you, of course.”
“I’m so glad you’re checking with me first. You should make a habit of that.”
“You’re obviously very angry. We need to talk about this face to face.”
“Fuck Claire, if I had known being with you was going to be this painful I would have walked away when I had the chance.”
‘It doesn’t have to be this painful.”
“Well, it is.”
“I’ll see you on Friday then.”
A time for different dreams
“It’s just sex, Lee. There is nothing intimate, let alone loving about it. It’s a sudden need that gets met, a momentarily desire that gets fulfilled. What I get out of it is miles away from what you give me. Yes, there is small talk, and seduction, but only of the most meaningless kind. There are no sleep-overs and no breakfast. It’s just basic sex.”
“I think I should move to Paris.”
“That’s not the reaction I was expecting.”
“Would you fuck strangers if I was there?”
“Regardless of the answer to that question, it’s not the right reason to move.”
“I love you and I love Paris, is that reason enough?”
“More than enough. But again, I can’t make promises.”
“You drive a hard bargain, woman.”
“And you are trying to change me. I am what I am, and I do what I do, and I’m too old to compromise on that.”
“So, either I accept your infidelity, or I don’t.”
“It’s not infidelity, Lee. It’s an open relationship. There is a big difference.”
“So you keep saying. It feels about the same though.”
Throughout our affair, Claire and I went through several variations of this conversation. I wouldn’t say I ever grew to accept it, but I did become more tolerant. It was either that, or break up, and somehow letting her go seemed far worse than any other pain she brought along. Also, having the same fight over and over again, is no joke. In the end, I just chose Claire. I decided she was the woman I wanted to be with, no matter what. I was so completely besotted with her, I would have done anything. Of course the real issue, and my biggest fear, was that she would fall in love with one of her one-night-stands. But isn’t that what we all fear at the beginning of any relationship, open or not? That the person we want will ultimately fall for someone else?
As insane as it may sound, Claire was a master at making my trust issues go away. She was always completely honest with me, she shared everything, from the pick-up line to the size of their manhood. You shouldn’t get the wrong idea however, Claire wasn’t a total slut who slept with everyone she fancied, regardless of them wearing pants or a skirt. It happened on occasion, maybe seven times in the three years we were together. And it’s not as if I was a saint myself. She would never have admitted it openly, but I think she did make an effort to meet me halfway. She tried very hard to be a free spirit, but love tied her down in the end as well.
After about six months of weekend train rides between London and Paris, I moved in with her. I left my job in London, my crazy boss Theresa and my fabulous flat mate Alex. Alex saw it as an opportunity to tap into a whole new French market whenever he came to visit. The first few months I missed Theresa terribly, she was such a wacky, but wonderful boss. Thanks to Claire’s many connections, I got a job writing for an English magazine in Paris. While the actual work was great fun, and something I had always wanted to do, my new boss was a dull, bland Englishman, a far cry from the colourful management I had worked for in the London advertising industry. You win some, you lose some. That’s life. I lost Theresa, I didn’t get to hang out with Alex and my friends anymore, but I was now working as at least some kind of journalist, and I was living with Claire, in Paris. Or as Claire put it when I moved the first box into her apartment, “Isn’t it time for different dreams, Lee?”
The first time
Claire and I had been living together in Paris in about as blissful a state as our special kind of romance would allow, when Alex came to visit. Alex with his big mouth, who would candidly proclaim not to be interested in love before his twenty-fifth birthday, but who, ultimately, had the same dreams as the rest of us. Claire was going to a work retreat and Alex and I had planned a wild weekend of boozing and dancing. I had expected him to end up in some French muscle queen’s bed while I went home alone, just like old times. But as it turned out, my good friend Alex had other plans for me.
“We’re not going to Queen or Raidd tonight, sweetie. I’ve done some research, we’re going to Paris’s finest lesbian club Le Pulp!”
“We are? You surprise me, homie. What’s the matter? Is it that time of the month?”
“No dear Leesbian, I’m putting your pleasure before mine. So you’d better enjoy it.”
“Is there something you need to tell me? Are you a lesbian? I knew it!”
“Very funny, Lee. I just think it’s time for you to try something new.”
“How new?”
“In short, this is my plan for tonight: we get drunk, we go clubbing with the muff munchers, we drink some more, you pick up some gorgeous Parisian lady, she takes you home, I do some more clubbing, and find my own French treat for the night.”
“I’m not sure I agree with every component of this plan.”
“Come on, Lee. Don’t be such a fuddy duddy. It’s time. And it’s not as if you haven’t got permission from the old lady.”
“Seriously? You know me better than this, Alex.”
“I know you better than you know yourself, darling. I’m telling you, you need to do this.”
“I’ll go clubbing with you, I’ll get drunk with you. That’s where I draw the line.”
“We’ll see, sweetie, we’ll see.”
That’s how I found myself in Paris’s prime lesbian spot on a Saturday night, dancing with Alex, surrounded by dozens of desirable ladies, debating whether to call Claire, or go with my best friend’s crazy, but not unreasonable plan. It’s not as if I hadn’t thought about it. I had certainly discussed it with Alex numerous times, and maybe he did know me too well. And then there was my other good friend, Mister Mojito, who clouded my judgment more and more as the night progressed. Eventually, I let myself get grabbed by a cute, bespectacled, fellow-blazer-wearing dyke. That’s right, she just grabbed me and led me outside. I had seen her bopping away on the dancefloor, there had been some glances, but I surely wasn’t expecting anything to happen. Until it did. Alex may have had something to do with it, but I never asked.
It was one of those long hot summer nights, a week before my twenty-fourth birthday, and she guided me to a dark alley where she undoubtedly had brought many women before. She didn’t speak, she just made sure there was no one around, and kissed me. I hesitated for five seconds, and then I just let go. And it sure was exciting. I didn’t even know her name and there I was, fucking a stranger in the dark Paris night. It was hard not to see some kind of romance in it. Claire was on my mind though, all the way through it. It was thrilling and deliciously naughty for about thirty minutes, but the hangover the next day was much more than just physical. When I woke up, I didn’t just greet the usual splitting head ache, I was also met with a sentiment of inevitability. I was changed forever. My relationship with Claire would never be the same. And I wanted to go to Le Pulp again, as quickly as possible.
Closing time
I told Claire about my indiscretion as soon as she got back from her retreat. As the words rolled out of my mouth I realised that half an hour of anonymous sexual abandon had transformed the dynamic of our affair dramatically. We were now both in the game. Of course, there was a big difference between my youthful enthusiasm for this new-found thrill and Claire’s laid-back, more philosophical approach to it all. For her, it was a matter of principle not to feel completely tied down by the so-called shackles of a relationship. She told me many times that the principle behind it all was far more important to her than the act itself. This was not the case as far as I was concerned. Claire recognised this immediately, but she had no choice but to give me my freedom.
A month or two after I had first strayed, I had to interview a French-American photographer who was exhibiting in a Parisian art gallery. Her name was Dominique Lavalle, she was born to a French father and an American mother and had been living in Paris her entire life. She also had the most beautiful milk-chocolate coloured skin I had ever seen. And she would stretch the right to freedom in my relationship with Claire considerably. It started innocently enough. Sure, I asked her over-the-top flirty questions like ‘why on earth are you behind the camera and not in front of it?’ And she replied in the same silly fashion, saying she wanted to photograph me and we should do a shoot some day. But on my way home I knew, despite my lack of experience in the field, that was not the way an interview usually goes. When I found myself calling her the next day to ask some fake follow-up questions, I knew it was probably not a good idea, but it didn’t stop me. It didn’t stop me at all. I wanted her to invite me to her studio, and I didn’t want it to stop there. It didn’t.
Before I could even think of the consequences, or consider the rules, I was having an illicit affair. Because this was no longer anonymous sex in a dark alley way, this was full-fledged secret courting. Not that I had suddenly fallen for Dominique, but I was going out of my way to hook up with her, and I didn’t tell Claire. Thus breaking the most important rule of the open relationship: complete honesty. Of course, Claire was no fool. One night − in one of the darkest hour of our romance − she was telling me about some guy she had slept with, giving me way too many details. She knew I didn’t want to hear all the particulars when it came to men, but she kept going on about it, and got visibly upset. That’s when I understood that she wanted me to come clean about Dominique, but I couldn’t. I was engaging in some serious relationship betrayal, I was fully aware of it, but more than that, I was terribly ashamed.
By then I had slept with Dominique five times in the course of three weeks. I’m pretty sure I was subconsciously rebelling against Claire and her rules, and my own twisted desire to shag around just for the hell of it. That’s when it dawned on me that I was probably not cut out for relationships of the open kind. I was such a lesbian that way.
Love and lies
Never, in the three years that Claire and I were together, did I question my love for her. I looked at her and I knew. When it matters, you do. The first year of our relationship was pretty rocky, to say the least. The second year, once the boundaries were set and the ground rules firmly established, I felt I could do just about anything, that’s how stupidly happy I was. The last year was one of hurt and heartbreak that lingered long after
After a month of my sneaking around and stealing thrillingly illicit shags with Dominique, Claire had had enough. I was being secretive, but not very subtle about it at all, not knowing how to suitably deal with my shame and guilt. One night, after lying to Claire once more about working late because I wanted to make a stop at Dominique’s studio, she locked me out of the apartment we shared. She had the locks changed. When I called her to ask what was going on, and to check if we had moved without my knowledge, she said, “Either you sit down with me tonight and you tell me what’s going on, or you never set foot in my apartment again.” And she put an alarmingly threatening amount of emphasis on my apartment.
“I thought by now you knew what makes this relationship successful, Lee. I talk to you and you talk to me.”
“I’m sorry.”
“What exactly are you sorry for?”
“What you already know. I’ve been cheating on you. I’ve been taking advantage of the open part of our relationship.”
“You definitely crossed a line.”
“I know.”
“Do you have feelings for her?”
“No, not compared to what I feel for you.”
“Then what the hell is going on? Make me understand please.”
“Honestly Claire, I have no idea. We flirted, and one thing led to another, and before I knew it, I was seeing her several times a week.”
“That’s not much of an explanation.”
“I don’t remember making the conscious decision to sleep with her again. I just did. All I know is that I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you.”
“I have probably done my fair share of hurting as well. I should never have let you get into this kind of relationship with me. You suck at it.”
“Oh, I do, I suck.”
“Can you promise me that you won’t sleep with her again.”
“Yes, of course I can. Look Claire, she means nothing, she has absolutely no relevance in my life. I love you, and I think you know that.”
“Why did you go back to her after the first time?”
“Maybe I wanted to test the boundaries of our relationship.”
“You certainly broke through them with brute force.”
“Maybe I wanted to get your attention. Maybe I wanted to make clear to you that I want you all to myself, even if you don’t want it.”
“You chose a funny way of showing it.”
“I know I can’t change you, but you can’t blame me for trying.”
“I can if this is how you choose to do it.”
“All I can say is that I love you way more than is bloody good for me.”
“You love me so much that you cheat on me?”
“That doesn’t sound right.”
“I’m not blind, Lee. I see what’s going on here. It just hurts that you felt the need to lie about it.”
“I’m sorry.”
She forgave me in the end. It took some time, but we both had wounds that needed healing. Apart from middle-aged sexy, smart and intimidating when it mattered, Claire was also compassionate, understanding and willing to forgive. Of course I didn’t know at the time, but this was just a minor glitch, a small detail in the grand scheme of our affair. It certainly wasn’t what destroyed us in the end. That was far worse.
The beauty of it all
I think I’m starting to get used to this city, it certainly beats the icy Europe winters this time of year. As humans we adapt easily to any given situation, that has been proven once more. Over time, I’ve gotten used to the shouting and stern-looking locals, I expect them to slam the door in my face now, and I anticipate it. And it’s so easy to get away from the never-ending madness of the city in the weekend, you get on a boat and you enter a completely different world. In many ways, Hong Kong represents the best of both worlds. It is of course the epitome of East meets West, but it also boasts several other, seemingly opposed, characteristics. The most striking being the unexpected co-existence of maniacally fast-paced city and awe-inspiring country-side. There are sandy and rocky beaches, staggering mountain and sea views and dozens of walking trails that guide you to unforeseen wild beauty. It’s not what you expect to find when you spend your first month here and all you see is endless skyscrapers, neon lights and prostitutes. It’s an overwhelming city to which your senses need to adjust, a city you need to escape from regularly to guard your sanity. It’s Hong Kong, and it’s astounding.
Another aspect I, admittedly, was more than willing to neglect when I first arrived, was the diversity in people. Lately, I’ve come to find that they’re not all overpaid expats who think money buys them everything. Not that the amount of brag and swag does not still largely exceed all averages here, but in a way this city invites that type of overindulgent self-confidence and arrogance. I can imagine that for some people it’s pretty hard to live here and not think they have it all. But in time, I’ve grown just as tolerant, and maybe even ignorant, of them as of the unfriendly locals, simply because there are plenty of other, much more kind-hearted people to go around. When I look out of my window now, and I see a sliver of ocean, and even a tiny glimpse of green mountain top encased by a heavily polluted, but nevertheless splendid blue sky, I tend to think I’m pretty damn lucky to be here.
I believed Sofia to be one of the good-natured ones, but time has taught me differently. A dazzling smile can hide a lot, and whereas I had first hoped she just needed some gentle coaxing out of the closet, it now appears she has completely retreated back into it. When I met her last Saturday, again by chance, in a bar in Soho, she was all over this obnoxious male banker on steroids. It was a truly disgusting sight. We spoke briefly and she claimed that what had happened between us was a total mistake. I told her she was completely insane for even thinking like that. That was clearly not what she wanted to hear, so she turned around and continued smooching with the pumped-up gorilla. He wasn’t even handsome. I was so appalled that I shouted after her that she could do so much better, but by then she had stopped acknowledging my presence, and probably even my existence, completely. Exit Sofia.
Karen, aka Tilda, hasn’t been in touch either, so I’ve been doing what I do best, hanging with the gay boys. Don’t ask me how it happens, because it’s this totally subconscious organic process that seems to take place wherever I live, but somehow I always end up meeting and befriending the sweetest fags. Manly, pretty, effeminate, muscly, twink, bottom, bitchy, top, older, chubby, young, rich or gold-digger, it doesn’t matter, when it comes to the gays, I’m all-inclusive.
The beginning of the end
Everything started falling apart when Claire came back from a business trip to London. She called me on her way back to Paris and spoke the ominous words, “Can you be at the flat when I get home, please? I need to tell you something. You won’t like it.” She was right, I could not have detested it more. She had gone to London with Pierre, the big boss of the Paris office, and Pierre had dragged her along to a vernissage the night before.
“There was this woman who kept staring at me. Every time I looked in her direction I caught her glance, and she certainly wasn’t shy about it. I was intrigued, so I went up to her and we started talking. She introduced herself as Catherine. She said she was a painter and her next exhibition would be in this art gallery. We chatted for about thirty minutes and then she asked me if I wanted to get out of there. I agreed and took her to my hotel room. Once we were in the room, she pushed me against the wall and held my hands above my head. She kept staring into my eyes. She unzipped my pants and fucked me against the wall, just like that. She only kissed me after she was done. That’s when I should have known, but I swear to you, Lee, I didn’t.”
“Please, let this not be true.”
“Do you want me to continue?”
“Not really.” I nodded. I had to know.
“OK. She stayed about an hour longer. While she was getting dressed and ready to go, she all of a sudden turned to me and said, “Say hi to Lee from me, will you?” I was dumbstruck. I asked her how she knew you and she replied, “Oh, maybe I haven’t introduced myself properly, I’m Katy, that’s short for Catherine, and Lee is my ex-girlfriend.” She had apparently seen a picture of us on your friend Liz’s wall, and she had recognised me. When I asked her why she did what she just did, she simply said, “Who knows why we do the things we do, Claire? Maybe you should ask Lee.” And she was gone.”
“Bloody hell, Claire! You slept with Katy? Of all the women in London? How could you not know it was her?”
“I’ve never met her, and I’ve never even seen a picture of her, Lee. She said her name was Catherine and I didn’t make the connection. In hindsight, the only thing that rang a tiny bell was how she fucked me against the wall, because you told me about that. But you have to believe me, I had absolutely no idea.”
“Fuck you, Claire. This may very well be the final straw for me, you know. Just, fuck you.”
Then I left, I slammed the door and frantically pushed the elevator button. When it didn’t come up quickly enough, I ran down the stairs, slipped and painfully fell on my ass. A bruised heart just didn’t seem enough, I needed a bruised behind and a bruised ego to go with it. Claire had heard me crash down the stairs and found me sobbing on the landing. That’s when I told her, “We’ve tried it your way, Claire. Can we please just try it my way now?” She helped me up and half-carried me back inside, and then she said, “Let’s do it your way.”
That was the beginning of the end.
Dyke Mayhem
Of course, images of Katy pushing Claire against the wall while they both moaned in ecstasy incessantly flashed through my mind. After all, I didn’t even have to imagine it, as Katy had once done the exact same thing to me. Then there was the minor fact that Katy was actually the first girlfriend worthy of that title I had ever had − once I finally reached an acceptable state of adulthood − and Claire was my current girlfriend. It all screwed with my head, and it didn’t stop when I had to focus on work, or when I desperately wanted to sleep, or, far worse, when Claire wanted to kiss me. And while I knew it wasn’t calculated malice on Claire’s part, it sadly did go down that way. I blamed her. I blamed her for not knowing better and I blamed her for jumping into bed with a stranger, once more. As for Katy, I can only guess what her intentions were. Our break-up was so abrupt and absurd, it didn’t exactly invite further contact, and we never saw each other again. We had Liz in common as a friend but we worked around that.
As much as it pained me, Claire and I drifted apart after that. It was fairly simple, there are actions you can bounce back from, and there are actions that destroy you. Claire’s night with Katy ruined me. It didn’t help that right around that time I met someone else. A couple of months earlier Claire had hired a new assistant, a fabulous gay boy called Vincent − the advertising business runs on gays − and after she introduced us, we became fast friends. It was Vincent who brought Louise into my life and Louise sparked quite a, what the French so deliciously call, coup de foudre in me. In general, French people suck at pronouncing the English language, and Louise was no exception, but she made it sound so incredibly endearing. Not that my French was any better than her English, but we definitely found fruitful ways of communicating. Louise was the complete opposite of Claire. She was a thirty-one-year-old soft-spoken primary school teacher who did multiple double-takes when I told her about my (by then formerly open) relationship with Claire. And when she smiled I could actually see tiny laughter-lines around her eyes, which drove me crazy because all I ever got to see when Claire smiled was chemically enhanced skin that barely stretched − it just glistened unnaturally.
I was terribly conflicted about my feelings for Louise. It’s not as if I had suddenly stopped loving Claire, but loving Claire was hurting me, while falling for Louise awoke all sorts of left-for-dead butterflies in my stomach. Who’s to say if I would have developed a crush on Louise had Claire and I not been going through our predicament at the time? Did it matter? It mattered to me that Claire had slept with Katy, it mattered that Katy had hungrily, and viciously, plunged her fingers inside of Claire, and it mattered that those same fingers had begged the same pleasure of me years earlier. It all mattered way too much. I couldn’t handle it, and, well, Louise was there. Not to say that Louise was there for the taking, far from it, but she was there as my friend, and I soon found myself preferring her company to Claire’s. Being with Claire seemed to have turned into one big hint at the impending collapse of our affair. No one wants to be where the putrid smell of failure hangs in the air. So, I had a choice to make. What ensued then was no longer dyke drama, it was dyke mayhem of the darkest kind.
Exit Claire
I was no saint and Claire was no saint, but where is it written that you have to be saint-like to make a relationship work? We did what we could with who we were and what we stood for, half of the time it worked like a charm, the other half we hung on by the skin of our teeth. At least it was never boring. I was too young to think in for-eternity-terms and Claire, well, let’s just say that over the years I’ve come to accept that she did what she did out of love, and, worst of all, fear. She was losing me, she felt it, she knew it. She was definitely beating herself up over what happened with Katy, I mean, she even gave up on her Number One Principle. It was the gesture she needed to make at the time. But what she did in the aftermath, when I had been slipping away from her for weeks while gravitating towards Louise, that was by far, and I mean by endlessly long miles away, the meanest thing anyone had, and has, ever done to me.
Not that I was completely innocent in this tragedy. First of all, I was the one who developed romantic feelings for another woman. And I was the one who decided to tell Claire about it. That was the choice I felt I needed to make, so I did. I had mixed motives as I was struggling to keep it to myself, and, more importantly, from Claire. Claire was a smart woman, she probably already knew something after the first time I had met Louise, what with the way I was going on about her. Because of the nature of our affair, honesty was absolute key for our survival, so it was in that spirit I told Claire I had a crush on Louise. In my lovestruck insanity I thought we could somehow process our way out of it. I realise now that opening up was probably fairly selfish because what is the one thing that your girlfriend never wants to hear? “I’m in love with someone else.” It’s simply the worst sentence ever in the context of a relationship. And I spoke those very words to Claire, assuming that she would have the maturity to handle them, maybe even provide some sort of solution. What I failed to see was that hurt and anger know no age limit. But honestly, I had no idea what else to do.
A couple of days after I had told Claire, I went back to the UK to visit my parents for the weekend. I will never forget the Sunday lunch I just had when my mobile rang − pot roast with mashed potatoes. It was Claire. She asked me if I was sitting down because she had something important to tell me that couldn’t wait until I got back to Paris.
“Do you know who just left after spending the night?”
“Erm, no, how should I know?”
“Your precious friend Louise.” That was the moment my whole world came crashing down. My girlfriend had slept with the girl I had a crush on. It was beyond a nightmare, it was an emotional catastrophe, it was dyke mayhem. Of course at the time I didn’t have all the details, all I knew was that Louise had taken my place in our bed for the night. I didn’t only have to deal with the fact that Claire had tried to seduce Louise, but that she had triumphantly succeeded as well. I’m glad to say that I have never felt that particularly poisonous mixture of betrayal, disappointment, defeat and heartbreak in my life again. That’s when I learned that the road from having a crush, to being completely crushed, is way too short. And that lesbian revenge knows no bounds.
Exit Claire. But what about Louise?
Love is a losing game
And just like that, I had lost them both. Obviously, I was beyond furious at Claire but what hurt the most was Louise’s blatant betrayal. I couldn’t wrap my head around it. It was as if my brain was able to delete Claire’s existence immediately, she had done her worst, and I was through with her. It was the grand, explosive and heartbreaking finale of our dramatic love affair, which would come back to haunt me later. But I simply couldn’t grasp why Louise had done what she just did. We were friends. We had had our flirtatious moments, but nothing had ever happened. Even though it was all pretty much left unspoken, she seemed very principled about not getting involved with me romantically as long as Claire and I were together. I even admired her for that. And then she went and slept with Claire? It couldn’t make less sense. I wanted to call her and ask what happened, but I didn’t have the heart for it, I was afraid of the possible finality of the answer. So I went back to Paris without much of a plan.
On the train back it started dawning on me that not only was I emotionally broken, I was also homeless. I had moved to Paris to be with Claire and I was living in her apartment. When transferring in London, I was tempted not to get on the Eurostar at all and just crash at Alex’s or Liz’s, but I had to go to work on Monday. As the train was leaving the station, in a moment of overly sentimental nostalgia, I was convinced that my former boss Theresa would have been so understanding that she probably would have given me a week off to plot my revenge. Unfortunately, my current boss Nigel was not that kind of person. He knew his old friend Claire way better than me, I was only his employee. I actually realised that if I didn’t play my cards right, Claire could easily have me fired. Then I would have to leave Paris. And Louise.
I called Vincent and told him the story. He already knew since he was one of Louise’s best friends. I asked him if I could stay with him for a couple of days, which was a bit delicate, as he was Claire’s assistant (and Louise’s cher ami). I may have arrived more than two years earlier, but my entire life in Paris still revolved around only one person: Claire Burns. Luckily, Vincent, being the big-hearted gay that he was, agreed. Maybe he felt guilty for introducing me to Louise. I went straight from the train station to his place on that gloomy Sunday night, only to find Louise waiting for me, sobbing on his couch. I can’t say that didn’t please me. I was also glad to have the opportunity to ask her about an almost unthinkable thought that had risen silently, but steadily, inside of me, as the day had progressed.
“Please don’t tell me the sex was so good you’re getting together with her.”
“What? No. No, of course not.”
“Then I have only one question. Why? For fuck’s sake, why? What the hell happened?”
“Do you want the full story, or the short excuse?”
“As much as I probably don’t want to hear it, I’ll take the full story.”
Drinking games
“Yesterday afternoon I got a call from Claire on my mobile.”
“How did she get your number?”
“That was the first question I asked her. Vincent gave it to her. But please don’t blame him, he works for her. What was he supposed to do?”
“Vincent is the last person I blame for this.”
“She asked if I wanted to meet her for a drink, so we could talk about the situation.”
“And you agreed?”
“I had no reason not to. And it’s not as if I had something to hide.”
“What were her exact words?”
“Something like ‘Lee told me she has a crush on you. Can we talk?’”
“But why would you want to talk to Claire about this?”
“I don’t know, to tell her she had nothing to fear from my side, and to ensure her that nothing had happened.”
“I completely fail to see the point.”
“Please try to understand the position I was in. I got a call from your girlfriend out of the blue. I didn’t even know you had told her. She was very friendly and calm on the phone. She just wanted to talk. I figured she was probably pretty hurt.”
“Maybe you could have told me.”
“I didn’t want to stir a panic. I knew you were visiting your parents.”
“OK, so you went on a date with Claire behind my back. Then what happened?”
“It wasn’t a date, Lee.”
“It sure ended like one hell of a date.”
“Can I explain further, please?”
“Yes, do go on.”
“We met for a drink at the restaurant next to her building.”
“How convenient.”
“She was just curious to meet me. I actually think it was quite ballsy of her to call me like that.”
“Claire has bigger balls than most men.”
“She was putting on a brave face, I could tell. She asked me if I had feelings for you.”
“What did you say.”
“I told her it didn’t matter what I felt, and that I’m not the kind of person to come between a couple. I would never do that. She seemed to believe me. I actually think she liked me.”
“You used to be a very likeable person.”
“This whole thing, Lee, I never asked to be in the middle of it. Maybe you and I should have discussed what was happening between us. You know I’m all for honesty, but it wasn’t easy for me either. At least as long as you were with Claire there was a definite line for me, a line I would never cross.”
“Yeah well, that line has turned into a giant wall now.”
“I know.”
“Don’t leave out the good bits, please.”
“We got talking. We had more drinks. You know how I get when I drink a few.”
“Please don’t tell me you’re going to blame this on the booze?”
“I’m not looking to make excuses, but I am telling you the truth. The drinks kept on coming, and at one point I was daring her to kiss me.”
“You were what?”
“I was drunk out of my mind. We’d been provoking each other while playing drinking games.”
“I’m glad to hear you had so much fun.”
“I know this hurts you, but trust me when I tell you, it’s killing me too. I don’t think I’ve ever been so embarrassed.”
“Shame usually comes a day too late.”
“It was a game. I never thought it would lead to anything. But then she said, ‘You have just dared the wrong woman, Louise.’”
“That sounds a lot like Claire. Was she drunk?”
“I have no idea. My perception was quite skewed by then. The next thing I know, we’re in her apartment, kissing and... you know, the rest.”
“Her apartment? I live there too, I sleep in that bed.”
“I know, I am so sorry.”
“And you spent the night? You didn’t have the decency to go home when she was done with you?”
“I could barely stand on my legs. I was in no state to go home.”
“You weren’t too drunk to fuck her.”
“I was.”
“Are you saying she took advantage of you?”
“No, of course not. I’m an adult. I was there, and I didn’t stop her when she kissed me.”
“You know, I can somehow understand why Claire did it. She came from a place of hurt, and she may be in her fifties but she will never be too old to pass up on a dare. But you? You knew full well how I felt about you. How could you have let this happen?”
“If I knew I would surely tell you. I just need you to understand that I never meant for things to get so out of hand.”
“What am I supposed to say? Shit happens?”
“Mon dieu, I am so ashamed.”
“Hurt trumps shame on this occasion.”
“It always does.”
Hot mess
The next day, when I woke up next to Vincent in his queen-sized bed, I realised that staying with him for longer than a day or two was not an option. Twenty-something Parisians with normal jobs live in tiny studio apartments that barely fit a bed, let alone a couch. Vincent’s couch wasn’t even big enough to give a tiny dyke like me a semi-comfortable place to sleep, so he offered me a pillow next to him. The situation was not ideal. And then I had to go to work.
My boss Nigel was a good friend of Claire, they had known each other since Claire had arrived in Paris, which was ages before I got to work for him. Apart from the job and Claire, Nigel and I had absolutely nothing in common. We never talked about personal stuff at work, ever. All I knew about Nigel’s private life, I got from Claire. So you can imagine my surprise when around lunch time Nigel called me into his office and asked me to close the door. He never closed the door because he had nothing to hide, he was as boringly straightforward as they come. First I thought I was getting the sack already. Claire had gotten me hired, so she could just as easily have me fired. But she hadn't. Instead she had apparently asked Nigel to give me a break. She knew I would never ask for it myself, out of professional pride. I’m sure she made herself believe she was acting in my best interest once again, but from my point of view it was just one more über-controlling act on her part. When Nigel said, “Claire told me what happened. Why don’t you take the afternoon and tomorrow off? I’ll cover for you”, I could not have been more flabbergasted. These were not words that came naturally to my stiff-upper-lipped repressed British boss. Claire put them in his mouth. So, not only had she embarrassed me in front of Nigel, the guy I worked closely with every day, and my immediate superior, she had also shown me who still pulled the strings in my life.
So there I was, out on the streets on an ironically beautiful Paris afternoon, with a day and a half to get my act together. That’s when Vincent texted me to say that Claire had done the unspeakable, she had taken the day off. VPs in general don’t just take a day off like that, but VPs who have their sights set on the Presidency definitely don’t afford themselves that kind of luxury. That’s how I found out that despite her bravado and attempted micro-management, Claire was just as broken-hearted as I was. And I decided to pay her a visit.
Of course I wanted her to be a mess, but the whole concept of Claire being messed up was completely foreign to me. Claire never fell apart. She was always in control, because if she had no control, she had nothing. So yes, I took instant pity on her when I saw her. How could I not? She was in tears, her make-up smeared all over her face and she was clearly fighting a hang-over with more alcohol, on a Monday afternoon. Indeed, the vice-president was in no shape to assume her duties that day. Whenever she tried to speak, she teared up. I'm no expert, but I didn’t need to be: she was in the middle of an emotional breakdown. For a fleeting moment I felt strangely satisfied, but more than that, I felt compassion, because in spite of all the dyke drama, this was the woman I had loved for the past three years. Whether it’s unfortunate or not, you don’t just forget about that.
A stranger in a strange land
I hadn’t just moved to a different city for Claire, I had moved to another country. At the time it had been a total no-brainer, because nothing can top the romantic notion of moving to Paris to be with your lover. But on that Monday afternoon, after I made Claire drink a bucket of water, fed her a sleeping pill and put her to bed, the view of my future life in Paris seemed to have become rather dim. Ninety percent of the people I knew, I had met through Claire. Louise had been an exception, until Claire had done her irreparable damage. I was rapidly succumbing to an overwhelming loneliness while sitting there, looking through the windows of Claire’s apartment, sitting on Claire’s sofa. I impatiently waited for some brilliant plan to crystallise in my mind, but my brain refused duty. I just sat there, basically feeling sorry for myself and wallowing in bottomless pools of self-pity. A stranger in a strange land. I didn’t even speak the language.
I must have sat there for hours, successfully zoning out to ignore the current state of my life, because I suddenly awoke from my morose state to find Claire standing in front of me. This was a different version of Claire though, for this was no longer the broken woman I had put to bed earlier that day. Clearly the nap had sobered and perked her up substantially. As she took control of the situation, and our lives again, it was my turn to break down. The mere sight of her being all Claire again floored me. I wanted to scream and cry and fight, but instead I got up and kissed her. She kissed me back as if it was the most natural course of action. My mind went blank, I didn’t think about Louise and Katy being kissed by those same lips, being felt by those same hands and being fucked by this same woman. I just saw Claire, my lover, my partner, my woman, making love to me for the last time.
Afterwards, when the melancholy of it all hit me with full force again, I asked her, “Did you sleep with Louise to spoil her for me?”
“No, of course not.”
“Why then?”
“She challenged me.”
“Oh wow. The best reason in the world.”
“Are you still in love with her?”
“What do you care?”
“My partner falls in love with another woman and I shouldn’t care?”
“I stopped being your partner the second you kissed Louise.”
“I think you stopped being that a while ago.”
“And whose fault was that?”
“You fell in love with her.”
“You slept with Katy.”
“Don’t you dare compare the intimacy of falling in love with another woman to sex with a stranger.”
“Katy is not a stranger.”
“She was to me.”
“You just can’t admit it, can you?”
“Admit what?”
“That our relationship is over because of your stupid rules. Because you wanted an open relationship. Because I wasn’t enough.”
“Our relationship is over because you had a crush on Louise.”
“I can’t believe you. No wonder I fell for someone else. For heaven’s sake, you fucked Katy and before Katy you fucked about a dozen of other men and women. Did you really believe I was OK with that? Every time you told me you fucked another stranger, it felt like a massive blow to my stomach, one I thought I would never recover from.”
“Don’t confuse your stomach with your ego.”
“My ego? You’re the one who’s convinced that one woman isn’t enough for you. You’re the one who thinks there’s enough of Claire to go around for anyone who might be interested. It’s disgusting.”
“At least that was just sex, an emotionless physical action. At least I can say that in the three years we’ve been together, I have only loved you.”
“Maybe the kind of love you had to offer was not good enough. Not by a fucking long shot. I never wanted your bloody open relationship, I only agreed to it because I wanted you. How could you not see that? And look at me now? I only made the worst mistake of my life.”
“Maybe we should continue this conversation later, when you’ve calmed down.”
“There is no calming down from this, Claire.”
And it was back to square one, back to Vincent’s tiny apartment, and back to feeling sorry for myself.
From rags to riches
It was late when I arrived at Vincent’s, he was asleep already and I couldn’t bring myself to squeeze into the tiny spot he left for me in his bed. I contemplated a late-night visit to Louise, but my anger guided me in another direction. I needed a place to stay and I didn’t have many options so I decided to try my luck in an old-school lesbian bar where the windows were still tinted black and the clientele desperate and available enough for short-term plans. At that point I was even prepared to try it on with the grey and greasy-haired stone butch behind the bar, if it got me some tenderness and a bed for the night. My affair with Claire had hardly been symbiotic, we had lived our own lives, but I still experienced a profound feeling of loneliness. In my time of need, I didn’t feel like I had anyone to turn to but the creatures of the night who populated dark bars on late Monday evenings. I was in Paris, the city of my dreams, but all I wanted was to get out of there.
As I was hovering over a glass of wine I reminisced about the few women who had come and gone before, and had moulded me into the sad heap of dyke misery I had become. I only saw betrayal, heartbreak and drama and I quietly asked myself, “There has to be something better than this?” I hadn’t expected anyone to reply. I had been so caught up in my despair that I hadn’t noticed the two women who had joined me at the bar. One of them answered my barely audible question in that heavily accented English only the French can pull off, “Of course zere iz, you’re about to meet uzz.” It was about as cheesy as it could get, but it surely beat the low expectations I had of my surroundings. That’s how I met Marie and Christine, an over-dressed, vaguely attractive, middle-aged couple that saved my life. In a manner of speaking.
They urged me to tell my story and I jumped at the opportunity to share my melodramatic grief with strangers. A bit of kindness goes a long way when you find yourself in dire emotional straits, and the unexpected sympathy of these two mysterious women gave me some hope. When I told them I had no place to stay they immediately offered their guest room. I couldn’t believe I had actually scored a bed for the night without even having to offer some kind of sexual favour. Admittedly, being with Claire had somewhat skewed my view of women who hang out in bars late at night. The thought that not every middle-aged woman had Claire’s morals made me grin with joy. That night in that bar, we were all just being good old friendly lesbians.
So I went home with Christine and Marie. I was perplexed when the taxi dropped us off at an address at Avenue Foch, which is by far the most exclusive residential street in Paris. I was beyond amazed when I stepped inside their apartment. It was the most lavish and luxurious place I had ever set foot in. The ceilings were high, the rooms were spacious and my room for the night had its own en-suite with shower and bath. It was so unreal I had to pinch myself. In my exhausted confusion I asked them if there really wasn’t anything I could do for them that night. Marie, the prettiest one of the two, smiled and said, “Tu dois dormir maintenant, go to sleep, we’ll talk in the morning.” As I slipped under the covers, already half asleep, I thought, Eat this, Claire.
Basic needs
I ended up staying at Avenue Foch for more than just one night. I would have been crazy not to. These two ladies were not only filthy and scandalously rich, they hardly refrained from sharing their wealth. Christine was the one who had inherited the apartment and all the money. Marie, the slightly more attractive one, had been her partner for more than twenty years. You could say they were the middle-aged lesbian version of Paris Hilton and Nicole Richie, minus the TV shows and the marketing. They travelled the world together, owned homes in exotic places, attended stylish parties and, apparently, took in desperate dykes from time to time. When I asked them what they were doing in that almost seedy bar that night, they said it was a nostalgic visit because many years ago they had met there. I guess this was one obvious case of me being in the right place at the right time. For once in my life.
I quietly licked my wounds for a while, staying away from Claire, Louise, and Vincent, who had somehow landed himself smack in the middle of all the drama. I moved my belongings out of Claire’s apartment and into my new rent-free and fabulous room. I ignored my broken heart for as long as I could while listening to Marie’s tales of jet-set glamour and famous closeted lesbians. Theirs was an obviously very solid but peculiar affair. I ignored the clues at first, even though I had first-hand experience with them, but I soon discovered that Marie’s taste for younger women had opened up their relationship several years ago. They went about it quite differently than Claire and I did though, as they exclusively engaged in threesomes of the non one-night-stand kind. That’s when I found out why I was so pampered at Avenue Foch. They wanted me in their bed after all.
Not that it was all in the open and out-spoken. It was a subtle business of making me feel welcome at first, which then seemed to progress naturally into a pat on the back that lingered, or a drawn-out good night kiss. I was twenty-six then and not nearly as naive as when I had first met Claire Burns. I knew full well that the real world revolved around money, power and sex. That was certainly the lesson Claire had so painfully taught me. So when the time came for me to make a choice between reciprocating their glances of desire with an invitation, or leaving my fancy quarters at Avenue Foch, I chose the former. I did it. I let them take me to bed. I wasn’t especially attracted to either of them, but Marie had been expertly flirting with me for a while. And yes, I was dazzled by the wealth and the glitz. I may even have felt blessed for being chosen by them. I didn’t perceive it as morally wrong since we were all consenting adults and no one was being cheated on. Did they put me in a situation in which it was easy to take advantage of me? Yes, but I had willingly let myself be manoeuvred into that position. And I was living in their house, or to be more exact, their palatial apartment. In the end, it was a simple exchange, borderline prostitution maybe, but the way I saw it, I was getting more out of it than I could ever want as far as basic needs went. Unfortunately, love, that funny little thing the whole world is addicted to, is not a basic need.
A party
In between work and being the fromage in the middle-aged lesbian baguette at Avenue Foch I reflected on my broken relationship with Claire a lot. I hadn’t spoken to her since our fight a couple of weeks earlier. I had been to her apartment once to pick up my stuff, which was not a whole lot, when she was at work and just left the keys on the kitchen table. We had obviously broken up, but it was not a resolved matter. Louise sent me a few e-mails to express some more regret and guilt. I decided to ignore them for as long as I could. I met up with Vincent regularly. We tried not to talk about Claire or Louise too much because it was awkward for him and painful for me. He even visited me at my new quarters and I introduced him to my twisted lady benefactors. I knew he had been working on a big celebrity-related benefit project for Claire (because he couldn’t stop talking about it) and it was about to culminate into a glitzy launch event. I knew he wanted me to attend. He had invited most of his friends in order to show us all the fruits of his labour, and that he was more than the guy who picked up Claire’s dry-cleaning.
That’s how one Friday night I found myself all tarted up in a cab on my way to Le Queen, Paris’s biggest gay night club turned fancy reception venue for the occasion, nervously awaiting a clumsy encounter with Claire. And Louise. I felt so ill at ease that I almost didn’t go in, but sometimes you just have to let friendship prevail. I found my friends and was relieved that Louise wasn’t there yet and I could muster up some liquid courage before having to face her. From my safe corner I could see Claire working the room, smiling exuberantly when necessary and looking sincere when being engaged in more serious conversations. I loved seeing her in action like that. She was so busy I was sure I wouldn’t have to worry about talking to her until later that night, if at all. So I let my hair down a bit, knocked back several glasses of Veuve Clicquot and entered into a heated discussion with Laurent, Vincent’s love interest, on −what else? − open relationships. Just as the words, “In my opinion, and I speak from experience, you may as well have no relationship than an open relationship” stumbled out of my mouth, I heard an all too familiar voice come up behind me. It was Claire, who greeted me with what seemed like the same brazen arrogance that had terrified me when we first met. “Interesting debate, Lee. Who’s winning?” I had nothing left to say. But I tried anyway.
“Good evening, Claire. Great party.”
“Ooh, I wouldn’t call it a party when Vincent is in earshot. He may never want to speak to you again.”
“He did a great job.”
“Definitely. I wouldn’t know what to do without him. So, you’re not staying at his place anymore?”
“No, it’s a bit too small for two people.”
“Where are you living then? If I may ask?”
“With friends.”
“Do I know them?”
“No, I don’t expect you do.”
“Is there anything romantic going on?”
“No, of course not. You and I just broke up.”
“What about Louise?”
“What about her?”
“Are you seeing her?”
“No, are you?”
“Why would you ask that?”
“Because with you Claire, you just never know.”
“Look, can we speak in private one of these days please? I need to tell you something.”
“I don’t think so. Can’t you just tell me now?”
“I could but I don’t think this is the right place.”
“Stop beating about the bush. Just tell me.”
“OK. There’s really no way to break this to you gently, but, well, I met someone.”
“What do you mean?”
“I’m dating someone, a woman. Her name is Isabelle.
Sweetness follows
I didn’t finish the conversation with Claire, I turned around, found Vincent and told him I had to leave. Only a small hour earlier I had admired her flair from a distance, while, against better judgment of course, asking myself if it would somehow be possible to make it work again. She answered that question with an unmistakable No. I felt so frustrated and angry, if I had stayed any longer and had drunk a few more glasses, I would have ended up slapping her in the face. I had to get out of there. Haling a cab on the Champs Elysées on a Friday evening is nearly impossible, but as luck would have it, one just pulled up at Le Queen. I expected some gay boy, who hadn’t been informed that the decadence at his favourite club would start a bit later that night, to emerge but instead, I almost collided with Louise, who, due to her late arrival, was in a hurry to get inside. I must have had a tear or two rolling down my face because she immediately asked me what was wrong. I shrugged and said, “Claire, of course.”
She texted Vincent to inform him she wouldn’t be able to make it to his event and we started walking through the Paris night. I told her about Isabelle, Claire’s new girlfriend and she took my hand. To distract me she pointed out all the landmarks we walked by and told me stories about them she told the children in her class. If I hadn’t been so hurt, it would have been unspeakably romantic. Nevertheless, she was being the friend that I needed. When I enquired about the destination of our nightly stroll she said she was taking me home, to her place. The timing and the occasion were far from right but I understood what was going to happen. I didn’t care that I was sexually involved with Christine and Marie, and I didn’t care that I still loved Claire, I didn’t care about any of it. I just wanted to be with Louise.
It was a night of subdued passion. I wanted it to be more but I had trouble getting over the fact that Claire had been there before. I struggled to keep the memory of Marie’s face and touch out of my head. And Claire’s words rang louder and louder in my ears, Her name is Isabelle. I couldn’t let go and when you can’t let go you might as well sit in the couch and watch an episode of Two and a Half Men: it’s awkward, contrived and far from funny. I had once felt very strongly about Louise, in the aftermath of Claire’s faux-pas with Katy I had even dreamt of this night in very graphic ways, but I couldn’t help but feel it was all too little too late. Maybe my chance with Louise had passed. I failed to see that I just wasn’t ready yet. Louise was very patient and understanding. It was in her nature, I mean, she stood in front of a gang of ten-year-olds every day. She had the skills to handle me. It may not have been the night of passion I had yearned for, but it was undeniably sweet and loving. Sometimes that’s more than enough.
Desperation is a tender trap
Louise and I became romantically involved. It was hesitant at first. What with my heart that Claire had clearly broken, stomped on and thrown in the trash, and my revelation that I had been threesoming my way to a life of luxury at Avenue Foch. Heartbreak and prostitution − albeit borderline − hardly constitute the cornerstone of a new healthy relationship. But she must have really fancied me, for she just took it all on board and went with it. I told Christine and Marie about Louise immediately. Christine had that look of relief in her eyes, as in ‘she had her month of fun, now I get to have my wife to myself again, at least for a while’. Marie, on the other hand, didn’t take it so well. She claimed not to have been finished with me yet, which was all the more reason for me to break it off. She may have sparked some feelings in me, but romance was never one of them. I knew it was time to go.
I needed my own place, one I paid for and decorated myself. At twenty-six, it was finally time for me to spread my wings and rise to some level of independence. I started looking for my own shoebox-sized studio apartment but I was quickly disheartened by the staggering amount of money I had to shell out for the places I liked and the abysmal state of the ones I could barely afford. I weighed my options. Going back to Vincent’s wasn’t one of them, a single gay man needs his bed free at night. Louise offered to take me in but our affair was nowhere near the U-haul stage yet. And I was beginning to overstay my welcome at Avenue Foch. While being with Claire, I had been a kept woman, she never made me pay any rent − she made me pay in plenty of other ways though − so I had been able to save some money. But Paris’ rents and deposits being what they were, it still wasn’t enough. Then I got a call I didn’t want to get but saved me in the end. It was Claire.
She had direct access to all the information she wanted on me through her assistant, and my friend, Vincent. She knew I was looking for a place to live, and she was very well informed on the state of the Paris rental market, as she owned and rented out a couple of studio apartments herself. So, undoubtedly out of the goodness of her heart, she called me to ask if I wanted to rent one of her shoeboxes.
“Are you crazy, Claire? I don’t want anything to do with you.”
“Don’t be so stubborn. I’m just trying to help you.”
“Why would you do that?”
“Because you’re my ex and I don’t just stop caring.”
“It sure as hell didn’t take you very long to get over me.”
“Look Lee, I’m not asking you to move back in with me. I’m offering you the place on Rue Sorbier. The rent is 750 a month. I’ll waive the deposit. I trust you not to wreck the place. Take it or leave it."
“Can I think about it?”
“If you must, but what’s there to think about? You won’t get another offer like this.”
“OK, I’ll take it.”
“Great. Stop by this weekend to sign the lease. You can move in straight away.”
Desperation is a tender trap. And I soon found out that having your ex-girlfriend as your landlady, is as desperate as it gets.
All apologies
Before I could move into my new place, I had to face Claire and I had to face her alone. I could hardly ask Louise to accompany me. So one fateful Saturday afternoon I knocked on my former front door to find an unknown woman open it for me. At first I was stupid enough to think it was Claire’s real estate agent, but it proved to be her new girlfriend Isabelle. Fortunately, she was just there to let me in and she had the courtesy to leave immediately. It was as awkward for her as it was for me. While waiting for Claire I contemplated leaving, but my dire economic situation kept me in my seat. I was convinced Claire had planned my encounter with Isabelle carefully. Perhaps to make me jealous or maybe just to unsettle me, either way she had succeeded in both, and she wasn’t even there yet. My heart started racing when, five minutes later, I heard her keys unlock the door.
“Hey Lee, sorry to have kept you waiting. I had an unexpected lunch meeting, but I see you got in OK.”
“Yeah, your new girlfriend let me in. You have already trained her well. Is the relationship open yet, or is she the one who’s going to change Claire Burns’s famous ways?”
“Nice to see you too, Lee. Anyway, I hear you’re moving on as well?”
“I don’t think we’re ready to discuss our private lives yet. Shall we just get on with business?”
“So, it’s true then? You and Louise?”
“Yes, it’s true.”
“Since when?”
“Why are you asking me all of this? You obviously know everything already.”
“That’s where you’re wrong. Vincent doesn’t give me all the details, you know.”
“Well then, if you must know, since that night you told me you had a new girlfriend.”
“Oh, so it’s not just love then? You’re on the rebound and you want some vengeance.”
“For the millionth time Claire, not everything is about you. Is there a point to this conversation?”
“I’m going to be your landlady, Lee. Let’s try and keep this civil.”
“Then be my landlady and give me the bloody keys already.”
“I’ll give you the keys but I would like for you to stay a bit longer.”
“Why?”
“Because I miss you. That’s why.”
“Very funny.”
“Can I at least apologise?”
“Oh, of course. Make it as heartfelt as possible, please.”
“I should have said this much earlier, but I am dreadfully sorry. I’m sorry for sleeping with Katy. I’m sorry for sleeping with Louise. I’m sorry for forcing you into an open relationship. I’m sorry for flaunting Isabelle in your face like that. I’m sorry for blaming you for my failures. But most of all, I’m sorry for losing you.”
“I’m so touched.”
“I know it’s not enough, Lee, and it never will be. But−”
“Do you want to know something, Claire? When I saw you at that party, doing your thing and working the room, all I wanted was for you to somehow take me home that night. When I heard your voice I actually felt butterflies in my stomach. In spite of all the damage you have done, and all the people you have slept with, I still wanted you. And then you told me you met someone. How do you think that made me feel? But that’s a stupid question, right? Because you just said it to hurt me. Again. Well, it worked.”
“Do you still love me?”
“Don’t ask me that.”
“Why not?”
“Because it doesn’t matter anymore.”
“Of course it matters. Maybe it’s not too late for us.”
“Oh, it’s way too late for us, Claire. Way too late. Now can I have the keys, please?”
Ignorance and bliss
I wanted to believe Claire’s apology but by then my trust in her words and actions was pretty much non-existent. I pushed her earlier voiced regrets to the back of my mind and focused on moving house. Sure, she was my landlady, but I regarded that as a minor detail because how often do we actually see our landlords? Meanwhile, I had a place to live and a brand new affair to invest myself in. Louise reminded me so much of Liz, my friend from London, with her infinite kindness and soft words of encouragement. She was the perfect antidote to Claire’s venom. I chose not to share Claire’s guilt-ridden confession with Louise. We decided to waste as few words as possible on the subject in light of our common history with her. It was not the ideal start to a fresh romance, heartbreak and remorse seldom are, but we turned our heads and looked to the future.
In the course of two months we transformed our initial hesitance into an orgy of love, lust and endless nightly walks through the backstreets of Paris. I relished that she was the complete opposite of Claire, in both appearance and character. Claire was a non-monogamous Botox-loving middle-aged woman with only one goal: become the big boss of her agency. Louise was a delicate primary school teacher whose sole ambition in life was to teach children as best as she could. Being with her was a nice break from waiting for Claire to return from lunch, breakfast and board meetings. Gone was the dread I felt every time Claire came home from a business trip or cocktail party, anxiously waiting if she would have a confession to make, and trying to find ways to deal with it if she had. Monogamy was not up for discussion in my relationship with Louise and that’s how we both wanted it. Sometimes it takes a younger woman to be old-fashioned with. It was all going pretty well and I even took Louise to visit my parents and my friends. Formal and less formal introductions were made and before I knew it, we were a happy couple.
It was all rather ironic of course. But we somehow managed to forget that Louise had slept with Claire as part of Claire's retaliation plan after I told her I had a crush on Louise. It was a messy start, but we untangled it by means of ignorance. A little ignorance can go a long way. I did ask Louise once to give me some details on her night with Claire. We had been drinking and that is of course the perfect time for repressed questions to rear their ugly heads. Louise was very adamant in her refusal to talk about it. So we moved on, and continued basking in our superficial glory. That was the other big difference between Claire and Louise. No matter how ugly or painful it was, Claire and I talked about everything. The darker it was, the more we discussed it. Louise, on the other hand, was more a let’s-swipe-it-under-the-rug kind of person. We created a comfort zone and we never left it. First I thought I had died and gone to heaven, finding myself in this place with no confrontations, no nasty fights and no sex with strangers. Then I started catching myself missing the fiery passion of the arguments I had with Claire. Louise and I never disagreed, it was as if we were put on this earth to consent on everything. Louise may have been a teacher, but I had learnt all the important lessons in life from Claire. And I missed her.
Drunk dialling
Louise was a teacher and when the kids don’t have to go to school the teachers get to stay home as well. I was just an ordinary wage slave with not nearly as much time off as my girlfriend. Louise often took off on her own or with some teacher friends to visit faraway lands or help build a school in a developing country. She was that kind of person. Just as I was suffering from a mild case of missing Claire, Louise left on a ten day trip to Haiti, leaving me to fend for myself while she made the world a better place. I’m not proud of it, but the first thing I did after waving goodbye to her at the airport was get stupidly drunk and call Claire. It’s not as if I needed an excuse because she was, after all, my landlady.
“Hey landlady, it’s your favourite tenant.”
“Hi Lee, how are you? Is everything OK with the apartment?”
“It’s fine. It’s a bit small for my taste but it will just have to do for now.”
“Are you drunk?”
“What? No! Are you?”
“It’s two in the afternoon on a Sunday, Lee. You know I don’t start until at least six. What’s your excuse?”
“I’m sorry. Am I disturbing you? Are you having brunch with Isabelle?”
“No, I’m at home catching up on some work. What are you doing?”
“I’m calling you. Obviously.”
“It sounds more like drunk dialling to me.”
“Yeah. So listen, do you want to have dinner tonight?”
“Erm, sure, is there anything in particular you want to talk about?”
“No, I just thought we could catch up. It’s been a while.”
“Indeed, it has. Will the lovely Louise be joining us?”
“Oh, no. Louise is away. She’s building a school. In Haiti. Can you believe that? What about Isabelle?”
“Well, that turned out to be more of a casual thing. It never really got serious.”
“She was too old for you, right?”
“Why don’t we discuss all this tonight, Lee. Come to my place around eight and try to sober up a bit before then.”
“I’m not drunk, Claire. No problem.”
After ending the conversation I passed out. I woke up a few hours later with a massive head ache, but not massive enough to match my shame. I thought about cancelling, I considered not showing up, but in the end, I just wanted to see Claire. I brushed up, grabbed a bottle of Claire’s favourite red wine and went on my way. I thought about Louise on her plane to Haiti, with all her big plans for the world, but the closer I got to Claire’s building, the less it meant. By the time I knocked on the door I was ready to jump Claire’s bones. I was nowhere near over her. I had masked my grief by launching myself into an easy affair with Louise, but standing there in front of Claire’s front door, waiting for her to open it, I was slapped in the face with the truth I had been so expertly avoiding: I still loved Claire, more than anything, more than Louise.
As Claire invited me in I didn’t just offer her the usual polite pecks on the cheeks. I immediately went for the big prize and kissed her full on the lips. She was surprised and tried to protest while asking, “What the hell are you doing, Lee?” But I didn’t care. I didn’t want to talk, I just wanted to feel her lips and catch her tongue with mine. Her protests didn’t last very long. No dinner was had that night.
The conversation after
“Are you ready to talk now, Lee?”
“I didn’t really come here to talk.”
“I gathered as much. But I still think we should.”
“Louise is definitely going to dump me when she finds out.”
“Do you want her to break up with you?”
“I don’t know what I want.”
“You called me, you came over here, and you slept with me. It looks to me as if you know very well what you want.”
“When was the last time you and I had a real conversation, Claire?”
“I can’t even remember.”
“I just... miss it. I miss listening to you going on about breaking the shackles of conservative relationships, I miss discussing your silly rules. Call me crazy, but I even think I miss arguing with you.”
“You didn’t have to sleep with me to talk to me, you know.”
“I know. I guess I miss that as well.”
“Is Louise not fulfilling all of your desires?”
“I guess not. But then again, who can? Is there ever one person who can please another person entirely? I don’t think so.”
“All we can do is try to come close.”
“You came pretty close.”
“But then I fucked it all up.”
“Yes, you did.”
“But here we are.”
“Yeah. Anyway, I’d better get home.”
“Why don’t you stay the night?”
“I have work in the morning.”
“I’ll wake you up on time.”
“Do you still love me, Claire?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“What do you mean?”
“Why do you still love me?”
“OK. Well, Lee Harlem Robinson, I love you because you are a hot little lesbian I can’t keep my hands off.”
“I like what I’m hearing but you can do better, much better.”
“Just let me finish. I love you because you question me, and you challenge me. I love you because you don’t give up easily.”
“You love me because I keep coming back for more, whether it’s good or bad.”
“I do. But I also love you because you can forgive, Lee. Otherwise you wouldn’t be here.”
“And you don’t love me because I’m funny and smart and make you come like nobody’s business?”
“Oh, I do. That’s the main reason, of course. I thought it too obvious to say out loud.”
“This doesn’t mean we’re getting back together.”
“We’ll see what happens. But, just so you know, I wouldn’t be opposed to the idea.”
“Hypothetically, say we would give it another try, you know it would have to be exclusive, right? No more sex with strangers for Claire Burns.”
“I realise that.”
“Really? You’d be monogamous?”
“I’m not as stubborn and willing to die for my principles as you make me out to be, Lee. I’ve learnt the hard way that you’re not the kind of person to have an open relationship with. If, hypothetically, we were to get back together, I would adjust. Of course I would. I’m not one to make the same mistake twice. Or at least I try not to be.”
“Can you repeat that please? I want to record this message for posterity.”
“Don’t push your luck, darling.”
“I think I’ll stay the night then.”
“Good plan.”
Business cards in Hong Kong
Going out in Hong Kong is an expensive but extremely social affair. You end up going through the night with the craziest combination of people. Last Saturday I found myself at Yumla, Hong Kong’s most relaxed alternative electro club, with two unbearably cute German students in their early twenties (m), my Malaysian-born gay friend Max (m), an obnoxious banker from The Netherlands (m) and a Spanish woman in her late thirties named Lucia. Of all those people I only knew Max beforehand, the others just somehow tagged along. Max was acquainted with the Germans, they had met the banker earlier that night and he was at a networking do with Lucia. It’s the organic strength of Hong Kong’s nightlife. A lot of people come and go in this town so it’s important to have a steady influx of new faces in your social life. Otherwise you end up sitting alone in your tiny apartment every night, ordering take out and watching American Idol.
Upon meeting Lucia, I got a mild lesbian vibe from her but I failed to have my suspicions confirmed. I asked some vague questions but she deflected them or answered them in even hazier terms. I don’t know if it was out of desire for privacy or a sense of shame. I suspect that at almost forty your self-respect doesn’t depend on projecting a straight image anymore, but this is Hong Kong, you just never know. Or maybe she just wasn’t gay. But why else was my gaydar beeping incessantly throughout the night? (I shall have to have it looked at.) Either way, Yumla is not the place for long intimate talks and baring your soul, it’s a place for dancing and drinking − as it happens, two of my favourite pass-times. We bopped and bounced and twirled until we reached the tipping point, that point of being sufficiently tipsy and at one with the night and the music, that moment you feel an inexplicable wave of happiness rush through you and the warmth spreads all the way to your fingertips and toes. The minute you have to decide between having one or several more drinks and cross the line to blatant drunkenness or keeping your buzz, going with the flow and feeling good about yourself in the morning. I’m usually a way beyond tipping point kind of girl, but that night was different as I looked at Lucia moving across the miniature dancefloor, smiling at me. I felt a connection. It was more than that communal moment of nightlife joy, it was a kind of recognition, a meeting of the eyes that reveals more than words ever can. It was dancefloor poetry. I only drank water from that point on.
I was beginning to feel quite attracted to Lucia, with those raven black strands of hair that kept covering her face while she danced, so I invited her to Sunday dinner. She blew me off, claiming that she had to attend a work-related party. Work ruins a lot of good things in Hong Kong. We exchanged cards and promised to contact each other later that week. Then we parted ways, it was late, it had been a good, almost epic night and the phone number of an eye-pleasing lady was burning a hole in my back pocket. I was feeling pretty good about myself, until I got out of the cab in front of my building and I felt something was missing. I reached for my pocket and Lucia’s card was gone. It must have fallen out in the cab. I furiously waved at the cabbie but he was long gone. Damn. It was now up to her.
Today it’s Friday, almost a full week later, and I still haven’t heard from her. I’m going a little crazy.
Exit Paris
Claire and I didn’t get back together. Clearly there was some love left between us, but I soon realised it was never going to be enough to overcome our differences in age, outlook and aspirations. It was time to move on. I had to break all ties with her so I left the apartment on Rue Sorbier and moved back into my room at Avenue Foch. I realised that if I really wanted to move ahead, I would have to leave Paris. My plan was to save as much money as quickly as possible and relocate again. Staying with Christine and Marie would allow me to do this in a matter of months. Marie was happy enough to take me back in. I knew she had a crush on me and I cold-heartedly abused it. She let me. As expected, Louise broke up with me when I told her about my philandering with Claire. It was a sad business to get through but we both understood it was never really meant to be. With the emotional side of things taken care of, I had only one question left: where to go next?
I decided to return to London. I wanted to be around people I loved and trusted. I didn’t have the energy to start all over again in another city, although Marie did make me some offers I almost accepted. She and Christine had a villa in Cannes, a chalet in Switzerland, a loft in New York and a house in London. But they had given me enough. Not that I had not returned their numerous favours, but there was only so much more of that I could take. I was sure Liz would take me in until I found a suitable flatmate, and a job to pay the rent. Back to London it was. Back to Alex, Liz and Theresa. And Nathalie, Anna and Katy. Back home.
Until romance got the better of me I had loved life in Paris. But Paris was Claire’s city and the idea of Claire was so entrenched in its streets, cafés and restaurants, it hurt me every time I ventured out. Staying was not an option because I could only see myself going back to her every time I had a moment of weakness. And I was weak. Not even being with Louise kept me away from her. I came to Paris to be with Claire and I left it to escape her. I had high hopes for London and I dreamt of a less dramatic life. I hadn’t fully realised yet that drama doesn’t come with a city, it comes with a person and I was that person. Oh well, onwards I went.
Marie offered to throw me a little goodbye gathering at Avenue Foch but I didn’t want a big do. I wanted to leave Paris by the back door, somehow it didn’t feel suitable to have a grand exit. I felt a sense of failure when it came to the city I had long dreamed of living in, but had not succeeded in making my own. It was Claireville and in my heart it would remain that way forever. I said my private goodbyes to Louise, Vincent and the other friends I had made. I had an exuberant farewell dinner with Christine and Marie who had been so generous to me. And I sent Claire a short e-mail. It just read: “Bye, for now. Call me when you are in London. We can have dinner.” I never was an expert in firmly closing doors.
Reunited
I arrived back in London on a rainy Saturday afternoon. I had no job, but I had some money in my pocket and a couple of friends to turn to. I also had a bone to pick with Katy, who had knowingly seduced Claire to spite me. I never took things like that lightly. After dropping off the two suitcases with all my earthly belongings at Liz’s − who was away on a very lucrative business trip that weekend − I paid my dear friend Alex a visit. I had a revenge to plot and he was to be my partner in crime. I would have given an arm and a leg to move back in with him in our old place on Temple Street, but time does not stand still, and Alex, beautiful man-whore that he was, had only gone and found himself a real boyfriend. This was excellent news though, because if Alex, drama queen extraordinaire, could do it, there was hope for me yet. Alex had waved goodbye to Temple Street a couple of months prior to my return and was now shacking up with a well-toned banker named Ben. Alex was completely up to speed with all the drama in my life, but as it turned out, he had left out a tiny new development in his own life.
“Leesbian, I’m so happy you’re back. I’ve missed you terribly.”
“Come on, Alex. You seem to be doing rather well for yourself.”
“I scored the jackpot, that’s for sure. Look at this pretty man. Aren’t you in love with him yet?”
“We just met, but I’m sure if I was to be so inclined I would be all over him already.”
“Listen up, Lee. There is something you should know. I may have withheld some information.”
“Oh shit, I hate it when people say that.”
“You were in Paris, dear. There was no need to bother you with this.”
“Let me have it then. What is it?”
“You know Katy, right? Your ex and Liz’s friend.”
“I only know one Katy and I hold her personally responsible for ruining my relationship with Claire.”
“Come on now, don’t be so harsh. I’m not saying Katy is innocent, but you can hardly blame it all on her.”
“Sure I can. But what are you trying to say?”
“Well, as you already know Katy is a good friend of Liz, but she’s also very close with Ben and as it happens we all kind of travel in the same circles these day.”
“Yeah, and?”
“I know you kind of hate her, but Katy and I are friends now.”
“Good for you.”
“In fact she’s the one who introduced me to Ben.”
“How nice. So I should keep my Katy-bashing to a minimum in your presence? I get it.”
“She’s also temporarily staying with us.”
“What? Why? She’s not here now, is she?”
“No, no, don’t worry. There was a fire in her building. Her place is being redone. It’s going to take a month or so.”
“Oh shit. Is she OK?”
“She’s fine. She lost a lot of her paintings though. She was pretty gutted. I’m not saying this so you would feel sorry for her, but you may run into her more often than you would like to.”
“No, no, I totally understand.”
“Anyway, Leesbian. Now that we’ve gotten that tidbit out of the way, how about a good old night out on the town?”
“I don’t know, Alex. Can’t we just go for a quiet drink somewhere.”
“A quiet drink? What are you? Fifty? We need to get you some, Lee.”
“What? No, we don’t! Oh Lord, it’s good to know you haven’t changed.”
“Listen to me, Lee. When have I ever been wrong about this? I’m telling you, you need to get laid. There’s a new club in town, it’s just a couple of streets from here. Go put a nice frock on and meet me back here in an hour.”
‘What’s wrong with what I’m wearing now?”
“Oh Lee, do we have to do this every time?”
“I just got back. Cut me some slack, homie.”
“Not when you don’t deserve it, Leesbian.”
East End Clubbing
I had just returned from Paris, I was physically knackered and emotionally drained, but Alex took me clubbing anyway. I had missed his carefree attitude and how it influenced me. He may have been going steady but he was still as outrageously dressed and campy mannered as ever. It was comforting to know that, no matter how far you run, some things never change. Alex was just belting out a cheesy toast to old friends over our fourth tequila shot when my eye fell on what we privately referred to as an appetising piece of candy. He noticed my wandering gaze, bought me another shot and urged me to go for it. I asked him if he had forgotten that I was not like him. I told him I needed to take my time, check out who she was with and engage in some distant eye-flirting. “I hadn’t really planned on getting any tonight, Alex. I’m a recovering dramaholic, you know. Only abstinence can save me.”
“Bullshit, Lee. If you want her, go get her.” Subtlety was Alex’s worst nightmare.
We did some more shots, my soft buzz was turning into serious light-headedness and I excused myself to use the bathroom. When I came back Alex was talking to the girl I had been eyeing from a distance. I was drunk enough to be excited instead of mortified. What are best friends for if not for making the first move on our behalf? Not that Alex had ever needed my services in that department. She introduced herself as Angie, short for Angelica and not inspired by the song. She was feisty. Angie had a huge afro on her head and she obviously sported it with pride. Alex threw in some small talk and then claimed to have seen someone he needed to talk to.
“You must forgive him, subtlety is not his strong suit,” I said.
“He just wants to leave us alone, I appreciate it,” Angie whispered while leaning in a little closer. Then she smiled and asked if I wanted to dance. The night had just opened up and shown its promise. Abstinence would have to wait. I ignored my tired legs and started twirling around Angie. She took my hands and inched closer towards me while shaking her hips. Her lips were a mere whisper away from mine. I savoured the delicate moment of anticipation preceding our first kiss. But then, in that split second before blinking my eyes shut, I saw a ghost from the past. It was Katy. And she was no ghost.
Alex hadn’t made something up when he said he needed to talk to someone. Instead he had tried to keep Katy away from me, thus allowing me to have my moment with Angie. He had tried, but failed. My minute of dancefloor heat with Angie was way too short-lived as I acknowledged Katy’s presence. For it, I hated her more than ever. Reluctantly, I left Angie on the dancefloor to give Katy a piece of my mind. I should have just ignored her and continued my flirtations, but the sight of her sparked such rage in me. I couldn’t just let it go by. Any promise of romance the night may have held was dead to me anyway. I walked over to Katy and all I could see was her chatting up Claire, pushing her against the wall and fucking her. I felt nothing but blind anger. It was far from rational but in that moment I held her solely responsible for my break up with Claire. I stood in front of her, looked her in the eye and said, “I don’t care if your bloody house burned down and you lost all your work. You are one hell of a bitch and I’m going to make you pay.” Then I slapped her across the face. Hard. In the distance I saw Angie leave the club.
Fight sounds
I was once at a dinner party where one of the guests − a gay man − asked me in all sincerity, “Is it true that when lesbians go clubbing they always end up beating the crap out of each other?” I laughed and said, “No, of course not, you dumb homo. What do you take us for?” He was the same guy who had earlier confided in us that when he rents out his house in P-town to a group of lesbians, their favourite after dinner pass-time is to move all the furniture to the side and compete in wrestling matches on the carpet. There and then I may have giggled with the rest of them, but it did trigger a nasty memory of that night I slapped Katy in the face. To this day, I still feel ashamed but at least now I can see it for what it was: an act of utter powerlessness.
Obviously I shouldn’t have hit her but I was drunk, angry and I wanted to hurt her. Katy didn’t run away or turn around, she just stood there looking at me in disbelief. Alex was speechless. It was quite a scene. My inner dramaholic suffered a serious relapse. I did have the decency to ask Katy if she was alright, but she just kept staring at me. Alex then took charge and put us all in a cab. Fortunately, the ride only took a couple of minutes but the icy silence inside the cab made it seem like three hours. Before allowing me to set foot in his place, where Katy was also staying, Alex warned me to keep my temporary violent tendencies firmly under control, and then he hugged me. He sat us both down at his kitchen table and solemnly spoke, “I believe you ladies have some matters to discuss. I suggest you do it over this bottle of water. If you need me, I’ll be in the other room. And do try not to break anything.”
And there I was, face to face with Katy, the unavoidable woman, the bisexual Judas, my ex-girlfriend who I had just smacked in the face for all the lesbian club to see.
“I’m so sorry for hitting you. I shouldn’t have done that, but not because you don’t deserve it.”
“What kind of an apology is that?”
“The only kind you’re going to get from me.”
“I had no idea you’d be at that club. Alex could have said something. I really didn’t go there to taunt you.”
“You know what Alex is like. He’s not the most organised of gays.”
“So things didn’t work out in Paris, I hear.”
“Funny you should mention that.”
“I know you blame me for what happened with Claire, but you really shouldn’t.”
“That’s good to hear, Katy. You always have my best interests at heart.”
“I admit to chatting her up a bit. I instigated the conversation and the direction it took. But I never thought she would go for it.”
“That’s your excuse? You believed she wouldn’t go for it? After all this time you couldn’t come up with something better?”
“I’m just telling you how it went down.”
“Well, here’s how I see it, Katy. You recognised her, you made your move, you never told her who you were, and you fucked her against the bloody wall. And then, only then, after you were done with her, you told her you were my ex. How is all of that not your fault?”
“Usually when someone is in a long-term relationship they don’t respond to the advances of another woman.”
“We had an open relationship.”
“Yeah, and how did that work out for you?”
“Fuck you, Katy. I’m done listening to your sad excuses. If you can’t tell me why you tricked my girlfriend into sleeping with you, then I’m done here. Tell Alex I’ll call him tomorrow.”
“Bye, Lee.”
Abstinence makes the heart grow stronger
Hong Kong is making me feel lonely again. “There are so many people in this city but if you don’t connect with the right ones, you end up feeling incredibly alone. Anonymous crowds are mean bitches.” This advice was given to me during my first week here. It still crosses my mind every day. It’s not that I haven’t met some wonderful individuals here who scour happy hours with me and make me feel like I’ve lived here forever. Only last weekend I had a party at my flat and once again it turned into one drunken rowdy affair, leaving scratches on the walls and memories of dancing drag queens in my heart. What a glorious night it was. Except there was one thing missing. A lady.
I have been here for more than eight months and apart from a doomed fling with Sofia and a one-night-stand I hardly remember, I haven’t had any. I have tried abstinence before, usually in a fit of drama after a bad break-up, but I don’t do well with it. My natural state of being is with someone. Not single, cold and alone in my bed at night, but merged with a woman, if only for a month, a week, or even a night. At least I will have tried. Never in my life have I resigned myself to being single, but Hong Kong is forcing me to. My current downward mood swing is of course not helped by Lucia’s silence. It’s been almost two weeks, that’s half a lifetime in this speedy town, so I’m about to give up hope. I’ve stopped by Yumla several times since I met her, but to no avail. I scan every bar and restaurant I walk into for a sign of her, but she is never there. I know we only had a brief moment of unspoken romance, or maybe not even that, maybe it was the booze again, and I am old enough to let it go by. But she just had the cutest Spanish lisp and the slight pout of her lips when she spoke still lingers somewhere in my brain. At least that night when I walked out of the club, I had hope, the promise of something, as opposed to the nothing I have now. I may try Yumla one more time tonight. A girl has got to go somewhere on a Friday night.
But, no matter how non-existent my love life is right now, there is no time to hang my head down, because comfort and help are on the way. On Sunday my two good friends Alex and Liz arrive in Hong Kong. Liz is now happily married, with children. Alex, like me, is still looking for the one, but at least he’s having a blast while doing so. I tried warning my local friends but they are now anticipating Madam Madness’s arrival just as much as I am. They are staying with me until next Friday and will then move on to Bangkok for the weekend, where I shall join them, and the decadence that may ensue. The future is bright and Lucia is almost forgotten. Almost.
LDN
Katy and I never really settled our feud. I put up with her as best as I could, but I was way too stubborn to forgive her. Of course with time came the realisation that it wasn’t all her fault. We were all to blame. Either way, I had to focus on more pressing matters, like finding a job and a permanent place to live. I was staying with Liz, but, just like Alex at the time, she had only gone and found herself a bloke to shack up with. Except Liz’s man was moving into her place, hence no more room for the lesbian. Andrew had been Liz’s accountant for five years. He was quite a whizz, the way he cooked her books. Don’t ask me how it happened, but they were friends for years and then they fell in love. And what a love story it was. Liz quit the biz, they got married and had three children. I am the proud godmother of their youngest son, Scott. Why they would think I’d be a good influence on him, I have no idea, but there you have it. I do have responsibilities in life after all.
Finding flatmates in London wasn’t the problem, finding suitable ones, however, was quite a challenge. But before I could start my hunt for a room I needed a pay-check to cover the rent with. I called Theresa, my old boss. I knew she would help me. She was as crazy as they come, but dependable as a rock. Bendable morals don’t make one a bad friend, quite the contrary actually. We met for drinks.
“Lee, so good to see you. How are you? Tell me everything.”
“Well, I’m back in London, so obviously things didn’t work out with Claire.”
“I heard about that. I’m really sorry, Lee. In the end I thought you two made quite a good pair.”
“That’s debatable, but you know, stuff happens. Have you spoken to her?”
“I have. But we don’t discuss personal matters, you know that.”
“Yes, sure. I was just wondering. Is she doing OK?”
“Let’s not talk about Claire. You’re back in London. It’s exciting. You must be happy to be back?”
“It’s good to reconnect with old friends. But you know, I’m single, I have no job and no permanent place to stay. So yeah, I guess exciting is the appropriate word.”
“Oh Lee, cheer up. You have friends in this town. I’ll ask around. I’d take you back as my assistant in a heartbeat, but I suppose you’ve grown out of that position now. And working for the same company as your ex doesn’t strike me as the best idea either.”
“That’s a nice thing to hear. What’s gotten into you, boss?”
“I’m just glad you’re back. My new assistant isn’t half as much fun as you.”
“You could fire her. You are the boss.”
“She does an excellent job, though. She’s just not as open-minded as you.”
“No more Monday morning tales of weekend debauchery?”
“Not quite. But listen, I know some people who are looking for an extra housemate. I actually think you may like them.”
“Really? How so?”
“They’re of the same persuasion as you.”
“You mean they’re gay?”
“Even better, Lee, they’re lesbians.”
“Oh Theresa, you never fail to disappoint.”
“I know. I’ll e-mail you the details. They’re a couple though, so do try not to come between them.”
“Yeah right, like I’m such a heartbreaker.”
“You are, Lee, you just don’t see it.”
“Oh stop it. Anyway, I’ll meet up with them, but I’m not so sure I want to move in with a lesbian couple.”
“Why not? What could be better than that?”
“For starters, being one half of a lesbian couple would be better. And not being confronted with one incessantly while being single would be as well.”
“This is life, Lee. You have to take it as it comes.”
“Oh I know, boss. But thanks.”
Indecent proposal
Jennifer and Kim shared a fairly large house in Shoreditch with their gay friends Jack and Adam. They seemed to have a nice little gay commune thing going on but then Adam had to relocate to Geneva for work and they had a room to spare. That’s where I came in. Kim was Theresa’s assistant Mia’s cousin and they had met at Mia’s birthday party. Theresa always got very involved in her assistant’s life, even her ex-assistants could count on her for any meddling on their behalf. That’s how I found myself actually interviewing for a room one day. Shoreditch was already a very up-and-coming area by then and a low-rent room was very coveted. I brought the lesbians some beer but I was still pretty skeptical about rooming with a couple, until I met Jack. Theresa hadn’t told me about him so meeting him was a fabulous surprise. We just hit it off. I am very well versed in gay culture and I can run through Ab Fab dialogue with the best of them. And in the end that’s what gave me the edge and got me in. Life can be funny that way. And Patsy Stone has been my life-long idol.
I had enough money to spare to cover four weeks rent and several nights of alcohol abuse with my new friend Jack. Securing a job was next on my agenda. In between moving house and getting to know my colourful new housemates − as I was now living in an actual house − I went on several fruitless job interviews, which is the most frustrating and nerve-shattering business ever. Then I got a call with an indecent proposal. It was Marie, the prettiest half of my lady benefactors from Paris. Unbeknownst to me she had followed me to London, where she and Christine owned a house. I had always known she was kind of smitten with me but I thought I would have been long forgotten by then. I wasn’t. And she made me an offer I found very difficult to refuse.
“Bonjour Lee, C’est Marie a l’appareil.”
“What a surprise! How are you?”
“I’m fine. I’m in London for a couple of weeks so I thought I’d call you. Maybe we can have dinner some time?”
“Yes, sure. Is there any particular reason why you ladies are in London?”
“Oh it’s just me. Christine is in Switzerland. I guess we both needed a change of scenery.”
“You’re not traveling together? Is everything alright?”
“It will be. You don’t live with someone for twenty years without giving each other some space from time to time, Lee. Don’t worry about it. We’ll be fine.”
“OK. Well, it’s great to hear from you. When are you free for dinner?”
“How about tonight? Or do you have a hot date?”
“God no, I’m focusing on getting my life back on track right now. Women are the last thing on my mind. I haven’t found a job yet.”
“Maybe I can help with that.”
“How do you mean?”
“I know a lot of people, Lee. A lot of influential people who have interesting jobs to offer. Basically, I can introduce you to whoever you want. Do you remember you told me many times of how you dreamed of working for Alt City Magazine? I can arrange a meeting with the editor-in-chief if you like.”
“Wow, really? That’s very nice of you, Marie.”
“Can I ask for something in return?”
“Of course.”
“Will you stay the night? I’ll make sure you get your dream job if you do.”
When it mattered
That night I went to Marie’s house with myself on offer. But the exchange we were about to make was not a simple one. I would eat her food and drink her wine and then I would let her seduce me. It sounded easy enough, when I deducted the emotion. I focussed on the name Madison Porter-Hawkins. I repeated it as a mantra and it sounded good and promising in my head. She was the one I wanted to work for. I knew Marie would come through if I did what was asked of me. Twenty-four hours later I could have it all. Theoretically, I had done it before but it had never been as blatantly obvious. A certain subtlety goes a long way in complex matters of the flesh. And some gentle coaxing and a sudden look of understanding can make a big difference. To set up a trade like Marie had done required a lot of guts, cunning and foolish desire. She knew I wouldn’t say no immediately because of our history together. She had listened carefully when I had told her about my hopes and aspirations for the future. She had gotten rid of Christine for the occasion and had probably manipulated her into some sort of agreement. She knew what she was doing.
I, on the other hand, was clueless. I got off the tube and walked through the streets of Chelsea. I was listening to Morrissey’s "Dear God Please Help Me" on repeat. It was a Thursday evening in early spring. The dusky air was filled with promises of a hot and tender summer. The closer I got to my destination the weaker the echo of Madison Porter-Hawkins’s name rang in my head. I finally let the torrent of questions I’d been holding back flood my brain. What the hell was I doing? Would I really go that far? Wasn’t it time to grow a conscience? Was I really a person of such loose morals? I had had an affair with a married woman. I had slept with a prostitute. I had let myself be cheated on under the guise of an open relationship I never wanted. I had abused the rules of said relationship to suit my own needs. I had willingly exchanged sexual favours for a luxurious roof over my head. I had slapped my ex-girlfriend in the face. Was I really willing to take it one step further by getting into bed with a woman who offered me a shot at my dream job?
I wasn’t. I walked past Marie’s house to the end of her street. When I turned the corner without looking back I quietly told myself that integrity was more important than this job right now and I believed it. I would find another job. Then I made my way to Anna’s house, which was in the same neighbourhood. She was a therapist and I thought I could use some help. I rang the bell and Nathalie answered. Seeing her was all I needed to break down. She had been my first. My first teenage crush at fifteen, my first real love at twenty-two and my first taste of heartbreak a couple of months later. I looked at her and the weight of all my mistakes came crashing down on me. To fall apart in Nathalie’s arms was about as ironic as it could get but somehow it felt right. When it mattered she was there. She had to be.
Endless possibilities
Last night I took Alex and Liz to Nha Trang, a popular Vietnamese restaurant in Central. It is in fact such a coveted dining spot that you have to queue up outside until a table frees up, but it’s worth it. While we were waiting on the pavement, listening to Alex’s late night adventures after a visit to Volume, a favourite hang-out for Hong Kong gay boys, I suddenly couldn’t believe my luck. After almost three weeks of fruitlessly searching for a needle in a haystack, Lucia was standing right in front of me. Hong Kong can be magical that way.
She was accompanied by a guy named Joe, who immediately tickled Alex’s fancy. Alex had previously confided in us that he was living a rice queen’s dream since arriving in Hong Kong last Sunday and meeting Joe meant he was not about to wake up just yet. Some people are so gay they couldn’t hide it if they tried. Joe was that gay. Meeting him as good as confirmed my suspicions about Lucia’s persuasion even though the whole gay by association thing is, of course, far from air tight. Introductions were made, double pecks on the cheeks exchanged and we were invited inside the restaurant. Once seated I blurted out what had been burning on my lips for the last ten minutes. I told Lucia I had lost her card in a cab and hadn’t been able to contact her. I was so riveted to see her that I lost any cool I might have possessed and confessed that I had been rather anxiously waiting to hear from her. In reply she asked me how much I had drunk that night? Confused, I answered, “Not as much as usual on a Saturday night. Why?”
“You didn’t give me your card. You gave me Samuel’s card, the banker I was with that night. You must have gotten it mixed up with your own. I didn’t notice until after we left the club.”
“Seriously? What are we doing fumbling with ancient things like business cards in this digital age anyway? Give me your phone number right now please and while we’re at it, let me add you on Facebook as well.”
The rest of the night continued in the typical Hong Kong fashion of drinking too much with people you barely know. As I have said before, alcohol is the lube of this city’s nightlife and without it we’d all be sourpussing at home, spending too much time on the internet and waiting for our phones to ring. Or bleep. As the text message is the clear runner-up in Hong Kong’s race for best out-on-the-town aide. Last night there was one big difference though, because not only was I spending precious time with old and dear friends, I also couldn’t keep my eyes of Lucia and I noticed a little spark every time I caught her gaze. By the end of the night any doubt I may have had about her sexual orientation was expertly squashed with a whisper in my ear that said, “Call me tomorrow, if I don’t call you first.” I think she liked me too.
Needless to say I couldn’t love Hong Kong more right now. This is the city of endless possibilities. Whatever you lose here you win back tenfold later. I am so ready for romance in this bizarre giant of a town. And this time, I’m going to do it right. You’ll see.
Life is funny
I didn’t sell my sexual soul to Marie. I never met Madison Porter-Hawkins and I never worked for Alt City Magazine. But hey, you win some and you lose some. And sometimes not winning something is worth more than losing another thing. Not that I hadn’t lost my innocence much earlier in life but declining Marie’s favour felt like some kind of rebirth and I can’t recall ever regretting it. For a couple of months I thought about it every time I bought the magazine, but then I just stopped reading it and the memory faded. It can be that simple.
I have written many words on the dramatic downfalls of my love life so far and the flagrantly erroneous choices I have made for the sake of it. But I have no idea where I would be right now if hadn’t fallen for Nathalie or Claire. It is part of life’s intricate plan that meeting one person places you on the path of another. The end of my affair with Nathalie indirectly introduced me to Theresa and working for Theresa led me to Claire, whom I considered to be the great love of my life, up until my twenty-sixth birthday. Losing Claire was about the hardest part of my twenties. Let’s face it, and I can finally say it now, she treated me like shit. But I loved her so ferociously, I took the mental beatings she gave me every time she told me she had fucked someone else and then I let her do it again, and again. I was addicted to seeing her melt at my touch, to spying her lust for me in her glance, to softening her up and hearing her say she goddamnlovedme. Even though she was a pretty unlovable person, I was crazy for her anyway. And for all her faults, she was the one who got me a job at the company I still work for now. Because that’s just how life goes.
My savings were getting low as I was nearing six weeks of unemployment. I was sharing a house with three other people but rent was still pretty steep and life in general wasn’t exactly cheap either. I went on several more interviews for jobs I had little or no enthusiasm for. It started to look as if the two only viable options I had were moving back in with my parents or taking another job as an assistant. I wanted neither. But then I got the call. Did I want to interview for an entry-level writing position at Blogging The Globe? Huh, yes please. Back then I couldn’t be sure Claire was behind it but I had my suspicions, I mean, why else would I get a call out of the blue with someone offering me a job like that just when I really needed it? Life is funny but not that funny. So I scraped together some articles from my job in Paris, dressed accordingly and got myself hired. I now manage the Hong Kong team. Claire may believe I still owe her for it but as far as I’m concerned she will always owe me, what with the scars of the open relationship and all. I still shiver when I hear someone speak the words.
I guess you could still say I shagged myself into a job but the way I see it, it was just well-earned compensation for all the gruelling heartbreak. Either way, I was happy. I could pay my share of the rent. I was independent. I had drinking money. And it was a great job. It still is.
Old and new friends
I had settled in the comfort of my new home. I hung out with Jack a lot, our friendship blossomed over watching reruns of Queer As Folk and Absolutely Fabulous together. My room was all the way up in the attic and I hardly had any possessions, let alone a TV, so I spent many a night falling asleep in his bed, waking up at three o’clock in the morning and realising there was a man snoring next to me. At least I wasn’t sleeping alone. Kim and Jennifer, the lesbians whom we shared the house with, reigned supreme over the living room. They were always together, slouching in the couch, getting groceries, cooking and adopting kittens − they had three by the time I moved in. They were wonderful in their own way and I admired their relationship. That’s a lie, actually, I envied the pants of them. They were my age and they had been together for four years, happily, in a firmly closed relationship. So it was possible. What they must have thought of me in the beginning, coming home at all hours of the night, showcasing various degrees of intoxication, or − if I got lucky − not making it home at all.
One Thursday night I was hanging with Kim in the kitchen, watching her prepare something I had never heard of, when a familiar number started blinking on my cell phone screen. With a slightly heavy heart, but nevertheless excited, I picked up.
“Hi Lee. How do you like your new job?”
“Hello Claire. I like it just fine.”
“Just fine?”
“It’s amazing actually. I suppose I owe you some gratitude for that.”
“Don’t be so enthusiastic, Lee. You may give me a heart attack. Anyway. Guess what?”
“I don’t know. You finally found a plastic surgeon who can make that stubborn wrinkle on the side of your forehead go away?”
“No, although that would be wonderful. I’m in London until Sunday. So what does a lady like me do when she arrives in London? She calls you, of course. Do you want to have dinner tonight?”
“Tonight? I may have plans actually.”
“You may? As in you’re not sure yet?”
“My roommate is cooking us all dinner, so it would be kind of rude −“
Kim signalled I shouldn’t mind her and the food she was preparing.
“Hold on, she’s just telling me it would be an excusable kind of rude.”
“OK, so it’s a date then.”
“Oh please, don’t call it that.”
“It’s two old friends having dinner then.”
“If you say so, Claire.”
“Eight o’clock?”
“See you.”
And there I was. On my way to meet Claire, whom I hadn’t seen or spoken to in months. I had left Paris to get away from her. But there was no escaping Claire Burns. It wasn’t entirely unanticipated of course as she came to London regularly for work. A deep nostalgia took hold of me. I was actually looking forward to this unexpected encounter. Of course I was. When it came to Claire I was always at my weakest. I arrived at the restaurant five minutes late and she was already there. She was always punctual. From outside the window I could see her sipping red wine. I had seen her bring a glass of red to her lips countless times, her long fingers firmly clenched along the stem, her lips barely touching the rim but ready to receive the fluid. I felt a knot grow in my stomach and I remember thinking that under no circumstances I was to sleep with her that night.
The last goodbye
“Good evening, Miss Burns. May I say you look lovely tonight?”
“You may say whatever you want, Lee. I’m in an excellent mood.”
“Oh really. Big score last night?”
“You really can’t help yourself, can you? I guess I’m to blame for that. But I’m still in a good mood and for your information, I only just arrived this afternoon.”
“And I’m your first call? Should I be flattered or worried?”
“Neither. But I would like you to listen to what I have to say.”
“Now I am worried.”
“Let’s have dinner first though. And let’s finish this lovely bottle of wine while you tell me all about your new job.”
She was a hard woman to fall out of love with. Maybe it was her unapologetic nature, the slightly sarcastic smirk that was continuously plastered across her face or the husky tone of her voice. Or maybe it was all of that at once and the way she quickly blinked twice when she had something difficult to say. Maybe it was the way she moved her hands up and down when she got a little nervous and how I had learnt to notice the other tiny signals she displayed when she felt like she was losing control. She had let me notice. She knew she didn’t have to hide from me. Tiny cracks of confidence can be so damn sexy. As I sat across from her and examined her face, the biggest crack in her confidence ever, I detected small signs of an internal struggle. Every time too much vulnerability was about to shine through she sipped her wine. She never was one to avert her eyes, the white of them contrasting heavily with the dark brown of the irises, they were the most alive and the last untouched bits of her face. That night at the restaurant she could barely look me in the eye. I was expecting the worst. After dinner she invited me to the bar of her hotel for a night cap. “No funny business, Lee, I swear. We need to talk.” It was the same hotel bar where it had all begun. We settled at a corner table and ordered another bottle of wine.
“I’m listening, Claire. Your mood seems to have dampened a bit. What’s going on? You’re not ill, are you?”
“No, no, don’t worry. It’s nothing like that. I guess I just want to, you know, apologise.” That’s when she met my eyes and held my gaze for longer than a second for the first time that night. I felt relieved but more than that I felt sad. Somehow I knew I wasn’t going to like what was coming next. “I could have been a much better girlfriend to you, Lee. I’ve made you accept and even do things you were not comfortable with. You tried so hard and I just kept pushing you further and further. I fully realise that I’m the one who fucked up our relationship and I need you to know I am truly sorry.”
“I think I know.”
“This has been a bad break up for me too. It actually forced me to do some long overdue soul-searching.” I stared into my wine and fumbled with my glass, nervously shuffling it around the table when she grabbed my hand. She softly stroked my palm with her thumb. Her sudden touch jolted me. I looked up just in time to see a tear roll down her face.
“I’m leaving Paris, Lee. I’ve been offered a job in New York. I’m going back to The States.”
I didn’t know what to say. I let the words sink in and when the force of our last goodbye finally hit my stomach with full force I got up from my chair, swallowed away the tears burning in the back of my throat and said, “Let’s go to your room.”
A proper date
Life is not all heartbreak and grief, you know. I’ve had my share, sure, but who hasn’t? Am I being too uncharacteristically optimistic for a regular Wednesday? Well, that can only mean one thing. I went on a date with Lucia last night. So today is far from any dreary old Wednesday. It was a proper date as well, it started off with dinner at Hearty, the tackiest place on Staunton Street, but the Peking duck is amazing. I dare say it wasn’t easy for me but we only shared one bottle of wine over dinner. Then we had a couple of chocolate rimmed strawberry daiquiris at Soirée on Elgin Street. I knew it was a safe place to go because the cocktails are tasty but not very strong. Hey, I’ve been on many a first date where intoxication ruined my chances. We debated ending our night at Les Peches, Hong Kong’s monthly − and only − dyke night but we decided on an intimate stroll under the glaring city lights instead. Romance was not just in the air, it was flowing through my veins and sparkling in my eyes. Needless to say, I haven’t felt like this in quite some time.
I’m definitely not opposed to going all the way on the first date, but experience has taught me it’s not always the best road to take. It’s also safe to say I’m no expert in taking things slowly, nevertheless, I was the one who shut things down last night. This time, I want to savour the moments and not squander them on immediate pleasure. We had been wandering up and down the streets of Central for a while when we arrived at the corner of the escalator and Caine Road again. We stopped and stood there shuffling our feet when Lucia said, “My apartment is just a minute away.”
I hesitated. Of course I did. But then I replied, “It’s after midnight. I should go.”
“Yeah. I have to get up early tomorrow as well.”
“Why don’t we do this again on Friday?”
“Friday it is.”
“I have to warn you though, Friday is my drinking night.”
“Isn’t every night your drinking night?”
“Touché.”
Then she moved a little closer and whispered, “I wish it was Friday already.” I smiled and kissed her on the lips. It had been a wonderful date.
I’m displaying all the symptoms now. I had to finish a left-over bottle of wine before I could even think about going to bed. Once in bed, sleep did not come, only images of Lucia and her wavy black hair that kept falling in front of her eyes, the brief memory of her lips on mine, the way she cocked her head when she asked me up to her place. I’m having trouble focussing − this post is all over the place − because everything I see, hear or touch magically leads me back to her. I have to keep myself from texting her. I don’t know why but I feel I need to keep at least some kind of cool. Distance equals cool right now. My stomach is in knots, I can barely eat − another liquid dinner tonight? − and I desperately want to put in some time at the gym. Come to think of it, I seem to be falling to pieces. Or maybe just in love. Is it Friday yet?
Hangovers and tears
I had left Claire but I had always found comfort in the thought that she was only a train ride away. I was floored by the news of her impending departure. I cancelled all my weekend plans to spend as much time with her as possible. I did realise we had no future together but the fact that she was moving across the pond didn’t sit well with me. She had been a huge part of my life for several years, we had parted on bad terms, but love doesn’t just vanish like that. And the good times/bad times ratio still tipped in her favour. There was no question about it: I still loved Claire Burns. I simply couldn’t shake her off.
On Sunday morning, the day she was leaving London, we were lying in bed. I had opened my eyes a couple of minutes earlier, only to close them again and hope that the vicious hang-over would disappear. Claire had drunk me under the table the night before. She had said, “One last time, Lee, for old times’ sake.” I had looked at her and laughed, “Let’s do it.” It’s amazing how easily we forget former regrets when it comes to alcohol − I usually call it social pressure. When I tried lifting my eyelids up again I saw Claire’s face. I didn’t want to, but I smiled.
“What did you do to me? My brain feels as if it’s about to burst out of my skull,” I groaned.
“Oh Lee, when will you learn? Here, drink some water.”
“You know what this reminds me of?”
“Of course I do. Our first night together. Although I can’t imagine you have many vivid memories of it.”
“It’s the same hotel. It’s a bloody mind fuck.”
“I always stay at the same hotel.”
I sighed and blinked back the beginning of a tear. I was surprised I had any fluids left in me. Tears must have their own emergency reservoir.
“When does your train leave?”
“At four.”
“I wish we could spend our last hours together in a better state.”
“Get some more sleep, Lee. We have time.”
“We don’t. But I am dead tired.”
At least if I slept I didn’t have to think about it. But I couldn’t sleep anymore. The best I could manage was a hallucinatory slumber in which I saw Claire get on a plane over and over again while I was standing behind a fence, screaming, “Please, stay. I need you.” But the roar of the plane was too loud and it took off every time. I woke up again, startled this time, my brain was slow, but the anxiety was still there. Claire was sleeping on her back. I kissed her, I couldn’t help myself. I wanted her to wake up. I moved one finger across her face and let it roam across her closed eyelids, then her nose and her mouth, with the slightly more pronounced underlip. I could never get enough of the asymmetry of her lips. She woke up but didn’t say anything. She took my hand and kissed my fingers, one at the time. Then she spoke, “Where did we go wrong, Lee? I know it’s a stupid question, but think about it, really, I love you and you love me. Why can’t it just be that simple?”
“Because you are a complicated woman, too complicated for me anyway.”
“You changed me.”
“No, I didn’t. But at least I tried.”
Suddenly Claire sat up. She grabbed my other hand and brought them both up to her face. When she looked up from my hands I saw the defiance in her eyes.
“Hey Lee, here’s a crazy idea.”
“What?”
“Why don’t you come with me?”
So long
I may seem quite crazy but I’m not that crazy. I was just starting to carve out a new life for myself in London. I had finally scraped up the courage to leave Claire and get on with things and I may still have loved her like the fool I was, but I wasn’t going to drop everything and flee to the other side of the world with her. I wasn’t even tempted. I think when we really need it our sense of self-preservation always kicks in. There was no way in hell I was going to shack up with Claire Burns again, even if it was in New York City. Her question instantly cured my hangover though, and with it any residue of foolish hope I might have had left about our doomed affair. The Claire and Lee story was over. Forever.
First I thought she was joking. “I don’t think you’ll have any crazier ideas any time soon.” She looked at me. I could see the frown of determination struggle its way out from under her Botox-ed brow.
“I’m serious, Lee. You think you haven’t changed me but you’re wrong. I’ve made a lot of mistakes with you but I’m a smart woman. I would even say of above average intelligence. I learn fast. Let me undo my failures. Come to New York with me.”
“Claire please, what are you on? We broke up, for good reason, and I moved back to London. Let’s not do this again.”
“I know and I understand how you feel. But you don’t have to decide straight away. At least think about it.”
“No, I won’t. Not even for a split second. What the hell is going on here? You can’t just spring this on me mere hours before you have to leave. The answer is no.”
“So this thing we had, this dramatic love affair, is well and truly over then. Is that what you are saying?”
“Yes. That’s exactly what I’m saying. We can’t keep on resurrecting it when there is no life left, Claire. It’s over and it has been for a while.”
I didn’t stay very long after that. The time had come and we both knew it. We had said goodbye before, but it had never been this definite. Upon leaving the hotel I thought about what I had said earlier. This really was the end. At least I had learned that I don’t like my relationships open. I walked all the way back to Shoreditch, it was far but I wanted to disappear in one of those typically dreary London days, a light rain drizzling from the sky, grey wetness everywhere I turned, the decor adequately suiting my mood. I was numbed by Claire’s last embrace, its imprint seemed to linger on my skin, its scent was stuck in my nostrils. I realised that saying goodbye was the easy part, what comes after is what kills you. I thought about her dyed hair, her reconstructed face, her uneven lips, her dark eyes, her fingers, her strong but tender hands, her smile, her candour, her confidence and how I had loved it all with everything I had in me. Then I thought about her last words, “So long, Lee Harlem. What kind of name is that, anyway?” This time I didn’t fight back the tears.
GayRomeo, Grindr and Gin-Tonics
The gay boys I hang with in Hong Kong are pretty unbelievable, I mean, they score like nobody's business. They make it look so easy because all they need is an internet connection and a profile picture. I should be used to it by now but, admittedly, I am still slightly baffled when someone tells me about a late night booty call with a guy they never met before. And it’s not just the amazing amount of sex they have, what surprises me most is the ease with which they become friends or at least acquaintances with their hook-ups afterwards. GayRomeo, Grindr and gin-tonics is all they need to build a social network and a sex life all in one effort. All of this contrasts starkly with the lesbian scene of course, men and women are at their most diverse and divided when it comes to sex. But we already knew that.
"My friends and I, we're kind of sluts." Max and I were sipping cocktails during our weekly happy hour binge last Thursday. We were on our third and he felt like he had this announcement to make.
“Tell me something I don’t know.”
“Hey, at least I own it, Lee. What have you got to show for? I like drama just as much you do but at least I don’t let it get in the way of my sex life.”
“You just said it, Max, you’re a slut.”
“So is everyone else I meet.”
“It’s different for lesbians. We need more time and we need to connect emotionally first.”
“Is that why you didn’t take Lucia up on her offer? You went on a four-hour date, how much time do you need? Please tell me you won’t blow her off a second time.”
“I didn’t blow her off. I just wanted to take it easy and make it more, huh, special.”
“Yes well, just make sure you shave your armpits and any other hairy bits so you’re ready to dive in tomorrow.” Sometimes I feel like my gay friends frown upon my lesbian ways.
The day after I had my second date with Lucia. I felt inspired by Max’s words and suggested we’d skip dinner. Instead I invited Lucia to my apartment to share a bottle of Piper I had saved for a special occasion. The weather had shifted, going from windy to almost smouldering in a couple of days. I put two chairs and a small table on my miniature terrace and, surrounded by tall illuminated buildings, we spent some time giggling and mock admiring the sea glimpse I enjoy from the twentieth floor flat of the fifty story high-rise I live in. “These city lights are all the stars we need”, Lucia mused after we had finished the first bottle. I got up to get another one when she grabbed my hand and brought it to her mouth. “You’re not going to say no tonight, are you?” She asked. Then she licked my thumb and slowly trailed it along her upper lip.
“Oh no, I mean, yes. You know what I mean,” was all I could mumble. And we kissed, awkwardly cramped between the furniture that took up all the space on the balcony. The evening air was soft, a mild breeze blew Lucia’s hair in my eyes, and I remember wondering, “Is this what they call explosions in the sky?”
When I called Max on Saturday he was so proud of me. I told him, “Pride has nothing to do with this, homie, I think I’m in love.”
“Urgh, you lesbians,” he said.
Coupling
Claire was gone. Her departure destabilised me for a while but, you know, we broke up and she left. There was nothing left to say or do. I occupied myself with work and I continued to admire Kim and Jennifer, my lesbian house mates. Sharing a house breaks down boundaries and we all got pretty chummy after a couple of months of living together. Kim was the more outgoing of the two, her personality sometimes seemed to overpower Jennifer’s, who was more the silent, brooding kind. I was still feeling somewhat destroyed by love, preferring to spend time with a grounded couple instead of going on dates. Maybe I wanted to learn how it was done properly before launching myself into the perpetual heartbreak game again. I kept Kim up for hours while interrogating her on the secrets of a successful love life, but she was always very down-to-earth about it, stating that some people are just lucky to meet someone they want to share their life with early on, like she and Jennifer had. While she spoke the words she could look at Jennifer with such unbridled love in her eyes, it almost made me jealous. I felt left behind, unworthy at times, as all I had to show for was a broken heart after an affair that was doomed from the start.
Kim and I had an easy friendly relationship. Jennifer was a tougher nut to crack, she was reserved and mysterious, not the complete opposite but different enough to complement Kim’s more forward character. For all I could tell, they were the happiest couple I knew. Maybe it was just sympathy or maybe it was just friendliness but they asked me out quite a bit, when Kim wasn’t cooking we all went out to dinner together, mostly the four of us but it happened quite often that I found myself in a dinner threesome at a romantic restaurant with two long-time lesbian partners. It never felt anything but natural, we were all just allies trying to outsmart life into making us happy. I didn’t feel any obvious attraction towards them, not because they weren’t easy to look at, but because in rare cases friendship simply comes first. Once you befriend someone, as beautiful as they may be, exteriors tend to fade into the background.
One evening the three of us decided to go to the cinema. Jennifer sat in between Kim and me. Halfway through the movie I suddenly felt a hand on my thigh, it could only be Jennifer’s. I was startled and didn’t react immediately, in my naivety I figured she must have mistaken me for her girlfriend. Then she started moving her fingers and lightly caressed my upper leg. It made me uncomfortable so I shuffled in my seat to snap her out of it. Her hand didn’t budge. I coughed discreetly, which only resulted in Jennifer gently squeezing my knee. Then I understood it wasn’t an innocent error, it was a secret come-on. I was mortified, but, in all honesty, also slightly aroused. What can I say, if it’s illicit it’s bound to turn me on. The excitement only lasted a split second though, as it was crushed by the notion that my favourite couple may not be as perfect after all. I grabbed Jennifer’s hand and firmly shoved it aside. She never even looked at me. When the movie was finished we went home as if nothing had happened, with an unsuspecting Kim analysing the plot as she always did. As soon as we arrived at the house I went up to my room, not knowing how to handle this unexpected turn. Not even ten minutes later there was a knock on my door, it was Jennifer.
Strictly Come Dancing
“Is Tiger here? I just want to make sure he’s in the house before we go to sleep.” I pointed at my bed where a fluffy ginger cat lay purring happily.
“Yes, he’s lounging on my pillow as usual.”
“He seems to be very fond of you.”
“It looks like he’s not the only one.” Jennifer shut the door.
“Please, don’t tell Kim. The last thing I want to do is hurt her,” she whispered.
“Same here. We have a good thing going in this house. I don’t want to move out because you can’t keep your hands to yourself.”
“It won’t happen again.”
“OK. Good night.”
Jennifer wasn’t much of a talker, I wasn’t going to get more out of her than that. I dismissed her meandering hand motion and moved on. In no way did I want to jeopardise my place in the house by actively processing those five minutes of silliness. But a week later we found ourselves unexpectedly alone. Kim was attending a work-related dinner and Jack, who was going to watch Strictly Come Dancing with us, went on a last-minute date. I told Jennifer I would watch the show in Jack’s room but she told me not to be stupid and watch it on the big screen with her. We were so rock-and-roll back then, watching a dance show on Saturday night instead of painting the town red. I agreed and settled next to her in the couch. We each leaned our back against the opposite arm rest, our legs curled up inches from each other. I did my best not to touch her but every time a comment on the show caused us to burst out in a fit of enthusiasm or outrage, our feet got more tangled up.
Before the cinema incident I had never really thought about Jennifer in a sexual way, but since then I had experienced a few fleeting moments of daydreaming, recollecting the sudden rush the touch of her hand had sprung on me. Objectively speaking she was smoking hot, being the child of an African father and a half-Irish half-Asian mother her skin was a velvet light brown, prominent cheek bones pushed her small dark eyes to the back of her head and gave her that intangible air. And she was a dance instructor − one of the reasons she never missed Strictly − so she was in enviable physical condition and moved with effortless elegance. She possessed a silent sensuality that had previously escaped me but that became all the more obvious as the tension in the couch rose. My right foot had been inadvertently stroking hers for the past half hour. As soon as I became aware of it and what it was doing to me I retracted it, which caught Jennifer’s attention. We looked at each other and we recognised the hunger in each other’s eyes. What followed then was rushed, wrong and delicious. She shagged me on the very couch she and Kim spent the better part of their evenings in − I guess somehow it was better than in their bed. It lasted for about thirty joyous minutes and then the guilt set in. As we lay there panting while buttoning up our jeans she said, “No one, and I really mean not a living soul on this earth, can ever know about this.” I nodded and she spoke again, “But damn, I’ve wanted to do this ever since you moved in.”
It was still early and I decided to go out. I couldn’t stay in the house and wait for Kim as if nothing had happened. I went up to my room to grab some stuff and on my way back down I heard Jennifer in the shower, washing off my smell in preparation for Kim’s return. I was convinced my days in the house were numbered.
Double dating
Jennifer hid it well. I had more trouble concealing my emotions from Kim and especially Jack. When you live in the same house you quickly learn when someone feels a bit off-balance. Luckily Jack had just met a guy he had fallen head over heels for. He filled the house with some much needed − on my part at least − silly romantic energy, as it took away the spotlight from the guilt that must have shown on my face. I needed an excuse to not spend as much time with them as before so one night, over dinner, I solemnly announced I wanted to start dating again and I asked my three house mates if they knew of any eligible candidates.
Jack, in his usual discreet manner, stated, “It’s about time, Lee. How long has it been? You must be as dry as a desert down there.” This caused Jennifer to nervously shuffle in her chair, but no one noticed but me.
“I told you about my colleague Olivia, right? We can finally go on that double date,” Kim said. A couple of weeks earlier she had said she wanted to introduce me to a new colleague of hers. I had shrugged it off then, claiming I wasn’t ready. The thought of going on a date with Kim and Jennifer tagging along hardly enthused me now, but I faked it.
“Sure, I’m curious to meet her. Maybe this weekend?” Jennifer gave me one of her silent looks of doom, she could stare you into death if she put her mind to it.
“Ooh, lesbian date night galore this weekend. Excuse me ladies, but I will stay well away from that,” Jack giggled.
So I had a date with an available woman to look forward to, but it didn’t stop me from beating myself up for my lack of self-control and, even worse, my growing attraction towards Jennifer. I could only hope this date would snap me out of it. Where I had failed to see her beauty before under the guise of friendship and such, it had now started slapping me in the face continuously. At breakfast when she showed up in the kitchen wearing nothing but a faded tank top and boxers, the light hue of their fabric drawing my eyes to the darkness of her skin. Since arriving at the house Jennifer and I had formed a habit of watching the morning news together, swooning over Sian Williams, commenting on the impossible tightness of her dresses and cursing whenever she was replaced by Susanna Reid. What had once been harmless morning fun had now turned into sheer agony because we were watching the friendship we had built crumble before our very eyes. So I started getting up later, waiting for the drum of the shower, to have the kitchen − and Sian − to myself. But then there were the evenings when I saw Jennifer and Kim sprawled out on the couch, their legs all tangled up, just like mine had been with Jennifer’s that night. It was an easy conclusion that I had to get out of the house more and put myself out there. It was time.
If Jennifer had any feelings for me after that night, she did a very good job of hiding them. I was amazed by the cool with which she moved through the house because I as good as flinched every time I passed her on the stairs. I wouldn’t say I was falling for her, but I was clearly shaken by what had happened. Maybe a date was exactly what I needed. I just wished Jennifer didn't have to be there.
On the floor
Olivia and Kim were both solicitors and Olivia had recently joined the firm Kim worked for. She was a single lesbian on the prowl, Kim had quickly deciphered the signals and considered me a possible prey. Olivia was definitely pretty and she had a Scottish accent, which always increases the hotness level by at least factor twenty-five. I was quite charmed, but I wasn’t sure I had the same effect on her. I was going pretty heavy on the booze and alcohol induced bravado is hardly ever sexy. It’s just that I was sitting there, on a Saturday night in some trendy bar, with my two good friends Jennifer and Kim who had set me up with a gorgeous woman. It could have been a perfect picture, if only my mind wasn’t bombarded by images of Jennifer’s hands all over my body and her tongue parting my lips. The more I drank the more ironic the situation seemed and I guess I acted accordingly. I knew it was time to tap into my inner ladyness when Jennifer brought me a large glass of water and hissed, “Get it together. Now.”
Jennifer was a dancer, she ran her own studio and I loved to watch her move on the dancefloor. I drank some more water, I defied her glance of contempt − or something like it − and said, “Let’s go dancing.” We went to the club where on my first day back in London I had slapped Katy in the face. But that was long forgotten now. I was on a date. I was going to prove to myself that I could still woo an interesting woman, to Jennifer that I had moved on from our indiscretion and to Kim that I was worthy of the introduction to her colleague. Kim and Jennifer seemed to disappear into each other on the dancefloor, they moved so effortlessly together, as if they’d never done anything else. This spurred me on to make the most out of meeting Olivia so I started twirling around her, taking her hands and alternately lifting them to the beat. She didn’t seem like much of a dancer though and she escorted me back to the bar.
“I feel more comfortable here.”
“Oh really? I’m just asking because you don’t strike me as a watching-from-the-sidelines kind of person.” This made her smile.
“I’m not, except when it comes to dancing.”
She pointed her head to the dancefloor and said, “Look at them. Are they the perfect couple or what?” I was dying with desire from watching Jennifer burn the floor.
“Yeah. Can you imagine how seeing this all the time makes me feel? It’s awful.”
“Oh, poor you. I feel so sorry for you.” She had no idea how sorry I was feeling for myself.
I excused myself to go to the ladies room. When I got out of the stall Jennifer was washing her hands. Our eyes locked in the reflection of the mirror. As she turned around, she said, “Olivia’s great, don’t you think?”
“She’s wonderful.” I could barely look at her. I just wanted to touch her, feel her skin on my fingers. I needed another drink.
“I’m glad you like her.” She grabbed my hand and squeezed it tenderly. My heart started beating in my throat and I tried to hold on to her hand, but it slipped through my fingers as she moved away from me. That’s when I knew I had reached the point of no return. I had only gone and fallen in love with my unavailable room mate.
Come and go
There is no question that in the past months I have come to appreciate the joys of this hedonistic city. When I first arrived I had a bit of a hard time with it, but I seem to have settled in quite nicely now. I’ve even started taking Hong Kong’s relentless efficiency for granted. There’s a cheap taxi waiting for you at every street corner and the MTR is one of the most punctual in the world. Hong Kong is a tiny stretch of expat paradise in the East, hugely overcrowded, but that’s only normal because everybody wants to get a piece of it. The only real problem with this town is that you constantly have to be prepared to say goodbye. Hong Kong is expat central, I can’t say I’ve met many locals here, but I meet new expats every week. There is a constant influx of fresh gweilo blood, but this, of course, can’t happen without a good number of people leaving all the time as well. There has to be some balance, there’s not enough space here as it is. It’s the waving goodbye part that kills me, along with the constant talk of going away amongst my friends and acquaintances. We are human beings, we adapt but we also get attached. This may sound cruel but it has come to it that when I meet someone, no matter how nice they are, if they tell me from the bat that they’re leaving in a couple of months, I don’t want to waste my time talking to them. Hong Kong does that to you. I remember that when I was asked to come here my boss said, “Beware, Hong Kong is a tough city.” She was referring to the coldness of investment bankers and how it’s all about money here, and sure, the harsh gold rush energy that hangs heavy in the air can be daunting at first, but it means nothing compared to losing friends all the time.
I have a two-year contract with a good − almost certain, if I want to − chance at renewal, so I know I will be here for a while. Last weekend was one of the first of many smouldering Hong Kong beach weekends and Lucia and I went to Lamma Island to get sunburned − of course she’s Spanish so I was the one doing all the burning.
“When does your contract expire?” I asked. It seemed like a fair question for two people who are getting further acquainted. Lucia works for a shipping company and she’s been in Hong Kong for three and a half years already.
“My contract is up in September,” she said. My heart sank. It was noisy on the beach but had it been night-time with no one around I bet she could have heard the sound of my heart falling down my chest. This is why this city is not made for romance, it’s made for one-night-stands and loose arrangements but definitely not for falling in love. “I haven’t been asked to stay yet and I wasn’t really waiting for the question because I wanted to go back home.” My heart sank a little deeper. “But that was before I met you.” A tiny smile was building at the corners of my mouth, but it had nothing on the tears stinging behind my eyes. “So when they ask me now, I will think about it twice.” My Sunday afternoon was ruined and saved at the same time. It’s no secret that I really like Lucia, with her dark hair, matching eyes and adorable Spanish accent. We’re still in the early courting stages of our affair but she’s already so easy to be around. In the course of two weeks my tiny crush has developed into a solid case of infatuation. And I don’t want her to go.
Confession time
I had to tell someone. It was easy enough for Jennifer to demand silence of me. It was essential for the survival of her relationship, but I was single and becoming increasingly unhappy with the sight of her and Kim. I didn’t want to break them up and I didn’t want Kim to find out, I just wanted to get over it and, if possible, move on and keep my place in the house. On the rare occasions that Jennifer and I found ourselves alone we never alluded to it, as far as she was concerned it had never happened, which was driving me slightly crazy. It seemed unfair because she had been the one who had started it. But she had the ability to completely shut down her emotions and bury herself in silence − the silence was the worst. And then there was the minor fact of me pining for her more and more as each day passed. What had begun with a hand on my knee had transformed into a full-blown affair in my head. At night, alone in my room, except for Tiger purring on the pillow next to mine, I dreamt up every possible scenario that could land Jennifer in my bed, half-naked on the couch, or fully clothed in the broom closet for all I cared, as long as she touched me again. I even managed to shut Kim out of my fantasies completely, like she didn’t exist anymore. I don’t know which part was more horrible, conjuring op erotic thoughts of her girlfriend or erasing my friend’s presence entirely in my mind. Because Kim was my friend, we were close, but it’s not easy bridging the distance when there’s a secret like that in the way.
To make matters worse she kept asking me about Olivia. Sure, Olivia was great and pretty and wonderful, I had to agree with that, so why wasn’t I pursuing it more? How was I supposed to explain that to Kim? I had no real interest in seeing Olivia again, until my good friend Alex told me I had no choice. A couple of nights after the double date I went over to his place and just blurted it all out. I must have looked pretty miserable because the moment I walked in he poured me a large glass of wine and asked, “Tell me, Leesbian. What’s on your mind?”
“Oh Alex, I think I’m in love.”
“What’s with all the moping then?”
“I only had to pick the most unavailable woman again.”
“Who is it? Didn’t you go on a date last weekend? Did Kim set you up with a married woman? That’s pretty stupid.”
“If only. It’s hardly Kim’s fault. Although she is part of the drama.”
Alex looked at me puzzled. He ran his index finger through the stubble on his chin, the way some men do when they’re about to reach a conclusion. He was a good friend, he wasn’t going to make me spell it out for for him. He narrowed his eyes. He knew.
“Well, it has to be either Kim or Jennifer then. My money is on Jennifer because Kim is way too straightforward and just plain nice for you to fall for.” I nodded.
“I slept with Jennifer.” Alex’s eyes grew to the size of saucers, or at least they did in my imagination. He was speechless for a second, but soon found his voice again.
“Pardon the language, Lee, but, you slag. Tell me all about it.”
So I gave him all the facts, laced with some despair and longing. I told him about the cinema incident, the indecency in the couch and the double date. We sat in silence for a minute and then he said, “The way I see it you have no choice but to go out with Olivia again. You must prevent Kim from becoming suspicious. And you like Olivia, right? So maybe something will spark if you give it a chance. And who knows, maybe it will make Jennifer jealous. But do strike that last sentence off the record.”
The last sentence
Of course I focused on Alex’s last sentence. Hey, I was a woman under the influence, my bloodstream was under relentless attack of infatuation hormones. No one can think clearly in circumstances like that. A plan was coming together in my untrustworthy brain. I would go out with Olivia, maybe even have some fun with her along the way − stranger things have happened. I would catch Jennifer’s covert look of disapproval when telling her and Kim all about my fantastic date. A couple of days would pass, days in which I would have flirty conversations with Olivia over the phone, perfectly audible for everyone in the living room, or kitchen, or whatever communal place Jennifer would be at the time of the call. I would invite Olivia over to watch Strictly Come Dancing with us, thus inducting her into the geeky Saturday night ritual of our house. We would snuggle in the couch and the night would end with Olivia staying over in my room. We would rattle up a storm of noise that would make even the most stoic of people, i.e. Jennifer, cringe. The next day Jennifer, her nerves worn thin by the sight of my desire for someone else, her patience tested beyond repair by my expert flaunting, would show up in my room, without knocking − the time for knocking would have passed − and she would ask, “Are you in love with Olivia?” Her usual icy demeanour would barely be able to hide the passion with which she would address me, almost turning the question into a demand. And I wouldn’t say anything in reply. I would watch her and I would wait for her to approach me, put her hand on the back of my neck and pull my face close to hers. When our lips would be about to touch I would finally speak. The words I’m crazy about you would be squashed between our touching lips but they wouldn’t be lost. They would only grow louder as our tongues got more intertwined until they exploded simultaneously in our hearts and in our brains. It was a sketchy plan, but it was the best I could do.
What really happened was I went on a date with Olivia and my plan fell through. It fell through because I may have been desperate but I would never use anyone like that, I have red hot blood in my veins, not ice water. And it wasn’t much of a plan anyway, more a crazy fantasy kind of thing, a daydream. Olivia and I went out for drinks after work one day. The conversation was pleasant enough, I was doing my best to ignore the way images of Jennifer’s sensual arms and the way she had wrapped them around me kept creeping up on me. Admittedly, I wasn’t trying very hard with Olivia, which really was a waste of such a fine Scottish lass, until something she said suddenly spiked my interest.
“I think Kim was relieved when I told her we were going out tonight.”
“How do you mean, relieved?”
“Don’t tell her I said this, OK? But a couple of weeks ago she confided in me that she suspected Jennifer of having a little crush on you.” I almost choked on my drink.
“What? Really?”
“Yeah. She said she had noticed small changes in Jen’s behaviour and had caught her occasionally glancing at you with what seemed more than just a friendly interest.” Somehow I managed to keep a straight face.
“Wow. I had no idea. I think it’s just her imagination though. I mean, I would know right?”
“I guess. That’s when she approached me about the double date.” I dug deep inside myself and called upon my most sincere smile.
“Well, I’m glad she did.”
Suspicious minds
It was only logical that Kim had her suspicions. She had been together with Jennifer for more than four years, she would have to notice immediately if her girlfriend was secretly exploring new territories. I wondered how much she knew though. I was certain Jennifer hadn’t told her about us, not only because Jennifer wasn’t the type to spill the beans but also because Kim’s demeanour towards me was still as friendly as ever. If anyone was pulling away from the relationship it was me, out of shame, guilt and well, agony. I was beginning to think my only way out of this mess was moving out of the house. But how would I explain that? I had no obvious reason to leave and I couldn’t bail without at least ruffling some feathers. And then where would we all be? Kim was suspicious and smart, she would put two and two together in no time. Jennifer could hide but she wouldn’t lie if asked point blank about it. And then there was Jack. He knew something was going on, he had had his feelers up for a while but as much as I wanted to, I couldn’t tell him. However, as soon as I would shut the door of our house behind me for good, all the pieces would come together and he would complete the puzzle. He would know.
I was trapped in the lovesick hell of my own mind. If moving out wasn’t an option, if only to protect Kim and Jennifer, who had welcomed me into their home at a time when I was at my weakest, then there was only one thing left to do: fall out of love with Jennifer. I decided I needed a substitute for Jennifer, someone I could focus on and who would get me out of the house as much as possible. For obvious reasons, Olivia was to be the one, she was in play already, she was available and seemed interested enough. Nothing substantial had happened between us yet, except for a few pecks on the cheek. If I wanted to move things forward, I had some serious courting to do. Salvation was just around the corner, but I still had a long way to go.
So I started seeing Olivia, tentatively at first, but I soon found myself almost obsessed with being around her, as if her mere presence could absolve me of all the sins my mind committed. It was hardly an ideal situation but effective enough to trick me into thinking I was doing the right thing. It was more than just a mock affair, it was a safe haven of sorts, a place to let my guard down and not be constrained by all the rules the house demanded of me. Of course no one in the house asked anything specific of me but I had devised a complicated set of rules in my head to keep me company at all times. The number one rule was: avoid Jennifer enough to stay sane but not too much so as not to raise suspicion. I failed every day. The harder I tried the more impossible it seemed for me to forget about her. I was foolish enough to think that I could regulate my mind into forgetting her. But what else was I supposed to do? With every failure, with every absent thought that led me back to her image and with every inch of desire that tugged at my heart when I watched her cross her legs or stretch her neck, I would cling to Olivia more. With the days turning into weeks, an expanding melancholy took hold of me. Something had to happen, something other than my senseless escapism with another woman, who wasn’t a fool either. And then something did.
Up in the attic
Kim had gotten a promotion at work. Jennifer and I were to meet her, Olivia and some of their colleagues at a bar in Covent Garden to celebrate. I was in my bedroom, pondering what to wear while writing an e-mail to my mother when an IM message started flickering on my laptop screen. It was Jennifer, who was sitting in her room, a story below me, at her own computer. The message blinked, “Please stop me.” I stared at the screen for a minute, I could feel my cheeks flush and my mouth go dry. I typed, “Stop you from what?” I could see she was typing something, hesitating and then typing some more. While I waited the excitement tightened my stomach, the familiar rush of hope and panic colliding in my veins. “Stop me from coming up to your room.” I couldn’t help it, the corners of my mouth were tugged upwards by an unstoppable force. “And doing something stupid.” A lot was riding on my response but I didn’t have time to think it through − let alone the capacity to think at all. It was as if my whole being instantly transformed into a mixture of adrenalin and desire. I replied, “What are you waiting for?”
Ten seconds later my door opened. Even though I was prepared, I was still knocked back by the image of Jennifer standing in my doorway in nothing but a pair of briefs and a bra. I had no defence. She was lightly perspiring from her bolt up the stairs. I wanted to say something but she quickly put her finger on my lips and said, “Please, don’t speak.” I was only half-dressed so it didn’t take us long to get naked. Oh the times I had dreamt of having Jennifer in my bed, all to myself, to do to her as I pleased. Not that I was thinking of that at the time, I had no thoughts, only a lust worthy of animals and a months-old thirst yearning to be quenched. This was no longer a mistake, a faux pas or even an indecency. It was passion and it was love. It was still wrong, but for that half hour that Jennifer mercilessly ravaged me in my attic room, it felt as true and honest as anything born from pure emotion. This was a love that could not be helped. Not on my part anyway. After I had shed my last post-orgasmic tear − I tend to cry when too overwhelmed − Jennifer, still wrapped up in a strangely sexy silence, guided me to the bathroom, gently pushed me in the shower and then joined me. She washed every part of me clean, as if to put what had just happened in the past immediately, but her hands were shaking and her touch was too soft to make any statement like that.
Later, on the tube to Covent Garden, we spoke in hushed voices. Jennifer inquired, unable to hide the insecurity in her voice, “Why are you with Olivia?” I looked up at her, my eyes searching her face for any signs of recognition of what I was feeling.
“Because I can’t have you.”
“That’s not a very good reason.”
“I know.”
“Will you stay with her?”
“I don’t know. I guess not.” I hesitated, I was petrified of the possible answer, but I asked her anyway. “Are you in love with me?”
Jennifer sighed. She was silent as the train came to a halt. This was our stop. She turned to me, looked for my eyes, found them and said, “Yes, I’m pretty sure I am.”
Cosmic karma
Basically I need to convince a woman I met less than a month ago to stay in this city because of me. That’s a lot of pressure. Lucia and I talk a lot, as we have a million questions to ask each other, but we avoid the subject of leaving like the plague. I fully understand why, after having lived here for almost four years, she would want to go back home. This place has no values, it’s not homely. Hong Kong is just a dirty pleasure of a city. Only this weekend a friend of mine said to me, “I really need to get out of here, all I seem to do is work and get drunk.” In a way we live an early tween life here, except the university classes are substituted by work, and most people are in their thirties. It’s all well and good for a while − as long as your body, especially the liver, can take it − but we all, one way or another, reach a point in life where we want something more for ourselves. Like a wife, a kid maybe and a house with some trees next to it. Let’s just start with the wife though. And some responsibilities, aside from work. In the end, a lack of personal accountability can really drag you down.
The amount of single people in Hong Kong is staggering, which is normal, because this city is the single person’s wet dream. Just don’t start looking for romance, then you’re screwed either way. That’s not to say there aren’t any couples to be found here, there are, but eighty percent of them didn’t get formed here. They came here from all over the world and live on an island that can only be reached by ferry, where the property prices are not as steep and they can get a bigger place to inhabit their coupledom freely, and maybe even get a dog. Or they live in Stanley or Repulse bay with their spawn who they send to expensive private schools during office hours and who get nannied by a domestic helper after four while mummy goes to the country club and daddy brings home the bacon. I know, I’m shamelessly generalising, but I’m just trying to make a point − and it’s not as if all of these things don’t happen in other cities, but in Hong Kong everything just seems to be heightened, more intense. And I guess I’m feeling a bit bitter as well. It’s just that, in this town, it’s so hard to meet someone and actually fall in love − especially for lesbians − and then when I finally do I find out we have less than six months left. The Hong Kong universe is a cruel one.
It’s not because we don’t talk about it that it doesn’t dampen my early courtship spirit. In this city you’re supposed to go with the flow, see where it all ends up, get lost in the pace of everything, including the insane speed with which people come and go. And then you’re supposed to drink to it and say “good luck” and follow how life fares them on Facebook. I don’t want to find myself at Lucia’s going away party mere months from now − on the verge of becoming one of her many Facebook friends in Hong Kong − and toast to her happiness. I want to be part of her happiness. Obviously I don’t know what will happen in the coming weeks or months but I have a pretty strong idea of where I want it to go. Because of how I feel I won’t have a choice but to get lost in this spring romance, but tell me, how is that fair on my poor heart? Is it cosmic karma for all the ways in which I have made a fool of traditional love, that now, after more than a decade of fruitlessly searching, when I finally find some for myself, it has to be taken away? How’s that for irony? Maybe I should just ask Lucia to stay. Maybe she’ll say yes.
Shameless
I had been the other woman once before − with Nathalie − but this time I wasn’t only sleeping with someone else’s partner, that someone was also my friend. I know, I should have had some psychotherapy when I had the chance, but I probably would have ended up shagging the therapist anyway, it being ethically wrong and such − except if said therapist was a man of course. I’m ashamed to say my affair with Jennifer didn’t end after our rumble in my attic room. Of course now I’m ashamed, when it all came out I was ashamed, but when I really needed to be ashamed, when I needed shame to stop me, I wasn’t. I was horny, crazy and in undeniable lust. I was also a coward, a traitor and, let’s face it, a home-wrecker. Before I moved in with Jen and Kim they were the happiest couple alive. You might assume that something must have been wrong with their relationship for Jennifer to have come after me the way she did, but I’m pretty convinced everything was hunky-dory between them. And yes, I did ask myself the question, usually when on a massive post-orgasmic guilt-trip, why I should be the wiser one. I wasn’t the one in a long-term relationship. I wasn’t cheating on my girlfriend. Back then I used every manipulation device possible to trick my brain into believing that if it felt that good, it couldn’t be so wrong. Still, I may have been single but Kim was my friend. I was carrying on with Jennifer right under her and Jack’s − my other friend − nose.
A couple of days after Jennifer and I engaged in the second coming of our hunger for each other, Liz and Andrew asked me to house and dog sit for them while they went on holiday. Obviously I jumped at the opportunity to leave the tense situation in Shoreditch and flee the guilt that seeing Kim every day caused me. I also needed to get away from Jennifer because seeing her caused me to feel so much more than guilt, it obliterated all the guilt I could possibly feel and transformed it into a huge burst of titillating desire. I didn’t know yet − even though I had a strong inkling − but I would soon learn that my feelings for her ran much deeper than the sexual appetite she stirred in me. In the ten days that I stayed at Liz’s apartment Jennifer came to see me every day − and I managed to ignore Olivia’s existence completely. Jennifer rearranged her evening classes at the studio and got someone to fill in for her for a couple of hours so she could travel to Hampstead and fuck me. We took long lunch breaks together in Liz’s guest room. She lied to Kim on Saturday and told her she had an all-day training course. On Sunday she said she needed to go for a long run to eliminate the stress of the previous day’s course. It was reckless and foolish. Where I had thought that removing myself from the house for a couple of days would allow us to reflect on the situation, maybe even come to our senses before causing more damage, it had the exact opposite effect as it allowed us to surrender to our temptations almost undisturbed. And then Liz and Andrew returned from their holiday, and I had to go back to Shoreditch.
Mistresses
These things happen. That was about all I had to hold on to. My ten days away from home − and Kim − had been naughty, because of Jennifer’s visits, but also lonely. Nothing makes you feel more alone than, time and time again, watching a lover go back to their partner. At night, after Jennifer had left, I lay on the sheets we rumpled. I couldn’t let Jamie (the dog) in because Liz had made it clear he was not allowed in the bedrooms − I wondered what her policy on mistresses was. All alone I tossed and turned and I realised it would be impossible to return to the house and pretend everything was normal. I had made some half-hearted attempts at discussing it with Jennifer but the purpose of her visits was not to talk. It was as if she had a million demons to exorcise and sex was the only means. I understood that saying it out loud would have made it too real for her, too painful. We didn’t speak of it, we just let it hang between us, in the musky sex-stained air.
On the day of Liz and Andrew’s return I waited for them in their living room, Jamie − who knew it all − by my side. I asked Andrew if I could talk to Liz in private for a moment and then I told her. I nervously informed her about what had gone down in her apartment during her absence. She stared at me, disbelief seizing her face and asked, “Have you not learnt anything from Nathalie?”
“This is different.”
“How is it different? Jennifer is not available. She is cheating. You both are. Again.” She was right, of course. But sometimes, someone just really needs to state the obvious.
“Can I stay here tonight?”
“Of course you can. But what are you going to do? You can’t stay here forever.”
“I don’t know. Find a new place to live, I guess.” Then the flood gates opened. I wanted Liz to feel as sorry for me as I was feeling for myself, not that I deserved any pity. I just needed a friend who wouldn’t judge me. Liz wrapped her arm around me and handed me a tissue. The universal gesture of understanding.
“You can stay here as long as you like, Lee. Just don’t carry on with Jennifer under my roof, OK? I won’t have that.” I felt like a little girl being scolded by her mother.
“God no, of course not.” Liz closed her eyes and sighed. She looked tired and pale. I presumed it was from traveling, not from finding out about my shenanigans in her guest room.
“At some point you will have to tell Kim. Won’t she wonder why you’re not coming home?”
“I’m sure she will. What a mess, eh?”
“I can’t leave you alone for a second, can I?” There was the little girl again. Liz held me tight and kissed me on the forehead. “Oh Lee, when will you ever learn?” And there was that question again.
I hadn’t spoken to Kim in ten days. I had ignored her calls because I couldn’t bear to hear her voice and I didn’t have answers to the questions she was bound to ask, questions about Olivia and, quite possibly, other things. I preferred communicating with her through text messages. Instead of calling her, I dialled Jack’s number to let the house know I would stay at Liz’s a bit longer. Before Jack ended our conversation he asked, in a much more earnest tone than usual, “Lee, is there something I should know?” I didn’t immediately reply, which probably said enough, but then I simply answered, “No.” An hour later he rang Liz’s bell.
Revelations
“Hi Lee, I think we need to talk.” I escorted Jack to my temporary room, Liz’s guest room, and we sat down on the bed. “Why won’t you come home?” My palms were sweaty and I was staring at my feet. “And why won’t you look at me? You’re making me assume the worst.” I detected a hint of anger in his tone. This was the guy who had secured my spot in the house, the guy I had hit it off with the way only fellow gays can − a silent understanding running beneath our skin − and the guy I had confided all my heartaches to. If this was already so bad, what would the real confrontation, the one with Kim, be like? “Say something Lee, please. Is it true?” I lifted my head up, tears were trickling down my cheeks, my face was wet with shame and guilt. All I could mumble was, “Yes.” That’s when the drama queen in Jack took over. He started crying and then shouted, “Fuck, Lee. What have you done? What in God’s name have you done? I can’t believe you!”
I had no defence. I was guilty. I could have used a lawyer but I was pretty sure the two lawyers I knew, Kim and Olivia, would never speak to me again. “You’ve taken Kim and me for mugs. We’re not stupid, you know. How long has this been going on?” Compared to Jack, I was dead calm. I urged him to sit down but he looked down at the bed, the only place to sit in the room and asked, “How many times did you fuck Jennifer in this bed then, Lee? And in your bed? And in our bloody house?” It wasn’t easy to find my voice beneath the tears, my throat was swollen, my mouth was dry and when I spoke I sounded much funnier than I felt, “Please, Jack. Calm down. I’m so sorry.” I looked at him, another victim of love’s treacherous ways. This completely screwed up his life as well. “The first time something happened was two months ago.” This set Jack off again.
“Two months? Are you kidding me?” He buried his face in his hands and sobbed loudly. “But it only became serious three weeks ago.” The look of mockery and disgust he shot me then made me shiver with self-hatred.
“Serious? What’s that supposed to mean? You weighed your options first and then decided to go for it, full throttle?”
“I’m just saying that we tried to resist it.”
“Well, you should have tried a little harder, Lee.” He sank down on the bed, defeated. “Why didn’t you try harder?” Why had I not tried harder? Because I was selfish. Because when hormones wage war in your blood there is no room left for reason. But really, I had no excuses.
“I don’t know, Jack. I’m so sorry.”
He met my eyes. His face was red and blotchy from his hysterical reaction. He asked, without a hint of drama this time, except for a slight tremble in his voice, “Are you in love with her?” That was my cue to lose it. I started weeping uncontrollably. I remembered Jennifer leaning on the side of the bed where Jack was now sitting, battling his feelings of loathing for me. I remembered Jennifer ringing the bell and not being able to wait until we reached the bedroom to kiss me and touch me. I remembered how unstoppable it had felt.
“I’ll take that as a yes then,” Jack said and he left.
The dog in the night time
After Jack left I texted Jennifer, He knows. I wasn’t sure what Jack’s next move would be, but chances were that if he knew, Kim did as well − except if she had retreated into a huge bubble of denial. Five minutes later Jen called me, her voice desperate over the phone, “What do you mean, he knows?”
“I mean, Jack was just here and confronted me.”
“And you didn’t deny it?” I couldn’t believe she asked me that.
“Of course I didn’t deny it. I’ve lied enough. And he has a brain in his head, you know.”
“Damn it, Lee. What am I going to do now? Can you meet me at the studio?”
“No, Jen. I think you should go home. I think it’s time to come clean.” Jennifer paused. I heard long deep breaths of despair rattle trough the phone line. She was trying to find a way out. “You have no choice, Jen,” I gently pleaded.
“I know. Listen Lee, no matter what happens tonight, I−”
“It’s OK. You don’t have to say it now.” I knew what she was about to say but this was neither the time nor place I wanted to hear it for the first time. We hung up and there I was, alone again. Sure, Liz and Andrew were in the other room, probably talking about me. Jack was on his way to Kim, to the house I would never call my home again. I couldn’t stay in, I was thinking of Jennifer and how she would face Kim tonight. I couldn’t bear the tension in this room that was not my own. I took Jamie out for a walk on the heath. It was late, but I called Alex anyway.
“Hey stranger, I thought you were dead. What’s up?”
“I’ve been a bit busy.”
“Oh yeah, busy doing what?”
“Busy shagging my house mate and betraying my friends.”
“Ooh, that sounds exhausting. I hope you found the time to eat right and sleep enough.” This made me laugh so hard. I couldn’t stop myself. Waves of laughter rolled out of my body and over the dark meadows of Hampstead Heath. Jamie pulled his leash in all directions, my sudden amusement scared him. He managed to rip himself free from my hold and rushed off into the night.
“Fuck Alex, the dog has run off.”
“I’m sorry Leesbian, I don’t understand your code.”
“Never mind, I have to go.”
Sweet, now, on top of all the betrayal and disappointment, I had lost Liz’s dog as well. I shouted and whistled for Jamie to come back. I ran through the shrubs like a crazy person on crack. No matter what, I had to bring this dog home. Ten minutes went by without a sign of him. I harassed everyone I encountered, some were there to walk their dog, some were there on other, more private matters, but nobody had seen the bloody dog. I sank down on a bench without checking it for nasty surprises, I was too exhausted. I took out my phone and saw my reflection in the small screen. Was this me now? Shouting in the dark for something that had run away? Was this the breaking point? Then I remembered the small pond where Liz and I had taken Jamie once. He had gone nuts, splashing water all over us. I started walking south, in the direction where I hoped to find the dog. It was a starry late spring evening, a lot of guys were out discreetly strutting their stuff, stealing glances and looking for sex in the bushes. They must have thought I was insane, half-running and half-skipping while screaming Jamie-e-e-e at the top of my lungs, disturbing their mating ritual. I had almost reached the pond, I was nearly out of breath but I whistled for Jamie one more time and sure enough I heard a rustle come from my right. Jamie emerged, all wet and happy to see me, and as I squatted down to pet him I was met by a familiar face staring back at me from the leafy bushes. I was startled to see Ben, Alex’s boyfriend, on his knees, finishing something I shall not dwell upon further on these pages. I was so elated to see Jamie again that my only thought was, Well, life’s alright for some.
What I wanted
I took Jamie back to Liz and Andrew and retreated to my room to wait for news from Jennifer, but my phone remained silent. After an almost sleepless night I found Liz vomiting in the bathroom, her face ashen and worn-out. Tears were streaming down her cheeks as she released her hug from the toilet and looked at me, but she didn’t appear pained or in discomfort. A smile was painted on her face, an unbreakable grin spreading from left to right. She hoisted herself up, took my hands and said, “I wanted to tell you last night but your drama kind of got in the way. I’m pregnant!” My mouth fell open and a hot wave of joy rushed through me. I hugged Liz delicately and congratulated her. She pulled me closer and said, “For crying out loud, Lee. Give me a proper hug, will you? Lord knows we both need it.” While we stood there, in Liz’s bathroom, both still dressed in our PJ’s, our arms wrapped around each other, she whispered in my ear, “Oh, and Andrew has asked me to marry him.” This sort of put things in perspective for me.
Liz’s news knocked me on the head and taught me there’s more to life than self-inflicted drama. Over breakfast we kept bursting out in fits of giggles, like giddy school girls about to get their first sex-ed class, and I forgot about the shame. It felt so good to just sit there and be stupidly happy for a bit. When Andrew woke up he walked straight over to Liz and kissed her like I wasn’t in the room. Their uncomplicated bliss almost moved me to tears. So it could really be that simple? Drama, cheating and unavailability are not required for success in love. It was kind of an eye-opener. And for the first time I could clearly see what I wanted. I didn’t want Claire who made me accept rules I couldn’t possibly follow. I didn’t want Nathalie who was married and left her husband for a woman − I wasn’t the woman. I was only good enough to facilitate her understanding of what she really desired. And I didn’t want Jennifer, who was Kim’s girlfriend. I didn’t want her to leave Kim for me because I didn’t want to live with that guilt. I wanted them to work some crazy lesbo magic and get past it somehow. All I wanted was to meet someone who was completely available, someone with a firm belief in traditional relationships of the non-open kind, someone with a proven track record of at least bisexuality. Someone who would want me not because I was a forbidden treat, not because she wasn’t getting any at home, not because being with someone half her age awakened her libido and fed her ego. I wanted someone who just wanted me because of me, with all my dramatic imperfections. Was that really so much to ask?
While living at Liz’s I had spoiled Jamie with morning runs on the heath because my gym was too far out of the way to make a pre-work stop. Jamie darted all over the kitchen, getting visibly agitated because I hadn’t taken him out yet. I told him, “Come on, Jamie, give me a break. I deserve one after what happened last night.”
“What happened?” Liz asked.
“Mister Jamie here only ran off to take a late night bath in his favourite pond. And on my way to find him, I caught Ben giving a blow-job to a stranger in the shrubs.” Andrew spurted his coffee all over the table and Liz brought her hand to her mouth. “I’m sorry for these unsavoury words over breakfast but I’m just relating the harsh realities of life.”
“You do mean Alex’s Ben?” Liz asked.
“The one and only.”
“Are you going to tell him?”
“Oh no. Gay boys do what gay boys do. It’s really none of my business.”
Liz hesitated for a second and then said, “It’s just that Alex has told me many times how he hates it when Ben goes cruising on the Heath. I think you should tell him.” And in under a minute life became complicated and dramatic again.
TGIF
When I arrived at work − it was a Friday so I only had one more day of concentration to get through before I could unleash my demons on the weekend − I found an e-mail from Jennifer waiting in my inbox. She wasn’t a big fan of words, neither in speaking nor in writing, so it just read:
Lee,
I have told Kim about us. As expected, she was very angry but most of all extremely hurt. I have to fix this now. I’m sorry, but you should probably move out as quickly as possible. Jack will arrange things with you. If you feel the urge to apologise to Kim, please wait. She needs some time. We all do.
Jen
And just like that, I was out. I was still recovering from the great impact of Jennifer’s small amount of words when my phone bleeped. It was a text message from Ben, it said, I’m sorry you had to see what you did last night. Can I count on your discretion? I had barely put down my phone when a woman I had never seen before knocked on the slim wall of my cubicle. She introduced herself as Lucy and curtly said, “I’m going to be managing things around here from now on.” It wasn’t even ten o’clock yet and my brain was about to explode.
I asked my colleague Jim what had happened to Michael, our former boss and the guy who had hired me, and who this new woman was. He replied, “Well Lee, you obviously haven’t been paying attention. Michael’s been sacked and Lucy’s been brought in to make this company profitable again. Oh, and I hear some entry-level jobs may be on the line as well.” He was right, I hadn’t been paying attention at all. I had been way too caught up in my personal drama to notice what had been going on at the top. I hadn’t worked at Blogging The Globe for that long so I didn’t have the best communication channels set up yet. And if they were going to fire someone, chances were it would be me, as I was the last person hired. What a swell day it was.
I texted Alex and asked him to meet me for drinks later. Ben was a nice guy but I had no loyalties towards him. I had let enough friends down lately and as far as friends went, Alex was the best one I had. Ben could go fuck himself − or get himself some oral in the twilight of Hampstead Heath - for all I cared. Maybe under different circumstances I would have told Ben to handle it himself but my faith in human kind had reached a historic low on that particular Friday. So I just ignored his text message and let him fret over it all day. Hey, it’s not as if I was being treated any better. If anything, Jennifer’s e-mail made me angrier as the minutes ticked away. I understood that she had to mend fences with Kim and that I had to move out, but only twelve hours ago I had stopped her from telling me she loved me. I guess I felt like I was owed just a bit more than a couple of words in an e-mail. And then there was Lucy, my new boss, who, if I didn’t play my cards right, could fire me as she pleased. I was about to be homeless again. I was prepared to do anything to avoid becoming unemployed as well. So I decided to introduce myself to Lucy more thoroughly.
Women
In 2006 the BTG (Blogging The Globe) office in London was a very male environment. As far as girls went it was just me and Millie, a professional Barbie doll who covered wellness, beauty and lifestyle, basically all the stuff you read about in magazines I never buy. I once set her up to do an interview with Jennifer at her dance studio. When she came back she said, “The pictures should be good but your friend’s not much of a talker, is she?” That summed Jennifer up quite accurately. Millie and I couldn’t be more different − she ate salads when I ate burgers, she drank tea when I drank beer, she was married and I had an affair, she was straight and I was not, she wore flower-print dresses and I wore jeans, she had been around from the start and I was new − but we had one thing in common: we were both women. There’s nothing like the ties that bind two women who battle men on the work floor together every day. So I went up to Millie and asked, “Should we invite Lucy to a ladies’ lunch and tell her not to sack any women while we’re at it? You know, throw some of that girl power around?”
“God Lee, you look like death warmed up. What happened to you? Some simple foundation can hide the bags under your eyes pretty well these days, you should try it some time.”
“Oh shut up, Millie. I had a rough night, that’s all. So what do you think of Lucy?”
“I think Lucy is a class A bitch who will have the men here eating out of the palm of her hand by this time next week. Mark my words.”
“Damn, do you really think so?”
“The only thing that can work in your favour is that you like the ladies. Make your move before the guys do, Lee. Do that thing you do. Hell, do whatever it takes to save your job so I’m not stuck here on my own with all these adult-sized toddlers for the rest of my BTG days.”
“God Millie, you’re such a cynic.”
“Life has made me so. But seriously, rumour has it that some people may get fired. It’s a dog-eat-dog world, Lee. Woo her a bit, make her feel special. You’re good at that. I think she’s the kind of woman who wants exactly that from her subordinates. And before you ask, yes, I also think she’s the kind of woman who would refer to her co-workers as subordinates.”
“She’s only been here five minutes but she already seems to have rubbed you up the wrong way.”
“Hey, you asked for my opinion. Brutal honesty is all I have. And I guess you can expect some fireworks in the coming staff meetings. And no, I don’t like her.”
Around noon I casually walked past Lucy’s office. It was empty. I wondered which one of the guys had beat me to it, despite their Friday ritual of sharing a pub lunch down the street. Millie and I usually joined them, but Millie had an interview across town and, this Friday, sleep-deprived, rejected and scared of losing my job as I was, I had other plans. I muttered some curse words under my breath and made my way to the washroom. To my delight Lucy was just touching up her lipstick. Her eyes fixed on me in the reflection of the mirror and I tried my widest, most inviting smile. She said, “Lee, right?”
“Yes, ma’am. May I−” She turned around and leaned her body against the sink.
“Are you OK, Lee? You look a bit pale. And please, don’t call me ma’am.”
Taken aback, I stammered, “I’m fine. I was just wondering−”
“I hope it’s not the job. You are up to it, aren’t you?”
“Yes yes, of course. It’s just something personal.”
“As long as it doesn’t interfere with you doing the best you can, I’m not interested in your personal life.” She looked at her watch, and continued, “Please excuse me, I have a lunch date.”
That went well.
Holiday
After work I met Alex for some much needed drinks. I told him about Lucy and how my job might be on the line. I asked him if he would still be my friend now that I was officially homeless again. He said, “I know you are that way inclined, but do stop being so melodramatic, Lee.” Then he leaned a bit closer towards me and asked, “Seriously Leesbian, you look so pale and beat, are you sure you’re alright?”
“You’re not the first to ask me that question today. Do I really look that bad?”
“Would I say it if it wasn’t absolutely true?”
“I haven’t exactly been sleeping like a baby lately, you know. And then there’s work. And there’s something else as well.”
“Oh yeah, are you keeping secrets from me again?” I swallowed a big gulp of beer and just blurted it out.
“I saw Ben on Hampstead Heath last night. He wasn’t just there for an evening stroll.”
“Excuse me?” I saw the anger flash in his eyes.
“I’m so sorry Alex, but I saw him go down on a guy. And then this morning he asked me to be discreet about it.”
“Oh Lee, the times I’ve gone through this. He just can’t help himself.”
“I wasn’t sure if I should tell you, but Liz was adamant I did.”
“Did he really ask you to be discreet about it?” I showed Alex the message and I thought he was going to squeeze my phone to pieces while he read it.
“Heaven knows I’m no saint, Lee, but this is unacceptable. I know well enough he goes out cruising but it’s the way he handles it. Or actually, the way he doesn’t. And that, of all people, he should ask you not to tell me.”
“I’m sorry. I thought he was one of the good guys.”
“He is. That’s what’s so bloody frustrating about it. At heart, he is a really good guy. But then he goes off and shags some stranger and sometimes he tells me about it but half of the time he just can’t bring himself to. It doesn’t really do wonders for my trust issues. And the worst thing is that I know. He comes home and it’s as if I can smell it on him. I wait for him to tell me but the more I plead the more he shuts down, like he’s ashamed of what he has just done.”
“And here I was thinking lesbian love was complicated. What are you going to do now?”
“I don’t know, Lee. I love him. He’s my man, you know. Seventy-five percent of the time we’re happy as Larry, but it’s the other twenty-five that are killing me. If only he could be less uptight about it.”
“If only he could be a bit more like you.”
“Exactly. Let’s get another round, shall we?”
“Do you know what we need, homie? We need a break from all of this. I say we need a holiday.”
“Oh yes please. Let’s go to some Greek island, it can even be Lesbos, and work on our tans for the summer.”
“I can’t really take time off from work right now though. A weekend away will have to do.”
“Let’s do it then. Let’s just book a flight somewhere and get out of here for the weekend.”
“I think I’m supposed to move my stuff out of the house tomorrow.”
“Fuck the house, Lee. And fuck Jennifer for treating you the way she did. I’m sure your stuff can stay there for a few more days. Let’s not think about it, let’s just do it.”
“You’re on, Alex. You are so on.”
Moonlight
At the ungodly hour of four in the morning Alex and I headed to Gatwick Airport to catch a plane to Berlin. Sometimes you need to ignore the fact that you have a functioning brain, go with the crazy flow, and just do it.
About seven hours earlier we had finished our beer, settled in Alex’s couch with his laptop and booked two last-minute Easyjet tickets. That had been the easy part. The tricky bit was getting my passport out of the house in Shoreditch. I was in no mood to face any of my former house-mates. In truth, I did text Jack and asked him if he could do me a favour and bring me my passport, even if it was only to the corner of the street, but he replied, I can’t help you. I’m out. Obviously he was still pissed. This meant Kim and Jennifer were home alone, probably processing the hell out of what happened, or even worse, engaging in mind-numbing make-up sex. Either way, I was not walking into that minefield of a house before I was sure everyone was fast asleep.
We packed a bag for Alex first, he left Ben a note that said, Off to Berlin with Lee. Back Sunday evening. Have fun. The gays can be quite cruel sometimes as well, you know. Then we went to Liz’s and threw some of my clothes in a bag. Once that was done it was eleven and we had some time to kill. We decided it would be wise to get some sleep, so I set my alarm clock for three and Alex settled next to me in the bed. How he did it, I have no idea, maybe he had a well-hidden on/off-button attached to his body somewhere, but as soon as his head hit the pillow, he fell asleep. I, however, had more trouble switching my mind off. Liz’s pregnancy, Jennifer’s e-mail, Lucy’s introduction, our trip to Berlin − a city I had visited a couple of times with Claire − memories, regrets, heartache, it all kept me from falling asleep. And then there was the minor fact that I had to retrieve my passport from a drawer in a Shoreditch attic room in the middle of the night.
I lay there listening to Alex’s beer-induced snoring for an hour until I decided I’d had enough. I got up, dressed and called a cab. Half an hour later I was in Shoreditch. It was almost one o’clock and I didn’t see any lights on, so I figured it was safe to go inside. As quietly as possible I turned my key in the lock and made my way up the stairs. I felt like I was breaking into my own house, even though technically I still lived there − I still paid rent. I had taken on the forty-nine steps to my room in physically much worse circumstances, but unfortunately, it’s usually our mental state that does our head in the most. As I approached the landing of Kim and Jennifer’s floor I had to steel myself. I pictured them lying in their bed, their backs turned to each other, or maybe they had made up already. In the course of two days my feelings for Jennifer had become so irrelevant. It was all about Kim now, the scorned woman, and how to manage her heartache. What I felt for Jennifer didn’t matter anymore, except to me. I slowly crept further up the stairs so as not to make too much noise. The door to my room was ajar and as I gently pushed it open I noticed that my bed was not empty. I looked closer and with the help of a thin sliver of moonlight that fell upon the pillow, I recognised Jennifer’s face.
The final blow
I was startled, my mind and heart racing. Jennifer was lying on her back, naked, the sheets barely covering her. I swallowed hard as desire slapped me hard in the face when I noticed something stir next to her head. It was Tiger, my faithful night companion. Tiger lazily stretched and then started walking towards me, not caring that he was crawling over Jennifer’s body. I whispered, “Tiger, be careful.” But cats don’t listen to humans. With a start Jennifer woke up. It took a moment for her to register my presence and when she finally did she brought her hand to her mouth to muffle the gasp that escaped from it. I stood at the end of the bed, petting Tiger, whose loud purring was the only sound in the room. Jennifer realised her upper body was exposed and quickly covered herself with the sheets.
“I’m sorry, Jen. I had no idea you’d be here.”
“Lee. What are you doing here? What time is it?”
“It’s one o’clock. I’m sorry for waking you.” I couldn’t help it, I had to smile.
“Why are you here? Has something happened?”
“Well, despite not being welcome anymore, I do still live here.” I sat down on the bed and took Tiger on my lap. I bent down and softly said to him, “I missed you, my furry little fellow.” There’s something about cats that makes me go all soft on the inside. I buried my head in his fur and blinked back the beginning of a tear. Then I turned to Jennifer, the sheet had slipped from her chest, barely shielding her, but she didn’t seem to notice anymore.
“I’m going away for the weekend. I need my passport.” She didn’t say anything. She just sat there, half-naked, staring at me. “It’s a good thing you kicked me out then, so you can sleep in my bed.” She extended her hand until her index finger touched mine.
“I’m sorry. I just−” Her touch left me frozen and speechless on the bed. One finger became two and soon her hand was covering mine, her thumb desperately stroking my palm. She tried to continue, “I have thought about, you know, leaving Kim.”
I retracted my hand and coldly stated, “I never expected you to leave her for me. Trust me, I know my place.”
“Lee, I’m sorry. This is all my fault.” She grabbed my hand again, like she couldn’t stop herself.
I softened up and said, “Hey, I was there too remember.”
She lifted my hand up and guided it to her lips. I let her put my fingers in her mouth one by one, electricity coursing through my body at high speed. I pushed Tiger off my lap, inched closer and kissed her, just for a split second. Then I came to my senses, got up and said, “I should go. I just need to find my passport.” But she grabbed my arm and pulled me back to the bed, pushing me down under her and straddling me. I asked, “What about Kim?”
“Kim is not here. She’s staying at her sister’s.”
“Why are you sleeping in my bed then?”
“Do you need to ask?” I shook my head and she bent down and kissed me, again, and again.
Afterwards, as I was getting dressed and remembered the initial purpose of my visit, I said to her, “What just happened here may well be the final blow to your relationship.” Jennifer was still lying on the bed, watching me as I rummaged through several drawers to locate my passport. I found it and put it in my back pocket. Then I turned to her, a look of expectation on my face. She sighed and said, “I know.” I kissed her one last time and left.
Kastanienallee
The plane had barely taken off when I fell asleep, exhausted and finally free of thoughts. I hadn’t told Alex about what happened at the house yet, I thought I’d save it for happy hour when he had a cocktail to fortify himself with. I also wanted to savour it as my dirty little secret for a while longer. A couple of hours later we landed in Berlin. The city of wide sidewalks lined with endless terraces, jugs of cocktails at ridiculously low prices − and with the most fascinating history in the world. I had fallen in love with Berlin within the hour the first time Claire took me there − her ex-husband was German so she knew her way around. The atmosphere in Berlin was so laid-back, you couldn't but relax and be mellow. It was exactly what Alex and I needed. The first thing on our to-do list was find a place to stay for the night. Alex, also a frequent visitor − partly because of work and partly because of the mesmerising, free-spirited and decadent vibes in the air − had promised me that finding a room would be a piece of cake. He just called someone, said yes a couple of times and before I knew it we set foot to the Kastanienallee, quite possibly my favourite street on this planet.
Thrift stores, ice cream parlours, vegetable shops, pizza restaurants, cocktail bars and beer gardens, all laced with trees, benches, terraces and a limitless array of hipsters, gay and straight, I’m telling you, the Kastanienallee is a little piece of heaven on earth. And my friend Alex had secured us a huge two-bedroom apartment on it for the night. We could even sleep in separate rooms if the need should arise. The flat was located on the top floor of a five-story building without an elevator, but apart from that, it was fabulous. Also, compared to London, Berlin is dirt cheap. I can’t praise it enough, seriously, if I spoke any German, I would be living there right now. There is one other thing that Berlin has that I have never experienced anywhere else. You could call it a club, but that wouldn’t do it justice. You could call it a movement, but that sounds too stuffy. Some would call it one big dark room but that’s just silly − a lot more goes on there than nameless sex, although it is one of the sexiest place I’ve ever been to. It’s called Berghain, and it’s the epitome of open-mindedness, hedonism and self-indulgence. Alex had told me so much about it and by Saturday evening I was so pumped to go I ignored my throbbing temples and the fact that I had hardly slept in forty-eight hours. I wanted to become part of the legend.
We stood in line for about an hour, my anticipation building, but occasionally being crushed when I saw people being refused entrance for no clear reason. It struck me as very random but Alex told me not to worry, they would never turn down a pretty pair like us, and if they did it was down to me because he had always gotten in before. We got in. I was blown away by the sheer size of the place. Alex escorted me through huge halls to the Panorama Bar where we ordered beers while standing next to a massive picture of a rather furry vagina − no joke. We had a few drinks, decided to wander around on our own for a bit − I understood, he wanted to go to the dark room − and reconvene at the vagina in an hour. The next sixty minutes were easily the most bizarre of my life.
Berghain, Berlin
It was dark but I had no problem seeing where I had to go. I followed a thin stream of people down some stairs and walked past a concrete wall with wide alcoves in which people were doing much more than just kissing. Some had their pants half-down, some had succumbed to gravity and were stretched out on the floor, all had a distinct sexuality about them, a communal aura of lust that transported itself to the passers-by, including me. I had never experienced anything like it before. I’m not one to get turned on by watching straight people have sex, but there was something about the closeness and the openness of it all that spoke to some deeper, well-hidden part of me. I felt a familiar tingle in my lower belly and I thought it would be wise to check out the main dancefloor.
I arrived in a huge concrete hall, lit from all sides by red lights and white strobes. I watched as limbs pulsed to the beat and muscled guys took off their t-shirts. This spot had a definite gay male vibe going on, which meant I was in my element. Since as long as I can remember, I have partied with the gays. It’s what I do. I have gone through many a lesbian-free period in my life, albeit not always willingly, but I could not possibly imagine life without gay boys. I’m sure there’s a complicated psychological explanation for it, probably something to do with fear, anxiety and escapism, but I’ve never really had any reason to be interested in it. I wriggled my way onto the dancefloor and started moving to the hard beat, my nose at the same height as most guys’ sweaty and hairy armpits. I consider myself to be pretty open-minded about most things but I draw the line at the scent of men’s sweat violating my nostrils. I made my way to the side of the dancefloor, safe from olfactory assaults, and contented myself with being a by-stander for a while. That’s when I spotted a woman who could easily have been Jennifer’s twin. I had to blink a couple of times to assure myself it wasn’t her. My brain was already drifting in the impossible direction of Jennifer having followed Alex and me to Berlin, and to Berghain. You know, that feeling when you think you recognise a person but they then turn out to be someone else, that mixture of disappointment and hope clashing in your heart, that’s what it felt like. I needed more beer. I walked to the nearest bar, past Jennifer’s look-a-like, who up close looked like nothing but a cast-off wax doll copy of her, and ordered two beers. I was thirsty.
With a bottle of beer in each hand I probed deeper into this dungeon of hedonism. I then stumbled into yet another hall, a smaller one this time, more discreet, and I realised that the narrow opening I saw at about five feet from where I stood must be the dark room. I was no stranger to the delights of gay clubbing but I was definitely a stranger to dark rooms. But Berghain, although very popular with the poofs, wasn’t a gay club, so I thought, why the hell not? I downed the beers and decided to have a look inside. The first thing I noticed was that it wasn’t nearly as unlit as the word dark would imply. As I slowly shuffled through the labyrinth I saw mainly male couples going at it. I had to suppress a nervous giggle every time I caught someone’s eye. That’s when it dawned on me that these people wanted to be watched, they deliberately sought the thrill of it and it turned them on. Then my belly started tingling again. I was aroused as well.
The dark room
It may not have been as dark as I had expected, it was still obscure enough to rid most people of that first layer of inhibitions. I was one of those people. The lack of sleep and the beer numbed my brain, but not enough to prevent scenes of Jennifer, with nothing but a sheet half-covering her naked body, flashing through it. The memory of her and what happened last night, paired with the excess of Berghain and what was going on in front of my eyes, transformed me into something entirely new. I was too far gone to analyse anything I felt, I only had one desire, I wanted to experience what they, the couples scattered along the short cold walls, experienced. I had only hearsay knowledge when it came to dark room etiquette and customs and I surely didn’t expect to find any lesbians there − we all know the joke about what lesbians do the minute they enter the dark room (*). But as I turned another corner I saw not two, not three, but four women kissing and fondling each other, not just two couples doing what they do while standing next to each other, no, I was witnessing a full-on female foursome.
I leaned against the wall next to them, they seemed pretty absorbed with each other but given that there were four of them, the odds of one noticing me sooner or later were fairly good. I don’t know if you have ever stood right next to a bunch of women feverishly making out with each other while also covering all the other bases, but let me tell you here and now: it sets your blood on fire. I waited for five excruciatingly long minutes − and I had to call upon my last ounce of will power not to plunge my own hand down my pants − before I finally caught someone’s eye. She kept kissing the women against the wall while keeping her eyes on me. I didn’t really know what to do so I licked my upper lip, slowly, like you sometimes see in the movies. Then I felt a hand grabbing mine and pulling me towards them. Instantly, four pairs of hands were tugging at my clothes, stroking my face, roaming over my body and unbuttoning my jeans, but when I closed my eyes all I saw was Jennifer. In that moment of giving up completely, of surrendering to my body and the decadence of Berghain and its dark room, I knew with absolute certainty that I loved her. As I got more soaked up in the sensual play of hands, lips and soft skin on mine I pictured Jennifer watching me, getting aroused, taking her clothes off and eventually joining us. In my head, the other four disappeared and it was only me and Jen. We were in the safe darkness of Berlin and there was no Kim, no house, no broken hearts. It was just us. When I opened my eyes I felt dizzy and dirty. I quickly pulled away from the foursome, straightened my clothes and found my way out. It was two AM. I was supposed to meet Alex thirty minutes ago. I rushed up some stairs and tried to locate the Panorama Bar. I was starting to panic when I felt a hand on my shoulder.
“Hey Leesbian, what’s up?”
“Oh Alex, thank God!”
“What happened to you?” Exhausted, I let myself fall against the wall. Tears stung behind my eyes but I blinked them away. This was not the place to break down. But then I did anyway.
“I love her, Alex. I bloody love her. I need to go back to London and tell her.”
(*) They immediately start processing.
The message
Alex and I took a cab back to the Kastanienallee. I sobbed all the way there. I wasn’t feeling particularly sad, I was just drained, drained of everything. I was as tired as I had ever been, not having slept a full night in three days. Alex practically had to carry me up the endless flights of stairs. Once upstairs I crashed and slept for ten hours. It was one of those dreamless out-of-this-world slumbers. When I woke up it felt like I had been gone for days. Alex wasn’t there and when I reached for my phone I noticed I had a text message. It was from Jennifer and it read, When are you back? We need to talk. Love, Jen. It was one in the afternoon and our flight was only at seven, I wouldn’t be back in London before ten. I texted back that I could only meet her after ten and she immediately replied, That’s OK. Call me when you’re back. I’ll wait for you on Hampstead Heath. She suddenly seemed very keen.
I found Alex on a sun-drenched terrace a bit further down the road, sipping a Strawberry Mojito with a stranger. I ordered a Mojito of my own and he reminded me that this was a holiday and we had about five hours left to enjoy it. So we did, mainly by savouring Berlin’s excellent cocktails. More Germans − friends of the stranger whose name was Lars − joined our table, we ordered food and more drinks. We enjoyed the sun and the atmosphere. Think of Germans what you will, but they are one friendly people, especially in Berlin. It wasn’t the most cultural of trips, but that was hardly the goal anyway, Alex and I just wanted to get away from our complicated London lives for a couple of days. Not that Jennifer’s message wasn’t constantly on my mind, but the company at our table prevented me from having a personal conversation with Alex about it. It would have to wait until we were on our way to the airport. On the bus I showed him Jennifer’s messages and he said, “This can mean two things, Lee. Either she wants to be with you or she never wants to see you again.”
Once back in London, I texted her. I was too nervous to call. Alex was right, what she had to say to me could go either way. My palms were so sweaty, I could barely hold my phone. A couple of minutes later she called me and I had to take a few deep breaths before I could pick up.
“Hey Lee, you’re back.”
“Yep.” The power to engage in fluent conversation seemed to have escaped me.
“You must be tired, but I would really like to see you tonight.”
“Sure, no problem.” She sounded like it could be good news. For me at least.
“The Heath doesn’t seem like a very good idea in this weather though.” I hadn’t even noticed it was raining.
“Yeah, can you meet me at the pub down the road from Liz?”
“OK, I’ll be there in thirty minutes.”
I quickly dropped off my bag at Liz’s and pulled a comb through my hair. I was too distracted to think of an umbrella, so I just let the rain soak me. Jennifer had seen me naked, we had showered together, maybe being drenched like that would trigger some steamy memories. I walked into the pub and spotted her at a corner table, she was staring out of the window − maybe hoping to see me come in? A large pint of Guinness stood in front of her. Her hair was pulled back in a tight bun, exposing her delicate cheekbones. As I approached, her tiny dark eyes fixed on me. And I knew what she was going to say.
Like a virgin
When I reached Jennifer’s table she got up and awkwardly kissed me on the cheek. It wasn’t the passionate reunion I had dreamt of on the plane, but at least she was there, and so was I.
“Can I get you anything to drink? A glass of red wine?”
“Oh that’s OK, I’ll get my own.”
“Don’t be silly, I dragged you here at this hour on a Sunday evening. The least I can do is buy you a drink.” Jennifer went off to the bar. My eyes followed her. She was wearing tight blue jeans and a baggy sweater and I wondered how someone could look so sexy in such mundane clothes. I thanked her for the wine and she sat down opposite me.
“How was your trip?”
“Fine,” I said as I looked at my watch, trying to make a point that we had no time for small talk. Jennifer sipped from her oversized glass. Was she nervous? She was usually so calm and together. Was I having this effect on her? I couldn’t wait any longer. “Why are we here, Jen? What do you want to talk about?”
She cleared her throat and reached for my hand. She always had a hard time not touching me when we were together. I let her put her hand on mine. It felt good, like it belonged there. Then she said, “I left Kim.” I was speechless. There was no room in my heart to feel sorry for Kim, that would have to wait until later because these were the exact words I wanted to hear. “For you.”
I squeezed her hand while trying to find the right words. The words didn’t come. I just got up, sat down next to her and kissed her. She held my face in her hands and looked at me like it was the first time she saw me. In a way, it was. It was the first time she saw me as her girlfriend and not her secret lover. I was over the moon.
“I’m so happy right now.”
“It had to be you, Lee. I didn’t have a choice. I just wasn’t sure you would want to be with me after, you know, everything.”
“Are you kidding me? I’m crazy about you.”
“After what happened at the house last Friday, I knew for sure. I just couldn’t stay with Kim, it felt so wrong.” She brought one hand to her eyes and swept away the beginning of a tear. I couldn’t imagine what she was going through.
“Do you want to come home with me?” I asked.
“I do. What about Liz and Andrew?”
“They’ll understand.”
We walked out of the pub into the pouring rain, hand in hand. I couldn’t believe that less than twenty-four hours ago I was in a dark room in Berlin being fondled by four strangers and now I was back home in London, walking in the rain with the woman I loved.
Liz and Andrew had already gone to bed. I knew Liz wouldn’t appreciate me bringing Jennifer into her home but I didn’t care. I had to be with Jennifer and we could hardly go back to the house. And it wasn’t as if she was still my mistress. She had picked me. And I would explain in the morning. I stripped Jen of her wet clothes and pushed her down on the bed. I couldn’t wait any longer. This was going to be our first time as a couple.
In limbo
I couldn’t get to sleep that night. I had to get up early the next morning and come up with a strategy to save my job, but I couldn’t care less. I kept waking up Jennifer, who, for the first time, spent an entire night in my bed. It was just too exciting. As we lay in bed, my head cradled in Jennifer’s shoulder, I asked her, “What about the house?”
“I don’t know. We haven’t really sorted that out yet.”
“What are the options?” Jen sat up, pushing my head off her. I probably shouldn’t have asked yet, but we were all living in limbo and I was feeling antsy.
“I’m staying in your room for the moment. I only told Kim yesterday. We need time to think.”
“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have pushed.”
“It’s OK.” She stretched out again. “It will all work out somehow. Better for some than for others. Now get some sleep.”
But sleep did not come. I had too much on my mind. I needed to find a new place to live sooner rather than later because I was sure Liz and Andrew’s hospitality would not extend to Jennifer. And as long as she and Kim lived in the house together, we would be back to stealing short moments of intimacy, albeit this time in public. It was simple, we needed a place to be together. I even entertained the possibility of Kim leaving the house and me moving back in. Basically, anything could happen. But I couldn’t stay where I was for much longer. It was hard enough facing Liz in the morning and confessing I had snuck in Jen late at night. It made me feel like a misbehaved teenager. And I was well past the age of asking Jen to make a silent exit before everyone woke up.
At six I heard Liz hurl in the bathroom again. I told Jennifer to stay in bed and then got up to make a fresh pot of tea with which Liz could wash away the taste of her vomit.
“Morning Lee, I wasn’t expecting you up so early,” she said.
“Well I am. Now, what would you like for breakfast?”
“Nothing, thanks.”
“Come on, Liz. You have to eat, you’re eating for two now.”
“Oh stop it, Lee. I know why you’re doing this, so please put a sock in it. I’m not deaf, you know.”
“Oh,” was all I could say. My cheeks turned a dangerous shade of crimson. I hated getting caught.
“Is it Jennifer?”
“Yes, but it’s−”
“It’s OK. What happened?”
“She left Kim.”
“Wow, really? You must be happy.”
“You have no idea.”
“Well, as delighted as I am for you, you do understand she can’t stay here as well, right?”
“Of course. I swear to you last night was just a one-off.”
Later, alone again, on my way to work, I thought about how I was still technically homeless. I thought about my job being on the line. Most of all I thought about Jack and especially Kim, the friends I had hurt so much just by falling in love. But somehow it all seemed so much less bad now that I had Jennifer. And then I arrived at work, it was Monday morning and we had our first staff meeting with Lucy as our new boss.
Public
To my relief, the week progressed relatively hassle free. At work, Lucy speeched about the possibility of making cuts, but I didn’t feel particularly spoken to. She said she would fight for every one of us and she hoped we would do what was necessary to keep our jobs, after all, we were no longer a start-up and money needed to come in, not spent. If anyone, I thought she was eyeing Alan, the head of advertising, way more than any of us in editorial.
I saw Jennifer after work, mainly in pubs and restaurants. It had its charms, at least for a week. I was so desperate to touch her that I asked Alex if we could use his guest room some time, but he said his relationship with Ben was too rocky at the moment to allow for any house guests. What was happening to us all with all this fighting and breaking up? Obviously I had something to do with Jen and Kim’s split, being the cause of it and all. Kim still hadn’t confronted me and Jack and I were not back on speaking terms yet. From Monday to Friday, thanks to the routine of work, I could lose myself in a sort of oblivion when it came to other pressing matters, make them secondary to what I got paid to do. After all, money is independence and independence is everything. I knew because I had almost slept with someone once just to get a job.
The strange thing was that for the first time ever, Jennifer and I had oceans of time to talk. We couldn’t shy away from our emotions by falling into each other’s arms and engaging in wordless sex. Before, when we all still lived happily in the house, I had always mainly interacted with Kim. Jen was there, but always on the side, almost erased by Jack and Kim’s alpha personalities. In that week, while hopping from coffee shop to pub, I saw the real Jennifer for what seemed like the very first time. In bed she was always hungry and in charge. Outside of the bedroom she was gentle and quiet, looking at everything from a distance, not speaking before she was sure she had explored everything there was to say about the subject. I had never even come close to being with someone like her, someone so modest and self-effacing. I’m an alpha female chaser, or, better said, I like to get chased by them because alphas are of course the ultimate chasers. I guess you could say that Jennifer was my exception.
Of course, the biggest irony was that now that our affair was public we were forced to experience it in public places. Sure, we went to her studio a couple of times after closing time, but I wanted to wake up next to her, make her breakfast, pour her coffee. I wanted to feel like I was having an adult relationship worthy of my age, not some back alley affair defined by longing phone calls and desperate text messages. We lived in the same city. It was all out in the open now. Surely we had a right to properly be together?
By Friday the oblivion was wearing off and I was getting desperate. The only short-term solution I could come up with was staying in a hotel for the weekend, even if all we could afford was some seedy hole in Brixton, I was sure we could find some romance in it. But then, as always, when I most needed it, life itself, disguised in the shapely form of my new boss Lucy, stepped up and presented me with an opportunity. And it didn’t even involve sleeping with anyone.
Auntie Eleanor
I worked late that Friday, partly because Jennifer was teaching a rare evening class (and Alex was fighting with Ben instead of having drinks with me), and partly because I wanted to show Lucy I was willing to put in the time and the effort, even on a Friday night. It was almost eight when Lucy walked over to my little corner and started what must have been her idea of a friendly evening chat.
“Hey Lee, can I ask you something, uh, a bit personal.” I had nothing to lose, in fact, I was convinced I stood only to gain from opening up as much as possible to my new boss.
“Of course, boss, shoot.”
“You’re a lesbian, right?” While it is true that I walk more on the butch than on the femme side of life − and I have my blazers tailored to fit − Lucy’s question caught me completely off guard.
“Huh, yes, I guess, huh, why?” I stammered. Lucy laughed, it wasn’t a nervous giggle, it felt more like mockery actually. Then she corrected herself.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you. Do you mind if I sit down for a minute or do you have somewhere to be?” This conversation puzzled me more by the minute. Was she going to come out to me? Or worse, make a move?
“It’s OK. It’s not a secret. Did someone tell you or did you guess all by yourself?” I needed to be on the defence. Millie’s words still rang loud and clear in my head. Lucy planted her behind on the only available spot on my desk. I instinctively leaned backwards in my chair.
“I just read your, shall I say, very passionate review of the new L Word DVD box, that’s all.” A smirk materialised on her face. “You have nothing to worry about.”
“I’m not worried.” I was though.
“The last thing I want to do is make you feel uncomfortable. I’m just helping out my aunt.”
“Your aunt?” This little talk grew weirder and weirder.
“Yes, my aunt. My favourite aunt to be exact, her name is Eleanor. I call her Auntie Eleanor of course, and she’s a lesbian.”
“Huh, OK−” My mind was furiously searching in all directions for a reply to any possible question she was about to fire at me. And I was praying she wouldn’t ask me to take her Auntie Eleanor, who was probably a later-in-life-lesbian, out somewhere − she could hardly be in my age bracket.
“You see, Auntie Eleanor lives in a big house in Kensington, it’s much too big just for her, so she rents out the two upper floors. One of her tenants just left and she’s looking to replace her with another fine lesbian. I just wondered if you knew anyone of your, errr, persuasion who is looking for a place to rent. It’s excellent value for money.” For a split second, my brain went Bingo Bingo Bingo. Then I became cautious again. Was she playing me? Had she somehow gotten inside my head and read my mind? Maybe she had overheard Millie and me talking about the rental prices of bedsits in East-London.
“Are you kidding me?” I still couldn’t believe it. Was this some kind of test? Were the candid camera guys about to jump out of the closet?
“What? No. Why would I be joking?”
“Because I’m looking for a place, quite desperately actually.”
“Really? You are? Well, that’s perfect! I just thought I’d ask you, you know, because as a lesbian you must know some other lesbians.”
“Why does she only want to rent out to lesbians?”
“You will have to ask her yourself. Can you come by this weekend?”
“Any time.”
Moving up
Thus, I found myself on my way to a Kensington address on Saturday afternoon. Auntie Eleanor proved to be a feisty sixty-five year old woman, dressed in jeans and a loose-fitting shirt. She could easily have passed for fifty-five. I even saw a leather jacket hanging on a chair in the living room. The house was stunning, I hadn’t seen the room yet, but I already wanted to move in. To my surprise, Lucy was there as well, I didn’t know whether to feel awkward or relieved by that. I really wanted to find a place of my own, and I realised this was a pretty unique opportunity. Lucy’s presence made me nervous and I didn’t want to screw things up.
Eleanor informed me that Jane, who lived on the first floor, was running late but would join us in twenty minutes. It was important that we all got along, so she wanted Jane to meet me as well. While Lucy made tea, Eleanor escorted me up the stairs and told me she loved to have young people in the house. Her partner of twenty years had died five years earlier, it had been their home, and rather than moving to a smaller apartment, Eleanor had the two upper floors converted to small flats. She said, “I hope you don’t mind stairs, dear. The vacant one is on the upper floor.” Little did she know I had lived in, cheated on a friend, found love, and got kicked out of another attic room, across town, recently. I wasn’t going to tell her that.
Once I had seen the flat, I knew I had to have it. I mean, it came with an en-suite bathroom. I had been living with shower schedules and bathroom rules for too long. It was perfect. I flashed Eleanor my politest smile and told her I loved it and would be honoured if she would consider me as her new tenant.
“You’re the first and only candidate so far and I trust Lucy to have good judgement. After all, I half-raised her myself,” she said. Then she completely shocked me with the amount of rent she charged. Hundred pounds per week. I almost had to pick my jaw off of the floor.
“I told her to at least jack it up to one fifty, but she’s a stubborn old broad,” Lucy said.
“I’m not doing this for the money. I do it for the company. There is a catch, though,” Eleanor said.
“You have to be a lesbian,” I joked.
“There’s that,” she said. And she meant it. “Also, you won’t be signing a tenancy agreement. If you can live with that, of course, if you can’t, you’ll have to look elsewhere.”
“Really? Is that leg−”
“Auntie Eleanor wants to have house guests, not tenants.” Lucy cut me off. She probably did so for a reason.
“No contract and no rules in this house, only respect. Respect is all you need.” Eleanor stated. I wanted to raise my glass and say Hear Hear! but I only had a cup of tea and I would have sounded silly.
A couple of minutes later Jane, the other house guest, arrived and we all had a little chat. Jane was a thirty-year-old nurse who had been staying in the house for more than three years. I was relieved to not find her sexually attractive at all, I had had enough of that in combination with house mates. I told them about my situation, that I was staying with Liz, I left out the parts that reflected too poorly on me and that was that. I could move in with two brand new lesbians next week.
The other side
“Why aren’t you happy for me?” I asked Jennifer. I had just told her about my new room in Kensington. I had expected her to be as overjoyed as I was, but instead, it looked as if we were about to have our first fight. We hadn’t officially been together for a week.
“I’m glad that you found a place so quickly, it’s just the way that you did. It doesn’t feel right.”
“Why not? It’s just dumb luck.”
“Who is this Lucy anyway? She’s been your boss for a week and she’s offering you a place to stay? Is she straight?” Jennifer seemed to have some trust issues. Granted, when it came to love, cheating, and bosses, even straight ones, I didn’t have the best track record. Still, I was besotted with Jennifer, and offended that she would even go there.
“I’m not staying with Lucy, I’m staying with her aunt.”
“A lonely lesbian, who only wants other lesbians in her house. Does all of this sound remotely normal to you?” I was getting acquainted with another side of my new girlfriend. She seemed to have a bit of a temper when feeling frustrated.
“Look Jen, I don’t understand why you have to question everything so much. I get this amazing opportunity, and the only thing you can do, is drag the people who offered it to me through the mud. You haven’t even seen the place, or met Eleanor.”
“Did you tell her you have a girlfriend?”
“Yes, of course I did. I couldn’t shut up about you if I tried.” I was desperate to make her smile. But when she was grumping, there was no room for sweet words and laughter.
“And what’s this bullshit about not signing a tenancy agreement? Kim would−” There it was, The K Word. Kim was a lawyer, of course she wouldn’t agree. But that wasn’t the point. Jen was pissed at me, and, in her fury, had referred to Kim. “And have you forgotten what happened last time you moved into a house with two lesbians?” Jen sneered. She was angry. She didn’t trust me. She was thinking of Kim.
We were at the house in Shoreditch. Kim and Jack weren’t home, and Jen had told me the coast was clear for me to pick up some clothes. We sat at the kitchen table, where we had spent many mornings together − where it had all begun for us. Admittedly, she had a point. The whole Kensington house business was a bit unusual, but by then, at the age of twenty-seven, I was so used to everything around me being slightly off kilter. I couldn’t care less how I got the room, I just wanted to live there, and start anew. That was the big difference between Jennifer and me, while I was doing all the talking, she was thinking. Her mouth was often silent, but her brain was churning. She needed valid explanations for everything, situations needed to be analysed, reasons offered. That day, at that kitchen table, it drove me crazy. And then she hadn’t made her last remark yet. Was she blaming me for her break-up with Kim now? Was she having second thoughts? My heart sank. While I could understand that it was hard for her to leave her partner of four years, I could not fully comprehend why it was so difficult for her to be as happy as I was. We were together. I had found a place. We could move on. But she wasn’t finished yet.
“And have you thought about what I want? And your other ex-house mates? We are stuck in this house now, with one less person paying rent. Have you even considered that?” Jen’s wrath was pouring down on me. I had never seen her like this. So it was all my fault then.
Trapped
I wanted to remind Jennifer of that e-mail she sent me only a week ago, in which she kicked me out of the house. I wanted to grab her by the shoulders and give her a good shake. But I realised that, most of all, she was probably angry at herself. I was an easy target, her verbal punching bag. I left her in the kitchen and went up to my old room. Tiger was sleeping on my bed, as ever. I lay down next to him and said, “I will miss you most of all, little bugger.” I scratched behind his ears and he stretched his neck to give me better access. “Why don’t you come with me, silly ginger?” I kissed him on the head. “There are lesbians in my new house as well, and I promise not to make such a mess this time.” He just purred. Then settled on my chest, his whiskers almost touching my chin. I closed my eyes and let the memories roll over me, like a high wave on the beach. This had been a good home. It was exactly what I had needed at the time. A safe haven, nice people, a couple to look up to, a gay to hang out with, furry animals to pet. It had felt wholesome, like a home is supposed to feel. And then it had all gone to hell.
I stayed in my room a little bit longer, generally feeling sorry for myself. I still didn’t have a lot of stuff, moving should be easy enough. I’d get some boxes, Andrew would come by with his car and we would transport my life from Shoreditch to Kensington, by all means, a step up the area ladder. I wondered if I would ever have made the first move, if Jennifer hadn’t. Did it matter? It did if Jennifer was suddenly accusing me of ruining her life. I reckoned it probably wasn’t a good idea to leave her to stew on her own for much longer. I was about to get up, when she appeared in the doorframe. She had that look in her eyes, that look she had when she came up to my room for the first time, that smouldering glance that stripped me of everything, my defences, my sanity, my clothes. Time for make-up sex. If she couldn’t say it with words, she would give me an orgasm to make me understand, that was Jen’s way of saying sorry. I accepted.
Later, basking in the afterglow, we were giggling at how Tiger had remained at the edge of the bed for a bit, with a dumb stare, as if he was trying to tell us something. Then we heard noises downstairs. We both froze. I prayed it was Jack, I could handle him. But we heard fragments of conversation, there were two of them. Kim was home. We rushed to get our clothes back on, Jennifer led the way down the stairs. My blood pulsed hard in my veins, my heart went nuts. This was it. I hadn’t seen Kim in weeks, since she had found out I had stolen her girlfriend. I was worried and frightened, what the hell would I say to her? Sorry? Talk about inadequate. How would I approach this? We entered the kitchen and I knew there was no easy way out. And it’s not as if I didn’t have it coming. Still, I would have given a lot for a back door exit. We only had a front door though. I was stuck in a trap of my own making.
The confrontation
Kim looked at me as if she had seen a ghost. She literally seemed to stare right through me. I was only the woman who had ruined her life, but not before becoming her friend first. I despised myself. I glanced at Jennifer and actually wondered if it was all worth this, if love was worth this kind of heartbreak. Jen’s lips were firmly pursed together, as if not another word would come out of her mouth today. Great. I would handle it myself somehow, after all, this must be so much harder for her. Then she surprised me. She stepped up and tried to take control of the situation. I could have kissed her, but it wasn’t the best time.
“Let’s all sit down, OK?” Jennifer said. “We need to talk anyway. We may as well do it now.”
Kim responded by taking a seat in the furthest corner of the couch, as far away from me as possible. Her face was pale, her eyes surrounded by black circles as if she hadn’t slept in days, maybe weeks. Most of all, she looked destroyed, a ruin of a woman, robbed of everything that mattered. I did that to her. I sure could use a drink. I glanced at Jack. I didn’t expect support, a look of recognition would have been enough, but he had the same bland expression on his face. They were allies in this. Jennifer grabbed two chairs to prevent us from having to sit next to each other in the sofa opposite Kim. She cleared her throat.
“I know this is difficult.” She looked at Kim. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. There was still so much between them, so much I didn’t know, so much I wasn’t part of. “But we have to talk about this house, the living arrangements.”
“I’ll pay my share of the rent for as long as necessary,” I said. My voice sounded strange, like it belonged to someone else.
“How very gracious of you.” Jack said. “You did sign a contract, you know.” That shut me up. I looked over at Kim. All I could see was pain. Jennifer addressed them again, she avoided looking directly at me.
“If Lee is willing to do that, then I think the best short-term solution is to leave things as they are. For now, I can take the attic room.” Jen looked so composed, I didn’t know whether to be proud or worried. “Of course, in the long run, I guess we will all have to start looking for a new place.”
“I love this house.” It felt odd to hear Kim’s voice. “Jack and I have talked about it and we would like to stay here.”
“Which means you will have to leave, Jen, but maybe you can move in with your new girlfriend,” Jack said.
Kim gave him a stare that shut him up instantly. He looked like a reluctant child.
“Of course I will move out of the house eventually. I just need some time to find a new place.” Jen’s voice broke a little bit then, but you’d need to have heard it before to recognise the quiet crack. Kim certainly did.
“This is your house too, Jen. We’re not going to kick you out.” Was that a hint of a smile on Kim’s face? Did I want them to stay in the house together? Was this what Kim wanted? Would I end up funding their reunion? I had a lot of questions, but now was not the time to ask them. I had something else to do first.
“Kim, can I say something, please?” I looked at her directly now.
“Go ahead,” she said.
“I know sorry doesn’t cut it, and I know there isn’t really anything I can say to make this better for you. But I am, so sorry, I mean.”
“Well good for you, Lee. Really. I am sorry too. For letting you take everything away from me. I am so bloody sorry for you, I am sorry you had to fuck my girlfriend under my own roof. That must have been so hard for you.”
Questions
I didn’t stay long after that. There was no point. My presence just hurt everyone more. I suppose I learned a valuable lesson that day − do not have affairs − but I loved Jennifer. Kim was obviously grieving for their relationship, being the one left behind, but Jen had her own battles to fight. When I saw them together in the living room, the way they addressed each other, I recognised something, and I was jealous. It made me realise I had never known love like that. I knew them as a couple, I witnessed the ease with which they lived together, day in, day out. There was no way anyone could just forget about all that, just because of some new girl − because of me. And I fully understood that Jen’s decision to choose me had not been an easy one. I also knew that a day would come that she would second-guess her choice.
I walked along the streets of Shoreditch. The sun was too engaged in a game of hide and seek with the clouds to give much warmth. This was a gloomy goodbye. I made my way to the tube station and went underground. I would only come back to move my belongings across town. I kept my fingers wrapped tight around my phone in case Jennifer called. We had vague plans for later, nothing definite. I thought about calling Eleanor, my new landlady − although I wasn’t allowed to call her that − to ask her how she felt about pets. Pets can be respectful. But I figured it would be best to wait until I had actually moved in. Instead, I called Alex. His relationship with Ben was on the rocks. Ever since the Hampstead Heath incident and Alex’s reckless flight to Berlin, where he had gotten the hots for Lars, the German hunk we spent our Sunday afternoon with, they had been fighting. I wondered if they would make it. It went straight to voicemail. What was he up to on a Saturday afternoon?
On the tube I saw a woman who reminded me of Lucy. What was her deal anyway? I had to admit, I had no idea. I was moving in with her aunt next week, so if she was up to something, I would find out soon enough. At least my job was secure for now, and I could leave Liz and Andrew to enjoy the pregnancy in peace. I was sleeping in that baby’s future room. Theoretically, things were looking up, why did my heart feel so heavy then? It was the faint smile on Kim’s face when she had spoken to Jen. I had noticed it, so Jennifer could not possibly have missed it. It was the fact that Jen, although I expected her to spend most of her time with me in Kensington, would still be living in the house, with Kim. Trust doesn’t come easy in affairs like ours. I was scared, scared of being cheated on, scared of Jen doing the same to me that she had done to Kim. It wouldn’t take much. Jack was hardly a homely person, and he had his own relationship to tend to. There would be times when Jen and Kim would be alone in the house. An unexpected smile, a kind gesture, a silly remark, a memory, so many things could spark the old fire between them. Would Jen think of me then? Or would she choose the familiar arms of her lover of four years? And how could I ever compete with that, even if she had picked me?
Words of wisdom
The next weekend I moved all my earthly belongings into the attic floor of Eleanor’s house. Once again, Lucy was there. As if I was a project she had to manage. Earlier that week I had paid Eleanor a visit to take some measurements and ask what her policy on house guests of house guests was. All she said was, “Oh, the more the merrier. I can’t have enough guests in my house.” She reminded me of absolutely no one I had ever met before. Jen and Andrew helped me move, while Lucy drank tea. Jen came around a bit when she saw I had an entire floor at my disposal now, but she was still skeptical. She said, “You’ll see, Lee. Something must be hiding in the closets here.” I replied, “Maybe, but it sure won’t be the owner.” This made Jennifer smile and we needed some smiles between us. One of her teachers had been sick and she had taught evening classes almost all week, cutting into our time together. Last weekend’s fight, although superficially resolved by make-up sex, was still fresh on our minds. And all of that wasn’t diminishing my own fears. But now that I had my own place, things would be better. I was convinced of that.
Around six o’clock, when everyone had left, I found myself alone with Eleanor for the first time. She told me about Annette, her partner who had died of cancer, and to whom she referred as her wife.
“I still write my wife a love poem every day. That’s how much I love her. What about yours? Tell me about her?”
“Jennifer? We haven’t been together for that long, only two weeks actually.”
“You could have fooled me. Where did you two meet?” She was a bit nosy, and it wasn’t any of her business, but I saw it as an excellent opportunity to get it all off my chest without having to pay for an expensive therapy session.
“I brought some bottles of wine. Would you like a glass while I give you all the dirty details? We may need some time, Eleanor.”
“That would be wonderful, dear. I think we'll get along swimmingly.”
So, I told her the whole story, without the racy bits, of course, and this sixty-five year old woman didn’t flinch once. She just sipped her wine, didn’t avert her gaze for a second, and interjected a well-timed “mmm, interesting” now and again. When I was done, she sat her glass down, took my hands in hers, and said, “Take it from an old grey lady, dear. This cannot end well.” That was not what I wanted to hear.
“W−Why not?” I stammered.
“You already know the answer.” Then the bell rang. It was Lucy, again. Apparently she had forgotten the keys to her flat. I was beginning to think it odd, the way she kept turning up. But Eleanor said, “Typically Lucy, she’d forget her head if it wasn’t screwed on.” Eleanor invited Lucy to stay for dinner, I was invited too. Jennifer would be in her studio until eight, at least that’s what she told me, so I gladly accepted. It beat sitting in my room, analysing my monologue to Eleanor and her reaction to it. I had to dismiss it as crazy old lady talk. Although she wasn’t that old, I wasn’t sure about the crazy part yet. And thus, I found myself cracking open another bottle of wine, with Eleanor and Lucy, aunt and niece, my landlady and my boss, on a late Saturday afternoon, around dinner time.
Family dinner
During dinner I alternated between being marvelled and shocked by Eleanor and Lucy’s conversation. I had never witnessed such openness between members of the same family. I certainly didn’t have to worry about Lucy being even remotely homophobic, the way she almost applauded her aunt’s sexual inclination. Or maybe she was just trying really hard because I was sharing the table with them. I learnt one thing though, Lucy Rowe, my boss, was one mysterious woman. What was she doing having dinner with her aunt − and one of her co-workers − on a Saturday night? Shouldn’t she be on a date? Or meeting some friends for drinks? I wanted to ask her but, you know, she was my boss. When, after dinner, she didn’t give any indication she was about to leave and surrender herself to the London nightlife, I opened another bottle of wine and prepared myself to cross-examine her. I was pretty sure I could drink her under the table, but first I needed some liquid courage myself.
Lucy was not the first thing on my mind though. I was expecting a call from Jennifer, and my phone was burning a hole in my pocket. If only it would ring. My Jennifer-related insecurities did cause me to indulge in the wine more enthusiastically than usual, and soon I subjected Lucy to a mild interrogation.
“No wild Saturday night plans then, boss?”
“Please, in this house I’m not your boss.”
“What are you then? I mean, it’s a bit hard for me to make the distinction.”
“I’m Lucy, a relative of your friend and landlady Eleanor.”
“But don’t you ever dare call me that,” Eleanor chimed in.
“This family is so schizophrenic. I work for Lucy, but I can’t call her boss, and you, Eleanor, are the owner of the house in which I rent a room, but you are not my landlady. You need to give me some time to adjust.”
“Take all the time you want, dear,” Eleanor said, “I have to dash.”
“Saturday evening bridge game at Peggy’s?” Lucy asked. Eleanor nodded.
“You will soon find out this old bird is always out and about somewhere,” Lucy said to me. “Her social calendar is much better filled than mine.”
“Well, look at me, this is the prime time of my life. Would you rather I wasted it on this sofa and that TV set over there?” Eleanor gave us twirl and ran her hand through her shoulder-length grey hair. “We can’t all be socially awkward like you, my dear little niece.”
Lucy didn’t seem at all offended by this remark. This was how they spoke to each other. “Yes yes, you dazzling old-timer, get out of here and take some of those old ladies’ money.”
When Eleanor had left, Lucy asked, “What about you, Lee? Don’t you have plans?”
“I do, Jennifer is supposed to call me.” I slipped my phone out of my jeans pocket. It was switched on and it had plenty of battery life left. It still didn’t ring. I didn’t want to confide too much of my dramatic love life to my boss though. And one therapy session per Saturday was enough. Eleanor’s words still rang very clear in my head, This cannot end well. I was desperate to prove her wrong. What did she know anyway? And what was keeping Jennifer so long? “But she’s a bit busy, catching up on paper work.”
“It’s not easy being the boss, is it?”
“Don’t ask me, Lucy.” I put enough emphasis on Lucy’s name to let her know I was mocking her. “Do you want another glass of wine?”
After dinner
“Is there no man in your life?” I asked. It was ten o’clock. We were on our fourth bottle of wine. I still hadn’t heard from Jennifer. In my head she was fucking Kim in the swivel chair in her office while whispering in her ear how much she still loved her − and that I had been a stupid mistake.
“Nope, all the good ones are taken. There are no more men left for Lucy.” She was pretty plastered. Her frame seemed sturdy enough to hold some liquor, but I could tell, by the way she sipped from her glass, that she wasn’t much of a drinker. “Not that I’m bitter or anything.”
“Well, I’m sure you could find some takers in the office.”
“What? Those school boys? I thought we were talking about men here? And hush, no office talk.” She tried to give me a stern look, but burst out laughing instead. It was odd seeing her in jeans like that. At work she was always so dressed up, not a hair out of place. She had kicked off her heels and her legs were dangling over the armrest of the sofa. I wondered what she would say to me on Monday.
“When was the last time you went on a date?” I asked.
“Exactly two weeks ago. His name was Stuart and all he talked about was golf and horses, two subjects I know absolutely nothing about and I have no desire of changing that any time soon.”
“Where did you meet him?”
“A mutual friend set us up. She had assured me we would be a good match. We’re no longer on speaking terms, not for a while anyway.”
“It can’t have been that bad?”
“Oh no? Try shagging a guy who has a pinkie finger for a cock.” I didn’t see that one coming. I spurted my wine all over myself in an effort to avoid staining Eleanor’s couch. Now I definitely couldn’t wait to hear what Lucy would say to me on Monday − in the cold hard and sober light of day. She was laughing uncontrollably now.
“You slept with him?”
“Yeah. But I felt so betrayed, you know. Chelsea, my friend who had arranged for us to meet, must have known about his dwarf-sized penis. They had a short affair a couple of years ago. So why would she insist that I go on a date with him? She must think very little of me. Very little indeed.” She giggled like a school girl.
“But why did you sleep with him, if you didn’t even like him?”
“Why? Because it had been ages since I’d had a−”
“OK OK, I get the picture. Time out, please.” I got up and took the bottle of wine away. “No more of this for you, boss. I’ll get you some water.”
“Thanks, Lee. You’re an angel.”
“Can I have that in writing, please? In case I ever have to blackmail you.” I shoved a large glass of water in her hands. “Drink all of it. I’ll call you a cab.”
“Oh, don’t bother. I live two streets from here. The walk will do me good.”
“I’m taking you home then. I wouldn’t want you to land in the gutter somewhere.”
Lucy tried to stand up, but immediately fell back in the couch. I grabbed her hand, pulled her up and put her arm around my shoulder. Her blouse was totally wrinkled and a few buttons had popped open. Her hair smelled of flowers, her breath of alcohol. I slung her coat over her back and dragged her to the front door. I fumbled with the lock for a couple of seconds and then we were out on the streets, Lucy’s head resting on my shoulder, her hands holding on to me for dear life. She was completely wasted. We had only taken a few difficult steps when, out of the darkness, I heard my name being called. It was Jennifer, finally.
Trust
“What’s going on here?” Jennifer asked. I should be the one asking that, I thought.
“What does it look like? I’m taking Lucy home. She’s drunk.” There was no room for friendliness in my voice. I spat the words in Jennifer’s face. Her eyes narrowed. She was up for a fight. So was I.
“I’m not that drunk,” Lucy said. Then her head tumbled backwards on my shoulder, as if the muscles in her neck had given up.
“Let me help you,” Jennifer said. She slid her shoulder under Lucy’s other arm. “Where does she live?”
We walked in silence to Lucy’s place. Three people huddled closely together, shuffling on the sidewalk. Lucy’s flat was a mess, which surprised me. We took off her shoes, dropped her on the bed and sat a bottle of water on the floor next to her. As soon as we let ourselves out, I wanted to have a go at Jennifer but she beat me to it.
“Why was her blouse unbuttoned?”
“What?”
“Did you forget to button it up again?” I was furious. How could she have the nerve to show up like that, and, on top of that, accuse me of, of what?
“Have you been with Kim?” I asked.
“What are you talking about? I was at the studio, I told you.”
“You told me you would be there until eight. It’s eleven now. You could have called.”
“It took longer than I thought and my phone is dead. That’s why I came over.” We were still standing in front of Lucy’s house.
“Come on, let’s go back to my place.” I started walking. Jennifer followed.
“Why was she at your house again?”
“Because she’s Eleanor’s niece, for fuck’s sake. How the hell should I know?” Jennifer hadn’t even touched me, let alone kissed me yet.
When we arrived at my front door, Jennifer asked, “Are you sure you want me to come up?”
“Of course I’m sure. I’ve been waiting all night.”
“With some bottles of wine and your boss as company.”
“Yes, Jen.” I sighed. “Let’s not do this. Let’s not fight. I’m tired from dragging boxes up the stairs all day. And I’m tired of fighting.”
“I wasn’t with Kim. Look at me. I’m still wearing the same clothes as this afternoon. I didn’t even go home.”
“There’s nothing going on between me and my boss. She just got drunk. You know how I drink everyone under the table.” At last, a smile.
Once upstairs, Jennifer took a shower. I joined her. She stretched her neck backwards and let the water wash over her face. Her hair clung to her shoulders in long wet strands. I soaped up her back and said, “You have to start trusting me.”
“I know.” She turned around to face me. “But the same goes for you.” She put her hands on my shoulders and bent down a little bit. “I chose you, Lee. Not Kim. You.” She pulled me close and hugged me. Her fingers running through my hair, then down my back. The touch of her fingernails sent hot currents through my body. We would solve the matter in our usual fashion. It didn’t mean I trusted her. Oh, I wanted to. I wanted us to be this perfectly happy couple, our lives full of love, hope and promises. But I was afraid. I was scared of the day she would come to my house and tell me the one thing I didn’t want to hear, or the day she wouldn’t come to my house at all anymore. The scene had played in my head a thousand times, Jennifer and Kim, years of love between them, reconnecting, falling into each other’s arms. No matter what Jennifer said, I couldn’t shake it off. I didn’t trust her.
Blue Monday
The next Monday, at work, I anticipated Lucy’s arrival with a glee uncommon to Monday mornings. I couldn’t help but wonder if she would treat me differently. I mean, she said the c-word, to a lesbian. It was hilarious at the time, but at some point on Sunday, when the memories came crashing back into her brain, Lucy must have felt embarrassed. Personally, I wore my blazer with a bit more confidence that day. I was tight with the boss now. And she obviously wasn’t interested in any of the boys.
When I arrived at nine, her office door was shut and there was no sign of life. Lucy was an open-door-kind-of boss and her presence never went unnoticed. I was surprised to get a call from her office phone an hour later. She invited me to lunch. My curiosity was piqued. I was to meet her at the restaurant at one. The way she was behaving, we might as well have been engaging in a secret affair. As I approached her at the restaurant I understood why she had kept her door closed all morning. She looked pale, her face bloodless, her eyes rimmed red and pushed back by large dark circles underneath. Her impeccable attire didn’t hide how she felt.
“Hey Lucy, are you alright?” I sat down opposite her. She shook her head.
“If it was your intention to poison me, you almost succeeded.”
“Really, it was the wine? But that was Saturday.”
“I was sick all day yesterday, I couldn’t even get out of bed. I spent my Sunday behind drawn shades.”
“Wow, You really can’t hold your liquor, can you?” I tried a smile, unsure if it would be appreciated.
“Apparently not.” She supported her head with her thumb and index finger, her elbow resting on the table. Her fingertips massaged her forehead just above her eyebrows. “What was that stuff?”
“Some Pinot Grigio, it’s what I always drink. It never causes me any trouble.”
“Which leads me to believe you are made of steel and concrete on the inside,” she grinned. “Anyway, thanks for taking me home.”
“No problem, boss. I mean, we’re practically family now, aren’t we?”
“Don’t push it.” It was the first time I noticed what a peculiar, but attractive smile she had. Her mouth was wide, with long thin lips stretching into a toothy smirk when she laughed. “Now about the things I said−”
“Long forgotten. Don’t worry about it.”
“Oh, thank God. I know I was very adamant about not being your boss last Saturday, but, at the end of the day, when Monday comes back around, I still am of course.”
“It happens to the best of us.”
“Promise me you won’t ever make me drink that poison again.”
“One woman’s poison is another woman’s lemonade, or something.” She laughed now, reaching for her head while she did, but she laughed. “I swear that I won’t get you drunk again,” I said, while folding my right hand over my heart and bowing forward. “Can we eat now, please?”
In the afternoon, when we were back at work, Lucy in her office and I in my cubicle, I found myself thinking about her exceptional smile. Then I remembered how she had kicked off her shoes on Saturday night, with a slow sensual gesture. And how I had snuck an innocent peak down her blouse when I noticed some buttons had come undone. My eyes searched for her office now. Her door was open, but all I could see was a faint shadow. Why was she always at her aunt’s? Was Jennifer right to be suspicious? I directed my attention back to my screen and I shrugged it off. She was my boss. That was the end of it.
Kensington
Life with Eleanor was nothing short of amusing. I had been wrong to think she was a lonely lesbian looking for company. Lonely was the most inaccurate word to describe her with, and I could easily see why she was Lucy’s favourite aunt. She hung out − as far as women in their sixties hang out − with a group of sweet ladies. Together, they played bridge, went to the theatre, shopped, did senior yoga, gossiped and, religiously, gathered every Tuesday evening at Eleanor’s house for their weekly book club meeting, which was just an excuse to drink sherry until midnight, really − as if they needed one. Eleanor always read one of the poems she had written for Annette, her late wife, and depending on how much sherry I’d had, she would sometimes leave me in tears. She was a poet, alright. After a month of finding my way in the house and aligning my habits with those of my house mates, I had the utmost respect for her.
Jane, the girl who occupied the floor below me, was hardly ever there. She was a nurse and usually worked the night shift at the hospital. I’d sometimes catch her around eight PM when she flew out the door, or on the weekends, when she wasn’t working or sleeping. I could tell Eleanor was very attached to her, she always made her an elaborate breakfast. Sometimes food speaks louder than words. Jennifer spent most nights at my place, and we grew into our own routine of going down for breakfast once Jane had gone to bed, which was usually around seven AM. We ate and sat with Eleanor for a bit, who would then go off to her study and spend the morning writing. Every morning she went in there and she didn’t come back out until she had a finely crafted poem to pay tribute to Annette with. I once said to Jennifer, my brain still half asleep, otherwise I would have remembered how sensitive she was to remarks like that, “Oh, to know a love like that. The kind that transcends everything.”
She looked at me, the corners of her mouth stiff with frustration, and said, “Well, I’m right here, darling. I think we’ve done quite some transcending ourselves.”
“Well yeah, sure. But it hardly compares, does it?”
“What? That I left my girlfriend of more than four years for you? No, I guess for you it doesn’t compare.” She quietly went upstairs then, never one to storm off with grand gestures, which made her pain all the more visible.
Jennifer and I had been doing reasonably well that first month. We cancelled out our trust issues by spending almost every minute of spare time together. Lucy still came around a lot, but Jennifer accepted that she just liked to be around her aunt. We all enjoyed Eleanor’s company. I adored living in the house in Kensington. Jen and I seemed to have found our way. Alex and Ben had smoothed things out between them as well. Alex was equally fond of Eleanor. He kept telling her how she was the classiest lesbian he had ever met. When I threw a pillow at his head the first time he said it, he replied, “Come on, Lee, get real. Wearing a different blazer every day is hardly sophisticated.”
The only issue I had, was that Jennifer didn’t appear to put much effort into finding a place of her own. After two weeks and some heavy lobbying by Jennifer my former house mates had scaled down my share of the rent to half of what I paid before. But I was still paying for nothing, if you can call peace of mind nothing. If Jennifer were to move out and get her own place, Jack and Kim could find a couple to move in with them. I wouldn’t have to pay rent anymore. And Jennifer wouldn’t be officially living with Kim anymore. But Jennifer had trouble leaving behind the house in Shoreditch − and all it stood for. She had trouble leaving Kim behind. After a month it became painfully obvious.
Granny Ninny
“If you so much as touch her, we’re through,” I shouted. It was a Friday evening. I had been living in Kensington for six weeks and Jennifer and I were in the middle of a huge fight. It was one of those fights that leaves you powerless, like you only have one choice left − break up. Of course, I’m dramatic by nature so I deem almost every fight break-up material. We had been together for two months, and it really bugged me, up to the point that I would burst if I didn’t say something, that she still shared a house with Kim. And then she told me she was having lunch with Kim and her family the next day.
“It’s just a meal, Lee. And it’s not as if we’ll be alone.”
“I don’t understand why she wants you there in the first place.” Kim had invited Jennifer to her grandmother’s eightieth birthday party. Apparently, granny Ninny was very fond of Jennifer. I could hardly blame her for that.
“Kim hasn’t had the heart to tell her.”
“Can’t she make up an excuse, tell her you’re sick or something?” I was furious. “Or maybe she can just tell her the truth. It’s not as if it won’t be obvious you’re no longer together. At least I would hope so.”
“It will just be for an hour or so. Kim doesn’t want to upset her, that’s all. This isn’t a grand conspiracy.” The hell it’s not, I thought. I was sure Kim was up to something. Why would she give up on Jennifer so easily, anyway?
“Fine, go to the lunch. Have granny Ninny kiss you like you are her granddaughter-in-law.” I fumed. “And here I was thinking you were not that kind of person.”
“I’m not, I’m just doing it for Kim. She’s been punished enough.”
“And what else are you doing for Kim?”
“Absolutely nothing, that’s what I do for Kim. In fact, the only thing I’ve done for her lately is break her heart. So yeah, I’m going to lunch with her. It’s the fucking least I can do.” Jennifer was upset and on the verge of tears. We'd had fights before but never like this. For once, I could read all the guilt and pain on her face. “And if you don’t like it, Lee, well tough for you.” We were in my room on the second floor. Jennifer had been aimlessly pacing and now she grabbed her jacket and bag.
“Great, leave, go back to Shoreditch. It is still your home, after all. Go back to Kim.”
“Kim is not home tonight.” Jennifer fell down on the bed. “She’s on a date.” The first tear rolled down her face. I was speechless. Was I supposed to comfort her because Kim was moving on? Was this why she was so upset? We were silent for long minutes. Jennifer quietly sobbing on my bed, mourning the loss of Kim. Me, perplexed, and vaguely aware of an inevitability I had feared, but was not yet ready to face. She was crying for Kim on my bed.
“Well, maybe she can take her date to granny’s birthday party then,” I said. This sent Jennifer over the edge. Slowly she raised her head. The second our eyes connected, I knew I had gone too far.
“You know what, Lee? It’s always all about you. It isn’t enough for you that I chose you, it isn’t enough that I left Kim for you. Do you want me to come and live with you here, is that what you want? Do you want me to pretend Kim never existed, that we don’t have a history together? I know your track record in relationships isn’t very impressive, so you probably don’t understand, but we loved each other, a great deal. It doesn’t just go away like that. It takes time. Give me some fucking room to breathe. I have feelings too, you know.” I had nothing left to say. Was this it, then?
Game-changer
“I’m leaving,” Jennifer said.
“Fine.” I had no more words. I had no defence. Was I really that awful to her? And did she really have such a low opinion of me? One thing was crystal clear though, Jennifer, my girlfriend, was having some major regrets about leaving Kim for me. I went into passive-aggressive overdrive. “Go. Clearly, this is not where you want to be.” Without another word Jennifer stormed down the stairs and violently banged the front door shut, a shadow of the woman I had fallen so head over heels for. I sat on my bed. I was home alone. There were no cats to comfort me. Jane was off working the night shift. Eleanor was out to a poetry reading. Alex and Ben were on a train to Paris for a weekend away − to rekindle the romance in their stormy affair. All I could do was scream a loud fuck at my walls. Then the bell rang. My heart jumped, she had come back. I nearly fell down the stairs, tripping over my own feet, as I ran to answer the door. We could make up. Somehow, it would be alright.
“Oh, hi Lee. Is Auntie Eleanor in?” It was Lucy. My heart dropped straight down, through my guts, on to the floor. I should have known. Jennifer was probably on the tube by now.
“No, Lucy. She’s out. Didn’t she tell you about that poetry thing?”
“She probably did, but I can’t keep up with her schedule. Am I disturbing anything? Are you alright?” I certainly was not. For all I knew, Jennifer and I had just broken up.
“Come in,” I said.
“What’s wrong?” Lucy asked. “You look like you could use a stiff drink.”
“Jen and I just had a big fight. One I’m not sure we can recover from.”
“OK, I’ll get the wine.”
“She’s still in love with Kim.”
“Of course she is, silly.” Lucy said, as she planted a large glass of red wine in front of me on the coffee table. “They’ve been together for so long. You can’t expect her to just stop loving Kim because she’s with you now.”
“She broke down in tears in front of me because Kim went on a date tonight.” The wine tingled in my throat, not enough though, I could have used something stronger.
“Situations like that are always difficult. Give her some time. She chose you, remember?”
“I’m not so sure she still stands by her choice.”
“Oh, of course she does. You’re such a catch, don’t you forget it.” Lucy put her glass down and swung her arm around my shoulder. “Come here,” she said. We sat like that for a couple of minutes. My head resting on my boss’s shoulder, her hand resting on mine. I was too dazed to notice what was wrong with that picture. I could smell her perfume. Her bones felt hard under my cheek.
I lifted my head up and our eyes met. I reached for my glass of wine, but Lucy took hold of my hand. Briefly, she looked down and then searched for my eyes again. “You have the most beautiful blue eyes,” she said. Hers were the colour of hazelnuts and oak trees. It was the first time I noticed the faint freckles on her nose. She swallowed, indicating she was about to say something game-changing. “Do you have any idea how irresistible you are?” I didn’t reply. Not that I considered it a rhetorical question, far from it, but I didn’t think she was expecting words in response. “Unbelievably... incredibly... undeniably... irresistible.” She smiled. This was no longer flirting, this was an all-guns-blazing seduction. “Can I kiss you?” She asked.
Chaos
“You’re the boss,” I said, staring into her eyes, those deep pools of coffee-coloured lust that were drinking me in, chaining me. She brought her lips closer but not before flashing me a wide, beguiling smile. Surely, I was not the first victim of Lucy Rowe’s charms − these were practiced moves. The moment our mouths met, her touch transmitting a blistering buzz through my veins, the night’s strain drew out of me. I kissed her back. I grabbed her head and pulled it towards me, but she withdrew her lips and said, “Easy. I want to enjoy this.” She gently pushed me down on Eleanor’s couch. I hadn’t pegged her for the gentle type. I wasn’t used to being treated so delicately anymore. Sex with Jennifer was always raw and wild, because half the time it was make-up sex and the other half it was driven by guilt, need and mute desire. Lucy’s touch was soft and tender. She didn’t hungrily rip at my clothes the way Jennifer did, she slowly stripped them off. Her hands floated over my skin in a sensual haze. Soon she had me panting at her fingertips, whispering in her ear for more.
“Will you come back to my place? I want to spend the night with you,” Lucy said. “We can hardly have a sleepover here, Auntie Eleanor is very open-minded but I don’t want to stretch her mind that far.” I still lay in the couch, spent, destroyed. It was not my proudest moment. Lucy was slipping back into her clothes. How could she be so casual about this?
“No, of course not. Actually, I think you should go.”
“What’s the time? She won’t be back that soon, will she?”
“Not because Eleanor might come home. Because I want you to go.”
“Oh.” She lifted my legs up and positioned herself under them. “I thought you wanted this?”
“I thought you were straight.” I retracted my legs from her lap. I didn’t want to touch her anymore.
“Well, I am. But you have a girlfriend, and that didn’t stop you.” What a mind-fuck of an evening. I wondered what reason I could possibly invent this time to excuse myself for this particular moment of chaos, apart from it being bred in the lap of my self-pity, of course. There’s always self-pity.
“Just go, please, Lucy.”
“As you wish. But if you change your mind, you know where to find me.” She tried to kiss me again, but this time I turned my face away. Of course, this time it was too late.
I got dressed and fell back in the couch. The bottle of wine Lucy had opened stood almost untouched on the coffee table. I poured the contents of her glass in mine and drained it in long gulps. I needed more than my thirst to be quenched. The hypocrisy of my actions and my words was not lost on me. Only a couple of hours earlier I had practically accused Jennifer of being unfaithful. And there I sat, in Eleanor’s couch, in rumpled clothes, after a romp with Lucy, my boss and my landlady’s straight niece. Maybe Jennifer had been right all along. Maybe Lucy’s frequent visits to her aunt weren’t that innocent. I was convinced of one thing though, my affair with Jennifer would not survive this. As soon as I would tell her she would rush back into Kim’s arms. Maybe that’s where she really wanted to be anyway. Maybe that’s where she was right now. Maybe I had done us all a favour. Or maybe I should just keep it a secret.
Therapy
I had cheated on Jennifer. It was as simple as that. Sure, there were mitigating circumstances, but aren’t there always? They’re just excuses in the end. What struck me most was that I hadn’t hesitated a split second when Lucy asked to kiss me. In that moment the thundering noise of my actions had completely obliterated my words. I remained seated in the couch and finished the bottle of wine until I heard keys in the front door lock. It could only be Eleanor. In the six weeks I had lived with her I had confided in her regularly. She was my personal in-house therapist, and she had never believed my relationship with Jennifer had any chance of succeeding, what with its overly sentimental and dramatic background. I had been waiting for her. She looked very merry when she walked into the living room. Sherry did that to her.
“Hey, Lee. What are you doing sitting alone in the dark like that? No Jennifer tonight?”
“I think I may need one of your pep talks.”
‘You know I’m always up for those, dear. What’s wrong?”
“I’m the most horrible person I know. I have no values and no morals.”
“What are you talking about?” Eleanor looked concerned now. “Aren’t you being a bit melodramatic?” She sat down next to me, in the spot where Lucy had been earlier.
“I believe I was born melodramatic.”
“What’s going on?”
“I had a huge fight with Jennifer about Kim and then I cheated on her. I did to her what I accused her of doing to me. How’s that for irony?”
“Oh, Lee. It was only a matter of time before one of you snapped. You can’t just go from one lover to the other and drag all that baggage with you. It’s not healthy. It would take two very remarkable and mature people to pull that off, along with tremendous amounts of love, and, most importantly, trust.”
“Be that as it may, I still cheated on her.”
“If you want to save your relationship with Jennifer, and believe me, it needed saving way before you stepped out on her tonight, then you will have to be completely honest with her. And vice versa.”
“Honesty is not going to save us, Eleanor. If I tell her about Lucy−”
“Did you just say Lucy? What does she have to do with anything?” I didn’t reply. I was too shocked that I had let escape Lucy’s name. Eleanor’s eyes focused on the table and she spotted the empty bottle of wine and the two glasses. Her eyes lit up as she pieced it all together. “Did you cheat on Jennifer with Lucy? My niece Lucy?” I let my head fall into my hands, one more melodramatic gesture wasn’t going to make the difference now, but I couldn’t speak. I had no idea how Eleanor would react. She touched my arm and asked again, “Was it Lucy?” I looked up and nodded. She started laughing, softly at first but after a few seconds she erupted in fit after fit of hysteric laughter, like it was the most amusing news she had ever heard. I sat there, gawking at here, in utter amazement, the blood retreating from my face.
“I knew there was a reason she came round so much since you moved in,” she finally said, “I may be sixty-five but that does not make me an idiot, on the contrary.”
“I’m sorry, Eleanor. All this should not be happening under your roof.”
“It may as well be under my roof, dear,” she absent-mindedly said. “I bet Lucy put the moves on you? She is just like her mother. No wonder they never got along.”
“Can I ask you something?”
“Of course.”
“Lucy is straight, right?”
“As far as I know she’s never been with any women. Then again, I don’t know everything.”
Bi-curious
The next Saturday I wanted to avoid the consequences of my actions as much as possible so I stayed in bed until noon. Jennifer was having lunch with Kim’s family for granny Ninny’s birthday anyway. I did pray she wasn’t going to make any grand gestures and skip the party for my sake, you know, to make things better between us. The irony would have been too much. I might have burst out laughing the same way Eleanor did the night before. It was twelve-thirty when Eleanor yelled up the stairs that I had a visitor. It couldn’t be Jennifer because she would come straight up to my room.
“Is it a visitor worth getting dressed for?” I shouted back.
“By all means no. You can come down naked if you want, I’m sure she won’t mind.” Eleanor replied. I quickly slipped into yesterday’s clothes and rushed down the stairs, only to find Lucy sitting in the living room. Of course.
“I told you, Auntie, I’m here to see you, not Lee.”
“And I’m supposed to believe that?” Eleanor asked. I could tell by the growing arch in Lucy’s eye-brows that her suspicion increased by the minute. She shot me a quizzical look. I just shrugged. After all, Lucy wasn’t some innocent by-stander in all of this. I may have let her kiss me − and more − but she was the one who had put it all in motion as soon as I had mentioned my fight with Jennifer.
“I’ll give you ladies a minute to talk,” Eleanor said. She was visibly amused by the whole situation. She was a funny old bird.
“Did you tell her?” Lucy fired.
“I’m sorry, your name just slipped out. I really didn’t mean to.”
“I can’t believe this. What did she say?”
“She laughed, loud and hard.”
“She what?”
“She was almost hysteric. I was as astonished as you are now.” Lucy shook her head in disbelief.
“I was going to take her out to lunch and prepare her for it gently,” she said.
“This is Eleanor we’re talking about, she doesn’t need to be treated like that.”
“Yeah, you’re right. Do you want to join us for lunch, now that it’s all out in the open?” Lucy asked, with a big grin on her face. This family, and its liberties, was starting to drive me crazy.
“No, Lucy. No offence, but I don’t want to have lunch with you. That would be even worse than Jennifer having lunch with Kim’s family.”
“Fair enough, but we will have to talk about it sooner or later.”
“Later suits me just fine, and there really isn’t that much to talk about. It was a mistake.”
“Speak for yourself.”
“I am.”
She leaned a little closer towards me then and whispered, “For me, it was the best sex I had in a very long time.” Her mouth lingered at my ear a bit too long for my blood not to pick up speed in my veins. “As a matter of fact,” she breathed into my ear, “I would like to kiss you again, right now.” I took a step back.
“I’m not in the habit of kissing straight women anymore. I’ve gone off that a long time ago.”
“Oh well, you can’t blame a girl for trying.” She winked. “Anyway, I must be at least bisexual or bi-curious by now.” Then she walked away, into the kitchen, and I heard her say, “Come on, Auntie Eleanor, we’re going out for lunch. We need to talk.” What a peculiar family, I thought, not an ounce of drama in their blood.
Red
“Lee, I can’t say I was expecting you, but do come in,” Lucy said. She wore a long red dress, its silk fabric draped over her chest in twisted, heavy folds. It made her look glamorous and untouchable. “I just got home. I went to the opera, can you believe it? Hence the spectacular attire.” She dipped her knees down in a mock bow.
“You look gorgeous.” Next to her, in my old jeans and trampled sneakers, I felt under-dressed and unimportant. “Hot date?”
“I wish,” she grinned, “but unfortunately, that little company we both work for makes me get dressed up like this on a Sunday night to make nice with advertisers.”
“Someone’s got to do the dirty work.”
“Let’s sit, please. I have to get out of these shoes.” Her apartment was still as messy as when I had first seen it, that time Jennifer and I had walked her home after she got hammered at Eleanor’s. “What brings you here so late? Don’t you have to work tomorrow?”
I hadn’t heard from Jennifer since our fight last Friday. I had expected her to call me Saturday afternoon, after her ridiculous reunion with Kim’s family, but my phone, as the doorbell, had remained silent throughout the day. By Saturday night I was so furious and worked-up I was convinced that if I went over to Shoreditch, to that house where I still paid rent, I would find her and Kim in bed together. I had sent her a message asking if we could talk. She had not replied. On Sunday morning, after a night of tossing and turning, images of Jennifer, Kim and Lucy scattered through my dreams, I had decided I had had enough. I was done with Jennifer. Maybe there was a way to make it work, but I had blocked that road firmly and securely the second I had kissed Lucy. Jennifer would never forgive me. She was so stubborn and difficult to talk to, we always ended up fighting and hurting each other. The only good moments we had were in bed. You can endure a state of sexual frenzy like that for a while, but before you know, it starts eating at your nerves and chipping at your sanity. That Sunday morning it was very clear to me that Jennifer and I were not made for each other. If only she would let me tell her, but it seemed she had made up her mind about us already, without my input. It was a miserable day, rain staining my bedroom window from the outside, tears darkening my soul from the inside. By eleven PM I had to get out of the house. As I locked the door behind me I had no idea where I would go. Until I was at Lucy’s doorstep.
“Well,” I hesitated, “you did say I knew where to find you.” Her eyes pierced the skin of my face and left it red and flushed. She didn’t speak for what seemed like hours. The room was quiet, all I heard was a lazy clock tick-tocking my nerves raw. The silence became too maddening and I opened my mouth to speak but she interjected and said, “Don't say anything. Come here.” I jumped out of my chair and hurried to where she was sitting, her elbows resting on her knees, her hands folded in front of her. I ran my fingers through her hair, her face was at the height of my breasts.
“How the hell am I going to get you out of this dress?”
“Like this,” she replied and stood up. She took my hands and guided them to a zipper on the back.
“Where’s your bedroom?” I asked. “I want to spend the night.”
Albatross
“Do you know when I fell in love with you?” Lucy asked. We lay in her bed, our skin damp and our mouths dry.
“What? You’re in love with me now?” I ran a finger over her stomach, it was pale and taut. She had a few good years left, she was only thirty-eight after all.
“Does that surprise you?” She pulled my hand away from her belly and kissed it, gently, then pinned it on the pillow next to my head.
“It utterly shocks me.” Her eyes were right above me now, dark and liquid, like she meant what she was saying. She bent down to kiss me again.
“I fell in love with you one month ago when you read your Albatross poem to my aunt’s reading group.” Her gaze dwelled over my face, searching for a response.
“You mean that night you unexpectedly turned up at Eleanor’s and crashed her party again?” I had no immediate response. I didn’t know if she was pulling my leg or was actually being serious.
“Why do you think I’ve been practically living at Auntie Eleanor’s since you moved in?” With a sigh she let her head crash down on the pillow. The only sounds left were the light gasps of our breathing. Over the sheet, I reached for her hand, it felt heavy and limp in mine. She was being sincere. “Waiting for your relationship with Jennifer to implode,” Lucy continued. What was Jennifer doing now, I thought. Was she in bed with Kim? Would it make a difference? I shifted to my side, to face Lucy. I slipped my leg over hers, my knee resting on her thigh.
“This is crazy, Lucy. You’re my boss.” I let my knee glide over her body and straddled her, tossing the sheet to the side. Naked, she stretched out under me. I lowered my lips to kiss her hot skin, it tasted salty. She moaned. “I could probably sue you for sexual harassment,” I whispered. “Setting me up in your aunt’s house like that, patiently waiting to make your move.” My lips danced over hers. “There must be a law against that.”
“Shut up and fuck me,” she said. “And that’s an order.”
Later, when Lucy lay softly purring next to me, I thought about the weekend I’d had and the week that was to come. How had I gotten myself into this mess again? Oh right, by being my usual old irresponsible, egocentric, overly dramatic self of course. What goes around, comes around. I was fully aware of that. Instead of being broken-heartedly bed-ridden after my fight with Jennifer, I had only jumped into the sack with my boss. I had to control myself not to burst into laughter and wake Lucy. Of course, on some level, I had been aware of the reason behind her visits to Eleanor, and me. Did I have feelings for her or was this just a typical rebound reaction? And even if I were to fall for her, had I not learnt the lesson of not getting involved with the boss years ago? The hard way? And anyway, Lucy was straight. There was really nothing that spoke on her behalf. Had I really lost Jennifer? Had we broken Kim’s heart for nothing? For a couple of nights of passion? One day, I thought, one day I will write all this dyke drama down and entertain some people with it. Then I fell asleep.
Working Girl
Lucy woke me up at six AM, I was exhausted, my body felt bloodless, my bones heavy, my skin raw.
“Lee, come on, you need to go home and change. We have a staff meeting at nine.” Where the hell was I anyway? Was that my boss’s hand stroking my cheek? I let my flesh sink deeper into the soft mattress and imagined what it would be like if I could just stay there all day, immobile and free of responsibilities.
“It doesn’t take me three hours to get ready, unlike you, I’m a lesbian.” I closed my eyes firmly, determined not to let any morning light in.
“Urgh, you’re such a cliché.”
“Funny. What about sleeping with a co-worker half your age? How’s that for being a cliché?” Lucy rolled on top of me and bit my neck.
“Take it back, Lee. Take it back, now. I’m not even forty.” Her teeth had moved to my earlobe, biting it softly. Her breath sizzled on my skin.
“And surrender to a woman in her mid-life crisis? Never.” I grabbed her face with both my hands, until her lips almost touched mine. “Never.” And I kissed her.
In those five morning minutes I'd had more fun with her than in two months with Jennifer.
In the staff meeting I had trouble focusing. Lucy sat at the head of the conference table, looking all business-like and proper in her crisp white blouse and golden earrings. I let her voice wash over me like a low, raspy wave. I didn’t hear a word she said. I knew it was too late for me now, I knew I was going to fall in love with her, if I hadn’t already. Maybe I had when she had opened her door for me in the red dress, or maybe when she had kicked off her shoes that night she got drunk at Eleanor’s, or maybe the first day she was my boss and I had tried to talk to her in the ladies room. Or maybe when I had read Albatross, my poem, to Eleanor and her friends, their eyes burning through my clothes, Lucy’s most of all.
“Lee, have you got anything to say on the matter?” Lucy’s voice was directed at me now. I had no idea what she was talking about.
“Huh, no, I have nothing, thanks.” I stammered.
“Someone had a rough weekend,” Lucy said, to the amusement of my colleagues. Was this how it was going to be now? “Can I see you in my office in five minutes please, Lee?”
Jim, my most annoying co-worker, hissed, “Ooh, Lee’s in trouble for not doing her homework.” I kicked him under the table. What did he know, anyway?
“Of course, Lucy.” I looked her straight in the eyes. She didn’t flinch. I was aroused.
“You wanted to see me, boss?” I stuck my head in Lucy’s door. She smiled now, that generous, wide smile.
“Close the door, please.”
“Are you sure?”
“Am I not the boss?” Lucy almost never closed her door. When she did, we knew something was wrong.
“They’ll think I’m getting fired.” I swung the door shut behind me.
“Who says you’re not?”
“You. I hope.” I felt a little insecure, after all, this was completely new territory for both of us. I got the impression Lucy wasn’t handling it very professionally. Then again, the time for professionalism had passed the minute she had asked if she could kiss me last Friday. I leaned against the door, not knowing if I should sit or stand. Then Lucy got up and walked over to me.
“I love that blazer on you, it may well be my favourite,” she said, as she approached me.
“Glad to hear I can please you with something today.” There were only two or three inches left between us.
“As much as I love it, I want you to take it off.”
Over
“Lucy, stop it,” I moaned as she nuzzled my neck. She didn’t listen, so I grabbed her by the shoulders and pushed her away. “We can’t do this, not here.”
“Don’t worry, in the staff meeting I set it up to look like I was going to give you an earful,” she smirked. “That’s exactly what I intend to do.”
“No, Lu−” She bit my ear and let the tip of her tongue slip in. My protest was futile. I was yet to learn that there is no stopping Lucy Rowe. Then her phone rang. She cursed.
“Damn, I’d better get this. Don’t move.” And there I stood, against my boss’s door, at her disposal, at her will. She said ‘yes, yes’ a couple of times in the speaker, never taking her eyes off me. I thought about Jennifer and how we officially hadn’t broken up yet. I thought about the fit of laughter this scene would cause Eleanor to burst into. Then, before I knew it, Lucy’s lips were back on mine.
“I have to go, we’ll finish this tonight, OK?”
“I think a general sense of ethics, a sense I do still possess, requires me to officially break up with my girlfriend first.”
“Oh, right. Of course.”
After work I went directly to Jennifer’s studio. She didn’t teach late classes on Monday, but she usually stayed until eight to catch up on paper work and e-mails. She wasn’t in her office so I walked on to the big ball room, hoping − and dreading − to locate her there. The ball room had large, low windows along the corridor, allowing me to see what was going on inside. As I approached, I heard a soft thudding, a lazy beat, and then Jennifer came into view. Her long, dark-skinned arms flowing elegantly around her body, her face focussed, her eyes as narrow as when she fucked me. She looked gorgeous. I stood there for a while, watching as she came up with a choreography, my eyes glued to her every move. I was still in love with her, with her determination, her directness and her grace. When she took a break I knocked on the door, she seemed startled.
“Hey, stranger,” I said. “That looks good.”
“Lee, I wasn’t expecting you here.” She dried her face on a towel, then tossed it on the floor. She didn’t kiss me.
“Well, it seems to be the only way to talk to you these days.” I leaned against the wall, it made me think of leaning against Lucy’s office door that morning. I could never tell Jennifer about that. “What’s going on, Jen?” She sighed and just stood there, unsure of what to do.
“I don’t know. You tell me.” She sat down on the floor, her back against the wall, her arms around her knees. I crouched next to her. I knew what I had to say, but I was afraid to.
“Is it over?” I asked. I couldn’t look her in the eye. I was as much at fault as she was, possibly even more, but it didn’t matter. I knew we were through.
“Yes, I suppose it is,” Jennifer whispered, “as if we ever stood a chance.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I had no right to be angry but it seemed like the only way out for my emotions.
“Nothing.”
“I’d better go then.” She nodded. Our break-up was as wordless as our entire affair had been. I had to get out of there. You can’t battle with silence. Before I walked out, I turned around and asked what I came to ask.
“Did you sleep with Kim?” Again, she nodded.
Even
I guess we’re even then, I murmured to myself, as I left Jennifer’s studio. I wanted to push for details, but really, it wouldn’t have mattered a single bit. What had started with a stray hand on my knee had now exploded into a quiet web of lies and deceit. It had finished the same way it had begun, with cheating on loved ones. Maybe Jen had nailed it when she asked, only a couple of minutes before, if we had ever stood a chance. We had been foolish enough to believe so, of course we had, lust removes all common sense from the brain. But soon our personalities had clashed, even before the desire had worn off, and we were stuck in an endless cycle of make-up sex. It was just so damn easy to mistake longing for love.
On my way home I hesitated between calling Lucy and Alex. I opted for Alex, if only to let him know first-hand that Jennifer and I had broken up, and to get his take on my burgeoning affair with Lucy.
“Hey, Leesbian. What’s shaking on the lesbo-wagon these days?”
“Same old, same old, Alex, treachery, sex and drama.”
“I’m all ears.”
“Jennifer and I broke up, she slept with Kim, and I slept with Lucy, my boss.”
“It sounds so mundane when you say it like that. Has no one ever taught you how to build up suspense? By the way, that Lucy, I knew she was up to something.”
“She may be slightly nuts.”
“You haven’t thought this through again, have you, Leesbian? It’s all well and good in the beginning, you eye each other up in the office all day, spend your evenings in bed, but what happens when you go off her? She could go all Fatal Attraction on you, she seems like the type.”
“I agree, it’s not my brightest idea, but the way she came on to me, I was powerless. You know how weak I am when a beautiful woman smiles at me.”
“You’re such a slag, Lee, really. Is she even a lesbian?”
“She was from eleven last night to seven this morning, before and after that, I have no idea.”
“Has she ever been with a woman before you?”
“No, not that I know of.”
“Oh, Lee, why do you keep doing this to yourself?”
“If only I knew, homie, if only I knew.”
“It’s the forbidden fruit thing, isn’t it? That, and she’s your boss. To someone with your twisted mindset, a woman like that is irresistible.”
“Thanks for the analysis. I’ll be sure to write that in my journal tonight, under ‘Wise Words From Sexy Lexie.’”
“Mock me all you want, darling, but who will be there to pick up the pieces of your broken heart again in a couple of months, or weeks, or days even?”
“You, of course. How are things with Ben, actually?”
“Glorious, we had a fabulously romantic weekend in Paris and his parents are coming over for supper tonight. We’re all domesticated now. We may be looking for a uterus to rent soon. Can I count on you for that?”
“If you ever say the word uterus to me again I will cease to acknowledge your existence, even though you have a pretty difficult existence to ignore.”
“It’s good to know who my real friends are in this world.”
“Oh, shut up. You’re such a drama queen.”
“It takes one−”
“−to know one, I’m well aware of that.”
“What about Jennifer? And Kim?”
“Honestly, I have no idea when or how it happened, all I know is that it was as good as inevitable. I should never have come in between them. It was so foolish. We could all still be living happily in Shoreditch, if it weren’t for libidos and exotically-skinned dancers.”
“Isn’t it always so, Lee. Anyway, at least you have a kooky but wonderful new landlady. And you live in Kensington. You will stop paying rent in Shoreditch now, I hope?”
“Oh yes. No more paying off my guilt now.”
“Good, now let’s say you take me out on Friday and show me the good time I deserve with the money you will save on rent.”
“Don’t I always? How about dinner at Eleanor’s on Friday. For some reason she adores you.”
“Only if Lucy is coming, I want to see this office romance in action.”
Pretty please
Before I turned my key in the lock I took a deep breath. I half-expected Lucy to be sitting in Eleanor’s couch again, the way she could corner people. Instead, I found myself home alone, Jane was off to work already and there was no sign of my landlady. The luxury of having a house to myself was not something I had experienced often in my life. I sank down in the sofa and thought about dinner, but I was not hungry. I thought about Jennifer’s arms and how they were the most beautifully sculpted limbs I had ever had the pleasure of wrapping myself in. I thought about Lucy’s smile, which was more of a sneer really, and how it drew me to her. I was exhausted. I wanted to see Lucy because she would make me forget about everything bad and replace it with kinky thoughts, but I also wanted to sleep. I stretched out and dozed off, my last thought being, this house needs a cat, a nice little ginger, like Tiger.
I woke up with a hand stroking my breasts, all the way under my shirt and bra. Startled, I opened my eyes to see Lucy’s golden-brown pair staring back at me. Of course it was her, who else could it be? But how did she get in? Did she have a key now?
“Hey,” she whispered, “Auntie Eleanor has gone to freshen up in her room, I reckon we have about twenty minutes.” Her free hand, the one that wasn’t fondling my chest, started unbuttoning my pants.
“Whatever happened to ‘Hello, how are you?’” I asked.
“That’s so overrated, anyway, I’m good.” Her hand was about to cross the last barrier, my underwear.
“Whatever happened to foreplay, then?”
“Right, is this very un-lesbian of me? I should do some research. Can you give me some literature on the subject? Say, by tomorrow lunch time, come to my office, we’ll go over it together.”
“Good grief, Lucy, is inappropriate your middle name?”
“No, it’s Henrietta actually, after my grandmother.” I sat up, forcing her to keep her hands to herself. “Have you told her yet?” She asked.
“Have I told what to whom?” Was she talking about Jennifer? It was the least she could do.
“Have you told Auntie Eleanor about us?”
“No, but I did break up with Jennifer, in case you’re interested.”
“Well, that was long overdue.” I couldn’t believe how utterly insensitive she was. She petted me like a teenage boy who just got a double dose of testosterone. I backed away from her. Break-ups always come at a price and I needed some room to breathe.
“Listen, Lucy, if you’re under the impression that I split up with Jennifer to do you a favour you are seriously mistaken, OK?” I was cross, I mean, who did she think she was anyway? “Now just back off, will you please?” At that moment Eleanor walked into the living room.
“First tiff, ladies? It took you long enough.” I wanted to scream. What kind of house was I staying in? I wished I was back in Shoreditch, chatting in the kitchen with Kim, watching as she cooked us supper, waiting for Jennifer and Jack to come home. It was all so easy back then, so uncomplicated and normal. Until it wasn’t. At least Kim and Jennifer were back together now, back in their house. I was pretty sure they wouldn’t take in another lesbian, you can’t tempt fate like that twice. I stormed out of the living room, up the stairs, to my room. I heard footsteps follow me in close pursuit, then a gentle knock on my door.
“Lee, I’m sorry. Please, let me in.”
“Piss off, Lucy, I want to be alone."
“Pretty please?” This was all one big joke to her, I thought. Then I unlocked the door.
The professor
“I’m sorry, but you can hardly blame me for wanting to touch you. You look so scrumptious,” Lucy said, “but before you say anything, I will stand here by the door, my hands behind my back, and I will solemnly listen to you.”
“I need some time, OK? Jennifer just told me she slept with Kim. I cheated on her with you. I’m kind of feeling like a failure here. You can’t just walk into my home, even if it’s your aunt’s house, and be all over me like that, like it’s the most normal thing in the world.”
“I do get a little crazy sometimes, don’t I? I apologise.”
“Also, you can’t summon me to your office and kiss me. I have to go back out there afterwards and pretend nothing happened. You need to think about the position you put me in.”
“OK, I accept that. Can I sit down while we talk?” I agreed. She moved closer and sat down on the edge of my bed.
“Now, tell me, how did it go with Jennifer?” I told her then, about my brief visit to Jennifer’s studio, and the few words that were spoken. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Have you eaten? You probably don’t feel like it, but you shouldn’t go to bed on an empty stomach.” I shook my head, food was the last thing on my mind.
“I’d rather drink a bottle of wine, actually.”
“That can be arranged. Do you want to drink it on your own or would you like some company?” I reached for her hand and buried it in mine.
“Stay.” I pulled her closer. “I want you to stay.” Softly, I bit her lower lip. “But no more lesbian dissing, I mean, I know you are in denial and everything, but you shouldn’t bite the hand that fu−”
“Shhh, I thought we were having a beautiful moment here.” Her lips were almost inside my ear. Her words crept up into my skull, soft and slowly, and stayed there, lush and gentle, like a velvet blanket. She was probably clueless and had no idea how to behave. My chin rested on her shoulder, her hands were in my hair and lazily caressed the tension out of my skull.
“Have you really never been with a woman?” I asked. “You didn’t really strike me as a first-timer, and that’s a compliment.” I felt her lips stretch into a smile against my ear.
“Don’t tell her, but I’ve watched Auntie Eleanor’s extensive porn collection.” I laughed and then wriggled myself out of her embrace.
“Can you please answer one question seriously, just once.”
“OK.” She placed her hands behind her on the bed, looking for support. “When I was twenty-two, I studied abroad for a year, in Austin, at the university of Texas, and I had an affair with one of the assistant professors. It lasted eight months, and then she broke my heart. It was just one of those silly college romances.” She tried to blink back the tears in her eyes, but they were obvious enough to me. This happened more than fifteen years ago and it still made her cry. And Eleanor, her favourite aunt, the one she claimed not to keep any secrets from, didn’t even know. This professor had a lot to answer for.
“Tell me more. What was her name?”
“Her name was Ali, she taught consumer behaviour, she was thirty-five years old, and her eyes were the colour of the morning sky just after first sunlight.”
“And you were in love with her?” Lucy looked at me as if I had asked the most redundant question ever. She couldn’t hold back the tears anymore. Ali really must have done a number on her.
“I was, but I was young and foolish, and I never let my myself fall for another woman after that.”
“You think.”
“I know.” She lay on her back, her hands propped behind her head, the tears gliding softly on the sheets, slowly staining them. “I don’t want to talk about Ali anymore, that was a long time ago.”
“And what is now?” I slipped on my side, shifting my weight on one elbow, facing her. My free hand brushed the tears from her cheeks.
“If only I knew,” she said.
Types and warnings
“You remind me so much of her,” Lucy said. It was midnight and we had just raided Eleanor’s fridge for leftovers. Lucy and I sat at the kitchen table, our third bottle of wine standing half-empty between us. Our feet were bare and cold below the table but we wanted to feel each other’s touch. “Your eyes are exactly the same as hers, and the way you rock a blazer, like you don’t care how sexy it makes you look, it should be prohibited.”
“I see, so you’re just revisiting an old flame.” I scratched a toenail over her ankle. It was only meant to hurt a little. “And that’s why you said you were in love with me, after we slept together only once.”
“Twice, actually. Anyway, I was twenty-two years old when I fell in love with Ali. And yes, there is a definite physical resemblance. Character-wise though, you couldn’t be more different. I guess, as far as looks go, you’re just... my type.”
“Oh, so now you have a type. I like the swift progress you’re making. Why did you never tell Eleanor? You’re usually so open about everything with her.”
“Some things you just want to keep buried inside yourself forever.”
“Does anyone else know?”
“Nope. Back then, in Austin, I couldn’t tell anyone, and when I came back to the UK, it seemed irrelevant.”
“Irrelevant? It was only the most important affair of your life.”
“I didn’t know that then.”
“Why did you tell me?”
“Because you asked nicely.”
“No one has ever asked you nicely before?”
“No one ever had the chance.” She was quiet then, lost in thought. She looked good in the dim light of the kitchen, her short hair tousled from what we did upstairs, three tiny freckles sitting naughtily next to her nose, her lips stretched wide into a faint smile. “I’m freezing down here, let’s go back up.”
“Are you staying the night?”
“If I may, this is my auntie’s house, after all. I’m supposed to always be welcome here.
“Oh, you are.”
The next morning, at breakfast, Eleanor didn’t look at all surprised.
“I see you kissed and made up, then,” she said. Truth be told, I did feel a little awkward. I had moved into Eleanor’s house only two months ago and now I was shagging her niece under her roof. “Do you want pancakes, Lucy? She used to love these when she was a child.”
“Auntie Eleanor spoiled me rotten,” Lucy said.
“That’s why you’re so used to getting everything you want, including me,” I said.
“I only take half the blame,” Eleanor said, “nevertheless, don’t let this brat push you around, Lee.”
When Lucy had gone upstairs to shower, Eleanor poured me some more coffee and asked me to sit with her for one more minute.
“I’m serious. I don’t know what has gotten into her recently but don’t let her break your heart, OK? I know, from being her aunt all her life, what she’s capable of.” I was taken aback, Eleanor wasn’t one to give speeches like that. She was more the type that observed, listened and dispensed advice casually, straightforward warnings were never a part of it. She believed people could draw their own conclusions.
“What are you saying, Eleanor?”
“Just be careful, dear. And don’t be afraid to question her motives. I love Lucy to bits, but relationship-wise she hasn’t always made the best choices, and, as far as I know she’s straight. We’ve all been there at some point. Falling for a straight girl can be exciting, and we all think we’re the one who’ll make her go off men forever, but it just doesn’t work that way. You know that.” It was not my place to tell Eleanor that her niece was far from straight. Whatever pain Ali, her professor, had caused Lucy years ago, it had been excruciating enough to keep Lucy well-hidden in the closet for well over a decade. “And don’t forget she’s your boss.” Eleanor continued.
“I’d better go shower,” I said.
On the tube
“I need to go home and change my clothes,” Lucy said. “Can you meet me there in twenty minutes, we’ll go to work together.”
“OK, but promise me one thing.”
“What’s that?”
“Talk to your aunt one of these days, she’s under the impression I’m falling for a straight chick.”
“The only thing I want to remember from that sentence is the bit where you say you’re falling for me, assuming I’m the straight chick.”
“I’m serious, Lucy. Don’t you think she deserves to know?”
“Why? Because she happens to be a lesbian?”
“There’s that, but mainly because she’s your favourite aunt, possibly your most favourite person in the world−”
“You’re my favourite person now.”
“You and your deflecting, it makes me crazy.”
“In a good way?”
“In the most annoying way possible.”
I wasn’t sure I could handle another affair with someone who was as difficult to talk to as a concrete pillar. Unlike Jennifer, who turned to a maddening silence, Lucy hid in endless banter and made a joke out of everything − at least that was more amusing. But very much like Jennifer, I may as well have been talking to myself when addressing her and asking for a straightforward answer. Jennifer’s silences had me crawling up the walls. In the beginning I thought her stoic nature was sexy as hell but in the end it drove me insane. Not that I’m the biggest fan of processing, but with the drama I always find myself in it’s as necessary as breathing.
On the tube I asked Lucy, as we were squished together by the crowd, her hand holding on to my belt buckle, “What was so dreadful you couldn’t speak of it for fifteen years?” She turned her face away from me, looking out of the window, her eyes only meeting blackness and her own reflection. To herself, and the dark window, she said, “She was married.” She looked back at me then, her gaze shooting through me, vacant as the black behind the glass. “She was married, and she only told me when it was too late.” She tugged at my belt but I couldn’t come any closer, I was already as close as I could be. “I wanted to stay in Austin, be with her. She wanted to go back to her husband. End of story.”
“I’m sorry that happened to you, but come on, you can’t let one woman determine your life like that.”
“I said, end of story.”
“I’m just saying, you could probably only benefit from talking about it.”
“Stop trying to fix me, Lee, I’m not broken.”
I wondered why I always ended up with stubborn, unyielding women whose armour was nearly impossibly to crack, women like Lucy and Jennifer and Claire. I concluded the chemistry in my brain relied on their headstrong nature to compensate for my lack thereof. I’ve never been strong of will and I’ve never been hard to get. Alex and Eleanor’s words flashed as bright red warnings through my skull though. There was no denying Lucy was my boss, and I was basically toying with my livelihood, again. Also, the way my affair with Lucy had started, the way she had seduced me, before Jennifer and I had ended our relationship, so quickly, and almost without looking back, merited some serious pondering. If you go full speed ahead, there is no time for even the smallest glance back, all you have is the reflection of yourself in the rear-view mirror, distorted, brazen, up for anything. I was ready to surrender to an unexpected love again, a love I had not chosen, but one that had, through the barren remnants of a fraudulent romance, selected me.
Brownies
On Friday, Alex and his big mouth came to dinner at Eleanor’s. He had brought two bottles of Eleanor’s favourite sherry, that, and his company, made Eleanor’s tongue lose all its restraint. They didn’t spare anyone in their mocking banter, especially not Lucy.
“So, Lucy, you didn’t waste any time snatching up old Lee, then,” Alex said, “she didn’t give me all the details yet, but from what I heard you sure move fast, especially for a straight woman.” Lucy, not used to playing second fiddle in the conversation department, just popped another roast potato in her mouth and tried to stare Alex down.
“Well, you can’t really blame her, Alex. In my short life I’ve left a whole slew of crying women in my wake. If you want to get with me you’d better hurry up,” I said, winking at Lucy. She didn’t smile.
“God Lee, you’re usually so modest. A couple of days with Lucy and you’re a different person already,” Eleanor said, “next thing you know, she’ll have gone completely lezzie on you.”
“Can you pass me the wine, please, Alex. I don’t expect this heckling at my expense to stop any time soon, so I may as well have my own party,” Lucy said.
“Of course, but I hear the last time you got cracking on the wine, it didn’t end so well,” Alex said.
“Oh, don’t you worry about me and my drinking habits. I’m learning from the best,” Lucy said, a strained smile developing on her lips. She was not enjoying this. Her eyes were dull, she clenched her fingers firmly along the stem of her wine glass. Maybe she was thinking about the enigmatic Ali, the woman who had destroyed a good part of her life. She had refused to divulge any more information on Ali, she wouldn’t even give me her last name, preventing me from doing an exploratory Google search. I was beginning to think she regretted telling me about Ali at all. Under the table I reached for her knee and gave it a little squeeze. If she felt it all, she didn’t acknowledge it.
“I’m training her, ladies, it’s taken care of,” I said.
“The ways in which you corrupt my poor niece, Lee, if I had known I would never have let you into my house,” Eleanor said. She must have been puzzled by Lucy’s behaviour. Fuelled by dry sherry, and spurred on by Alex’s flamboyant presence, she tried to coax a reaction out of her niece.
“I can’t take credit for all of it, Eleanor. Alex taught me how to drink. When I moved in with him he bought a million bottles of gin and he made me drink them all. I’m just passing on my knowledge.”
“I’ll drink to that,” Alex said and raised his glass.
“I’ll be off then,” Lucy declared out of the blue, “long day at the office. I’m tired.”
“Come on, Lucy. It’s not even nine yet. I made brownies for dessert.” Eleanor tried to change her mind.
“I’m not nine years old anymore, Auntie. You can’t bribe me with chocolate.”
“Just stay a little longer, we have a guest, it’s not polite.”
“I’m sure you’ll have plenty of fun without me.” She got up from the table, causing my hand, that was still resting on her knee, to slide down like a dead weight.
“Why don’t you go up to my room? I’ll be up in a bit,” I said.
“I’d rather go home tonight if you don’t mind, sleep in my own bed. You stay.” She kissed me on the top of my head and squeezed my shoulder, hard. What was she trying to say? That I should go home with her? We’d only been shagging for a week, I didn’t have her body language figured out yet. She said her goodbyes and walked to the front door, which was in a small hallway next to the living room where we sat.
“More brownies for the real gays then, right, Eleanor?” Alex joked. Suddenly, Lucy stood back in the living room, her body leaning against the wooden doorframe.
“For your information, dear Auntie Eleanor, dear Alex,” she calmly spoke, “I am just as gay as you are, and I have been all my life.”
Out
That was Lucy’s coming out. She was thirty-eight − it was about time. Eleanor was stupefied so Alex and I left them to talk. I was proud of Lucy, but I also felt sorry for her and all the experience, bitter or sweet, she had missed out on.
“What a shocker,” Alex said. “I just thought she was a little cranky, that’s all. Did you know? You must have, right?”
“She told me a vague story about an assistant professor in college but I’m pretty sure I don’t know the half of it.”
“It can only be a good thing. Your new girlfriend is actually a lesbian, Lee. You haven’t gone off her now, have you?”
“Oh please, of course not. I’m not sure if I should call her my girlfriend though.”
“Why not? Have you not spent every night with her the past week? Has she not told you that she’s in love with you? And, most importantly, did she not just come out to her aunt, for you?”
“I don’t know, Alex. She’s still my boss and I get the feeling I haven’t even scratched the surface of her suffering yet.”
“Either way, she and Eleanor must have a lot to discuss. What do you say, Lee, shall we go on one of our classic old-school benders?”
“That sounds like a plan.”
Alex and I decided to go to a well-advertised gay party in a basement near Piccadilly for some old-fashioned drinking and dancing. As usual, the crowd was eighty percent male, five percent fag hag, and fifteen percent lesbian. The giant speakers pumped out loud electro mixed with lots of Beyonce tunes into our ears. The club had a good vibe and after a couple of vodka-cranberries we were burning up the floor. Suddenly, after an hour of sweating and twirling amongst naked, well-toned torsos, Alex, who had just gone to the bathroom, grabbed me by the arm and said, “I’ve seen a ghost from the past, Lee, from your past, to be more exact.”
“Oh yeah? Who−” Then, out of nowhere, an all too familiar face materialised behind Alex’s back.
“Hello, Lee. It’s been a while,” Claire said, her face shiny and tight from a fresh cure of Botox. Alex stepped out of the way to let her pass. She wore skin-tight jeans, high leather boots and a low-cut white top. Her hair was longer than when I last saw her, almost a year ago. Her lips were still painted the same kind of boisterous red. This was more than a ghost, I thought, this was an epiphany, a sudden manifestation of subconscious turmoil. Claire Burns, the woman who, easily undefeated, held the record of breaking my heart the most times, was here, in London? How was it possible? She opened her arms to hug me, American style, and I didn’t know whether to run, hide or jump her. An ex-lover’s arms wrapped around you, no matter how bad or messy the break-up, always feels a bit like coming home. Smelling Claire’s perfume, her hands on my shoulders and neck, the old but familiar touch of her skin almost made me forget where I was.
“What are you doing here?” I asked. ‘What about New York?”
“Thirty years in Paris made a real European out of me. New York wasn’t working for me. I did what I should have done a long time ago, I started my own agency.”
“In Paris?”
“That was my initial plan, but then a friend from London made me an offer I couldn’t refuse.”
“You’re moving to London?” My heart throbbed violently in my throat. I needed another drink, fast. I wasn’t sure if I wanted her to confirm or not.
“Yes, I arrived this week, and I’m going into business with your old boss Theresa.” One more drink would be insufficient, I needed an entire bottle.
It still burns
For three glorious but arduous years I had worshipped at the feet of Claire Burns, until she had exhausted every ounce of love I had for her, until my passion had bled me dry, drained me of my common sense, and she left for New York. I had forgiven her for the sins she had committed, sins that eroded our affair − and killed it in the end. Nevertheless my romance with Claire, painful as it had been, still stood right up there, all alone, at the top of my Love Ranking. No one even came close. Not Jennifer, not Lucy, absolutely no one. I had left Paris, the city of my dreams, to escape Claire, and now she was in London, for good. It took a while to sink in. We stood at the bar, me sucking at my straw like a madwoman to get as much alcohol in my blood as quickly as possible, Claire relaxed and intimidating, like the first time we had met.
“You look good, Lee. Has life been treating you kind? Still working for Mark?”
“Mark was fired. We have a new boss now, her name is Lucy.” I live with her aunt and for the past week she’s hardly been out of my bed, I thought.
“Really? Was he not making enough money for the men in the really expensive suits?”
“Something like that.”
“What about the other part of your life? Are you seeing anyone?”
“Yes, huh, yes, I am.” I didn’t want to say Lucy’s name. I could imagine the look on Claire’s face, it was a look I wanted to avoid.
“How about you?” I asked. Claire grinned.
“You know me. I’m a tough one to tie down.” Her gaze lingered on me. What was it about that unnatural face that attracted me so much? “It’s so good to see you, Lee. I’ve been meaning to call you, but it’s been so busy. I thought I’d let my hair down tonight.”
“Seen anything that tickles your fancy?”
“Oh yeah.” She pinned her dark eyes on me. Then her grin transformed into a wide smile. “I’m just kidding, Lee.” I could breathe again. “Do you want another drink? I see some things haven’t changed.” Her elbow jabbed my arm, like she wanted me to get the joke, but I failed to see the humour in any of it. I nodded. Oh yes, I wanted another drink.
“Have you corrupted any youngsters lately?” I asked Claire. Alex, flamboyant but decent guy that he was, had left us to talk alone at the bar. I wouldn’t have minded some moral support, though. Claire’s unanticipated presence in the club had thrown me for a giant loop.
“Oh Lee, you’re not still holding a grudge, are you?” Was I? I hadn’t thought about Claire for the longest time.
“God no, I was just wondering if you had changed your liberal ways, that’s all.”
“Why? Would you be interested if I had?” She drank beer from the bottle, its cool glass sweating in her hand. She fixed her eyes on me while she swallowed. It seemed to last for days.
“What? No, of course not. You and me, that was another lifetime, Claire. So much has happened since then.” She looked even sexier when she didn’t smile. Her head slightly tilted back, and that almost disdainful curve of her lips. It was time for me to stop drinking.
“I would love to hear all about it. Dinner tomorrow?” A hot jolt raced through my bones, like a fuse just blew in my marrow. Say no, I told myself, do yourself a huge favour, say no.
“Sure, that would be lovely. We have a lot of catching up to do.”
“What about your new lady? She doesn’t mind you hanging out with your exes?” Lucy had to attend a dinner party for an investor the next evening. I was not invited. I was still a secret.
“She has plans. I’m sure it’s fine.”
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“Mark was fired. We have a new boss now, her name is Lucy.” I live with her aunt and for the past week she’s hardly been out of my bed, I thought.
“Really? Was he not making enough money for the men in the really expensive suits?”
“Something like that.”
“What about the other part of your life? Are you seeing anyone?”
“Yes, huh, yes, I am.” I didn’t want to say Lucy’s name. I could imagine the look on Claire’s face, it was a look I wanted to avoid.
“How about you?” I asked. Claire grinned.
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“Oh yeah.” She pinned her dark eyes on me. Then her grin transformed into a wide smile. “I’m just kidding, Lee.” I could breathe again. “Do you want another drink? I see some things haven’t changed.” Her elbow jabbed my arm, like she wanted me to get the joke, but I failed to see the humour in any of it. I nodded. Oh yes, I wanted another drink.
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“God no, I was just wondering if you had changed your liberal ways, that’s all.”
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“What? No, of course not. You and me, that was another lifetime, Claire. So much has happened since then.” She looked even sexier when she didn’t smile. Her head slightly tilted back, and that almost disdainful curve of her lips. It was time for me to stop drinking.
“I would love to hear all about it. Dinner tomorrow?” A hot jolt raced through my bones, like a fuse just blew in my marrow. Say no, I told myself, do yourself a huge favour, say no.
“Sure, that would be lovely. We have a lot of catching up to do.”
“What about your new lady? She doesn’t mind you hanging out with your exes?” Lucy had to attend a dinner party for an investor the next evening. I was not invited. I was still a secret.
“She has plans. I’m sure it’s fine.”
“Can’t wait,” Claire said, and winked.
Dizzy
I arrived home at three in the morning, drunk out of my mind and dizzy from my unexpected encounter with Claire. Eleanor and Lucy were still up, talking in the living room. Lucy’s face was red and blotchy.
“Come sit with us a minute, Lee,” Eleanor said. I slouched down in the couch next to Lucy, she grabbed my hand instantly and nervously tugged at my fingers.
“You look like you had a good time,” Lucy said, and she kissed me on the temple.
“You have no idea,” I said to the both of them, “you have no fucking clue.” I sank back against the pillows, I wished for them to swallow me whole and take me to a place without drama, without late-in-life coming-outs, without smoking hot exes.
“I’m officially a lesbian now,” Lucy said. It didn’t make her look joyful. A tear rolled straight from her eyes onto my hand.
“Tell me something I don’t know.” Eleanor, who was never judgemental and always kind, shot me a look I had never seen before. Was that disgust? What did I do? I closed my eyes for a second and my head started spinning, the events of the evening turning in wide, perfectly round circles on the back of my eye-lids. “I’m sorry, but I really need to go to bed.”
“I’ll get you some water.” Lucy walked to the kitchen.
Eleanor towered over me, and with a stern voice said, “Lucy needs you, Lee. Pull it together.”
“I’ll still be here in the morning. I’ll be there for her then, and forever fucking after.” I closed my eyes again. Sometimes, when you’re drunk, you can have the most lucid thoughts. Was I even in love with Lucy? She had come on to me and I hadn’t refused. My relationship with Jennifer was falling apart and Lucy was there. Being with her kept me from feeling the grief and failure that comes with breaking up. She was exciting, she was my boss, she was gorgeous. But really, was I in love with her? It seemed like I had to be now, because she needed me. I looked forward to my dinner with Claire. I should tell Lucy about it tomorrow, but she was so vulnerable. I didn’t get it. What was so bad about being a lesbian? I had been one all my life, all my twenty-seven years on this planet. I was happy, for the most part anyway. Was Claire still the love of my life? Could Lucy even make a dent in her memory? She was hardly a memory now. Claire was in London. If things were to go haywire with me and Lucy she could always hire me, I mean, shagging the boss had always been my specialty.
“Lee, come on, wake up,” Lucy whispered in my ear, the back of her hand stroking my cheek with a gentleness I didn’t deserve. “Let’s get you to bed, you’re wasted. Where did you go?” She pulled me up from the couch and half-carried me up the stairs.
“Claire is back,” I murmured, “she came back and I saw her tonight.”
“What are you talking about?” I crashed down on my bed, Lucy’s puzzled face above me. “Let’s get you out of these clothes.”
“I’m sorry, Lucy. I had a bit too much, you can blame Alex.”
“I understand, sweetie.” She had never used a term of endearment to address me before. It kind of grabbed me by the throat and made me choke up a little. “What a night, eh?” What a night indeed. I fell deep into a dark drunken coma before she had a chance to undress me.
Boots
“Oh, and I’m having dinner with Claire tonight.” The red digits on my alarm clock told me it was a quarter past eleven. Lucy had brought me a tray with eggs and toast − she really was too good to be true. Listlessly, I munched the toast.
“Claire? Who’s Claire? You mentioned that name last night.”
“She’s my ex, the one I lived with in Paris.” I dropped the toast to grab Lucy’s face and pull her closer. “Hey, you look good as a lesbian, you know that?”
“I wish I could say the same about you, but today it just does not apply.” She nibbled my lip, and let her tongue slip inside my mouth. “I know a good hangover cure, though. Do you want to try it?” She removed the tray from the bed and pushed me down.
“Do I have a choice?” She was on top of me, her body crushing the last bit of life out of me.
“You always do.” She slid her hand down my pants. I was still half-dressed in my clothes from last night. I closed my eyes − this time I stayed awake.
My rendez-vous with Claire was at an Indian restaurant in Soho. She was still looking for an apartment and had asked to meet at her hotel. I had respectfully declined − something about the cat and its proximity to milk. Also, it was the same hotel we had spent our first and last night together. There was no way in hell I would go back there. Nostalgia is a pretty powerful force, and I already felt so weak. I arrived first and ordered a large bottle of water. Alcohol was not on my menu. Five minutes later she walked in, wearing a brown leather jacket on hip-hugging jeans. Dressing, and behaving, age-appropriately had never been one of Claire’s priorities. When she hugged me, her fingers drifted to my neck and gave it a little squeeze.
“No wine? Are you kidding me?”
“Nope, I’m being a good girl tonight.”
“Orders form the Missus?”
“What? No! Of course not. I stopped following girlfriends’ orders after you and I broke up. It’s just too damn exhausting.”
“Still, we had some good times.”
“Some, yes.”
We ordered curries and beers. What? A curry simply needs to be accompanied by beer. And I wanted to see Claire bring the bottle to her mouth again, I wanted to see her glance at me and lick her lips afterwards. And as the night progressed, I became more and more emotionally, and sexually, conflicted.
“What’s your new lover’s name?” She asked.
“Her name is Lucy.” I was reluctant to talk about Lucy. She didn’t really have a place in our conversation, which was mostly made up of memories.
“Tell me some more, Lee, don’t be shy. I can take it.”
“I met her at work, if you must know.”
“She’s your boss, isn’t she?” I nodded. This amused Claire a great deal. “Wow, and I was under the impression I had taught you at least some values.”
“The name ‘Claire Burns’ and the word ‘values’ do not belong in the same sentence.”
“Ouch, if I wasn’t so insensitive, that would have hurt.” Her face was serious now. Under the table I felt the tip of her boot touch my shin. Instinctively, I pulled my leg all the way under my chair, away from hers. “I know being with me wasn’t easy for you, Lee.” I slid my leg back to its original place, her boot was gone.
“Water under the bridge, right?” I sipped my beer, the cool liquid calming my nerves. My leg inched forward, in search of hers.
“I believe I owe you more than a dinner.” Her eyes locked on mine, and, on the floor beneath us, she clenched my foot between her leather boots. “At least an apology, maybe even a thousand of them.” The tip of one boot slid high up my leg, until I felt it pierce the skin under my knee. “Or a million.”
Time
“Come on, I’ll walk you to the tube. It’s on the way to my hotel,” Claire said. We had left the restaurant and were shuffling our feet outside, unsure of what to do next. I knew I needed to go home, but I didn’t feel like it. We strolled down the street, amidst a sea of people, when Claire’s hand touched mine. I slipped my hand in hers, and, wordlessly, we advanced to the tube station. I faced her and she put her other hand on my cheek, then she kissed me, long and soft. Her tongue felt like velvet on mine, her hand scorched the skin of my cheek. This love between us that had died, that had been slain violently and without mercy, maybe it wasn’t so dead after all.
“I can’t,” I said, “I’m sorry.” I took a step back. I had to call upon the strength of every cell in my body to take that step.
“I understand.” She squeezed my finger one last time, and left. I watched her as she walked away and the echo of her heels faded into nothing.
I crashed down on the scruffy tube seat and let my eyes dwell over my fellow passengers. Was their life complicated as well? Did one thing resolve itself only to burst into an even bigger bubble of drama? Poor Lucy, I thought, what am I going to do with you? I couldn’t just launch myself into an affair with her, head first and without reflection, not after seeing Claire. It was ten o’clock, she wouldn’t be home yet. I had time to think, time to come up with an excuse to let her down with. But I needed more time − time to put my relationship with Jennifer behind me, time to let Claire’s return sink in, time to be alone, time to choose.
Lucy arrived at midnight, she had spent every night at our house that week, giving new meaning to the U-haul lesbian joke. I was still awake, remembering Claire’s kiss and its effect on my blood, my brain, my skin, everything.
“We need to talk,” I said, startling Lucy.
“Sorry, did I wake you?” She sat down on the bed and kissed me, her tongue desperately searching for some kind of approval. “How was your dinner?” She didn’t have a clue. Was she really such a stranger to relationships that jealousy was a completely foreign concept to her?
“Good,” I managed to mumble, before her lips were on mine again.
“I’m glad you’re still up, I missed you.” Her lips were all over me then, her teeth teasing my flesh. Gently, but unmistakably, I pulled away from her. Her eyes brimmed with despair and lust.
“I’m sorry, Lucy, can I just say something, please?” Rejected, she sat up.
“Sure, what’s wrong?” I took her hand, to feel at least some sort of connection.
“I’m not ready for, huh, all of this. I’m sorry, but I’m going to need some time to digest... everything.”
“What do you mean?” Her fingers clenched the blood out of my thumb. “Has something happened?”
“Too much has happened, that’s the problem.”
“Are you breaking up with me?”
“How can I break up with you? Are we even together?”
“I know I can come on a little strong, it’s my nature, I need things to go forward, all the time.”
“Right now, I need to take a little step back, OK? It’s just too much. I need to find some sort of closure with Jennifer. And then Claire−”
“What is it with this Claire, anyway? Out of nowhere she pops up, and you want to break up with me?”
“It’s not like that. I just need time. I need to be on my own for a bit, assess the damage I’ve caused, to myself, and others.”
“Do you want me to leave?” She had dropped my hand. Her facial expression had gone from excited to devastated in five minutes. But there was no turning back.
“Yes.”
Mistakes
I didn’t run to Claire’s hotel room immediately after asking Lucy to leave. I waited until Monday evening, until my skin nearly split from the yearning and my resistance broke in a million tiny pieces, like the crumble cookies Eleanor and I ate on Sunday when I told her about my decision to slow matters down with Lucy. Ever since Lucy’s jump out of the closet Eleanor had become overly protective of her. I shrugged it off as a blood-relation thing that, even if I wanted to, I couldn’t possibly grasp. Eleanor was fair and experienced-in-life enough to understand why I couldn’t storm blindly into this new relationship. She didn’t want that for Lucy either. Lucy, on the other hand, didn’t get it all. To her it was a case of pure rejection. Lucy did not handle rejection well. The last time it happened, fifteen years ago, she hid it from everyone, including herself, and pretended to be straight, just to avoid more of it. Lucy was a complication I could easily live without, only, she was my boss.
Lucy was a hands-on, straightforward, close-to-her-people kind of boss. She was a great superior to have, someone you could count on to fight in your corner, if she felt like you hadn’t just dumped her and thrown her to the wolves. Just like she hadn’t been very professional about conducting our short-lived affair in the office, she wasn’t very good at handling this cooling-off period I had asked for either. I could have taken it as a compliment, I mean, for her to behave like that, like I had sharpened a dagger in front of her eyes, slowly and deliberately, and then plunged it into her heart without flinching, she must have been pretty crazy about me. But really, I could do without the madness and the drama. In Monday morning’s staff meeting she ignored me completely, and openly flirted with Jim, praising him for nothing, and giving him all the assignments she knew I was excited about. It stood in stark contrast to last Monday, when she had summoned me into her office and practically ravaged me against her door.
So yes, on Monday evening my nerves were raw from pretending I didn’t exist at work, from coming home to a cranky Eleanor, who understood, but still just wanted her niece to be happy instead of heart-broken. It was nine o’clock when I arrived at Claire’s hotel and I asked the front desk to call her room. To my surprise, the receptionist didn’t pass on an invitation for me to go up, instead she told me Miss Burns would be down in five minutes. I sat there, watching tourists and travelling business men walk by in the lobby, I sat there and I dreamed of running away somewhere, but who would I run away with? Claire. I wanted to escape to a deserted island with Claire and study her skin for days on end, make it wrinkle again, from pure joy, and laughter.
“Hey, Lee, what a surprise.” Claire looked unprepared, her lip-stick smudged and her hair all over the place.
“Yeah, sorry, I should have called, can we talk?” Why did she look so uncomfortable? Did she just wake up?
“I would love to talk to you, but now is not the best time.” Then I got it.
“I see, you can’t invite me to your room because you have company.” It seemed to sting more than all the other times when she had actually cheated on me, even if it was allowed according to the rules. She sighed and ran her hand through her hair in an effort to straighten it out. “She’s a wild one, eh? Do I know her?”
“I’m sorry, can I call you in half an hour?” I laughed then. What did I expect anyway? I shook my head.
“No Claire, forget it. It was a mistake to come here.”
Fool’s gold
I wanted to strangle myself on my way back home. I wanted to squeeze all the oxygen out of my body so as not to feel my throbbing stupid heart anymore. God, I felt like such a fool for believing Claire had changed, but I had wanted to believe it so badly. I mean, it’s not as if she had called me the instant she set foot on London soil. We had met purely by chance last Friday, and already the chemicals in my brain had tricked me into thinking greater thoughts. By the time I had reached Claire’s hotel, Lucy was filed away in my mind as collateral damage. My conclusions were drawn. I wanted Claire. Talk about a wrong bet. I was so pissed at myself, I decided to punish myself a bit more. I changed to the Central Line and travelled to Shoreditch. Suddenly, I needed to know when Jennifer had started sleeping with Kim.
It was strange to ring the bell to what had been my house for so long. My mind was filled with profanity and frustration. It was only when Jack opened the door that I truly realised where I was.
“Lee? What are you doing here? Did you forget something?” My girlfriend, I thought, but even that was no longer true.
“Can we talk? Is anyone else home?”
“Come in,” Jack said, and stepped aside. Tiger came to greet me, I had lived in the house the shortest, but he loved me most. I felt huge, suffocating tears burning in my throat, and when I walked into the living room and saw Kim and Jen curled up in the couch − that wretched, damned couch − I knew it had been a mistake to come. I had no plan, no motive, only guilt, and grief. Kim and Jennifer awkwardly sat up and Kim left the room immediately, walking straight past me, without saying a word. Her feet crashed loudly on the stairs, but not as loud as the furious bang with which she slammed her bedroom door shut. I wasn’t welcome in this house. But hey, I wanted to be punished, and this was by far the best place for it.
“Should I leave you alone?” Jack asked. Jennifer looked more surprised than unhappy to see me. That was something.
“If you don’t mind, Jack, just for a minute,” Jennifer said, and he stalked off to the kitchen. “Hey,” she finally said to me, “do you want to sit down?” I figured a chair was the only support I would get, apart from Tiger’s enthusiastic purring, so I gladly accepted.
“I’m sorry for barging in like that, I just, huh, wanted to ask you something.”
“Sure.” Jennifer seemed so relaxed, so calm, like she had found her old self again, the self she couldn’t find with me.
“You and Kim, when did you first−”
“Does it really matter?”
“I guess not, but still, I came all this way to ask.” Her dark narrow eyes peered down at me. Her face had never exactly been an open book, but she didn’t need to say it anymore. I knew. It must have been a lesbian thing.
“We kissed a few times before last weekend, before we slept together. I’m sorry.”
“That’s why you were so reluctant to move.”
“Yes.”
“Well, I’m sorry for being a mistake you made.” I got up and walked out. She didn’t come after me, or say anything. As usual, all was silent on the Jennifer front. And there I was, out on the street again, screwed from all sides, and deservedly so.
The office
My affair with Jennifer had been downgraded to a mistake, as had my little dalliance with Lucy. I had completely misinterpreted Claire’s kiss as some kind of passionate rekindling of our romantic past. I wasn’t exactly Eleanor’s favourite person, and at work I was a ghost to Lucy. In short, it was a pretty crappy week and it was safe to say I had seen better days. I cursed Claire for showing up like that, out of nowhere, and ruining everything, but really, she hadn’t done anything.
It was Thursday evening, and, alone in my room, I tried to come up with an exciting weekend plan to drag me out of my funk. All I could think of was a drunken visit to the lesbo club. I know, my creativity has never been stimulated by general down-in-the-dumpness. Also, my mind kept slipping back to earlier that day, when I had worked up the nerve to confront Lucy in her office. Sure, she treated me like I wasn’t there, but in a very ironic way, because all through the week she had engaged in silly flirtations with Jim. I knew she did it just to spite me, because, firstly, I was certain that never in a million years would she be sexually or romantically interested in him, and, secondly, I had confided in her, in one of our many less professional moments together, that Jim rubbed me up all kinds of wrong ways. Nevertheless, if her plan was to irk me until I couldn’t stand it anymore, and I ran to her in despair, it worked.
She played it well, and Jim was an easy victim and an excellent pawn in Lucy’s mental chess game with me. His cubicle was next to mine and he could never keep his mouth shut. All week he treated me to deep sighs and remarks on how amazing Lucy was, and how good-looking as well − although she could use more of a feminine touch. Jim, that silly dimwit, lapped it all up, and didn’t have a clue of what was really going on. It was almost five when Lucy flung her long frame over the panel that separated my compartment from Jim’s, and asked him in her most husky voice if he could stay late tonight, to go over that profile piece he had written on Helen Mirren. It was one of the articles I was supposed to write, but she had reassigned to him, again, only to spite me. She knew full well how much I wanted to write it. But, if needed, the boss always finds a way to punish. Jim was humming in the most annoying, smug way, it made my blood boil. So, enraged, I followed Lucy to her office and closed the door − so she knew I meant business. I suspected I was playing right into her hands but I was beyond giving a damn.
“What are you playing at, Lucy?”
“I don’t know. What are you accusing me of?”
“I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings, I really am, but all I asked for was a bit of time to come to my senses.”
“Time to run off with your ex, you mean.”
“What do you want from me? Please, tell me, what can I do to make it better?” She leaned back in her chair and lifted her feet up to rest them on her desk. She was going for the macho pose.
“Have dinner with me tonight.”
“Lucy, come on, you know that’s not what I want right now.”
“This isn’t about what you want.”
“I gathered that.”
“I’m not asking you to stay the night, Lee, all I’m asking for is some company while I eat.”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because I know how it will end and that’s not where I want to be tonight.”
“Suit yourself.”
Come away with me
When the bell rang downstairs, I was convinced it was Lucy, so I didn’t bother to get the door. Eleanor would. If I didn’t go to her place to have dinner, Lucy would surely come to mine. Imagine my surprise when Eleanor yelled up the staircase that there was ‘a Claire’ at the door for me. Casually, I hopped down the stairs, only to be floored again by the sight of her when I was only halfway down.
“Come on up,” I said from the first floor landing, “my room is on the second floor.” I wasn’t sure my legs could carry me down and all the way up again.
“I hope you don’t mind but Theresa gave me your address. Nice digs,” Claire said, in that loud Jersey brawl of hers that, after decades in Europe, sometimes still found a way out of her throat. “Your landlady, on the other hand, seems like a bit of a sour puss. She is your landlady, right?” I nodded. “And your girlfriend’s aunt?”
“I don’t have a girlfriend anymore.” Now it was Claire’s turn to be perplexed. Her eyes shone brightly in the dim light of my room, way too brightly.
“Really? Interesting. Can I sit down, please?”
“Of course.” I pointed at the small couch in the corner, I didn’t want her on the bed with me. “Drink?” I made my sentences as short as possible to hide the tremor in my voice.
“I’m sorry for what happened on Monday, Lee. If I had known−”
“It doesn’t matter, Claire. It was a good reminder, one I needed.” My voice was high and thin.
“Did you break up with your girl−”
“I said, it doesn’t matter.” I didn’t want to look at her the way I did, all gooey-eyed and lustful, my eyes burning with desire. I couldn’t help myself. Claire wasn’t born yesterday − she was born in 1955. She knew I was struggling, dying to touch her, kiss her, and much more. She took a different approach then.
“I have something for you.” She reached for her purse and fished out an envelop. She got up and slowly walked towards me, in a way that made me swallow really hard. I opened the envelop and found a return train-ticket to Paris with departure date tomorrow, Friday. “Will you come to Paris with me this weekend?” Yes, I thought, oh yes, I will.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Claire.”
“Come on, Lee, don’t you want to see your friends? How long has it been?” I hadn’t been back to Paris since we broke up. I didn’t dare.
“I do, but, huh, you know what I mean.”
“OK then, how about this insane idea,” she said, while crouching down in front of the bed, where I was sitting. “Why don’t we try to be friends? Why don’t we go to Paris as friends? Just two old friends going to see some other old friends. What do you think?”
“That is a really crazy idea. You are not my friend, Claire.”
“Why can’t I be your friend? You know me better than most people, and I could do with some friends in London.”
“Because−”
“Because what?” She rested her elbows on my knees now, her face inches away from mine. She stretched her arms and dug her nails in my thighs as she pulled herself up, until her mouth reached my ear. “Because you want to fuck me?” She breathed the words into my ear, my neck, my skin. My blood had already surrendered, beating hard in my veins. I tried to pull my head away, but she grabbed it with both hands, positioning it so that I had no choice but to look her straight in the eyes. “Come away with me, Lee.” Her lips curled into a smile I couldn’t resist. It looked like I was going to Paris.
A train-ride
On Friday evening I met Claire at Waterloo Station. Together − but not as friends − we boarded the train to Paris. The thought of sitting next to her for two hours, only a thin arm rest between us, had occupied my mind all day. I realised this trip was just a ploy to fuck me for forty-eight hours, which is why I had been impatiently waiting for Claire since eight, and I got extremely cranky when our train was delayed by almost an hour. After she had left on Thursday evening I had stopped lying to myself and admitted, to my face in the mirror, that, yes, I wanted to fuck her. I had absolutely no interest in being Claire Burns’ friend, in drinking coffee with her and telling her tales about work and mutual acquaintances. I definitely had no interest in hearing her talk about her love life, the mere thought of seeing her with someone else wrapped an ice-cold fist around my heart. It wasn’t love, it wasn’t pure lust either, it was more an attempt to settle some unfinished business, to set things straight, even though what happened between Claire and I, the outlining of the rules and the subsequent abuse and misinterpretation of them, was something that could never be sorted out, especially not with sex. But I wanted her, from the second she had appeared in the club, like a figment of my imagination, an old dream come true, I had wanted to rip up every scrap of clothing she wore, and worship her seasoned, manipulated body.
I was fully aware that my weekend with Claire was costing me Lucy, but it was not something I could help or stop. It was dark when the train left the station and as I looked out of the window, I saw Claire’s face staring back at me. It was going to be a long ride. I could have asked her about New York, but I didn’t want to learn about her life after, and without me. Instead I answered her questions, and I told her about Jennifer, the only significant affair I had had since Claire. When I was done, she said,
“God Lee, you really don’t want to be happy, do you?”
“And you do?”
“I am happy. I know you never really believed in my way of life, but I’m happy with most of the choices I have made. You, on the other hand, have a serious penchant for falling for the wrong women.”
“You would know.”
“Oh, I was not the wrong woman for you, baby. It wasn’t always easy, but tell me, who has made you happier? Definitely not this Jennifer.”
“Do you have to be so self-righteous about it?”
“I’m too old to be modest.” I laughed then, Claire’s obnoxious amount of self-confidence was always more sexy than annoying.
“Tell me, honestly, what do you feel, right now, sitting next to me on this train to Paris?” I asked.
“I’m excited, grateful, a little bit nostalgic, and−” She paused for effect, and slipped her hand between my legs. “−incredibly horny.” Then she whispered in my ear, “Is that honest enough for you?”
She had dozed off then, allowing me to drink in her face and its overly smooth features for minutes on end. When we were almost at the Gare du Nord I kissed her cheek to wake her up. The smile on her face as she opened her eyes had me gasping for air for a second. If I didn’t know better, I could have sworn I was falling in love. Then she said, “Hey Lee, tell me about Lucy. What went wrong?”
Paris
“You.”
“I thought so,” Claire said and kissed me. Her lips seemed to stick to mine, her breath felt hot on my skin. She took my hand and, like silly teenagers, we jumped off the train. I couldn’t wait to get to the hotel, to throw her on the bed or, more accurately, have her shove me down on it and top me like she had always done.
At three in the morning I got up. I couldn’t sleep. We had taken a taxi straight from the station and had fallen into each other’s arms the minute we slammed the door of our room shut. As though the soft thud with which it fell in the lock was a trigger that made us both go mad. It had been frantic at first, a long-awaited event, a party of flesh and saliva, a meeting of skin and tongues. Claire had fallen asleep about an hour ago but the mind-fuck of being in Paris with her was too much for my brain. I could barely remember what had happened the hours before. What we had said and done had all blurred together into one big sleazy mess in my head. I watched Claire as her chest heaved with her slow intake of breaths. Our reunion had not disappointed me, not physically at least, but it had definitely confused me. I contemplated waking her but I figured I should probably let her get some sleep. I wondered how she did it though, how she turned everything off and just closed her eyes. I supposed it came with the experience of fucking strangers all the time. Her body must have gotten used to that kind of adrenalin. Maybe it made her sleepy.
Unwashed, I slipped into my clothes and quietly closed the door behind me. I needed to feel Paris and let the night wrap itself around me. I had lived here for two years. Two years of heartbreak with Claire. So what the hell was I doing back here? With her? The time it had taken me to put her behind me for once and for all, to not flinch at the mention of her name, to not shudder at the thought of her brown eyes boring into mine when she fucked me. And where was I now? Back to square one? It rained lightly, the raindrops danced under the street lamps as they made their way, slowly, to the concrete pavement, hardly staining it − that’s how small and insignificant they were. What did I want now that we had slept together and that particular itch had been scratched? All I knew was that I needed to protect myself, steel my heart against Claire’s ruthless attacks. And what was she after? She obviously hadn’t changed her ways. I had learnt that soon enough. Despite all the pain she had caused me when we were together, it had taken me ages to tear myself away from her. I even had to move away from Paris for it. I couldn’t allow this to happen again. I knew that much. But did she still love me? I bet she would say yes when I asked her. I promised myself never to do so.
It was a Friday night but the city was quiet and dying down after a dazzling Paris night − one we had missed. I focussed on the sound of my shoes on the sidewalk and fell into a fast-paced rhythm. I kept walking until I faced our old apartment building. The front door was painted dark blue now but apart from that nothing had changed. Emile, the owner of the restaurant downstairs just pulled his curtains shut. Either he didn’t recognise me or didn’t want to. Fuck, I thought, if only I could have kept it in my pants, then I wouldn’t be here with Claire Burns now, revisiting my past and all those unhappy memories. Because I had a lot of those.
Rain
I looked up to the fourth floor, to the corner apartment where Claire and I had lived, where Claire had brought countless men and women over the years, and I wondered who lived there now, in complete oblivion of the moral decadence that had taken place between those walls. The windows were dark and everybody was asleep. I strolled to the next corner, to the brightly lit café that was always open, day and night, the pink neon lights above the door drawing me in. I ordered a beer at the bar and searched Juliette’s face for a sign of recognition. Claire and I had often stopped here for a night cap on our way home. Maybe Juliette couldn’t separate me from Claire, or maybe she had seen Claire with too many different people to pay any special attention to me. To her, I was one of many. I concluded it was probably a good thing she didn’t strike up a conversation with me because I hadn’t spoken French in over a year. I had never been particularly good at it and once back in London any knowledge I had of the language just seemed to slip out of me, like a nasty cold I needed to sweat out.
I should have done this on my own, I thought, as I left some money on the counter and exited the bar. I should have faced Paris and its memories months ago, alone. Being back here for the first time with Claire was too much. I wanted to roam the streets for days, discover new restaurants and cafés, get lost in backstreets I never knew existed. We would probably end up at Trésor tomorrow − it was where we always went − if we didn’t order room service. Claire would be perfectly capable of wasting a train ticket to Paris on holing up in a hotel room all weekend − and there was no question she was in charge. I walked along the Avenue des Ternes when my phone rang. It was Claire.
“Where are you?”
“I couldn’t sleep.”
“I was worried. When will you be back?”
Never, I thought. I will never be back with you, Claire Burns. “Soon, just go back to sleep.”
Then, as the rain grew heavier, a sadness settled in my gut. I was always at my weakest when I was with Claire. I bet she could even make me say I still loved her. In fact, I almost had, earlier, when she was on top of me, her fingers buried deep inside of me, her eyes glued to mine. She was someone I would never grow tired of. She was someone who would always hurt me. I was wiser now. I would resist. But not before giving in for two more days.
“I missed you,” she said and pulled me down on the bed, her skin warm and welcoming. “You smell like spring.” She kissed me then and I wanted to say it again.
“It’s the rain.”
“You’re soaked. Let me get these clothes off you.” She tore at my wet jeans, they resisted her pull. “What were you doing outside, baby?”
Getting away from you and what you make me feel.
“I couldn’t sleep.”
“My poor little insomniac,” she whispered in my ear as she slipped her hand under my t-shirt. “Let me see what I can do about that.” Her lips were all over me. I had to hold my breath to not surrender to the hot scent of her skin − it would have made me cry. As she pulled my t-shirt over my head, her mouth stopped at my ear and she murmured, “I could easily fall in love with you again, Lee Harlem Robinson.” Then she turned my head so her lips faced my other ear. “If I’m not already.” A tear rolled from my defenceless eye into her dyed hair.
The weakness in me
“This has been quite a weekend, hasn’t it, baby?” Claire had gone back to her old habit of calling me baby with such ease, as if we’d never broken up. “It’s a pity we can’t stay longer.” I nodded. A big part of me − the foolish part − wanted to stay locked in the hotel room and chained to the bed, Claire on top of me, forever. But I hadn’t suffered through years of infidelity, albeit condoned, for nothing. Memories may fade but the heart does not forget. I knew Claire and I knew she was building up to a big declaration of undying love. I would listen, but it would end there. She was smart though, because as long as we were on the train I had no means of escape.
“It was great. Thanks for inviting me. Now back to the harsh realities of London.”
“I’m excited about settling in a new city.” She put her hand on my knee and leaned a little closer to my face, so close I could feel her breath warm up my skin. “Paris is romantic and beautiful but London is so energising and thrilling.” She reached for the hand that was resting in my lap. “And you live there.” I couldn’t help it, the slightest touch of her skin sent an electrifying jolt through my bones. I had caught a bad case of the Claires again. In order to save myself, and my fragile heart, I needed to get away from her as quickly as possible. Even though all I wanted was to stay with her forever − or until she cheated on me again. I faced her and I smiled. I felt it again then, the futile resistance of my heart as her deep red lips stretched wide into a reciprocating smile. I needed to say something to break the spell, to protect myself.
“So many new people to bang. It sure must be exhilarating for someone like you.” She didn’t lose the smile, she didn’t even bat an eye-lash. That’s what made me most crazy about her, that unabridged, all-shattering confidence. It made me moist. It made me shiver. It made me want to kiss her for days.
“I told you once before and I will tell you again. If you give me another chance I will be the most faithful woman you’ve ever been with, baby.” She gazed deep into my eyes − I almost had to look away.
“I wouldn’t want to carry the burden of that responsibility. I wouldn’t want to be the one to change your famous ways. And I surely wouldn’t want to change you, Claire.”
“You already have.”
“That’s what you think. I’m not that easily convinced.”
“And I completely understand that. So why don’t you let me prove it to you?”
“How are you going to that? Only a couple of days ago you were fucking a stranger in your hotel room.”
“True, but that had nothing to do with you.”
“What do you want, Claire? We had our fun. Yes, I wanted to sleep with you again. We’ve done that−”
“I want you back.” She didn’t wait for my response. She kissed me, first a soft playful peck right next to my lips, followed by a more serious one on my mouth until her tongue slipped deep inside. “But no pressure.” She licked her lips as she said it. “It’s your call.” She let her mouth float over mine for an instant before kissing me again. “But you can’t blame a lady for trying.” I had to laugh. I had no choice. I would say no later.
Homecoming
“Can I come back to your place?” Claire asked as we rolled into Waterloo Station.
“That’s out of the question.”
“Why? Because your landlady is your ex-girlfriend’s aunt?”
“If you already know the answer you shouldn’t ask the question.”
“Come on, baby. She can’t expect you to stay celibate for the rest of your days.”
“Isn’t it time you found your own flat?”
“Don’t change the subject.”
“You’re not coming home with me, Claire. Lucy might be there. It will be awkward. And I have to get some actual sleep tonight.”
“Right, can’t let the boss down.” I sighed. It sounded so ironic when Claire said it.
“I’ll come over later, OK? I just want to drop off my bag and get some stuff for tomorrow.” I wouldn’t be able to sleep anyway, facing another week of Lucy’s wrath at work − and the memory of Claire’s lips haunting my dreams the second I closed my eyes.
“Deal,” Claire said and got into a cab. I watched it as it wound its way around the corner, away from me.
I was nervous when I put my key in the lock of Eleanor’s house. As if I knew that Lucy would be there. She always seemed to be. Why would today be any different? It was nine o’clock and I heard the clatter of cutlery against dishes when I walked into the hallway. Then Lucy’s sharp laugh rose up out of the noise. I hadn’t been wrong. A whiny man’s voice said, “You’re so funny, Lucy.” Jim. So we were still playing games and Lucy had brought them into the only home I had. Suddenly Claire’s hotel room seemed extra alluring.
“Lee, is that you?” Eleanor shouted from the dining room. “Come and say hello.” Was she in on it as well now? Had Lucy recruited her to participate in her charade with Jim?
“Hey everyone,” I said as I dipped my head into the doorway. “Sorry, I have somewhere to be. I’m just dropping off my stuff and nipping out again. Don’t wait up.” I rushed up the stairs. I had kept my gaze on Eleanor while saying it, focussing on her instead of Lucy’s mocking stare and Jim’s dumb sneer.
“See you tomorrow, Lee.” Jim’s words trailed behind me as I practically jumped to my room. This house did not feel like home anymore. I had a knack for making sure that happened, wherever I lived − I believed this time I set a record in making things go sour. But it’s not as if Lucy was my house mate. Then again, I could hardly ask her aunt to ban her from visiting.
I dumped my dirty laundry on the bed and peered into my closet, looking for something to wear tomorrow. Then I heard a faint knock on the door. Eleanor never came to my floor − her territory was downstairs. It could only be Lucy.
“Go away, Lucy. Entertain Jim. At least he’s enjoying it.”
“Lee, it’s me.” Eleanor’s soft voice surprised me. “I just wanted to apologise.” I pulled the door open. “Can I come in?”
“It’s your house.”
“But it’s your room, dear.” She stepped inside.
“Maybe not for long anymore. Maybe Jim can take it. Isn’t that the way Lucy operates?”
“Try to ignore her. We both know she’s only here with him because you were due back.”
“It’s not exactly welcoming. Do let me know if or when I should move out.”
“Don’t be so dramatic, Lee. How was your weekend?”
“It was fine, Eleanor, it was just fine. Not that I expect you to be interested.”
“I know I’ve been a bit harsh with you, but you have to understand that Lucy is family.” She leaned against the door frame. “She’s the closest to a daughter I have and I love her to pieces. I’m sorry.”
"I know."
“And I promise to treat you with the respect you deserve from now on, regardless of what happens with my niece.”
“It’s just that she’s everywhere, you know, at work. And here.”
“Just give her some time. It’ll blow over.” I had to laugh.
“That’s where I think you’re wrong, Eleanor. So very wrong.”
Volunteers
So yeah, I couldn’t get to Claire’s hotel fast enough. I was no stranger to the place. It had been the scene for our first and last night together. For someone who needed so much variety in sex partners Claire really did seem a creature of habit when it came to other, more service-related commodities. The distance between my foolish heart and my brain, that knew better, had never been bigger. I understood what needed to be done. I rehearsed speeches on the tube and when Claire slept. But whenever she looked at me or said baby with that smooth voice of hers I forgot everything. My blood was contaminated once again and I had no clue where to find the antidote. And in the end, Lucy had been right. I had distanced myself from her to be with Claire. Of course I had. And she knew it − it didn’t make for a cosy atmosphere at work.
“Are there any volunteers to go to this writing work shop?” Lucy asked at the end of the staff meeting. “Come on, the board has given us the budget, we would be foolish not to use it.” Vivian Carsey, who would run the work shop, was notorious for ripping her students to shreds. None of us felt like a week-long experience of being humiliated and torn down, not even Jim was masochistic enough to indulge Lucy. “Come on, guys. It’s in Cambridge. It’s beautiful there.”
“As long as you’re not locked in a room with Miss Carsey for hours on end,” Millie said. “Trust me, I’ve been there and I’m not going back.”
“But it made you a better writer, didn’t it?” Lucy tried.
“It basically gave me nightmares for the two weeks I was there and that’s about all it did for me.”
“This work shop will only last one week, but, Millie, obviously you’re exempt from participating since you’ve already had the pleasure of being taught by Vivian.” Lucy fixed her eyes on me. “Surely there are people in this room who could benefit from a writer’s retreat like that. Do not merely see it as a way to hone your skills, but as a time to reflect on the rest of your life.” Lucy got up and bundled her papers together. “End of the meeting. Think about it please, ladies and gentlemen. If none of you want to go voluntarily I will have to pick someone. Time is running out.” We shuffled out of the meeting room, muttering that the board could stick its work shop if that’s what they thought they needed to make the company more profitable. “It will look good on your CV,” Lucy shouted after us.
I had done my research on Vivian Carsey. At first glance her work shops seemed perfectly legitimate but when you dug a little deeper, and spoke to Millie − a survivor − you learnt that instead of focusing on writing you were subjected to psychological analysis and endless digging inside yourself. The last thing I wanted was to spend a week with a woman who had lost herself in the bullshit ideologies of tearing someone down to build them back up again. I did enough of that to myself. And I had a life to sort out in London. But I knew Lucy would pick me. It was the perfect next step in her scheme of small punishments. So I went on the offence and stepped into her office after lunch.
“Finally, a volunteer. I won’t forget this, Lee.”
“Oh no, I didn’t come here to volunteer, on the contrary.”
“Why are you here then? Please sit down and close the door behind you."
The grudge
“I’m no fool, boss. I know you will send me.” I sat down opposite her.
“Oh really, and how does that work? Have you suddenly been blessed with the gift of clairvoyance? Is that what that weekend in Paris with your ex-lover Claire did to you?” She laughed. She obviously thought she was hilarious.
“I know you’re angry but you can’t take it out on me like that. And you can’t bring Jim into my home.”
“From where I’m sitting, dear Lee, it looks like I can do whatever I want.”
“I know you have a hard time dealing with emotions, but seriously, you’re behaving like a very annoying teenager right now.” I realised I had stepped over the line, but not nearly as much as she had.
“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t pick you. And don’t tell me you don’t need it. Anyone can benefit from an experience like that.” Was that a snarl at my writing?
“I don’t do well with that psycho babble−”
“And you just accused me of not being able to handle my own emotions. Maybe if one of us learnt to do so we could figure out this mess between us.”
“There is nothing to figure out.”
“Are you back with her now?” Good question.
“No. I don’t know. It’s not my plan. I need to be single for a while, I think.” That was what I wanted to believe.
“So it would be perfect for you to go away for a week.” Sure it would, I thought, but not to a glorified sanatorium for the feeble of mind.
“That’s not what I meant. Running away is not going to help.”
“Ah, but you won’t be running, you will be perfecting yourself.”
“There are ten people you can choose from, Lucy. Why me?”
“Honestly? Do you really want the honest-to-God answer?”
“Please.”
“Because I’m sick of the sight of you. Because it hurts to see you every time I look out of my window. I can’t even visit my favourite aunt anymore.” She ripped tiny pieces of paper off her notepad and rolled them into balls.
“Maybe you should just fire me then. But I promise you, I won’t go down easy just because you couldn’t keep your hands off me.” I wasn’t falling for her emotional blackmail.
“I confided in you. I told you things I never told anyone.”
“If you ask me, that was a good thing.”
“I’m not asking, I’m telling you.”
“You’re not exactly being fair, boss.” I emphasised ‘boss’ in the hope to snap her back into a mood of professionalism.
“I would never fire you because of what happened between us, I would rather resign than do that.”
“Well then maybe that’s what you should do.”
“Is that what you want? To never see me again?” She started throwing the little balls of paper in the bin beside her desk, avoiding my eyes.
“No, no, of course not. I shouldn’t have said that.”
“Let’s make a deal, OK?”
“Depends?”
“Come to my house tonight and I’ll make Jim go to the work shop.” I never thought she would stoop this low. This was not the Lucy I knew. This was some depraved, weak version of her.
“What? No! Are you serious?”
“Just for dinner. I won’t touch you, I swear.”
“Lucy, I don’t want to have dinner with you.”
“Suit yourself. I’ll send you all the details this afternoon. You have to be in Cambridge by Sunday evening.”
“Fine. And fuck you.”
“Be sure to pack enough spare underwear.” Her last words were muffled by the bang with which I slammed the door shut.
Admittedly, it didn’t go as planned. I had seriously underestimated the size of Lucy’s grudge.
Oblivion
“She may have a point, though,” Alex said as he crossed one leg over the other. It was a Friday evening and we sipped orange juice in Liz’s living room to support her abstinence from alcohol during her pregnancy. “Maybe it will be good for you to go away for a week. Look at it as a holiday, paid for by work.”
“He’s right, Lee.” Liz said. “It can’t be that bad. You can’t believe everything you hear.” They tried to make me feel better about my trip to Cambridge. I didn’t want to go. Not because Lucy forced me to. Not because of the horror stories preceding my first encounter with the notorious Vivian Carsey. But because I didn’t want to be away from Claire for an entire week. Much against my better judgement − and everyone’s advice − I had fallen for her, again.
When I closed my eyes, without fault, the first thing that popped up on the back of my eye-lids was her face, slowly moving towards me, her eyes tinted a soft brown, her smile sweet, her intentions good. My heart had beaten my brain in the battle of hormones over reason. It belonged to Claire now, as if it had never stopped. I wasn’t worried about Vivian Carsey. I didn’t care that, every day at work, Lucy sent back all the articles I wrote, most sentences carelessly crossed through with a big red marker pen. The only thing that troubled me was what Claire would get up to if I left for a week. I had never completely trusted her and I wasn’t foolish enough to start now − not just because she said so.
“It’ll be a test, Leesbian. It can only be a good thing.”
“If she can’t be faithful for a week then at least you’ll know where you stand,” Liz said. I sat there and let their words hang in the air between us. Alex and Liz were my best friends but they had no idea of the fear that constricted my chest and contracted my stomach. Claire’s intentions were clear. She wanted redemption, a second chance, an opportunity to prove that she wasn’t selfish and all about sex. I doubted my own motives most. What was I after? Revenge or eternal love?
“I think I’m ready for something stronger than orange juice now. Sorry, Liz.”
I had spent every free minute with Claire the past week. I had scoured property listings for her and we had visited the places together, like a couple looking for a new home. I was delirious with lack of sleep, desire and severe trust issues. Peace of mind was a long lost illusion. Maybe I did need to get away. Maybe I could only benefit from some pseudo-psycho-analysis. If anything, I’d come back a better person, with new insights and values. Maybe I was just afraid to hear the truth. It wasn’t going away that scared me as much as coming back. What would I find? The scent of a stranger on Claire’s skin. A look of defeat, thinly veiled by a brittle sheen of arrogance, in her eyes. Or me, freed of illusions and longing, without the will to be with her. The simple truth was that I didn’t want to leave my complicated, oblivious state of intoxication. I didn’t want to be faced with the many errors of my ways. I wanted to be left alone, free to fall in love with Claire Burns again, free to make mistakes.
Ambushed
On Saturday night Claire attended a dinner party hosted by my former boss − and her current business partner − Theresa Sanders.
“It’s going to be like this for a while,” Claire had said before she left. “We need to drum up some business, wine and dine potential clients. What agency is your company with? Maybe you should get me a meeting with Lucy. I bet I could woo−”
“You’re not going anywhere near Lucy. Promise me that.”
“Why so protective, baby?” I didn’t reply. Claire was as ruthless in banter as she was in business.
I was packing for my trip to Cambridge. It felt like I was saying goodbye to something, if only I could figure out what. I had opened a bottle of wine. I hoped they were joking about the retreat being alcohol-free. That would not work. How would I sleep at night? I hadn’t had any dinner so I was grateful when Eleanor yelled up the stairs − she always did that − asking if I wanted to eat with her. I gladly accepted. We finished the bottle while we ate but there was something going on with Eleanor. She kept glancing at the clock on the mantlepiece, like she had somewhere urgent to be.
“Hot date tonight, Eleanor? You seem a bit restless.”
“You know I don’t date anymore. I’m well past the age.”
“That’s bullshit, but hey, I respect your decision.”
“Listen, I haven’t been completely honest with you.” She looked at the clock again, it was five minutes to eight. “I am going out tonight but I asked Lucy to come over.”
“You what?”
“You have to talk to each other, dear. This is my house and I’m tired of all this tension. It doesn’t do anyone any good.”
“Last time I checked, Lucy didn’t live here.”
“Lucy has always been part of this house, long before you moved in.”
“I guess I’ll have to move out then.”
“And will you quit your job as well? Don’t be silly. I just want you to sort this out. No one was murdered. A few feelings got hurt, that’s all, but you girls have to get over it.”
“Do tell that to Lucy.”
“I have told her. She may surprise you tonight.” Then, at exactly eight o’clock, the bell rang. Eleanor let Lucy in and herself out. If she had told me ten minutes earlier I would have been out the door. She clearly ambushed me.
“Can I sit?” Lucy asked.
“Well, you’re here now. You may as well.” I opened another bottle of wine and without asking poured Lucy a large glass. I figured she needed it.
“I suppose I owe you an apology.” She looked at me, her eyes bright and wide. “I’m sorry. I overreacted. I abused my position at work. I violated your home. I went a bit mad, really.”
“I’m impressed. What did Eleanor say to you?”
“Lee, please. I mean it. This is not easy for me.”
“It isn’t easy for me coming into work every day, expecting the worst. And what was all that bullshit with Jim. Like I didn’t−“
“I made mistakes, I know that.”
“Mistakes? You made my life a living hell.”
“I was hurt. I’m sorry.”
“We slept together how many times? It was hardly a relationship. The way you treated me you’d think I was your wife of twenty years who cheated on you with your best friend.”
“I know, I know, I went a bit overboard. I just−“ She started crying then, quietly at first but soon she was heaving and tearing up like the weight of the world rested on her shoulders. I felt sorry for her. She wasn’t evil. She was just a little broken-hearted. it was all a bit disproportionate, but who was I to judge? She didn’t have to teach me about heartbreak. I walked over to her and embraced her. “I can’t help myself,” she said, “I’m in love with you.”
On the couch, again
The scene brought back memories from a few weeks ago, when Lucy had kissed me. Back then, she had asked me first. She didn’t now. Her lips were slippery when they landed on mine and her tongue tasted salty. I was caught off guard − and a little tipsy. For the briefest of moments I kissed her back and that was all she needed. Suddenly her tongue and lips were everywhere. Her hands cupped my breasts and she pushed me down on the couch. Tears streamed from her face on my cheeks.
“Lucy, please, this is not right,” I said but she didn’t respond. Her hands tried to unbutton my shirt but she couldn’t hold them still enough. I grabbed her arms and held them away from me until they went limp.
“I’m sorry,” she said and sat up. She shook her head and let it fall into her hands. “God, I am so sorry.” She took a deep breath and started to get up but I took her hand and asked her to stay.
“We need to talk, Lucy. Don’t go.” She towered over me, her fingers resting in my hand.
“What can I say? I already said I was sorry. I want to be with you but clearly you don’t want me. There is nothing left to say.” The pit in my stomach grew heavier. She was right, there really were no words left. I had chosen Claire over her. She lowered herself onto the couch and sat down next to me.
“We have to find some way of being in each other’s company. I live with your aunt. I work for you.”
“What a bloody mess.”
“At least I’ll be away for a week.” Lucy smiled when I said that.
“I’m sorry about that. If you don’t want to go you don’t have to. I’ll come up with an explanation for the board.”
“It’s OK. I’ll go. It’ll teach me for sleeping with the boss.”
“Yeah, you really crossed the line there.”
“You’re lucky I’m not suing for sexual harassment.”
“As if you didn’t enjoy it.”
“Some more wine?” Lucy nodded. If we couldn’t talk about it, we’d drink to it.
“Promise me one thing,” Lucy said as she raised her glass.
‘What’s that, boss?”
“Promise me you’ll be happy,” she paused to clear her throat − or to mask her disgust. “With Claire. She must be really special.”
“She is to me.” I looked her in the eye to see her reaction. She didn’t flinch.
“Then you must go well together.”
“Oh please, stop it.”
“Have you introduced her to Auntie Eleanor?”
“No, it’s early days, you know. And it wouldn’t be very appropriate.”
We sat there for a while, drinking wine and avoiding the subject. I could hardly tell Lucy about my doubts. About how I wanted to be with Claire so much it frightened me and made me lose all sense of perspective. About how I would do anything to hear her say she loved me. About how weak I was. I admired Lucy for sitting next to me like that. If I had been in her position I wouldn’t have been able to. I loathed myself for hurting her, because I wasn’t exactly innocent. I knew my faults. She was not one of them. Or maybe just a little bit of one. When we said goodbye I kissed her on the mouth, because I knew she wanted me to. It was the least I could do. No tongue though.
Carsey Law
On Sunday I set sail − or train engine − to Cambridge. Claire and I had spent the morning in bed. I was ready for whatever the infamous Miss Vivian Carsey would throw at me. There must have been something good about her if people paid thousands of pounds to be in her company, but it all seemed a bit cult-like and eery to me. I arrived on Sunday evening at and old estate, where upon arrival I had to hand over my life support, aka my mobile phone. There was no internet connection, no TV, and − to my great dismay − no alcohol. It was all about the writing and the ‘internal process of creating your best work’. There were nine other people like me, clueless and cut off, Miss Carsey and a lap top to write on − not our own laptop though, that would have been wrong. I was not a believer when I arrived, but I could only leave again the next Saturday, so I had to have a little faith.
We each had our own room, mine overlooked the garden. I was born and bred in the deep countryside but I had been a city dweller for the past five years. I drank in the sight of manicured lawns and old trees. I actually found myself looking forward to the time I would spend at the desk, positioned at the large window, writing whatever I was asked to write. At seven o’clock we assembled for dinner and we were introduced to our mentor for the week. I didn’t understand what all the fuss was about because Vivian Carsey seemed like a gentle, thoughtful woman. She addressed us in a soft voice, her light green eyes halting at each of our faces, taking the time to memorise them. That first night there was no sign of tyranny and illusions of grandeur. If anything, she looked quite hot, in a strict-but-fair school teacher kind of way. I was intrigued. This retreat could be interesting after all.
Of course I couldn’t sleep. Our rooms were beautiful but there was nothing to distract us. No TV, no internet, no alcohol, no gays, just an empty lap top and some books. I had made the huge mistake of packing only thrillers, not realising we would be staying in an old, dark and creaky house. For all I knew I had landed smack in the middle of an Agatha Christie novel, the setting being perfect for it. I’d always been a light sleeper, relying on fantasies and day dreams to guide me into slumber. But the excitement of the day, thoughts of Claire, the new environment and the bouncy mattress made it impossible for me to relax. Judging from the sounds above, and next to me, I wasn’t the only one. I was not the type to stay in bed and wait for sleep to surprise me − I knew from experience that was not how sleep operated. I got up and tried to find the kitchen, in search of some forbidden wine to take the edge off. The wide hallway was lined with small windows letting in diffused moonlight. I tried to tread lightly on the wooden floorboards but they heaved and panted like a badly tuned symphony orchestra under my naked feet. Then I heard a whisper behind me, “Lee, right?” I was startled and wondered if wandering through the corridors at night was punishable by Carsey Law. I turned around and stared straight into the face of Vivian Carsey herself. Her room was at the end of the hallway, undoubtedly she had CCTV footage screening inside, and a headset amplifying the noise careful feet made on the floor outside. Possibly I was getting carried away by the mystery of the place, and my teacher.
“Yes,” I said, “I’m sorry for waking you.”
“You didn’t wake me.” She wore a pair of silk pyjamas, her feet were bare and she held one hand behind her back. “Can’t sleep?”
“I’m a bit of an insomniac really. I was just−“
“Please, come in.” She opened the door wide for me.
“I wouldn’t want to disturb you, Miss Carsey.”
“I insist,” she said, “and please, call me Vivian. This is not elementary school.” When I walked past her I saw what she had been hiding behind her back. A glass of brandy. I was saved.
Brandy
“I’ve been expecting you,” Vivian said. Even though she only wore pyjamas, she still looked intimidating.
“What?” I was confused.
“I’ve been doing this for a long time, Lee. It only takes me one alcohol-free dinner to know which one of you will go in search of a night cap. That was what you were doing, right?” She closed the door behind us. “Congratulations, you’re the first this week.” I laughed.
“I would settle for some brandy, if you have any to spare.” I looked at the glass in her hand she was no longer hiding. She turned around to get me one. The subtle sound of the liquor hitting the glass made my mouth water.
“Now, tell me. What keeps you up at night?” Her eyes narrowed slightly. Her shoulder-length dark-blond hair bounced up a bit as she leaned backwards in her chair. Her smile was tight and sparse, as if she had to ration it.
“Really? Just like that you go into shrink mode?”
“Don’t think of me as a therapist or anything of the kind. I’m here to help, to unblock anything that keeps you from doing your best work. Why don’t you tell me why you chose to come here.”
“Trust me, you don’t want to know.”
“Of course I do.” She bent forward, the tumbler of brandy resting in her hands as she balanced her elbows on her knees. Her face, like Eleanor’s, was wrinkled in all the right places. It made her look wise and graceful. I took a sip and let the alcohol burn my throat. Brandy is a bit too strong for my taste but I had to take what I could get. Her eyes burned my skin as much as the brandy did my insides. So that’s how she got people to bare their soul.
“No wonder you can’t sleep,” she said. “But, if you can look past your prejudices this week, I promise you won’t need to go on nightly hunts for this anymore.” She shook the glass in front of her face. Her smile held a certain beauty, the kind you had to give time to come out. I told her why Lucy had sent me to her. I told her about Claire. I sat in Vivian Carsey’s bedroom for an hour and unburdened myself. Afterwards, I felt strangely excited and incredibly tired.
“Thanks for the drink.” I got up from my chair. My legs felt heavy, as if the weights tugging at my soul had found a way down.
“Any time,” she said, and, in a gesture of encouragement, put her hand on my shoulder.
“I won’t tell anyone about the hypocrisy of banning alcohol from the premises, except from your room.”
“I’m in charge,” she said, her hand, small but elegant, now resting on my underarm. “And the rules are in place for a reason.”
So much mental power packed in such a frail body, I thought, as I made my way back to my room. And those eyes. They seemed to kill every last bit of restraint and draw the tiniest details out of me. I was untrained in the therapeutic field, of course, but still, she had made it look so easy. I couldn’t wait now for what the week had in store. I fell asleep almost immediately, images of Claire, Lucy and Vivian occupying my brandy-induced dreams.
Pairing
“I hope you all had a good night’s sleep,” Vivian said. Her eyes found mine for a split second and there was that sly smile again. I was usually so good at deciphering smiles, but hers remained a complete mystery. “Today I’m going to split you into groups of two. You will work together to write the best description of one another.” I looked around the room and took in my fellow retreat mates. “You will each need to hand in five hundred words by three PM.” I fiercely hoped she wouldn’t pair me with David, the only person I had taken an instant dislike to after he had bored us with endless stories of all his life’s achievements at dinner the night before − arrogance born from a healthy dose of self-confidence can be sexy, arrogance born from self-importance is insufferable. I wondered which route Vivian would take with these pairings. “Meanwhile I will take some time to talk to all of you individually.” Of all the people I could see, the ones sitting in front of me, I was only tempted to spend the day with Greg, who looked as camp as knickers. Give me a homo to hang around with and I’m happy. And he would be so easy to describe. “Later this afternoon you will all get a chance to offer each other some constructive feedback in our group session.” It all felt a bit like being in school again. As soon as I had been old enough to feel anything remotely romantic, I’d had nothing but crushes on my teachers. I was a serial teacher crush-haver − school destroyed the innocence of my frail teenage heart. We only had one teacher here and I was twenty-seven now. I wondered if I would be able to resist, or if my mind would dare to go there. Then again, nothing takes the mind off things more than a good old crush. “Lee.” I heard Vivian say. “And Sarah. You will be working together today. Have fun.” Sarah. Interesting. I turned around and looked into the wide dark eyes of a middle-eastern woman. Her smile, unlike Vivian’s, was generous and welcoming, albeit a bit timid. I could certainly live with spending the day with exotic Sarah. I'd always had a serious thing for dark-skinned women. “Remember people, I am going to need some more than the colour of your subject’s hair and eyes. Don’t be afraid to dig a little deeper.”
Sarah and I walked to the garden together. She wore a tight-fitted pair of black trousers and a chest-hugging turtleneck. She wanted to enjoy the weak sun rays, I wanted to go inside so she could take off that jumper and show me some more of her olive skin. I didn’t tell her that.
“Can I ask you some questions?” She asked. She seemed a bit reserved.
“Of course, that’s why we’re here.”
“Or would you like to go first?” She was a polite one. With all the arrogant and straight-forward women I had in my life, it was a welcome change to spend some time with someone more demure.
“We can just talk, we don’t have to take turns.”
I soon found out that Sarah was a second-generation Iranian immigrant. She lived in Manchester with her husband and two children. Apart from that, she didn’t give me very much to go on.
“What about you, Lee. Are you married?”
“I wish,” I said. “My love life is, huh, fairly complicated.”
“Do you have a boyfriend? Or more than one?” She smiled. I shook my head.
“No, I have a girlfriend, well, sort of anyway.” She seemed startled, and I’m usually such a dead give-away.
“Are you a lesbian?”
“Yes, I believe we still call ourselves that these days.” She looked away and didn’t say anything. I found myself asking the question for the very first time in my life. “Is that a problem?”
Damaged goods
“No, of course not,” Sarah said, but she held her head down. “I−I’m sorry.” She slowly looked up again, searching for my eyes. “I didn’t mean to imply that it was.” She swallowed hard. “A problem, I mean.”
“Good.” This was an interesting case of denial. Sexually-confused, unavailable and mocha-skinned is one of my favourite combinations in women. Her eyes were huge and kind but the way the ends of her mouth dipped down betrayed a harshness, a hidden determination that I found very alluring. Her lips were long, crooked and slim. I could feel my attraction grow by the second. Surely some innocent flirting wouldn’t hurt anyone. “Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, tell me, why are you here?”
“Because I’m a writer trying to better myself, as are you, I presume.”
“I wouldn’t call myself a writer. I’m a journalist, but it’s true that a lot of aspects of my life could be improved upon.”
“How do you mean?”
“Well, basically, my boss sent me here as a form of punishment−”
“Punishment? I thought spending a week with Vivian Carsey was something to aspire to.” She appeared to be a fan.
“Maybe for some.”
“Not for you?”
“Let’s just say it wasn’t my choice to come here, but I’ve been pleasantly surprised by the people I’ve met so far.” Two beautiful and intriguing women are more than enough to keep me happy.
“Why do you think your boss punished you?”
“Because I broke up with her to get back with my ex.”
“Really?”
“Oh yeah, you’re looking at some seriously damaged goods here.” She let her eyes glide from my face to my legs, as if she had to check that I was in one piece.
“It can’t be that bad?” She smiled a smile that was going to get me.
“Right now, from where I’m sitting, everything seems to be pretty much the way it is supposed to be.”
“How do you mean?”
I laughed and shook my head. Time to dig a little deeper, just as Vivian had instructed.
“How long have you been married?”
“Ten years.”
“Wow. That’s a long time. I’m impressed.”
“My husband got me in here as a birthday present.”
“How nice of him.”
“He is such a generous and kind man.”
“But?” I decided to take a little chance.
“There is no but.” She peered over the lawn. Groups of two were scattered over the grounds. Apparently everyone wanted to get some inspiration from the sun.
“If you say so.”
“I do.” Fail. Not that I believed her, but she made it sound very convincing.
“And what do you do?”
“I’m a writing housewife, really.”
“What do you write?”
“Romance novels, with a twist.” I didn’t have to read any of it to know what the twist was.
“Published?”
“Not yet.”
“I would love to read some of it some day.”
“I have a finished manuscript in my room. Probably in vain, but I was hoping to slip it to Vivian this week. See what she thinks.”
“You should.”
“Yeah.”
“Can I read it?”
“Depends.”
“On what?”
“Whether I still like you at the end of the day.” Finally, a little opening.
“Why wouldn’t you?”
“I don’t know.”
Suddenly Greg appeared from around the corner.
“Sarah, right?” She nodded. “It’s your turn for the one-on-one with Vivian. Her room is the first one on the right when you reach the first floor.” Sarah’s face tensed up, her lips contracting into thin slivers of anticipation.
“Right. Thanks,” she said. “See you in a bit, Lee.” Luckily she wasn’t carrying anything. She would have dropped it all. It seemed to me that I wasn’t the only one contemplating a teacher’s crush.
A hint of therapy
“You’re next,” Sarah said. Her hands trembled slightly.
“Are you OK?” I asked. “You seem a bit flustered.”
“I’m a big fan of Vivian. I’ve wanted to come here for years. To be able to speak to her in person is just amazing. I guess I’m a bit star struck, really.”
“Vivian is to you what Madonna is to me, I get it.” I down-played it somewhat. I actually looked forward to my alone time with Vivian. What can I say? I have a thing for women in a position of power − it should be obvious by now. “Happy basking in the after-glow. I’ll catch up with you later.”
“Lee, do come in. Can I offer you some brandy?” It was only eleven thirty, even by my standards, it was a little early. But I wasn’t going to say no to the only offer of alcohol I would possibly get all week.
“That would be lovely. But only if you’re having some. I don’t want to drink alone.”
“Do you often drink alone?” I had taken the bait, Vivian could be proud of herself. If she was, she didn’t show it.
“Oh no, I’m more of a social drinker really.” Had she suddenly decided to become my AA sponsor?
“How’s it going with Sarah?” She handed me a glass of brandy. The smell stung my nostrils. What would Sarah think if I turned up for lunch reeking of booze?
“I’ve only scratched the surface,” I said jokingly. “She’s a tough nut to crack.”
“What makes you say that?” All these questions all of the time were starting to drive me nuts. I was not used to being an interviewee.
“I was just kidding. She’s great.”
“Do you think she’s attractive?” I hadn’t planned to actually drink the brandy but now I suddenly needed a hit of something.
“Is that relevant?”
“No, not really.” That’s when the real Vivian Carsey showed her face for the first time, and I remembered Millie’s words. She had warned me that Vivian would try to get inside my head and that nothing she would say or do would be without reason. I could clearly imagine that Millie wouldn’t accept getting played like that. I, on the other hand, am rather fond of a mind game or two.
“Was there any specific reason why you paired us together today?”
“Of course there was. I don’t operate randomly, Lee. If you knew anything about me at all, you would know that’s not my style.”
“What else should I know about you?” I didn’t hide from her probing eyes. This could be fun.
“That I'm very observant.” Her eyes stayed locked on mine. “Have you read any of my books?”
“I’m sorry, I can’t say that I have.”
“Don’t apologise, please. It’s rather refreshing to have someone take my work shops who doesn’t think I piss gold.” A chuckle escaped me. Vivian had seemed so proper up until that point. Her eyes twinkled.
“Yes,” I said.
“Excuse me?”
“Yes, I think Sarah is very attractive.”
“I thought you would.”
“How’s that?”
“You have a very predictable pattern of behaviour.”
“I’m almost offended by that.”
“As a therapist, I shouldn’t have said that. Then again, I’m here as your teacher, not your therapist.”
“Which basically means you can say anything you please.”
“I’ve been thinking about what you told me last night, Lee. About the love-triangle you currently find yourself in and previous romantic situations that have taken a toll on your self-esteem and sense of self-worth.”
“Is that so?”
“You’re an intriguing, but at the same time very predictable case.”
“No offence, Vivian, but I didn’t come here to get psycho-analysed.”
“Oh, I know you would much rather be flirting with Sarah instead of listening to me right now. It’s typical escapist behaviour.”
“Good, then you won’t mind if I escape from this room.”
“I have my eye on you, Lee. We have five more days to finish this conversation.” I slammed the door shut behind me. I rushed down the stairs in search of Sarah’s sexy smile.
Processing
And so the unravelling began. The conversation in Vivian’s room was the exact reason I didn’t want to go to the work shop. She had only mildly probed, but already I was upset. I’m not one for confrontations − I’d rather drink a bottle of wine and fall in love. It was only Monday morning. The week would stretch itself out in ups and downs. I needed an up, I needed Sarah’s smile. I walked into the garden. Sarah still sat on the same bench, scribbling down notes in a little book. Looked upon from a distance, when you couldn’t see the intensity of her eyes and the wonder of her smile, her profile was all nose. She turned her head towards me, as if she knew I was coming, and smiled. I was certain she had a secret, possibly one involving a woman. I wondered if Vivian had touched upon it and if the blush on Sarah’s cheeks earlier had been more than a silly sign of fandom.
“Back so soon?” She asked. “Still not a fan, then?”
“I figured others may need her time more.”
“Wow. What a cop out. I hadn’t pegged you−”
“Can we just move on, please? We have some work to do.”
Sarah got up and reached out her hand.
“Come on. Get up.” I stared at her hand as if it was a knife she was going to kill me with. She inched it a little closer towards me. “We’re going for a walk. It helps you process.”
“You talk like a lesbian, you know that?” I jumped up from the bench and took a few steps away from Sarah. What would Claire make of all of this, I wondered. She would hate it as much as I did but she would charm and deflect her way through it. I wished I could call her, let her soft voice trickle down my ear and soothe me. “It’s all bullshit, baby,” she would say. “But sometimes you gotta do what you gotta do.” The touch of a hand on my neck startled me.
“Hey? What’s going on?” Sarah asked. What would Claire think if I kissed Sarah? Did she ever, in the three years of our open relationship, ask the same question about me when she was about to lean in for some tongue with a stranger? I realised it was all about Claire. I didn’t need a shrink to tell me that. I wanted to hurt her the way she had hurt me. Not with words, but with cold clear action. I was ready for revenge. I was entitled to it. I had Claire cornered.
“Nothing.” I reached for Sarah’s hand. “Let’s just walk to those trees over there.”
“Let me know if you want to talk.” Our fingers touched in between our moving bodies, they brushed lightly against each other, then bumped firmly. The country air felt cool in my lungs. The green around me unearthed a deep wave of nostalgia, the kind you can only feel about your younger, innocent years. I yearned for the time when life was just about play and discovery − when the heart was not yet involved. “We’re all here to help each other,” Sarah said.
We reached the end of the lawn where a thick row of pine trees fenced the grounds. On the left stood a fancy over-sized tool shed.
“Let’s help each other then.” I clenched her fingers between mine and pulled her towards the back of the shed. “Come on.” It was so quiet, I could hear the soft hiss of her breath come up behind me. We both leaned against the wall. I inhaled deeply to trap the sweet odour of grass and flowers inside myself, to hold on to it forever. My right hand found Sarah’s left, I turned towards her and pushed her gently against the brick wall with my other hand. Then I kissed her. For a second I felt her lips part, then she thrust me away from her violently.
“What on earth are you doing?”
Profiling
“Vivian warned me about you,” Sarah said. “She predicted you would try something.” The shed’s wall suddenly felt very cold against my back. This was not how it was supposed to go. I lowered myself onto the ground and sat down. The sight of meadows would not be enough to soften this blow to my ego.
“I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking straight. Could you give me a minute, please?” She squatted down beside me.
“I don’t know what’s going on with you, Lee. But, just to be clear, I don’t kiss women. I’m married and I’m not gay.”
“I’m glad we got that out of the way.”
“If in the short time we talked I gave you the impression that I was interested, I’m sorry, but that was not my intention.”
“It’s hardly your fault. My brain has a tendency to jump to conclusions.” I finally dared to look at her again. She seemed even more beautiful now. The high-set sun sparkled on her raven black hair.
“I wrote the first bit of my profile piece on you already.”
“Really? When? I was only gone for fifteen minutes.”
“It just came to me.”
“Can I read it?”
“You’re not supposed to hear it until later in the group session, but I can give you a sneak.”
“You don’t have to. I know you have a lot of respect for Vivian’s rules. I accept that.” She reached into her back pocket, reporter style, and dug out her notebook. She looked at it intently for a second and then gave it to me.
“Last page.”
Lee Harlem Robinson is troubled, troubled but beautiful. Her crystal clear blue eyes get a lot done, I’m sure of that, but they do not open up to her soul. She is a master of delusions.
“A master of delusions? Really?”
“It still needs some work.”
“It looks like you’ve already made up your mind about me.”
Sarah rubbed some dirt off the ground beside me and sat down.
“Read the next sentence.”
Her defences are always up and running. At first glance, there hardly seems a way through.
I closed the notebook and handed it back to her.
“This armour, this wall around me, it’s there for a reason.”
“I’m sure it is. You’re not going to read the rest?” She took the book from me and opened it to the last page again. “Love made her−“ I snapped the notebook out of her hands and shook my head.
“Please, I don’t want to hear it now.”
“Would you rather hear it for the first time in front of the group?”
“No. I’d rather have you rewrite it. First drafts usually suck.” I started to get up but she put a hand on my knee.
“Please, stay for a while.” I gave in. Her smile already made me do that. “I’ll tell you a secret.” Her hand stayed on my knee. The midday sun felt very hot all of a sudden. “But you have to give something back.” I nodded. “I want you to give Vivian a fair chance. You have nothing to prove here, nothing to worry about, you are safe. You are away from your day-to-day life. You need to try and let go, just try. Don’t run, don’t try to kiss married women. Give this process a chance.”
“OK.” I looked at her expectantly. “I promise.”
“Good. But obviously I can’t just take your word for it.”
“Did you just trick me?”
“On the contrary. Tonight, if you have properly finished your conversation with Vivian and if you have behaved in the group session, I will tell you.”
“Oh fuck.”
“What?”
“When you say it like that, in that strict headmistress-like kind of way, I want to kiss you again.”
“And none of that anymore, either.”
Miss Goody Two Shoes
Twenty-four hours was all it took for two women to dismantle me completely. Twenty-four hours and I wanted to get out of Cambridge and never go back. I longed to see Claire, I was desperate to hear her voice, the most vulnerable part of her, the part that couldn’t hide behind plastic surgery and Botox. Claire who, at fifty-three, was probably even more of a mess than I was. No wonder I was so drawn to her. Neither Vivian nor Sarah would say it out loud, but their silences grew heavier when I talked of Claire.
Earlier today, in the group session, in which we had communally discussed the description we wrote about our partner, Vivian had shown her true colours in full blast. Sarah had spoken of escapism, narcissism and a whole lot of other isms I didn’t care to be associated with. Vivian had attacked me, she went about it like a lamb, her voice soft and her breathing relaxed, but I caught glimpses of wolves in her eyes. For half an hour, and for everyone to hear, she had piled question upon question on me until my skull seemed to crack open under the pressure. I left the room trembling, a shadow of my self, my confidence shattered − at least for a day or two − and my bravado silenced. I felt singled out and ganged up upon, even though she did the same to everyone. I guess you could say some of it hit home. Hard.
I skipped dinner and hid in my room. I could leave whenever I pleased, this was not a prison, there where no guards − only endless rows of trees lining the gates. I had entered Vivian Carsey’s domain as a cocky brat, full of myself and misled by my own claim of having nothing but good intentions. But really, who did she think she was? This self-proclaimed guru of self-help for writers. I wrote DVD reviews and interviewed underground East-End artists. I didn’t need her. I was a dramatic mess of a woman, a blazer-wearing love disaster, a loyal dog waiting to be kicked in the belly by the boots of Claire Burns. But so what? In my gut I knew that Claire wasn’t right for me. I didn’t want to sit there and admit that to them. I kept my eyes on the window as the sky went grey and then black. Who would I be after four more days of this?
A knock on the door saved me from darker thoughts.
“Lee? It’s Sarah.” I hesitated between self-sabotage and self-protection. I opened the door to her − so sabotage it was. She was pretty, sincere and kind. And she came to my room to honour the promise she had made. “We missed you at dinner?”
“What’s the point of a fine steak if you can’t drink a glass of red wine with it? I tried, but I don’t see it.”
“I just came to give you a heads up. Vivian wants to talk to you.”
“I’ve had enough Vivian for one day.”
“She’s a bulldog, she doesn’t let go.” Sarah rested her long frame against the door, one foot crossed over the other, her coal-black hair cascading down her face. I was ready to make my play.
“Can I trade promises?”
“What do you mean?” She caught her hair with her hands and flung it all in one bundle over her right shoulder.
“You came here to share your secret with me, right?”
“I came here to finish our conversation.”
“I’d rather you did something else for me.”
“What do−?”
“Hide me. Just for tonight. If I have to see Vivian’s self-righteous face for another minute today I may have to scratch my own eyes out.” I caught a naughty glimmer in her eye. I knew this Iranian housewife wasn’t the little miss goody-two-shoes she made out to be.
The secret
“My room is on the second floor,” Sarah said. “Follow me.” Adrenalin spasmed through my veins, which was ridiculous because it wasn’t forbidden to walk in the hallways. Still, the stairs seemed to creak louder and the wood of the floorboards seemed less forgiving. Sarah held open the door to her room in a welcoming gesture and I slipped inside. “Vivian will probably come looking for you here.”
“Only if she’s really desperate to slaughter me some more.”
“She wants to help, Lee. You just have to let her−”
“I know. But are you willing to lie to her?”
“Yes. I promised I would hide you and, if anything, I’m a woman of my word.” That’s when I first noticed she bit her bottom lip in the exact same way Claire did. It made her cheeks drop and her chin dimple, giving her soft features a sexy determination.
“What do you mean if anything?” My question surprised her. She waved it off. I sat down on the bed and let the tension flow out of my muscles. I could have murdered a glass of wine. I was knackered. Who knew talking about yourself all day could be so exhausting? Sarah looked at her watch. “I don’t want to keep you from writing or anything else you want to do,” I said.
“Those five hundred words I wrote on you were more than enough for one day.”
“Oh yeah. You certainly did your part.”
“I didn’t get a chance to say it earlier because Vivian hijacked the moment, but I really loved your description of me.”
“Thanks. I’ll take it as the only compliment of the day.”
“Especially that bit about the brooding darkness in my eyes and the secrets resting in the shallow wrinkles of my face.”
“I may have gone a bit overboard there.”
“Do you want to know my secret?”
“Of course, but you already paid your dues.”
“If I tell you now it will be because I want to, not because I have to.”
“You were never obliged. You offered.”
“I felt I had to offer something at the time, you know, to snap you out of your self-pity.”
“Well, I am a narcissistic self-indulgent drama-queen.”
“Those are not my words.”
“Most of them are.”
“But you always have to add something extra to put yourself down.”
“OK. OK. Before we go down that road again. Yes, I want to know your secret.” She got up from the chair by the window and walked over to the bed where I was sitting. She still wore the same clothes as this morning, most of her skin well-hidden under thick layers of fabric. She twisted her wedding ring between her fingers. As she exhaled I could almost smell her nerves.
“From when I was twelve until I was seventeen my parents sent me to Montpellier in France for three weeks during summer, to stay with a local family.” Her eyes searched for mine, I kept hem glued to her lips. “It was meant as a linguistic exchange project. The rest of the summer their daughter, Eliane, would stay with us in Manchester. I would learn French and Eliane would learn English.” The vulnerability in her eyes and the tremble in her lips begged silence of me. She had to say it out loud, if only this once. “We were like sisters, inseparable during the long summer days. We spent all of our time together. Every year in September we cried our eyes out and promised to write every day. You know how it goes." I nodded. I knew where this story was going. "The last summer, when we both turned seventeen, I had my first boyfriend and something seemed to have broken between us. The ease with which we usually shifted from pen pals to best friends had disappeared. The entire holiday was awkward, a failed search for that bond we used to share. Ten days before she was to leave Manchester, and possibly disappear out of my life forever, she told me she was in love with me. That’s when the pieces slipped into place. She had suffered through my endless lovesick rants about Anthony when I felt I was stuck with her in Montpellier for weeks. And then she saw me with him all the time when she came to ours. That’s a lot to bear for a teenager.” She was silent for a while, lost in memories. “But I was only a teenager myself, I had no idea how to react. Then I made the worst mistake of my life.”
Redemption and revenge
“I told her to stay away from me and asked her to go back home early. I didn’t give her a choice, really. My parents thought we’d had a fight we couldn’t recover from. I avoided her completely while she was staying at our house. I made her leave. I was such an ignorant selfish brat that I made the poor girl get on a train a week before she was due to return, just because I couldn’t deal with my feelings for her. I never heard from her again. I wrote, I called, she never replied. I hurt Eliane so badly she never wanted to see me again. I regret it so much. If there is one thing in my life I could undo, I’d pick that in a heartbeat. She loved me and I sent her away. I was cruel as only a confused teenager could be.” Tears dripped on the collar of her turtleneck as her head was bent down.
“Were you in love with her?” I had to ask. In my opinion, the whole story was just a set-up for me to ask that question.
“I must have been. When she left I felt devastated instead of relieved. I didn’t understand and I couldn’t talk to anyone. Where I’m from, in our community, no one was gay, it simply didn’t exist.”
“And you never felt the need to pursue your feelings?”
“A couple of months later I met Arif, my husband. Two years later, I was married.” She looked at me as if I had all the answers in store.
“Do you love your husband?” She nodded while big bubbly tears splashed down on the duvet.
“I do. Very much. It’s just−“ We were interrupted by a soft knock on the door.
“Sarah, are you in there?” It was Vivian. I couldn’t let Sarah answer the door in the state she was in. Vivian would have her for an evening snack. I squeezed her arm gently.
“Don’t worry, I’ll get rid of her.”
“Vivian,” I said as I slowly pulled the door ajar. “What a surprise.”
“Hi Lee, I was looking for you, actually.”
“I’m sorry, but now is not a good time. I’ll come talk to you later. I promise.” Vivian was no fool, of course. She let her eyes dart over and next to my head.
“Is everything OK?”
“We’re just, huh, doing some follow-up. You’re not making it easy on us.” I tried my widest smile. “We need some time to process.”
“All right, that’s good.” We could both clearly hear Sarah’s stifled sniffing noises from behind the door. “If you could spare a minute for me later. I’ll have the brandy ready.” She turned on her heels and left. I took a deep breath and returned to the disaster of denial inside the room.
“Hey.” I squatted down in front of Sarah, my elbows resting on her knees. I had absolutely no idea of what to say next. “It’s OK.” She put her hands on my arms.
“It’s not. I haven’t told you everything.”
“We have all night. It’s what we’re here for, right?” I got up and started walking towards the chair. As my hands slipped off her, she grabbed them and pulled me back. She stood up from the bed and faced me. The brown of her skin was dotted red with grief.
“This morning, when you kissed me.” She took a step closer, and she was already so close. “I really wanted to kiss you back.” She stroked my face with both her hands, her palms damp and wet on my skin. Then, our lips touched in what was an inevitable moment of redemption for her, and revenge for me.
The kiss
As Sarah’s lips found mine all I could think of was Claire. The moment had been brewing in my guts for days and it had all started days before I even arrived in Cambridge. I was out for revenge, for blood − Claire’s blood. In the end it wasn’t about Sarah, it helped that she was who she was, a sexually-confused housewife from Manchester with a dark complexion and a brooding secret. But I needed to find out if Claire could be as forgiving to me as I had been to her. She couldn’t really expect me to forget how much heart ache she had caused me with our open relationship. With the day’s talk of honesty and confronting your fears I had finally been able to give a voice to what had been simmering in my blood for years. Claire had fucked me up well and good. And now she was back. From the first moment I had seen her again, the sight of her uniquely pursed lips sucking the life out of me for seconds, I knew I wouldn’t be able to walk away from my love for her. It was Claire Burns. She had hurt me the most but only because my love for her was too undeniable, too acute to run from. It nailed me to the ground, it turned me inside out, it made me open my arms for her over and over again.
I used Sarah as much as she used me. She didn’t want to kiss me because of me − we had just met. This kiss wasn’t a sign of mutual longing, it was, for both of us, a loud cry of despair. Which is why, when the kiss ended, the moment ended. The body does what the body does, and for a split second I wanted to let my hands drift downwards from her neck, but, for several reasons, I didn’t cross the line. When our mouths broke apart for the final time we sat down on the bed, a formidable silence eating away the minutes. Sarah was still crying, but the intensity had changed.
“You should make it right,” I said. “Go to Montpellier, find Eliane and tell her what you just told me. It’s never too late for an apology.”
“Will you stay with me tonight?” Her jumper was so wet with tears it clung to her chest. “I haven’t slept alone in ten years. I need someone beside me.”
“I’m sorry, I can’t do that.” When it came to cheating on Claire it wasn’t a matter of will power. It was a matter of plotting my next move. Tonight was not the night.
“I don’t mean fuck me, just sleep in the bed with me.”
“Trust me, when I get in that bed with you, there is no such thing as just sleeping.”
“I would never cheat on Arif, not even with a woman.” For now, I believed her.
“Can I take your manuscript, please? I would love to read it.”
“Don’t we have to, huh, talk about what just happened?”
“No.” I shook my head. “I don’t think that’s necessary.”
I wasn’t just hot for Claire and ice-cold to others. I felt deeply for Sarah, her story reminded me a bit of Lucy’s − a woman’s best years lost to an early heartbreak. At least she had her husband and her children, Lucy had absolutely nothing. I was attracted to Sarah, but I wasn’t compelled by an unbreakable spell to fuck her. I took the manuscript to my room and looked forward to a night of diversion with a bittersweet romance novel when I found a note stuck to my door. I was done with her for the day, but Vivian Carsey wasn’t done with me yet. Surely this had been one of the longest days of my life.
Some advice with that brandy?
The brandy burned the back of my throat so heavily it made me cough. I sat in Vivian’s arm chair while she leaned against the window sill, sipping from her own glass, her gaze lost in the darkness outside.
“Busy day?” She asked, her eyes still fixed on the window.
“I’ve had busier.” The amber liquid warming between my palms reminded me of Sarah’s eyes. When she kissed me her irises seemed on fire.
“Any breakthroughs?”
“Yes, you could say that.” Vivian stepped away from the window and fell down in the chair next to me, a loud sigh accompanying her exasperation. It came across as very unprofessional, but I was sure it was just another technique.
“You don’t have to talk to me, Lee, but it would help.”
“I thought this was a group workshop for writers. I had no idea it included late night private therapy sessions. So please excuse me if I’m not up for this.”
“All right, you obviously don’t want to talk. That’s fine. Please allow me to give you a piece of advice then.” She brought the glass to her thin lips and peered at me over the rim. I had never seen such emerald green eyes. I half expected her to start hissing and scratching like a cat.
“Of course. Be my guest.” Impossible green eyes or not, I was not backing down. My defiance was the only weapon I had against Vivian’s vast arsenal of psychological tricks.
“This is not a criticism of your personality, we all are who we are for a reason.” She sat her glass down on the little table that stood between us, the sharp thud rattling my nerves. “But if you want to have successful relationships, in your private life as well as in business, you need to learn to communicate properly.” I hated being spoken to like that. My fingers twitched with pure aggression. “And you need to get your priorities straight. Whose happiness is most important? Yours or someone else’s?” This was the advice the famous Vivian Carsey gave me? Was that all she had? “Ultimately you are only responsible for yourself. Another person’s path in life should not depend on you.” She spread her arms and lifted her palms to the ceiling, indicating she was done talking.
“That’s it?”
“Yes. I suggest you sleep on it.”
“Thanks Vivian, that really helped.” She bared her teeth when she smiled, it made her look big-hearted and giving.
“Oh and Lee, I know it makes you feel comfortable, but you don’t have to hide from me.”
All this talk of running and hiding and communicating properly was starting to do my head in. Romantically, my life hadn’t exactly been a series of happy affairs, what with the cheating and carrying on behind people’s backs and all that, but I would find my way. Time would tell if my final act with Claire would be for the long or short run. For now, I just wanted to get even.
I settled in bed with the manuscript of Sarah’s novel At the Dying End of the Day. The title spoke to me enormously. I let her gentle prose chaperone me through the loneliness of the night. It didn’t stay gentle for very long. I woke up at three AM with her pages spread over my body, my blood boiling, my skin in heat. In Sarah’s world romance obviously stood for sex. What she wrote was a frenzied fantasy about lost love and longing, the ghost of Eliane tangible on every single page. All these women and their repressed sexualities, I thought, at least Vivian couldn’t fault me in that department. Maybe I couldn’t talk about it the way I was supposed to, but at least I got some.
Decision time
Desire can be a burden. After reading Sarah’s manuscript I saw it burn in every little movement of her fingers and in every blink of her eye. When I told her I loved her book, her bronze skin turned copper and the words stopped in her throat, only to come out in a nervous stammer. This was no longer just about Eliane, this was about a lifetime of lost opportunities. I could finally fully grasp why this demure housewife was such a fan of Vivian Carsey’s brutal ways. She needed the longing to get kicked to the surface. She needed Vivian’s uncompromising style to save her from her desire. I would have given good money to be a fly on the wall when they discussed Sarah's manuscript − after Vivian read it and filled in the last blanks. I also wondered, in all sincerity, if it wasn’t my civic duty to sleep with her now. Also, as the days progressed, images of Sarah’s long fingers holding a pen or handing me a napkin or stroking her face transformed into different kinds of images all together. To my surprise, because I thought I was on top of that now, my will power started to dwindle. My plan for cold calculated vengeance fell apart when, on the fourth night of our stay in Cambridge, my resolve evaporated completely and I realised how desperately I wanted to liberate Sarah’s skin from the layers of clothes she piled upon it. Not to hurt Claire, not to make her feel my pain, but because of my own desire.
Then came the true test of Vivian’s arcane soul-searching methods. It was a simple dilemma. Claire and I were a couple. Would I cheat on her? I sat in my room, my motives crumbling and my blood drumming in my veins. All I had to do was climb the stairs to the second floor, knock on Sarah’s door and kiss her. The real seduction had taken place during the day, subtle and understated, over dinner and lunch, on walks along the trees, with quiet innuendo in private conversations. Sarah wasn’t going to make the first move. That was my job. In a way I deemed her marriage more important than my relationship with Claire. What did Claire and I really have between us except lust and a dramatic past? I also had options. Shagging Sarah wouldn’t necessarily kick-start the end of my affair with Claire. I was owed absolution. I could also choose not to tell Claire, or not immediately. I could let it brood between us, a silent curse waiting for its moment, and let it erupt when I needed it most. But at the end of the day, it wasn’t about Claire anymore. It was about a beautiful kind-hearted woman I met on a retreat, the cool country breeze accelerating our blood, the mansion we stayed in the perfect setting for what was, ultimately, the only natural outcome of our week spent together.
In a dramatic gesture I leaned my head against the door of my room. Left or right? A glass of brandy was waiting for me in Vivian’s room. A night with Sarah loomed at the top of the stairs. This was my own choice between redemption and revenge. I started walking towards the stairs, the pull of Sarah’s lips, those deliciously crooked strips of red flesh, much louder than the prospect of a glass of alcohol. The hallway was deserted. What did all the others do at this time of the night? Write, of course, they did what they came here for. They looked into their hearts and bled themselves dry on the paper. But for me, it was decision time.
The choice
“Come in,” she said. Her eyes oozed kindness but also determination. I slipped past her, the skin of her left arm, which held open the door, lightly brushing against mine. “I was expecting you.”
“Of course you were.” I sank down in the brown leather couch by the window, my skin itching with frustration. Vivian handed me a wide-bellied glass of brandy, its strong smell now familiar instead of nauseating. She held off her questions, for which I was grateful. I didn’t come here to talk. The time for analysis had passed. It was crystal clear that Claire had enormous control over me. Ever since we met she was present in every action I took, even when she fled to New York for a year. The real choice did not lie between Claire and Sarah, the real verdict would fall later, when I went back home, back to Claire, and decided if I would allow one person, her, to hold such power over me. It wasn’t a moral breakthrough on my part, it was merely a truth that slapped me in the face. I was Claire Burns’s little bitch. Somewhere I would need to find the strength to walk away from her. But I was hardly one to run away from love, especially a love so all-encompassing and majestic as my love for Claire.
“I’m going to talk to my publishers about Sarah’s book. It’s such a powerful story. It needs to be put out there.”
“That’s nice of you.”
“It could be life-changing for her.” I just nodded. In the past couple of days I’d grown to care for Sarah, but just like anyone else I met since that Sunday in 2002, she was no match for Claire.
“Thanks for the brandy and the advice, Vivian. I know I was a difficult customer.”
“You don’t have to say your goodbyes just yet. We have one more day left.”
“Yeah, but tomorrow night’s the farewell party and everyone will just get hammered, me included.”
The next day we were free to do whatever we wanted, as long as it didn’t involve the internet, a phone and alcohol consumption before seven PM.
“This is the kind of introspection reserved for nuns,” I said to Sarah.
“Hardly,” she replied and almost made my heart melt with the amber of her eyes. Within the restrictions of the retreat we did have a lot of freedom, a freedom we needed to handle the roughness of the ride. And it had been one hell of a ride. No booze and no drama made Lee a dull girl, or, as Sarah pointed out, “Just a bit more serious, Lee. Life is not the picnic you think it is.” And she was right. What the hell did I know anyway? I didn’t have two children and a husband waiting for me at home. For all the mess I made of my life, it was blissfully free of responsibilities and real tragedies.
“Will you try to find her?” I asked Sarah.
“Yes, coming here gave me the strength to just do it.” Her hair flowed away from her in the wind. “What about you, Lee? What are you going to do?” I had absolutely no idea. Vivian Carsey hadn’t changed me. Surely she had made me more aware of certain problem areas in my life, but it would take more than an epiphany or two to drag me away from Claire.
“I don’t know.” I followed the waves of her hair as they floated around her face. “I love her. What can you do about that?”
Farewell
The farewell party wasn’t that much of a party. Sure, there was free wine and some music, but mainly there were mixed feelings of elation and, already, nostalgia. I recognised the power of Vivian Carsey, she had a certain something, a conviction and a drive that took you where she wanted you to go. I understood the fandom. She had the personality and charm to effortlessly pull off a week of isolated introspection with perfect strangers. She gave a little speech in which she called us all out by name and personally thanked us while summing up our achievements. She went about it alphabetically and I was the last one to hear my name mentioned. Admittedly, I had to swallow a little tear of something when she said, “And finally, Lee Harlem Robinson, who made a life-altering decision here, even tough she may not yet realise it herself. Good luck, Lee, I believe in you.” Finally, when it was all over and done with, I started reacting to Vivian’s vague wording and universally applicable wisdoms.
I didn’t even get fully drunk, a light buzz was enough to get me through the night. My skin tensed at the thought of seeing Claire the day after. What would I say to her? Probably nothing as she would instantly floor me again with the way her jeans hugged her fifty-three-year-old hips and the husky tone with which she would say, “Baby, come here. I missed ya.” That would be it. I would be hers again.
“One final walk?” Sarah asked.
“Yes please, maybe next time I hear from you will be when I see your name on the cover of your book.” It took a lot to make Sarah blush, her skin was too dark to give in to such mundane redness. Instead, she bent her head slightly to the left and let her eyes fall downward.
“Please, Lee. Don’t say things like that.” I knew she didn’t mean it. We had spent so much time together and shared so much intimate details about our lives that I easily knew when she was pulling my leg.
“You’re going to be a superstar, Sarah Loqmani. Just don’t forget who your friends were.”
With a half moon as her witness, she said, “I will never forget you, Lee Harlem Robinson, there’s not a chance in hell.” Her hand found mine and slowly we strolled to the super-sized tool shed at the edge of the grounds. The stars hid silently behind the clouds and I only saw half a circle of jagged white light when I looked up to the sky. When I relaxed my neck back into its normal position I felt a finger on my chin, then on my lips. The kiss that followed wasn’t sexual, it was a little romantic and definitely intimate but its emotional power was far stronger than any physical consequence it could produce. “I hope you don’t forget me,” Sarah said.
The next day, a Saturday, we all hugged each other goodbye and went on our way. Back to our lives with all their distractions and dramas. As soon as I got on the train I called Claire.
“Hey baby,” she said. I could have cried when I heard her voice. “Guess what?”
“What?”
“I found the perfect place to live.”
“Good for you.”
“No, baby, good for us. I think you should move in with me.”
Darkness of the soul
“I’m not saying pack your boxes and move your stuff immediately. I’m just saying it would make sense.”
“Claire Burns, what on earth has gotten into you?”
“You, of course. Although it’s been a while. When are you due back?”
Panic and passion collided in my blood. Claire was hardly the U-haul type. What was her deal, really? She had only turned up in London three weeks ago. Had she taken the eternal-love and forever-faithful pill? This was not the Claire I knew, it was a polished, perfected copy of her. A woman I wanted to cling to, but also, at the same time, kick hard in the stomach. Maybe what had drawn me to Claire all along was the possibility of danger, the looming sense that anything could happen any time.
I arrived at the train station at noon and she was there, waiting for me. I couldn’t help but wonder why she was going so overboard. Did she have something to hide under the layers of unexpected affection? Surely, a promiscuous person like Claire couldn’t transform into a dream of monogamy over night.
“Hey, baby. Surprise.”
“Let me feel your forehead, please? I’m worried you may have a fever.”
“I’m just happy to see you, that’s all.”
“OK. And you have nothing to, huh, report?”
“Don’t be so paranoid. Now tell me, how did it go?”
She gave me nothing to go on, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was up. Or maybe it was just me. All week I had wanted to be with her so badly, feel the hard skin of her face on my hands, drink in the tightness of her lips, but now that we were finally together, I missed something. Deep down in the pits of my gut, in that almost unreachable dark place, a sense of regret, of missed opportunities, started to burn its way up. Sarah. Somehow, coming back to Claire’s loved-up ways, felt contrived, out of place. Suddenly I craved something different, something more sincere, something pure.
“We need to talk,” I said. I could feel my soul go dark. My heart was about to play an ugly trick. For years I had soaked up Claire’s venom, my body couldn’t hold it any longer, I needed to sweat it out fast. Most of all, I didn’t want a version of Claire that openly longed for me. Would she propose to move to the suburbs next? The Claire I wanted was dangerous and elusive, hard-to-get and always ready to attack. Of course, I couldn’t have my cake and eat it too.
“OK, baby, but before we talk, we have some other urgent business to attend to.” The cab pulled up at her hotel. The sight of it disgusted me. I needed to rebel against my own weakness, against all Claire made it stand for − it was about time. But Claire would not be an easy victim. And she would want to fuck me first. The first ‘no’ would be the hardest. I let the word echo through my skull. I wanted it close by for when I needed it. “Come here,” she said. Her hands felt like strangers on my skin, exciting and sexy strangers.
“No,” I said. But the word drowned in her mouth. If only I had cheated on her, I thought. If only I had some hard evidence to prove that I could do it. But this walking away thing, this business of leaving Claire Burns, it wasn’t going to happen any time soon. I felt the flames licking at my insides though, the flames of a different desire.
A woman transformed
“What did you want to talk about?” Claire asked. I was naked beneath the sheets. My skin was damp and dirty. I wanted to disappear. I closed my eyes and smelled her perfume on me, DKNY − the one targeted at women in their early twenties.
“I’m not moving in with you. It’s too soon.”
“OK, fair enough. But, let’s face it, you’ll probably spend most of your time there anyway.” She ran her fingers over my collar bone, her red nails bringing out the paleness of my skin.
“What have you been up to this week?” She pressed her hand down above my breasts and pushed herself up. It hurt.
“Is that what this is about? You think I’ve been doing God-knows-what?” I stared at the broken-white ceiling. I was so sick of this hotel.
“I met someone.” I pulled the sheets up to my chin. “In Cambridge.” She folded her legs under her body and faced me. Her eyes scanned my skin for signs of something, but it was protected by the sheet.
“OK. Tell me.”
“We kissed.” I felt so inadequate. Why had I not just fucked her?
“That’s it?” Claire’s question seemed to mock me. I was not the one who was supposed to feel so bad about this. I turned my head towards her. I ignored the tears.
“Yes,” I said. “But−” She leaned in and kissed my cheek. Her tongue caught my tears and willed them away.
“It’s OK, baby.” Her lips were so close to my eyes I couldn’t see them. They still reminded me of Sarah’s. “It’s OK.” A heavy sadness settled in my bones. I was the one with the problem. Claire’s tongue travelled down. She trailed a path of sticky wetness on my skin, but it didn’t register. The disconnect was complete.
Time ticked away. Claire slept beside me as if everything was still the same. It was only one AM. The beginning of something new clouded my blood. Vivian Carsey’s last words clung to the back of my skull, like an ever-present reminder. Was this the life-altering decision, then? If I got up out of this bed and quietly let the door fall in its lock behind me, would I be free? I just wanted to go home. Maybe Eleanor had the answers. I left Claire a note saying I’d call her tomorrow and confronted the semi-darkness of the London night.
In Kensington the lights were still on. Good, I thought. Someone to share this bottle of brandy with. I had gotten a real taste for the liquor now, wine had suddenly become too soft, its sting too tame. I found Eleanor in the sitting room with two old ladies from her reading group, and Lucy. Of course.
“What’s up, ladies? Burning the midnight oil at your age, that’s a bit risky, no?” Eleanor got up to hug me and I could smell the sherry on her breath. These old birds were on their version of a Saturday night bender. Good for them. Suddenly I realised that, over the weeks, a strange thing had occurred. Eleanor’s house was my home now. I wasn’t moving anywhere.
“Hi, Lee,” Lucy said. “Are you a woman transformed?”
“Can’t you tell?” I held the bottle of brandy in front of her nose. “I turned to the hard stuff.”
“That bad?”
“I wouldn’t say bad. It was definitely interesting. And not nearly as alcohol-free as the leaflet made it out to be. Want some?” Eleanor’s friends rose and left. It was well past their bed time.
“It’s good to have you back, Lee.” Eleanor said, and excused herself for the night. It was just me and Lucy then. And a bottle of brandy. On a Saturday night.
Disconnect
“Shouldn’t you be having wild reunion sex with Claire right now?” One sentence and I knew Lucy was hammered.
“Obviously not.” I rummaged through Eleanor’s cabinet in search of suitable glasses for the brandy. “Do you want some of this or is your blood saturated enough?”
“I can’t have you drinking alone on a Saturday night, Lee. It wouldn’t be right.” I unscrewed the bottle and the brandy hit my nose hard and nostalgic.
“The real question, boss, is what the hell are you doing at Eleanor’s again on a Saturday night?” Lucy sniffed the liquor in her glass and wiggled her nose.
“You know, you should really stop calling me boss.” She swirled the brandy around in her glass. I would probably have to dare her to drink it. “I find that in certain situations it can be a real turn-on.” Here we go, I thought.
“And I think bosses should never speak to their employees in the way you just spoke to me.”
“Well, I simply believe that sleeping with the boss is quite the turn-on for you, Lee.” Apparently, psychology camp wasn’t over yet.
“Believe what you will. Boss.” Her eyes found mine. She dipped a finger in her glass and slowly brought it to her mouth, rubbing a couple of drops on her lips.
“This is strong stuff. What happened to you out there?”
“This and that. It was a wonderful learning experience though. I am very grateful to you, of course.” Lucy was to drunk to catch the irony in my voice.
“Exactly how grateful?” Her finger went down in the glass again. The intoxication sank her eyes back into her head. A candle on the table made the freckles on her nose dance with its shadows. I leaned back in the couch, the softness of the pillows erasing my resolve. Was I really going to do this? I closed my eyes and saw Sarah. What had Vivian called it? Projecting? Transference? Lucy wouldn’t have to come on very strong tonight. I could never make a clean break with Claire. Whatever stood to happen between us would be dirty and depraved. Lucy would be the catalyst. I didn’t reply to her question. I wanted to give myself a few more moments to tumble deeper into the darkness of my own mind. And then, lights out. Lucy kicked off her shoes and stood up. She kneeled next to my chair and lifted the glass out of my hand. I hadn’t touched it. I didn’t need to be drunk for this. I would take full accountability. “Stand up,” she said. Too many women, I thought. And none of them suitable. Claire was too much, Lucy wasn’t enough and Sarah was too far away. The simple truths are the hardest to accept. I pushed myself up out of the couch and towered over Lucy.
“Just so you know,” I said. She quickly rose to her feet and met my eyes. “I’m not doing this for you.” Then I kissed her. What I really wanted was to go up to my room and drink the entire bottle. Dilute my blood with alcohol until the bed spun violently underneath me and the stars outside did their special little dance, just for me. Instead, I peeled off Lucy's clothes and followed her up the stairs for the blandest fuck of my life. I hadn’t just disconnected from Claire, or Lucy. I had disconnected from myself. And I didn’t have a clue what it meant. As I let the second woman fall asleep next to me that night, I wondered what Manchester would be like this time of year.
Breakfast
I had no hangover to rely on the next morning. It was just me and Lucy’s obnoxiously smiley face. I understood why I had done it, I was desperate to create some kind of rift between Claire and me. I knew myself well enough to realise that only recklessness would get me there. But why, of all the women in London, had I picked Lucy? The answer was as clear as it was simple, because she was there, she was always bloody there, lurking around for a chance at something. The sun drenched my room in a yellow glow. We hadn’t even bothered to close the curtains.
“Morning,” I said. Lucy’s love-sick eyes beamed back at me and for the first time in long months I wanted to be single. Jennifer, Lucy, Claire and Lucy again. All this overlap, this endless line of women with whom I traded different parts of me. Claire had my heart, that was clear, she didn’t have my trust, nor my respect, but she sure had my heart. Jennifer had my self-respect. But really, Jennifer was long-forgotten. And Lucy, she had me by the balls. “I don’t suppose there’s any way we can keep this from your aunt?” Half of Lucy’s clothes, as hard evidence, were still strewn over the sitting room. But I suspected that Eleanor, unlike myself, might be suffering from a hangover.
“It’s nine-thirty, she may still be asleep. I’ll go look.” Lucy pulled a robe from a hanger at the door and tip-toed down the stairs. I fell back into the pillows, the stale smell of sex all around me. Then my phone rang. Claire. I declined the call but she instantly called back.
“Hey, baby. I’m at the door downstairs. I brought you breakfast. I didn’t want to wake the house.”
“W-what? You’re here?”
“Yes. I missed you this morning−”
“OK. Hold on, I’ll come down.” For the love of God, Claire was not someone who served you breakfast in bed on a Sunday morning. I slipped into last night’s shirt and hurried down the stairs. Lucy was quietly making her way back up.
“The coast is clear,” she said. “Auntie Eleanor is still in bed.”
“Lucy, I need you to listen and do me a really big favour.” She would probably fling herself in front of a bus for me right now. “Claire is at the door. I need to let her in. Can you please wait upstairs. I’ll try to get rid of her.”
“Wh−“
“We don’t have time to discuss it, please, Lucy.” I would have begged her on my knees if I had to. I had wished for something to happen but this kind of confrontation, this sick collision of my boss, my home and my girlfriend was a tad too much for an ordinary Sunday morning. “Did you get all your clothes?”
“Yes. I’ll be in your room.” At least it wiped that smug smile off her face.
I took a deep breath and swung the front door open. Claire stood there, all Claire-like in her leather boots and jacket, her mahogany hair darting up and down in the wind, her eyes liquid and sexy, her smile defiant − ready for a fight.
“What is it with you and walking out in the middle of the night? Is that a new habit of yours?” She kissed me full on the lips. I hadn’t had time to wash, Lucy’s smell must have still clung to me. She didn’t seem to notice. “I have croissants and pains-au-chocolat, just like the old days.” My brain frantically searched for a next move. I had to either get her out of the house quickly, or own up.
“Thanks. Why don’t I put on some more clothes and we eat those in the park? It’s a gorgeous morning, don’t you think?”
“I brought pastries for your landlady as well. I came on a bit strong yesterday with the whole moving in thing. I figured you’d be living here for a while and I’d make an effort to get to know your housemates.” She flashed her most cocky smile. “What do you think, baby? Sunday brunch with the family?”
The break-up
I had no one left to blame. I could have come up with a contrived story of Lucy staying over at Eleanor’s but Claire was smarter than that. I sank down on a kitchen chair, my defences down and my cover almost blown.
“What’s wrong, baby?” Claire asked. She sat down next to me. Her knees touched mine but I pulled away. “Did I say something wrong?” I looked at her, the pout of her lips carving long and ugly scars on my heart. This was Claire. All I felt was love.
“I−” How would I ever say those words to her? I closed my eyes and tried to hear how they would sound. Wrong. “I think we should break up.” Tears streamed down my face, gently at first but once Claire’s expression of surprised anguish registered they came down in torrents of despair and disappointment.
“What are you talking about? Why?” I shook my head. Sobs constricted my throat. I wanted her so much in that moment. I wanted to take it all back. I wanted to disappear in her arms. “Whatever happened to you in Cambridge, it doesn’t matter, we’ll get through it. We’ve been through worse.” Inadvertently, I nodded. She made it sound so easy. Then I heard noises upstairs. Lucy. I buried my face in my hands because I didn’t want to look at her when I said it.
“Last night, I slept with Lucy.” Silence. I heard Claire swallow. Minutes passed.
“Look at me.” She grabbed my hands and pulled them away from my wet face. The morning light suddenly seemed too harsh, too much for me. She looked determined, as if she was about to go to war. “Tell me why?” I shrugged. “I don’t care if you slept with half of London last night, I just want to know why.”
“Did you really think we could just pick up where we left off? Seriously?”
“No, of course not. We were doing it differently this time.”
“I can’t do it, Claire. It’s as simple as that. I can’t be your girlfriend anymore.”
“I shouldn’t have pushed you the way I did with the moving in−“
“It’s not about that. It’s about... you.”
“What about me?”
“You’re no good for me. When I saw you again I thought it was this cosmic sign telling me that maybe we belonged together. But we don’t. Too much has happened.”
“Is there someone else? Is it Lucy? Or that woman from−”
“No, Claire. I just want to be alone. I just−” I held my palms up in a gesture of surrender. “It’s all just too much. You’re too much. I don’t trust you and I don’t trust myself.” A cold hand twisted my insides around under my skin. I loved Claire Burns. I had wanted to cause her pain but now all I had was regret. “I’m all screwed up in my head, Claire. You don’t want to be with me.”
“I do, baby, I do.” Her hands felt hot and sticky on mine. “Come here.” She brought my head to her chest, her tears fell into my hair. She was smart. Physical contact would break me. I knew I had to pull away, get away from her arms and her skin, but my body was limp. The first kiss was hesitant and tender as it landed on my forehead. Her hands stroked the skin under my chin, burning my flesh. She lifted my mouth up to hers. Her eyes were dark and violent, her make-up ran down in short black streams. I let her kiss me. I let her pick me up from the chair and push me down on the floor. I wanted her inside of me more than ever before. I always knew it wasn’t going to be an easy break-up.
Gone
“Do you love me?” Claire asked.
“That’s not the point.”
“It’s all that matters, baby.” I pushed her off me and stood up. I ran my fingers through my hair and realised I needed a shower. Claire sat with her back against a kitchen cabinet. Maybe for the first time ever I saw her age pierce through the thick layers of gloss and Botox. I almost felt sorry for her.
“The hell it is,” I said. Her elbows leaned on her knees, making her forearms flop helplessly in the air between us. I needed her out of the house before I gave in to her again. “Just give me some time, please.” She hoisted herself up from the floor, her clothes wrinkled and tear-stained. “It doesn’t have to be final.” I couldn’t help myself. The door needed to be ajar.
“OK,” she said, zipping up her jeans and straightening her boots. “Take all the time and space you need. I suppose it’s the least I can give you.” She sounded defeated and very un-Claire-like. “I hope that in time you can give me the benefit of the doubt.” She walked to the hallway. I reached for her hand but pulled back just in time. I followed her to the door. “I’m not the same woman I was a year ago, Lee, I hope you can see that. I'm ready for this.” She kissed me again. It hit me that it could be our last kiss. I grabbed her head and held on to it. “I hope you can see that I’ve changed,” she said, her face mere inches away from mine, her eyes red-rimmed, her attitude broken. And then she was gone, out of the door and out of my life. But for how long? I missed her already. A sensation of loss settled in my gut. I watched her as she walked away, her heels echoing heavy on the sidewalk. She held her shoulders high but her head drooped down a little. I stood in the doorway, my jeans half-open and my shirt unbuttoned, and watched Claire go. I waited for a sense of relief to come over me, but it didn’t.
“Is she gone?” Lucy asked. She was all dressed and groomed. The clean smell drifting from her body clashing with the dirty sweat and tears on my skin. I needed to rinse away the night.
“Yeah. She is.” It was ironic to break down in front of Lucy. I had left her to rekindle my romance with Claire. I sank down on the bottom step of the stairway. “We broke up.”
“What’s all the fuss about?” Eleanor emerged in her dressing gown and slippers, looking all of her sixty-five years. She kissed Lucy on the cheek, like it was the most normal thing in the world that she was still there. “You look like death warmed up, Lee. What’s going on?” I pulled myself up, shook my head and climbed the stairs, leaving a bewildered Eleanor and Lucy behind me. I wanted to shower and sleep for days. I wanted to go back to Cambridge and rip out the seeds Vivian had planted in my brain. I wanted to un-dramatise myself and reinvent myself as a trustworthy friend and faithful partner. The reflection peering back at me in the bathroom mirror looked like a distant relative. I stripped and stepped into the glass cubicle. And then, finally, the water washed me clean, and, for a minute, I could forget.
Alone
I wanted to be alone but it seemed impossible. Lucy always hovered around somewhere. My muscles cramped, my nerves twitched and my skin felt raw and powerless, exposing my veins as if my blood was there for the taking. Of course, Lucy tricked her mind into thinking I had broken up with Claire for her, but Lucy Rowe was the last person I wanted to be with. I admired her spirit, the zeal with which she kept coming at me. I didn’t understand it, I didn’t even try to, but her determination, in a way, did flatter me.
And then there was the ghost of Vivian Carsey, which haunted me. What had she done to me? How had she taken four years of my life, four years of desperate longing and failed romance, and transformed them into this short anti-climactic break-up? From the second Claire had turned on her heels and had started walking away from me, I had craved her presence more than ever. I knew something had to change. I needed to find some sort of control over myself and our relationship − I wasn’t foolish enough to think I could ever hold any control over Claire − but did it have to be so drastic, so radically transforming as a break-up?
All week I tried to keep to myself. I avoided Alex and Liz − they were never Claire Burns’s biggest fans, and I wasn’t in the mood for their anti-Claire pep-talk. At work, I pretended not to hear Lucy’s innuendo and to my relief I had an Eleanor and Lucy-free weekend to look forward to. Lucy’s parents, whom she hardly ever spoke of, had invited the entire family to a country estate to celebrate their thirtieth wedding anniversary. Except for Jane’s phantom-like presence, I would have the house to myself for forty-eight hours. The prospect of those two days and the simple pleasure of just being by myself was the only thing that could force a smile out of my stubborn lips. From Monday to Friday, on automatic pilot on the tube, at work and in life in general, I anticipated the thud of the front door as Eleanor locked it behind her. The emptiness hadn’t frightened me. I would welcome it, absorb it. I had high expectations of it. The silence of the house would show me where I had gone wrong. But then, as Friday came and Eleanor stuffed a small suitcase in the trunk of Lucy’s car before they both drove off, I suddenly feared the emptiness would swallow me. Claire hadn’t been to the house many times but I saw her everywhere. In the kitchen where we had broken up, in the hallway where she had suddenly appeared one night, in my bedroom where she had seduced me into going to Paris with her. It wasn’t so much the fear that she may have forgotten me − not even Claire would be that heartless − but of what she might do to try to forget me. Was she out and about somewhere, scouting the London night for a one-night-stand? And what if she was? What was it to me?
I knew my refusal to talk to anyone − even my best friends − about the break-up was a form of denial. I had left the door ajar. It wouldn’t take much to let Claire back in. I sat in my favourite arm chair in the living room, a bottle of brandy on the side table next to me, a glass in one hand, my phone in the other. Outside the day was giving in to the night, the grey clouds turning dark-blue, then pitch-black. This was no way to spend a Friday evening. What would I do? And more importantly, who would I call?
Phone conversations
I wanted to call Sarah but you can’t just call a married housewife on a Friday evening − I might have disturbed her while ironing her husband’s shirts. Also, what would I say? But, as always, the desire burned hot and feverish inside of me. She would bite her bottom lip as I said my name, she would strain to force the smile off her face. Friends call friends and ask them how they are, that’s what friends do. As the level of the liquid in my bottle of brandy fell lower and lower, the fire in my gut intensifying with every drop that made its way down my throat, I realised that instead of being comfortably alone, I was incredibly lonely. I should have been with Claire in some fancy restaurant in Chelsea, listening to her plans for her business and her new house. I let my eyes rest on a picture of Eleanor and Annette and I wondered what the fuck love was, if all it did was make us feel this way − defeated, lost and deserted.
And then I couldn’t contain myself any longer. It was either Claire or Sarah and somehow calling Sarah seemed easier, saner, safer. It was nine PM by then and I hadn’t expected a child to answer. It was a girl, her voice high-pitched and insecure. In the background I heard someone ask, “Who is it, darling? Ask if it’s for mummy or daddy.” Sarah. I saved Sarah’s daughter the trouble and asked, “Is your mummy home, honey?” I wanted the girl to step away from the phone as quickly as possible so I could erase her from the situation. She was not part of the plan and she messed with my intentions.
“Hello, Sarah Loqmani speaking.” Finally, her low calm voice, I let it roll over me, let it put out the brandy flames in my belly.
“It’s Lee. I−“
“I’m sorry you must have the wrong number. Good night.” She hung up on me. One kiss and I was a dirty little secret. The alcohol seemed to sink to my legs, chaining me to the chair. The fire in my stomach was back, this time flaring with disappointment and rejection. I had only one choice left now − Claire. I refilled my glass and realised I wouldn’t be going anywhere tonight with this amount of alcohol mixed in with my blood. Then my phone rang.
“Lee, sorry for cutting you off. I wanted privacy to talk to you.” I sat up in the chair. My heart felt triumphant but my stomach burned with the liquor. I took a deep breath and shoved the glass and its nauseating perfume as far away from me as possible.
“Sorry for calling you like that I, huh, just didn’t know how else to go about it.” I could feel my mind go blank and I could already see the dark spots in front of my eyes.
“I can’t really talk right now but I’m going to be in London next Wednesday. I have a meeting with Vivian’s publisher.”
“Really? That’s wonderful. I’m so happy−“
“Can we meet?”
“Yes, of course. I would love that.”
“I’ll call you on this number later, OK?”
“OK.” And she was gone. The beep of the phone ringing loudly in my ear. Fuck, I thought, Sarah’s going to be in London. I hope she doesn’t bring her children. Suddenly the night didn’t seem so dark and the house felt less empty. I sat there for a while, enjoying the silence and the prospect of seeing Sarah, thoughts of Claire banished to the far peripheries of my drunken mind. When I pushed myself out of the chair the living room spun in large circles around me and my stomach started contracting. I rushed to the loo and vomited all the pain out of me. Then I fell into a brandy coma and, the next morning, woke up to the sound of absolutely nothing.
Sarah is coming to town
Sunlight threw thick dusty strokes of heat on my skin. Was it summer now? I tried to lift my head from the pillow but it seemed weighed down with all the worries of the world. Maybe I should go back to wine and lay off the brandy. I never had the constitution to pull of binging on hard liquor. It was just not for me. Then, all the way from the back of my mind, a thought battled its way forward through my muddy hangover. Sarah was coming to town. That was enough to make me forget about my throbbing skull and leap out of bed. She wasn’t coming especially to see me, but what the hell. In a couple of days she would be in London. I had to tell someone. I had to tell Alex. I wasn’t going to waste my Saturday sobbing for all the things I’d lost − my sense of misery only enhanced by the dull sting of a hangover. I had some time to kill until Wednesday. And I needed to think of a way to convince Lucy to give me the day off. I could just ask her. I didn’t have to give her a reason − yeah right. Would Sarah be staying the night in London? Last night’s phone call had been way too short. She said she’d call me again, but when? Millions of questions rattled my brain and taxed my nervous system. Was it too early for a drink?
As I walked through Liverpool Street I was met by a sense of unease. Running into Jennifer, Jack or − the worst − Kim was always a possibility. But Shoreditch was also Alex’s area. Alex who was still happily shacked up with Ben. I wondered how they made their way through all the bullshit. How long had it been now? They’d be married soon if they kept at it. I couldn’t wait to sink my teeth into a greasy burger, Alex’s frown resting on me, his dramatic voice scolding me for taking in enough trans-fat to last me a lifetime. That’s exactly how he would phrase it and, in a silly replay of at least one conversation we had each weekend when we lived together, I would reply, “Hangovers demand fat, Alex. How else can you beat them?”
“You what?” Alex asked, but it wasn’t a question, more a display of disbelief. “You dumped Claire?” I nodded and waited for the sadness to seize me again, for the bubble of regret to painfully climb up through my windpipe and extract a howl from my vocal chords. But it didn’t come. I sat there in the burger joint across from Alex and I didn’t feel the pain anymore. I knew from experience that hangovers don’t numb hurt like that − they tend to do the opposite. “Why?”
“I suppose you could say I had a couple of epiphanies while I was away.”
“Really?” Alex was surprisingly quiet. He must have really been shocked.
“And I met someone else.” That’s when his face lit up − eyes first.
“I knew it, Leesbian. You dog, you filthy slutty bitch.”
“Your kind words warm my heart to its core, darling. You really know how to make a girl feel special.”
“Cut the bullshit, Lee. Tell me everything. Now!”
“Well, along the way I may have fallen for a married housewife from Manchester.” He shook his head.
“Look around you, Lee. Just look out of this tiny window. This is the city of London, borough of Hackney, there are hundreds of available lesbians roaming these very streets night and day. Some of them are even cute. Unlike you, some of them even wear lipstick and mascara. I mean, some of them could even tickle your fancy if you gave them half a chance. So tell me, what the fuck are you doing with a married woman from bloody Manchester? I know you like your women as unavailable as possible, for the thrill of the challenge and all, but you’ve really outdone yourself this time. What are you going to do? Write romantic love letters?” He was right, of course. But I would never give him the satisfaction of admitting it to his face.
“As a matter of fact she’s coming to London this Wednesday and I have every intention of making a less honourable woman out of her.”
Sunday
Sunday afternoon I finally got another call from Sarah. By then my nerves were shot through with anticipation and fear − fear of her not showing up, not calling back, postponing. Fear of anything that might stand in the way of our reunion. Because of my break-up with Claire I had attached a lot of importance to Sarah’s visit. I realised that it was only because of her that I was able to push my sense of failure to the back of my mind. She was my escapism, my drug of choice. Vivian would have disapproved immensely. Sarah would arrive on Tuesday evening − Yes! − and stay with Vivian − Fuck. I didn’t even know Vivian lived in London. She would stay through Wednesday and go back to Manchester in the evening, back to her husband and children. I had no idea which kind of chaperone Vivian would be. Sarah was her protegée now, her discovery. The last thing I wanted was to sit through a dinner with the pair of them.
At seven-thirty I heard Eleanor’s keys in the lock and my forty-eight hours of blissful solitude ended. Of course, in her wake, Lucy walked into the living room as well. She was uncharacteristically quiet, as though she had lost her voice. Eleanor rolled her eyes at me and mouthed, “Don’t ask.” She should have known better because I’m like a child that way, when I can’t know I will go out of my way to find out.
“No matter how much money I make, my mother will never be proud of me until I’m married to an upstanding and incredibly boring man.”
“Best not bring me home then,” I joked, but she didn’t even flinch, let alone smile. What was going on? Lucy usually burst into a giggle when I made the tiniest hint at a joke. Mothers, I thought, from the moment we struggle out of their womb they ruin us with their expectations.
“Is there any of that brandy left, dear? Lucy could do with a stiff drink,” Eleanor said. I showed them the bottle which had about two fingers of liquid left and Eleanor whistled through her teeth. “What a party that must have been.” If only, I thought but I didn’t divulge any details. I poured Lucy all of it and set the glass in front of her. She looked so defeated, I genuinely felt sorry for her. Was I up for a night of pity with her? Hardly, but I needed her to give me Wednesday off and chances were that in the mood she was in, she would make me work for it. “I’m going to wash up, ladies. I’ll fix dinner after,” Eleanor said and she left us alone.
“Do you want to talk about it?” I hesitantly asked. I hadn’t even kissed Lucy since last weekend, when she had merely been a pawn in my break-up game with Claire. She knew it all too well. Lucy Rowe was far from stupid − even though she was apparently stupid enough to fall for me and my antics. Then again, she must have been glad that my affair with Claire had finally unraveled. Lucy sipped the brandy and pulled a sour face. If it was too strong for me, it was deadly for her. “How about some wine?”
“I think I’ll go home. I could do with some alone time after the weekend I had.” I was amazed, but, more than that, I felt like I needed to give her something more than just a glass of alcohol. In a way − a twisted way − Lucy and I were friends. She probably spent more time with Eleanor and me than with anyone else. She needed me.
“Why don’t you stay?” I asked. “You look like you could do with some pleasant company.”
“Would that be you?” Finally, the first hint of a smile crept along her lips.
"Who else, boss?”
The mellow aftermath
“Can I take Wednesday off?” Lucy’s head rested heavy on my shoulder, her hair tickling my lips. We lay in my bed and what better time to ask her than in the mellow aftermath of sex.
“I suppose. You know I’m not difficult about things like that. You can arrange your own schedule as long−”
“−as you turn the copy in on time.” Sometimes I got the two versions of Lucy mixed up in my head. She was a fair boss but it was, at times, hard to see through the thick mist of drama surrounding our twisted friendship − for lack of a better word.
“Thanks, boss.” She didn’t press for more information. She just rolled on her side, her back towards me, and fell asleep. Maybe she had figured me out. If Lucy was about to play hard to get, I would be in trouble.
I let the night tick-tock away. I could twist and turn all I wanted, I knew sleep would not come. Two days of work and then... and then what? What would it be like to see Sarah again? What would I say? I perched myself up against the pillow and let my eyes glide over Lucy who lay on her back now, her body half exposed. Physically, she couldn’t be more different from Sarah. Her skin was so white and freckled, it didn’t stand a chance against Sarah’s exotic complexion. This time, it had been more weakness on my part than on hers that had landed us in bed together. Then again, it always was. What would I do with Lucy? Nothing I had ever done to her was fair, yet she kept coming back for more. Was I her Claire? I ran a hand through her short dirty-blond hair. Tomorrow she would be all boss-like again, dressed in labels and high heels but for now she could just be naked and vulnerable under my sheets. I slid down the pillow and snuggled up to her, craving the warmth of her skin. She turned on her side, her face nearly touching mine, and, still out of it, wrapped an arm around me. This is how lovers sleep, I thought. Girlfriends and partners snooze in each other’s arms. I couldn’t do that with Lucy. I gently crept out from under her embrace and thought of Sarah. For two days I would have a one-track mind. There would be no room for Lucy or Claire. Or Vivian.
When I woke up to the blaring, depressing sound of my alarm clock Lucy was gone. I was alone in my room and it didn’t feel right. The morning sun smuggled some rays through the cracks in the curtains. I listened for the drum of the shower but the house was quiet. Lucy never left like that, like a thief in the night − that was my move. Half-asleep and with a disproportionate sense of dread rumbling through my chest, I went through the motions of the morning. I arrived at work just in time for the staff meeting, in which Lucy totally ignored me. What did I do now, except make her come last night? This was exactly why I had trouble seeing her for the otherwise fair boss that she was. After the meeting she didn’t ask to see me, she just walked out of the room and pretended I didn’t exist.
“It’s only Monday morning and you’ve already rubbed her up the wrong way. Well done, Lee,” Millie said. She would never join the Lucy Rowe fan club. She would never speak to me again if she knew what was really going on either.
“I’m innocent,” I said, “but I’d better go see what it is she thinks I’ve done this time.”
Office talk
“Who’s Sarah?”
“What?”
“Who the hell is Sarah?” Had Lucy read my mind? Had she hypnotised me in my sleep or had I been dreaming out loud? I never even mentioned Sarah’s name to her. Only Alex, Claire and Vivian knew about Sarah’s existence. I closed Lucy’s office door and sat down opposite her. Here we go again, I thought, for another round in the big battle between Lucy and Lee.
“She’s a woman I met on the Vivian Carsey retreat. Why do you want to know?”
Lucy sighed. She wore a navy dress with a matching blazer on top. I always wanted her much more when she was dressed in work attire.
“I’m sorry, but this morning when I woke up I accidentally knocked your calendar off the night stand, and it fell open to this week. The heart-shaped A’s in her name drew my attention to Wednesday. I shouldn’t have looked, I know that. But I did. So here we are. Again.” Oh fuck. That’s what being home alone this weekend did to me. In a fit of romantic enthusiasm I had doodled hearts around Sarah’s name. It wasn’t for anyone to see, especially not Lucy. Also, Lucy was not supposed to be in my room last night. But there you go − weakness all around again. How would I play this? Angry or hurt? Certainly I was allowed to be vexed about her snooping through my calendar.
“Is that why you snuck out this morning?”
Lucy nodded.
“Is this Sarah the reason why you dumped Claire?” It suddenly hit me that I had spent all my time in Cambridge discussing Claire. Lucy’s name had only come up occasionally and I had always dismissed her as my cooky boss. But here she sat. My cooky, hurt, angry boss.
“Not directly. She’s just a friend−”
“Like I’m just a friend?”
I looked over Lucy’s head, out of the window. She had the corner office but what else did she have? The sun lit up the walls outside, casting shadows of one building on to the next.
“You’re not just a friend, Lucy. You know that.”
“Did you sleep with her?”
“God no−”
“But you have feelings for her?” A nervous shuffling of footsteps on the other side of the door announced more visitors and a knock on the door kept me from replying. Annabelle, Lucy’s brand-new assistant, reminded Lucy of her ten AM appointment − I was saved by the bell.
“Can we talk about this tonight?” I asked. Lucy stretched her neck and folded her hands behind it. The sun caught the highlights in her hair. Lit from behind like that, in that tight-fitted dress, she suddenly seemed like more than suitable material for a stormy office romance.
“You know what, Lee? I think I’m about done talking to you.” What did I expect? That she would just keep on pining for me forever? Either way, her words stung like acid on my skin.
“You know, I think she has the hots for you,” Millie said. I shot her a look of disapproval. “I really do.”
“You’re talking rubbish.”
“Well, if you ask me, there must be something going on. One day she can’t blow enough smoke up your bum and the next you may as well not be here.”
“I’m not asking you, Millie.”
“Someone’s cranky today. Fight with the missus?”
“What missus?”
“You were seeing that Claire again, weren’t you?”
“Nope.” I shook my head. “As usual, you’re way behind.”
“It’s bloody difficult keeping up with your love life.”
“We can’t all live in suburban domestic bliss like you, Millie. What would the world be like?”
“Excuse me, but Croydon is not a suburb.”
“Don’t you have some spa to review?”
“I’m visiting one this afternoon. Would you like to join? You look as if you could do with some serious relaxing.” I looked over to Lucy’s office.
“As tempting as the offer is, the boss is going to eat me alive if I don’t make tonight’s deadline.”
“At least she’ll have an excuse then.”
I smiled and shook my head. Millie walked away but I couldn’t keep my eyes off Lucy’s door. Had she really gone off me? And what was that feeling of terror in my gut?
Working late
I worked late that Monday night. I had a feeling I wouldn’t see Lucy at Eleanor’s house tonight, or any other night, any time soon, and I wanted to say something to make it right − even though I hadn’t an inkling of what that could be. The truth was that from the beginning I had treated Lucy like garbage, taking her up on her numerous offers when I felt like it and casting her aside when someone better, someone like Claire, came along. Not to say that she was innocent, but she had the power of love on her side. Lucy was in love with me. The feeling wasn’t mutual but I didn’t waste time exploiting it whenever I felt the need. It was unfair and dishonest. She deserved better. I waited until the last of our team trickled out of the office − of course it was Jim, who probably hadn’t recovered from the short spur of attention Lucy had lavished on him while she was trying to get back at me. I printed an article I'd been slaving over for the past two hours, failing to find the right words, my mind occupied elsewhere − romance does not belong on the workfloor and there’s a good reason for that.
“Hey boss, can I talk to your for a second?” Lucy looked at her watch and pulled a dismissive face.
“Is it urgent? I have somewhere to be.” Yeah right, I thought. Next you’ll make me believe you’re going back to men. But I played along.
“I’ve been struggling with this piece on−”
“When’s it due?”
“Thursday.”
“Then give it some time and if you’re still having problems on Wednesday, come−” She stopped mid-sentence. Wednesday was my day off. My day with Sarah.
“Look, it’s not about the article. We both know that.” She got up and started piling papers into her briefcase. “Please, Lucy. Can we talk?”
“Say what you have to say, Lee. I’m listening.” She stretched her back and leaned against the window sill. The night was almost black behind her. She looked so indifferent, so unreachable.
“I’m sorry you had to see that in my calendar and I’m sorry that I’ve hurt you. I haven’t treated you right, I know that.”
“There’s really no need for apologies. This thing between us has dragged on long enough. I won’t treat you differently in the office and your job is not in danger. There, happy?”
“It’s not about the job, Lucy. It’s about, huh, us, I guess.”
“When was there ever an us? When you dumped me for Claire? When you used me to get back at her?” What was I trying to salvage here, anyway?
“Can we at least be friends?”
“Friends?” She spat the word out like it was a rotten piece of meat. “What is it, Lee? Do you feel me slipping away? Are you getting anxious I won’t be there at your beck and call anymore?” When did she learn to read me like that? “I’m done with you. Over and done.” My frustration grew. I had never made her any promises and I had certainly never double-crossed her. She was the one who tried to trick me into bed any chance she got. I had no idea what I was doing anymore. Maybe I should call Vivian, I thought. She made me create the mess I was in, the least she could do was guide me out of it.
“Well, I’m glad for you, Lucy. Really, I am.” I dropped the sheet of paper on the floor and walked out, collected my jacket and bag, and, without looking back, exited the building. It all felt much more dramatic than it ought to.
Death by blazer
On Tuesday, just as I was about to head out for my lunch break, Sarah called. This is it, I thought, I will not take no for an answer, I need to see her tonight.
“Hey, Lee. I’m just boarding the train. I should be in London in two hours. Would you like to have dinner tonight?” It was that easy − I always worried over nothing.
“That would be great.”
“Do you know a good place in the, huh, let me see, Kensington area?” Was she kidding me? And was Vivian Carsey my neighbour?
“As luck would have it, I do. Text me Vivian’s address, I’ll pick you up.”
“Oh, you don’t have to go out of your way for me.”
“Believe me, it’s no trouble at all.” I wanted to see where Vivian lived. And I also wanted to see the look in her eyes when I rang her bell to collect Sarah.
Of course, Vivian’s house was in Holland Park. When I called for Sarah at eight PM sharp I half expected a butler to open the door. Instead, none other than the famous Miss Carsey herself greeted me, looking all dolled up and ready to go. She had time for a hug and some wise words, though.
“Remember Lee, she’s married,” Vivian said. “And that’s not going to change anytime soon.” And off she went − to some overpaid reading gig no doubt. While I waited for Sarah to emerge, my blood hot and my skin damp, I made a note to buy a good bottle of brandy and visit Vivian some time, maybe next week. Seeing Sarah would no doubt mess me up sufficiently. And we were neighbours, although her side of the district was much more affluent than where I lived. Maybe I should invite her to dinner at Eleanor’s, I thought, see what kind of fireworks that would generate. And then a door creaked and Sarah stood in front of me, in all her beige-blazered glory. A well-worn blazer floors me. Sarah knew this. She had profiled me at Vivian’s workshop and the blazer in general is an important part of who I am. Basically, blazers and drama are my life.
“Hi Lee,” she said and immediately threw her arms around me. Were we alone in this house? “How are you?”
“You look amazing.” I was tongue-tied. Stunned. Sometimes, in our imagination, we can make people look better than they actually are, but Sarah had nothing on my imagination. Her skin seemed to glow, her lips shone, her eyes sparkled and the beige of the blazer made her deep and dark complexion stand out even more. I was lost, a goner.
“Like my blaze?” She smiled and lifted the bottom ends up with her hands. “I bought it today. I wanted to look my best for you.” Was she flirting? This was a different person from the demure housewife I met in Cambridge. We had a lot to talk about, if only my lips could start forming words again, and my throat produce sound. I wanted to feel her arms around me. I wanted to taste her lipstick − the only dinner I was hungry for stood right in front of me. I took a step closer and grabbed her hands.
“Please forgive me,” I said. “But you kind of brought it on yourself.” I kissed her right hand. “What with the blazer and all.” I kissed her left hand. “What on earth were you thinking?” I looked up into her eyes. A wide smile broke her face in two.
“Exactly what you’re thinking now.” She killed the smile and pursed her lips together in a kiss. A minute later a beige and a grey blazer lay crumpled on Vivian’s mahogany hallway floor.
Twenty-four
I let myself disappear into Sarah completely. I offered myself to her without any need to get something back. I was hers for the taking. We had but one night together, one night in Vivian’s Victorian townhouse, one night to make as much memories as possible. The touch of her fingers on my skin, her lips in my hair, her tongue in my mouth, I wanted to capture all the moments, bottle them and treasure them forever. When dawn broke all over us, the sun mercilessly announcing the end of our night together, I wondered what could possibly be more cruel than one night with Sarah. Tonight she would leave, her memory scarring my soul forever − or at least for way too long. It seemed too absurd to ask about her husband, he was just a transparent notion, a shadow figure in the back of my head. I knew the cruelty would lie in the aftermath because in the hours before the morning came, there was not a glimmer of sadness. With her, I could let it all slide, I could forget, like a twelve-hour heroine high − nothing else existed. The come-down was hard, the sunlight too bright and Vivian’s call for breakfast too intruding.
I dwelled the streets of London while Sarah sat in her meetings. We ate lunch with Vivian and celebrated Sarah’s book deal. I had a million questions, the most burning one being what her husband thought of his stay-at-home wife becoming a lesbian novelist. Fiction may be fiction but the truth has a nasty habit of seeping through. But we didn’t speak of husbands and children, it was as if they didn’t exist while Sarah was in London − while she was with me. As the hours flew by, the seconds ticking away in double time, I familiarised myself with her features. That bold nose, those amber eyes, her wide lips. And that caramel skin which she allowed much more freedom this time. I tried to breathe her in and hold her in my lungs. Twenty-four hours is nothing, but to say that she may as well not have come, would be a crime. I tried to steel myself for her departure but nothing could have prepared me for that moment of desperate dread. I didn’t let her out of my sight when she boarded the train and I followed her on the platform as she found her seat. She had only gotten on at the last possible second, leaving no time for another goodbye from both sides of the dirty window. As the train pulled itself into motion I felt a deep sense of loss rise up from the soles of my feet, through my legs and all the way to my heart. It wasn’t just Sarah, in truth, she was just a passer-by, a visitor to the drama of my life. It was Lucy and, most of all, it was Claire.
I stood there on the deserted platform until it became crowded again, commuters elbowing their way around me to find a good spot. I stood there until a text message snapped me out of my apathy. “I’ll be back soon,” it said but it didn’t offer me any solace. What if she came back? She would sleep in my arms for a night and then what? Alex’s words came back to mock me, “What are you going to do, Lee? Write romantic love letters?” I turned around and faced the exit. Where would I go? I could get drunk with Alex or seek counselling from Vivian. I could go home to Eleanor. I could fuck Lucy into adoring me again. Or I could ask Claire to take me back. Five roads stretched out in front of me as I left the station. My heart, that beaten-down old sod of a muscle, led my feet to the only place I really wanted to be.
Wallpaper
I stood outside Claire’s hotel, that wretched place where it had all begun, and debated with myself one last time. If I went in it wouldn’t be for a cup of tea. If I knocked on her door, I would demand of her to slam me against the wall and fuck me blind − steal away my senses. I walked past the front desk and took the stairs to her room on the first floor. I turned the corner just in time to see a middle-aged couple slip into the room − was she swinging now? Then it dawned on me she had found a house. I hadn’t seen her since that Sunday morning I made her walk away from me, her head held high but both our spirits crushed. Claire Burns had moved and I had no idea where she lived.
I asked the front desk if they could give me a forwarding address but the receptionist looked at me as if I didn’t belong there and told me she wasn’t at liberty to say. I stepped back out on the street, deflated and empty. I wanted the element of surprise on my side when I saw Claire. I needed to see her most honest reaction to my sudden appearance. I also − because who was I kidding? − needed to see if she was alone. Theresa would help. Good old Theresa, my ex-boss and saviour in all sorts of dire times.
“Lee, what a surprise. Ever heard of that thing we call keeping in touch?”
“I have, I have, I just can’t seem to find the time in between all the drama.”
“You must come to dinner at our house some time. You know Geoffrey adores you.”
“I’ll go anywhere with you except to your house, Theresa, no offence.”
“That’s no way to speak to your ex-employer. Then again, I hear you’re in the business of treating us all like yesterday’s paper.”
“Yeah. Not you though, boss. Dinner next week, I promise.”
“Good. Now what can I do for you? You’re not just calling to say hello, I presume?”
Half an hour later I stood in front of a white terraced house in Bayswater. I would never have picked it as Claire’s new neighbourhood, but maybe she had truly changed. The second I rang the bell the door flew open and a man strapped in a heavy tool belt slid past me without saying a word. I held the door ajar so I could step inside.
“Claire? Are you in here?” The place only looked half-finished. Dust rose up around me as I inched further along the narrow hallway. “Anyone home?” I heard stumbling on the floor above me. She was obviously still settling in. The footsteps grew louder as someone descended the stairs. The door had fallen in the lock and there was no light in the hall.
“Lee? Is that you?” Claire was covered in a thick layer of dust. She wore dungarees. Was she doing the work herself? Had the world come to an end?
“In all my glory,” I joked. I had to laugh. Seeing Claire so completely out of character flushed the drama right out of me. And I could do with a good giggle. “What the hell are you doing?”
“Can’t you tell,” she said, her voice defiant and clear, “I’m taking down wallpaper.”
“Seriously? Do you have any idea what that does to your nails?”
“I don’t give a fuck about my nails.” Slowly, she let her glance glide from the top of my head to the tips of my shoes. “Do you?”
“Show me.” I held out my hand. She didn’t blink as she put the tool on the step behind her and showed me her fingers without touching me. I tried to grab them but she pulled them away.
“Will that do, baby?” She asked. “Can I fuck you with these nails?”
Since we last spoke
“That took you long enough,” Claire said after she had fucked me in the shower and then on a mattress on her bedroom floor, dust all around us. “I had expected you sooner.”
“This place doesn’t exactly look ready to receive visitors yet.”
“Is that what you are? A visitor?” I sat up and looked around me, unable to face her. The place was a dump.
“What the hell are you doing here, Claire? This house is nowhere near ready for you.”
“If I had to stay in that hotel one more day I would have stripped my room of wallpaper, and it doesn’t even have any.” She grabbed her dungarees and slipped inside them, naked underneath.
“There are other solutions, you know.”
“You know me, baby. I’m a creature of habit.”
“Except when it comes to sexual partners.” I didn’t mean to say it. I hadn’t come to defy Claire. I hadn’t come to fight.
“Now there’s a habit I have changed.”
“Yeah?”
“When have I ever lied to you?” She walked around the room aimlessly, bags and boxes scattered all over the dirty wooden floor. She had nothing to hang on to.
“Honestly? I have no idea.”
“I know why you’re here, Lee. I know what goes on in that little head of yours and the answer to your question is no. I haven’t slept with anyone since you. Not to prove a point but simply because I’m not interested.” The dungarees, the personality transplant, the state of her house, it all made Claire seem like a different person. I rose from the bed and made my way to the en-suite to find my clothes. I felt dirty just walking through the room, dust settling on my skin, dirt clinging to my hair.
“Do you want to stay at my place for a while? At least until the builders are out?” Claire laughed, it was one of those sarcastic mute smirks that made my knees go weak.
“Oh sure, your landlady and her niece will be thrilled to have me.”
“I’ll sort it with Eleanor. Lucy has nothing to do with it. You can’t stay here, Claire. You’ll get sick.”
“Since when are you so worried about my health?” At last the edge in her voice returned.
“I believe it started on a Sunday in the year 2002.”
“Come here,” she said and grabbed my arm. The kiss floored me. If she’d asked me to marry her there and then I would have said yes a thousand times. After all this time, after all we had done to each other, she could still murder my resolve, kill my sanity with one simple kiss, her hand on the back of my neck, her lips light as a feather as they hovered over mine, not fully committing yet, just offering a taste of what was to come − as if I didn’t know already, as if it was the first time. “I love you, baby. By God, sometimes I wish I didn’t but I goddamn love you.” I wanted to cry. I wanted to give way to all the emotions I had kept buried beneath bottles of brandy and endless drama but I had to get out of that house. I was as messy as the next person − probably even more − but the disarray and dishevelment of Claire’s new place made me want to run.
“Pack your bags, woman. I’m taking you home.”
“OK, but tell me, what have you been up to since we last spoke?”
Irony
I fell in love for twenty-four hours, I thought. I fell in love with someone I wanted you to be and then I fell in love with you again. I didn’t tell Claire about Sarah's visit. I would do it later, after I’d faced Eleanor’s surprised expression and crammed a couple of Claire’s pant suits into my closet, their poshness contrasting heavily with my faded jeans and wrinkled t-shirts. Truth be told, I hadn’t really thought my offer through when I asked Claire to stay with me. Eleanor wouldn’t be the problem, she’d do anything to help a fellow lesbian out. The real issue would be Lucy and, well, me. I feared that going from breaking up to shacking up, albeit only temporarily, in less than two weeks would prove even too dramatic for a drama queen like me. And, once again, the irony of the situation slapped me cold in the face. The ultimate catalyst for my break-up with Claire had been her question to move in to her new house and, now, I was inviting her to stay with me. Vivian Carsey, I thought, I need some brandy and some Vivian to help me see things clearly again. But for now Eleanor would have to do.
As the cab pulled up in front of Eleanor’s I prayed to whatever was out there that Lucy wouldn’t be at the house. It was almost ten o'clock and fatigue was starting to get the better of me. Sarah would be reunited with her family by now, her children tucked safely into bed, her husband − her husband what? Did he wrap his arms around her? Did they kiss? Did they drink champagne in celebration of the book deal for her lesbian novel? Only twenty-four hours ago I was in bed with her, only twenty-four hours ago I was gasping for air just because she winked at me in a particular way. And here I was now, hauling bags of Claire’s clothes up the stairs and there she was, in Manchester, doing whatever she did. Too much irony, I thought, just too bloody much.
To my relief the house was empty and we could move Claire in without questions. It was only for a week or so, I kept telling myself. And it should be fun having her around, what with our new found longing for each other, our renewed lust, our declaration of love. And if anything, it should definitely keep me from sleeping with Lucy. Poor Lucy who, once again, had lost − maybe I should send her to see Vivian.
“I’m going to take a shower,” Claire said. “Wanna join?”
“Sure. Hop on in. I’ll be right there.” I was so tired, my bones felt as if they’d doubled in weight, dragging me down, pushing me into the softness of my bed from where I had watched Claire unpack the few belongings she had brought. I undressed and just as I flung a sock into the laundry basket in the corner − and missed − Claire’s phone rang. It was almost eleven and it just lay there on my desk, mere inches away from me and blaring loudly, challenging me. I had to look. I had no choice. None.
The name Susan blinked on the screen, screaming for attention, defying me. From the bathroom I heard splashing sounds of water. Claire hadn't heard. I picked up.
“Hey you,” the voice said. “Is this a good time?” I felt my blood go hot with rage.
“A good time for what, baby?” I asked in a low voice, trying to impersonate Claire. A sultry laugh came through the speaker and settled in my ear − a sound I wouldn’t forget easily.
“What are you wearing, Claire? Not too much, I hope.” I hung up and just stood there, naked, and scorned again.
Sherlock
I felt empty, stolen from − utterly robbed. I was too exhausted to confront Claire immediately, the soft memory of my night with Sarah caving under this new disappointment and the prospect of another sleepless night, with Claire breathing beside me as if everything was hunky-dory, stretching out in front of me. I joined Claire in the shower and washed the dust off only to have it replaced by a fresh film of doubt and deception, soaking through my skin right into my blood and core. I didn’t flinch when she touched me and I didn’t waver when she kissed me goodnight. I waited until she was asleep, her body too close to mine. I picked up her phone from where I had left it earlier and scrolled through the call list. If this Susan was a regular caller I needed to know. I needed some ammunition to defend myself with because Claire was an expert at disarming me − it was what she did best. That and then twisting the knife in the wound. A few calls from Theresa popped up in the incoming calls list, along with a slew of numbers that could be anyone’s. If this was a one-off it sure as hell didn’t sound like one. I navigated to the outgoing calls and there it was, like clock-work, every night for the past five days Claire had telephoned Susan around eleven PM. If it hadn’t been so painful I’d have felt like a right Sherlock, gathering evidence and drawing my conclusions. Next I investigated her text messages and soon found one from Claire to Susan, sent at ten-twenty − when I was lugging her bags up the stairs − saying, “Can’t call tonight. Will explain tomorrow.” Obviously Susan hadn’t received it, or had decided to ignore it. Claire purred next to me as if she was the most innocent person in the world. And me, I was made a fool of once again. I longed for Sarah then, for her love − or whatever it was − which came from another place entirely than Claire’s sex-starved self-serving soul. Hell, even a night with Lucy would have been better than waking up beside Claire the next morning.
I sat there, naked on the edge of my bed, Claire’s phone, as proof of something, burning in my hand. It wasn’t even midnight yet. Then I heard the soft thud of the front door falling in the lock downstairs. Eleanor was home. She could give me some advice, or at least listen to me and make this night bearable. I stood up to put Claire’s phone back on the desk but, not paying attention to all the foreign objects she had brought into my room, tripped on one of her boots − the really sexy ones − and dropped the phone hard on the wooden table.
“Are you all right, baby?” Claire asked, half-asleep, feeling for me in the bed with one arm. “What’s wrong?” I looked at her, the pout of her lip − the one thing that always grabbed me by the throat − infuriating me and I couldn’t hold back. Her guard was down and this was my time to attack.
“I forgot to tell you, but you got a call from Susan when you were in the shower. I took the liberty of answering it.”
“What? Who’s Susan?”
“I don’t know, Claire. You tell me.”
“Come back to bed, Lee. She’s nobody.” I felt ridiculous standing there, all naked in the darkness of my room with Claire ready to resume her slumber. What was she made of on the inside? Concrete? Steel? Cold hard stones? I flicked on the light and she hid her eyes under her hands. She looked so vulnerable all of a sudden − helpless and old.
“Either you pack your stuff and get out of my room now, or you tell me who the fuck Susan is. Your choice. Baby.”
The blame game
“I was lonely. You dumped me, remember? You slept with your boss, who, if you ask me, is a raging lunatic.” A few sentences, spat out with confident arrogance, and Claire was back on top. We both sat naked on my bed.
“Only three hours ago you told me you weren’t interested in anyone else.”
“I’m not interested in Susan, I’ve never even seen her−”
“But you got off with her?”
“Only on the phone. You know how I like thick British accents and I could hardly call you−”
“You’re making this into a joke. Once again, you’re taking me for a bloody fool.”
“I understand that you’re upset but it was just some harmless fun.”
“How many times did you call her?”
“A few times.”
“Growing into a nice little bedtime habit, was it? Where did you even meet her?”
“That website, Gaydar Girls, you mentioned it once and I looked it up.”
“Gaydar? Are you kidding me?”
“We started chatting and exchanged mobile numbers.”
“Without having seen her picture?”
“I only saw a photo of her cat.”
“Whatever happened to never lying to me, Claire?”
“You’d only just come back. I didn’t want to upset you with something as silly as that.”
“This is exactly why I can’t trust you. There’s always a skeleton hiding in your closet.”
“My hotel room got pretty lonely. Which is why I moved out as soon as I could plant a mattress on the floor in my house. I wasn’t lying when I told you I wasn’t interested in anyone else, baby. I couldn’t be bothered going out. I just sat there in my hotel room with a laptop and my phone.”
“I feel so sorry for you.”
“Let’s get a few things straight here, Lee. You broke up with me. You slept with Lucy. And then there was the woman from that work-shop you went to. You hurt me. You make it seem like I’m the big monster in all of this, and I know I’ve done you wrong, but that was then. This time around it’s not me who has the most explaining to do.”
“Oh OK, so it’s my fault now.”
“Forget Susan, she’s of no importance. Focus on what you want from this relationship, from me. I told you, I have everything to give, absolutely everything. And I’m not a machine, Lee. I have feelings too and they get hurt just as easily as yours.”
“I slept with Sarah.”
“Who’s Sarah?”
“The woman from the retreat. She came to London.”
“To sleep with you?”
“No, she’s married, she has kids. She was here on business but we got together.”
“When was this?”
“Last night.”
“And the day after you track me down, fuck me, and whisk me back to your place? What a shag that must have been.”
“I should have told you, I just−I don’t know. I just don’t know.”
“Is there anything else I should know? What about Lucy?”
“I slept with her as well. Last Sunday.”
“Good God, Lee, what on earth are you trying to prove? Running from one woman to the next. And you go off on me because of some stupid phone sex?”
“I told you when I broke up with you. You don’t want to be with me. I’m all screwed up.”
“Did I do this to you? Am I the one who fucked you up like that?”
“If only I knew.”
“The last thing I am is judgmental, but I think it’s time you took a long hard look at yourself, baby. I hardly recognise you anymore.”
“It’s such a mess, ever since I left Paris my life has been such a mess.”
“I think it was a mess long before that.”
Just me
“Do you want me to go?”
“Honestly, Claire, I have no idea what I want.”
“Sleep on it. You know how problems always seem much worse in the evening.”
“Yeah.”
“Come here,” she said. But her hug didn’t offer comfort, the touch of her flesh scalded me instead of having the usual soothing effect. In the lowest pits of my gut I already knew this was the breaking point, not just of my affair with Claire, but of everything, all the failures I had piled on top of each other in the course of the years and, especially, the past month. I could dance around it all I wanted, I could invite Claire to live with me while trying to get back in Lucy’s good graces. I could spin them both tales of regret and love while longing for Sarah from a safe distance. But I knew that, ultimately, it was time to beg for forgiveness. I lay in bed next to Claire, my room not nearly as dark as I wanted it to be, and I could see images of all the women I hurt flash through my tired skull. Nathalie, Katy, Louise, Lucy and, most of all, Kim. Their faces blurred together into one big dramatic bloodbath. “I’m sorry,” I said, but no one listened.
“I’ll move my stuff back out tonight.” Claire emerged from the shower, a towel folded around her body, shielding it from my eyes, as if I no longer had any rights to watch it. For hours I had waited for her to get up, hours of feverish and dream-stung self-reflection. When she finally rolled out of bed fifteen minutes earlier I wanted to fall asleep instantly, alone, away from ever-prying eyes − just me.
“Where will you go?” I forced myself to ask, because as the night had slowly ticked away, I had felt my concern for Claire’s well-being dissolve, just like the darkness had faded into morning once again.
“Home.” The awkward silence in my room was only broken by the hissing and sliding sounds of Claire slipping into her jeans and boots.
“Are you not going to work?”
“Later, I have something to do first.” Her face was as stoic as ever, skin taut, lips pursed. “Can Eleanor let me in this afternoon?” Her voice was all business, as if we weren’t breaking up for the second time in two weeks. I nodded. It was only seven AM. Where was she rushing off to so early? She went back into the bathroom for a couple of minutes and came back out all made-up and ready to attack the day. She grabbed her jacket, the casual leather one, her bag and started for the door. I just lay there in my bed, powerless, paralysed, watching her walk away − she was only the love of my life. Before she turned the handle she hesitated and stood with her face to the door for a second. “Ask me to stay,” she mumbled. “Why don’t you ask me to stay?” Her voice broke first, quietly and then more powerful as she kept repeating the question. Then the tears came and messed up her freshly applied make-up, dragging dark lines of mascara along her cheekbones. I jumped out of bed and tried to hug her but she held her hands out, willing me to stop. “Just ask me to stay,” she said one last time. But I couldn’t. My mouth was too dry, my tongue too stiff, my heart too unwilling.
“I’m sorry.”
“Well, it looks like you were right then. You are too screwed up for me to be with.”
“Yeah.” I shivered as I stood there, naked in the early morning light. “Looks like I was.”
Sex and drama
Claire’s heavy boots crashed down the stairs and I kept standing there, in the middle of my room, skin bare and brain unable to process. Then my alarm went off, the blaring beep startled me back into reality. She was gone and the door was firmly shut this time. And I had to go to work. I had to face the wrath of Lucy after my day off with Sarah. And then later, after work, I would have to come back to a bedroom emptied of Claire’s fancy clothes and belongings. It was too much − simply too overwhelming. I needed to call in sick. I needed to sleep, to disappear into my empty bed, to not feel for just a couple of hours. Lucy would skin me alive if I called her directly, or at least torture me with a slew of vile remarks, or, even worse, complete ignorance. I decided to take advantage of Eleanor’s motherly feelings towards me. Of course there was no use in trying to fool her. She was clever enough to see right through me, and she must have heard Claire’s dramatic departure − it wasn’t the quietest of break-ups. So I went downstairs and, over a cup of strong hot coffee, told her the truth, the whole dirty lot of it.
“I’m sorry, Lee. But I can’t do that.” Did I not look pathetic enough? Did Eleanor need to see even more tears? “I have to respect Lucy’s position as your boss.” What was it with all the morals and scruples in this family all of a sudden? “Can’t you call her assistant?” Of course. Annabelle. She was so new to the job I had forgotten about her. The fact that she was a fake plastic blonde with an irritatingly high-pitched giggle for a laugh didn’t help. Why had Lucy hired her, anyway? Could she really be swayed by board members to employ their mistresses? She hardly seemed like the type.
“Blogging The Globe. Lucy Rowe’s office. How may I help you?” Annabelle’s nasal tone beamed back from one side of my skull to the other. Her voice made me feel as if I had drunk three bottles of brandy last night − and all I’d had was sex and drama.
“Annabelle, it’s Lee. I can’t come to work today. I’m sick.”
“Oh. What’s wrong with you?” The nosy cow. It was none of her business.
“Bad night. Throwing up, you know, the works.”
“Hangover eh?” She giggled and then abruptly stopped.
“Is it for me, Annabelle?” I heard a voice say, Lucy’s voice. Fuck. Annabelle hesitated.
“Oh no, I mean yes, Lucy,” she stammered. Clearly she didn’t get a front row seat when brain matter was distributed. Then again, Lucy’s stare could be pretty intimidating. “It’s Lee. She’s not feeling well.”
“Give me the phone,” Lucy said and next thing I knew her voice barked right into my ear, loud and clear. “Well, well. Stayed up too late writing lesbian poetry with your girlfriend from Manchester, did you?” What was she doing? No one in the office, including Annabelle, knew about us. It only takes one overheard remark to set the gossip train on fire.
“I’m unwell.”
“I see.” She had recovered now and brought her voice to its usual low register again. She was back in control. “Take care then.”
“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” Eleanor asked, after I’d put the phone down.
“Not for me it wasn’t. But you may want to call Lucy later, because I think she just made a big mistake.”
Celibacy
On Friday I went to work and managed to avoid Lucy all day. Maybe, after her little mishap in front of Annabelle, she didn’t want to be seen with me, or maybe she really was out for meetings all day. After lunch, the lure of the weekend already buzzing in the dusty office air, I casually strolled past Annabelle’s cubicle. I played it cool when she asked, “Feeling better, Lee? We were worried about you.” I hadn’t spent enough time in her company to detect if her über-friendliness was actually a quizzing sneer, so I kept my guard up. I would never trust the likes of Annabelle anyway, with their prefect hair and matching skintone − the sole point to their existence to make real women feel like cosmetic failures.
“I’m perfectly fine, Annabelle. Thanks for asking.”
I knew I wouldn’t be able to steer clear of Lucy forever, she was the boss. But as my desire for Claire had dwindled after one too many unnecessary emotional confrontations, so had my ambition to please Lucy as more than her employee. I needed to be alone − it was as simple and easy as that. I had a vague plan in my head to see Anna, Nathalie’s therapist girlfriend, that weekend and maybe ask her for a recommendation for a good shrink. My short experience with Vivian had caused so much turmoil in my life and had triggered so much change in me in such a short time that I felt I needed to explore it more. It was time to crawl out from under the layers of self-inflicted drama and burgeoning alcoholism. I needed someone to talk to − a professional. Because as cool as I could be about it all that Friday, I knew the aftermath would be brutal. A weekend of bingeing loomed. I already had a night on the town planned with Alex − it takes more than a good night’s sleep to forget a woman like Claire.
I met up with Alex in a small pub in Shoreditch. He sat at the bar with a woman I’d never seen before. She didn’t immediately strike me as one of his hags.
“Leesbian, let me introduce you to my new best friend, Lou. She’s my new copywriter. She’ll be spending all day every day with me. Maybe you can tell her about what that is like.”
“Fortunately, I’ve never had to deal with you in a professional capacity, so all I can say is, Lou, this guy will drink you under the table. Don’t even try to compete.”
“We’ll see about that,” Lou said, a faint smirk etched around the corners of her mouth. She would be a good match for Alex.
“So, who have you been shagging this week, Leesbian?” Alex asked. “It’s hard to keep track these days.” He nudged me with his elbow and rolled his eyes at Lou.
“Alex, please. What must this lady think of me. We’ve only just met.”
“You know me, I tell it like it is.” Lou didn’t seem at all fazed by our banter. Throughout she kept a stoic face, her lips taut and her jaw clenched − only occasionally allowing for the tiniest of smiles to crack through.
“I’m a single woman and I intend to keep it that way. I may even go for abstinence.” Alex brought his hand to his open mouth and shook his face quickly from left to right.
“No way, Lee. You? Celibate? I never thought I’d see the day.”
“The day has come, my brother. It’s time.”
“May I ask why?” Lou interjected. If she kept boring these dark eyes into mine for much longer my vow of celibacy wouldn’t last very long.
“Let’s just say that with too many women comes too much drama and I’ve just had it. I need a clean break.”
“What about casual sex?” She asked. “With no strings attached and no emotional investment?” Her eyes changed shape when she smiled, they grew kinder and transmitted a sort of tender willingness I didn’t think I’d ever met before.
“That, dear Lou, is just wishful thinking. But I’m sure my good friend Alex here will disagree completely.”
Win-Win
“Well, of course,” Alex said. “But I’m not tied down by lesbian tendencies like you girls.” So Lou was a lesbian as well. Not that the pin-striped vest and the confident stare right into my soul hadn’t given it away already. “I don’t need to be in lurrve to get wet.”
“Neither do I,” Lou said. “More and more people enjoy being single. I saw the light years ago. No relationships for me.” She pinned her black eyes on me. “And I get plenty.” A small smile played around her lips. Obviously Alex had briefed her in detail about what to say to drive me crazy. I was on a blind date and I didn’t even know it − celibacy would have to wait until tomorrow.
“So, only one-night-stands for you?” I asked her.
“That’s correct. I have no use for all the rest. Like you said, too much drama.”
“But... what if you fall in love?”
“Aah, the million dollar question.” She shuffled her weight from one foot to the other and leaned a little closer towards me. I could smell her perfume now − a scent of wilderness and freedom. “Tell me, why would I want to go and do that? Fall in love with someone.” She curled her fingers into air quotes when she said the words ‘in love’, as if it was the most foolish notion in the world. “I’ve got plenty of love in my life. I just don’t have the delusional craving for that one special person.”
“Waw,” I said. “Someone must have really hurt you.” Her eyes narrowed to dangerous slits. My cliché hit home. She wasn’t going to admit it though.
“Believe what you will.” She kept her gaze on me a split second longer than it took to say the words. Then she turned to Alex. “You promised me dancing tonight, partner. How about it?”
“I hate you,” I said to Alex. We drank G&T’s with our backs to the bar while waiting for Ben and watching Lou get into a groove on the dancefloor. “Why did you have to bring her?”
“Look at her, Leesbian. Look at those eyes and the soft dimples in her cheeks. She’s gorgeous. Don’t hate me for bringing you sex on a golden platter.” I sighed. She was quite butch and much younger than the cougars I preferred to be devoured by, but she was graceful − and she knew how to look at a woman and, with one well-aimed glimpse, make her melt from head to toe. “Anyway, she’s a great girl and she won’t have any qualms about befriending you after the one-night-stand. It’s a win-win situation for everyone involved.” He nudged me towards the dancefloor. “Go get your pussy, Leesbian. You can abstain later.”
“Finally,” Lou whispered in my ear, the heat of her breath clinging to my skin. “I almost thought you weren’t interested.”
“You’re quite forward,” I said. “I’m not used to that.”
“I don’t believe in wasting time.”
“There appear to be quite a number of things you don’t believe in.”
“I’ll tell you what I do believe in, though, more than anything.” She curled her hand around my neck and pulled my ear into her lips. “I believe in long...” She gently dipped the tip of her tongue into my ear. “...loud...” She bit my earlobe. “...multiple...” Her lips travelled along my neck. “...earth-shattering...” She pushed my face backwards and looked right into my eyes. “...orgasms.” At my best I’m easy, at my worst I’m a slag. She had me at ‘long’.
Round ten
“So now I never see you again?” I asked. I was lying on my side looking at Lou who was rolling a cigarette.
“It’s only two. Stay the night.” She pulled her lips into a sexy grimace. “We’re not done yet.”
“What about breakfast?” I crawled closer to her and rested my cheek on her porcelain white thigh. “Or is that forbidden?”
“Of course not.” She stroked my lips with tobacco fingers. “We have to eat.” She lit the cigarette and her cramped bedroom filled with smoke. If it had been anyone else I would have complained. “We can even have dinner some time, if you’d like that.”
“But we can never shag again.” The moonlight filtering through the curtains caught the smoke above her head and coloured it blue.
“We can if you don’t fall in love with me.” She made it sound so business-like, as if it were just a transaction, a necessary exchange of bodily fluids.
“But what if we do sleep together again and then I fall in love with you?” Gingerly, as though we were in the middle of the most casual conversation in the world, she picked slivers of tobacco from between her teeth.
“That would not be my problem.”
“Don’t you want some romance in your life?” She shook her head. “I could never live without it, no matter what pain it caused me.”
“That’s your choice.” She stubbed out the cigarette in an over-flowing ashtray. I could already feel it then, deep in the trenches of my soul, that this one would be hard to walk away from − simply because she would make me.
“What if we become friends and you find me oh-so charming and you develop feelings for me?” She sat naked on the bed, her back against the wall, my head still on her legs.
“Don’t talk silly,” she said and curled herself in two, her lips, those red strips of desire, hovering above my eyes. “Are you ready for round two?” I was already thinking of round ten.
The next day, on my way home, my legs wobbly and my lips raw, I wanted to rewind. I wanted to experience the entire night again. Not only because it had been every inch as spectacular as Lou had promised, but even more so because it was a night free of worry. We had slumbered and fucked in her smoky bedroom, drifting in and out of both activities, lost in a perpetual motion, always doing something, even when not fully awake. My mind had gone blank and for a few hours I was able to pretend that Claire didn’t exist, that Lucy was not my boss, that I had never even met Sarah. Life had been simple − just sex. Now, out on the street, sucking fresh air deep into my lungs, it all came back and I wondered if it was possible. If the dream world Lou had created for herself could be more than a silly utopia. Judging by the heaviness of my heart and the darkness in my soul, it wasn’t and it would never be − not for me anyway. I weighed the possibility of Lou and I becoming friends. I couldn’t be less emotionally unavailable. There was absolutely no room in my heart for a fourth contender. Maybe we could just shag then. But then what? Isn’t that usually where the trouble begins − after the shag? I pulled my phone out of my pocket and called Anna. I needed to cleanse my soul. I needed her to hook me up with a therapist, preferably a really unattractive male one.
The magic number
Being the dramaholic that I was, I didn’t get to spend half the time I wanted with Nathalie and Anna, and their gorgeous little boy Leo − drama is very time-consuming. I’d also never really been one to hang out with exes (unless it meant getting back into bed with them). On Saturday afternoon I sat opposite them at their kitchen table, their faces pink and healthy despite having a six-month-old baby to care for − mine was pale and hollow. I had only seen Leo a couple of times, and fallen in love with him on every occasion. There’s nothing like a toddler to restore the hope within you, even if you thought it had retreated to the darkest corners of your soul forever.
“Obviously I can’t take you on as my client,” Anna said. “But I’ve teamed up with a brilliant psychologist. What with this little monster taking up most of my time now.” She nodded at Leo who sat on my lap, hist fists balled up and his eyes full of life. “We share the practice downstairs. I can only say good things about her.”
“Her?”
“Uh, yes, her name is Roz. Is that a problem?” I shrugged. I was worried about the infamous crushing-on-your-shrink complex. “Would you prefer a man?”
“I would prefer this little man.” I turned Leo towards me and buried my nose in his belly.
“Don’t worry, Lee. Roz is a professional. I’m sure she can handle your charm,” Anna joked. I felt silly. I hid my cheeks behind Leo in case they looked as red as they felt. “I think it’s good you’ve taken this step. I really do.”
“Yeah, my life is one big mess. I mean, look at you. All domesticated, with a spawn and everything. And how gorgeous he is.”
“I’ll set you up an appointment for next week. You can hop in to see Leo afterwards.”
“We’d like to see more of you, Lee. Really,” Nathalie said. She looked nothing like the girl I left in our tiny village five years ago. Her life was so free of drama − maybe I should have stuck with her. “Live vicariously through you.” She smiled, the left side of her mouth never fully engaging − one of her sexiest features. “We don’t get out much anymore.”
“As if you have anything to complain about.” Leo was getting heavy against my arm but I wanted him to stay there, his tiny body so warm and perfect. “If you ever need a babysitter. I’m always available, especially now that I’m going for full abstinence. I have all the time in the world.”
“Anything to keep Lee Harlem Robinson off the streets.”
“Did you hear that, Leo? You’re going to save me.” I could have sworn he smiled.
Maybe I needed more people like them around me. Couples who lead by example and spread wholesome vibes through their unconditional love for their children and their compassion for their friends. I just emerged from the tube as my phone rang. Alex. Of course.
“Hey Leesbian, can you still walk?”
“Of course I can, but thanks for the concern.”
“She’s a wild one, isn’t she?”
“How would you know?”
“Oh I can tell, Leesbian, I can tell. So give me the magic number.”
“What?”
“How many times did you come?”
“Fuck off, Alex. Don’t you have anything better to do than ask me inappropriate questions?”
“It’s what I live for, sweetie, you know that.”
“Maybe we can have dinner some time, you know, the four of us. You, Ben, Lou and I. As friends, I mean.”
“Of course, what else?”
“Nothing.”
In therapy
On Monday evening I rang Anna’s bell with a shaky hand. A tall blond woman opened the door.
“You must be Lee,” she said. “Do come in.” I pressed a sweaty palm into hers.
“My name is Roz, but you already knew that, right?” She smiled invitingly, the way shrinks do, I supposed. Already I was preparing a blazing speech for Anna later. What the hell was she thinking? Especially after I had, rather half-heartedly but nonetheless, pointed out that I might not have been comfortable with a female shrink. After she had waved it off I had expected Roz to be of the over-weight stuffy professor-type. Instead she was lanky, with limbs for days. Her smile was tight but warm, her voice deep and shadowy. But what killed me most was the pair of black-rimmed glasses perched at the tip of her nose. It’s what pushed me over the edge. Already. A tight pink-and-white striped blouse was tucked into her jeans and a purple sweater hung from her shoulders. There was absolutely no way I could tell all my innermost secrets to this woman. Not without seducing her. This was not going to cure me, it was going to kill me. And I had to pay for it.
I sat down in a chair opposite her. Even when sitting down I felt she towered over me. Her legs were so long that her heel almost touched my knee when she crossed them over each other.
“You seem a little nervous,” she said. The soft gravel of her voice crawling under my skin.
“Yeah, first time.”
“Don’t worry, I won’t bite.” Her eyes met mine over the rim of her glasses. They meant business. I crossed my right leg over my left and then my left leg over my right. Then I decided to just sit on my hands and keep my legs together. “I’m going to ask you a few introductory questions, okay?” Maybe this was a test. Maybe Anna was playing a cruel joke on me. Maybe Nathalie had put her up to it. Maybe she still bore a grudge. Maybe the years hadn’t erased everything.
“Look, huh, Miss−”
“Please, call me Roz.”
“Yeah, Roz, I’m not so sure this is for me. I−” She put down her pen and notepad and leaned towards me.
“What you’re experiencing now is completely normal.” Oh, I’m sure it’s not, I thought. But she was the shrink, Maybe she was already seeing right through me. “Why don’t I tell you a bit about myself first. Then we’ll take it from there. Would that be alright?” Maybe if afterwards I can slowly unbutton your blouse, slip my hand in your pants and fuck you with your glasses on.
“Sure. I’m sorry.”
Then she started relating and slowly engaging me, with carefully chosen, nonthreatening questions, and before I had a chance to consider how sexy the slope of her collarbone curved into her blouse, I was in the middle of reliving my open relationship with Claire − I was in therapy.
“What the fuck were you thinking?” I asked Anna. “I can’t see that woman again.”
“But you just said she was good?”
“I’ll go crazy.”
“You are not a teenager ruled by hormones anymore, Lee. You’re a grown woman, start acting like one.”
“But−”
“But what? Roz is what you need right now. She's a happily married heterosexual woman and she’s not going to sleep with you. She’s going to do something far better. She's going to give you back your self-respect. If you let her.”
“Yeah, but−”
“No, I won’t have it. We’ll talk about it again in a couple of weeks when you can tell me I was right.”
“Or wrong.”
“Give Leo his bottle and shut up, already. Can you babysit next Friday?”
Not my party
I knocked on Alex’s door with a hint of fire in my belly. It was his twenty-eight birthday party − “booze and boys a go-go, I promise,” he had said − and I expected to find Lou there, leaning against one of the extravagantly tinted walls (hot pink was Alex’s favourite colour and he didn’t use it sparsely), her hands behind her back, head slightly cocked and eyes glued to the door to scout new arrivals for one-night-stand material. My dreams had been consumed by our wild night three weeks ago, their frenzy only enhanced by the fact that she was my last before I started my stint of self-inflicted celibacy. I considered the worst case scenario and I couldn’t choose between Lou seducing someone else with her quiet charm in front of me, or having to say no when our eyes met and the desire turned into something tangible again, something familiar, something I really needed to explore. Because it had happened at such an emotional turning point, my night with Lou had become more than just a fond, sexy memory. It had been the end of something − the old, escapist me − and the beginning of something new entirely - me, trying to find my way out of the drama and facing up to the questionable choices I made. Although Roz, my therapist, would never let me call them that.
“If it seemed like the only right choice at the time, how could it have been questionable?” She had asked. She always did that, gently coaxing me towards a self-drawn conclusion and then undercutting it with razor-sharp insight. It floored me every time, the way her brain worked and slapped mine into a corner, exposing me as an immature brat.
“It’s her job, Lee,” Anna had said. “That’s how it works. You have to give it time and you have to stop thinking this way. It’s a conversation, not a verbal boxing match.”
As I stepped inside Alex and Ben’s living room, I was greeted by a diverse mixture of people and scents − some exciting, some vile, some illegal. I spotted a heavily pregnant Liz in the corner of the couch. She already looked ready to pop and she still had two more months to go. I scanned the room for a sign of Lou, my blood thundering through my veins, but she wasn’t there. There was no sign of Andrew, Liz’s husband, either. Instead, Liz was talking to a woman who had her back to me, but I would have recognised that bundle of heavy black-brown curls anywhere. Katy. I was reminded again that they were all the best of friends, Liz, Katy, Alex and Ben, despite Katy’s despicable behaviour towards me when she knowingly seduced Claire. I made a mental note to discuss this with Roz next week, feeling suddenly grateful for her outsider perspective, and the fact that we had our sessions on Monday, so quickly after the turmoil of the weekend.
I hugged Liz, her baby bump pressing heavily against my belly, and I felt that tingle again, that sparkle in my blood that took me by surprise every time I went up to see little Leo and smelt his baby skin − I was already so internally unravelled that I might as well add baby fever to the mix.
“Let’s not go there yet,” Roz had said. “We’ll get there, but first things first.” It was a strange feeling, being in therapy, excruciatingly confronting − a nightmare for conflict-phobic cowards like me − but also deeply comforting. Most of all, it gave me hope.
As I released Liz from my arms I heard a familiar voice in my ear.
“Hey you,” Lou said. A wide smile, born from a weeks of anticipation, beamed from my face but broke instantly as I noticed that Lou’s words were not aimed at me.
Katy. Again.
Lesbian swingers galore
Lou kissed Katy on the mouth for long torturous seconds. And to think I had even considered practising luke-warm friendliness towards Katy that night, mostly to do Alex a favour, but also in the spirit of my new-found therapeutic enlightenment. I looked around the room for a glimpse of Alex, for a hint of support in his eyes, but I couldn’t find him. My blood was boiling but my heart hadn’t felt so stone-cold in a long time. Mostly, I felt utterly alone. From the back of my mind, from a dark well-hidden space in the outskirts of my skull, a name started inching its way forward. Claire. I so longed for Claire in that moment, for her deeply flawed but ever-present love.
“Do you know each other?” Katy asked, while eyeing Lou and me, the sarcasm in her voice barely hidden. I opened my mouth to speak, to say the meanest thing that sprang to mind, but no words came out. Instead, I was on the brink of tears.
“Intimately,” Lou said and winked at me, but her touch was reserved for Katy that night. When had this happened? I had only been twenty minutes late to this party. Where had they found the time to hook up already? Then finally, out of a small throng of twinks, as if he’d been temporarily swallowed by them, Alex emerged.
“Leesbian,” he said. “Come here.” I wanted to disappear into his familiar hug, his rock-hard biceps crushing my cheek as they curled around me. “Step into the kitchen with me for a minute.” Grateful and relieved, I let him whisk me out of the situation. As if distancing myself from them by two or three feet could make it all go away. “First, drink this.” He handed me a tall G&T. I downed it in five seconds, the buzz soothing my edgy nerves instantaneously.
“I don’t want to rain on your parade, homie. But what kind of party is this? Lesbian swingers galore?”
“I’m so sorry, sweetie. They both came over to help me prepare this afternoon and they hit it off.”
“Obviously.”
“You will stay, won’t you?” Alex was already mixing me a second double G&T. “I’ll throw them out if I have to, but I want you to stay.”
“Don’t worry,” I said, eagerly accepting the tall glass of alcohol. “I’m almost ready to go back in.” I knocked the drink back in a couple of greedy gulps. “I’m in therapy now. I can deal with these kinds of situations.”
“Oh yeah, how’s that going?” Alex asked. “Still creaming your jeans every time your shrink adjusts her glasses?”
“Pretty much, yeah,” I confessed. “My Monday nights have never been so hot and bothered.”
“Hey,” Liz joined us in the kitchen. “Those two are all over each other.” She ogled my drink, my third in ten minutes, with a passion I recognised all too well − the I-desperately-want-what-I-can’t-have variety.
“It’s disgusting,” I said, not having fully risen above it yet.
“Now now, Lee,” Alex interjected, “just because you’re willingly abstaining doesn’t mean we all have to become born-again-virgins.”
“Maybe all you need is a good shag,” Liz said.
“There’s an idea,” I whispered. Claire, I thought. Where is she? What is she doing? And, most importantly, to whom?
“I won’t forbid you to see her, of course,” Roz had said. “But it would be better if you took some time off from her, so to speak.” The thing with being attracted to my therapist was that I tended to listen very carefully when she spoke, and tried to please her in every way possible. I wasn’t going anywhere near Claire that night. I would drink away my desire and bottle the remnants up for later, for Monday, when I could pour it all out for Roz. I could hardly wait.
Entertainment
“Managed to drag yourself away from her, have you?” I slurred into Katy’s ear. Alex’s party was well past its high light − the ostentatious blowing out of twenty-eight penis-shaped candles on a rum-filled chocolate pie at midnight − and most of us left were blind drunk. Liz had made her escape hours ago, when we had started doing tequila shots and it had become clear that this decadence was no place for a seven-month pregnant woman.
“It wasn’t easy,” Katy said. “She’s smoking hot.” Usually, when intoxicated, my grudges tend to mellow a bit and I become more forgiving, but Katy had the opposite effect. There was still a part of me that held her solely responsible for the demise of my affair with Claire, and the fact that Claire and I had just split up again, made it seem all the more relevant. I had once adored her gloriously blinding smile and buried everything I had in those curls, but all I could feel now was pure and cold resentment.
“You seem to have a thing for my sloppy seconds.”
“Oh Lee, I just wish we could bury the hatchet, you and me.”
“Why? So every time I meet someone you can try to seduce them and spoil them for me?”
“If only I could change your mind about me. I’m not the evil bitch you take me for.”
“As long as your actions speak so much louder than your words, you give me no choice.”
“Okay,” she said, while spilling tequila all over the coffee table, her hands too unsteady to hold the glass. “As a sign of my good will towards you−” She brought the trembling shot to her mouth and swallowed the liquid in one gulp. “−why don’t you come home with Lou and me later. We’ll make a night of it. The three of us together.” She slanted her head into what must have been intended as a sultry position, but it looked more as if her head was about to come unscrewed from her neck.
“No offence, Katy, but I’d rather scratch out my left eye with my own bare hands, cut it into pieces with a blunt knife, and eat it raw than ever have sex with you again.” She started laughing. Maybe she was under the impression I didn’t mean it.
On the other side of the table, Lou sat slumped in an arm chair. Her vest − the same one she wore the night we met − had come undone and the V of her t-shirt hung low on her chest. Not even copious amounts of hard liquor could suppress the roaring in my blood and the tingle in my belly. That’s when the ultimate plan for revenge on Katy entered my muddy mind. I strolled over to her with the last half-full bottle of tequila and poured us both a shot. We had barely spoken all evening. She had been too close to Katy for me to feel comfortable enough to approach her.
“The least you can do is have a drink with me,” I said. “If you’re going to sleep with my ex.”
“No one told me about that−”
“−until you had your tongue buried deep inside her mouth?” The booze burned my throat. I would need to find a way to sweat it all out so I could smell fresh for Roz on Monday. It was all part of my plan. I glanced over at Katy. She had fallen to her side, the length of her body covering the couch, her head resting on her stretched-out arm and her mouth half-open and drooling. Lou followed my gaze.
“Well, it looks like my entertainment plans for tonight fell through.”
“It doesn’t have to be that way,” I said. “I promise I won’t fall in love with you.”
Anyone
“As tempting as your offer sounds,” Lou said, “it wouldn’t be a very nice thing to do.”
“Who cares about being nice at this point?”
“What happened between the two of you, anyway?”
“Never mind that.” I took the glass out of her hand and quietly put it on the table. I didn’t want to wake Katy. I was going to do that just before I walked out with Lou. “And if, as you told me, it’s just about sex, then it should hardly matter who ends up in your bed.” My fingers travelled to her upper thigh. In the couch across from us Katy stirred and, accompanied by one loud snore, turned on her back.
“Be that as it may,” Lou said, while intertwining her fingers with mine. “I do what I do to avoid drama, not to land smack in the middle of it.” The touch of her hand made me dizzy. It could’ve also been the alcohol.
“Maybe you should have thought of that before you got your hands on Katy.”
“I’m sorry about that. I had no idea.”
“It’s hardly your fault. Katy, on the other hand, has quite the knack for sussing out who to sleep with to upset me most.”
“I’m not sure she knew though−”
“Oh, beyond a shadow of a doubt, she knew.”
“Then what happened?” Roz asked, the street light coming in through the window getting stuck in her blond hair.
“She said no.” I had spent my entire Sunday debating whether to tell Roz about the party. I only did because I hoped that she could somehow turn it around and make me feel better about it. “And I went home alone.”
“Looks like you all did.”
“I’m not very prone to happy endings.”
“Sometimes you have to focus on the things you didn’t do. You didn’t run to Claire. You could’ve even gone to Lucy. Rejection can make us act funny at times.” Roz’s voice was so low-pitched and decisive. It sounded so true when she said it. ”Was that the only reason you wanted to sleep with Lou? To snatch her away from under Katy’s nose?” Hearing it spelled out like that made it all seem like such a bad soap opera. I smiled apologetically.
“Good grief, I must give lesbians such a bad name. We’re not all like this, you know. In fact, most of us−”
“Try to answer the question, please.” She peered over her glasses again, for the millionth time that session, her eyes bold and blue, blistering my skin. I shuffled in my seat to hide my discomfort but she was the therapist, she read body language for a living. She must have known.
“No. I wanted to sleep with Lou again from the minute I walked out of her door.”
“That good eh?” Roz winked, supposedly to break the tension, but it made me feel even more uncomfortable. “Do you have feelings for her?”
“I don’t know, and if I did, it wouldn’t matter.” Then she looked at the clock behind my head and gently touched the watch around her wrist. Time was up. Another week of pining stretched out in front of me. Lou, Roz, Claire, they all merged together into one cocktail of unrequited desire in my heart. It was time to change things up again.
“I think I’m through with abstinence,” I told Nathalie. We had just put Leo to bed, my new after-therapy Monday night ritual, and sipped wine at the kitchen table.
“Do you have anyone in particular in mind to celebrate your return to the sins of the flesh with?” Nathalie wasn’t used to drinking anymore. One glass and she turned all giddy and lyrical.
“Oh Nat, that really is not the right question to ask,” I said. “The state I’m in right now, I would sleep with anyone.”
A quiet dinner
“Does that include me?” Nathalie asked. It threw me so off guard I nearly knocked over my glass, catching it just before it tipped over completely and soaked Nathalie and Anna’s kitchen table.
“What?”
“I think Anna’s having an affair.” It took a while to register completely.
“Why do you think so?”
“With Roz.” My brain could not compute. “They partnered up so Anna could have more time with Leo and me, but the opposite has happened. At least as far as I’m concerned. She’s here for Leo during the day, but, in the evening, she’s always downstairs working with Roz, discussing clients, or whatever it is they do.”
“It doesn’t mean they’re having an affair.”
“She hasn’t touched me in months.”
“Isn’t Roz married?”
“Obviously, that doesn’t mean much to me. Remember that little affair we had when I was married to Peter?”
“Vividly.”
“I don’t have any hard evidence and they wouldn’t be so stupid to carry on with each other when I’m in the house. I just feel that there’s something going on, something I’m not supposed to know about.”
“Have you asked her?”
“I haven’t had the heart. We have a six-month-old baby, Lee. I don’t know what to do.”
“You have to talk to her. You have no choice.” Then the front door opened and Anna walked in.
“I brought food,” she said. “And a guest.” Roz followed her into the kitchen. Surely, if they were getting it on, Anna wouldn’t invite her to dinner. “Hi, Lee. Do you want to stay for a bite?” And was I supposed to have dinner with my shrink now?
“I’m not sure that would be very appropriate.” I glanced at Nathalie, the mix of sadness and confusion in her eyes imploring me to stay.
“Don’t worry,” Roz said. “I’ve been in social situations with clients before. We’ll just talk about Leo, and soap operas.” Was that a sneer at my earlier remark when we were in session?
“Speaking of, I’m just going to see how our little man is doing,” Anna said. She exited the room with Nathalie close on her heels. I sat there, at the kitchen table, alone with Roz, and I was fairly certain this wasn’t the most professional situation for her to be in.
“Look, this doesn’t have to be awkward,” I said. “I’ll just go.”
“It’s all right, Lee. It’s just a meal. We’re not going on a date.” She touched my arm with her long lean fingers. Walk away now, I thought, bloody run. “And in the case we do fall in love in the course of this evening, I can always refer you to a colleague.” A wide smile, the widest I had seen on her so far, cracked her face open. The blue of her eyes chained me to the kitchen floor. “Some more wine?”
During dinner I hardly spoke. Nathalie drank two bottles of wine. Roz and Anna chatted about social anxiety disorder in children and the candidates they’d interviewed to replace their receptionist with. If the night served any purpose at all, it was showing me that they certainly were not having an affair. They may have both been therapists, but that didn’t make them illusionists. They wouldn’t have been able to hide the spark, the fireworks in their bellies. When Nathalie excused herself and Anna went to fetch her some paracetamol to curb the pending hangover, Roz said, “You’re awfully quiet.”
“I feel very intimidated by this whole situation.”
“When you say situation, do you actually mean me?”
“You’re the shrink. You figure it out.”
“I figured it out four weeks ago, Lee. When you walked into of my office for the first time.”
Deflection
I sat there, in the glaring lights of Anna’s kitchen, across from Roz, once again, but this time outside the ambiguous safety of her office. She looked at me expectantly, her eyes glowering through her glasses − and I was already feeling so self-conscious.
“What are you trying to say?” I felt as if I had somehow landed myself in the middle of a frustrating semi-erotic dream.
“Nothing, maybe we should−”
“I don’t know what’s gotten into her,” Anna said as she paced back into the kitchen. “She’s usually not much of a drinker.”
“Maybe she’s feeling a little neglected,” I blurted out, eager to shift the focus away from my problems. I had trouble handling one shrink, I couldn’t face both Roz and Anna’s best intentions.
“What? Did she say something?” Anna asked, crashing down on a kitchen chair with a heavy sigh.
“Yeah.” They both peered at me with analytical eyes and almost identical frowns folding along their foreheads − Anna’s was smoother because she was a few years younger. “She suspects you’re having an affair, with Roz.” The disbelief gripping both their faces tightly, wrinkling their skin with worry, confirmed my earlier conclusion. Nathalie was wrong. If Anna was cheating on her, it wasn’t with Roz.
“Why would she think that?” Roz asked. It was the first time I saw her lose some control over her demeanour. She turned to Anna, who sat next to her, and shot her a confused look full of despair. “Anna?”
“I really wouldn’t know.”
“I told you because I clearly thought it was bollocks,” I said. “I think I’d better go now.” Anna just kept sitting there, her long slender figure erasing the chair.
“I’ll go with you.” Roz put her hand on Anna’s shoulder and said, “Talk to her. Now.”
“I can assure you there’s nothing going on between us.” Roz and I stood in the downstairs hallway.
“It’s not me that needs convincing.” I opened the door and stepped outside, ready to put this strange Monday night behind me.
“Do you want to go for a drink?” The street lamp caught her hair again, directly this time, without the window as a filter, and it glowed so much that I felt it in my soul. “I sure could use one. There’s a pub just at the next corner.”
No, I thought.
“Yes,” I said and I wondered if it was more than projecting, more than idle self-centred stupid lust. “But don’t you have a husband to go home to?”
“Richard’s away this week, big electronics fair in Switzerland. He’s an engineer, he’s introducing a new product. Worked on it for years.” Her voice beamed with pride. Anna loved Nathalie and, judging by the change of tone in her voice as she spoke of him, Roz was crazy about her husband. Good for them, I thought, but what about me? When will someone’s pitch lower when they talk about me?
“Sorry about earlier.” Roz sipped her pint of Stella as if it was the most expensive brand of wine. If she kept up that pace, we’d be here all night. “I shouldn’t have cornered you like that.”
“It struck me as very unprofessional.” I lifted my eyes from the thin foam collar of my beer to her face. “How can I ever trust you again?”
“Tone down the drama and let me help you.”
“How much help are we talking about here?”
“We may need a few more months.” When she smiled her face didn’t light up, she didn’t have that kind of a smile.
“OK then,” I said. “Take my money, insult me, and call it therapy.”
“Gladly.”
That suburban housewifely feeling
“Good morning, Lee.” Annabelle’s voice pierced through my hangover. I had stayed in the pub long after Roz had left, nursing pint after pint while going through my options. By the time I had come up with some viable solutions to curbing the drama in my life − as per Roz’s suggestion − I had been so drunk I would never remember them. “Lucy would like to see you in her office, please. Straight away.” I put down the receiver and pulled open all the drawers of my desk in search of pain killers. I only found an empty strip of Nurofen Plus. Lucy had been perfectly − and painfully − nice to me the past few weeks. She treated me exactly like everyone else in the office, cordial but business-like, a smile always looming but only presented when well-deserved. Theoretically, it was better than the vengeance plan she had bestowed on me after our last tiff, when she flirted with my dimwit colleague Jim and rejected all my articles. But, this time around, she was acting so professional it made me feel as if I didn’t exist. As if this whole episode of on-and-off again, revenge shags and using each other, had never even happened. And, much to Eleanor’s dismay, she hardly came round to ours anymore.
I felt my heartbeat pulse in every extremity of my body. A vile mixture of dehydration and nerves made my legs wobble as I walked past Annabelle. I acknowledged her presence with an invisible nod of my head.
“You can leave the door open,” Lucy said. “This isn’t a private matter.” Her nasal voice cracked my skull in half. She looked good though, in her close-fitted turtleneck − the absence of cleavage making me crave it more. “Please, sit down.”
“Good morning,” I mumbled and sat down opposite her. When would I address the issue of Lucy with Roz? Somehow we hadn’t really gotten round to it − not in the depth that it required, anyway − which suddenly seemed problematic as I had to see her every day at work.
“You’re in pretty good shape, right?” Lucy’s hazel eyes scanned my body for flaws. I’m sure they found many. “You go to the gym often?”
“A couple of times a week.” All the poison I eliminated on the treadmill was usually replaced immediately by the alcohol I ingested afterwards. Lucy was well aware of that.
“How would you like a personal trainer for four weeks?” A therapist and a trainer? This was all beginning to appear a bit too suburban housewifely for me.
“Sounds great.”
“It’s a sort of boot camp really, which is why they’re looking for someone with a good fitness level to begin with. It’s not for novices.” My headache throbbed behind my eyes and my hands trembled in my lap. Obviously, I was the only perfect candidate. “You have to start on Monday. Two hours every day. And write a four to five hundred word report after every training.” At last, Lucy had me by the balls again.
“Okay, thanks for the opportunity.” I got up and tried to walk swiftly to the door, like someone brimming with good health.
“Oh, and Lee, you may have to go easy on the brandy.” That’s when she shot me her first unprofessional smile in weeks, wide-lipped and self-assured. “Have fun.” It will be good for you, I told myself. This is exactly what you need. Until I met my trainer.
Personal
Joan appeared perfectly nice when I met her the next Monday at one PM sharp. She had muscles popping under her skin in places where I never expected muscles to be, but being beefy was her job, so, at first, it didn’t scare me.
“Let’s see what you’re made of,” she said with the enthusiasm only SoCal girls can muster. “On the treadmill you go.” She didn’t waste a lot of time on ‘hellos’ and ‘how-are-yous’. “We only have two hours every day, let’s make them count.” Five minutes in and already I started to crumble under her North-American positive vibes. “Faster,” she kept saying, until I couldn’t go faster anymore and she turned to shouting. “You are under thirty, you are supposed to be in shape. This should be a piece of cake.” I had carefully monitored my alcohol intake that weekend, and had spent fifteen minutes longer on the treadmill than usual. “Come on, Lee. I’m your new best friend,” she yelled, her face so close that her breath mixed with the sweat dripping from my brow. “It’s going to be like this every day. You and me.” Whenever I looked at the clock she positioned herself in front of me and said, “Focus on me. That clock does not have your best interests at heart. I do.” But after half an hour I was so sick of her I had to close my eyes.
“Why are you here?” She asked while she made me do a million abdominal crunches. I could hardly reply that this was just another punishment for my foolish actions. I kept my mouth shut, felt the pain and concluded that I probably deserved it. “Answer me when I ask you a question.” She towered over me and I wondered if you could work out so hard that it made your jaw squarer − it seemed to be the case with her.
“This... is... a... work... assignment,” I puffed in between crunches.
“Wrong answer,” she barked. “Try again.”
“To get in shape.” My abs were about to collapse, leaving me with zero core strength on the gym floor with this monster of a woman.
“What else?”
“What?”
“I need at least four other reasons why you’re here. You’re doing crunches until I have all five of them.”
“I don’t understand.” I stopped mid-way, relying on the last juice in my muscles to keep me suspended in the air long enough to shoot her the most dirty look my situation allowed.
“Get up for a second.” Relieved, I hoisted myself up from the mat, my body so sore already that there was no way I could do it again the day after, just no way.
“This is our first session, so I’m going to go easy on you.” She was funny as well. “But you’d better have figured this out by tomorrow or I’m going to slaughter you in this gym. Understand?” This was not a trainer, this was a drill sergeant with a psychology degree. And I already was in therapy.
“She broke me, Theresa,” I sighed through the phone. “Some muscle pixie from California stepped into my life and ruined me.”
“Focus on the long-term effect, Lee.” I was so exhausted, so half-dead, I wanted to cry into my mobile. “Are you coming to my party on Saturday?”
“I predict death by exhaustion by then.”
“Don’t be so melodramatic.”
“Will Claire be there?”
“She’s my business partner, of course she will.”
“That would be my second objection.”
“This is my party and I want you both to attend, in a civilised manner. Is that really so much to ask?”
“Well−”
“I didn’t call to get no for an answer.” Bossy women and boot camp work-outs would be the death of me, every inch of my body screamed with agony, but I saw this crystal clear.
“Fine, I’ll be there.”
Then I took a taxi back to work and expensed the cost, muscle cramps the only price left paying.
Sparring
“What happened to you?”
“I think we can easily break it down into one word again. Women.” I tried to find a way to sit comfortably in Roz’s chair but forty-five minutes on a spin-bike − after a life-time of absence − had chaffed my backside so severely I could barely sit down. “Aren’t you supposed to have a couch in here, anyway?” I was in no mood for my weekly unburdening session. I just wanted to sleep. Forever.
“Which women are you talking about?”
“Lucy sent me to the boot camp from hell with the scariest, meanest trainer I’ve ever seen. And my old boss, Theresa, invited me to a party at her house next Saturday. It will be the first time I see Claire again.” Roz smiled that tiny smile but it was enough to set me off. “It’s not funny. I have to train with that woman every day for the next four weeks.”
“Look at it this way, Lee. By the time you get to see Claire on Saturday, your body will simply be too beaten for you to even consider sleeping with her.”
“You know, after last Monday, I’ve seriously started contemplating switching therapists. Enough women in my life have crossed too many boundaries. I’m sick of it.” Roz went into serious mode. I could tell by the way she pushed her glasses up her nose with her index finger and the slow creasing of the skin above her upper lip as she drew her mouth into a thin pout.
“Which boundaries do you think I’ve crossed?” And off we went, for another round of thrashing through the depths of my soul.
I spent the rest of the week feeling sorry for myself and being punished for it by Joan and her brutal training methods. Alcohol abstinence had never been so easy because by the time I got home from training and work my arms were too sore to lift even the tiniest bottles of beer. Every night, I went to bed at nine and thought about what to say to Claire.
In Friday’s session, Joan wanted to put me on the spin bike again.
“You don’t have to sit on the saddle,” she said. “That’s the whole point.” If I’d had to spend another second on that dreadful bike I would have started crying. I could already feel the sting behind my eyes.
“Please, can we box instead?” I pleaded. “I’ll surprise you. I have a lot of anger and frustration left.”
“Why’s that?”
“I’m seeing my ex this weekend.” Her eyes softened for the first time then. She relaxed her muscles a little bit − but not so much that it made her appear human.
“He or she?"
“She.”
“I thought so.” Was that a sly smile creeping along her lips? Did she have emotions rippling under those muscles? “But my gaydar tends to get confused in the gym.”
“Most women look like lesbians when they’re sweating in spandex.” This made her laugh, her abs for once contracting because of joy instead of exercise.
“I wouldn’t say that too loud.” I’d had my suspicions about Joan, but I was generally too pissed off at her to entertain the thought − mainly because I didn’t have any energy left for silly things like reasoning and deduction. She infuriated me so much with her army attitude and ruthless sound system of a voice that, genuinely, for the first time in my life I didn’t care if a woman I met was a lesbian or not. Also, she wasn’t my type. I was all for a little toning of the biceps and triceps, but Joan’s muscle mass terrified me more than anything. “Put on some gloves,” she said. “If worst comes to worst, at least you’ll be able to knock her out.”
Looking back
I walked into Theresa’s living room, after having endured the touch of her husband’s Geoffrey’s fingertips on my painful shoulders for a few seconds too long, and there she was. In classic Claire pose, she balanced on the seat of an arm chair, head slanted backwards, eyes glaring down, lips stretched long and tight. I felt a slight jolt shudder through my stomach, but the lack of intensity surprised me.
“Hey, baby,” she said, as if she'd only seen me yesterday. “Come here.” She stood up and embraced me. Roz’s silly remark proved to become true. My muscles ached too much to enjoy even the most tender of hugs − not that Claire’s hug was gentle. She glued her lips to my cheek and rummaged her fingers through my hair while locking my neck into a wrestler’s hold.
“That’s what I like to see,” Theresa said and slapped me hard on the ass. She hadn’t been my boss in years, but it was still inappropriate. A small gasp escaped my mouth. “How’s your boot camp, Lee?” She squeezed my right bicep, as if one week would make a difference, and I suppressed a wimpy yelp.
“Don’t mind her,” Claire said. “She’s been giddy all week preparing for this party. So what’s this boot camp business?”
We settled in Theresa’s black leather sofa − the cushions soft and accommodating to my weary body − and we talked. I sank into the couch, Claire’s thigh pressed against mine, and I let her velvet voice guide me through her life after me, after us. It had been more than a month since our final break-up, and, for the first time in over four years, I wasn’t torn apart by the overwhelming desire to sleep with her, to touch her, to hear her say that she loved me.
“I was afraid you wouldn’t be alone tonight,” she said. Claire’s confidence had always gripped me tightly by the throat but now it was her vulnerability that floored me. “Or that you wouldn’t have come.” I could tell she’d had a fresh round of Botox recently, the looser skin of her neck contrasting too much with the tautness of her face.
“Have you ever tried saying no to the likes of Theresa?”
“Every day, baby, every day.” She attempted a smile but the shadows in her eyes betrayed her. “Did you not want to see me?”
“I was afraid, I guess, of what I might feel.” We’d mostly been staring ahead, talking into the space in front of us, catching each other’s movements only with peripheral vision. She turned fully towards me, her black top twisting and catching between her back and the couch as she faced me.
“What do you feel now?” It soared through me then, the regret, and the relief, but mostly the regret.
“I’m sorry, Claire, for what I did to you. The cheating and not knowing what I wanted. For hurting you.”
“I’m sorry too, baby,” she said and shook her head slowly. “So sorry.” Then she kissed me, not full, but soft, barely touching my lips. “Please, come home with me tonight. Just one last time.” I closed my eyes and pictured what it would be like. The frantic tug at each other’s clothes, the longing, the sleepless night, the awkwardness in the morning, the walking away again.
“No.” Two fat teardrops rolled down my cheeks. “I can’t. I really can’t.” I tilted my head down, unable to look at her anymore, fearing my will power would desert me too quickly. “It would hurt too much.”
“I’ll be careful. I know your body’s sore.” She hadn’t given up yet.
“I’m sorry.” I struggled out of the couch, keeping a straight face while my muscles burned beneath my skin, and, without looking back, I left.
Smile
“You walked away? Just like that?” Roz asked. She looked a bit frazzled, her hair kept covering her face and underneath the thick black rim of her glasses, just before she pushed them back up her nose, I made out dark shadows under her eyes.
“Yeah. Looks like this therapy’s working.” I was aiming for a half-smile − Roz wasn’t big on generous grins − but the shape of her lips remained rigid and she only used them to speak.
“It’s not the therapy, Lee. It’s you. You’re putting Claire behind you.”
“You mean, I’m growing as a person?”
“If you want to put it like that.” Roz peered out of the window but it was matted, to protect the privacy of her clients, and she couldn’t see anything. It was clear that her mind was elsewhere and I wasn’t her main focus. Because I was paying, I thought I had the right to ask.
“Are you all right? You seem preoccupied. We can reschedule, you know.” A deep sigh lifted her frail ribcage up into the air. She took off her glasses and rubbed her fingers over her eyes, when she removed them her face was moist.
“Yours is the only appointment I kept today because I thought you’d be in pieces after seeing Claire.” Thanks for the vote of confidence, I thought, but I had effectively grown enough as a person not to say it out loud, and to put Roz’s apparent grief before mine, even though it blurred the lines of our client-therapist relationship even more. “Richard left me this weekend.”
“What?” He must have gone insane to walk out on a woman like Roz. “But−”
“He’s been having an affair with his research assistant for ten months.” She rested her head in her cupped hands, slow tears seeping through them. “Ten goddamn months and I avoided all the clues. Bloody good expert at human behaviour that makes me.” I wished for Anna to walk into the office and take control of the situation, but our session had only just started fifteen minutes earlier. “She’s pregnant.” I handled it in the only way I knew how.
“Get your coat. We’re going for some stiff drinks.”
We walked to the pub in silence and I felt strangely flattered that Roz hadn’t cancelled our session, that she had chosen to be there for me instead of tending to her own needs. Maybe she figured I’d be an easy distraction with my inflated tales of dyke drama and abstinence. When I ordered the first bottle of wine, I felt the tiniest pang of fear shudder through me, fear for Joan’s revenge tomorrow when she found out I’d been drinking. For someone who hardly consumed any alcohol − Have you got any idea of what that does to your body? I don’t think so, Lee! − she sure could smell it on me easily. She’d make me sweat blood on the spin bike for the full two hours tomorrow, I was certain of that. But I couldn’t let Roz drink alone, even though, according to my personal drill sergeant, there are no valid excuses to drink and there definitely aren’t any not to go to the gym every day − you only have one body, treat it with the respect it deserves!
“That was a brave thing you did, Lee. Walking away from Claire like that. I’m proud of you.”
“Forget Claire. We’re not in session anymore.”
“Ten years of marriage down the drain. How do you cope with that?”
“You drink this bottle, and then you order another, and another, until it stops hurting for a little while.”
“Expert advice.”
“I didn’t go to school for it, but it’s what life itself has taught me.” The minute smile she shot me was clenched with sadness and disappointment, but at least she tried.
Fuzzy
“You have to come to this dinner party,” Alex said. It was Wednesday evening and I was lying stretched out on my bed, my phone on speaker on the pillow, because Joan had as good as broken my arms and I couldn’t hold it to my ear anymore. “Liz and Andrew want to reveal the gender of their baby, possibly even give us a name. I can barely contain myself, oh, the excitement.”
“I want to, but they may have to arrange special transportation, like a wheel chair.”
“I’ll carry you on my back, if I have to.”
“Who else is coming?”
“Ben and me. Katy. Possibly Lou.”
“What has Lou got to do with Liz?”
“There’s been a bit of a development since we last spoke.”
“Oh fuck. Do I want to know?”
“I think Katy and Lou may be an item.” Joan had already physically drained the life out of me, but this news slapped me in the face much more than any work-out she forced on me.
“But, huh, how’s that possible?”
“Come and find out on Friday, Leesbian. Entertainment guaranteed. Poor Andrew won’t know what’s hit him, again, but by now he should know better than to invite us all for a quiet dinner amongst friends.” When Alex rang off and the news sank in properly, I knew I only had one option. I needed to find a date for Friday − I wasn’t going to face Lou and Katy’s parade of early courtship on my own. I had forty-eight hours and a body full of muscles in distress.
“So much energy for a Thursday. I’m impressed. I told you to stop drinking.” The next day in training, Joan was irking me in every way possible again, spurring me on with loud howls and obnoxious hand claps. I snapped when she made me do ten thirty-second wall squats in a row and sat on my lap for the last two, the back of her rock-hard behind pressing into my thighs, while screaming, “Mind over matter, Lee, mind over matter. Don’t you dare tell me you can’t do it.” With my last ounce of energy, roused from the deepest, most offended pits of my gut, I shoved her off me before sinking to the floor.
“I’m so fucking sick of this, of you,” I yelled back. “I quit.” I sat in a puddle of my own sweat, my gym clothes reduced to wet cloths chaffing my skin with every move. “You can go shout at someone else.”
“First of all,” Joan barked, “never ever push me!” Then she lowered her voice, and, to my surprise, let a pinch of gentleness seep through. “Second, wipe off that sweat, get on the treadmill and tell me what’s going on.”
“I told you, I’m done with this.”
“You only stop when I tell you to stop, not earlier," she half-whispered. "In this gym, I’m the boss of you. You should know that by now.” Her words sounded as determined as ever but her demeanour had changed, as if she’d had an injection of humanity, as if someone had filed off the sharp corners and padded them with the softest cotton. Then, out of nowhere, she smiled. Maybe she had smiled before, behind my back or when I’d had my eyes closed on the spin bike, but I’d never noticed before. Mostly, I wasn’t interested in her smirks of victorious satisfaction. It broke across her face like the sun can suddenly crack through a dark angry mass of clouds, lighting up your skin so unexpectedly it leaves you the fuzziest kind of warm beneath your flesh. “Come on, spill it. As silly as you think it is. I’m listening.”
Cashmere
“If, by any chance, you could hook me up with a hot lesbian by tomorrow night eight PM, I would be very grateful.” I stood on the treadmill, fumbling with the touch screen buttons, still startled by Joan’s sudden display of emotions.
“Start walking, one minute, then increase the speed to eight−”
“Eight? No way, I can’t do eight.” I tried to squeeze a little tear out of the corner of my eye, but my face was smothered with sweat so it would have missed the desired effect anyway.
“I was going to say eight and a half, Lee, so mind that mouth of yours.” And there was the smile again, generous and unexpected. Was a little outburst all it took to tame this wild wiry beast of a woman? If only I’d known two weeks ago.
“You murdered my legs earlier, coach, let’s agree on seven and a half, you need to give me something.”
“What if I find you a lesbian? Would that meet your terms?” She upped the speed of my treadmill to eight, leaving me no breath to reply. “We’ll talk after this two-minute interval.” Her smile transformed into an I’ll-teach-you smirk. I was wiped-out, my body near boiling-point and bathed in sweat, but my brain was still alert enough to know in which direction this treadmill conversation was headed. “One minute of walking,” Joan said. “And I’ll go with you tomorrow night. If you want me to, that is.”
“I believe you told me in the first minute of our first work-out that no was never an option in this gym.”
“Correct. So how about a try-out tonight? I’ll take you to dinner. It’ll have to be vegan, of course."
“Of course.”
“Start running again. Two minutes. We do this five more times. Then you’re done for today.”
But I wasn’t done with Joan for that day. A non-alcoholic all-vegetable supper across from her awaited me and I wondered if these vegan places offered candlelight, or just cold neon − admittedly, I suffered from some mild prejudices. I was on the fence about dating my trainer as well, not so much because she could let the intensity of the next-day’s work-out depend totally on the outcome − and I had no idea what her motives were − but mainly because not once in the two weeks that she’d been coaching me did I have a sexual, let alone romantic thought about her. She was too rough around the edges for me, too brutal, too principled. A few well-timed smiles were hardly going to change that. But if Joan had taught me one thing, apart from ripping my body to shreds and the gruelling sensation of deep muscle pain, it was focus and I focused all my attention on Liz’s dinner and not having to face Katy and Lou alone. For that purpose only, noisy, impressive, exceptionally toned Coach Joan was perfect.
I met her for the second time that day at seven-thirty at a surprisingly upscale restaurant in Camden and I was stunned at the transformation she had gone through. She hid her muscle definition under a cashmere turtleneck sweater, her neck, that sinewy bulky mass, expertly veiled from the eye, and her wide but slim shoulders stretching the jumper into perfect shape. I could never have guessed she would look so amazing out of sports wear. When she kissed me on the cheek, a gesture I deemed so foreign to my hardened coach, I felt a tingle of something shudder through my blood and, out of the blue, I wondered if she was the one who would break my six-week stint of abstinence.
Simple pleasures
“Would you like a glass of wine?” Joan asked and for the tenth time in five minutes she amazed me. “I’m not a complete Nazi, you know.” I sat opposite from her, her soft navy jumper gliding over her shoulder muscles, the thin fabric setting them off in the most sensual way as she shuffled in her seat. “I believe in simple pleasures.”
“Red, please.” A hint of mascara brought out the inky dark flecks in her grey-green eyes. A few minutes into our date and this toned-down version of Joan wouldn’t have to ask me twice, because, by then, I couldn’t help but wonder how that fitness bravado would translate in the bedroom − it had to be spectacular.
“Don’t worry, we’ll work it off tomorrow.” She fixed her eyes on me and broke into a wide smile that somehow didn’t seem to fit her face, as if it wasn’t made for smiling. “If not sooner.” She licked her upper lip for a split second and with that simple but suggestive gesture started off an evening of expert innuendo. After abstaining for six weeks, I didn’t stand a chance.
“Do you need me to make some sort of special vegan request for the dinner tomorrow?”
“Have I already passed the test?”
“As if I would ever put someone with your muscle mass to the test.”
“I wouldn’t want you to lower your standards.”
“I believe they’ve just been upped considerably.”
“I do have excellent stamina.”
“Maybe I should work you out some time.”
“I was hoping you would say that.”
Later, over desert, we sealed the deal.
“I came to the UK for love. I moved here nine years ago, when I was twenty-five.” She was thirty-four? When someone has no body fat, only taut smooth skin, it’s really hard to define their age, especially when they have the energy level of a seventeen-year-old. “Janet and I split up two years ago. The first and, so far, only failure of my life.”
“And you stayed?”
“Yes. I felt I could teach you Brits a thing or two about health and fitness.”
“Rightfully so.” After one glass of wine we’d switched to still water. (“Much better for you than soda, trust me.”) “What happened between you and Janet?”
“Life, I guess.” A sudden shadow clouded the sparkle in her eyes. “We grew apart. Worked too hard. Found we wanted different things. Nothing too dramatic. We’re still the best of friends.”
“Yeah? How does that work?”
“We love and respect each other and we know the other better than anyone else. It makes perfect sense.”
“Doesn’t it hurt to see her?”
“It did in the beginning, of course. But we talked a lot. Communication was always very important to us.”
“So, basically, you’re one of those over-processing vegan cliché lesbians.”
“Why don’t we get out of here and I show you what I’m really like?”
“And there I was thinking you’d never go for that pick-up line.”
“I have too much self-confidence to be offended by remarks about my chosen lifestyle. On the contrary.”
“And you like to have the last word.”
“That goes without saying.”
We went to her flat which was located above her gym − that place of torture. It was one of those stark black-and-white linear affairs with handle-less drawers and sliding doors. An apartment with no hiding space for people with nasty habits like drinking brandy, indulging in dyke drama and a prominent layer of body fat resting under their skin.
“Wow,” I said. “I fear I may not be sleek enough for this interior.”
“Don’t worry. We’ll work on that.” She took off her shoes and put them away in a shiny white specially-designed cabinet. “The bedroom is through there.” She pointed to a slick black-lacquered door. “Go on. I just need to fetch some equipment.”
A recipe for disaster
“Before we do this,” Joan said, “there are a couple of things you should know about me.” I sat on the edge of her bed, nervously awaiting the revelation of the toys she was hiding behind her back. “I need to be in charge and I don’t bottom. Ever.” Her eyes flashed with something I’d never seen before, maybe sexual anger, or some sort of scary darkness I wasn’t willing to acknowledge. “If you try to flip me over, which, let’s be honest, isn’t something you’d very likely succeed at,” she leaned towards me until her lips found my left ear, “I will punish you.” And all of that on one glass of wine. She produced a blindfold and, even before kissing me, tied it around my head, leaving me in the dark with my thoughts and growing fears. I heard the rustle of clothes being taken off − hers not mine. In a way, I was glad I didn’t have to be confronted with the sight of her muscles again, but, you know, she could have just switched off the lights. “Now.” A whisper in my other ear. “Let the fun begin.”
“Who exactly is this woman, Leesbian?” Alex and I stood with Liz in her kitchen. “She looks a bit intimidating.” He winked at Liz in a way that I could clearly see. “But you like that, don’t you?” He picked up a tray of glasses. “Have you tried her out yet?” And he left the kitchen.
“I’m sorry about Lou being here,” Liz said. “I asked Katy not to bring her, but I don’t have to tell you what she’s like.”
“Any chance she can get to spite me.” Liz handed me a bowl of cocktail dips.
“I’m glad you didn’t have to come alone.” She planted a kiss in my hair and walked into the living room with a bottle of champagne. Only then did I realise I had made a crucial mistake. To survive this night I would need at least one bottle for myself, which meant defying Joan in public. I had no idea how she would react to that, but, if last night was anything to go by, whips would definitely be involved.
We were all sat around the dining table. Lou and Katy strategically placed on the opposite outer end of where Joan and I were seated, Ben, Alex, Andrew and Liz squeezed in between. With this set-up, ignorance struck me as a valid option until Lou excused herself after the starter to smoke a cigarette on the balcony.
“How old are you?” Joan asked her.
“Twenty-nine,” Lou replied, taken aback.
“Are you telling me that a woman of your age and wisdom is making the conscious decision to smoke?”
“Erm, that’s what it looks like yes.”
“Please allow me to expose myself to your secondary smoke and go out on that balcony with you. I think we need to have a little chat.” Out of the gym she wasn’t that much of a bully, but she couldn’t quiet down the health freak inside.
“Be my guest,” Lou said and they walked out together.
“Quick,” I motioned to Alex, who was doing all the alcohol pouring that evening, “fill up my glass generously.”
“She’s got the thumb screws on, I see,” Katy interjected but I ignored her. I’d had two glasses of champagne before the meal and had then politely declined a refill of my wine glass, to Joan’s approval and Alex’s dismay. I looked outside and saw Joan pointing at Lou’s chest with a passion that could easily have been misinterpreted. I emptied two full glasses of wine in five minutes, the alcohol soothing my strung-out nerves. It was only nine o’clock. Somehow my friends’ presence and the joyous revelation that Liz was expecting twin boys couldn’t make me shake off the ominous feeling that this was going to be one long difficult Friday night.
Refined sugars
Whenever I so much as glanced at Lou, desire gushed through me and my anger intensified. I had failed to see what was so special about Katy years ago. She sported a spectacular bunch of wavy curls and her eyes were of the seductive wide and brown variety, but her personality was so vile and manipulative that I couldn’t understand that Lou would even consider setting aside her principles for her. Bitter pangs of rejection cramped through my body, but I couldn’t admit defeat, not in front of Katy. Somewhere she had found the courtesy to not be all over Lou in my company − possibly on instruction from Liz or Alex. When Lou, unfazed by Joan’s comments, went out for her next smoke, I seized the opportunity and stepped out on the balcony with her.
“So, you and Katy eh? Some night that must−”
“Don’t be so hard on her.”
“You do know that at Alex’s party she invited me to go home with you both?”
“I think we all had a bit too much to drink that night. You included.”
“When did you miraculously decide to give relationships a go again, then?”
“It’s not what it looks like, Lee.”
“Oh really? Since when is showing up−”
“I think your girlfriend wants you to go back inside. If looks could kill, this window would be shattered and a shard of glass would be stuck in my throat right now.”
“She’s not my girlfriend. She’s my trainer.”
“Could have fooled me.”
I walked back inside and picked up a glimpse of fury in Joan’s stare. I probably shouldn’t have slept with her, but chances were that I would end up in her bed again tonight − if only to try and forget about Lou’s pillowy lips and maddening aloof stance.
Andrew had just served his home-made profiteroles when Joan announced her departure.
“I know you don’t do refined sugars but you don’t have to eat it,” I said, perplexed. It was obvious she didn’t want me to go home with her.
“Saturday is my busiest day. My first client arrives at seven-thirty.”
“OK, I’ll go with you.”
“Don’t be silly, Lee. Stay with your friends.” She thanked Liz and Andrew and hugged everyone goodbye, except me. My plan had not only failed, it had just painfully backfired.
“Go after her,” Liz said. “Talk to her.”
I caught Joan as she exited the building. I had taken the elevator, she the stairs. Her puffy winter coat almost swallowed her.
“Hey, wait up.” She turned around, her face hard and unyielding. “What’s going on?”
“I knew what the deal was when coming here, so don’t worry about me.”
“What are you talking about?”
“You’re in love with Lou. That’s fine.”
“Lou’s with Katy and you and I came here together. I’m not that heartless.”
“Open your eyes, honey. Remove your head from whatever it’s stuck into and open your bloody eyes.”
“What do you mean?”
“Bye, Lee.” She walked away in search of a taxi, shaking her head. I had no idea what she was talking about. It was a cold foggy night. I had run after Joan without grabbing my jacket and I stood there, bemused and shivering, as I watched her disappear into the low mists. I dreaded going back inside and meeting Katy’s triumphant grin. I cringed at the thought of seeing Lou and Katy leave together. Their deliberately concealing behaviour irritated me more than the flaunting I had anticipated. I rode the elevator back up, against Joan’s advice to always − even when it seemed impossible − take the opportunity to climb some stairs, and knocked on Liz’s door.
Stairs
What a disaster, I thought as I re-entered the living room. By then I had fully admitted to myself that romantic scheming was not my forte, but what was it about Katy that always made her come out on top? When would I get the revenge that had been stewing inside me since I left Paris?
“I’m sorry, guys,” I said, attempting to convey an apology with a meek smile while racking my brain for a comeback, a way to at least annoy Katy. “Drama once again.”
“Nothing we’re not used to, darling,” Alex said. “She’s a funny character, though. Hardly seems your type.”
“She looked pretty pissed,” Katy said. “She must really like you.” I replied by glaring at her through half-closed eye-lids and pursing my lips together to make clear that wasting words on her was beneath me.
“These boys are having their own drama tonight,” Liz said, her fingers stretched wide over her belly. “I may need to lie down.” We all decided this was our cue to leave. This time, I took the stairs down − more in an effort to avoid sharing the elevator with Lou and Katy than to honour Joan’s fitness request. I wondered how tonight’s event would reflect in Monday’s work-out, which was silly, because I knew well enough that she would slaughter me.
“Can I talk to you for a second?” Katy asked. She waited for me at the bottom of the stairwell. “I just want to tell you that I’m not the monster you think I am.”
“Oh yeah, how’s that?”
“Lou and I are not together. We’re just friends.”
“But you brought her along anyway.”
“You brought Joan.”
“Because I knew Lou was coming with you.”
“Oh Lee, this is all a terrible misunderstanding.”
“No Katy, this is you taunting me once again. Well, you can be happy. It worked.”
“Listen to me, please. I know I’m not your favourite person and I’ve done things I’m not proud of.”
“Things? You slept with my bloody girlfriend.”
“Yes, I did that. And I’m sorry. But just listen to what I have to say please. I didn’t bring Lou to taunt you, on the contrary.”
“Cut the crap−”
“We slept together once and we became friends. She doesn’t like me, Lee. She likes you.”
“What?”
“She wanted to see you again without asking you out. She’s a bit strange when it comes to dating.”
“But−”
“And then you showed up with Joan.”
“But you made everyone believe you were together.”
“They just jumped to conclusions. I guess my reputation precedes me.”
“I see how it would.”
“Lou!” Katy shouted. “Lee is ready for you now.” She looked at me. “You do know how silly Lee and Lou sounds together, right?”
“Get out of here, Katy. If you want to stay on my good side for longer than one minute.”
“Bye Leesbian,” Alex yelled. Was he in on this? But I didn’t have time to consider Alex’s involvement because Lou stepped out of the shadows and I felt it then. The longing jittered through my body as she strode towards me, hands buried deep in her pockets, shoulders hunched forward, lips full and, finally, friendly. She had some Claire in her, in the way she held herself, her head cocked to the side, her hips slanted forward. Most of all she exuded the same improbability of becoming a successful other half. At least Claire had open relationships. Lou didn’t believe in relationships at all. I realised this made up at least half of her appeal to me − I hoped Roz would be back in full force again next Monday.
“Hey,” she said. “Let’s go.” I pulled her towards me.
“Why?” I whispered in her ear. “Nobody uses the stairs in this building.”
Misty Blue
“You could have just asked me out,” I said while zipping up my jeans. Lou shot me her meaty smile again. Her lips didn’t open, they just curled into a luscious arch of soft pink flesh.
“You could have asked me,” she breathed into my ear. “And what are you closing that for?” She pushed my hand away and lowered my zipper again. “We’re not done yet.”
“You made it perfectly clear that you didn’t want to be asked out.”
“Obviously,” she whispered, pushing me against the cool concrete wall with all of her body weight, “I made a mistake.”
I didn’t go home all weekend. Weeks of unrequited desire for Lou ached to be quenched. And all the doubts I had felt with Claire, the half-heartedness I had experienced with Lucy, the distance from Sarah, my silly crush on Roz and Thursday’s unusual night with Joan, it all had to be purged, expunged. Lou was my new beginning, my clean slate, my fresh challenge. On Sunday afternoon we lay in her smoky bedroom, the light that leaked through the curtains catching the fumes and colouring them misty blue.
“How do you propose we go about this, then? Seeing as you don’t do relationships.” I thought I’d better get the million dollar question out of the way.
“It looks like I’ll have to make an exception for you.”
“I’m immensely flattered.”
“We may need to establish some ground rules, though.”
“Oh no,” I groaned. “I hate those words.”
“Why?”
“They remind me of someone I don’t want to be reminded of.”
“You set the rules, then. I have no idea what I’m doing, anyway.”
“What a cop out.”
“I know we shagged all weekend and that doesn’t really constitute taking things slowly, but, apart from that, I can’t be rushed into this. No U-hauling and no declarations of undying love in the next month, please.”
“You’re funny.”
“Yeah? Most people say I’m way too serious.” Her eyes were the lightest of green, as if the hue had been filtered out. “I just don’t want all that drama, you know. In the past, people haven’t always taken relationships as serious as I have.”
“I have a very dramatic history. I seem to attract it somehow. You can still run, if you want.”
“What about Joan?”
“She’s my trainer. I didn’t want to come to the dinner alone−”
“OK, first rule. Honesty. I’m not blind, Lee. There’s something going on between you.”
“I slept with her, once.”
“No feelings?”
“Not from my side.”
“Anything else I should know.”
“Oh, too much to spoil this lovely Sunday afternoon with. I’ll divulge it in easily processable chunks.”
“You do realise I work with Alex all day and he can’t keep his trap shut.”
“Alex doesn’t know half of it.”
“Tell me about Claire.”
“You tell me about Katy first. Did she fuck you against the wall?”
“No walls were involved.”
“She certainly has changed.”
“She’s not that bad, you know. I quite like her.”
“Not as much as you like me, though?”
“Not in the same way, and it’s not a competition.”
“My therapist will have a field day with this tomorrow.”
“Since when are you in therapy?”
“I had my first appointment right after we met.”
“Did I screw you up so quickly?”
“You said the magic words.”
“Which ones?”
“I don’t do relationships and I don’t fall in love.”
“Yeah, I did say that.”
“We don’t have to call it a relationship, we can just date and shag.”
“And not fall in love?”
“That may a problem, for me at least.”
“The last thing I want to do is cause you problems.” And then, for one last glorious time, we rumpled her sheets and banned the crushing thought of another approaching Monday − and the return to real life − from our minds and filled them with other, far more exciting ones.
On the line
After the staff meeting Lucy summoned me to her office. She’d been uncharacteristically short with everyone, as if she’d had the most catastrophic weekend of her life. Whatever it was this time, I thought, she could hardly blame me.
“You’re going to want to close the door for this one, Lee.” I racked and racked my brain to be at least a tiny bit prepared for the storm I saw building in the creases of her face, but I had no idea. “As I said in the meeting, your articles about Joan Harris have become the most popular on the website this week.” Was I in for the surprise of my life? Was Lucy about to personally praise me? But what about the turmoil in her eyes? “We managed to couple them with a few lucrative advertising deals.” She slammed her notepad on her desk, causing some papers to ruffle with the force of the puff. “So much so, in fact, that I considered negotiating with Joan’s PR people to extend the arrangement.” Was that what this was all about? Prolonging my boot camp torture? I wasn’t sure I was up for that. Also, Lucy wasn’t exactly trying to butter me up towards agreeing − not that I would have a choice in the matter. “Until, first thing this morning, I got a call from Joan herself, demanding to cut the whole thing because it’s not working out anymore.” The look she shot me made me shuffle and squirm in my seat. “What does that mean, Lee? What’s not working out anymore? And why did you say everything was going well in the staff meeting?” Oh fuck, another woman scorned. “And please, for the love of God, do not tell me that you slept with her. I swear to you, I will fire you on the spot.” I swallowed slowly, trying to buy some time, but apparently that was enough for Lucy. “Oh, Lee. You’ve finally done it. You’ve literally screwed yourself out of a job.”
“OK, I can fix this. I’ll go see her and I’ll make it right.”
“What are you going to do? Work some of that Lee Harlem Robinson charm? It only goes so far, trust me, I have first-hand experience.”
“Please, give me a chance. I can turn this around.” I had to say something. My job was on the line.
“You’d better. If we lose this deal, you’re out. It’s as simple as that.”
At one PM, our scheduled time of meeting, I reluctantly knocked on the door of Joan’s gym but I failed to get a reply. I just heard loud bass-lines thudding through the walls. I opened the door and found Joan beating the crap out of punch bag − a lot of rage balled up in those fists.
“Hey,” I shouted. Startled, she turned around, sweat running from her hair down her face, muscles bulging, eyes popping. “Can we talk?” She gave the leather bag a few more punches, for intimidation purposes only, then grabbed a towel and dried her face.
“I told your boss that our deal is off.”
“I’m sorry for being insensitive, but I’m about to lose my job over this.”
“I also told your boss that it wasn’t your fault. I explicitly asked her not to blame you.”
“Yeah well, she does.”
“Is she really going to sack you?”
“My behaviour has been rather unprofessional.”
“I didn’t mean for that to happen. What can I do?”
“Take me back to the slaughterhouse.” She sighed and bit her bottom lip, the way she always did before inflicting a particularly torturous exercise on me.
“All right. Suit up. We’ll talk terms once you’re on the treadmill.”
The stairmaster
First, she made me run so hard on the treadmill that I couldn’t speak for five minutes afterwards, then she put me on the stairmaster and began her speech.
“I don’t know what it is about you, Lee. But I was drawn to you from the beginning.” I was glad I wasn’t able to reply. I also needed to save my breath because I had one more hour to go. “I tried to ignore it at first, be professional about it, but two hours every weekday is a lot and I’m only human.” This would be my first love confession on the stairmaster. “I made you sweat and curse. I caused you pain in body parts you didn’t even know existed. If I remember correctly, and I believe I do, I think I even made you cry one time. But still, the attraction remained.” I heard her pace around me, but I kept my gaze firmly fixed on the steps gliding away below my feet. “So yeah, when I got the chance, I jumped at the opportunity. Why not, right? That’s what life’s about. Taking a calculated risk now and again.” If she kept me going at this speed I would pass out before she could finish her speech. “And it went well last Thursday. I mean, you’re easy, Lee. Really easy. There was nothing to it. So I was hopeful. I was already daydreaming of sweaty post-work-out sex in the locker room.” I looked up for the first time but I was afraid to ask for a slower rhythm. “But five minutes into that dinner party and I knew what the deal was. That’s why I joined Lou on the balcony. I needed to make sure, even though it was pretty clear from the start. She wanted you and you wanted her, and little old Joan here was instantly reduced to the fifth wheel.” I was about to have an out-of-body experience. I could already see myself puffing away on that horrendous machine while Joan stalked beside me, rambling away. “That’s why I don’t blame you, Lee. It was my own weakness I despised. I didn’t want to see you anymore.” She finally stopped the machine. “But, you presented me with a choice and now I’m going to give you one.”
“OK,” I panted. “Whatever you want.” I sank to the floor.
“That doesn’t mean you can sit though. Get up.” I obliged. As agonising as my sessions with Joan were, it was either that or lose my job. “Time for my favourite. Wall squats. Come on, I’ll do them with you.” It was extra difficult to keep my back against the wall because my t-shirt was so drenched it kept sliding down. “If you want to keep me as your trainer and, apparently, also if you want to keep your job, I’m going to ask you for a favour.” She talked as if she was sitting in the most comfortable chair instead of relying on her thigh muscles to keep her in position. “All I ask for−” She stood up and towered over me. My legs were shaking like the most brittle leaves in the wind. “−is one night with you.” This time I sank to the floor with no intention of getting back up again. “That’s reasonable, don’t you think?” I looked up and hoped to see a silly smirk plastered across her face, one that said that this was just a sick joke, but her lips were as pursed together as ever and her expression was dead serious. “I have some new toys I want to try on you.”
Point of no return
“She wants you to sleep with her? For real?” Roz asked. She couldn’t keep her glasses on, her eyes were too sensitive from, by the look of them, days of crying. It didn’t feel right to lay my own problems out for her when I knew what she was going through, but she had insisted on not cancelling the session − “My clients rely on me. I can’t just take off on holiday.”
“Showing up for training tomorrow means yes. Which leaves me no choice, because if I don’t go I will lose my job.”
“And you’re not making this up to make me laugh?” The beginning of a smile curled around the edge of her mouth.
“If only. But I agree, it’s bloody hilarious.” I tried a desperate smirk, the kind you can only muster when you can’t sink any lower. “It was so stupid of me to take her to that party after sleeping with her.”
“You have options, Lee. You don’t have to do it. Talk to Lucy. Surely she wouldn’t want you to do that to keep your job.”
“Yeah right. I don’t have to speak with her to know what she’ll say. ‘You fucked yourself into this position so now fuck yourself out of it. Isn’t that what you do best?’ I’m not exactly her favourite person at the moment.”
“She may surprise you. Give her the benefit of the doubt.”
“I’d have to tell her about Lou, yet another woman in my life that isn’t her.”
“Whatever you decide, you must talk to Lou, though. Tonight.”
“I do?”
“Oh yes.”
“Couldn’t stay away, eh?” Lou asked while she let me into her flat, dressed in nothing but a pair of bright red boy briefs.
“It’s difficult.”
“Oh yeah? Why’s that?” She took me straight to her bedroom and kissed me until I almost didn’t remember the purpose of my impromptu visit.
“We need to talk.” Her face towered over me, the semi-mocking slant of her eyes annihilating my will power.
“Why talk if we can do this?” Her hand was already in my pants, her fingers well on their way to making me forget everything.
“I’m in trouble.”
“Serious enough to stop me from doing this?” Her light green eyes bored into mine while her hand dove a little deeper, almost past the point of no return.
“Yes. Unfortunately,” I sighed. Her face was so close that her black hair tickled my cheeks.
“Are you all right?” She retracted her hand and sat up, leaving me with nothing to touch, nothing to hold on to.
“This is going to sound outrageous and I apologise in advance−”
“Stop dramatising. Just tell me.” And then I did.
“You’re seriously considering spending the night with her?” Shame soared through me. Had it really come to this? I thought. “Because if you are, you can walk right out of that door and never come back.”
“I don’t know how it will play out, but I have to give her something. Otherwise I’ll surely get fired.”
“I’m not interested in all of this, Lee.” Lou’s eyes had narrowed to tiny green slivers of rage, flecked with obvious disappointment − the disappointment was the worst. “I’m not doing this, not with you, nor anyone else.” What a joke to even have contemplated, if only for the shortest of moments, that Lou and I could be free of drama. “This is far worse than any of the bullshit I half-expected from you, with your ominous warnings.” She got up from the bed and retreated even more. “Go sleep with whomever you have to to save your precious job. Just don’t involve me. This thing we had, that hadn’t even started yet, it’s over now.”
Choices
“Hello stranger,” Eleanor said. “I was beginning to wonder if you still lived here.”
“I’m not going anywhere any time soon. You can be sure of that.”
“Oh dear, I recognise that look. You’d better tell me all about it over a bottle of wine.”
“I spent a weekend in paradise only to land in the Monday from hell.”
“Did my darling niece have anything to do with that by any chance?”
“It’s all my own doing, Eleanor. I’m more than capable to fuck up my life without Lucy’s help.”
While draining glass after glass of wine I explained my current dramatic predicament to Eleanor, who, against her usual calm nature, became visibly agitated.
“You have to talk to Lucy, Lee. This is preposterous. It’s just not right.”
“I know it’s wrong, but it’s my own fault.”
“Give Lucy some credit. She’ll understand. She can put your personal history aside.”
“I don’t want to badmouth Lucy in front of you, but no, she can’t.”
“Two things, Lee, two simple facts. One, Lucy is your boss and it’s her job to protect you from unethical situations like this. And two, she loves you. For some reason, you have stolen her heart.”
“It can’t be for my strict adherence to a strong moral code.”
“Allow her to help you. She’ll sever the contract immediately if you tell her the truth.”
“She’s a business woman, Eleanor. Joan Harris is bringing in a lot of cash for BTG at the moment and I screwed that up. Lucy’s initial idea was to extend the contract.”
“Lucy’s so much more than a business woman. You know that.”
“Asking Lucy for help would be wrong on too many levels.”
“It’s your call, dear, but this doesn’t have to be a done deal.”
I went up to my room and sat there for a bit, staring at nothing, just waiting for time to pass and a bout of divine inspiration to wash over me. In ordinary circumstances I wouldn’t have thought twice about accepting Joan’s offer. She demonstrated a distinct flavour for kinkiness in the bedroom, a taste I didn’t necessarily share, but, as far as I knew − and I only had one night to go on − it remained on the right side of hard-core. But, another woman, another game. With her dramatic exit last Friday, Joan had given me the impression that she wanted Lou and me to get together, but, of course, it wasn’t that simple. It never was. She needed to control me one final time, make clear who was in charge, make me understand that Joan Harris was not a person you simply said no to.
I couldn’t tell Eleanor but, for all I knew, Lucy could make me the exact same counter offer. And in the end, it all wouldn’t matter, because I still would have lost Lou. The chemistry between Lou and me had been instantly electric, unstoppable, undeniable, but even more so, for me, it had been a reality check. It showed me, for the first time since meeting Claire Burns that Sunday in 2002, what acute attraction, the kind that almost certainly ends with love, was really like. It wasn’t getting the hots for a married Manchester housewife, nor rekindling a dead-and-buried love affair with an ex-lover. It certainly wasn’t cultivating a crazy crush on my therapist, nor was it hopping into bed with my boss whenever the need suited me. It definitely wasn’t getting lost in a secret impossible romance with a room mate, nor being blind-folded, cuffed and whipped by my hard-boiled trainer. For the first time since arriving back in London, since Claire had emptied my heart of all emotion, I had felt it again, with Lou. That deep longing that takes seed in an unknown part of you, in a place so unreachable you only notice when it’s too late, when you already know that you’ll miss something unmissable when you don’t let this person into your life. As I sat there in my room and the darkness slowly took over, immersing me in an irreversible sense of doom, I realised I had made the wrong choice. I should have picked Lou instead of my job.
Comforting thoughts
It was almost eleven when I finally knocked on Lucy’s door, my heart reduced to the size of a shrivelled pea and my ego crushed to absolute nothingness. I had to face her at some point and I preferred to have my melt-down in front of late-night Lucy instead of corporate day-time Lucy.
“Lee? What a surprise. I suspected you had forgotten where I lived.” She was dressed in jeans and a faded yellow hoodie, but the office sarcasm was still present.
“Can we talk, please?” I followed her into the sitting room. A large tub of Ben & Jerry’s stood open on the coffee table, flanked by a half-empty bottle of red wine. “Monday night blues?” I asked.
“Not as much as you, I presume.” Without asking she poured me a glass of wine and shoved it into my hands. “Is this about Joan?”
“Oh yes.”
“Didn’t go as planned?”
“You could say that.”
“Oh, Lee. How do you wind up in situations like this? You get more in a week than most women in a year, but at what cost?” Lucy sat slumped back in the couch, the cap of her hoodie propped against her chin, her glass resting on her belly. She looked a bit too relaxed. I expected her lips to stretch wide, into that deliciously wretched smile, any time now, ironically of course, and ready to be etched into my memory as the smile she sacked me with.
“In this case, employment.”
“Obviously, I can’t let you go through with it.”
“Really?”
“What did you think? I run a company, Lee, not an escort service.”
“Does that mean I’m getting the sack?”
“Look, I know we haven’t been the best of friends lately, but I was out of line this morning. I shouldn’t have threatened to fire you.”
“It wouldn’t be unjustified.”
“You should have kept it in your pants, that’s for sure. Actions do have consequences, you know, I think you forget that sometimes.”
“I might.”
“I’ll deal with Joan in the morning. You don’t have to worry about her anymore.”
“Thanks, Lucy.”
“Is it the girl?”
“What?”
“I just told you your job is safe, but you still look like you’re about to descend into the gloomy fires of hell.”
“I doesn’t feel right talking about it.”
“With me, you mean?”
“It’s just that Eleanor said something about you, huh, loving me.”
“Yeah well, that’s my problem.”
“Not entirely.”
“Did you lose her over this?”
“Yep. She won’t have any more to do with me.”
“Are you in love with her?”
“Yes.” It was the first time I said it out loud. How ironic that it was to Lucy.
“Then don’t give up.”
“You gave up.”
“Says who?”
“Is that why you’re not firing me?” She looked away then. I took it the only way I could − as silent confirmation.
“Look at us, Lee. Two bloody fools for love.”
“At least you have your career.”
“And you have yours.”
“And I have you.”
“That as well.”
“Can I have some more wine?”
“There will always be more wine, Lee. Isn’t that a comforting thought?” And then, there it was. The famous Lucy smile. It cut through everything, the shame, the guilt, the sense of utter worthlessness running through my blood, and it was my cue to start crying. Lucy held me in her arms for a long time, until the sobbing transformed into bouts of uncontrolled laughter and, until finally, I almost had to stop myself from kissing her. I hadn’t expected her to be so warm, so human, so forgiving. It had to be love, I thought. And, in that moment, that thought was much more comforting than any amount of the most intoxicatingly exquisite wine.
Stakes
I crashed down onto my bed well after midnight, sufficiently hammered to get a few hours of fitful sleep. I didn’t fear tomorrow’s hangover the way Joan, in two short weeks, had taught me, because, just like that, Joan was out of the picture. I could go back to eating pizza for lunch, accompanied by a glass of wine, without worrying how it would affect my work-out. I texted Alex and asked him to share one with me for lunch the next day. He was my best friend and my only chance at redemption with Lou. Now that my job was secure, she was my only focus. I had to get her back. I had to somehow un-dramatise myself and transform into someone irresistible to her. She’d set her principles aside for me once, I had to hope that she would do it again. I had to.
“You slag, what have you done now?” Alex asked me on the phone. It was eight AM and I was still in bed, barely awake and unprepared for this wave of unfiltered Alexness. “You text me at two in the morning on a bloody Monday night. This cannot be without consequences, Leesbian.”
“Sorry, I had a bit too much. It happens to the best of us. Can you meet me at one for lunch?”
“One? Isn’t that gym time with Joan?”
“No, I’m done with that.”
“Fine, but we’re having salads.”
“As you wish, homie, as you wish.”
“Shall I bring Lou?”
“You can try, but I doubt she'll come.”
“Oh Lee.”
“Oh yeah.”
When I arrived at the office at nine, Annabelle was hovering around my cubicle.
“Lucy wants to see you asap,” she said. “She wanted me to stake out your desk. It’s that urgent.”
“OK.”
“There sure have been a lot of closed doors involving you of late,” she said. If she wasn’t as dumb as she looked, and I was certain she wasn’t, she would put two and two together sooner rather than later. “Lucy must really like you. Maybe it’s those blazers. Where do you get them, anyway?”
“I have them custom-made, just to please Lucy, of course.” Lucy would have to be careful, and she would have some explaining to do about the deal with Joan falling through as well. I hoped this whole episode wouldn’t come back to bite her in the ass because, no matter from which angle you looked upon it, she had rescued me because of her feelings for me. If one of the guys had slept with Joan − not that Joan would ever touch them, not even with one of her whips − and had jeopardised the deal, they would be on the street by now.
“I almost believe you, Lee. Isn’t that funny?” I followed Annabelle to Lucy’s office and shut the door in her face.
“You need to keep an eye on that one. She suspects something.”
“Oh, she’s harmless. She just likes to stir a fuss. Don’t mind her.”
“If you say so.”
“How are you? Managed to get some sleep?”
“Some. Look, Lucy, thanks again for−” She held up her hand and shook her head, indicating that my expression of gratitude wasn’t necessary.
“I have a meeting with Joan in half an hour. Is there anything else I should know?”
“She has a lot of torture devices. She really gets off on that.”
“Anything useful?” She shook her head again, this time hiding a smile as she kept her gaze on some papers on her desk.
“She’s not the devil. She’s actually quite a nice person, but she really really likes to be in charge.”
“OK, wish me luck.”
“Thanks, boss. I owe you one.”
“You owe me more than one, Lee.” The freckles on her nose seemed to come alive again as she winked. “And don’t worry, these kinds of meetings, the ones where you go head to head, a lot is at stake and seemingly irreconcilable differences need to be bridged, are my favourite. You know that.” I liked this bitchy über-sexy version of Lucy, but, since what seemed like months − or almost forever − I liked Lou so much more.
Off limits
“Has she said anything?” I asked Alex while we munched lettuce and sun-dried tomatoes. “Anything at all?”
“Not a word, Leesbian. You know she has that whole mysterious thing going on. It usually works well for her.”
“You need to help me.”
“Did you ever think, Lee, all these years ago, when we met at uni and you were this prissy little lesbian, that the day would come that I would live vicariously through you?”
“You’re doing no such thing. This is heartache, Alex, not just some random dramatic episode.”
“What’s the difference?”
“I think I’m in love.”
“That is dramatic.”
“It’s more tragic than anything else.”
“What do you want me to do?”
“Get us in a room together, preferably a room with a well-stocked bar.”
“You want to get her drunk and take advantage of her?”
“Of course not, but we may need some conversation lubricants.”
“Relax, Lee. She likes you. It’ll be fine.”
“Can you make it happen tonight? Go for a drink with her and I’ll accidentally swing by.”
“Ooh, someone’s antsy. Anything for some drama, Leesbian. You know me.”
“And the word drama is off limits from now on.”
All afternoon, instead of focusing on the Hairy Bikers review I was tasked to write, I tried to picture the most favourable blazer-jeans-t-shirt combination to wear later that night for my planned coincidental encounter with Lou. Just as I was considering knocking off early to go on a last-minute shopping spree, Lucy walked in. She’d been gone most of the day. I hoped it wasn’t only Joan that had kept her out of the office. I waited for Annabelle to leave her desk and knocked on Lucy’s open door.
“How did it go, boss?” Lucy looked a bit flustered, a silly daze in her eyes and her hair visibly tampered with.
“The outcome was favourable but I think it’s in your best interests if I don’t discuss the details with you.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means we’re both off the hook, Lee. I’ll get Millie to take your place for the remaining two weeks and we’ll see how that goes. All options are open and our advertising plans can go through as planned.”
“But how−”
“Joan Harris is no longer your concern. Let’s leave it at that, shall we?”
“OK. Fair enough. Thanks again.” It was clear she was hiding something. I’d get it out of her in other, less formal circumstances − I knew which Ben & Jerry’s flavour was her favourite. I felt like somewhat of a coward for letting Lucy clean up my mess, but, all things considered, the result was good for everyone. It had even gotten Lucy and me closer together again and I was no longer her special pariah project at work. Poor Millie though, she was in for a brutal surprise. I e-mailed Lucy an inspired first draft of my Hairy Bikers review and clocked off at six-thirty, anxiously awaiting news from Alex. I went home, showered, poured the remainder of an open bottle of red wine in a glass, finished it while trying on a navy, grey and then beige checkered blazer over a white tank top, noticed more pronounced muscle definition around my collar bone − at least Joan was good for something − and sat in the armchair in the corner of my room, all dressed up and ready to go, waiting for a text from Alex. At five past eight my phone finally bleeped. Meet us at The Macbeth in half an hour. I’ll start the lubrication process. Gratitude only accepted in the form of numerous bottles of expensive champagne.
It was go time.
Metaphors and spritzers
Alex and Lou were seated at the bar, their heads huddled closely together, seemingly plotting something ultra-secret. The sight of Lou cramped a considerable amount of muscles in my body, so much so that I stopped walking towards her abruptly as fear spasmed through me. But, as always with fear, I knew how to nip it in the bud before it took over completely, and I was in the perfect place for it − a pub. My heart hammered dizzy dopamine-fuelled blood through my veins at a speed I could barely cope with, but I had to go forth and re-conquer the girl.
“What a sight for sore eyes,” I said and instantly realised I should have worked on my opening line a bit longer. On top of that, my voice cracked and sounded mousy, almost creepy really. I needed a drink fast. Lou wore a velvet dirty-green zipped-up jacket, its collar so high up it touched the bottom of her chin. Meanwhile, nervous sweat drenched the back op my tank-top. Was this a sign disguised as a metaphor? I was hot for her but she would remain cold and guarded, dressed in the softest velvet I would never touch again? If she was at all stunned to see me, she didn’t let on. Her almond-shaped eyes scanned me from head to toe, stirring serious doubts in me about the choice of my outfit, and, at last, after what seemed like hours of unbearable tension, halted somewhere around the edge of my right cheek. Did I have some food stuck there? Or did she just not want to look me in the eye?
“For you maybe,” she said.
“Leesbian,” Alex interjected, “what a surprise to see you here.” Alex was many things − reliable, over-dressed, foul-mouthed, camp as knickers, my best friend, etc − but a convincing actor was not one of them. Lou looked at him, then at me, disbelief (or was it something else?) colouring her cheeks redder and redder.
“I can’t believe this, Alex. You set me up. You bastard.”
“I asked him to,” I said but it was as if I had ceased to exist, as if Alex luring her to the pub was such a blatant case of betrayal it deserved so much more attention than me actually standing there, in front of her, with myself on offer, ready to be abused, scolded, shouted at, whatever it took to get her to listen to me afterwards.
“I wouldn’t have brought you here if I didn’t think it was necessary, Lou. Please, just hear Lee out. She has a bit of a dramatic way about her, but she means well. And she has the hots for you. In fact, I think she may actually be−”
“May I please be allowed to speak for myself?” I asked.
“I’ll leave you ladies to it,” Alex said. “Be nice to each other.” He kissed us both on the cheek and scooted off, humming Love Is in the Air.
“I thought you’d be busy shagging your trainer.” She was pissed off enough to show it in her words, which, in my foggy strung-out mind-set, represented at least caring enough to stay.
“Can I buy you a drink?” I needed something to dilute the terror rattling through my blood, even if it was just a glass to hold on to, preferably a glass of perfectly chilled Pinot Grigio.
“I’ll have a white whine spritzer. I usually drink those in about ten minutes. That’s how much time you have.” I racked my brain for a way to transform the hardness, the bitterness etched across her face into something softer, something willing to forgive.
The Big L
“I didn’t sleep with Joan and I have no intention of doing so. I’m sorry for even considering it.”
“Did you lose your job?”
“No. Lucy sorted it out−”
“Your ex Lucy?”
“My boss Lucy.”
“But she’s also your ex.”
“Well, yeah−”
“And what did that cost you?”
“Nothing.”
“Am I meant to believe that the problem miraculously solved itself?”
“That particular one, yes. The one that’s really tearing me up right now, not really.”
“What’s that then?”
“You.”
“I’m not the problem. You are.”
“I realise that. Look, I’m sorry for what happened but, in the end, nothing happened. Come to think of it, I don’t even believe Joan ever intended on actually sleeping with me. Also, I wouldn’t have done it.”
“That’s easy to say now you’re off the hook.”
“Please, try to understand what I’m saying here.”
“What are you saying? All I hear are irrelevant excuses. I don’t deal in excuses, Lee. What I want is a clear unambiguous purpose, commitment and monogamy, not some half-assed attempts at trying to be with me.”
“I’m saying that I have pretty strong feelings for you.”
“You sure have a funny way of showing them.”
“I know you hate drama and unnecessary complications, things I’ve been known to attract−”
“Maybe you should ask yourself why you attract them, over and over again.”
“Can we just forget about the drama?”
“That’s a good one, Lee. You may actually make me laugh.”
“Just drop the front, please. I’m−”
“Give me one valid reason why I should change my mind.”
“OK. But you may not want to hear it.”
“Another conundrum. They seem to be falling from the sky these days.”
“I’m in love with you. I’m completely crazy about you and the thought of never seeing you again terrifies me even more than it saddens me.”
“Love? Really? You’re throwing The Big L at me now? You certainly seem desperate enough.” She drained the last of her spritzer and waved the glass in my face. “See this, Lee? This is my cue to leave. Time’s up.”
“But−”
“But what?” She slid off the bar stool, brushing my knee with her thigh for a split second, the touch re-invigorating my hope. “You may like me and, hell, I may even like you, but it doesn’t change the facts. You’re simply not someone I want to be with. You’re exactly the opposite, actually.”
“You don’t have to be so god-damned principled all the time, you know. But, I understand, heaven forbid that you may actually feel something.”
“I know you’ve been seeing a shrink and good for you, Lee, really, but there’s no need to throw your psychobabble in my face. I know what my issues are and I deal with them in my own way.”
“Oh yeah? Which way is that? The complete absence of love just in case someone may ever hurt you again? Talk about living on the edge. You’re basically a coward, Lou.”
“I am what I am by choice and I have no need to be judged by the likes of you.”
“Of course not. You feel much safer behind your self-made ridiculous no-relationships walls than with someone like me. I totally understand. Well, I hope you’re happy there”
“Bye, Lee. See you around some time.” And off she went, out of the pub and out of my life. I ordered another glass of wine and tried to come up with a new plan. When my brain failed to deliver after the first glass, I ordered another one − having always been a firm believer in finding inspiration at the bottom of any glass filled with alcohol. At least I still had my job, I thought, but the emptiness in my soul, the dark cavity that connected directly to my heart and what it kept on losing, seemed too much to bear without the boundless support of more booze. I’ll just be drunk and single for a while, I thought, before the ability of forming thoughts at all escaped me entirely.
Degrees of heartache
“Thanks a bunch, Lee.” Millie slammed her gym bag on my desk with surprising force. I had not expected her to be able to lift her arms up that high after her first session with Joan. “Who did you shag to get out of that torturous assignment?”
“Trade secrets, Millie. They can’t be shared.”
“Is she a lezzer then, that Joan? Is she going to come after me and all?”
“Depends. Do you want her to?”
“Fuck you, Lee. I’m a married woman.”
“See it from the bright side. You’re the star of the office now, and Lucy’s going to love you forever. And you’ll have your prime form back in no time.”
“Look at me. I don’t need someone like Joan to whip me into shape. And we all know Lucy will kiss my ass as long as I keep bringing in ad money, after that, who knows what she’ll do.”
“If you ask me, you were lucky to begin with. You’re the lifestyle blogger on this team. It should have gone to you in the first place.”
“Yeah, I did wonder about that. I suppose Lucy thought you needed it more.”
“But now everything’s back in its right place. Isn’t that lovely?”
“Joan asked about you, you know. Wondered how you were.”
“You can tell her I’m doing just fine. No more sore muscles. No more booze police.”
“I gathered that. Did you go on a bender last night to celebrate your freedom?”
“Yeah, something like that.” Millie sauntered off with a surprising spring in her step. I could only conclude that some people were strangely wired to adore brutal exercise regimes. I glanced over at Lucy’s office, as ever closely guarded by Annabelle. I was curious about the details of her deal with Joan, but I would probably need to get her drunk to have her divulge them − and I was in no emotional state for a night of alcohol abuse in Lucy’s dangerous company.
After work I stopped by at Nathalie’s under the pretence of checking up on her baby blues, which she was now officially diagnosed with − it only took living with one therapist and having another in and out of her home for six months after child birth to come to that informed conclusion − but with the added incentive of bumping into Roz and getting some free pub therapy. Anna opened the door for me.
“Lee, I’ve never been happier to see you.”
“Such a warm welcome. I could get used to that.”
“I was about to call you. Our babysitter just cancelled and Nat and I have tickets to a musical. I really want to get her out of the house for a few hours.”
“Don’t say another word. It would be my pleasure. And the boy needs some bad influences in his therapeutically correct life.”
“You’re a life saver.” I was just glad I could be useful to someone, even if it was a six-month-old boy.
“Is Roz around?”
“She’s got clients until nine. I’ll tell her to come up afterwards. She’s not keen on going home early these days, as you might have guessed.” It wouldn’t be in the pub, but at least I’d get to talk to my therapist. The only downside to the way things turned out that night was that I couldn’t drink while little Leo was under my care − not an easy feat with a well-stocked and varied drinks cabinet only a few feet away. And a heart that felt so broken it was almost ridiculous. I had high hopes for my conversation with Roz. I needed her to shed some new light on my situation and inspire me to take the right action. Not that she was an expert in matters of the heart, what with getting hers much more expertly broken than mine had ever been. But, of course, measuring degrees of heartache was as silly as me believing that Lou and I ever stood a decent chance.
Hendricks & Tonic
Roz knocked on the door at five past nine, sank down on the couch next to me, sighed with all the power in her lungs and put her hand on my thigh.
“I need a stiff drink,” she said. “What about you?”
“I’ll wait until the parents have returned, but please, be my guest. I’ll drink vicariously through you. Get as wasted as you can.”
“Let’s be stereotypically British tonight, Lee. Let’s binge until we can’t stand up anymore. I need a head-start anyway, with the speed you knock them back.”
“Years of training. You’ll get there in the end.” Roz mixed herself a large G&T and had, by the looks of it, developed a real taste for hard liquor. She looked better than when I saw her last, the dark rings under her eyes having dissolved somewhat.
“Do you know what else I’ve discovered the joys of lately? Apart from this fine concoction.” She tapped her nail against the glass, which was already half-empty. “Sleeping pills. They’re the best. You take one, you wait five minutes, your thoughts start dancing in your brain a bit, until they just disappear into delicious blackness. And the next morning, at least until after you’ve taken your shower and the ludicrous absurdity of the situation hits you with full force again, you feel well-rested. They are magic pills, Lee. That’s what I call them now. Bloody magic pills.” Roz had been in the room ten minutes, long enough for me to realise that I would play the role of shrink that night. She downed her drink and got up to mix another one. The booze flushed her cheeks enough to push away the greyish pale complexion of her skin. “I’ve been thinking about finding someone younger myself. You’re probably not the right person to ask, with your crush on me and all, which I would find flattering if I wasn’t actually a therapist, but I look good for my age, don’t I?”
“You look fabulous, Roz. Loads of men, of any age, would do you.”
“You really know how to talk to a woman. No wonder you get laid so much.” Every second that ticked by we demolished another boundary on which the relationship between therapist and client relied. Then we were startled by a flung-open door and Nathalie who came crashing through it, straight to the bedroom.
“We left in the interval,” Anna sighed. “Clearly she wasn’t ready.” Roz and I quickly said our goodbyes and left Anna to deal with poor Nathalie.
“Why don’t you come back to mine? I have discovered an amazing brand of gin. It’s called Hendricks and it’s as smooth as−”
“As much as I would love to, I’d much rather keep you as my shrink.”
“Yeah, about that. I think we’re as good as past that by now.”
“I suppose.” How would I cope with losing my therapist as well?
“Come on. We have to talk about this anyway.” She waved down a cab and twenty minutes later I sat in her couch, a Hendricks & Tonic − served with freshly sliced cucumber in the glass − condensing in my hand. While she cut the cucumber in the kitchen I had snuck a quick peek at a picture of her almost ex-husband Richard and was surprised by the bearded blandness of his face. This was not the handsome man I had pictured Roz with.
“If you stop seeing me as your therapist, maybe your crush on me will disappear.” We were on our second Hendricks & Tonic, which meant Roz was on her fourth drink in a little over an hour.
“I believe I got over that when I fell in love with Lou.”
“Are you saying you don’t want to fuck me anymore?”
“Excuse me?” I was taken aback by the sudden turn Roz’s drunken banter had taken.
“Are you saying that, given the chance, you would say no to fucking me?”
“Well, erm, I don’t know. No seems a bit harsh, I guess.”
+ + +
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Happiness levels
“Good,” Roz said and put her empty glass down. “I have absolutely no idea what I’m doing, but I really need to be touched right now.” She reached for the glass in my hand, drained it, and set it next to hers on the coffee table. “I realise I don’t exactly look my best and I’m just a shadow of the woman you had the hots for, but, I don’t know. I just don’t know, Lee.” I had zero desire to sleep with Roz, not because she looked tired and was well on her way to being smashed, but because my whole being, everything, was consumed by longing for Lou. Lust was hardly trickling out of Roz’s glazed-over eyes either. She just needed some company, someone to hold her, tuck her in.
“Come on, Roz. I’ll take you to bed. I’ll stay with you if you want, but I’m not, huh, touching you like that.”
“Don’t go all noble on me now, please. I just want to feel something else than all this loneliness and rejection.”
“You will, soon, but tonight’s not the night for it.” I shouldn’t be here, I thought. I shouldn’t see my shrink in this position. I should be in Lou’s bedroom, trying to decipher which muscles in her face cause the left side of her cheek to dimple like that when she half-smiles. I escorted Roz to her bedroom, which was a mess of unwashed clothes and empty bottles.
“My cleaning lady’s coming in tomorrow. Never mind all this. She can scrub my house clean, but really, what’s the point?”
“You need to get away from this for a while, Roz. Take a holiday. Anna will handle your clients.”
“Will she handle you?” Roz sat down on the bed and fumbled with the buttons on her blouse, her hands too shaky to open them.
“Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.” I could always try Vivian Carsey, I thought, but her fees would be astronomical.
“Will you stay with me, please? I’m so sick of waking up in an empty house.”
“Sure, I can sleep on the couch.”
“No, sleep here with me.” Roz took a sleeping pill and nodded off in a matter of minutes and I just lay there, cornered by insomnia once again, only the woman snoring next to me was different − again. The sadness trapped in Roz’s house soon closed in on me and added itself to the general despair of the entire evening. Who was happy these days? Only the people in a steady long-term relationship like Liz and Andrew and Alex and Ben, I concluded. All the rest of us, Lou, Lucy, Roz, Joan, me, were miserable as fuck. I thought of Claire then and wondered about her happiness levels. I turned on my side and just to feel something, some warmth, some humanity, I curled my arms around Roz’s peacefully breathing body.
I woke up in what seemed the middle of the night, only surrounded by complete darkness and the soft smooching sound of lips kissing my stomach. The lips travelled upwards until Roz’s head emerged from under the covers. I figured she may have been caught in a very expressive erotic dream, but then she looked up, fastened her eyes on mine and said, “Please, fuck me.” She hoisted herself up until her face floated over mine, catching my t-shirt in the motion and lifting it up over my chest. I was too drowsy for a quick reaction and Roz didn’t wait for my reply. Maybe it wasn’t even a question.
Pancakes
“I wouldn’t mind doing that again.” Roz lay panting next to me in bed, one leg crossed over mine, sweat gathering where our flesh touched.
“That was quite the strategy you deployed.”
“What do you mean?” She shifted her body towards me, the back of her knee ungluing itself from my upper thigh with a sucking sound.
“Not giving me the chance to decline.”
“Sometimes it’s better not to take any risks.” I closed my eyes and instantly images of Lou crowded the blackness behind my eye-lids. Simply kissing Lou, the slightest encounter of our mouths, was enough to set off a million explosions under my skin − and I felt every single one of them. A pity shag with Roz was no match, it didn’t even come close to the magic that spectacularly fluttered through my veins when Lou shot me a smile, her lips so full and promising. If anything, sleeping with Roz had only intensified my hunger for Lou.
“I should go. I need to change before work.”
“Don’t go yet.” And just like that, she was on top of me again, her endless limbs chaining me to the bed. “I have a feeling you won’t come back once you do.”
“Well, the reasons to stay away are far more numerous than the ones to return.”
“I’m not your therapist anymore, Lee. We can be friends now.”
“What a successful first step we took in that direction.”
“I know you’re in love with Lou and I’m hardly in bed with you because of a late-in-life discovery of the joys of lady love, but it doesn’t have to be awkward.”
“I liked having you as my therapist.”
“I know and I also know you liked it for too many wrong reasons.”
“Can you get off me now, please? I can’t breathe.” She released her full-body hold on me but I still felt as if I couldn’t catch my breath. I got up and hurried to the bathroom, the morning chill freezing my toes.
“Thanks for staying last night,” Roz yelled from the bedroom. “It meant a lot to me.”
Eleanor was already up and about, rummaging through kitchen cupboards and juggling pans, when I arrived home.
“Morning, Lee. Can I interest you in some pancakes?”
“Are you kidding me? Have I ever told you you’re the best landlady on this planet?”
“Not nearly enough, dear, but at my age praise becomes so insignificant, it hardly matters.”
“Don’t be daft. Either way, you’re the greatest of them all.”
“Busy night, I take it?”
“Yeah, babysitting and, huh, some other things.”
“No doubt.” She winked at me in a way only people with more than sixty years of experience in life can, putting it all in perspective with the blink of an eye. “Someone came to see you last night. A nice girl. Pretty as well.” Immediately my heart started thundering in my chest.
“Who?”
“I believe her name was Lou. Short for Louise, I presume?”
“Fuck. She came here? What time was this? And what did she say?” No, no, no, I thought, fuck no. I missed Lou because of a night of compassion with Roz.
“Mind your language, dear. It’s not even eight yet.” Eleanor peered at me over the rim of her glasses, her mouth drawn into a mocking curve. No one cursed more in this house than her. “She just asked if you were home. It must have been around nine.” I checked my watch. It was a quarter to eight. Was it too early to call her? And did she have a miraculous change of heart?
“I’ll be right back, Eleanor. I just need to make a call.”
Lothario
I called Lou five times but she didn’t pick up. Then I tried Alex.
“You have to stop doing this, Leesbian. From now on you can’t call me before ten AM on weekdays and noon on weekends. Deal?”
“Yeah, yeah. Are you at work already?”
“Have you gone mad? Ben was just about to go down−”
“OK, I get the picture. Sorry for disturbing your morning shag.”
“You’re not a man, Lee. You don’t know what it’s like waking up to two poles sticking−”
“Please, spare me the details.”
“I’m just saying, these things have to be dealt with in an appropriate manner, otherwise your day is fucked and you may as well not get up.”
“You’re the picture of domestic bliss, girlfriend. You’ve no idea how much I envy you.”
“Of course I do, but let’s not dwell on that again. Is there a reason for your call at this ungodly hour? I assumed it was an emergency, otherwise I would have declined, respectfully of course.”
“Lou came round to my house last night.”
“And?”
“I wasn’t home. I just wondered if she’d said anything to you about stopping by. I only found out this morning and she’s not answering her phone.”
“That’s because it’s seven bloody fifty-five, Lee. She probably hasn’t had her morning coffee yet. Anyway, where were you last night?”
“Babysitting Leo.”
“I’m impressed. I thought you’d have gone to some sleazy dyke bar to drown your sorrows.”
“Yeah−”
“I have to go now, Leesbian, Ben says it’s now or never.”
“Have a nice day, Alex.”
“I only told Lou good things about you, though. Told her you were a stand-up, warm-hearted person with a bit of a Lothario-complex.”
“Who needs a shrink with a friend like you?”
I joined Eleanor in the kitchen and nibbled on a pancake, my stomach too upset to take anything in.
“I had dinner with Lucy last night,” she said. “I think she’s seeing someone.” My chin dropped down a few inches.
“Say that again, please?”
“I guess it’s still in the early stages and she doesn’t want to jinx it by putting it out there, but I could just tell. And she kept getting text messages that inspired the most goofy grins.”
“Shit. I can’t believe this.”
“What?”
“I’m as good as certain it’s Joan, you know, my ex-trainer.”
“The woman who almost blackmailed you out of a job? Lucy’s involved with her?”
“I think so.”
“Good God, that girl has the most horrible taste in women.”
“Thanks a lot.”
“Well, no offence, Lee, but you haven’t exactly made her happy.”
“She hardly did wonders for my happiness levels either.”
“I’m sorry, but I’m quite upset about this. What’s she doing with the likes of that Joan?”
“Hell if I know, but I’ll be sure to ask her today.”
When I arrived at work, Lucy wasn’t in yet. Maybe she was having an early morning S&M session with Joan. No wonder her cheeks had been so flushed last Monday − those negotiations must have been very painful. I called Annabelle because I didn’t want to deal with her face-to-face.
“Can you schedule me ten minutes with Lucy as soon as she comes in, please?”
“She won’t be here before noon. Can I ask what it’s regarding?”
“Just some questions about an article I’m stuck with. Can she do lunch?”
“You’re asking for lunch with the boss because you’re stuck with some review? What’s it about? Men?”
“A new comedy club just opened down the road, Annabelle, maybe you should apply. Don’t have too high expectations, though.”
“I’ll get back to you about that lunch. Have a wonderful day, Lee.” What a morning, I thought, I should have had more pancakes.
Reasons for blushing
The morning inched by without a sign from Lou. I’d sent her a text and an e-mail, slightly worried to come across as too stalkerish − at least she’d know I was still keen. When I finally did receive a text message, it was from Lucy. Meet me at the pizza place in Covent Garden at one. I’ll buy you lunch. Pizza? Maybe the mystery woman wasn’t Joan after all.
“What’s the emergency?” Lucy asked as I sat down across from her.
“Your aunt is worried about you,” I said. “And your assistant is extremely annoying. Can’t you get rid of her?” Lucy leaned back and her face broke into a wide grin.
“Let’s start with Auntie Eleanor. What’s on her mind?”
“Basically, your taste in women.”
“Women? Meaning the plural of woman?”
“Yes. And that includes me.”
“Which other women might she be referring to?”
“Don’t play dumb, Lucy. Between the two of us it wasn’t that hard to figure out.” She shuffled in her seat a bit.
“Let’s order, shall we? Do you want to share a quattro formaggio?”
“I’m surprised you’re still allowed to eat something as disgusting as pizza. Or are you going for an extra spanking tonight?” A mild blush started at her neck and crept up along her cheeks, absorbing the freckles next to her nose.
“What on earth are you talking about?” She fidgeted with the bottom of her glass a bit. I understood why she was so reluctant to say it out loud.
“Joan bloody Harris is what I’m talking about. For heaven’s sake, boss, what’s going on?”
“She has, erm, a very persuasive personality.” I’d never seen Lucy’s face go crimson like that − and I’d seen her in various situations that invited some heavy blushing.
“I suppose the tools give her an edge as well.”
“Let’s not go into too much detail, please.”
“Lucy Rowe, I’d never thought−”
“Maybe we should try to steer this conversation into a more professional direction.”
“It’s a little late for that, isn’t it?”
“I hadn’t expected to like her, but it was a case of instant chemistry. I can’t explain it and I certainly don’t have to justify it.”
“No, but you should know she has a bit of a mean streak.”
“I’m aware of that.”
“Eleanor isn’t very happy about it.”
“As much as I adore her, it’s none of her business.”
“Is she making you do compulsory work-outs yet?”
“My, erm, thing with Joan is very different from what you had with her, Lee. I don’t think it compares.”
“I sure hope it doesn’t.” Lucy and Joan, I had a hard time picturing it in my head, but Eleanor was right about one thing. Lucy did have a ghastly taste in women. Just as I swallowed the last bite of pizza, my phone rang. Lou. Finally. We had a short conversation in which we agreed to meet after work. Suddenly, I couldn’t care less about Lucy’s choice of bed partners.
“Hot date tonight?” Lucy asked. This time my cheeks flushed dangerously red.
“Oh yeah.” She lifted up her glass and held it in the air.
“Here’s to us, Lee. And the fact that there might be something resembling love left for us in this world.” I was shocked that she would use the word love in reference to Joan, but instead of pointing it out, I focused on the hormones shuddering through my own blood.
“Cheers, Lucy. Now, about Annabelle−”
“Sorry, Lee. You can complain about her all you want, but she’s not going anywhere soon.”
“Oh, it’s like that, is it?” Lucy just nodded.
“Hey, maybe we can go on a double date some time.” She pulled her face into a mean sneer. Joan’s antics were rubbing off on her already. “Only joking, Lee. Where’s your sense of humour?”
Face cream
I checked my face in the bathroom mirror and was not pleased with what I saw. Too many sleepless nights complemented by excessive alcohol intake rubbed off on my complexion. Two weeks with Joan were hardly enough to flush out years of mistreating my poor liver. My life needed an injection of something wholesome, something kind, something resembling love − as Lucy had tentatively put it. How could Lou fall for this jagged old face? I rummaged through a basket stuffed with day and night cream samples Millie kept supplying me with in the hope I might use them some day. I found one of which the packaging promised ‘instant restoration’ and applied it generously until the skin of my face felt made of wax. Visually, I noticed no difference. “You can’t change yourself over night, Lee,” Joan had tirelessly yelled every time I had sighed a bit too loud for her liking. “It takes a daily commitment. Every day of the rest of your life.” She was right about some things. I hoped she wouldn’t rip Lucy’s heart to shreds just to get back at me. “Not everything is about you, darling,” I whispered to my reflection. “But a lot of fucked up shit is. Do something about that.” I smeared some anti-puffiness lotion under my eyes and prayed for the best, tried to nod convincingly at myself and went on my way to meet Lou.
I was in the process of taking my sixth deep breath before ringing Lou’s bell when her front door opened.
“Are you coming in or what?” She wore the grey pin-striped vest with, what looked from my angle, nothing underneath. A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth, flirting with the possibility of either a mocking sneer or a smirk of endearment. She turned around and I followed her inside. Smoke swirled around the cracks in the curtains and assaulted my respiratory system. What would it take to have her quit? How many days of commitment?
“About the other night,” I started. “I’m sorry−”
“Don’t be,” she said and curled a hand around my neck. Her fingers inched into my hair, eliciting a muffled gasp from my mouth. “Maybe we were both partly right and partly wrong.”
“That’s a promising thought.” Her eyes darted across my face, their jerky movement implying mischief and impatience − or perhaps the face cream had finally kicked in and some miraculous restoration was taking place across my skin. Then, without further ado, she kissed me and I knew she felt it too. The shudder in my bones, the unmistakable longing in my soul, the instant realisation that she was important − it wasn’t unrequited, it wasn’t a one-way street. I was certain she felt it too.
“If Alex wasn’t so extremely gay I’d be worried about how he bangs on about you all the time.” Lou was rolling a cigarette while her head rested on my stomach. Tiny flecks of tobacco drizzled down and freckled my skin.
“Oh, so you did it for Alex. Because you have to work with him every day. I get it.” The gentle bouts of laughter rippling through my belly shook Lou’s head and more tobacco gathered next to her splayed-out hair on the skin of my stomach. I would need to start negotiations on banning this habit from the bedroom soon.
“Obviously.”
“Thank God for Alex then.” I removed the half-ready cigarette from Lou’s hand and put it on the night stand. I ignored the nicotine stains on her fingers and slid down to kiss her. It wasn’t a night for processing − other, more urgent needs came first.
Compromise
It was Sunday evening and Lou and I had spent another blissful weekend in bed − without a trace of that vague, earlier-voiced intention to take things slowly. We sat in her couch with plates of micro-waved spaghetti in our laps.
“Please make the idea of another Monday bearable and come to my house for dinner tomorrow night,” I said.
“Is it time to meet the family?”
“You met Eleanor last Wednesday, anyway. And she makes a mean beef wellington.”
“You’re not cooking for me?”
“I would, but I want you to live.”
“Don’t you have therapy on Mondays?”
“I used to but, well, my therapist is in the middle of a nervous breakdown herself.”
“Really? How’s that?”
“Unexpected collapse of her marriage. She’s just taking some time off, but I won’t be seeing her anymore.”
“I thought you liked her.”
“I did. I still do. Let’s just say I’ve seen her in compromising circumstances. It was never a good idea to go into therapy at Anna’s practice anyway.”
“Why not? Surely they’re trained to keep a professional distance.”
“Can we talk about something else? Like how to get that sauce removed from your upper lip.” I leaned in to lick it off but she pulled away.
“No. You’re being deliberately vague. What are you not telling me?”
“Why would you assume that I’m hiding something?”
“I don’t know. I’m not being difficult for the sake of it, but that’s just how I feel.”
“Because of that business with Joan?”
“Yeah. I mean, I can’t just start trusting you blindly because we have a good time between the sheets. It’s going to take a little more than that.”
“Of course.” I nervously shuffled the last of the pasta around on my plate, debating whether to torpedo the fuzzy warm haze that had descended upon us during the weekend by disclosing my indiscretion with Roz. Morally, I was obligated to but the decision wasn’t just an ethical one. I dreaded the sight of Lou’s face folding into disgust again − the way it had when I told her about Joan’s proposal. More than that, I feared the utter emptiness that would rush through me when she showed me the door, again. I had probably already used up all my second chances. On the other hand, I couldn’t justify Lou building her trust on a lie because she had just asked me point blank, which would make my silence a case of pure inexcusable deception. I looked at her as she sat there with her legs tucked under her body, her eyes clear and not ready for disappointment.
“Did you sleep with her?” She asked, beating me to the punch.
“Yeah.” I sucked my bottom lip into my mouth and bit down hard. “I did. I’m sorry.”
“I suspect there will be plenty more skeletons in your closet.”
“Perhaps, but I hope you can see that they wouldn’t matter.”
“This thing between us started as a compromise for me. You know that right? You come with a lot of baggage but I can’t hold that against you. We all have our path to follow. The strange thing is that, even now, sitting here with you and hearing you say that, it doesn’t feel like a compromise at all.” I was on the verge of tears, in fact, one was ready to burst out of my left eye, all fat and obvious, leaving a track of overwhelmed emotion on my cheek. They were, by far, the sweetest words someone had spoken to me in months.
“So you’re not kicking me out?”
“Depends.”
“On what?”
“When you slept with her.”
“Does it really matter?”
“No, I guess not.” She shoved the plate off my lap into the couch, no doubt staining it irrevocably − Lou wasn’t half as tidy in every day life as she was in her emotional life − and pinned me down. “Best make me forget about it as quickly as possible though.”
Nine days
For exactly nine days life came pretty close to what I imagine paradise must be like. Then I received a call from my old boss Theresa.
“What did I tell you about staying in touch, Lee? I know you’re probably busy courting several people, but it doesn’t mean you should neglect your friends.”
“Friends don’t speak about their friends in the way you just spoke about me, Theresa.”
“What are you talking about? I gave it to you straight, exactly the way in which friends should.”
“Fair enough, boss. How’s life treating you? Not sick of your business partner yet?”
“Indirectly, she’s the reason for my call.”
“Don’t keep me in suspense.”
“Our agency is doing really well, so well even that we need to expand. We’re approaching your friend Alex. We want to persuade him to come work with us, and his copy-writer, of course. They make an impressive team.”
“Well, that’s never going to happen. No offence, Theresa, but Alex doesn’t want to work for Claire.”
“We’ll make them a very generous offer. You know money is everything in this business.”
“And you’re telling me this because?”
“Given your history with Claire, I thought it was the right thing to do.”
“My heart is warmed. You are aware of the fact that Alex has only been working with the new copy-writer for a few months, right?”
“Oh yes, Lou Gallagher, she’s brilliant. Together they’re absolute genius, which is why we want to snatch them up as quickly as possible.”
“I have several objections to this plan, but I may as well save my breath, I suppose.”
“This will be good for Alex. I promise you. We’ll make him thrive.”
“It’s not Alex I’m worried about.”
“Then what is your concern?”
“Lou Gallagher is my girlfriend. The prospect of her working for Claire Burns doesn’t really make me jump for joy.”
“Oh. I didn’t know that. But, Lee, you must realise this is business. It’s not personal.”
“Do tell that to Claire.” I was on my way to Lou’s for another night of revelling in that magic mixture of unending lust and silly giddiness only a new love inspires. I turned the corner and I saw her standing in the door frame, her eyes narrowed to slits as she sucked at a hand-rolled cigarette. The distinct fragrance of tobacco was so inherent to her now that I looked forward to its sting in my nostrils. Nevertheless, I was brooding on a plan to get her to quit − a plan so cowardly it mainly involved getting Alex to be on her case about the disadvantages of smoking all day at work. As I approached her, catching the first faint hint of a smile that turned my insides all goofy again, I realised that there was no way I could ever stomach my girlfriend and my best friend working in the service of Claire Burns.
“Hey you,” she said. Usually the sign for me to forget about everything but the two of us together, but it didn’t work this time. I kept wondering how much money I would have to compete with and if it was my place at all to ask them to decline. “What’s up?”
“One of these days, you’re going to get an offer that will be very hard to refuse but, if you want your life to be drama-free, I would strongly advise you to say no.”
“Can you a bit more specific, please? I mean, that’s very vague, even for you.”
“Claire, my ex and co-founder of Sanders & Burns, wants to pay you and Alex generously to join her company.”
“Oh that,” she said. “Don’t worry about that. She requested a meeting today but Alex dismissed the possibility immediately.”
A light afternoon snack
If only it had been as easy as Alex dismissing Claire. Claire would not accept defeat after the first no, nor would she after the twentieth. I knew that and Alex knew that, Lou on the other hand, hadn’t the faintest idea who she was dealing with. As Claire deployed her strategy of adding small but significant bonuses with every new offer, I could see the pound signs flicker brighter and brighter in Lou’s eyes.
“I didn’t go into advertising for its moral values, you know. This is my chance to make some serious money.” It was a week after Claire had made her first move and Lou and I had ventured out on an evening stroll through Kensington.
“I understand the money's alluring, but−”
“I had a lunch meeting with Claire today,” she blurted out. “I wasn’t going to say anything yet, but I have trouble grasping why everyone believes her to be such a manipulating bitch.”
“Because she’s manipulating you into thinking she’s not. She’s the underdog now. The perfect position for her to operate from.”
“She’s you ex-girlfriend and a lot has happened between the two of you. I get that. But you’re the one who told me she had genuinely changed. And you’re the one who broke up with her.”
“That’s not the point. I don’t trust her.”
“What about me? Do you trust me?”
“Well yeah, but−”
“You work with your ex every day, which makes a far more compelling case for me to have trust issues with you.”
“Please, Lucy has nothing on Claire.”
“What are you saying? That she’s going to come after me? To spite you?”
“I don’t know, OK, but I don’t want to be put into a position in which I have to entertain the possibility.”
“The reason why she invited me for lunch is because they just landed a new client, and it happens to be the one brand Alex has never had the chance to work for despite his undying love for it.”
“Shit. They’ve got Paul Smith?”
“No. K-Y.” She tugged her mouth into a smile, one I normally wouldn’t be able to resist.
“This situation is not suitable for jokes.”
“Come on, Lee. Claire is not the devil. I understand that you don’t want her in your life, but life’s just not that perfect. We all have to deal with unwanted factors, especially where work is concerned, but this is such an amazing opportunity for us. Do you know how it feels to have an agency woo you like that? It gives me such a sense of accomplishment and I believe Alex and I could do great things with them. And then there’s the money.”
“I know I’m being selfish, but put yourself in my shoes. How would you feel if I went to work with your ex, the one that really broke you, the one that hurt you like no one else on this earth ever has, every single bloody day.”
“I’ve done nothing but that. This is not an easy decision. But maybe it’s time you started forgiving her.”
“Then what happens? I forgive her, we all go for coffee together and have a threesome as a light afternoon snack?”
“Oh Lee, if only you could trust me.”
“This isn’t just about trust. It’s more like preparing for the worst case scenario. Can’t you see why this is doing my head in? Claire has absolutely no regard for who she hurts when she picks someone to sleep with. She did it with Katy, she did it with Louise.”
“Listen to me. This is an offer to work for Claire and Theresa, not to sleep with them. It’s not because these things get messed up in your head that every one else thinks like that.”
“Fuck you.” I started walking away from her. Was I really being so unreasonable? And why did she speak as if her mind was made up already?
No
My short-legged skips were no match for Lou’s lengthy strides and before I turned the corner of my street she had caught up with me. A dull sting inched its way forward from the back of my skull. I’d had about enough of conversations concerning Claire.
“Can I come inside?” Lou pointed her head towards the front door of Eleanor’s house a couple of feet further down the road. I hadn’t reached a stage in which I could say no to her yet, it was all still very yes yes yes, please do.
“Only if you fuck me in complete and utter silence.” Her eyes lit up and shone with the most loveable kind of mischief. No matter what she decided about the job, I’d accept it in the end. She started rolling a cigarette on the sidewalk because Eleanor’s house had a strict no-smoking policy. I had reached that stage in which I started making gentle disapproving comments about her nicotine habit, this time I shot her an offended, slightly disgusted stare, accompanied by a mild eye-roll.
“Maybe I should quit,” she said, but I knew it was only to humour me. She didn’t mean it.
“And maybe the world will be perfect when I wake up tomorrow.”
“Who knows? It just might.” The smile curling around her lips went straight to my gut, gripping me tightly, mercilessly, leaving me no choice but to kiss her against the cold brown-bricked wall.
Later, we lounged in Eleanor’s couch, glad to have the house to ourselves, enjoying its spacious roominess.
“I told you about my friend Vic coming back this weekend, didn’t I?” Lou asked.
“Only a million bloody times.” I was just teasing, relieved that the topic was something else than Claire Burns. “She’s been away for a year, finding herself in Asia − how original − and will be staying with you until she figures out what to do with her life in London.
“I’m so excited. We grew up together. And she was my first.”
“How old were you?”
“Fifteen.”
“Someone started early.”
“Surrey gets pretty boring during grey wet summers. We had to do something.”
“I suppose there aren’t many other options apart from exploring lady love.”
“It was the first time I got my heart broken as well.”
“Did she dump you for a guy?”
“Several times.”
“But you stayed friends?”
“BFFs.”
“For some reason the term BFF coming from your mouth seems infinitely ridiculous.”
“I know, I normally wouldn’t use it, but I make an exception for Vic − the only exception.”
“She must be quite something.”
“She is. You’ll see.” As curious as I was to meet the infamous Victoria, little spurts of anxiety prevented me from anticipating her pending return in too joyous a manner. I’d never heard Lou speak so affectionately about anyone else before. I could only hope she used the same tone when she spoke of me to her friends and acquaintances. Then my phone rang. It was Claire. My first instinct was to hurl my mobile into another room and ignore the call completely but I just sat staring at it. “Who is it?” Lou asked.
“Claire.”
“Aren’t you going to pick up?”
“I don’t think so.”
“I think you should.” I pushed the green button and answered Claire’s call, but only because I couldn’t say no to Lou yet.
Martyr
“If it isn’t Claire Burns, breaker of hearts and expert at indecent proposals. Have you got a job offer for me as well? I presume the bulk of my tasks will need to be performed in the bedroom.” Lou’s facial expression quickly transformed from mild amusement to mortified shock. She couldn’t say it out loud, but I could see the words flicker in her eyes − question and exclamation marks included. You can’t speak to my future boss like that, they said. But I could. I could say whatever I wanted to Claire Burns. Years of heartbreak had earned me at least that privilege.
“Hi Lee, we should talk. Are you free for dinner tomorrow evening?”
“What do you want to talk about, Claire? If it’s my girlfriend, don’t bother.”
“You seem to have some misconceptions about my motives. I just want to make some things clear. Bring Lou if you want. Whatever makes you feel most comfortable.” Hearing Claire say Lou’s name inspired an almost-forgotten rage in me. “Come to my house, it’s finished now.” I realised it wasn’t Claire I was most angry with. It was my own weakness that had allowed me to go back to her, time and time again, that enraged me more than anything.
“I don’t really want to−”
“I know you get off on playing the big martyr in your dramas, Lee, but you weren’t the only one who got hurt. I’m not saying you owe me anything, but we need to talk. That’s all. Think about it, let me know by tomorrow afternoon.” That was the problem with Claire − and possibly every other woman I’d ever fallen for − I just couldn’t win with her. My phone beeped violently into my ear, reminding me of the simple fact that Claire Burns always had the last word.
“Well?” Lou’s eye-brows were arched so high-up, I could only hope it wasn’t all expectation crammed in their skyward bow.
“She invited us to dinner tomorrow night.”
“I think you should go alone.”
“And I think both you and Alex should come, so we can all get a taste of what future office Christmas parties will be like. No warm fuzzy feelings next to the tree, only ice-cold chills and difficult conversations.” Lou shook her head in disbelief.
“Stop exaggerating, Lee. It’s all in your mind. You keep blowing things out of proportion. I wish you could see that.”
“Yeah well, unfortunately I shagged my therapist so I can’t get psycho-analysed about it anymore.” I felt so cornered, so ganged-up on by two people who could never belong to the same gang, not by the longest stretch of anyone’s imagination. But as soon as I said it, I knew I shouldn’t have. Still, a frustrated, deep-lodged anger froze the words of remorse on my tongue. Lou stood up and walked out, just like that, without looking back. I sat there for a bit, hoping Eleanor would come home so she could sort me out in her gentle, non-scolding way, but she was knocking back her Tuesday night sherries and, knowing her, wouldn’t be back for hours. So I called the other party involved in this mess. Alex.
“Leesbian, shouldn’t you save the powers of your tongue for more important business these days instead of wasting them on a gay like me?”
“Not tonight, homie. This whole Claire Burns business is starting to get to us.”
“I told Lou from the start I would never do it, Lee. Not for all the money in the world. I have my own private, extremely well-toned bank at home, anyway.”
“I take it you haven’t heard the latest, then. Sanders & Burns have booked Paul Smith as their client.” The silence on the other end of the line was so uncharacteristically long, it couldn’t be more clear − nor deafening.
New beginnings
“It doesn’t matter, Lee,” Alex said, after long seconds of stunned silence, unable to hide the hesitant tremor in his voice. “You’re far more important to me than any account.”
“It’s not about me though, is it? This is about Claire.” I’d known Alex long enough to know what was important to him, and I would be the last person to stand in the way of his dream − no matter the cost. “And the opportunity she’s presenting you and Lou with.”
“What are you saying?”
“That you should go for it.”
“I couldn’t live with the betrayal, Leesbian. You know me, I’m sensitive like that.”
“The hell you are. And, as much as I appreciate your loyalty, it wouldn’t be a betrayal. This is business, Alex, I understand that.”
“It’s more than business.”
“Yeah, I know. It’s your life-long dream.”
Next, I tried to figure out a way to apologise to Lou and concluded that actions would make a firmer statement than another slew of lame sorries, so I texted Claire and confirmed my presence at her dinner. Then, all there was left to do was grow the maturity to cope with the psychological fallout of Alex and Lou becoming Claire’s employees, but they’d have to give notice at their current jobs, so I had some time to suss that one out.
On Wednesday evening, after work, I went straight to Claire’s house. I hadn’t seen her since Theresa’s party when I had dramatically walked out on her and her advances. I felt something flutter in my stomach when I rang her bell, something resembling nerves I wasn’t willing to accept. The last, and only, time I’d been at her house had ended the way it always did with Claire − in her bed.
“Hi Lee,” she said as she leaned against the door, one arm stretched upwards. “Long time no see.”
“I hope you didn’t go through too much trouble for little old me.”
“Don’t worry. We’re having beans on toast. I know you’re more a liquid dinner kind of person, anyway.” She smiled in that unsmiling Claire way, arrogant but not so much that it shut you out completely − however small, it was the opening that mattered. “Come here.” She grabbed my shoulders and kissed me on the mouth with just the right amount of intensity to make me doubt her motives for the rest of the night.
“I suppose I should thank you for finally giving your permission. Alex called me back for the first time this afternoon. He said he was willing to talk.” Claire was in the process of opening a bottle of Shiraz. I recognised two paintings on the wall opposite from where I was sitting from her flat in Paris. One day soon I would have to start dealing with the memories I had so expertly hidden beneath all the drama and the alcohol. “Your girlfriend, on the other hand, seemed eager enough from the start.”
“You can’t really blame her. She doesn’t know you the way Alex and I do.”
“And you haven’t told her?”
“Some things just can’t be conveyed to their full extent by mere words, Claire. Some things you have to experience for yourself to recognise the trauma they’ve caused.”
“You don’t seem too traumatised to me, Lee. You’ve even gone and gotten yourself a new girlfriend already.”
“I’m sure you’ve had plenty yourself.”
“You shouldn’t always automatically assume things about people, Lee. You’d be surprised how often you’re wrong.” She held up her glass. “To new beginnings,” she said. “Now tell me, is it serious between you and Lou?”
Gasoline
“Yes, I believe it could be,” I said to Claire and the pout of her lips, that disturbing, distracting fold in her mouth that always threw me off guard.
“How do you know?” She sipped from her wine and slumped her body forwards, her hands inches away from my knees. I tried to bury myself a bit deeper into the couch.
“I just do.” She nodded and I had no idea how to interpret it.
“Like you did with me?”
“Yeah, I guess, but differently. I’ve changed a lot since then.”
“Was she the reason you didn’t go home with me at Theresa’s party?”
“One of the reasons.” Some kind of amusement twinkled in Claire’s eyes, danced in the saturated brown of them, that autumnal colour I would never forget.
“This is a business decision, Lee, pure and simple. I understand your apprehension, but our company needs Lou and Alex. This has absolutely nothing to do with you.” I attempted to gauge her level of honesty by scanning her face, but, as ever, due to years of Botox abuse, it was void of indications.
“I wish I could believe you, but there are just no guarantees. Especially when Claire Burns is involved.”
“I’m not going to try anything with your girlfriend, Lee. Because that’s what you’re really worried about, isn’t it? I would never do that to you and I also wouldn’t be so stupid to risk everything, because my business is everything to me now, to somehow get back at you. I didn’t even know she was your girlfriend until you told Theresa.”
“What a fabulous declaration of intentions, Claire. The only problem is that your words mean so little to me now. And I just can’t get over the irony of finally meeting someone I’m really interested in, only to have her end up working for you. It just doesn’t sit right with me.”
“Well,” she said while jumping out of the couch with the vigour of a fifteen-year-old, “it looks like you’ll just have to get used to it anyway, baby.” She walked to the kitchen. “Time to eat.”
While she rummaged through some drawers I wondered what was normal about this situation and I decided I needed an outsider’s take on it − I needed Roz.
“I can pull off a decent carbonara now,” Claire said, as she planted a large pan on the table. It didn’t even look half-bad. “Please, help yourself.”
“Who taught you?”
“Marco, a friend from New York.” She sat down opposite me and the sudden cosiness of the scene struck me as very odd. I wasn’t supposed to be sitting in Claire’s house eating pasta. Or was this how it happened? Was this how we would become friends? I definitely needed Roz.
“A friend?” I cocked up my eye-brows to assure her I wasn’t exactly born yesterday either.
“A good friend.” The smirk with which she stated the obvious caused a pang of something unpleasant, something cold and bitter, to jitter through me. I shoved some spaghetti in my mouth to hide my discomfort.
“The bottom line is that if you try anything funny with Lou, I will set your bloody house on fire.” She laughed then. Long, loud giggles spurted out of her open mouth.
“It is serious then.” She poured us some more wine. “I will douse it in Gasoline and wait for you on the doorstep, Lee. I promise you that.”
“I’m glad we can agree on something.”
“Me too, baby, me too.”
Party planning
“You know what, Lee?” Roz said. “Now that we’re friends, I think I should meet the infamous Claire Burns.” I had waited for her last client to leave, feeling somewhat sorry to have forever relinquished the right to lust after her while she shoved her glasses up her nose and I showered her in tales of shameless drama. We were in the pub a few streets from her practice, sipping white wine instead of gin − “I’m off that stuff forever,” she had said. “It makes me act a quarter of my age.” Her one-week holiday visiting a cousin in Sevilla had obviously done her a world of good. “Come to think of it, I’d like to meet Lou as well. Can’t you throw some kind of party?”
“I understand your curiosity, but I’m not sure Lou wants to meet you.”
“It could be cathartic for everyone involved.”
“You’re joking, right?”
“Not really. I would like to see the interaction between them, especially when you’re in the room. Don’t you have a reason to celebrate something?”
“No, but organising a party would definitely show my good-will towards Lou’s decision to work at Sanders & Burns. I’d have to invite Theresa and Alex as well, of course.”
“Sounds perfect.”
“The only question is, where do you fit into this picture?”
“I’m your sad old friend on the verge of divorce. I’m the pity invite.”
“I think that, as far as Lou’s concerned, I’ve bestowed enough pity on you.”
“Come on, that was just a silly night we’ve both forgotten about. Anyway, it’ll give me a chance to assure her that I’m not even that way inclined.”
“This all just sounds like a disaster waiting to happen.”
“Best make it quick then. Saturday?”
“What’s gotten into you?”
“I desperately need to be entertained, Lee. My only other option is to get a pet.”
“That’s an excellent idea.”
“I like the idea of a party better.”
“That’s the problem with befriending your ex-therapist. I’ve freely given you all the tools to manipulate me with.”
“And you paid me for it.”
“Really? You want to host a party for me and Claire?” Lou asked. We were standing outside Eleanor’s house, waiting for Lou’s cigarette to burn up. “You would do that?”
“Someone has to.” I was going to get rewarded for this, I could see it in her eyes. I hadn’t mentioned Roz yet − my strategy was to hide that detail as long as possible.
“Can we invite Vic? She arrives on Saturday afternoon.”
“Of course. The more, the merrier.” It would give me a chance to see what Vic was all about from a safe distance.
“I’m so glad you made peace with Claire. What did she put in that pasta?”
“A mixture of Valium and Xanax, I presume.”
“We’re signing with Sanders & Burns tomorrow evening. The timing couldn’t be more perfect.”
“I know, and the best part is that you don’t have to do anything. Just collect your friend and bring her here. I’ll take care of everything.”
“Have I told you that I’m really beginning to like you?”
“Beginning? How offensive. You’d better take that back.”
“I’m not really one to swallow my words.”
“Yeah, I know. I remember how you made it very clear that you weren’t interested in a relationship.”
“And look at me now.”
“You’re way past the beginning, Lou Gallagher. You have been for weeks.”
“Oh, alright then.” She grinned and pushed me against the door, the copper handle bruising my back. “I have some romantic feelings for you. Let’s see where it goes.”
“Up those stairs and into my room, that’s the only place this beginning of a romance is going.”
Cornered
“Why am I doing this, Alex?” I asked while I poured him a glass of red wine. “I must have lost my mind.”
“My best guess is pussy, darling, but, admittedly, this is one of your crazier ideas.” We were sitting in Eleanor’s couch, waiting for the other guests to arrive. “I mean, next thing you know, Lucy will walk through that door, with Joan in tow.” He giggled nervously. “Wouldn’t that be hilarious?”
“Shut up, please.” I drained my glass and poured another. “I need more wine if I’m going to survive my first sighting of Lou and Claire together.”
“She was very pleasant last night. Cracked open a bottle of Veuve and all.”
“Oh, I bet she was.” The bell rang. I hoped it was Lou.
“I’ll get it,” Eleanor shouted from the kitchen. She was all tarted up and more than ready to step in when alcohol abuse would cause me to neglect my hosting duties.
“I thought the day would never come,” Theresa said, “that Lee would invite me to her home.” I expected her to get along swimmingly with Eleanor. “I can already see that this cohabitation is working out so much better than the previous one.”
“It sure is, Theresa. Where’s your lovely husband?”
“He was, erm, otherwise engaged tonight. He sends his apologies.” All the other guests arrived in quick succession, except for Roz whose last client only left at eight. My plan was to get Lou tipsy enough to at least accept Roz’s presence by the time she showed up − I hadn’t told her about the pity invite yet.
“What a pleasure to meet you,” Vic said, the inflections in her voice obviously the product of an expensive public school education. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”
“Only the good, I hope.”
“Lou’s not one to leave out the interesting bits, but don’t worry, I gather she’s quite fond of you.” I could have kissed Vic, but her skin was so pale and her frame so brittle, I feared the slightest touch would break her. She didn’t look like someone who had spent the better part of a year in countries near the equator, more like someone who’d gone on a polar expedition. “So, explain this party to me, please. Lou mumbled something about your ex and her new boss, but I’m afraid I need a bit more details.” I broke the situation down for her in processable chunks, all the while keeping my eyes glued to Lou, who had decided not to dress up for this party. Her faded jeans and loud yellow t-shirt stood in sharp contrast to Claire’s black Armani suit. Then the bell chimed again. It could only be Roz. Lou didn’t look anywhere near intoxicated enough to deal with this unexpected guest, so I pulled her aside while Eleanor opened the door.
“That will be Roz,” I said. “I kind of invited her tonight.”
“Roz? Your ex-therapist slash ex-shag?”
“Yeah, look, we’re friends and she’s been really down in the dumps lately−”
“I thought you’d done enough to cheer her up.”
“I should have told you sooner but, please, can we not make a big deal out of this right now?” Lou didn’t get a chance to reply because Eleanor and Roz entered the living room. I introduced her to everyone, hoped for the best, and refilled all the glasses generously − there’s nothing like a freshly topped-up glass of alcohol to lift people’s spirits. I had just deposited an empty bottle in the kitchen when Claire cornered me.
“Who’s that gorgeous blonde and when will you introduce me to her?”
Straight
“That’s Roz and, erm, dare I say it. She’s straight.”
“How straight?”
“Since when are there degrees of straight?”
“Since 1986 when I met this girl Cindy–”
“You’re not straight to any degree, Claire. Given the chance, you’d shag that fridge over there.”
“If you’re going to be like that, I’ll find out on my own.”
“Please do, but let me warn the poor woman first.”
“What’s going on here?” Lou entered the kitchen, her lips stained burgundy from the wine.
“There are some things you don’t know yet about your future boss, honey, but she’s hardly the discreet type so I’m sure you’ll find out soon enough.”
“Don’t listen to her, Lou. It looks like Lee is going sour in her old age. She seems to have lost all sense of adventure. Now, if you ladies will excuse me.” Claire squeezed herself between Lou and me and exited the kitchen.
“What was that all about?”
“She’s only going after Roz.” I craned my neck to see if Claire was heading straight for her target but Lou positioned her face in front of mine and planted a sloppy wine kiss on my lips.
“Some party,” she said while trailing her lips along my right cheek. “Thank you so much.” At least I didn’t have to worry about Lou getting upset about Roz’s presence anymore as she appeared sufficiently plastered. And Roz and Claire were grown women – although I was fairly certain Roz had something else in mind when she had said she wanted to see what Claire Burns was all about. “Let’s go upstairs for a minute.” Lou’s tongue was in my ear now, lightly jabbing at the inside, her teeth grazing the lobe. Something had made her frisky. I could only hope it wasn’t Claire.
“I’m hosting this night for you. I can hardly disappear for a quickie.”
“We’ll be back before anyone notices. Does this kitchen have a walk-in pantry?”
I re-entered the sitting-room fifteen minutes later, my face flushed and my lips folded into a silly smirk. I observed Eleanor immersed in an animated conversation with Theresa – something to do with feminism in the seventies and monogamy in the nineties. Roz sat in the far end of the couch, Claire propped up next to her with her eyes narrowed to slits and her lips puckered into their ultra-seductive pout. As long as she focuses on Roz, her attention is drawn away from Lou, I thought. I couldn’t help myself.
“Lee, come here,” Alex said. “I need your opinion on an important matter.” He was talking to Vic whose ghostly pale complexion was only showing mild hints of a blush. Either she was used to drinking or her blood was ice-cold. I walked over to them and Alex put his arm around me in a conspirator-like gesture. “You know them both best.” He pointed his chin in the direction of the sofa where Claire now had one hand on Roz’s shoulder. “Can I bet money on this?”
“The blonde seems a bit uptight,” Vic said. “I don’t think she’ll go for it.”
“You don’t know Claire Burns, darling,” Alex said. “She’ll stop at nothing.”
“I’m staying well out of this,” I said. “And how dare you, you filthy queen, wager on something like that?”
“Don’t look at me, Leesbian. It wasn’t my idea.” Vic’s porcelain-white cheeks dimpled with mischief.
“Where’s Lou?” She asked. “I haven’t seen her for ages.” At that moment Lou emerged from the kitchen with another bottle of wine. Vic waved her over. Just as I shifted my gaze from the kitchen back to the couch I saw Claire lean in for a kiss. Roz never stood a chance.
Ghosts
On Sunday evening Lou, Vic and I were eating kebabs to help with our hangovers when Claire called my mobile.
“Hey stud,” I said. “Did you need Rohypnol for that or did you do it all on your own?” Lou rolled her eyes at me but I couldn’t help it that Claire was going to be her boss. She was my ex first and I could speak to her whichever way I wanted.
“Contrary to your beliefs, Lee, I do still have some charm left.”
“Some being the key word.”
“You could have said that you slept with her.”
“Would it have made a difference?” I signalled to Lou that I would continue the call outside.
“It’s hard to say at this point. Anyway, can you give me her number?”
“Why do you want that for?”
“Usually it’s to call someone.”
“Maybe the fact that she didn’t give it to you voluntarily is a sign.”
“Either way, I’d like to call her.”
“Well well, Claire Burns is going soft. Midlife crisis?”
“I like her. Is that allowed?”
“Of course, but are you sure you want to get involved with a straight woman on the brink of divorce?”
“That’s my business.”
“I’ll call her and see what she says. I’ll let you know.”
“Thanks, Lee.”
“And that’ll be the last favour I do you in a while.” I went back inside to finish my food, shared the developments with my fellow diners and went back out to call Roz.
“Only a few days ago you assured me you weren’t that way inclined, Roz. I don’t know what to believe anymore.”
“Oh God, Lee. A little attention is all it seems to take these days. What’s happening to me?”
“Don’t ask me, you’re the mental health professional.”
“Richard and I had a big emotional show-down yesterday afternoon. I was feeling particularly tender and susceptible to flattery.”
“It happens to the best of us. Claire seems to have taken a shine to you, though. She asked me for your number.”
“I kind of snuck out this morning. I didn’t feel up to letting her down gently.”
“You probably did the right thing. Claire isn’t really one to take no for an answer.”
“What should I do?”
“I can tell her you’re not interested.”
“You don’t have to do my dirty work, Lee. I’ll deal with it, but just so you know, I’m not interested.”
“Good.”
“By the way, I didn’t really get a chance to talk to her a lot, but I like Lou. She’s tough, but she has a certain kindness in her eyes.”
“Yeah, she’s a keeper.”
We walked back to Lou’s place, my arm curled around her right one and Vic’s wrapped around her left one.
“This is about as perfect as it gets,” she said. “Squeezed in-between my two favourite girls. The future bright and the possibilities endless.” My thoughts drifted off to Claire, home alone, waiting for a call from Roz. For the first time in my life I felt a little bit sorry for her. Then my phone started vibrating in my pocket again.
“Someone’s popular,” Vic joked. “Another lady suitor?”
“It’s probably Claire again,” I said as I pulled my phone out. It wasn’t. It was Sarah Loqmani, another ghost from the past.
The L Word
My heart started thumping beneath my ribs. I had all but forgotten about Sarah and the delicious twenty-four hours we spent together. Everything was different now – I was with Lou now.
“Go on,” I said to Lou and Vic, “I’ll catch up with you.” I needed some privacy for this conversation. The night was dense and cold around me, my shallow breaths transforming into clouds around my mouth. I sought support against a dirty-grey lamppost and answered the call.
“Hi Lee,” Sarah said. “I’m going to be in London for a few days this week. I just thought I’d let you know.” It’s not as if I owed her anything, not a portion of my time, nor some of my attention. It’s not as if she’d been in touch. All Sarah Loqmani had done was drive me back into the arms of Claire Burns.
“I suppose we can have dinner. Are you staying with Vivian?”
“You suppose? I was expecting a bit more enthusiasm.” Someone had been schooled in displaying self-confidence – one of the effects of securing a book deal I presumed.
“Of course I would be very happy to see you, Sarah. But just so we’re clear, I have a girlfriend these days.”
“That’s great news. Is it Claire?”
“No, someone entirely new. Her name is Lou.”
“We need to talk, Lee. I need to tell you something.” My heart was still rumbling violently underneath all my layers of clothing. “I arrive on Wednesday. Are you free in the evening?”
“I can spare a few hours.” I tried to sound as unavailable as possible. Maybe a few hours was a bit too generous though.
“I’ll call you when I get in. I’m looking forward to it already.” I let my head fall back against the icy lamppost as the memories gushed over me. Temptation number one, I thought, while focusing hard on the image of Lou’s luscious, irresistible lips. Instead of strolling to Lou’s place I half-ran over there, anxious to see her face, to kiss her and surrender to the heat it sent through my flesh. Sarah would be no match for Lou, I was certain of that.
On Wednesday evening I sat across from Sarah at a posh restaurant in Kensington – one I would never go to if I were paying. She had suggested it after I had declined to meet her at Vivian’s house like last time, when we hadn’t made it out all night. She looked stunning, almost breath-taking, like a new woman really, as if she had shed all the weight of her past and had re-invented herself as a bona fide glamour puss. I felt terribly under-dressed, but she said I looked good anyway.
“Look at you,” I said. “What happened?”
“Well, I have some news.” The waiter came over to refill our glasses, all the while Sarah kept her dark wide eyes locked on mine, a tiny smile playing at the edge of her mouth. “Arif and I are getting a divorce. It should be finalised next month.” I was hardly surprised. “Just in time for my book launch.” There were no more signs of the self-effacing, almost shy woman I met months ago. This was a new person, a brand new Sarah, and she looked hotter than ever. “I would really like you to come to Manchester for it.” I couldn’t help but wonder how many hearts she would crush in the future.
“Are you a lesbian now?” I asked, remembering the crimson blush the mere mention of the word had caused her when we first met.
All those yesterdays
“Oh yes,” Sarah said, the sparkles in her eyes intensifying every second, “and I have so much to catch up on.”
“All those years wasted on men. Such a shame.”
“I wouldn’t say wasted. Arif and I have two children. In fact, if it weren’t for them, I would have left Manchester already.”
“Where to? San Francisco? Portland?”
“No, silly, London, of course.” I was glad I didn’t have to entertain the possibility of Sarah relocating to London, glad the temptation would end tonight. The way she looked at me, her hair all shiny and her eyes twinkling with the promise of hours – possibly even days, or weeks – of freshly liberated sensuality, proved to be an unexpected test. I grabbed my phone out of my blazer pocket and showed her a picture of Lou. “Is it serious?” she asked.
“People keep asking me that, as if I couldn’t be serious about a girl. It’s all I’ve bloody ever wanted.”
“You know why I’m asking though, don’t you?” She tilted her head down and ran her fingers through her hair, then looked up again with the most sultry bat of an eye-lash I had ever witnessed. “I have such fond memories of that night.”
“Yeah, that was quite something. The way you threw yourself at me.” And that was the old Sarah, I thought. Who knew what the new one would be like? “Lou and I are exclusive, though. No more of that open relationship bullshit for me, thank you very much.”
“She’s a lucky woman.”
“I’m the lucky one.”
“And I just ran out of luck.” She shot me a shy glance, one reminiscent of her former, pre-success, pre-coming out self. That one was the hardest to resist.
“Are you kidding me? Look at you. Women will be throwing themselves at you. I can take you to this club and there won’t be a dry–” She put her hand on mine and adjusted her pose, as if retreating into her more reserved persona.
“It’s OK, Lee. Maybe this weekend. We’ll see.”
After dinner I walked her to Vivian’s townhouse in silence.
“Are you sure you don’t want to come in?” she asked. “Vivian’s not home, if that’s what you’re worried about.” I shook my head. Vivian was the last of my concerns.
“I’ll call you Friday evening. I’ll introduce you to Lou.”
“Can’t wait,” she said and covered my ears with her mittened hands. Then she kissed me on the forehead. “Thank you, Lee. For everything.” She quickly disappeared into the warmth of the house and I rushed off home. Once back in my room I couldn’t settle down, couldn’t find peace. I called Lou.
“Hey, aren’t you off on some date?” she joked.
“I love you, Lou.” I said it without thinking, and for the first time.
“Is that the reason for your call?” Her voice seeped into my ear, all gooey and full of lust.
“No, obviously this is a booty call.”
“OK, I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”
“Great.” I hesitated to put the phone down. Surely this couldn’t be the end of this conversation.
“Hey,” she said and it was as if I could feel my blood go hot as it rushed to my cheeks, flushing them the brightest, silliest red ever. “Me too.”
Whistling
For three months after Sarah’s departure I was happy, over the moon, ecstatic – the hormones coursing through my blood all at their ideal levels. Three months in which Lou and I visited Sarah in Manchester and witnessed her literary triumph together. Three months in which we couldn’t whisper enough I-love-yous in each other’s ears. Three months in which nothing was ever enough, even though we spent ninety percent of our spare time together. Three months in which we set forth on planning a big U-haul operation. Three months in which Lou started working for Sanders & Burns and it actually seemed like a good idea. Until it stopped being one. We’d been dating for four months and one week when I first noticed the boredom in her glance, the loss of something – a required intensity, a much-needed desire. We were at a pub in Shoreditch waiting for Alex and Ben and it was as if she could barely look at me, as if laying eyes on me caused her an uneasiness, an unpleasant sensation she didn’t want to deal with.
“What’s going on?” I asked. “You seem a bit distant.” She briefly let her eyes dart over my face, then looked away again.
“Nothing, babe. I just had a crazy week.”
“You’ve had crazy weeks before. You usually deal with them differently.”
“Look, I just want to sit here, have a nice glass of wine followed by a good night’s sleep and not be quizzed about it. Is that possible?” Her tone was more unfriendly than accusatory, as if she was putting up with me instead of being with me.
“Whatever.” I felt the first pang then, the first shadow of doubt cast over our affair.
“By the way, I have to work tomorrow. Claire and I need to go over some copy–”
“She has you working on Saturdays now?”
“It’s only for a few hours. And I offered.”
“How very nice of you.”
Later, in bed, she was much more frenzied than usual, as if trying to get something out of her system. I tried to file it away as the natural ebb and flow of a relationship, tried to focus on tomorrow instead of the sleepless night ahead. We both tossed and turned until morning, unable to address this chasm, this sudden rift between us. Then I heard her whistle in the shower and, due to lack of sleep and growing anxiety, it infuriated me so much I waited for her at the bathroom door and attacked as soon as she got out.
“What the fuck are you so happy about?” It was a ridiculous question, born from a sense of being wordlessly rejected and being kept in the dark about something important, something relevant to our romance.
“What?”
“You can’t give me one friendly word all night. You fuck me like it’s the last time, like you want to get through it as quickly as possible, and now you’re bloody whistling in the shower? What’s that all about? Not me, I presume.”
“What are you talking about? I always whistle in the shower.”
“No, you don’t.”
“What on earth are we fighting about here? Please tell me, Lee, because I have no clue.” I went back to bed and lay there for a while, mute, watching Lou put on jeans and a t-shirt. “I have to go to work,” she said and quietly slammed the bedroom door behind her – Vic was still staying with her. Then she started whistling again. I heard it fade as she walked into the kitchen and, finally, out of the door. Fuck, I thought, she’s going to work. She’s going to see Claire and that’s why she’s whistling a happy tune.
Dramatic effects
I couldn’t shake my suspicions. I paced Lou’s room, still undressed and un-showered and waited for the clock to turn eleven – a decent time to call Alex.
“What’s going on, Alex?” I asked him off the bat. “Are they seeing each other behind my back?”
“Whatever happened to good morning, Leesbian? And who are you talking about?”
“Why aren’t you at work? Aren’t you and Lou supposed to be a team?”
“Lee, settle down. I have no idea what you’re going on about.”
“Lou went to work. She said she had a meeting with Claire. Why doesn’t that involve you?”
“They have meetings all the time, sweetie. Why the sudden bout of paranoia? I thought you were fine with this whole arrangement.”
“I was, up until now. It’s Lou. Something’s going on with her.”
“Listen to me, Lee. If it was Claire, I’d know. You know I have a special kind of radar for these kinds of things. I promise you, nothing’s going on between them. And if I had even the slightest suspicion, you’d be the first to know.”
“Don’t you think she was behaving oddly last night?”
“I don’t know, sweetie. I just thought she was on her blob or something. She seemed a bit pissy.”
“Maybe it’s just me being silly.”
“I can discreetly inquire if you want. Detective Alex to the rescue.”
“Let’s just see how the rest of the weekend unfolds.”
“Don’t worry, Leesbian. It’s probably nothing. You must be suffering from a hormonal imbalance. Can’t you take a tablet for that?”
“You always know what to say to make me feel better.”
“That’s what friends are for.”
I sauntered into Lou’s kitchen where Vic was preparing a late breakfast. She seemed in no hurry to find a job, or a flat of her own.
“Morning darling,” she said. “I’m making French toast. Would you like to share?” If anyone knew what was going on with Lou, it would be her best buddy Vic.
“I could certainly use something to cheer me up.”
“What’s wrong?”
“No offence, Vic, but I’m not sure you’re the right person to discuss this with.”
“Ah.” She dipped some bread in batter, then made it sizzle in a pan. “Does it concern Lou?” She brought her hands to her hips and stood there all matron-like, with her stripy apron and wooden spoon.
“Yes. I wouldn’t want you to get involved.” She flipped the slice of bread and a hissing sound filled the kitchen again. She waited a few seconds, then lifted the toast from the pan and presented it to me on a plate.
“Here you go,” she said and sat down opposite me. “Now tell me. How can I help?”
“The sugar overload is working wonders for me already.” I munched a few bites but she kept staring at me as if waiting for an important confession. “What are you doing today?”
“Come on, darling.” Vic had the habit of calling everybody darling. In that affected accent of hers it sounded very nineteen twenties. “Spit it out.” At least I had made it look as if I had insisted on not talking about it.
“Have you noticed anything different about Lou lately?” She sighed almost solemnly and dramatically pursed her lips together before she began to speak.
“You know I love Lou dearly and I think you two make the cutest couple.” She folded her hands together and tilted her head to the right a little to garner an even more dramatic effect. “But...” She paused. “I don’t know how to say this really.”
Tiny features
Vic straightened her neck and pulled her mouth into a wide grin. “I’m fucking with you, Lee,” she said. “Lou absolutely adores you. If I didn’t love her as a sister it would make me sick to bear witness to your endless smoochfest day in day out.” She picked a piece of toast from my plate and let the fork dangle in front of her mouth. “Now it just endears the life out of me.” I’d been half-living with Vic and Lou for the past three months but Vic still remained a bit of a mystery to me. “You two are just made for each other.”
“If you say so,” I muttered, unconvinced. “And don’t play me like that. I hate that.” Vic just sat there, grinning ear to ear, her convictions about my relationship with Lou shooting right through me.
“If these walls weren’t so thin, I’d think you didn’t get any last night, darling. Cheer up.” Obviously it had been a mistake to question Vic’s loyalties. I couldn’t figure out if her act was a decoy to protect Lou or a genuine attempt at reassuring me – whatever it was though, it hadn’t erased my doubts.
I didn’t hear from Lou all day. I was out with Liz who had left the twins in Andrew’s care for the night. It was her first proper outing in almost a year and she was tipsy after two glasses of Sauvignon Blanc, making her the perfect company to bitch and moan about Lou with – whatever I said wouldn’t register enough to settle in her long-term memory.
“No one believes me, Liz. They all think I suddenly fell prey to a bout of unreasonable paranoia, but I’m not imagining things. I mean, where is she now? Polishing Claire’s Prada shoes?”
“It’s just stubborn pride, Lee. You’ve been there. We’ve all been there.”
“I have my own pride to consider as well, you know. I can’t have my girlfriend run off with Claire Burns.” Then, out of nowhere, Lou turned up at the pub. She walked in, squeezing herself through the thick Saturday evening crowd, her eyes searching for our table. As soon as I spotted her I felt it again, that current of unconditional, foolish love throbbing inside me, and then, as if my subconscious was trying to warn me, that squashing sensation that comes with caution, with jealousy, with sensing that something’s not quite right.
“We need to talk, yeah?” she said, barely acknowledging Liz’s presence, her gaze fixed on me, her head slightly slanted, her hands buried deep in her pockets. Panic surged through me, gripped me by the throat and for a second I thought, this is it, it’s over, I know it. Under the table I grabbed Liz’s hand, willing her to stay, but she was too far gone to get it.
“I’d better go,” she said. “I don’t get much sleep these days.” Unable to speak, my tongue paralysed by ominous anticipation, I tried a beggar’s glance but her hand slipped out of mine and she swiftly made her exit. Lou sat down next to me and I still couldn’t say anything. The silence grew heavier, almost crushing. I could barely turn my head and look at her, that’s how terrified I was that she was about to walk out of my life to become nothing but a painful memory – just another good thing Claire Burns had robbed me of.
“I’m waiting,” she said, her voice splintered by some kind of too strong emotion.
“Waiting for what?” I asked and finally looked her full in the face, only to be floored again by its subtle magnificence, the small wrinkles under her left cheek, the lonesome freckle right above her nose – its tiny features only I could see.
Apologies
“An apology, I guess,” Lou said. “If that’s not too much to ask.”
“An apology for what exactly?”
“For going off on me like that this morning.” Were she and Vic in on this together? Were they playing a really twisted joke on me? Whatever was going on, I was missing the most important piece of the puzzle.
“Oh, I’m so sorry, babe. I hope I didn’t hurt your feelings,” I said, the sneer in my voice so sharp it even surprised me. “I hope it didn’t ruin your lovely day at work.” Lou sighed and stared ahead.
“I’ll go get us a drink,” she said. “We’ll need it if we have to stay here until you stop being impossible.” My initial dread was quickly transforming into rage. Why was this on me now? What did I do except voice some concerns? I watched Lou as she stood at the bar, her jaw set firmly, her shoulders hunched, as if her body needed protection. I would have said I was sorry – even if I didn’t know what for – if I knew it could make everything better, if it could take us back a few days, preventing me from ever spotting that dull flicker of boredom in her eyes. But I fully realised I wasn’t the issue in this tiny drama, this ridiculous but excruciating tiff. I looked at Lou and I knew. I knew that I loved her but I also knew something had changed – it wasn’t me. Lou returned with another bottle of wine and a cold suffocating sensation took hold of my chest. Ripples of fear sliced through me, fear of this moment becoming the turning point of our affair, of our relationship being altered forever – beyond repair.
“If you’re going to make me spell it out for you, then please allow me,” I said. “I’m not a fool, Lou. Something’s going on. And I’m pretty sure it involves Claire.”
“Here we go again.” She shook her head and bunched her lips into a dismissive pucker. “Maybe time has played tricks on your memory, Lee. But I’m the trustworthy party in this relationship.” I felt the onset of tears sting behind my eyes, tentatively at first, until one drop burst out. I quickly wiped it away.
“I’m beginning to understand why you’re not a fan of relationships. You really suck at them.”
“Listen to me, Lee.” She grabbed my hand and squeezed my fingers hard. “There’s absolutely nothing going on between Claire and me.” The anger flashing in her eyes subsided a bit and she let her grip on my fingers mellow. “I promise you.”
“Then what is the matter with you? And don’t offend me by saying it’s all in my head.”
“It’s nothing, babe.” I pulled my hand away and tucked it safely under my thigh. “I’m not claiming I’ve been the perfect girlfriend lately, far from it. I was a bitch last night–“
“And just now.”
“Yes, and now. I’m sorry. Sometimes I’m difficult. I know.” Frustration tugged at the corners of her mouth, an inability to find words for the turmoil inside.
“What can I do to make it better?”
“Nothing. Just love me.”
“Done,” I said and kissed the bridge of her nose. If it’s not Claire, I thought, then who is it?
“Will you accept my apology?” she whispered in my ear. “And come home with me?”
“Of course,” I said, unable to resist and eager to let this fresh wave of longing wash over me, rinse away my doubts – despite knowing better.
Surprise
Lou and I easily slipped back into our previous comfortable state of young lovers – young love, apart from being exhilarating and silly, is very forgiving. I pushed my suspicions aside in favour of surrendering to her completely. This worked for about a month, until Lou and Alex stayed late at the office every day for two weeks finishing the Paul Smith campaign. It was Thursday after work and I hadn’t seen Lou in days. All I wanted was five minutes with her, and her slanted smile, to recharge my batteries. Instead of just turning up at Sanders & Burns, I actually called Claire and asked for her permission.
“Please do,” Claire said. “They’re creatives, not machines. They need a break.”
I made my way over there, all giddy smiles, ready to surprise my absent girlfriend. I stood outside the conference room door for a second, my heart lifting at the sound of her voice. She delivered the punchline to a stupid joke in her usual dry manner and I heard everyone in the room crack up. I knocked and snuck my head in.
“Hello boys and girls,” I said. “Can I steal your favourite comedian for five minutes, please?”
“Leesbian,” Alex said. “You’re such a romantic. Where’s my boyfriend when I need him most?” He flung his arm around Lou’s shoulders. “You’re such a lucky cow, Lou, really.” Lou looked visibly unamused, more stunned than surprised, as if I’d just walked in on her engaging in some lewd act with her co-workers.
“Let’s go to my office,” she said. “I’ll be right back, guys.”
“Take your time,” Alex said. “We all know Lee is very high maintenance.” We walked to Lou’s office in silence, she shut the door and leaned against it.
“What are you doing here?” she asked, without a trace of joy in her voice.
“Surprise,” I said. “It’s all right. I asked the boss–“
“You asked Claire?”
“Yeah, it’s silly but I know you’re working on something huge–”
“I can’t believe this.”
‘What?”
“You can’t just call my boss and barge in here. What were you thinking?”
“That you would be happy to see me. Obviously, I was wrong.”
“We have a big presentation tomorrow, Lee. Now is just not a good time.”
“I haven’t come to abduct you, babe. I just popped in for five minutes. I miss you.” I saw it again then, for the first time in weeks, etched all across her face, the ennui, the cold glare in her eyes that couldn’t be clearer, the disdainful dip of her lips saying she didn’t want me there. It ripped through me and shredded every ounce of trust I had put in her – if it wasn’t Claire, then it was someone else in the office. “But I guess I’d better go.” I didn’t want to look at her anymore, didn’t want to see how compassion obscured the earlier display of detachment in her eyes.
“Lee, I’m sorry. I’ll come round later.”
“Don’t fucking bother,” I said and slammed the door shut. I turned a corner, unsure of where I was going, only to land in front of Claire’s office. I might as well ask her, I thought. She’s the boss, she should know.
“Lee, how kind of you to extend your visit to little old me. Isn’t it great that we can be something a bit like friends these days?”
“Wonderful,” I said and slouched down in a chair. “Just bloody wonderful.”
“Why so gloomy? Did you not just see Lou, who, by the way, is nothing short of amazing at her job.”
“What the hell is going on here, Claire? Who is she seeing? It’s not you is it?” Claire Burns was a lot of things, but she was not a liar. She would speak the truth.
Another day
“You think I’m having an affair with Lou?” Claire asked, an incredulous smirk breaking across her face. “Holy Christ and Mother Mary, Lee. I do hope you’re joking.” I kept bumping into walls, as if everyone I asked was in on it, all of them carefully working together to shield me from the truth. Maybe it was just paranoia, a slumbering, subconscious kind of doubt that flared up every time I thought Lou didn’t appear enthusiastic enough to see me. Maybe it was my past catching up on me. Maybe it was just me.
“I don’t know what to think anymore. But at least it was extremely obvious that Lou didn’t want me here, which made me assume the worst.”
“She’s just a bit stressed, that’s all. They’ve all been working like crazy.”
“I shouldn’t be sitting here talking about this with you, Claire.”
“Don’t be silly. You can always talk to me, about anything. I hope you know that.”
“No, I can’t.”
“I’ll tell her that if she doesn’t come see you tonight, she’s fired.”
“After all the trouble you went through to hire her? I’m truly touched.”
“See, I knew there was a tiny smile hiding in there somewhere.” Claire got up and walked towards me. She squatted next to my chair. “Don’t worry, baby. After tomorrow, everything will go back to normal. I promise.”
“Unfortunately, that’s not a promise you can make.”
“Don’t do anything stupid tonight.” She veered up and, once again, I was amazed by her agility. “Give Lou another chance. She’s one of the good ones.”
“Unlike you, you mean?” I stood up and faced her. It seemed like ages since I had stared up at her crooked lips.
“No need to get nasty, Lee. Go on, get out of here. I have work to do.”
“Thanks, Claire.”
“Hey, I owe you for life, right?” She winked and walked back to her desk. I stood outside her office for a while, debating whether it would be a good idea to look for Lou again, but I couldn’t face that glower again, that face that told me everything words couldn’t.
I waited and waited for Lou. Despite telling her not to bother I had hoped for a grand gesture, an action that could make me rewind, or just make me feel a little better. I sat and sulked and scoured my memory for the mention of one of her co-workers’ names I might have missed. I accepted that it wasn’t Claire. Maybe it was someone outside of work? Could it be Vic? I was slowly driving myself insane with question after question, until, from the back of my mind, hesitantly at first, but then, once that train of thought had been set in motion, more forcefully, it crept up on me, until I was certain. It wasn’t anyone else. It was me. She’d had enough of me. The realisation struck me right in the stomach. If she was really sick of me, there wouldn’t be anything I could do. If she didn’t love me like I loved her, all I could do was find a way to accept that and, somehow, move on without blaming her. I wanted to call her and ask but I was too afraid of the answer and I didn’t want to disturb her before the big presentation tomorrow. I would wait another day, patiently, for her to break my heart.
A little crush
“It’s not you, Lee. I promise,” Lou said. I had found her waiting for me in Eleanor’s living room when I came home from work. With the morning sunshine peering under my curtains I had found a new hope, the kind that the night, with its gloomy darkness, is always eager to take away. And when I had seen her sitting in the couch, her complexion grey and her eyes tired after the adrenalin of weeks of non-stop work had worn off, my heart had jumped with a stupid kind of joy, a primitive, instinctive happiness simply because of seeing her. We had gone up to my bedroom and I was all but ready to ignore the sadness in her eyes. They’re just remnants of yesterday, I told myself. Shadows of darker days. I just wanted to take her to bed and forget. She seemed eager enough, until I kissed her. Then the doubts returned, like sudden storm clouds on an endless summer day. When she kissed me it was as if she retreated, as if something was holding her back, stopping her from surrendering.
“If it’s not me, then it must be you, right?” I asked.
“I’m so sorry. I’ve just been going through some emotional stuff lately.”
“Can you give me a bit more, please? Emotional stuff is fairly vague.”
She sighed and I braced myself for the worst. We sat in silence for long seconds, then I couldn’t stop myself anymore. “Are you breaking up with me?”
“No, God no, Lee. I don’t want to break up with you.”
“Then what do you want? You obviously don’t want to be with me either?” I wondered if I should be more gentle, more discreetly probing, but my patience had been tried to its limit and I was going through some emotional stuff of my own by then.
“I do. I really do. It’s just... I don’t really know how to say this.” She stared at the wall, at a picture of Alex and me taken in Hyde Park, back in the days before my first real heartbreak. “I guess I’ve... developed feelings for someone else.” Bam, my heart dropped, the anxiety that had been building popped all over my veins, exploded in my blood. Fuck. I had been right. “Just this silly impossible crush. I’m so sorry. I thought I could deal with it alone and put it behind me, but it’s been eating at me.”
“Who?” I asked.
“It doesn’t matter who.”
“It matters to me.”
She shook her head. “It’s no one who would ever want me.”
“And that makes it OK, then?”
“No, of course not. I just, I don’t know, wanted to tell you the truth.”
“Tell me who it is, Lou. It’s not as if it can get much worse at this point.”
She buried her head in her hands. “I have tried to fight this, believe me, Lee, I have. Every day I have told myself I’m a big loser for allowing myself to have these feelings.”
“Just fucking tell me already.” She didn’t have to anymore. I knew who it was. I just wanted to hear her say the name.
“It’s Claire.”
“Of course it bloody is.” Bam, my heart sank a bit lower, the lowest it could go really. “Does she know?”
“I told her this afternoon.”
“What did she say?”
“That I should get over it. That nothing would ever happen. And that I shouldn’t tell you.”
“I see you took that advice to heart.”
“Would you rather I lied?”
“At least I have your honesty. How heart-warming.” I knew it was over there and then. I also knew what I needed to do. “Go, please. I wouldn’t want to keep you away from your precious job. The job, by the way, I begged you not to take.”
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I realise this is a lot to take for you. Maybe we can talk about it more tomorrow?” She lingered by the door and I could see that she was hurting, I just had no idea if the pain was for me or for Claire.
Burning bridges
As soon as Lou left, I washed my face and went on my way. I went to see Claire. I rang her bell long and hard, its chime echoing through the empty rooms of her house.
“Where’s the bloody fire?” she asked as she opened the door. “Oh, Lee, it’s you.”
“Can I come in?” She stepped aside and I slipped past her, inhaling her DKNY scent.
“I assume Lou didn’t take my advice.”
“You know why I’m here, right?” She stood there, one hand touching her neck, the other resting on her hip, her chin tilted up in typical Claire-pose.
“Revenge,” she said. I nodded and moved closer. Before I kissed her I looked her in the eyes and I understood why Lou had fallen for her. I had done the same over and over again. It didn’t make it hurt any less. Claire backed away from me a little bit.
“Are you sure about this?” she asked. “You’re about to burn all your bridges here.”
“She’s the one who set them on fire.” She pulled away a little more.
“Let’s talk for a minute first, OK?” She took me by the hand and sat me down in her couch. “I know how you think, Lee. And you haven’t thought this through.”
“Are you saying no?” This option had not occurred to me. I had expected Claire to throw herself at me with an unflinching abandon born from years of stacked-up guilt and months of just plain old waiting.
“No, I’m not.” Thank God, I thought. Because how would I cope with two rejections in one hour? “By the way, you do know I had absolutely no idea Lou, erm, had those feelings? I need that to be clear.”
“Yeah.” The pain, the pure anguish at the mention of Lou’s name spread through me again, destroying any resolve I had left. I knew the moment had passed, that small window of opportunity in which my anger surpassed my grief. Then I started crying. Claire moved a little closer and put her arm around me. I let my head fall on her shoulder.
“I’m so sorry, baby. I know how much you love her.”
“Can I stay here tonight?” I was too wrapped up in my misery to notice the irony of the situation – that Claire ended up being the one consoling me. The last strength I had left flowed out of my body as she stroked my hair and forehead, careful not to put too much meaning in the action.
“Of course you can.” I sat there crying in Claire's arms for a bit, it could have been minutes, it could have been hours. Outside the night grew darker and the frantic hum of traffic faded into a gentle fizz. Then the doorbell rang again.
“Stay here,” Claire said. “Whoever it is, I’ll get rid of them.” I watched her as she made her way to the hallway, her posture always taut, on the verge of rigid. She spoke in a muffled voice. I made out hushed short sentences, their volume amplifying as Claire seemed to get more agitated. I stood up and snuck my head around the corner. Lou filled the doorframe, backlit by the streetlights, like angels in dreams.
“Well,” I said, “it looks like I got here first.” Claire stood between us and the situation couldn’t have been more striking. Lou pinned her watery green eyes on me and I wondered which one of us had lost the most. If she’d fallen for anyone else, maybe, somehow, we could have found a way through. But she’d only gone and had herself a crush on Claire Burns and destroyed our affair forever. I never wanted to see her again.
Explanations
“You two should talk,” Claire said. “I’ll retreat into the kitchen.”
“There’s no need,” I said. “She wants you now. I have nothing left to say.” Lou just stood there, mute, in the shadows of the hallway, a look of defeat carved into her skin. I could hardly face her, let alone speak to her. I wasn’t angry anymore. All I felt was the loss of this romance I had so believed in. Lou Gallagher had slipped through my fingers. I wasn’t enough for her anymore.
“Come on, Lee,” Claire said. “Give her a chance to explain.” She drilled her eyes into mine, willing me to obey, but that trick had stopped working on me years ago.
“What’s left–”
“Please, babe,” Lou said, the tremor in her voice punching me in the heart. “Just for a minute.”
Claire exited the hallway and I sat down on the bottom step of the stairs. Lou crouched down beside me.
“I’m sorry,” she said and laid her hands on my knees. “I know this hurts, but it doesn’t have to be the end.”
“Why are you here?”
“I wanted to tell Claire that you knew.”
“You could have just called.”
“I tried, she didn’t pick up.” She dug her nails into my jeans. I welcomed their sting. “And I figured you’d be here. You’re fairly predictable in your actions.”
“You came to stop me then?”
She sighed. “I came to say I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have told you. I should have known how it would make you feel.”
“No, you shouldn’t have fallen for her in the first place. All this talk now, it’s meaningless. What do you want? You want me carry on like nothing happened while you dream of Claire? While you go to work for her every day.”
“I want you to understand that I love you. Despite–”
“Spare me the bullshit, please. You gave enough importance to your feelings for her to actually go and tell her, and me. This is not a school girl crush anymore. In fact, the only thing that stood between you and Claire getting it on was me. And not because me being your girlfriend would have held you back. She had to say no to you. So piss off with your talk of love. You’d be all over her if it wasn’t for Claire’s loyalty to me.”
“That’s not true, Lee. I swear to you. I only told her because I believed that saying it out loud, naming it, acknowledging it, would take some of the power out of it. It was bloody excruciating to sit there and confess my silly crush.”
“So you did it for me, eh? How nice of you.”
“I appreciate your difficulty with all of this, I really do, but I hope you know me well enough to see that I would never have acted upon it. Never.”
“You’re such a good person, Lou. I clearly don’t deserve you.”
“This doesn’t have to be the end, babe. That’s all I’m saying. I realise it’s not my decision, but I don’t want to lose you over a silly crush. Because that’s all it is.”
“That’s easy enough to say now you’re left with nothing.”
“I’ve been stupid and foolish and I’ve hurt you. But I never cheated on you. The thought never even crossed my mind. I’m as straightforward as they come, Lee. I don’t lie and I don’t cheat.”
“Do you want a medal for that? Can’t you see that what you did or didn’t do, doesn’t matter? You fell in love with someone else, and not just anyone, it had to be Claire. There’s no way our relationship can ever recover from that, just no way.”
“I didn’t fall in love with her. I love you.”
“So you keep saying, but look at us sitting here.”
Letting go
I let Lou go that night. The funny thing was that I believed her when she said she would never have acted upon her feelings for Claire, while all I did, at the first hint of trouble, was rush down to Claire’s house to hide in her arms for as long as it took. My abrupt break-up with Lou didn’t so much shatter my faith in love as it obliterated my beliefs that I would ever be part of a happy, successful, long-term relationship. As I looked down on her, crouched next to me, her knees beginning to wobble because of the strenuous position they were forced in, I realised that Lou wasn’t the problem – not the biggest one anyway. I was my own worst enemy. I was in my late twenties and I had absolutely nothing to show for. Various one-night-stands, some brutal heart-break, a bit of betrayal here and there and a few revenge fucks thrown in for good measure, sure, all of that was present and accounted for in my life, but actual long-lasting love, the kind that seamlessly delivers you into a sturdy years-long affair, I didn’t have a clue what that felt like. Of course I was afraid of what actually taking this hurdle, of what actually committing to Lou would do to me, but more than that I felt unworthy. There I sat, Lou, the woman I loved, at my feet, begging for another chance, and all I could think was, you don’t want to be with me. Not really. Why else would you have developed feelings for someone else, even if deemed silly and foolish, so early on in this relationship? It’s not you. It’s all me. I’m not someone to go the distance with. I’m fun until I start fucking it up, until drama gets the better of me. So I let Lou go and then went and found myself a substitute, someone to take away the most immediate pain.
Lucy, who was still paired up with Joan, making them the most unlikely happy couple ever, introduced me to a freshly single accountant named Jill. She went about it very subtly, no doubt after having taken lessons from Joan. I met them at a West End pub the weekend after I let Lou walk out of my life.
“Jill, this is Lee, who just broke up with her girlfriend for reasons of betrayal and other issues I don’t understand,” Lucy said. “Lee, meet Jill, who split up from her partner of five years a few months ago and needs to be distracted. I don’t believe there could be a better moment in time for the two of you to meet, so Joan and I, with our big hearts and limitless compassion, set this up for you. Have fun.” Then they left.
“How awkward,” Jill said, visibly uncomfortable. She seemed a bit uptight, or maybe it was just nerves forcing her eyes to dart around skittishly, as if trying to avoid something.
“Drink?” I asked, not particularly interested, but not willing to let the opportunity slip away either.
“I’ll have an orange juice, please,” she said. Fuck, I thought, another one of Joan’s teetotallers.
“Oh no,” I said. “I’m not having that. How will you get drunk on that?”
“I won’t. That’s the point.”
“Why not?”
“I’m driving.”
“Fair enough.” I let my gaze dwell on her for a few seconds and I wondered what I was doing. This woman wasn’t Lou. She didn’t have Lou’s purposeful glance, nor her cushion-like lips. She didn’t speak with Lou’s suburban accent and didn’t wear her hair loose so it could always be played with. Sitting next to her, the possibility of something looming, made me miss Lou so achingly much, I almost ran out of there. But where to? So I stayed.
Post-orgasmic tears
Jill didn’t strike me as someone who would put up with a lot of shenanigans, so I gave it to her straight.
“This doesn’t have to be awkward, you know,” I said, while scanning her hazelnut eyes. “We both know why we’re here.”
“You’re such a romantic,” she said. “I just love romantic women.”
“Emotionally, I’m totally unavailable, but I’m up for anything else.”
“And all this coy flirting, it’s driving me crazy.”
“It must be the orange juice. It’s going straight to your head.”
“I appreciate that you don’t want to waste too much time, but I’m old-school. I like to be wooed at least a little bit.” She pulled a pin out of her hair and let it cascade around her face. “I’m not asking for anything too excessive. Just a few believable compliments will do.” I felt my heart bang in my throat a bit then. I blamed it on the wild extravaganza of curly hair I was suddenly faced with – she had hidden it so well. Maybe this could be fun. Maybe it wouldn’t entirely have to be about forgetting.
“You have the most spectacular head of hair.” I locked my eyes on hers and marvelled at the tiny grin pulling at her lips. “Why would you hide it like that?”
“It’s not for everyone to see.”
“I’m honoured to be one of the chosen few.”
“Tell me about your ability to separate sex from emotions.”
I giggled at her straight-forwardness. “I consider myself an expert.”
“You look well below thirty. You can’t have that many years of training.”
“I think you know as well as I do that age has nothing to do with it.”
“Maybe. But as an accountant, I like to logically quantify everything.”
“If it’s references you want, I can give you some telephone numbers but I doubt anyone will want to discuss anything regarding me.”
“I suppose this interview is over then. Time to put you to work.”
“I have to warn you though. Afterwards, when it’s all over and done with, and we’ve reached the post-orgasmic cigarette stage, I may cry.”
“I don’t smoke.”
“Neither do I.”
And I cried, a lot. I cried for Lou and the silly demise of our affair. I cried for Claire and everything she stood for – pushing my boundaries at first, forgiveness, being there at all the wrong and right times and, ultimately, some kind of twisted, undeniable love.
“You probably shouldn’t stay,” Jill said, her milk-chocolate skin glowing with damp sweat under the dim bedroom lights. “I don’t believe it would fit the nature of this transaction.”
I got up and dressed quickly, feeling unsatisfied and foolish for making myself believe my body would respond the same way to a stranger’s hands as it did to Lou’s.
“Which doesn’t mean I’m opposed to doing it again some time,” Jill continued, her tone beginning to display some signs of affection. “I presume you have some unexpected free time on your hands?” Every word she said cut through me and stole something from me. I scribbled my phone number on the cover of a book on her night stand and left, unable to face her any longer. Instead of making me forget, sleeping with her had made me remember more than ever. The specific soft post-sex hue of Lou’s eyes haunted me, along with the way she swallowed half of her vowels and how the sound of her voice made my tummy tingle, all the time. It would take more than some semi-anonymous shags to get me over Lou Gallagher, way more.
Brunch
The next day, a Sunday, I was having brunch with Alex and Eleanor.
“She hid it so well, Leesbian,” Alex, spurred on by guilt, said for the hundredth time. “I really didn’t see it.” He shook his head and popped his eyes wide-open, drama dripping from his over-expressive features. “I should have known, I mean, after having seen it in action with you so many times, you’d think I’d be an expert at spotting the lesbian crush.” He dug his teeth into his bottom lip and raised his hands in defeat. “But I didn’t have a bloody clue.” He rested his forehead on the thumb and index-finger of his right hand and sighed woefully. “I hope you can ever find it in your heart to forgive me.” I knew he was over-playing it to humour me but I didn’t have it in me to respond, so he curled his lips into a questioning pout and turned to Eleanor.
“It’s hardly your fault,” she said. “I actually believe not many people are to blame. Not even Lou.”
“I agree,” I whispered. “I only blame myself.”
Eleanor put a hand on my arm. “Self-pity won’t get you anywhere, dear.” She squeezed it gently. “You know my opinion on this whole matter.”
“It’s such a waste,” I said. “I fully agree.”
“Don’t twist my words. You know what I mean.” She retracted her hand and stared into her coffee mug. “Unfortunately, you’re too young and inexperienced to understand, but mark my words, you will regret this, Lee.”
“I regret it every minute of every hour of every day.”
She threw me a hard, almost reproaching glance, one that tried to coax me into being more understanding. “If you love her, you’ll forgive her. It doesn’t have to be more complicated than that.”
“If I love her?” We’d had the same argument a few times that week. Eleanor uncharacteristically trying very hard to get her point across. “That’s a good one,” I sneered.
“You know full well that Lou loves you.”
“She does,” Alex said. “She’s miserable without you. She even took Monday off. Suddenly she couldn’t care less about the campaign she worked so hard on.”
“She didn’t want to face Claire, you mean.”
“You shouldn’t be so stubborn,” Eleanor said. “Love is not a fairy tale. It’s not perfect. Trust me, I know.”
“Oh, so do I.”
“Listen to Eleanor, Lee,” Alex said. “It hurts, we get that. Give it some time, but don’t shut Lou out completely. Give her another chance.”
“Hey,” I said, “if you all want to join the Lou Gallagher fan club, be my guest, just don’t talk to me about it. I’m done with her and that’s final.” My phone started buzzing in my pocket. I pulled it out and didn’t recognise the number.
“Hello Lee,” Jill’s sharp voice said. “I just realised that I may have been a bit rude last night. I didn’t mean to kick you out like that.”
“That’s all right. It was never my intention to stay.”
“Would you like to have dinner with me tonight? I’ll cook.” I was taken aback by her question. Surely a meal was too intimate for the kind of relationship we were aiming for. Then I looked at Alex and Eleanor’s faces, and the expectation leaking from their eyes, and I couldn’t wait to get out of there.
“How about an afternoon movie first?”
“Who was that?” Alex asked.
“No one you would know.”
“Was it Lucy’s friend? The one she and Joan set you up with?” Eleanor asked. There are no secrets in this house, I thought. Everyone knows everything about each other’s private life.
“I appreciate your concern, I really do,” I said. “But at this point I would like to exercise my right to privacy.” I got up from the table. “Meaning that it’s none of your business.” I cast them both one last half-desperate half-angry look and exited the kitchen.
In kind
“How did it end?” I asked Jill. I sat on a chair in her kitchen while she prepared a very exotic-looking rice dish. A half-empty bottle of red wine stood beside me in the most comforting manner. “With you and Sophie.”
Jill didn’t look up from the counter where she was cutting a vegetable I’d never seen before. “She had an affair. For six months. A bit too long to my liking.”
“Are you still in touch?”
“Sometimes. But only when we need to discuss practical matters. We lived together for more than four years. Lots of things get tangled up.”
“Are they together now? Sophie and her–”
“Nope. Turns out they weren’t very compatible out of the bedroom.”
“Have you ever considered taking her back?”
She turned around and held a teaspoon of sauce in front of my mouth. “Be careful, it’s hot,” she said. I blew on the spoon and felt like a fool. “The answer is yes. Every day. But my conclusion is the same every single time: I can never trust her again.”
I swallowed the sauce and started tearing up immediately, not used to dealing with that level of spiciness. “Are you trying to kill me?” I asked, while grappling for my glass of wine.
“I knew I should have made bangers and mash,” she said, grinning ear to ear. “But I wanted to show off.”
“Mission accomplished.”
She approached me again with the spoon and this time dipped her finger in it so a large dollop of sauce clung to it. “Try it again,” she whispered. “It won’t be as bad the second time around.” I licked her finger clean, but not clean enough because everywhere she touched me with it later, it burned like hell.
“I should go,” I said, still lying flat on my back, looking for the moon outside Jill’s bedroom window. “Work in the morning.”
“Stay,” she said. “Lucy won’t mind if you look a bit frumpy tomorrow.” She turned on her side to face me and played with the silver chain around my neck. “In fact, I bet you can do just about anything and Lucy still wouldn’t mind.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Let’s just say that Lucy really likes talking about you. Very much. If it weren’t for Joan, she wouldn’t shut up about you.”
“I know she has a special fondness for me, but she’s happy with Joan now, isn’t she?”
“Biding her time, more like.”
I sat up, unnerved. “Then why did she introduce us?”
“You think that was Lucy’s idea?” Jill made a sniffing, mocking sound with her nose.
“God, I’m so sick of this endless cycle of people wanting the one person they can’t have.”
“Tell me about it.” Jill pulled at my leg, willing me to slip under the covers again. She pushed herself on top of me and let her face hover over mine. “Can I ask you a favour?”
“Depends. Is it sexual?” I craned my neck upward to kiss her.
“I need a plus-one next Friday. For a friend’s birthday party. I can’t miss it, but Sophie will be there.”
“Planning on playing the old jealousy card?”
She nodded. “I thought you would understand.”
“Why make her jealous if you don’t want her anymore?”
“I just want to make it clear there’s life after Sophie Ashmore, that I’m not spending my days weeping for her.”
“Sure,” I said. “But let’s discuss my fee first.”
“Gladly.” She released the pressure on her arms and let her body crash down on me. “I only pay in kind though.”
Our beloved boss
The next day at work I made a point of avoiding Lucy’s eyes. Jill’s little revelation hadn’t come as a complete surprise, but it was still enough to put me on edge and my nerves already felt so raw. To top it off that week was my dear colleague Millie’s last one at Blogging The Globe. She was moving to Italy with her geologist husband, who got transferred there by his employer.
“I hate you, Millie,” I said. “For leaving me alone with all these men.”
“Don’t be daft,” she said. “You love being around them. How many female friends do you actually have? Not including anyone you’ve slept with first.”
“Loads,” I lied. “And now I’ll have to eat my lunch with Annabelle.”
“I’m getting a replacement, you know. She’s arriving on Wednesday so I can break her in.”
“What do you know about her?”
“She’s one of the Marie-Claire bunch that got laid off a few months ago. So I presume she’ll have some issues of bitterness and resentment to deal with. That should make for a good conversation starter.”
I was sorry to see Millie go. We were hardly best friends – because we were co-workers I had never confided in her about Lucy and there was always a certain threshold of information I couldn’t cross, standing in the way of a more familiar, cosy demeanour – but she was always up for a laugh and, truth be told, she was the only straight girl I had sustained somewhat of a friendship with without any of the drama and awkwardness that comes with unrequited attraction or loose sexual arrangements.
“If there’s anything else you want to know,” Millie said. “You’ll have to ask our beloved boss Lucy.”
“Do you still mean that ironically?”
“She’s not so bad. She tries hard not to play favourites, but I wasn’t born yesterday. I’ve seen her look at you and I’ve heard her voice drop a few pitches when she talks about you. As long as Lucy’s in charge, your future here is safe.”
“What?” I felt my cheeks flush. “I’ve no idea–”
“Drop the act. I’m leaving soon and you have nothing to fear from me.”
“Look, Millie, whatever it is you think you know–”
“It’s all right. I don’t need explanations. Just be careful and don’t let her fuck you over because she can’t have what she so desperately wants.”
We had stayed behind in the conference room after the Monday morning staff meeting, the only safe place to talk. Suddenly the door opened and Lucy barged in.
“Oh,” she said, “sorry, ladies. I have a meeting here with Millie’s successor in five minutes. Millie, can you come back in half an hour, please? Lee, can you stay for a moment?”
Millie winked at me and slowly exited the room. Lucy closed the door and leaned against it.
“How was your weekend?” she asked. “Jill’s nice, isn’t she?”
I didn’t know what to say not to hurt her feelings. I surely wasn’t up for a big confrontation. I just nodded and walked to the door, indicating that I wanted to leave.
“Will you be home tonight? Joan’s got classes all night so I’m having dinner at Auntie Eleanor’s.”
“I’m not sure. I don’t think so.”
“I know this is a difficult time for you, Lee. If you need a friend, I’m here.” She said it matter-of-factly, without any hint of underlying emotions. I bet you are, I thought. A knock on the door saved me and I slipped out quickly while Annabelle escorted my newest colleague inside. I was in such a rush to leave that I didn’t even check what she looked like. Then I made immediate plans to get out of the house that night.
Plus-one
I spent every night at Jill’s that week. Her company was pleasant. She cooked the most amazing meals. It kept me away from Eleanor and Lucy and it gave me something to do instead of giving in to the growing emptiness inside me, that lingering doubt, that seed that Eleanor had planted in my brain when she claimed that love was forgiveness. I missed Lou like crazy. Every time my phone rang I inadvertently, just for a split second, hoped it would be her. When I walked down the street I looked out for her dark hair and stocky walk, even though I was well aware she worked and lived in totally different parts of town. By Friday night I was ready to crack, ready to give in and go over to her house and work out some plan of redemption, but I had promised Jill I’d go to that party with her and be her plus-one. So instead of putting myself out of my misery I pulled the fanciest blazer from my closet, downed half a bottle of wine and went on my way to a glitzy bar in Chelsea to meet some lesbians between the ages of thirty-eight and fifty-two – I had quizzed Jill extensively on the demographics of the group I was meeting.
“Everyone, please meet Lee,” Jill shouted over the chatter. She put her arm around my shoulder and I could immediately tell which one of them was Sophie by the way her eyes shot daggers in my direction. Lucy and Joan were at the party as well and for the first time that week I was glad to be in Lucy’s company.
“Jill’s really fond of you,” Joan said. She wore a short-sleeved top and her upper-arm muscles bulged dangerously when she so much as lifted a glass. I understood why she wanted to push but her impatience clearly prevented her from coming up with a well thought-out game plan. Or maybe she did really think I swapped women like old clothes – oh, this one’s too worn, I’ll just get another one. “How’s it going?” I was still a little bit afraid of Joan and her impressive frame.
“A broken heart doesn’t just mend with a few shags, Joan. Jill and I both know that.”
“Tell me about it,” an unknown voice beamed behind me. I turned around and looked Sophie in the face. What the fuck am I doing here? This night can not end well, I thought. Too much suppressed drama waiting to boil over. I was an expert and I knew the signs all too well. “Nice to meet you,” she said. “Sophie Ashmore.” I scanned the bar for a sign of Jill but she was deep in conversation with someone I hadn’t had the pleasure of being introduced to yet.
“Likewise,” I said as ironically as possible.
Sophie let her eyes dance over my body, scrutinising me from head to toe.
“Good God,” she said. “Jill’s gotten herself a teenager. There must still be hope for me yet.” She flashed me a vile, fake smile and left to sit with her friends again. I felt so utterly alone, so disgusted to be on display, so vulnerable and pitiful. Lucy, who knew me better than I wanted her to, grabbed my arm and pulled me towards her.
“Don’t mind her, Lee,” she whispered in my ear, “she’s just jealous.” She slid her hand to the small of my back and let it linger there. “And with good reason.”
I didn’t want to be there anymore. It all felt so wrong and pointless. I just wanted Lou.
The worst of it
“Five more minutes,” Jill said. “I’ll go home with you then.”
“You don’t have to. Stay here with your friends.” I stood slanted against the wall, my resolve crumbling and my nerves testy. Jill and I had only been shagging for a week, she wasn’t responsible for my well-being.
“I shouldn’t have brought you here. You’re in no emotional state to weather Sophie’s wrath.” She placed her hands on my hips. “I’m sorry.” She inched her face a little closer, her lips almost grazing mine.
“It’s not that.” I tilted my head away from her. “I don’t care about Sophie.” I wanted to bolt out of there, run to Lou’s house and pretend Claire Burns didn’t exist. I was so sick of missing her, of being without her and her piercing laugh and the bold green stare of her eyes.
“Neither do I,” Jill said and flashed me a very promising smile. “Come on, I’ll take you home now.”
From the corner of my eye I spotted Lucy glancing in our direction. She was one of the main reasons I wanted to go. Jill put her hand on my neck and squeezed it gently. I looked at her and noticed the tenderness of her features, the kindness of her personality, the quiet, calm charm with which she had given me a way out that week. I knew her expectations would rise soon and the hunger for something more would manifest itself, a hunger I couldn’t possibly share. I knew I had to retreat soon, before it started hurting, but I didn’t have the power. I didn’t want to be alone and face my broken heart in loneliness.
“Just get me another glass of overpriced wine,” I said. “With the right amount of alcohol, I can handle a bunch of pre-menopausal lesbians.”
“You’re a star,” she said and kissed me below the ear. “Just the one though, then I want you to myself.”
I went to sit at the other end of the table of Lucy and Joan and answered some cougar’s generic questions. Jill didn’t leave my side, her hand always touching me somewhere. I felt Lucy’s eyes burn on me. Was she really biding her time? Did she have a plan? One more wine turned into four and as soon as I felt the buzz annihilate my inhibitions I freed myself from Jill’s touch and pulled Lucy aside.
“Do you love Joan?” I asked.
“What kind of question is that?”
“A very straightforward one.”
“What’s it to you?”
“Just yes or no will do, Lucy.”
“Of course I do,” she said, her eye-brows shooting up, lending her face a vulnerable, shocked air. “She’s great.” I was half-drunk but I could still read between the lines. I knew Lucy so well by then, I could decipher every inflection of her voice, every hand movement, every flicker in her eye. It was a stupid question anyway.
“We should talk one of these days, boss. Because I don’t see any of this ending well.”
“Just leave it, Lee. I’m a big girl and I know what I’m doing.”
The hell you do, I thought. Lucy was a walking romantic disaster and she was the only one who didn’t see it. I could only guess why Joan put up with her. Maybe that was love.
How horrible it must be for Joan to look at Lucy when I was around. How painful for Lucy when I brought Lou round to Eleanor’s when she was there. And how awkward for Jill that I kept banging on about Lou. Such a mess. Such unhappiness, I thought. And that wasn’t even the worst of it.
Ringing bells
Despite a growing detachment, I let Jill shag me for another week. Until the next Friday when I rang her bell and I knew it would be the last time. I knew because every day her post-sex gaze had gotten more intense, closer to real emotions than I could bear. In reply I hurried out of her bed instead of staying the night – my stunted way to address the issue.
“We should talk,” I said.
“I know,” she said and pulled my t-shirt up all the way to my neck. “But first things first.”
I couldn’t deny that there was a certain sexual chemistry between us, but I had no interest in identifying its source. Half the time I screwed my eyes shut tightly and pretended it was Lou touching me anyway.
“This has to end, right?” Jill asked, half her body still covering mine.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I can’t give you what you want.”
“It’s too soon for you. It’s a shame, but I understand.”
“I still love her. I can’t help it.”
“Of course you can’t.” She pushed herself up until she was fully on top of me again. “But do me, and yourself, a big favour, will you.” She drilled her eyes in mine, they were as close to black as eyes could be. “Give her another chance.”
“That’s very big of you.”
“I’m too good for this world.” She dug her nails in my flesh and scratched me all the way from my arm-pits to my hips. “But if it doesn’t work out. Call me in a couple of months.” She lifted herself off and flipped me on my belly. “You never know. We may be more than sexually compatible.” Then she bit the back of my neck for the very last time.
I left Jill’s house around nine that evening and I knew it was now or never. I made my way to Lou’s place, ready to put her crush on Claire behind me. I had to at least try. My only alternative was to go out into the night and find Jill Number Two – an option I had zero motivation for. Two weeks apart was long enough for me to realise that I didn’t just want, but desperately needed another chance. Despite everything, I was still Lou Gallagher’s girl and suddenly I couldn’t wait to see her lips curl asymmetrically while she rolled a cigarette, to have her green eyes disappear into mine when she bent down to kiss me. I knew what I wanted and I couldn’t wait one second longer. I treated myself to a cab to Camden, not even considering the possibility that she might be out on a Friday night. I just pictured her leaning against the wall, a sparked-up cigarette burning between her fingers, the smoke catching in her hair and giving her that musky smell. I envisioned her waiting for me and whispering a quiet “finally” into my ear when she invited me in. I dreamt up all kind of romantic happy endings in that taxi until I stood in front of her door and I actually had to ring the bell. Then the nerves came and washed over me, they flushed my cheeks the most burning shade of crimson and infected my fingers with an unbearable tremble. I stood there, ready to forgive, ready to become Lou and Lee again and I could barely move. Slowly I raised my hand and pushed the buzzer, just for a moment the first time but then I couldn’t keep my finger off. I wanted her to appear in the door frame pronto, without hesitation. My patience was gone. Then a woman opened the door, a woman wearing nothing but Lou’s pin-striped vest and shorts. The woman wasn’t Lou. It was Claire.
Pizza
“Is it the pizza?” Lou asked from the shadows of the house. “Let me get some cash.”
I just stood there, unable to move again, this time pinned to the ground by shock and disgust. Claire lifted a hand to her mouth and shook her head a little bit.
“It’s not what you think,” she said. But it obviously was. Lou materialised from the dark hallway, dressed in nothing but a long green t-shirt that spelled ‘HELP’ across her chest in enormous white letters.
“It’s not the pizza,” I said and steadied myself against the wall. “I’m so fucking sorry to disappoint you.” I took a deep breath, hoping it would calm the violent thunder of my heart. I tried to walk away but my legs seemed to have lost all power so I just stayed there, glued to the wall, unable to look at them and equally unable to leave.
“Fuck. Lee,” Lou said.
A bright red scooter arrived.
“Oh, pizza’s here,” I said. “Enjoy.” I pulled some bills from my pocket and threw them on the pavement. “Here, it’s on me.” Then I finally walked away. I only had one place to go. It was almost ten by then and I could only hope Alex would be home.
“First thing on Monday,” Alex said, “I quit.” He shoved a large glass of brandy in my hand. “You can be absolutely sure of that.”
“I don’t know if I should laugh really hard or cry my eyes out right now, Alex. It’s just too fucking much.”
“Actually, I’ll call her tomorrow and tell her I won’t be coming in at all anymore. I never want to see that lying skank’s face again.” He took large gulps of the whiskey he had poured himself. “Don’t you dare spill one more tear for her.”
“If I cry it won’t be for Claire Burns. I can tell you that.” His phone was buzzing out of control. I had switched mine off on the way over, not able to stand their continuous calls for attention.
“Stop calling and go fuck yourself,” he yelled into his mobile and threw it in the couch. Alex seemed so much angrier than me. I was still more baffled than enraged, shock preventing me from feeling anything too big. “I’m so sorry, Lee. I should have followed my gut instinct and never have gone to work for Sanders & Burns.”
“It’s not your fault. Claire has shown her true colours again and Lou must have been the easiest prey she ever chased. It was bound to happen really. Inevitable.”
“I will not let them get away with it. As I live and breathe, I will make them pay.”
I was still so stunned I had to giggle at his boundless fury. The whole situation was so ridiculous, so unreal, my brain just couldn’t process it – it refused to compute.
“I truly believed Lou was a person with impeccable morals. Claire must have really pulled out all the stops,” Alex said.
“She works in advertising and she was the first to buckle when Claire made the big money offer, so basically, it was all talk and no action. Anyway, it hardly matters now.”
“I’ll never work with her again, I promise you that much. I’ll never look her in the fucking eye again.”
I was touched by Alex’s display of support. He paced through the living room, the liquor spilling from his glass as he gesticulated dramatically. At least I have him, I thought. This guy who has seen me through the worst. Then the tears came. The pain and betrayal crashed down on me and I sat crying in his arms for what felt like hours. An intrusive ring of the doorbell pierced through the silence that had come after the storm. We both knew who it was.
Nothing
“Let her in, Alex,” I said. “This should be good.”
Lou walked in, her eyes red-rimmed, her face shot through with guilt. Alex stood behind me, a protective hand on my shoulder.
“It’s all right,” I said. “Give us a minute?”
He threw Lou the nastiest glance possible — and Alex, when given good reason, could be quite the bitchy queen — reducing the atmospheric temperature in the room to well below zero.
“God, Lee, I’m so sorry,” Lou started. “You have no idea.”
I didn’t speak. I wanted to shout, release the anger, but all I felt was loss, again. I could barely look at her. She still wore the HELP t-shirt, its print now more accurate than ridiculous.
“I haven’t come here to give you excuses because there’s no excuse for what happened.” She stayed a few feet away from me. “I just need you to know that it meant absolutely nothing.” She paused, searching my face for a reaction, but I was too numb to engage. “These feelings I thought I had for Claire were stupid, laughable, utterly ridiculous.”
“What? She made you do it then?” My voice was raspy and thin from all the crying. “I came back for you. Do you know that? That’s why I came to your house. To see how we could make it work again.”
“I’m sorry.” She inched a little closer and kneeled down beside me. “It had been a late night and we were both lonely, we started drinking—”
“Oh sure.”
“I’m not asking for forgiveness. I just need you to know that there’s absolutely nothing going on between us.”
“Just some Friday night hanky panky then. To work off the stress of the work week. I get it.”
“You were seeing this woman. As far as I knew you had moved on and I had lost you. I hadn’t heard from you—”
“So it’s my fault then?”
“No, of course not. I’m just trying to explain.”
“What I saw was obvious enough.”
“Claire still loves you—”
“Everybody says they love me, yet here I am. Miserable and alone, crying on Alex’s couch.”
“I know I fucked it up, babe. I’m—”
“Who initiated it?”
“What?”
“Who made the first move tonight?”
“I—I don’t know,” she stammered. “It’s all a bit of a blur.”
“You came here to explain something you don’t even remember?”
Lou stood up and retreated. She must have known that nothing she would say could make up for what she did.
“I’m sorry.” She shook her head. Her cheeks were flushed, no doubt with shame.
Beneath the sharp, almost unbearable sting of betrayal, I felt a tiny bit sorry for her because I knew what it was like to fuck everything up. I was hardly a stranger to the turmoil she was going through, and I knew better than anyone how the relentless tug of guilt at your soul felt. I knew exactly what she was going through because her flaws were mine and, basically, we’d both fallen foolishly, ridiculously and painfully for Claire Burns. But I had no room in my heart for forgiveness.
“I think you’d better go.” I buried my face in my hands so I didn’t have to see her leave. I heard her shuffle out of the room, the sniffling sounds she made cutting through every nerve in my body. I only looked up again when Alex stormed back in. His face had grown a dangerous shade of crimson.
“Stay here tonight. I’ll give you something to help you sleep. We’ll deal with those bitches in the morning.”
“No,” I said. “I need to see her. I need to see Claire.”
Knowing me, knowing you
I needed to know why she did it, after having sworn to me repeatedly that she would never, ever go there with Lou. I needed to look her in the face and hear her say it. And, most of all, I needed to free myself of Claire Burns, for once and for all, forever.
“I was expecting you,” she said when she opened the door for me.
I didn’t wait for her to invite me in. I pushed past her, making sure not to touch her, and waited in the living room. She had only spoken a few words and already she’d gotten under my skin. It was what she did best. That and hurting me.
“Drink?” she asked.
I shook my head and eyed the bottles on her liquor cabinet, wondering which one would cause the most damage when I hit her over the head with it. I didn’t spot any sign of remorse on her face, as if she was free of regret, as if nothing could touch her — or maybe it was the Botox. I cleared my throat to speak but realised I had no idea what to say.
“Tonight should not have happened,” she said. “I presume you’ve come to set my house on fire.”
On top of her aloofness, she was making a joke out of it. Or perhaps it was just her way of keeping her guard up.
“Why?” I asked, leaning on the armrest of the couch for support. “Why did you do it?”
She sighed audibly and pursed her lips together, taking her time. “I could give you some reasons but they would all be inadequate.”
I shouldn’t have come. I couldn’t look at her anymore. It was as if her entire presence mocked me, saying she had had the last revenge. She took a few steps toward me and I instinctively recoiled. I swallowed hard and began to speak.
“You may tell yourself that you love me, but you’ve always loved yourself much more. There’s no room for anyone else in your life than the mighty Claire Burns.” I stared her straight in the eyes, pure anger spurring me one. “You’re cold and heartless and...” I paused for maximum effect. “So very alone.” I stood up from the couch and inched towards her. “You had to turn to Lou for company. You had to degrade yourself and betray the only person who has truly loved you in the past five, hell, even ten years.” She was a little taller than me but she didn’t glance down, instead she kept her gaze above my head, away from my eyes. “And now, you’re left with nothing.” I headed out of the room, fury ripping me apart. Once in the hallway, I took a deep breath and made for the door.
“You’ll be back, baby,” she shouted from around the corner. “I know you.”
“And I know you,” I whispered, not for anyone to hear. I let myself out of her house and slammed the door behind me. For the last time. I was done with Claire. It had taken me a long time, but this was, at last, the ultimate goodbye. I stood there for a bit in the blue-black of the night, unsure of where to go. Then I started walking in the direction of Jill’s house.
Rebound
“That was quick.” Jill rubbed the sleep from her eyes. It was well past midnight and no time to knock on anyone’s door, but there I stood, my face blotched and eyes red under the street lights, desperate for a hug. “You’re still single, I take it?”
“Extremely.”
She took my hand and pulled me inside her house. “Do you want to talk about it, or did you come here to forget?”
I realised I was taking advantage of whatever feelings she had for me, but I could have done worse. I could have gone to Lucy.
“I just want a warm body and a bed for the night.”
“There you go with your talk of romance again. You know how sensitive I am to that.” She thinned her lips into a sparse, mocking smile. “Come here.” She dragged me towards her by my sleeves and wrapped her arms around me. “Of course you can stay.”
“Thanks.” I let my nose sink into her mass of curls and tried to force images of Lou out of my head, images of the word ‘HELP’ on her t-shirt, images of the devastation on her face when she appeared in the doorway behind Claire.
“What are you going to do?” Jill asked. We sat in her kitchen, the only room we ever seemed to use apart from her bedroom, and she whisked eggs in a bowl for breakfast.
“Wallow in self-pity for a while and try to move on, I guess.”
“You’re such a realist. I like that about you.” She poured the eggs in a pan and started scrambling. Two minutes later she presented me with a sturdy breakfast I could never eat.
“I don’t want to string you along. I probably shouldn’t have come last night.” The smell of the eggs made my stomach turn. I shovelled them around on my plate a bit.
“You’re always welcome.” She pinned her eyes on me. “But I’m not going to be your rebound woman again.”
I understood, but it still felt like a rejection. I nodded and chewed on some eggs just to be polite.
“I have myself to think of.”
“I should go,” I said and shoved my plate away. “Thanks for everything.”
She reached for my hand when I walked past her. “Don’t be a stranger, Lee.”
I held on to her fingers for a while, frozen in my spot next to her chair, and almost didn’t let go. The urge for comfort too overwhelming, but not enough to convince her to let me stay. Seconds later I was out on the street again, squinting into the sunlight that seemed too audacious, too bright for my mood. I went on my way to Kensington, on my way home but I didn’t go to Eleanor’s. Instead, I turned into a side street and then another until I was outside Lucy’s house. Joan always had clients on Saturday morning so, in that respect, the coast would be clear. My motives for being there were dubious, but I seemed to have ended up there without thinking, as if my body took me where it knew the most amount of love could be accessed, the kind of love I needed at that time, unabridged, unfaltering, a little disturbed, but limitless. I knew Lucy would shower me in it. She loved me like no one else did.
Isle of Dogs
I rang Lucy’s bell and I hoped, given the amount of buzzers I had pressed in the last twenty-four hours, it would be the last one in a while. While I waited for her to open the door I thought about what I would say, which strategy to deploy. It was only when the door was already being pulled ajar that I wondered what the hell I was doing there.
“Lee?” Joan was as perplexed to see me as I was her. “Is something wrong?”
I only had a very vague, subconscious plan swirling in the back of my mind, but Joan was definitely not part of it. What was she doing there? Why wasn’t she breaking someone’s spirit in her gym?
“Is Lucy home?” I asked, my voice trembling with uncertainty.
“Come in,” she said and stepped aside, her right arm pointing towards the hallway. “She just popped out to the shop. She shouldn’t be long.”
I followed her inside, feverishly trying to come up with a valid reason to knock on my boss’s door on a Saturday before noon.
“I presume this is about work?” Joan cleared some empty wine glasses from the coffee table. “Or is it a social call?”
“Yeah,” I mumbled. “Work. I have this deadline.” I sat down in the couch.
“What are you writing about?” Joan settled in the sofa opposite me. She crossed one leg over the other and drilled holes in my skull with her eyes. She was no fool. I was so empty, so drained of energy that I failed to come up with a suitable lie.
“It’s all right. I’ll call Lucy later.” I got up, my legs as shaky as my voice.
“How’s Jill?” She sprang out of her seat and put a hand on my shoulder, her strong fingers digging into my muscles.
“We decided to stop seeing each other.” I stared back into her eyes, unwilling to give her the complete upper hand.
“That’s a pity.” She moved her hand to my back and coaxed me to the front door.
“It is.”
Joan curled her other hand around the door knob but refrained from twisting it around. “I’ll let Lucy know you stopped by.” A tight smile played around her lips. “But we have plans all weekend, so I’m not sure if she’ll be able to get back to you.” She opened the door and gently nudged me out. A blue BMW pulled up to the curb and honked. Lucy waved from behind the window. She must have gotten a new car. Or it was Joan’s.
“What a surprise?” she said. “Are you leaving?” She exchanged a weird glance with Joan, whom I had my back to.
“She has a question about work,” Joan said from behind me, her voice cold. “It appears to be urgent.”
“Is it the piece on The Isle of Dogs?” Lucy asked with a straight face. “Why don’t I come round to Auntie Eleanor’s later? We’ll go over it.”
“Perfect.” We didn’t have any articles planned on any of the city’s neighbourhoods.
“After lunch?”
I nodded and made my way out of there. I had seen it in Lucy’s eyes though. She understood. She knew why I was there. She had been waiting for it a long time.
Maximum manipulation mode
Lucy arrived at one o’clock. I was alone in the house so all I had to do was take her hand and lead her up the stairs, to my room.
“What’s gotten into you?” she asked when I closed the door behind her and pushed her against it.
“I need you.” I knew how it sounded and I knew she wouldn’t be able to resist. I gazed into her eyes, in maximum manipulation mode, and kissed her. I felt more than I had anticipated — instantly wanted and extremely desired. Lucy didn’t hesitate, not for a split second. We tore at each other’s clothes until we were naked enough. I let her ecstatic smile wash over me, let it warm me up inside. It was frantic and rushed and extremely wrong but it was love, at least on her part, and that’s what I craved, something unconditional, someone overlooking all my flaws, someone for whom I was more than enough.
Afterwards, when we had moved to my bed and I felt dirty and disgusting, the dizziness of mad desire and grief no longer filtering my emotions, I broke down. I cried for Lucy and Joan, for Lou, for Claire and for myself most of all.
“Should I split up with Joan?” Lucy asked.
“That’s not for me to say,” I hiccupped in between sobs.
“But it is.” Lucy stroked my face and wiped away my tears, her eyes beaming every emotion I had ever wanted a woman to have for me. She was my solution now. The answer to my questions. The remedy for my heartbreak. I needed her love.
“Then I think you should.”
“I’ll do it today.”
“Just like that?”
“For you? Yes.”
It felt so wrong and so right at the same time. So twisted but so necessary.
“I may need protection.”
“Don’t worry about Joan.”
“She can break me in two with the snap of a finger.”
“I won’t let anyone hurt you, Lee.”
Somehow, I believed her. I let her comfort and sweet-talk me for an hour longer, until she had to go. Once she left, I called Alex.
“Good God, Alex,” I said. “I believe I may have lost my mind.”
“Tell me something I don’t know.” His voice crackled through the phone, all warm and friendly and I knew he would understand. He probably wouldn’t agree or think of it as a successful move on my part, but he would get it. By then Alex had a decade of training in dyke drama.
“Ben can be your bodyguard,” he said.
“As beefy as he is, not even Ben can weather the wrath of Joan Harris.”
“Don’t insult my man, Lee. I can take a lot, but there’s a line.”
“It’s not an insult, homie. It’s a testament to his sensitivity.”
“You did steal her woman. I guess it’s only fair to let her be upset.”
“As long as that doesn’t include beating me up.”
“Are you sure about this, Leesbian? This whole Lucy thing? She’s your boss and maybe this time around she won’t be as forgiving when things turn sour.”
“I was sure that Lou loved me. I was sure that Claire wouldn’t stab me in the back anymore. What’s being sure ever done for us, anyway?”
“I suppose what I really want to know is, if you, huh, still have feelings for her?”
“Oh Alex, I haven’t got a fucking clue what I feel anymore.”
Love is a battlefield
When the door bell rang a few hours later, a few hours in which I hadn’t moved from my bed because I was too numbed by the whirlwind of events and emotions of the past twenty-fours hours, I expected it to be either Lucy, or, as a way of uncontrollable wishful thinking, Lou, for another round of apologising. I had not expected it to be Joan, even though I clearly should have — my mind had done an excellent job blocking out that possibility. It wasn’t really Joan though, at least not the fiery, fierce, unbreakable Joan I knew.
“Can I come in?” she asked, and it was impossible to say no to the devastation in her eyes. Fuck, I thought, Lucy and I have just done to her what Lou and Claire did to me, or at least something disgustingly similar enough. All Joan was guilty of was loving Lucy and now she was stuck in the same circle of betrayal and heartbreak, and it was all down to me.
We walked into the sitting-room and without asking I poured her a glass of Eleanor’s sweet sherry.
“I understand that you’re hurt,” she started, unable to keep her voice steady, “and that Lucy was the evident choice for you to run to.” She kept her eyes on the rug. “We both know how she feels about you.” She downed the sherry in one quick gulp and I immediately refilled her glass. “But I love her,” she hesitated, but not for long, “and I’m not sure you can say the same.”
I was at a loss for words. I could hardly stand there and lie to her face. I couldn’t say that I loved Lucy, because I didn’t, not even a fraction of the way Joan did.
“You know me, Lee. I don’t go down without a fight.” She seemed to have found a bit of the other Joan again, the competitive unstoppable über-alpha version. She looked me over from head to toe. “And I can certainly beat you.”
I inadvertently remembered the time we spent in her gym together, and that one night in her bedroom with the whips, and a cold fear seized me. Joan Harris was not an enemy I would want in any condition, let alone in the wrecked state I was in then.
“What were you thinking?” she continued, drilling her eyes deep into mine. “That you could walk into Lucy’s house one day and just take her from me, without consequences?”
I hadn’t been thinking at all. That, as always, had been my main flaw. I didn’t have a plan. I was reeling, following my instincts, finding the path of least resistance to much-needed affection. I had cast Joan aside as an inconvenience, someone to be easily dealt with, collateral damage. Obviously, I had lost my mind.
She emptied her second glass of sherry, stood up, took a deep breath and strutted over to me. “I know you’re going to hurt her sooner or later, Lee. It’s as if you're genetically programmed to do it.” I felt her breath on my cheeks. “So my advice to you is to walk away now.” She tilted her head sideways and her mouth found my ear. “Before it’s too late.” I was bracing for a punch in the gut, but she just walked out, controlled and quiet, leaving me trembling against the liquor cabinet.
I turned around and drank glass after glass of whiskey — Eleanor had run out of brandy — until my nerves calmed down and my legs started wobbling with sudden drunkenness instead. What the fuck had I done? And why? And who was going to save me now?
Room for heartbreak
I slumped down in the couch and waited for Eleanor to come home. I needed her to talk some sense into me. I needed her cool level-headedness to extinguish some of the drama, because it was all getting a bit much. In the state I was in, and with too much whiskey polluting my blood, I was ready to head over to Lou’s house and forgive her, my own actions that night having been just as despicable as hers. Maybe we deserved each other. Then Lucy called me to say she was on her way over and I remembered Joan’s prophecy. She was right. It was only a matter of time before I hurt Lucy. I decided, as a measure of self-preservation, not to give the matter any more thought, not until later, when I would have the clarity of mind to hatch a new plan.
“Hey you,” Lucy said and she smiled with everything she had. How could I not requite that? She wrapped her arms around me, free of skepticism or doubts, and I didn’t understand where all this unconditional love came from, but I accepted it eagerly. I nestled in her hug, desperate to stay locked in her embrace for hours. I didn’t tell her about Joan. Instead, I let her push me down on Eleanor’s couch and undress me, again. She had a lot to catch up on.
“What about Eleanor?” I asked. “What if she comes home?”
“Don’t worry about her,” Lucy panted. “I think she’s seeing someone.”
Taken aback, I pulled my face away from Lucy’s for a second. “She’s what?”
“I’ll explain later.” She stared down into my eyes. “But first things first.”
“Eleanor’s dating?”
“I don’t believe people over sixty-five refer to it with that term.”
I cradled Lucy’s head in the curve of my arm and let her voice wash over me, all nasal and posh. “Whatever it is she’s doing, I hope it makes her happy, because she’s going to have a fit once she finds out about this.”
“Don’t be silly. She’ll be elated that I finally got rid of Joan.”
The mention of Joan’s name sent a shiver down my spine, but what struck me most was that Lucy called the whole messy business ‘getting rid of’. “How did she take it?”
“Surprisingly stoic, it must be the quiet before the storm.”
The ease with which Lucy had dumped her had astonished me. I couldn’t help but feel deeply sorry for Joan. So many people got wounded this weekend, I thought. And for what reason? Because Claire Burns, once again, couldn’t keep her hands to herself?
“Did you love her?”
Lucy pushed herself up and wrapped a blanket around her naked upper-body. She didn’t look at me and mumbled something to the coffee table. Both yes and no would have been too disturbing for me to deal with.
“Let’s go upstairs. We’ll surprise Auntie Eleanor in the morning, if she comes home at all.”
I watched her patter barefoot out of the living-room, tip-toeing on the cold floor tiles, and I was overcome by such remorse, but it was too late now. I had Lucy by my side and she would have to stay there for a considerable amount of time. She was my boss and her aunt was my landlady. And she loved me. I had hurt her before and there was no more room for heartbreak.
Friends
The next morning I was reluctant to go downstairs. I had heard Eleanor arrive home not long after Lucy and I had gone up, and I didn’t share Lucy’s twisted enthusiasm to share the news. Lucy was blinded and love-struck. Eleanor was a wise woman who saw through me well before I recognised my own mistakes. Above all, she wanted Lucy to be happy. She may not have liked Joan very much, but at least Joan loved Lucy. All I ever did was break her heart.
“Come on, Lee. I’ll ask her to make pancakes. It’s Sunday after all.”
Was it Sunday already? And could this have been the most dramatic weekend of my life? The forty-eight hours in which I had made the most questionable decisions? I still had a few more hours to go — a few more records stood to be broken.
“You go ahead.” I chickened out, not ready for bravery, and craving a few minutes of solitude. “I’ll come right down.”
Lucy kissed me on both cheeks, her eyes brimming with, in all honesty, a quite scary intensity. “Take your time, darling.” She practically skipped out of the room and whistled when she darted down the stairs. Had she just called me darling?
I sank back into the pillows and let my eyes wander to a picture of Lou pinned to the cork-board above my desk. It was an almost full-length outside shot of her. She leaned against a wall and one side of her smile curled up ironically, her hair drifting backwards in the wind. What hit me most were her eyes, her glance so full of promise, sincerity, determination.
“Fuck you, Lou Gallagher,” I whispered. But I was much more sad than I was angry. Despite everything, I was still so desperately in love with her then. I felt it in my gut and at the bottom of my throat as the tears swelled. I was about to get up and rip the picture off the wall when I heard a knock on the door.
“Lee,” Eleanor’s voice said. “Are you decent?”
I figured she hadn’t climbed all the way up to the second floor to serve me breakfast in bed. I put on a robe and opened the door. Her face told me all I needed to know.
“What do you think you’re doing?” she asked, not hiding the fury in her voice. “She just came prancing down like a smitten teen.”
My motives were far from pure and I wasn’t proud of splitting Lucy and Joan up, but Eleanor’s tone was too much for me. All I had to do was flash one look in Lucy’s direction and she was there, willing and eager. I had given her what she had wanted for a long time. Me. And what about my desires? Was it so wrong to choose to be with someone who loved me like that?
“Please, Eleanor. Save me the speech. I won’t pretend I have a clue what I’m doing, but this is how it is now.”
She walked over the a chair in the corner and sat down. “You’d better start from the beginning.”
“Sounds as if quite a few people got hurt,” Eleanor said, after I had told her everything. “You most of all.”
“I won’t hurt Lucy. I promise you.” Then I wondered how I would ever manage that. Maybe I could find a way, maybe her love would be enough for the both of us. “Where is she, anyway?”
“Making pancakes with my friend Pat.”
“Your friend?” It felt so good to smile, to just be silly for a second.
“Come on, I’ll introduce you.”
On top
“You must think I’ve lost my mind,” Lucy said. I had gone to her house at dusk after negotiating for some time alone in the afternoon.
“I think you’re very brave.”
She stood idly in her kitchen, not knowing where to turn. “It’s not as if I have a choice in the matter.” She seemed to have come to her senses somewhat, which, frankly, was a relief after she had inadvertently called me ‘darling’ earlier that day.
“You could have gone for self-protection.” Despite not always making the best decisions when it came to romance, Lucy was far from a push-over, and she was hardly stupid either. “But instead—”
“I opened my arms to you like the sucker I am.” Her face broke into a smile, her eyes lighting up again. Her happiness was borderline infectious.
Holding her gaze, I shook my head. “You took a chance. And not only that, but you walked away from the incredible hulk.” I paced over to her, suddenly overwhelmed by a desire to touch her. “That’s about as brave as it gets.” I squeezed her hands in mine. “And the most romantic action anyone has ever undertaken for me.” I found the skin of her neck with my lips and was fairly certain that it was exactly Lucy’s bravery that would end up killing me in the long run — I’d never done well with too much love. But for the time being, I was more than happy with her exaggerated displays of affection. For once, I preferred it over the constant battles Claire had put me through in the course of our affair, and long after. I welcomed it after the hesitant start to my relationship with Lou and its dramatic demise. I wanted things to just be easy for a change.
“If you break my heart, I will fire you,” she whispered in my ear. “I’ll give your job to Annabelle.”
“The first bit I can live with, the second is completely unacceptable.” I felt her lips stretch wide against the skin of my cheek. “She’s nosy enough, but far too blond.”
“You shouldn’t talk about your co-workers like that, especially not to your boss.”
“Maybe not, but tell me, boss, what’s the policy on shagging subordinates?”
Lucy pulled my jumper over my head. “It is completely...” Then tugged at the button of my jeans. “...and utterly...” Finally, she snapped my bra open. “...frowned upon.”
“Millie knew and I didn’t tell her,” I said. “The boys, except for Tim maybe, are oblivious to vibes of romance in the office, but Annabelle is smart.” I turned on my side in Lucy’s couch, almost slipping off, and looked at her. “One smouldering look is all it takes.”
“I’ll come clean. I’ll inform the board.” She said it as if it was the most natural thing in the world, as if it wasn’t grounds for being sacked. It was bad enough that I was taking advantage of her feelings for me, I wasn’t going to be responsible for her being fired as well.
“Now I really do think you’ve lost your mind.”
“What do you suggest?”
“It has to be a secret, Lucy. It’s the only option. For both our sakes.” I tucked some strands of hair behind her ear. “You can’t so much as smile at me in a more than professional manner.” I let my fingers drift across her cheek to her chin. “And absolutely no touching in the office.”
“Well how the fuck am I going to manage that?” She grabbed my hand and pulled it towards her so I fell flat on my back. In no time she was on top of me. Clearly she had taken some lessons from Joan.
“Just think of it as foreplay.”
She spread my legs with her knee and locked her eyes on mine. “You know I’m not the biggest fan of that.” And just like that, she was inside.
Flaws
Monday evening after a deceptively ordinary day at work, I found Joan waiting for me outside the building.
“Have you told her yet?” she asked, the veins in her neck bulging. “I’ll wait for her until the penny drops, but I would appreciate it if you could speed up the process.”
I ducked as far away as possible in the collar of my coat, but even if it were made of concrete, it still wouldn’t have been enough to protect me from Joan. I didn’t want to risk angering her even more with the snide remark lingering on my tongue — “Lucy never loved you the way she was supposed to.” — so I decided to play the nice card. “Do you want to go for a drink?”
She looked at me as if I’d just taken Lucy away from her again, but with brute force this time instead of just a needy look in my eyes. Of course, Joan didn’t drink. Wrong approach.
“Coffee or tea?” I pointed my chin in the direction of a conveniently located Starbucks a bit further down the road and my stomach clenched at the thought of settling into one of the snug couches with Joan as company.
“I’ll have a mineral water.” The brave face she was trying to put on was already starting to crumble.
“Do you really want to be with someone who doesn’t, huh, share the same feelings?” I danced around the inevitable truth that Joan had been not much more than a pawn in Lucy’s waiting game.
“Maybe I should call Lucy and ask her the same question?”
She got me there. She was clever and quick, impossibly stubborn and so hurt. A combination not to be reasoned with.
“Fair enough.”
Her eyes blazed with renewed vigour. “You may have known Lucy the longest, but at least I took the time to really get to know her. And I know what, besides you, her weaknesses are. Don’t make the mistake of thinking, even for a minute, that this is over.”
“I don’t want to fight with you, Joan. I understand you’re hurt, believe me, I know what that feels like. But this is what Lucy wants right now. At some point, you’ll have to accept that.” I was already getting tired of the conversation. I didn’t have the energy for a drawn-out fight over Lucy. That was not part of the deal I had made with myself.
Joan gulped down the water in her bottle without taking her eyes off me. She could sit there in combat mode all night, displaying her pain and her competitive reaction to it, it wouldn’t change a thing. Nevertheless, her fiery gaze and imposing physique, of which I could see the appeal, started to get under my skin. And I had seen her true colours before. I had to get out of there.
“I’m sorry.” I drained the last of my coffee and got up. “I have to go.”
“Fine.” She fixed her stare on me again, by now well aware of the unsettling effect it had. “But don’t be surprised if Lucy doesn’t come home one of these nights.” She winked and pulled her lips into a fake smile. “Be prepared.”
I sped out of the coffee house, on the verge of a massive self-pity trip, when it hit me. Had I really expected my life to become drama-free all of a sudden? Had I really believed that Lucy could do that for me? I had envisioned her as my great saviour, but she was just a woman with her own entanglements and flaws. And then there was the pain, that under-current of loss flowing through me, denting me with every move I made. I halted at the tube entrance for a second, debating where to go. I had to see her. I had no choice.
No excuses
It was strange standing there, at the scene of the crime. It all seemed so undramatic now, the sidewalk was just dirty concrete and the door plain green. I rang the bell before I could give myself the chance to become too overwhelmed by the memories forever tied to the simple action of buzzing this particular door’s intercom.
“Oh Lee,” Vic said, “do come in.” She looked highly attractive in her black suit. “I’ve just had a job interview. Fingers crossed, eh?”
“Is Lou in?” Saying her name made my voice crack a tiny bit.
“Still at work.” She put her arm around me as we walked into the sitting room, which almost made me choke up. “How about a stiff drink while you wait?”
I nodded eagerly. I would need more than one. “Brandy, please.”
“I’ll make it a double.”
I followed every movement Vic made and by the time she presented me with a glass I was enthralled by her self-assured elegance. What if? I wondered. The ultimate revenge. The liquor burned my throat and seemed to paralyse my limbs and I realised I simply didn’t have that kind of fight left in me. Also, if Vic was only a fraction of the friend Lou raved about, she would never stoop to my level of betrayal.
“She shouldn’t be long. I can’t imagine she’ll be doing overtime today.”
It was an innocent attempt at a joke but I was nowhere near ready to see the funny side of the weekend’s events. Soon salty tears dripped into my brandy, but I knocked it back anyway, the alcohol too strong to alter its bitter taste.
“I’m so sorry,” Vic said, with that posh accent of hers, and it only made me sob louder. She shuffled closer to me and wrapped one arm around my shoulders. She finished her drink and started patting my thigh with her free hand. “I couldn’t believe it when she told me, Lee. I truly thought you and her would work it out somehow. You made such sense together.”
I rested my head on her arm until my sniffles subsided. “I don’t even know why I came here.”
“You love her, that’s why.” Vic trailed her fingers over the skin of my neck.
“Please distract me with a silly story.” She lifted her fingers off my neck but I reached up and grabbed them. “And don’t stop doing that.”
“Let me get us another drink first.” She wriggled her fingers loose from my grasp and I suddenly felt so alone.
“Bring the bottle.”
“Yes ma’am.” She saluted and followed it with a mock bow. “Anything you say.”
An hour later, when we had finished the brandy — without stopping for dinner — and Lou still hadn’t come home, we both sat slouched in the sofa, severely wasted and several limbs entangled.
“She’s my best friend, she is,” Vic slurred, “but how can I ever look at her in the same way again?”
“Because that’s what friends do.”
We’d had our hands intertwined for a while but only now did I notice her thumb stroking my palm.
“What else do friends do?”
I looked at our hands. “Not that.”
She didn’t stop. “If I ask you a question will you answer truthfully?”
“Maybe.”
She locked her eyes on mine, they were pale green, just like Lou’s. “Do you want to kiss me?” I started to say something but she interrupted me. “The truth, please.”
“Despite it being morally despicable, I wouldn’t be opposed to it.” Maybe I wouldn’t need a fight, maybe tears were enough. Images swam in my head, Lucy’s face merged with Lou’s. Joan’s fake smile. I have no excuses for this, I thought. None.
“Come on.” Vic tugged me up by my hand. “Let’s go to my room. I’ve got a feeling this will be more than a kiss.”
Cold shower
And it was. It was a drunken, immoral, guilt-ridden mess of a shag, but it was definitely much more than a kiss. It wasn’t satisfying, it was just tipsy fumbling in the dark, clumsy and going nowhere. It was revenge. It was pay-back for the first time Lou gave me a taste of heartbreak when she showed up with Katy as her girlfriend, retaliation for her confession that she had a crush on Claire, and it was the ultimate act of vengeance for her treacherous dalliance with her boss. It wasn’t much of a shag, but in this instance the location, Lou’s own house, and the person, Lou’s best friend since forever and her first love, outweighed any orgasm. And I had never hated myself so much. I didn’t even care what Vic’s motives were, even though obviously some form of resentment had been budding between Lou and her. All I cared about, curiously enough, was Lucy and how, as soon as I’d had an opportunity, I had betrayed her when she deserved so much better. She could never find out. Vic couldn’t save me. I could only guess what Lou’s reaction would be, but I didn’t want to be around to witness it. All I wanted was to wash it all off me and have Lucy wrap her arms around me.
“I have to go,” I said. “Can I have a quick shower?”
Vic was so out of it that she barely responded. I stalked to the bathroom and hopped in the shower, turning up the heat so the water scalded my skin.
“How did your interview go?” A voice said from behind the curtain. Lou. I’d never even heard her come home. “Vic?” she shouted. “I had the worst fucking day.”
It’s about to get a lot worse, I thought. Then Vic entered the bathroom.
“Oh shit, I’m sorry,” Lou said. “I had no idea you had someone over.”
I stood behind the shower curtain, steam rising up around me and my heart pounding away in my chest. I turned off the water and took a deep breath.
“Are you sleeping your way to the top already?” Lou joked. Vic didn’t reply.
“Not exactly.” I drew the curtain open and, naked, faced Lou’s look of bewilderment. “It sucks, doesn’t it?” I tried to step out of the tub gracefully and with my head held high, but I was still slightly tipsy and my feet were wet.
Neither Lou nor Vic spoke, both grasped by a terrible shock and the sudden realisation of the ramifications their actions would have on their friendship. I grabbed a towel and flung it around me.
“I’d better go.” I rushed into Vic’s room and jumped into my clothes as quickly as I could. I was about to dash down the stairs when Lou burst out of the bathroom, her face striped with tears.
“I knew you would do something like this, Lee. I just knew it.”
“Something like what?” I started my descent. “Sleeping with the one person that means most to you?” She was on my heels. “Like that thing you did?” I reached the bottom of the stairs and glanced up at her, at her red-rimmed eyes, her blotched complexion and I knew she’d be better off without me. “I’m sorry.” I sighed. “It wasn’t premeditated. It just happened.” The lousiest excuse in the history of mankind. But it was the truth. I turned around and made for the door. Some things cannot be undone, I thought when I slammed it shut behind me and went on my way to Lucy. And some things are better left unsaid.
Holiday
My hair still wet from the shower, and my self-worth considerably diminished, I knocked on Lucy’s door. The hardest part wouldn’t be the pretending, making her believe that we actually had a chance. It would be, once again, trying to find a way to live with my flaws. Lucy had such blind faith in me, just meeting her eyes and seeing the love spread through them made me feel like the biggest fraud alive. If there was one thing I had taken away from my twenties, it was that you didn’t mess with love. I made a promise there and then to treat Lucy’s love for me with the respect it deserved. No more revenge shags, certainly no cheating, and no false promises.
“There are no guarantees,” I said, “and I come with a lot of baggage.” I took in her crooked smile, the almost impossible breadth of her lips. “But I’m not just here to take things from you and wallow in the feelings you have for me. I will give back, or at least I’ll try my hardest.”
“I know I’m taking a chance on you, Lee. It’s a bit like taking in a wounded animal. I can only hope for the best.”
I didn’t really get how she could be so smitten and realistic at the same time. “I trust you, more than anyone in this world, not to break my heart.” I meant it more than was probably good for me.
“Would you like to go on a business trip slash holiday with me?”
“I think I would love that.” To get away from London and all it stood for, the heartbreak, the betrayal, the weakness of everyone including myself, sounded like paradise.
“It’s about time we began putting the globe in Blogging The Globe. We have big plans, starting with New York City.”
“Fabulous. I’ll carry your suitcases wherever you want to go.”
“Oh no, I have something far better in mind.” She unbuttoned her blouse and let it fall to the floor. When she kissed me I knew that, when given the chance, she could save me.
“Are you going anywhere fancy?” Annabelle asked, a fake smile glued on her face.
“What?” I decided it would be best to play dumb.
“Since you’ve taken all of next week off, I just presumed you’d be going away.”
“Just visiting my parents,” I lied. “All very dull.” I kept my eyes on my screen, trying to make her feel as if she was interrupting some serious journalism.
“Lucy’s going to New York, you know. Talk about branching out.”
She couldn’t possibly know already, could she? It was only Friday and both Lucy and I had been very careful. Maybe too careful?
“The break should do her good, though. I think she and Joan may have split up. She asked me to hold all her calls. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”
“Why would I, Annabelle?” She was starting to get under my skin.
“It’s just that I could have sworn I spotted you and Joan talking at the Starbucks down the road last Monday.”
A nervous rash of heat swarmed through me. Was it a coincidence or had she learnt to read Lucy that well? Or worse, was she following me?
“That must have been a case of mistaken identity.” I tried to keep my cool. “I never go to Starbucks.” I shot her a curt smile. “And I haven’t seen Joan in ages.”
“Oh, my bad.” Her voice shot all the way up, letting me know that she was on to something.
Mrs Henderson
Lucy and I flew to New York together and it felt like liberation, like breaking through a thick bubble of drama, like, at last, seeing everything from a new perspective. I decided that, for my psychological well-being, I needed to take more holidays. I watched her in action as she navigated effortlessly through this frantic city, as if she was made for it. I admired her guts and her fearlessness, her willingness to accept defeat but not without trying her best. By the time we got back to the real world, she had grown on me considerably. It was too early for love, but something was brewing.
“Can’t we move to New York?” I asked, in full fantasy mode. “You lived in the US before.”
“As happy as I would be to have you fly to the other end of the world with me, I came back for a reason.”
We were on our way from Heathrow to Kensington and already the now obvious dreariness of London was weighing me down.
“I’m an English girl, Lee. This is where I thrive.”
I was shocked to hear this. Apparently business-savvy and cultured didn’t mean cosmopolitan.
“I’m never happier than when the plane touches down on British soil again.”
Hearing her say that reminded me of my dad, who got homesick the mere second he crossed the village borders. “But you run Blogging The Globe?”
“As long as I have a return ticket, I’m happy to travel anywhere. If New York works out, we may be looking east next. Possibly Hong Kong.”
In the provincial mindset of the poorly travelled girl I was back then, it seemed like something ungraspable, something from another world.
“Looks like you’ll be raking in some serious air miles.”
“I don’t have to go everywhere myself. I plan to train people who can do the job independently.”
“Hey, here’s an idea.” I trailed my fingertips over the heel of her hand. “Why don’t you send Annabelle to Australia, or somewhere equally far away. I wouldn’t want her to be my boss, but she’d have the skills for it. She’d always know exactly what was going on in her office.”
“You really thinks she’s on to us?”
“Oh yeah.”
“You know I can’t fire her.”
“Who on the board is she sleeping with, anyway?”
“Promise you won’t tell anyone?”
I nodded intently. Lucy had never been willing to share this juicy bit of information with me.
“Mrs Henderson.”
I didn’t see that one coming. “What?” I stammered. “But, isn’t she married to the CEO of—”
“Yes,” Lucy interrupted before I could identify him out loud. “Hence Annabelle’s power over Lynette Henderson and Blogging The Globe.”
“I’d never have guessed she was a lesbian. Not in a million years.”
“Trust me,” Lucy sighed, “she is.”
“What are you trying to say?” I was getting quite agitated, puzzling all the missing pieces together. “Has she tried anything with you?”
“Well, no offence to Lynette, but she does have her best years behind her.”
“That’s why Annabelle has it in for me. She knows how you feel about me.”
“Don’t worry about her, as long as I’m in charge, she’s perfectly controllable.”
“Office politics are so exhaustingly dramatic.”
“It’s true what they say, you know. The world really does revolve around money, power and, most importantly, sex.”
“Have you ever said yes?” I asked before thinking, slightly lost in the craziness of the moment.
“God no, one office affair is more than complicated enough.”
“I can’t imagine she would be your type, anyway.”
“She’s an excellent assistant though. The lengths she goes to please me.”
Office politics
When I arrived at work the next Monday I no longer saw Annabelle as Lucy’s ruthless stuck-up assistant. I wondered what she was doing in a dead-end affair with a woman close to retirement. And surely she could find other, more rewarding jobs than PA’ing for Lucy at BTG. Or was Lucy her reason for being there and was I now competing with both her and Joan for the boss’ affections? Despite Lucy’s urgings to leave it alone, I wanted to find out more. Perhaps being uncharacteristically nice to Annabelle would be a good start, even though she would probably see straight through it, but maybe she would be intrigued enough to take the bait.
I casually walked to her corner of the office outside Lucy’s door. Objectively speaking, she was fairly hot, if you like that kind of Stepford clinical nose-job look. I just couldn’t picture her in her empty apartment waiting for a booty call from Mrs Henderson.
“Hey Annabelle,” I said and dug deep to find my most friendly tone. “What are you doing for lunch?”
She peered at me as if I had just asked her to take off all her clothes and run around the office naked for the rest of the day. “Eating a salad, no dressing. You?”
“A new Pret just opened next door. Would you like to get a sandwich with me?”
She leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. “What do you want?” Clearly, she wasn’t up for playing games.
“I realise I haven’t always treated you as nice as I could.”
“And you expect one of those avocado chicken things slithering with mayo to make up for that? Look at me, Lee. I don’t do carbs.” She was playing hard to get, which, in fairness, was completely true to her paranoid character. “And it’s not as if I’ve ever been particularly friendly to you.”
“Maybe we can do something about that? How about a drink after work?”
“Would that be at the Starbucks down the road? The one you never go to?”
“I was thinking more in the direction of a nice glass of Sauvignon Blanc in the pub.”
The mention of the wine seemed to mellow the hard lines around her mouth a bit, allowing a sparse smile to come through. “Sure Lee, I’ll come out to play. You’re buying.” She liked her booze, that was obvious. I took in her toned but thin frame once more and concluded I could easily drink her under the table, and maybe even elicit some inebriated confessions.
“Any messages, Annabelle?” Lucy asked, out of nowhere. I hadn’t seen her approach. “Is there a problem, Lee?” She pinned her eyes on me, not a flicker of lust seeping through, and I felt something stir in my belly.
“No,” I replied, meeting her glance with a straight face. “Don’t mind me.” I stalked off feeling more alive than I had in days. Office politics proved to be an excellent distraction from painful affairs of the heart.
The moment I sat down at my desk, my phone rang.
“I told you to leave it alone,” Lucy hissed. “Don’t stir up trouble.”
“I’m just being friendly, boss. Getting to know your PA a bit better.”
“Don’t make me punish you.” By then Lucy had already lost all authority over me.
“Maybe I want to be punished.”
“Oh yeah?” she asked. “How about a threesome with Annabelle?”
That shut me up. But I kept my date with Annabelle, anyway.
Cat fight
Alcohol may destroy your liver and cloud your judgment but it’s the best social lubricant in the world. After one bottle Annabelle and I were chatting like old friends. Her expertly styled hair got frazzled because she couldn’t stop twirling it around her fingers. Her sharp, all-seeing gaze became a bit more mellow and her cheeks flushed pink.
“What’s it like wanting to look perfect all the time? Like you just stepped out of a make-up ad?” I asked.
She looked me straight in the face, her mouth starting to curl into a small smile. “Don’t tell me you don’t know the word for that, Lee. I thought you were an expert.” She took another big gulp of white wine. “I believe it’s generally referred to as being femme, or lipstick lesbian if you will.” And just like that she came out to me. I didn’t even have to probe.
“Do people actually still use those terms? They seem like ancient concepts to me.”
She held my gaze and twisted her glass around on the table. “Oh really?” She blinked once, then again. “Because you sure do seem to like your femmes.” She was a sly one. All night she’d led me to believe I was getting the upper hand, slowly, with every new sip of wine, but she was in control, then and always. “I’m her assistant, Lee. I see everything, including all the things I’m not supposed to.”
“I think we need another bottle.” I strutted to the bar and realised that Lucy was probably right. I should have just gone home. I wasn’t exactly sober anymore either, and the first thing that always goes out of the window when I have a few is my common sense. Hence my subsequent questionable decision to go on the offence. I sat back down opposite her and refilled her glass until it nearly ran over. “How’s Lynette Henderson?”
“She’s perfectly fine.” Annabelle seemed unfazed by my question, she didn’t flinch, her poker face remained intact.
“How long’s that been going on for?”
“I don’t see how that’s any of your business.” The first thing that cracked was her voice, just a tiny bit, but enough to give me an opening.
“It must be hard, you know, with her being married. The secrecy—”
“Spare me your sympathy. What do you want?”
“What makes you think I want something from you, Annabelle? What could you possibly have to offer, anyway?”
“So you know about Lynette and me. Big deal.”
“I’ve met her and, well, let’s just say I find it hard to see the appeal.”
“What are you accusing me of?” Her tone got nastier.
“Nothing, I’m just trying to understand.”
“It’s not because you have the boss wrapped around your finger that you can sit here and judge me.”
“I’m not judging—”
“I know your type, Lee. You go from woman to woman, taking advantage of the good ones like Lucy. Some drama here, some heartbreak there. I just wonder what will happen once you tear Lucy to shreds again.”
“I’ve no doubt you’ll be there to comfort her.” What was I thinking going up against someone like Annabelle? “Then you’ll have both the board and management in your pocket.”
“And you’ll be out in no time.”
“What do you have against me? What did I ever do to you?”
“Maybe I just don’t like you very much.”
“The feeling is completely mutual.”
She burst out laughing, spraying high-pitched giggles over our table. I was puzzled but her shrill shrieks proved to be contagious and soon I was snorting along, spurred on by the alcohol pooling in my blood and the comic quality of our catty conversation. It was all rather hilarious.
“How about a real drink?” she asked. “Wine is for pussies. We need some shots.”
The hangover
“I like older ladies,” Annabelle said. “That’s not a crime, is it?”
I nodded, but what she said barely registered. I was so wasted and I had absolutely no idea how to get home.
“I know she looks a bit older, but she is only sixty-three.” Annabelle kept talking while fiddling with the scandalous number of shot glasses on our table. “And she has the most wicked sense of humour.”
She’d been banging on about her sugar granny for what seemed like ages and I just wanted to sleep. “I’m going to text Lucy. She can pick us up in her car.”
“No, no. I can’t face her in this state,” she slurred. “I’ll need to reapply my makeup.” This caused a fresh wave of giggles to burst out of her mouth.
“Let’s do one more shot while we wait. It’s all fucked now anyway,” I said.
“If you call in sick tomorrow, I will grass you up.”
Lucy towered over us, the expression on her face torn between anger and sympathy. At the sight of her, Annabelle tried sitting up straight, her lips pursed into an earnest pucker, but it was way too late to fool anyone.
“I’m so sorry, Lucy,” I tried to say but she walked off to the bar.
She came back with two large glasses of water. “Both of you, shut up and drink this.”
I went a bit soft inside. I liked her stern but caring-despite-herself side. She dragged Annabelle and me out of the pub and dumped us in the backseat. When we arrived at Annabelle’s she lifted her out of her seat and escorted her all the way inside, leaving me dizzy and nauseous in the car, sucking cool night air through the open window.
“You will suffer in the morning, darling.” Lucy tore at my pants, trying to get them off so I didn’t have to sleep in them. “And I will enjoy every single second of it.”
“And you claim to love me. I’m appalled.”
“I gather Annabelle has now had all her suspicions confirmed?”
“Well, yes, but it was more a trade of information.”
“I think you should stop talking now. Once again, I’ll clean up your mess in the morning.” She stroked my cheek with the back of her fingers.
“I’ll doubt she’ll remember much tomorrow.” I was already half asleep.
“Don’t make the mistake of underestimating Annabelle Brooks.” The last words I heard before slipping off into a deep slumber, images of Annabelle, Lucy and Mrs Henderson crowding my dreams.
When I arrived at the office the next day, a strategically planned half hour later than Lucy, my head throbbing violently and my stomach not able to hold anything down, I had to blink several times at my screen before I could read the name ‘Lynette Henderson’ clearly in my e-mail inbox. Had she and Annabelle spoken already? And was it really her? Did people over sixty actually use e-mail? She invited me to ‘a private lunch’ at noon and I didn’t know what to do first, swallow some more painkillers, see Lucy and panic or strangle Annabelle.
“Lucy’s in a meeting,” Annabelle chirped. “Followed by a lunch, so she won’t be in before two, maybe three.” Had she planned this?
“What are you playing at?” I asked, my voice broken and my hangover visible all over my face.
“I have no idea what you’re implying, Lee.” She looked so fresh and crisp. There were no signs of burst blood vessels in her eyes and her complexion was as healthy as ever. She had probably set me up but I had no idea what for, nor did I have the energy to find out.
What we know
I called Lucy twenty times on her cell phone but she didn’t pick up. I left her messages displaying various degrees of panic but she didn’t call back. I was on my own, with only a slamming headache as company, and it was decision time: ignore Mrs Henderson’s e-mail or become Annabelle’s bitch. Not that I had much of a choice, really. I could have used a pep talk though, or even some mild scolding. I drained cup after cup of strong coffee until I bounced out of my chair with nerves. I stalked out of the office, avoiding Annabelle’s smug face, and went on my way.
“May I call you Lee?” Mrs Henderson asked. She didn’t look as old as I remembered, but she was hardly a well-aged beauty. I would never, I thought. And in my case, with my many flaws and proclivity for sins of the flesh, that spoke volumes. I sat in an all-white sofa in a surprisingly modern-looking apartment of which I wondered if it was Mrs Henderson’s and Annabelle’s love nest. I slipped to the edge of my seat just in case.
“Of course, Mrs Henderson,” I said and I felt like a fifteen-year-old who got caught snogging her best friend in the locker room and was called into the head-mistress’ office. It wasn’t entirely unpleasant.
“Would you like a glass of wine, Lee? I have an excellent bottle of Shiraz open.”
I had no idea if I would be able to hold it down but I nodded politely. I stared at my faded converse sneakers and realised they didn’t fit the surroundings at all. If I had known I’d be eating with the rich I’d have at least worn an unripped pair of jeans.
“Don’t be nervous.” She handed me the glass and I made a point of admiring it foolishly. “I don’t care about your extra-curricular activities, nor Lucy’s for that matter.” She sat down next to me, her knees pressed together in that lady-like manner. “That would be fairly hypocritical of me.” Her grey-black hair, cut into a bob, didn’t move an inch when she shook her head.
I managed a small smile and met her eyes for a split second before bowing my head in near-reverence again. What did she want from me then? Why was I there? My mind, not helped by dehydration, was racing and the palms of my trembling hands started to feel dangerously clammy. I must not drop this glass, I thought. I must try to not make a fool of myself.
“I just want to make sure we understand each other.” She put her hand on my shoulder and gave a little squeeze.
I looked at her hand and feared the worst. “Of course,” I said. I turned my body towards her, forcing her hand to slip off.
Her gaze followed her hand for a moment, then she looked up again, right into my eyes. “Let’s eat.”
“I respect and admire Lucy,” Lynette — which I was now invited to call her — said. She tucked the last piece of steak into her mouth and chewed it slowly, making me wait for her point. I had barely touched my food, just shuffled it around on my plate a bit in an effort to be polite. “She’s doing an amazing job, don’t you think?”
“She’s a good boss.”
“She has big plans for Blogging The Globe and I’ve no doubt she can make it work.”
“Yes—”
“But,” she said and put her knife and fork down, “there may be certain things you don’t know about Lucy Rowe.”
“I bet there are loads of things I don’t know.”
“The question is—” She poured me some more wine. “—do you want to know what I know?”
Promotion canapé
“I’ve got a feeling you’ll tell me either way.” If this was game time, I was ready. I felt strangely protective of Lucy and I vowed that whatever big — or sleazy — revelation Mrs Henderson would make, it wouldn’t matter.
“You lived in France, right?” She leaned back in her chair and crossed one leg over the other. Annabelle really had done her homework. “So you must be familiar with the term promotion canapé.”
“I see it in action every single day at work.”
A fake giggle bubbled in her throat. “Of course.” Her tone was so calm and her voice so steady. The whole scene seemed so premeditated. “You think Annabelle is the big expert.” She slanted her body forward so her face was inches away from mine. “But maybe it’s the other way around,” she whispered.
I had no idea what she was trying to say. Adrenalin coursed through my veins and erased all traces of a hangover. All I knew was that Annabelle was a pretty nobody who had to shag board members to get a job as Lucy’s PA. “What do you mean?” I asked while pushing my chair away from her.
“Don’t worry, Lee.” Her tiny blue-green eyes rested on me, refusing to give me a break. “I’m not the one Lucy slept with to get the job.” Without taking her eyes off me, she grabbed a cigarette case from the cupboard behind her. “But I was there.” Finally, she blinked once. “Do you mind if I smoke?” She didn’t wait for my reply to light up. “You see.” She exhaled a first blueish puff. “I really like to watch. It’s sort of...my thing.”
The penny started dropping, slowly but inevitably. I focused on the orange glow at the tip of her fag. Had I somehow landed in a parallel universe where everybody was the biggest slag they could possibly be? Was this an alcohol-induced fever dream? A nightmare I couldn’t wake up from?
“And trust me,” she continued. “It was quite a show.”
Annabelle didn’t sleep with Mrs Henderson. She let her watch. It made perfect sense. Then the images exploded in my brain. Annabelle and Lucy, in this apartment, Lynette Henderson peering at them the way she did at me now.
“If you have any trouble picturing it, let me help you.” She stood up and walked to the television set in the lounge area. She grabbed a remote and pressed a button — ‘play’ I presumed. It was nothing compared to the images crowding my mind a moment earlier. There was nothing reluctant about it. It was full-on action, Lucy on top and Annabelle panting below her.
“Turn it off, please,” I said. “I think I’d better go.”
“Thanks for stopping by, Lee.” Lynette paced towards me and, before I had a chance to pull away, took my hands in hers. “And remember who’s really in charge at BTG.” I tried to break free, but she tugged at my fingers. “I do hope Annabelle brings you back here some time.”
What a world, I thought when I stormed down the stairs. What a dirty bloody mess of a world. Then I saw Annabelle’s face in the video again, all twisted and red with desire, and I knew it would haunt me for a long time. I searched for my phone in my pocket and tried calling Lucy again, this time she picked up.
“What’s the great emergency, Lee? Can’t find the aspirin?”
Loose cannon
“Aspirin’s not going to help this time,” I said. “I just had an interesting meeting with Mrs Henderson.” I stopped at a bench, to catch my breath and steady my wobbly knees.
“I see.” Lucy’s voice cracked over the phone.
I fully understood why she had never told me — I was hardly the most reliable person in her life — but it still shook me, destabilised me in ways I’d never imagined anything Lucy-related would.
“Come back to the office. We’ll talk,” she said.
“With Annabelle lurking outside your door? I don’t think so.”
“Take the afternoon off. I’ll see you tonight.” She hesitated a few seconds, the silence more nerve-wracking than any words. “This has absolutely nothing to do with you, Lee. It happened a long time ago.”
“I know,” I said and hung up. I pictured Annabelle’s victorious smile, which, for once, wouldn’t have to be entirely fake. She had pulled the wool over my eyes so expertly the night before and I had just accepted it. It had indeed been a mistake to underestimate her. The thought of having to mingle with her at the office every day made my stomach clench. How did Lucy do it? Did they have some secret, twisted boss-secretary thing going on between them? Of all the things I’d envisioned being fatal to my affair with Lucy, I’d never have expected it to be Annabelle Brooks. What amazed me most of all though, was how the tables had turned so quickly between Lucy and me.
“Can I come in?” Lucy asked. She held the door to my room open just wide enough for half of her face to peek through.
“Yes.” I swivelled my desk chair in her direction, my face drawn into a sulk. “But beware, I may be filming this.”
She headed over to where I was sitting and crouched down beside me. “That’s not even remotely funny,” she said, and smiled anyway.
“Now I understand why you wanted me to stay out of it and leave Annabelle alone.”
“I’m sorry you had to find out that way. In fact, I’m sorry you had to find out at all.”
“I shouldn’t have pried. It’s my own fault.”
“Are we all right?” Lucy stretched out her legs and towered over me, ruffling her hands through my hair.
“I’m not the one who slept with he blond bitch from hell. How did you ever recover from that?” I looked up at her and held her gaze. “And why did you lie?”
“I didn’t want to lay this on you, darling. Not at this stage.” She spread her legs and straddled me on the chair. “And as far as that night is concerned, I classified it as a necessary business decision.”
“Waw, you really remind me of someone right now.” I shot her a mocking smile.
“Don’t you dare say it, Lee.” She brought her lips to my ear. “You can accuse me of a lot, but I’m nothing like Claire Burns.”
“How do you face Annabelle’s plastic grin every morning?” I leaned back a bit to see her face. “It must annoy the hell out of you.”
Lucy pushed herself up and sat down on the bed. “I run BTG exactly the way I want to. Lynette and Annabelle may think they have some power, and they do have a little bit, but they’re stuck in their own little sick world of manipulation and games. They pose no real threat. As soon as I figured that out, I knew that if I just played along, everything would be fine.”
“Until I came along.”
“Well.” She held out both her hands, palms upwards, inviting me for a hug. “You are a bit of a loose canon.”
I grabbed hold of her fingers and let her pull me in. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”
Romance
From then on, I started to see Lucy differently. Maybe because I was so desperate for something to hold on to, or just maybe because, in all her brave complexity, she was the right woman for me at that time.
“We both like it messy and that’s all right,” Lucy said one night after we’d decided we didn’t care what our co-workers thought anymore, and walked home together. “Before you know it, it all becomes too romantic and incredibly boring.”
“You really get me, Lucy. I wish I’d seen that when we first met.”
“No.” She shook her head. “Too romantic.”
“What about all those months of pining after me?” I joked. “You have to see the romance in that.”
“But that’s the right kind, the tragic, painful kind.” She turned her head towards me. “And trust me, being with Joan was plenty painful.” She rubbed her behind in memory of more smarting days.
I giggled stupidly. “It looks like we made it in the end.”
“Against all odds,” she said and drew me closer to her. “Let’s enjoy this moment, though.” I could feel her breath in my hair. “Because who knows what will happen next?”
Heartbreak and failure at love had driven me into Lucy’s arms, I never forgot that. Claire and especially Lou still occupied much more of my thoughts than what was strictly necessary. But once Alex had quit working for Sanders & Burns our lives had no reason for colliding anymore. And slowly, with every picture I crumpled and every formerly treasured text message I deleted, I took one more step away from them. Lucy and I carved out our own story, with our own little hang-ups and frustrations, but mostly with a good deal of unmistakably romantic happiness. I breezed into my thirties, leaving my romantically challenged twenties behind once and for all, and it felt like a new beginning. Blogging The Globe began setting up offices around the world and whenever possible, Lucy took me with her. Months went by without a hint of drama. We were simply too busy being content and, in ways, oddly satisfied with each other. I loved Lucy, that was clear, but it wasn’t the all-encompassing devouring I’ll-take-anything passion I’d had for Claire. It was a more stable kind of emotion, more human as well, with a much better chance at survival. Maybe this is it, I thought. Maybe it doesn’t have to be difficult. I’ll just grow old and dull with Lucy Rowe. If only I hadn’t let myself believe that. I should have known better, should have known myself better, but I was blinded by something. Love or foolishness or both, or maybe they were just the same.
It started on a cold damp day in January, my last January in London for a while, but I didn’t know that yet. I’d finished an interview with an up-and-coming digital artist at a Costa Coffee in Covent Garden when Theresa, my former boss and the Sanders in Sanders & Burns, walked in.
“Oh Lee,” she said. “I thought the earth had swallowed you whole.” She hugged me with her typical zeal, nearly crushing my windpipe on her collarbone. “What did I tell you about keeping in touch?”
“It’s not that I didn’t want to. The circumstances haven’t been particularly inviting, that’s all.”
“Excuses, excuses. Come on, I’ll buy you a cup of coffee.”
And so it all began to unravel, again.
Sixty
“We miss Alex dearly,” Theresa said. “In the hilarity department, he’s as good as irreplaceable.”
“What about the morals department? From what I’ve heard, when you work at Sanders & Burns, it really doesn’t matter who you fuck and what the consequences are.”
“I accept that.” She blew into her cappuccino. “Just this once.”
I had always liked Theresa and I could hardly fault her. She was one of the most honest people I knew and no question fazed her. “Who is your business partner corrupting these days?”
“We try to stay out of each other’s personal lives lately. And sexually, all co-workers are strictly off-limits.”
“Good luck with that.” I couldn’t help laughing because I knew which effect the word off-limits had on Claire Burns.
“I made her sign a document.” She curled her lips into a sneer. “This is a serious business we’re running.”
“How’s Lou?” My heart hammered in my throat. One part of me wanted nothing more than to talk about her, but the other part, the more cautious one, still didn’t feel entirely comfortable.
“Professionally, which is as far as my wide knowledge stretches, she’s doing well. But that’s not really what you want to know, is it?” She slanted her head to the left a bit and pinned her blue eyes on me. “I know they hurt you, Lee. But you’re happy now, right?”
“I am,” I said with more force than necessary.
“Good.” She drained the last of her coffee. “So maybe you and Lucy can do me the honour of attending this fine event.” She handed me a white embossed envelop. “It’s my sixtieth birthday and I won’t take no for an answer.”
“You don’t look a day over fifty, boss.” I slipped the invitation out and studied the few lines of text for a long time. “I don’t think I can make it, though.”
“It’s time to put the past behind you, Lee. I’ve even invited Alex and if he can find it in his heart to celebrate with me, you really have no excuse.” She patted me on the thigh. “See you in two weeks.”
“Are you seriously considering it?” I asked Alex. “You didn’t exactly leave on friendly terms.” We sat in Eleanor’s couch, sipping sherry.
“It’s business, Leesbian. I’m freelance now and every big player in the London advertising scene will be there. It’s an excellent opportunity for me.”
“You’re such a whore.”
“Don’t use that word in my house,” Eleanor, who was setting the table while Pat cooked dinner in the kitchen, said.
“How long has she been living here?” Alex turned towards Eleanor. “It’s been years and you still haven’t managed to instill some manners in this lesbian.”
“Maybe not manners, but she has been behaving rather good lately. I take full credit.” Eleanor walked over to the sofa. “Anyway, I don’t necessarily think it’s such a bad idea.”
“That’s what Lucy said.”
“It’s going to be a massive do. Not as if it’ll just be us awkwardly crammed together in a confined space,” Alex said. “We’ll make it a double date. Ben adores Lucy.”
“Who doesn’t?” Lucy walked into the room. “Where is your gorgeous piece of man flesh tonight?”
“He’s on his way. He should be just in time for dinner.”
Alex and Ben. Eleanor and Pat. Lucy and me. It seemed so perfect, so right. We had many evenings like that, just chatting and nibbling around Eleanor’s dinner table. It always made me feel extremely grown-up. I listened to Alex and Eleanor’s light banter, sprinkled with Lucy’s nasal voice and I wondered if it was the sound of happiness. It was, for a while.
The party
Two weeks later the four of us got out of a cab at a posh hotel in Chelsea. Before heading out we’d shared a bottle of wine, out of which I had managed to squeeze three big glasses for myself, but it wasn’t nearly enough to still my nerves. Lucy squeezed my hand as we walked in, her posture rigid and her smile wide, as if nothing could touch her. We greeted Theresa and her husband Geoffrey with pecks on the cheeks and, in Geoffrey’s case, lingering fingers in inappropriate places. Impeccably dressed waiters handed us flutes of champagne, which I gulped down as if it was water after spending a fortnight in the driest desert. Alex went off to work the room, Ben by his side as the most elegant prop. Lucy recognised someone she used to work with and introduced me. I drained more champagne and cautiously looked around for a sign of Claire or Lou, but I didn’t see either of them.
“I’m going to find the washroom,” I whispered in Lucy’s ear. “I’ll be right back.” I meandered through the crowd, everyone dressed up as peacocks as if it were the event of the year. I was sure Theresa got quite the thrill out of that. Then, emerging from the door that led to the toilets, I finally saw Claire. I was startled at first, even though it was hardly a surprise, but the sheer shock of seeing her, of being in the same room with her, was enough to make my heart skip a beat.
“Hey baby,” she said. “How are ya?”
I could have cried. I felt the tears well up behind my eyes but I swallowed them away. It was nostalgia and the remnants of something, possibly the greatest love I’d ever had, and it cut through me without mercy.
“Hello Claire.” The curve of her mouth, that ever-mocking downward twinge, struck me again, and her eyes, in all their un-touched glory, seemed to know something. “I wish I could say I was happy to see you, but I’m still on the fence about it.”
“I know, baby, I know.” She curled her lips into a tight smile. “Let’s go somewhere we can talk.”
My whole history with Claire flashed before me. Meeting her at Waterloo station, the first drunk night, moving to Paris, the pain and not wanting to give up despite knowing better. Is this it then, I thought? Was this the love of my life and will I never feel the same for anyone else again? It seemed like such a bad deal. We walked into the hallway and leaned against the wall, away from the party chatter.
“So you’re with Lucy now.” There was no sign of sarcasm in her voice, no superiority, just plain niceness and I didn’t really know how to handle it.
“Yes, it’s been a few months. It’s good.”
“I’m happy for you.”
“The way you were happy for Lou and me?” I couldn’t help myself. It wasn’t just the anger, it was the nerves and the anxiety that had been building. It was the image of her in Lou’s doorway that was etched in my memory and haunted me like a recurring nightmare.
“I’m sorry, Lee. Looking back, it’s one of my biggest regrets.” She bent her head towards me. “And I won’t ask for your forgiveness.” Her lips were almost at my ear now. “But I’m glad you came tonight.”
“There you are,” Lucy said. “I was wondering where you’d got to.”
Claire abruptly retracted her head and held out her hand. “You must be Lucy. Nice to meet you. I’m Claire.”
Burned
I saw them standing together and I knew. The awkward conversation they engaged in faded to nothing and I just saw their lips move. My past and future in romance collided in that moment and delivered a gut-wrenching blow to my stomach. Two versions of love battled for the upper-hand right in front of my nose. On the one hand, there was Claire, with her tight face and arrogant gaze, who stood for no-holds-barred passion reined in by a slew of impossible rules. Facing her stood Lucy, wide-lipped and freckled and so generous with her affections, so unconditional in her love for me that it verged on the ridiculous. It wasn’t even a battle really, it was more of an aha-moment, a revelation waiting to happen. I was only thirty and I felt as if I’d given up on love. As if it had dragged me down so much that I had no choice but to choose the unadventurous, safe, easy kind. Somehow I had learned to love Lucy and her dependable ways but in no way did it compare to what I had felt, or maybe still did, for Claire. It didn’t even come close.
It’s not that I was suddenly overcome by a desire to ditch Lucy and let Claire feel me up in a dark corner of the hotel. It was just a plain and simple realisation that I shouldn’t settle for anything less than the torrent of emotions and the never-ending waves of passion I’d felt for Claire Burns. I had experienced the beginnings of it with Lou, but that had gone to hell before it could even develop. What I knew for certain though, was that I didn’t have it with Lucy. That was more make-belief, convenience, an easy way out. I watched their mouths form words in slow motion and I knew I had to make a choice. Break it to Lucy in a gentle, adult manner or a return to the despicable form of what oddly seemed my past now. Talk or cheat? Either way, I would break her heart.
“Shall we go back in, darling?” Lucy asked while wrapping her fingers around mine, and I was snapped out of my daydream.
I smiled and squeezed her hand. “Just give me a minute to powder my nose.” I turned to look at Claire one more time. She winked at me as if she knew something. She probably did. I locked myself in for long minutes, blotting out the sounds of women entering and leaving again. Then my phone beeped. My hands were slightly shaky when I dug it out of my pocket. Somehow I knew it would be Claire. She was predictable like that. Meet me in Room 405 in twenty minutes, it said. It was decision time already. I had more respect for Lucy than that, though. She deserved more than to be discarded like that again. And I didn’t want Claire back. She was just the trigger, the intensity of our relationship the measure I wanted to hold myself to. Ten tumultuous years in romance had proved insightful enough not to let myself get burned by Claire again. No, I typed and sent it with a sense of relief bubbling through me. But the hardest part was yet to come.
I walked back into the room and was scooped up by Alex.
“Good news, Leesbian,” he said. “That coward Lou isn’t coming tonight. Apparently she’s not feeling well.” He curled his fingers into air quotes. “That’s one less bitch to worry about.”
“That’s one way of putting it,” I said and stole his champagne glass out of his hand.
Coming of age
“You stand to lose a lot,” Alex said. I had met him for lunch the next Monday, the only time we actually managed to get alone these days.
“Maybe,” I listlessly took a bite out of my sandwich. “But not as much as staying with her would cost me.”
“What if she fires you?”
“I’m already looking into other opportunities. I won’t be able to stay at BTG. Not this time.” I couldn’t bear to eat anymore. My stomach clenched at the prospect of hurting Lucy.
“You can stay at ours for a while if Eleanor kicks you out.”
“Thanks, homie.” I realised how lucky I had been to get a cheap room at Eleanor’s for so long. Rent prices were still skyrocketing and then there was the dreaded search for roommates. I was about to pull the bottom out from under my life, the only difference was that this time it was intentionally.
“That’s what friends are for.” He eyed my sandwich. “Are you not eating that?”
I shoved it towards him. “I’m more in the mood for a liquid lunch.”
“For what it’s worth, I think you’re very brave,” he said before tucking into the rest of my chicken-avocado sandwich.
“It’s not a matter of courage.” I felt the tears well up behind my eyes a little bit. “It’s not even a matter of choice.”
“Are you finally coming of age, Lee Harlem Robinson?” Over the table, he grabbed my hand. “About ten years too late, but then again, it’s never too late, is it?”
I shook my head. “I guess not.”
When I got back to the office I ignored Annabelle and knocked on Lucy’s door directly. She was munching on an apple behind her computer.
“Is that all you’re eating?” I asked.
“Your concern is heart-warming, darling.” She pulled her lips into that wide grin again. I would miss that smile. “But it looks like Hong Kong is happening. Now all I need is the right person for the job.”
“I’m sure you’ll find someone. You always do.”
She looked away from her screen and pinned her eyes on me, giving me all of her attention. “What can I do for you?”
“Can we meet at your place tonight? I’ll bring some take-out.” Part of me had wanted to wait until the weekend, so she’d have at least two days to process, but it suddenly seemed so urgent, and wrong to postpone.
“Sure, you have the key. Let yourself in if I’m not home yet.”
“Okay.” I turned to leave.
“You should move in, you know,” she said, out of nowhere.
I had my back to her and took a deep breath before facing her again. “I’ll think about it.” I forced my lips into a smile.
Lucy got up from behind her desk and walked over to me. “I’m sorry, darling. I shouldn’t have sprung it on you like that.” She kissed me on my forehead. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine.” So much wasted kindness, I thought. Cheating would have been much easier. “I have an interview this afternoon, so I’ll see you at home.” I was relieved that I didn’t have to spend the rest of the day looking at her open door, searching for her shadows.
“Bring me a chicken tikka, will you?” she said.
I was thinking of a bottle of brandy instead.
What it all comes down to
“We need to talk,” I said, wishing I’d have come up with a more original line. But what did it really matter in the end when hearts got broken and dreams got crushed?
“You don’t have to move in next week, darling.” She sipped from a bottle of beer, almost swallowing the top end between her over-sized lips. I’d let her finish her curry first, figuring she wouldn’t be able to eat any more after I’d dropped my bombshell. “It’s just something to think about.”
“It’s not about that.” I played with my bottle, peeling off the label. I wondered what hurt the most, being dumped myself or this nerve-wracking waiting-game for the best moment, for the right words to find their way out of my mouth.
“I know,” she said and her words surprised me so much that my heart started thundering beneath my ribcage. “You’ve been different since you saw Claire at that party. Did something happen?”
“No.” I shook my head. “Not what you think anyway.”
“What then?” she urged, her eyes already getting moist, anticipating the worst.
“I just don’t think this is working out. Us. It’s not, erm, enough, I suppose.”
“Tell me the truth, Lee. Did you fuck her?”
I realised then that if I’d said yes she would have forgiven me. “No. It has nothing to do with Claire. It’s me. You deserve better than me.”
“That’s bullshit.” She remained so calm, so willing to work it out. As if she believed that if she let her emotions come through too much, everything would be instantly lost, as if clinging on to sanity and logic could save her. “Don’t pin this on me. You know how I feel about you.” She looked away for a split second. “Is there someone else?”
“No, it’s not like that.” How did you tell someone that you didn’t love them enough without breaking their spirit for life?
“Then we can work it out. I know we can.” Lucy the negotiator was getting the upper-hand. “I know you love me.”
“I do, but just—” I hesitated for a moment, then stopped thinking and landed the final blow. “—not enough to see this through. Not like I loved Claire, or Lou. It doesn’t feel right anymore.” I might as well have punched her in the face.
“Oh, so you prefer being cheated on, do you? You like to be treated with no respect. Well good luck to you. Darling.” She took a few shallow breaths. “Unbelievable.”
“You’ve given me so much, but it’s time to move on. It doesn’t feel right anymore. I feel as if I’m leading you on.”
“Give me a minute,” she said and got up. “I’ll be right back. Stay. Please.” She took her beer and walked to the kitchen. I heard the sound of glass shattering against the floor, but I didn’t get up. I un-muted the television and watched Eastenders until Lucy came back into the sitting room. She leaned against the couch, the furthest away from me as possible. “I think you should go to Hong Kong.”
“What?”
“I can’t fire you because you don’t love me enough. I want to, but it wouldn’t be fair.” As if I wasn’t feeling bad enough about beating Lucy’s big heart to a pulp. I wanted her to sack me. I needed to be punished. “But I can’t have you in the office with me every day, and I can’t have you living at auntie Eleanor’s anymore.”
“But—”
“And I wouldn’t have to see you with anyone else,” she continued, as if sending me away, to the other side of the planet no less, would dissolve all her grief. “With Claire or Lou or anyone else you could love enough.” She looked at me with eyes begging for relief. “It’s your choice, Lee. Think about it.”
Farewell
“Can’t she send you somewhere closer?” Alex asked, an incredulous look etched on his face. “Like Brussels or Paris. Somewhere the Eurostar goes, for instance.”
“We don’t have offices there.” I was still too shocked to display empathy towards him, my best friend I was considering leaving behind.
“Do you know what Hong Kong is, Leesbian? It’s China. They’re bloody communists. Do they even have lesbians there?”
“Less chance of heartbreak then.” I refilled his glass of port, catching a lost drop with my finger. “Anyway, I don’t have to go.”
“Don’t be daft.” He leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “A promotion like that? You’d be the boss. You have to do it.”
“It’s the other side of the fucking world, Alex.”
“You’ll be fine, sweetie. They speak English over there, and I’m sure you’ll find some girls to corrupt.”
The next few days I worked outside of the office as much as possible, giving Lucy a chance to catch her breath. When I went in on Friday, rushing inside the building to catch the lift before the doors closed, I found Lucy in it, as if she was waiting for me.
“I’ll take the next one,” I said.
“Don’t.” She pushed the open-door button so hard the blood almost drained from her finger. I stepped inside, the air heavy with awkwardness. “Have you reached a decision?” she asked.
“Yes,” I said to her reflection in the mirrored door. “I’ll do it. I’ll go to Hong Kong.”
“Good.” The BTG office was on the sixth floor so the ride up didn’t take very long. “I’ll start making the necessary arrangements.” As soon as the doors slid open she hurried out, and, without looking back, walked away.
Everyone I had spoken to, without exception, had advised me to do it. I had let their enthusiasm carry me and, in the end, determine the outcome. I spent the next months finding storage for the stuff I couldn’t take, answering the same questions with meaningless answers over and over again, acquainting myself with Hong Kong labour laws and attending farewell parties that grew more tearful as the date of my departure approached. A week before I was scheduled to leave, the last week of July, a severe bout of panic hit me straight in the gut. Was I really doing this? Could I do it? Would the loneliness not kill me? I turned to the one person I knew who had given up her homeland, for no less than love, decades ago.
“I heard you’re skipping town,” Claire said as soon as she had opened the door to her house to me.
“Oh yeah.” I didn’t wait for her to invite me in. I assumed I was welcome. “I can’t hang around here forever.” I stalked past her and waited in the dimly lit hallway.
“It’s so nice of you to say goodbye.” She leaned against the railing of the stairs, tilting her hips toward me in a way that almost made me want to stay. “Do you want a drink or would you rather go straight upstairs?”
I made no pretence of being there for any other reason. It had to happen, if only as an inevitable last goodbye.
“Is there any chance you’ll go with me?” I asked, only half-joking. I was scared out of my mind by then. Fear of the unknown clinging to my every thought and every action.
“Oh baby,” she said, her hair falling into her eyes as she hunched over me, “we’ve danced that dance a million times. I think it’s time we called it a night.” That’s when I knew I’d made the right choice.
THE END
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