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*
By the time I found the place I was pretty sure going to the work Christmas party had been a bad idea. If there's one thing worse than me alone at Christmas, it's me alone at Christmas in the middle of a crowd; after five months at R. J. Churchill Realtors, working as jack-of-all-trades IT support in our main office in Melbourne, I was well aware that I was the odd one out.
My colleagues weren't bad people, as real estate agents go, and they tried to be polite to the company nerd. But after a few bland nice-to-meet-yous the conversation dried up as we ran out of things to talk about. And after I'd outed myself a couple of weeks ago...
Perhaps I should've kept it a secret. Lord knows, it's not like I had anybody's portrait to stick up on my desk, and nobody expects tech support to dress femme. But I refuse to lie about it to anybody, and during one of my occasional attempts at socialising I'd run straight into Peter, head of our office and resident ideologue, offering his opinions on the day's headlines:
"So, I don't want to sound prejudiced because I'm not, I've got nothing against gays, but we shouldn't let the national agenda be dominated by a fringe issue. I mean, take the economy, we're talking about the whole country, every single person in this office cares about that. But gay marriage? Not relevant to a single one of us here."
"Actually, Peter, it's quite bloody relevant to me."
Pretty effective as a conversation killer. Of course, that just managed to confirm my status as Not One Of Us. Nobody was nasty about it — at least, not that I ever heard — but I couldn't help noticing that since then, the only people who'd dropped by my desk to say hello were the ones who needed help with their printers or email.
But the Christmas party? Everybody gets invited to that. And for all that I tried to tell myself I didn't care about fitting in, truth is it does get lonely being a fish out of water, and I'd been told old  RJ knew how to throw a good party.
Most likely I was letting myself in for an evening of making superficial conversation with anybody who felt charitable, watching others having drunk fun, then making my excuses to leave early. But sometimes you have to try things anyway. Who knew, maybe the Christmas spirit would help somehow?
And that was why I was walking three blocks from the train station to the Churchill house one Friday evening shortly before Christmas. I'd even put on a nice shirt and dragged out my one and only skirt (at least it had pockets). Sensible shoes, though.
I guess if you own a real estate company you get to have a big house. RJ had the biggest in the neighbourhood. Wrought iron gates, manicured lawn with an oversized fountain in the shape of a swan, classical statues that were probably real marble, hedges cut into perfect cubes... you get the picture. Just to top it off, the house and grounds were copiously decorated with flashing Christmas lights in every colour known to man.
No doubt he'd saved money by holding the party at his place instead of booking a restaurant (there was probably a tax deduction involved somewhere in that) but when I walked through the door I could see he hadn't stinted on the catering. Three snappily-dressed waiters made sure everybody was well supplied with canapés (or were they hors d'oeuvres?) and I fended off several trays of drinks before I gave in and accepted a glass of champagne, just so they'd stop offering.
Remembering why I was there, I circulated, making polite conversation with various acquaintances. Pretty much everybody I knew from work was there. The more enthusiastic young realtors were too busy talking shop to give me more than the briefest possible wave. Peter had his back to me as he discussed something with my line manager Susan; I waved at her over his shoulder and she waved back, looking distracted. Janelle — Peter and RJ's executive assistant — lifted a glass in my general direction and offered a slightly sozzled "Happy Christmas!"
Then it was time to face RJ, who was doing the rounds and greeting each of us in person. I'd only met him a few times before; although his office was in our building he was often out, one of those men who prefers to do business face to face. He was in his late fifties, still with a full head of hair that was beginning to streak to a distinguished silver, impeccably dressed in an expensive tailored suit. "Happy Christmas... Yvette?" He offered his hand.
"Yvonne. Happy Christmas, Mr. Churchill." I shook it and found something pressed into my hand.
"A little Christmas present for everybody." Four fifties, tax-free, as it turned out.
"Thank you, sir." But he was already moving on; three more people had arrived behind me. I moved through the lounge room — bigger than my apartment — and gradually drifted toward the garden. It was starting to get crowded inside.
Outside, the caterers were lighting the barbecue, preparing a couple of trays of meat. Nobody else was about, which suited me; I walked out, past the pool, into the garden where it was darker. Out here I felt better, able to shed the tension I felt around my work-mates, able to breathe and feel the breeze on a very pleasant summer evening...
"Hello there."
I hadn't heard her come up behind me. "Hello?" I turned, and didn't recognise her — and I would have remembered if we'd met. She was somewhere around twenty-five, a few inches shorter than me, with classical features framed by an excess of black ringlets. If not for the little black dress and the glass in her hand, a little bit of white make-up would have let her pass for one of the statues in the yard.
Maybe not such a waste after all. "I'm Yvonne."
"Phoebe." We touched glasses — ching! — and she treated me to a friendly smile. "Avoiding the party?"
"Crowds not really my thing. Hey, where are you from? I haven't seen you around."
"Oh, I'm not with the company, thank god — sorry, I didn't mean it like that."
"No offence taken. I'm not exactly wild about real estate myself. So what brings you here?"
"RJ is my dad. I'm staying here for a week, doing the family Christmas thing."
"Oh. Nobody told me he had a daughter."
"I'm not around much. I live in Sydney and I don't make it down here too often. So what do you do, Yvonne, if you're not selling houses?"
"I make the computers go. And you?"
"I play cello. Trying to get into the Sydney Philharmonic, but at the moment I'm just in a four-piece band. We do weddings, parties, anything. I give lessons. They call it 'underemployed'."
"Oh, a musician! That explains it. I thought you looked too classy for real estate."
She flashed me another smile, teeth glinting in the glow of the Christmas lights. "That's the nicest thing anybody's said to me all evening. Say, if you're a computer person you might know..."
And we talked about how to choose a wireless router. It was a lot like work but I didn't mind, since the company was better. From there the conversation drifted by way of data plans and downloads into music.
As a schoolgirl I'd spent a couple of years scraping at a violin, so I had great respect for anybody who could make a stringed instrument sound good. I felt a little inadequate talking to a professional, but Phoebe put me at ease on that account; alongside her classical expertise, she had broad-ranging amateur interests in modern genres where I could hold my own.
Eventually I asked a few questions about the life of an underemployed cellist. Phoebe was candid: she'd set her heart on being a professional musician from an early age, but she was finding it hard to break through and starting to wonder whether she ought to start looking for a more practical career.
"Dad says, if I ever want a job with the company, he'll find me something." She looked sour. "I know not everybody gets to have their dream job and I can cope with that, but... I really don't want to be the boss's daughter, you know? "
I nodded. "You're not the type for real estate, anyway."
"Oh?" She didn't seem to be sure how to take that.
"Not an insult. Let's just say, we've been talking, what, twenty minutes now? And you haven't once brought up football, cricket, diets, or Australian Idol. That rules you out of the girly conversations and the blokey ones."
"That bad?"
"God yes." I swallowed a mouthful of my slowly-flattening champagne; I didn't much like the taste, but once I'm holding a glass I feel obliged not to waste it. "Sometimes I feel like I'm a visitor from another planet, you know?"
At that point one of the caterers started ringing a bell. "Ladies and gentlemen! If you'd like to line up, dinner is ready!"
I nodded at Phoebe. "Shall we?"
"Let's." She took one step toward the barbecue and immediately tripped — a little to do with alcohol and a lot to do with trying to walk on grass in ladylike shoes. As she stumbled she grabbed my arm and I helped her catch her balance, her shoulder brushing my chest.
All perfectly innocent no doubt, but I couldn't help thinking that she'd spent longer talking to me than politeness required and she didn't seem in any hurry to let go of me after regaining her feet. Was I picking up signals there, or...?
Down, girl. Boss's daughter, remember?
By the time we'd salvaged her shoe and made our way to the barbecue, there was already quite a queue forming. Phoebe knew the guy just ahead of us, some friend of RJ's, and while they were saying hello Susan tapped me on the shoulder. "Yvonne?" She dropped her voice. "Can I talk to you in private? Some time later tonight?"
"Um... okay?"
I thought she might at least tell me what this was all about, but she just turned away. She looked tense and I wondered what it could be about. Although I reported to her, the relationship was purely administrative; she wasn't a techie, just the person who signed my leave slips. So if she wanted to talk to me behind closed doors and she was unhappy... I hadn't been expecting a meeting with her until next month, when we were due to wrap up my probation...
Oh fuck. My brain played the variations:
"Yvonne, I don't know how to say this, but Peter's made a complaint..."
"Yvonne, you know the property market has been weaker this last year and all the offices need to look for cost savings..."
"Yvonne, I know Christmas is a really bad time to tell you this, but I thought I should let you know..."
Fuck fuck fuck! I tried to convince myself that I was being paranoid, but I had a nasty gnawing feeling inside. I couldn't think of another reason for Susan's behaviour and I really couldn't afford to lose my job just now. And if they wanted to fire me, this was the time to do it, while I was still on probation...
"Hey, Yvonne? You okay?" Phoebe touched my arm.
"Oh, sorry. Just... trying to figure out something Susan said. Probably nothing." Well, if they want to screw me, I'm screwed and fretting's not going to help. Might as well forget about it and enjoy the company. Easier said than done, of course, but as distractions go Phoebe had potential. And she was still holding my arm.
"Well, better look lively or you'll miss your dinner. I've been to Dad's parties before, these people are like piranhas when the food's out. Have some dolmades, these guys really know how to make them."
I know what I'd like to have... The thought brought a smile to my face. Seeing it, Phoebe smiled back. Perhaps just as well she didn't know what was in my mind.
"Mmm, dolmades..." I picked up a plate and started serving myself. Fetta salad, huge stuffed olives, lamb. "I take it your dad has a thing for Greek food."
For a moment Phoebe looked at me as if I'd said something peculiar. Then she laughed. "Ah, of course, you wouldn't know!"
"Know what?"
"Tell you in a moment. Come on, let's get a drink."
The caterers had set up several tables in the garden. By then it was getting very noisy near the food and some of the agents were getting a bit rowdy, so Phoebe and I set up closer to the house and away from the crowd. "Now, what were you going to tell me there?"
She opened her purse and handed me a black-and-white business card:
Phoebe Karavangelis
Cello
Performance — Recording — Tuition
I looked at it, but my mental gears were grinding too slowly and Phoebe had to come to my rescue. "Dad's parents came out from Greece when he was a baby. When he started in real estate a lot of Aussies didn't want to do business with 'Dimitrious Karavangelis', so he changed it to something British. But only for work, legally we're still wogs."
"Oh, right." Apparently I wasn't the only one who'd been passing at work. "It worked out for him, then."
"That it did. Some of the senior staff know the deal, it's not a big secret, but I guess it hasn't filtered down."
"Not to me, anyway. So do you speak Greek?"
"Enough to get by on holiday, but Yaya — Grandma — says I have a terrible accent. I tell her she does too."
The bell rang again, this time in Peter's hands. "Ladies and gentlemen! Thank you all for coming tonight. I'd like to welcome our founder and chairman, Mr. Richard Churchill, to say a few words."
We all clapped politely as RJ stepped up to the mike. He was looking relaxed and cheerful, probably several glasses' worth of it. "Good evening my friends and a happy Christmas to you all. I like to think of you all as my family and it's good to see so many of you here..."
He started out with the usual sort of speech: challenging year, everybody pulling together as a team, contributions valued, et cetera et cetera. I kept an ear out in case there was anything worth knowing, but my eyes drifted toward Phoebe — flicking briefly back to RJ whenever I thought she was about to catch me staring — and with my concentration eroded by a couple of drinks, eventually my mind drifted too.
You know, you COULD ask if she'd like to catch up some time.
But what happens if she says no?
Same thing that happens if you don't ask.
And if she tells her dad?
She's a grown woman. She likes you, or she wouldn't be talking to you. You really think she's going to go crying to daddy because a dyke makes a pass at her? And weren't you getting fired anyway?
Yes, but... no! It's just not that simple!
When I wrenched my attention back to the speech, RJ was talking about the early days of the firm:
"...of course, back then none of us fellas typed our own work, we had three ladies who did that for us. There was Abbie, Mary and Dorothy, all lovely girls. But then Mary left us to have a baby and we got in a new lady. She could type, but god, so plain, looked like a lesbian, you know?"
My colleagues laughed politely.
I stood up and turned away from RJ, from my colleagues, from Phoebe. I walked into the house hoping they'd think I just needed to use the ladies' in a hurry. Because suddenly I was shaking with cold rage and the only rational thought I could muster was I needed to get out of there and get my head straight before I did something I'd regret. I didn't know whether anybody had noticed me leave and I didn't fucking care.
A couple of the caterers were in the lounge, preparing a big cake. They looked at me oddly as I passed — I'm told I go white in the face when I'm really angry — and I didn't want to deal with anybody trying to help, so I did my best to look like I knew where I was going.
I headed along a corridor, expecting to find a bathroom where I could lock myself in, but I'd taken a wrong turn. The only doors in the corridor opened onto bedrooms and I didn't want to walk back past the caterers to try again. So I let myself into the last bedroom — from the size and furnishing it could only have been RJ's — and closed the door behind me, not bothering to switch on the lights.
It briefly occurred to me that if anybody found me like this, they'd think I was up to mischief, maybe stealing, but it seemed better than trying to face the world just then. I've grown a fairly thick skin over the years and I don't usually let remarks like that get to me, but the combination of RJ's words — and my loneliness at work — and the threat of unemployment — and more alcohol than I'm used to — had caught me off guard. I leant against the wall, head on my forearm and cried for a bit.
Some minutes later, a tap on the door. "Yvonne?"
I kept quiet, wiping my eyes on my sleeve.
The door creaked open. It was Phoebe, of course. "Yvonne? Are you okay?" She came closer, looking up at my face in the dim light from the hallway. "I'm sorry about my dad. His opinions never really evolved past the seventies. Are you okay?"
"No." I tossed the anger around in my head, letting the words tumble out of my mouth. "No, I'm not okay, Phoebe! I don't care if an old man makes some stupid joke. I care that everybody else who should know better laughed at it."
"I didn't laugh, Yvonne —"
"No, but you didn't call him on it either!"
Then I noticed through the haze that in my anger, I had backed Phoebe against the wall, cornered against RJ's walk-in wardrobe. I was looming over her, gesturing with my hands near her face. She had her hands up protectively, as if she expected to be struck. I lowered my hands, took a step back. "Oh, Christ!" I shook my head in frustration at myself, her and the whole stupid situation. "I didn't mean to crowd you."
Phoebe dropped her guard, looking up at me apologetically. "Look, you're right, I should have said something, Yvonne. I'm sorry."
A heartbeat's worth of silence. My next words came without thought.
"Close your eyes."
Was it desire speaking at that moment, or revenge? All I know is, my voice was quietly implacable and Phoebe obeyed, face still turned up to mine. Before common sense could intervene I stepped in, took a fistful of her ringlets in my left hand and used it to spin her around to face the wall.
Utter silence. Not even the sound of breathing.
I stepped in behind her and pulled her hair upwards, drawing her onto her toes, my other hand nudging more curls aside to bare the nape of her neck. Brushed the skin, softly-softly, with my fingertip and I felt her whole body quiver.
An instrument, I thought. A stringed instrument.
I touched her neck with my lips, breathing in the scent of her hair, and she sighed very gently. My right arm slipped under hers, curving around her chest as I kissed her daintily, tiny little touches falling on her neck and shoulder like a shower of blossoms.
Phoebe swallowed and then slowly her arms came up and back, hands on top of mine lightly in her hair. I eased my grip — she sank back against me — and my fingers began to play in her hair, stroking, twining with hers, as my other hand drifted up to her clothed breast. My nails scraped over the fabric, sending sensations through to the warm body beneath, and I leaned forward to kiss her just below the ear.
She turned her head toward me and I could feel her tensing to say something. "I have —"
"Ssshh." I squeezed her breast, thumb and fingers tweaking her nipple through the cloth. The rest of her sentence was lost in a high-pitched yelp. I tightened my grip, rolling the nipple between my fingers, and she tensed further then slumped in my arms. When at last she drew in breath I guided her face to mine and kissed her mouth before she could speak again. She was delicious, tender and sweet, and as I held her tight I could feel her heart fluttering in her breast.
"Mmm." I stroked her face while we kissed. When I broke off the kiss I ran my fingers over her lips, slipping a fingertip into her mouth. I was nipping at her neck, nibbling down to her shoulder, and my right hand shifted to pay attention to her other breast.



By now she was close up to the wall, elbows propped against it, and my legs were straddling hers. "The first moment I saw you," I whispered, "I wanted you." I punctuated the sentence with another tweak and she squeaked into the hand that covered her mouth. "And here you are."
Her dress had some sort of fancy catch at the chest. I didn't fancy trying to work it out one-handed in the dim light, so I just bypassed it and popped the next three buttons below it. That was enough to grant me entrance and after that the front-fastening on her bra gave me no trouble at all. Soon enough my hand was playing over soft warm skin, just as music started up from the lounge.
There's something exhilarating about touching a woman under her clothes, a shared secret quite different from open nakedness. I could tell she felt it too, from the way she arched back against me, body pressed against my hips and my lips.
I released her mouth and she sucked in air while I explored her body. With my left hand I traced down the line of her spine, down to her tailbone, then around to her hip, pulling her against me hard as my right hand — fingernails digging into her — repeated the message.
"By the way," I murmured into her ear, "I love the dress." And I started to gather it in my hand, drawing it upwards fold by fold, trapping it against her hip as my fingers reached for more. It seemed like far too long before I reached the hem and then there was nothing left below my hand, except Phoebe's underwear. And Phoebe.
She knew what was coming, I could feel it, but I made her wait. My fingers skirted the edge of her underwear, brushed her belly and the tops of her thighs, touched everywhere but there, until she started to whimper in frustration. My fingers drifted closer, as I planned a slow crescendo...
Footsteps in the hall, two voices approaching "...discuss this in private."
"Shit." I pulled back, looked around for options. Yanked the wardrobe door open, dragged Phoebe in by the wrist as they came into the bedroom. The light clicked on just as I pulled the door closed behind us. If they'd been looking in the right direction they would have seen me, but they were too busy with one another. RJ and another voice I couldn't place — one of the regional office heads, I guess — talking business.
"Not tonight, Mike, but if things don't pick up you're gonna have to make tough calls. It's what I pay you for."
"I know, RJ. I don't like it, but it has to be done. Even with rates down, nobody wants to buy when GFC Two might be on the way..."
I'm sure I could have learned something useful by listening, but I had other priorities. I dragged Phoebe to the back of the wardrobe and crowded her against the wall, this time facing me, with her back against a long fur coat (her mother's perhaps?) My hands were busy tugging the straps off her shoulders, working the fastenings, pushing the dress to the floor, swiftly followed by her underwear. My knee, shoved in between hers, opened the way for my right hand.
"Oh!" Phoebe moaned as my fingers slid between her thighs, as I found her wetness, and I felt her stuff her knuckles in her mouth lest Daddy hear. He was still talking, and that suited me fine. I was in just the mood to enjoy his daughter in his bedroom, while he stood oblivious not ten yards away. I had my left hand in the small of her back and my breath was hot as I whispered in her ear.
"Gotcha." And my fingers came up, thrusting inside her, warm and tight and alive.
"Oh!"
She must have left tooth marks on her hand as my fingers curled to stroke her, my thumb snug against her clit. She arched her hips against my hand, I felt muscles grip my fingers, and I pushed her hand from her mouth so I could kiss her as I worked my fingers inside her.
(RJ and Regional Guy were still talking.)
Phoebe set the rhythm with her hips and I matched it, fingers filling her and stroking that glorious bundle of nerves, thumb strumming her clit aggressively. I can be slow and gentle, but this wasn't the time. It was urgent for both of us, that I play her to —
I'd expected her to cry out loud (what a way to get fired!) but she came in total silence, spasms wracking her whole body, breathing in fits. She had both arms around me, clawing at my back and my hair. With every wave I triggered her again, each shock stronger than the last until at last she melted into my arms.
(Still talking.)
I held her as she recovered, softly stroked her hair and her sides. When she was coherent enough to respond she cuddled me back. After a while, when her breathing was almost back to normal, she leant forward and tentatively kissed me.
Neither of us noticed when RJ and Regional Guy finally went back to the party.
***
Afterwards we found the light-switch in the wardrobe, straightened our clothing, tidied our hair as best we could and managed to locate an earring Phoebe had lost somewhere in the middle of things. She looked out into the corridor, making sure the coast was clear, and we returned to the party. I dare say we still looked rather hot and flustered but nobody seemed to notice; things were starting to wind down, and most of my colleagues were too tired or squiffy to pay much attention.
I was trying to figure out the etiquette for this situation when Susan (shit, forgot all about Susan!) tapped me on the shoulder.
"Yvonne! I thought you'd gone, looked everywhere for you."
"Oh, I'm sorry, I was, um, in the ladies' for quite a while."
"Well, I was hoping to talk to you this evening. Is now a good time?"
I looked to Phoebe. She nodded at me and answered, "I'd better leave you two to it then. Lovely to meet you, Yvonne."
Susan led the way outside. Everybody else had drifted in by then, except the caterers collecting a treasure-hoard of dirty plates and bottles. We walked some way from the house and then she turned to me with the same unhappy look I'd seen before. I braced myself; being fired would be a pain, but even so I was feeling better about the evening than I had when I walked in.
"Yvonne, I hoped you could give me some advice. My daughter said she thinks she's gay..."
It was a long conversation. I reassured her that the world hadn't ended, it was nothing to do with her parenting and lesbians still love their mums (well, if they deserve it) and then I gave her some tips that might be useful to a fourteen-year-old trying to survive Catholic school. She had a lot to process, but at the end of the conversation I felt I'd achieved something.
And tired. God, so tired. By then almost everybody had gone home. In a sleepy fog I made my last good-byes and drifted toward the door, having looked around for Phoebe without success. I was halfway to the front gate before she caught up with me.
"Are you going to be safe to get home? There's a guest room if you want to sleep it off and go home in the morning."
"Thanks, but I think I'm okay, I only had one —"
"It's next to mine."
I took the hint.
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Chapter 2.
Note to readers: "Yaya" (γιαγια) = Greek "grandma".
Phoebe and I kissed good-night in the hallway, after looking both ways to make sure nobody was watching. I would've gladly followed her into her room — I enjoy sleeping with people, not just "sleeping with" them — but she stopped me at the doorway. "There's no room. In the morning?" So I kissed her again and crawled into the guest bed next door. I lay there awake for a while, nerves still tingling blissfully, body very pleasantly relaxed, but I drifted off somewhere around the time the very last of the guests left.
The sunrise woke me, maybe five hours later. Most Saturdays I would've turned away from the window and gone back to sleep, but this time I found myself a robe and a towel and headed for the shower to wash off last night's sweat. Even as an invited guest, I felt self-conscious in the boss's house — last night's bravado had evaporated with the daylight — and I was glad that nobody else was up and about.
The shower felt very good indeed. As the water splashed, I thought about last night. Well, wouldn't you? I could hardly believe my luck, or my audacity. The way Phoebe had quivered when I took hold of her, the feel of her skin under my fingers...
I realised that my hand had drifted down between my thighs and I was halfway to orgasming on the memory of last night's tryst. How long had I been in the shower? Too long, most likely. I rinsed off, dried myself and walked back up the hallway clad only in a fluffy robe.
Phoebe's door was open, just a crack, but I hesitated. Was I pushing my luck? What if she'd had second thoughts?
Well, I had been invited. If and when she chose to rescind that invitation, I'd respect that. Until then, I'd just have to take her at her word.
I tapped on the door softly and waited, counting ten. Then I eased it open, slipped into Phoebe's room and closed the door behind me discreetly.
The light was dimmer in here, coming in around the edge of her curtains, and I had to wait a moment for my eyes to adjust. It was the sort of room you see more often in movies than in real life: a teenager's bedroom, preserved long after she'd grown up and flown the nest, kept against her occasional visits back home. (My own childhood bedroom had lasted about a month before my mother filled it with boxes of wool.) I stopped to get a better feel for this woman that I'd met barely twelve hours ago.
A desk, decorated with badly-worn stickers that must have been there twenty years. Textbooks: maths and chemistry, schoolgirl Greek and French. Several books of music theory and a child-sized cello stool draped with last night's clothes (oh yes, I remembered those!). School pennants for music and hockey. A few family photos on the wall alongside some moderately good high-school artwork. A dusty Madonna-and-child icon in Orthodox style, redolent with gilt, hanging over the head of the bed. The bed that Phoebe was in.
She'd told me the truth last night; it was a narrow bed with barely enough room for one. That one now lay on her side on top of the covers — it had been one of those hot Melbourne nights — wearing only briefs and an oversized T-shirt, facing away from me, fast asleep.
I sat on the edge of the bed and looked at the curve of her back. She'd tied her curls back into a dishevelled pigtail before going to bed and I slipped my hand under that ponytail, ran my fingers through it. It'd been years since I'd been with a woman with long hair and I like to play.
As I soon discovered, Phoebe was still quite mussed from last night's adventures. The last thing I wanted to do was wake her abruptly by yanking on a knot. So I made myself comfortable beside her, slipped the elastic out of her hair and started to unpick the tangles one by one. I could see it was going to take a while, but who counts the minutes when they're alone with a gorgeous woman?
So I worked through her hair, knot by knot, enjoying the view, as magpies warbled outside. I may have entertained an impure thought or two somewhere along the way. But eventually I got to the very last of the tangles... and just as I pulled it loose, my eyes lit on a black bristly hairbrush on the floor beside the bed.
Well, just because I'd dealt with the knots didn't mean I had to stop. I picked it up and started brushing her hair. Slow, languid strokes. Steady and soothing...
There's a trick my old science teacher Mr. Jackson showed me, with two pendulums hanging from the same support. You set one swinging; soon enough, the other starts swinging too, picking up energy through the support that connects them. It only works if they're made alike, on the same frequency, but when they are then the smallest connection is enough to conduct that energy.
It's the same with people, I think. When you meet someone who fits you — in love, in lust, in friendship, whatever — there's a sort of resonance that happens. What you're feeling and thinking passes from you into them and it comes back redoubled. It just needs the right sort of contact. That could be something as physical as full-on sex, or as nebulous as a phone conversation.
Or even brushing somebody's hair.
I don't know you, Phoebe. Not well at all. Maybe when you wake we'll have nothing in common. But right now, I feel connected to you by this simple act. Even if this is all that happens, I'm glad I'm here.
Phoebe murmured in her sleep and rolled over onto her front. That made my job awkward. Since she no longer had her back to me, I couldn't easily reach her hair from my current position sitting on the edge of the bed, not without twisting around uncomfortably.
So I climbed onto the bed and knelt astride her waist. That put me in a good position to reach forward and brush down toward me. At first I brushed lightly, just picking up a few strands on each pass; gradually, as I satisfied myself that there were no knots left, I brushed harder, letting the bristles scrape her neck and (through the T-shirt) her back.
Although she didn't wake, I could feel her relaxing, see her stretching out just a little, and I took that as permission to continue. I worked the brush through her curls again, one last time, before I gathered them into a bundle and pulled it to one side, out of the way. Then I set the brush down beside me and started using my fingernails, dragging parallel lines down her nape as lightly as I could manage.
That earned a sigh, so I did it again. This time I continued down, both hands fanned out and scratching down her back; when I got to the bottom, I slipped my hands under her shirt and then up to her shoulders, fingernails leaving ten tiny white trails on her skin.
Phoebe was starting to get restless; I didn't want to wake her just yet, so I eased off, scratching very gently down her back and straightening her shirt. I leant forward to position my thumbs either side of her spine and began stroking her back and shoulders. Slowly, slowly does it; the best backrubs are unhurried.
After several minutes of this she'd settled a bit, but I could still feel a certain tension. Well, I knew something for that...
Using my left hand on her back for balance, I slipped my right hand up into her hair, burrowing into her curls. Slowly, thoroughly, I massaged her scalp, from side to side, from the nape of her neck to her brow, using fingertips and fingernails in turn.
I felt her melt under my touch and I continued, stroking and scritching her, watching her breathe. I couldn't imagine wanting anything else on a Saturday morning when I could be doing this.
Time passed. The room grew warmer as the sun rose and my fingers still worked in her hair. Gradually I felt a slow subtle shift in the tempo of her breathing; she swallowed, paused, inhaled, still facing away from me.
"You're a bad girl, Yvonne." But she didn't sound angry.
I paused what I was doing. "I'll stop if you want me to."
"I didn't say stop."
So I resumed. Now she was awake, I could scratch harder. Phoebe seemed to like that a lot. She was practically purring under my fingers and I brought my other hand up so I could use both of them in her hair. As I pleasured her, I could feel her gathering her words.
"Well, that was a pretty memorable first last night."
"Oh? Never been to the Isle of Sappho before?"
"Ha. Yes, but —" She stalled as I scritched extra-hard, melting her brain for a moment, as deliberately as I might reboot my laptop. "Um. Yes, but only literally. You know, that's very distracting."
"Is it?" I did it again. "School trip?"
"No... when I was eight, Dad and Yaya took me back to see the old country, meet the extended family. One of her brothers had a fishing business on Lesbos, so we spent a couple of days there."
"Any good?" Now I was massaging her shoulders and her back, through the shirt.
"Hated it. I didn't speak Greek well enough to understand what anybody was saying, didn't want to see historical ruins, didn't want to meet the extended family. Mmm, that feels good." Once again I slipped my hands under her shirt for more direct contact with her skin, then continued the massage. "I just wanted to be home with my friends. Poor Dad, it was just after Mum walked out. He was trying to do something really special for me and I was an ungrateful little shit the whole time."
"Dear me." I wriggled back, straddling her hips, so I could work on the whole of her back. Leaning forward, putting my weight on my hands as I stroked up her back. Sitting upright again, hands pulling back down her body, fingernails scoring lines across her ribs. Pushing up again, thumbs ploughing furrows in her muscles.
"Uh!" She flinched as I reached a spot below her right shoulder; I eased off.
"Too hard?"
"No. You can go a bit harder, but slowly, please. I'm sore there."
"I can tell, you're really stiff. Cello muscles?"
"Yeah. Occupational — ahhhh — hazard."
"Okay, let's get the shirt out of the way and I'll see what I can do." Phoebe obliged, raising her torso just enough for me to shimmy the T-shirt up to her armpits, and I got to work on the problem spot. I'm no expert, but I know a few tricks. After a few minutes I had managed to loosen up the problem spot considerably and I returned to what I'd been doing before.
"Mmm. You're very good at that." She paused as I stroked, scratched, stroked. "But, yeah, I'm one hundred percent straight. Never so much as looked at a girl before."
"Oh?" I sat back, drew back my hands, until just one fingertip was touching her, right at the base of her spine. Silence.
Then I rocked forward, trailing that one fingertip up her spine, coming to rest with my lips a hair's-breadth from the nape of her neck.
"Well, you're not looking at me now, either."
I squeezed her hips between my knees; with the stance I'd been holding, my robe had started to come open at the bottom and I could feel the warmth of her body against the inside of my thighs.
I felt her about to say something, but it was lost in a shiver when I kissed the back of her neck. I brushed my fingers over her cheek, stroked her lips, felt her body yielding to my touch as I settled my weight on her.
Resonance.
I kissed her behind the ear — she shivered again — and I ran my left hand down her side, stroking down to her hip and the elastic of her briefs. "Hush." Was I imagining it, or was she kissing my finger? I crooked it, caught her lower lip, felt her tongue-tip between her teeth.
My left hand intruded between us, sliding under her briefs to stroke her arse. She squirmed at my touch, but didn't pull away, and I meandered further down, along the back of her thigh, inside and down...
As my fingers reached her labia, she arched her body against me. I bit her on the back of the neck and she gasped. But the position was cramped, with my wrist trapped between us and tangled in her briefs. My robe — by now falling open — was getting in the way.
"Off with this, I think." I sat back, extricating my hand from her underwear, and shrugged off the robe. "And off with these, too." I hooked my fingers into the elastic, on both sides of her, and tugged the briefs down as far as her ankles. Then I climbed on top of her and pulled her over onto her back.
She lay there, smiling up at me in a lazy sort of way. There was a hint of puzzlement on her face — still trying to figure out how she'd ended up in bed with me? — but I leant forward to kiss her and that occupied her attention for a while. As we kissed our legs intertwined and I stroked her face, crouching over her.
Her breasts were flattened against her chest, rising and falling with her breath. I slid down her body and kissed them, lips brushing over her curves, tongue-tip tracing little spiral trails that were always approaching her nipples but somehow never getting there, until she hissed with desire.
Then I relented a little, flicking one nipple ever so briefly, then the other, as my right hand slid down between us. Down her belly, dawdling in the tuft of hair below her navel, fingers poised just above her clitoris...
Her hips bucked against my hand, but I didn't give her quite what she was after, not just yet. I circled, teasing her labia apart, sometimes brushing over the clit itself. But always too softly, not quite enough to get her anywhere but frustrated.
"Please."
I circled her nipple with my tongue, pressed my lips around it, sucked it into my mouth. My fingers tickled at the inside of her thighs.
"Please."
I rolled her nipple between my teeth. My fingers stroked her, harder, but not in quite the right spot.
"Oh please."
I paused, lifted my head from her breast, looked up to see her looking plaintively back at me. I smiled, slid slowly up her body, my breasts pressed against hers, my face over hers.
"Hmm?" My fingers drifted slowly inwards, tantalising.
"Please?"
"I think something could be arranged."
I placed my hands on either side of her face and kissed her on the forehead.
I kissed her on the nose.
I kissed her on the lips.
I kissed her on the chin.
I kissed her in the hollow of her throat.
I kissed her sternum, midway between her breasts.
I kissed her at the bottom of her ribcage, as her breathing shallowed.
I kissed her navel, with just a hint of tongue, as she kicked off her underpants.
I kissed her mons, light curls tickling my lips, and raked my fingers down her sides, down her thighs.
I kissed her labia, opening her with my fingertips. Her knees were bent, the soles of her feet flat against the bed.
I caressed her with my tongue and entered her with my fingers.
She exhaled, slowly emptying her lungs.
Last night I'd played rough, manhandling her (so to speak). This time I was gentle. I lapped at her slowly, softly, fingers stroking inside her and my thumb beside her clit as my tongue swirled.
In slow motion: Her left hand in my hair, rhythmically clutching and releasing, as my fingers plunged and corkscrewed and curled, as my tongue flickered and feinted.
"Oh..."
Reaching upwards, under her knee, to find her right hand grasping the sheet, clenched almost into a fist. Stroking the back of it, until she opened her fingers again and I twined mine between them, our hands locked together and closing the circuit that my lips had begun.
"Oh..."
Her taste and her heat, my flesh and desire, fusing together, dissolving...
"!"
A yelp from somewhere at the back of her throat, short and soft, and for a moment time stopped.
And another.
And another.
Then her knees went limp, and she pushed me gently away from her, too sensitive now to bear the slightest touch.
"Oh, Yvonne..."
And I moved up to lie alongside her. We lay there, holding one another in the afterglow. It was perfect.
***
The world never leaves you alone, not when you want it to, and we had to rise sooner than either of us would have liked. She had a lunch appointment with old school friends. Me, I had to brave the shops — on the last weekend before Christmas! — and find something for my parents, who were infuriatingly difficult to shop for. And before that, both of us needed to make ourselves presentable; I would have suggested we save water by sharing the shower, but that would have been awfully hard to explain if anybody had spotted us coming out of the bathroom.
Phoebe gave me a lift to the station. Before getting out of the car, I turned to her:
"I'd like to see you again."
She blushed, lowered her eyes. "This week is hectic, it's when I do Christmas stuff with all my family. But I should be able to swing something... are you free during the day?"
"Only tomorrow, I'm still working up to Christmas."
"Tomorrow's no good, I'm headed out to Ballarat to see Helen. My mother, that is. And I'm seeing my aunts after that. But maybe Wednesday? If you're not too busy we can have a coffee at lunch and work something out from there?"
"Sounds good. How will we —" A horn sounded from up the line. "Shit, that's my train."
"Go. You've got my card, text me!"
And I ran for it, with butterflies in my stomach and a spring in my step.
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Five days after the party — four days before Christmas — I sat in a cafe near my work, watching Phoebe walk in. She was wearing a light blue summer dress, suited to the warmth of the day; it didn't have quite the same zing as the Little Black Dress of the other night, but it looked good on her all the same. And when she spotted me in the corner, her face brightened and that gave me a pleasurable little rush.
"Hey there! How was Ballarat?" I passed her a menu as she sat down.
"Oh, not bad. Did family things with Helen, visited a winery, came home. What about you? Survived the Christmas shopping?"
"More or less. Got my brother tickets to Tripod's new show, but I couldn't find anything imaginative for Mum and Dad, so they get fancy tea and fancy soap."
"Good call. Nobody ever said 'I already have a soap, did you keep the receipt?'"
"Exactly. And you?"
"Stripy tie for Dad. Very real-estate. 'Girl Who Kicked the Hornet's Nest' for Helen, she loves that stuff. Two bottles of red for Scott, that's her boyfriend. And a silk shawl for Yaya."
"Uh-huh. You're an only child, then?"
She nodded, and the waitress came by to take our orders. When she'd collected my menu I laid my hand back on the table, arm extended, so that my hand strayed onto Phoebe's half of the table. Soon after, Phoebe placed her own hand next to mine, just a hair's breadth away.
Tease.
Phoebe resumed the conversation. "Yeah, I'm pretty sure they wanted more kids, but it never happened. After Helen walked out... Dad took a long time to get over it. I think he had a few girlfriends later on, but nothing serious. He was pretty busy with the business and trying to figure out how to raise a little girl."
I raised an eyebrow. "I'm having trouble imagining him as a single parent."
"Oh, don't underestimate him. He's pretty stubborn when he decides to do something. I know he was working twelve-hour days on the business, but he always made it to my music recitals and drama nights. And he wasn't on his own, there was always Yaya." She smiled, eyes distant. "Dad let me get away with anything, but Yaya... not so much. I spent about three years hating her because she wasn't my mother, but really, she did a pretty good job."
"Well, I think you turned out okay."
"Ha. Let's see if you still think that when you know me better."
"Is that an invitation? I accept." And as the waitress returned with our drinks, I straightened my leg so that my shoe-encased toe rested against Phoebe's.
"Food won't be long."
"Thanks." Phoebe turned back to me. "So, are you having Christmas at your parents' place?"
I shook my head. "At my brother's in Richmond. My parents live in M—." It's a country town ninety minutes east of Melbourne. "I grew up there. When I got accepted into uni, I told them I was never going back. Happy to spend time with them, but not there."
"Like that, then?"
"Just like that." I wasn't being melodramatic. I don't even name the place when I can avoid it. Just talking about that part of my life sends a tiny spike of useless adrenaline into the scared-rabbit part of my brain, leaves me jittery. I hide it pretty well, but Phoebe must have noticed, because her hand moved just enough that her little finger touched mine.
Having managed to stall the conversation, it was my responsibility to restart it. "Anyway. if I may be so bold, did you have plans for tonight?"
"Sort of." She sipped at her coffee. "Bunch of my old school friends are meeting up in Preston for dinner and a film. I promised I'd join them, but I'm sure they won't mind if I bring a friend. If that suits?"
"Sounds good." Although I could think of options I'd have preferred. "Long time since I saw a movie at the cinema. What're you seeing?" I slid my foot forward so my ankle rested against hers.
"Oh, we're not THAT organised. The plan was to show up around seven, have dinner, then see what looked good."
"I'll just PT straight from work then, I expect I'll be finishing six-ish." Nobody wants to sell a house in January when half the would-be buyers are on holiday, so things get frantic as agents try to close deals before Christmas.
Phoebe nodded. "I've borrowed the car from Dad, so I can give you a lift home afterwards."
"Awesome, thanks. I'm pretty close to Preston anyway." Then the food arrived and conversation stopped for a while. Halfway through my meal, I glanced up and noticed Phoebe was looking at me with an I-have-something-awkward-to-say face.
"Yvonne, about the other night..."
Uh-oh.
"...I don't want to mislead you. It was lovely and I have no regrets, but it's not the sort of thing I do."
"Oh." I felt myself blushing. "Um, I didn't mean to —"
She hushed me with a gesture. "I'm not saying no. I'm saying I need some time to process things. But I do like you, I'd like to keep in touch, whatever else. If you want."
"Sure." But I didn't know whether I meant it. I'm a fragile being — if you hadn't already noticed that — and if this was just a let's-just-be-friends, I was going to need time myself to figure out how I felt about that. If I hadn't already accepted, I might have made my excuses and passed on the evening's plans, but I couldn't very well back out now.
We spent the remainder of lunch talking on safe topics — how busy it was at Christmas, disasters elsewhere in the world — and parted with a "See you tonight!"
The afternoon was tech support hell: fixing email blockages (one of our customers had accidentally put our domain in his spam filter), wrestling with an uncooperative printer, trying to patch up our website. I hated the website. It'd been built by a contractor a few years back; it looked good to the customers, but the back end was rickety and unstable. To add insult to injury, he hadn't bothered leaving any documentation for the poor bastards who had to maintain it once he'd collected his last paycheque.
My predecessor at RJC had resigned himself to hiring the guy back, paying by the hour, every time the site needed assistance. Me, I'm pigheaded about that stuff; while it would've saved me a lot of trouble, I just couldn't bring myself to reward the guy for doing an incompetent job. So although it was outside my training and outside my original position description, every time the website started to hiccup I'd sit down and stare at a horrible mass of spaghetti code and try to puzzle it out.
I'd tried to persuade Susan to send me on a short course in web development, but you know how it is: $3000 for a one-week training course is a very tangible sum of money and the costs of ignorance are much harder to quantify. So I'd taken to documenting every minute I spent working on the site, hoping that a bit more evidence would change her mind. Meanwhile I settled in for several hours of hacking away, oscillating between feeling embarrassed for my feeble web skills and reminding myself that web design wasn't supposed to be my job in the first place... and all the time, trying not to fret about Phoebe.
Come six-fifteen I'd ironed out the worst of the hiccups on the website, so I had a clear conscience as I clocked out and got on the first train to Preston. It was a short trip, and although I'd allowed time to find the meeting point — an Indian restaurant a block from the station — I ended up getting there ten minutes early. I sat at the table Phoebe had reserved, nursing a glass of water and studying the wallpaper as I waited for her and her friends.
The first to arrive was a small and sharp-looking woman who looked at me askance, clearly not expecting a stranger. "Hello there, I think you might be at the wrong table."
"I'm Yvonne. I'm a friend of Phoebe's."
"Oh." She looked doubtful. "I didn't know there was anybody else coming. Well, I'm Maria." And she sat down opposite me.
Over the next few minutes, three more of Phoebe's old classmates joined us. I ended up sandwiched in between Jill (larger, boisterous, in eye-catching polka-dots) and Ellen (tall and nervy), with Deb (snappy dresser of the group) sitting across from us alongside Maria. Last of all, Phoebe arrived and bid us all hello.
I'd expected to feel out of place again, a tolerated outsider, but Phoebe's friends were amiable folk and they made an effort to include me in the conversation. A lot of it was about shared history and mutual acquaintances from their school (expensive ladies' college in north Melbourne) but they filled me in on the background as necessary. Jill had some entertaining tales about her kids, Ellen was giving up smoking and constantly apologising for her withdrawal symptoms and even Maria warmed up as we talked. I decided she was one of those people who just don't deal well with surprises. By the time we split the bill and walked to the cinema, I'd managed to shed the bad mood I'd been in all afternoon.
There were four films showing: one spy thriller, one kid's piece about a talking cat, one teen vampire romance and a French-Canadian piece none of us had heard of. I could have done with something simple and cheerful, but Jill had already seen the cat movie twice with her own kids and while babysitting her nieces. Ellen and Maria had both seen the spy flick and Deb refused to watch the vampire film because she didn't like horror.
That left us with only one option. The poster for the Canadian film included several four- and five-star reviews, but apart from showing a dishevelled woman's face against a background of flames there was nothing to tell us what it was about. My schoolgirl French got me as far as "adapted from the work by Wajdi Mouawad" but none of us knew who he was and I couldn't get enough signal to look it up on my phone.
In the end Phoebe made the call: "If we don't buy tickets soon we're not going to see anything. If it's no good, you can blame it on me."
So we paid and filtered into the cinema. I stayed close to Phoebe — not lust, just my natural tendency to cling to the person I knew best — and it wasn't until we sat down that I realised we'd be sharing a double seat. If I'd noticed earlier, I would've tried to avoid it; she'd made it clear that she wanted some space and the last thing I wanted was to give the impression I didn't respect that. But since I couldn't move now without attracting attention, I was careful to keep on my side with my hands in my lap.
I'd been prepared for something dramatic and emotional, but this was more than we'd bargained for. I enjoy horror flicks, the sort where somebody goes digging up the past and finds something awful, but when I start to get scared I can always remind myself that evil spirits and ancient curses don't exist. This one didn't offer that consolation. I knew just enough history to recognise the setting of the story in Lebanon's civil war and I'd watched enough of the news to know that things like this still happen to real people. At times it was almost unbearable.
Halfway through, I heard whispers and movement to my right. I looked past Phoebe to see Jill and Deb standing up to leave. As I turned, my hand slipped from my lap into the middle of the seat alongside Phoebe's knee. Before I could pull it back, she caught my fingers between two of hers, holding me there as if to anchor... me? Herself? I wasn't sure.
I won't recount the rest of the film. All I'll say is that as harrowing as the first part had been, the end still managed to hit me like a punch to the stomach. I didn't regret seeing it — even through the worst of it, there was an enduring thread of goodness and humanity — but it left me feeling empty and very, very quiet. I was glad of Phoebe's touch and it was only when the lights came on that she separated her fingers from mine.
The four of us who'd lasted to the end now spilled out into the foyer; Jill and Deb had left before we got out. Maria was talking intently, trying to figure out some detail about the ages of the characters. Nobody else was in a talkative mood, and Phoebe suggested we skip coffee and call it a night.
"So, does anybody besides Yvonne need a lift? I've got Dad's car for tonight." Maria had already made other arrangements, but Ellen accepted the offer and the three of us piled into the car.
I couldn't help resenting Ellen's presence; I felt mean-spirited admitting that to myself, since she'd gone out of her way to make me feel welcome earlier, but I'd been hoping for a chance to talk with Phoebe on the way. Since it was barely fifteen minutes' drive to my place and Ellen's was nearer Chèz Churchill it was inevitable I'd be dropped first, so I sat behind Ellen and directed Phoebe to my humble abode.
Near the end of the trip I thought to ask: "Phoebe, how long are you in Melbourne?"
"Only until Monday."
"You're leaving on Boxing Day? Next right, then my place is just before the stop sign."
"We're playing at a wedding on New Year's and I need to get back and practice before that. So I'm doing family things the next couple of days, helping Yaya cook more Christmas food than we could possibly eat, then I fly out early Monday. Well, here you are."
"Thanks so much for the lift. Lovely to meet you, Ellen."
I closed the car door and waved them good-bye, but Phoebe had other ideas. "Just wait there, Ellen, I won't be a moment." She stepped out after me and followed me into the doorway of my apartment block, speaking sotto voce.
"So you know, I'm not avoiding you. I don't get down here often and family Christmas is a big thing for Dad and Yaya. Every single year since I moved to Sydney, she says 'Bee-bee, I feel it in my bones, maybe this is the last time I'm here to have a chance for Christmas with you'." Her impression of a Greek grandmother was pretty good. "And one of these days it's going to be true, so."
"Oh. Well, I — I understand that. Though I'm sorry not to see more of you."
She nodded, then leant forward and kissed me chastely on the cheek. "Good night, Yvonne. Stay in touch."
I kissed her back — not on the lips, much as I'd have liked it — and unlocked the door. "Night, Phoebe! Drive safe."
When I got upstairs to my own apartment, I found my flatmate Aleks sitting in the kitchen with a bottle of vodka. That was normal for him, but the lack of a glass was a bad sign; it meant he planned to finish the bottle.
Allow me to backtrack: my apartment is nice, but it's larger than I need. I'm trying to save so that one day, come the property crash my employers dread, I might be able to buy a place of my own. So I put out the word that I was looking for a flatmate and mutual friends introduced me to Aleks.
Aleks is a memorable fellow: about six foot four (he'll tell you six-six), skinny as a rake, with a mustache that would tickle his ears if it ever uncurled. He hails from somewhere in eastern Europe — there are several different versions of where he comes from and why he left — and he describes himself as an ARTIST.
I don't know if he has a specialty within that. When I asked him, he just said "Photos, poems, sculpture, those sort of things". Once I came home to find him painting a nude lady in the lounge room. ("Aleks, why is there a lady on my sofa with no clothes on?" "Because studio is closed today. Also, you like ladies, isn't it?" End of discussion.)
If we saw more of one another no doubt I'd find him infuriating. He's untidy even by my unambitious standards. He's vain and sulks if anybody criticises his work. It usually takes a week of nagging before he'll come up with the rent, because he can't be bothered keeping track of anything as bourgeois as dates.
Still, he does pay sooner or later, and we keep very different hours — when I'm up, he's mostly out or asleep — which saves him from wearing out his welcome. And for all his faults, I'm fond of him; he has a good heart, and whenever I lose patience and snap at him he does something outrageously flamboyant to make amends. (It's unlikely to be anything practical, mind. When I blew him up for leaving a mountain of dishes in the sink, he brought me a gift-wrapped jar of marinated herring by way of apology.)
"Drinking alone, Aleks? Bad habit."
"I am not alone! You are here."
"Uh-huh. So, how's Wasim?" Wasim was Aleks' latest infatuation, an athletic Pakistani lad whose parents had sent him to Melbourne to study commerce and would have been appalled to find out what else he'd been learning on their dollar.
"Fuck Wasim." He took a long swig. "I don't give shit for Wasim."
"Uh-huh. Sorry to hear it." Sorry for Aleks' sake, that is; I'd seen him go through five break-ups and he always took them badly. I wasn't going to miss Wasim, who had a habit of smoking in the flat whenever he thought he could get away with it, and who I'd overheard referring to me as "that bitch" after I'd called him on it.
"Don't want to talk about it. So why you so late? You been having fun?"
"Sort of. There's this girl..."
"Ah! Lucky you." He went for the bottle again, but I took it away from him. "So, you and she...?"
"It's complicated. But, yeah, I like her."
He nodded and gave me a sad look as I shelved the bottle out of arm's reach. "Look, I think I go out for a while, clear my head." Which meant smoke some pot, but by tacit agreement, I ignored his recreational habits as long as he didn't do it in the flat. Don't ask, don't tell.
"Have fun." And I headed off to my room. As I brushed my teeth, I heard the front door close behind him.
It took me a while to get to sleep and I'd only just dozed off when the buzzer woke me some time after midnight. I yelled for Aleks to answer it — it's almost always for him — and rolled over to go back to sleep, then blearily remembered that he was out and it would be him at the door. So I crawled out of bed and punched the button on the intercom in the lounge.
"Goddamnit, Aleks, don't tell me you forgot your keys again."
"...Yvonne, is that you?" A female voice.
"...Phoebe?"
"Um, can I come up?"
"Sure. Yeah." I pushed the button to unlock the downstairs entrance, then ran back to my room to scrounge up a dressing gown. As I pulled it on, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. I'd only been in bed for an hour, asleep for maybe half that, but the bed-hair was impressive. No time to deal with that. I got back to the door just as she knocked on it.
"Hi."
"Hi. Er, sorry about that, I thought it was my flatmate."
There was a fidgety silence and then she spoke, avoiding my eyes. "Sorry to get you up. Look, Yvonne, would it be okay if I stayed with you tonight?"
"Sure. No problem." I waved her inside. "Sorry about the mess. Um, I don't have a guest bed, but the couch isn't too bad —"
"I mean with you. Look, the stuff I said before, I still haven't worked that out. But after seeing that tonight, I want to be with somebody. A friend."
"Um, okay. Well, this is my room." I kicked a small pile of laundry aside. "The bathroom's through there. Here, you can wear these." Pyjamas, faded bunny-rabbit print. "Might be too big but you'll live."
"I'm sure I will." She took the pyjamas into the bathroom. While she was doing her thing I put on a spare set of PJs, rearranged the pillows to accommodate two and shifted my laptop off her side of the bed. By the time she returned I was under the covers.
"Thanks for this. I feel silly doing this, but..."
"Don't be. I know how it is, things bouncing around in your head that you can't switch off."
"Yeah, all that." She climbed in alongside me and I switched off the light. I wasn't sure just how much of my company she wanted, but after a moment I felt her wriggling toward me, pressing her back up against my chest. I wrapped one arm around her waist and she snuggled into my embrace.
"Mmm. You're comfortable." I felt her relaxing; I wasn't quite sure what this was, but whatever it was, it was nice. After a few minutes her breathing settled and she was asleep. Not long after, so was I.



Somewhere in the night, I drifted back into waking and discovered that while my waking intentions had been chaste, my subconscious had had other ideas. While I slept, my fingers had crept. The buttons on Phoebe's bunny-rabbit pyjamas had come open and I had her breast cupped in my right hand. I couldn't recall how I'd got there, but the firmness of her nipple suggested that it'd been going on for some time.
I extricated my hand, trying to work out how to re-button her top without waking her —
Her hand drifted up over mine and pushed it back onto her breast. I might have taken that as licence to continue, but then again...
"Phoebe?"
No answer.
"Phoebe?" I shook her with my other hand and she stirred.
"Mh."
"Your hand. My hand."
"Wha?" I could almost hear the gears turning in her sleep-fogged brain. "Oh." She pressed her hand over mine. "'s okay. Nice."
"You sure?" But I cheated, nuzzling the back of her neck while she considered her answer.
"'m sure." She wriggled back into my arms and ten seconds later she was asleep, if she'd ever been awake. Me, I was awake. And chuffed that she felt comfortable with me holding her. And quite turned on with nowhere to go.
I tried to push sexual thoughts out of my mind and go back to sleep. Count sheep. No, something stronger than that. Think of dull cricket matches, stretching out day after day, the steady drone of the commentary...
And here comes Tufnell running in to bowl. It's a nice smooth delivery, straight down the line... and Ponting blocks it. And he's not running. Thorpe throws it back to Tufnell. No score. And there's been no score the whole morning. Thirteen overs left before lunch. Tony, do you think Ponting can keep this up?
Well Richie, if anybody can he can. He scored two back on Friday but today he knows he has to stay put and not try to repeat that. This is magnificent cricket, a classic display of holding on to her breast and not doing anything with it. That's what the game is all about.
Couldn't agree more, Tony. This reminds me of something that almost happened back in 1932... oh, and here comes Tufnell again. No, he's stopped. He's polishing the ball. Look how snugly it fits in his hand. Lovely and warm... and you can see the strain on Ponting's face. You can tell he wants to score, but he knows that's not in the game plan. Must be hoping for rain to cool things off.
Well no chance of that, Richie. The weather-man tells me it's going to be sunny and hot all day. Hot and slippery and snug in her bed, it's a wonder Yvonne hasn't already grabbed her and —
I cut off that line of thought before it went any further. Even cricket had failed me. So I spent another twenty minutes just lying there, trying not to think about the woman I was holding, before I gave in and tried for a quick solitary single.
We were moulded to one another like two spoons, so I had to work my hand in between us in order to reach my clit. Usually I take it slow, but that night I just wanted to come so I could maybe fall asleep at last.
Problem: since my right hand was otherwise engaged I was obliged to use my left, not what I'm used to. Between that and the tight space and trying not to wake Phoebe, I only managed to get myself even more aroused, but not — quite — there! I was frigging myself with my middle finger and it was pleasant, but I wasn't getting anywhere, just more and more wound up...
"Yvonne?"
I froze. I hadn't noticed the change in her breathing.
"Yvonne? Is that what I think it is?"
"...yeah. I couldn't get to sleep." It was pitch-dark in my room, but I knew I was blushing.
"Oh god." A low chuckle. "Sorry. Now I feel doubly guilty for staying over. Well, don't let me stop you."
She let go of my other hand and I rolled onto my back, legs slightly apart. That works better for me, and now I had the use of my right hand. But with it, all the embarrassment of having just been caught frigging. I tried and tried, but I still couldn't get anywhere. Eventually I tapered off, still unfulfilled, frustration in every breath.
"Okay there?"
I sighed. "Um." Enough, I give up. "Could I please beg a favour?"
Silence. Breathing. Then something alighted on my side and tiptoed across my body.
Two fingertips found my elbow, followed down the inside of my arm to my wrist and beyond, sliding under my hand and supplanting it with her own. I felt her shift beside me, felt her breath in my ear before she spoke.
"What sort of guest would I be, hmm?"
Her finger, sliding down, circling my clit. I was slightly raw from my previous efforts and she must have felt me flinch. She withdrew her hand, ran two fingers over my lips, and I kissed them and drew them into my mouth, welcoming them with my tongue. Then they returned to their position, slippery and pleasant.
"Mmm. Nice." I raised my hips, shimmied out of my pyjamas and undies. She rubbed, up and down, round and round, tracing the edges of my labia before returning to my clit. It felt better now, less raw, and I began to roll my hips against her hand. After a little while she ventured downwards to explore. I was already tingling and when her fingers entered me it sent a tiny ripple through my body, a quiet "whuff" of exhalation.
She paused. "Okay?"
"Very okay." I ground against her hand. "But I mostly like it a little more up here." Her fingers moved, then withdrew, slid back to my clit, slippery and delightful again. "Mmm, like that."
Beyond the sheer physicality of it (as lovely as that was) I was happy, very happy, being the centre of this woman's attention. I already had one hand around her waist and I started to run the other one over her thigh — thinking to reciprocate — but she ever-so-gently grasped my wrist and placed that hand back on my chest.
"Not at the moment, dear. Like I said, still need to sort some things out in my head. But happy to do this for you." Her fingers circled, brushed over my clit and sent sparks through me; I arched my back and resolved to lie back and enjoy this. Whatever it was.
Soon she found that the position was awkward for her — she had to reach a little further than was comfortable — so we shifted, wriggling around the bed until she was sitting between my legs, both her hands in play. Me, I had my left hand on my breasts, helping stoke the fire in my own way, but I couldn't find the willpower to hold back from touching Phoebe altogether; I slipped my other hand down to rest on the back of hers, as her fingers moved on me and in me, and she seemed willing enough to accept that contact.
Oh god it was nice. My body was filled with warmth, nerves firing off one by one in their invisible electric ballet, sensations dancing through me like a kaleidoscope for the skin. I could have taken that for hours on end, if it hadn't been for work in the morning, but after so many false starts I was finding it hard to go that last step over the edge.
"Anything I should be doing?" Phoebe brushed my nub with a fingernail and I yelped, trying to work out what was permitted.
"Um. You don't have to, but..."
"But?"
"I want your mouth."
"I see."
Her fingers paused. The bed creaked as she moved up over my body, kissed me on the forehead, again — closed-mouth — on the lips.
Then down. Kneeling between my knees, and she must have untied her hair, because as she lowered her head I felt it settle on my thighs and my belly, feather-light and tickling.
"Only because I like you." Her fingers slid into me, as she kissed me. Lips. Tongue. (A hint of teeth.) I bit my lip, stroked her hair, and then a flick of her tongue had me gasping and I gripped her, pulled her against me.
While she might have lacked in experience she was a quick learner. Several times she teased me, bringing me almost to the peak and then holding back, denying me that one last lick, that touch of her fingers, that would have finished me. Every time I whimpered and tried to move my hips against her, only to have her pull back and let me subside again.
Until at last, when she tried it again, I locked my legs around her, raked her shoulders with my nails, pulled her by the hair, held her breathless and frantically licking until I came like a car-crash. Trembling. Calling out I-don't-know-what. Clasping her to me. Grinding myself against her fingers and tongue, until at last I'd had my fill and I let her up to breathe, guided her hands away from what was now agonisingly sensitive.
I pulled her up, kissing her on the lips, eager to show my affection. She didn't open her mouth, but she didn't pull away and her arms wound around me. As the energy drained out of my body I lay back, holding her alongside me.
"Thank... you... I hope... I didn't..."
She put her finger to my lips. "You're very welcome. Shall we sleep now?"
We slept.
***
My alarm went off at six. I yawned, stretched, realised Phoebe still had an arm over me. As tempted as I was to call in sick, I have an overactive work ethic. So I slipped out of her embrace and into the shower, where I tried not to worry about whether I'd damaged things between us by asking something she might regret.
When I got back she was sitting up, combing out her hair. She treated me to a mellow smile: not too damaged, then. "Sleep well?"
"Delightfully. Shower's free if you want it." I was tempted to offer my services with soap and shampoo, but I felt I'd already pushed my luck far enough.
"That sounds lovely."
While she was showering I dressed, then headed out to the kitchen to get started on coffee and breakfast. (Try the house speciality, Yvonne's Miscellaneous Egg Dish! Sometimes it starts out as an attempt at omelette, sometimes it's supposed to be scrambled eggs, but it always ends up somewhere in between the two.)
The shower ran for about ten minutes. Not long after I heard her padding into the kitchen. My attention was concentrated on separating the whatever-it-was from the pan before it could burn, and she took advantage of the opportunity to walk up behind me and slip her arms around me, head pressed against my shoulder.
"Mmm. Smells nice."
A deep voice from behind both of us, corrugated and hoarse: "Is very good!"
Phoebe jumped almost out of her skin, and I turned to glare at the lounge-room sofa. "Jesus, Aleks! Don't scare people like that!"
"Sorry Vonnie. Fell asleep out here." Looking at the bottles next to the sofa, I could guess how that had happened. I sighed and switched off the stove.
"Phoebe, meet Aleks, my flatmate. Who usually sleeps in his own room. Aleks, meet Phoebe."
He staggered to his feet and managed a grandiose tottering bow that didn't quite end in disaster. "Is splendid to meet you."
We breakfasted together — I was feeling generous enough to share with Aleks — and he exerted his not-inconsiderable charm in Phoebe's direction. After a few minutes, Phoebe had forgiven him for startling her. Once we'd finished breakfast she offered to give me a lift to work. We made small-talk during the drive, and it was only when we got there that she switched off the radio and turned to look at me.
"Thanks for letting me stay. And not making me feel like a silly kid who's afraid of the dark."
"I, um... no problem." Pause. In the next street, cars honked. "About last night. Are we good?"
Phoebe nodded in an it's-complicated sort of way. "I need to think about stuff. And maybe talk to you later when I'm not so sleepy. But yeah, we're good." She patted my knee.
"Oh, good." I'd been holding my breath. "Look, any time you want to ring my buzzer, you're more than welcome."
She groaned and punched me in the arm. But not too hard.
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I didn't see Phoebe again before she went back to Sydney. She was doing family stuff. I was racking up overtime fixing a few more glitches in the company website, logging every minute of it, and wondering whether Phoebe thought of me as often as I thought of her. She sent me a happy-Christmas text on Christmas Day, and I sent one back.
Then I spent the next couple of days fretting over whether and when to call her. I over-think these things: what if I call at the exact wrong moment? What if I miss calling at the right moment? What if I call in the middle of a performance and her phone goes off and it wrecks the entire day? And so on. I'm sure it sounds neurotic — well, okay, it is neurotic — but in my defence, if you'd dated some of my exes you'd be twitchy about these things too. I'd go into details but trust me on this, you're better off without them.
Some people deal with this sort of dilemma by resorting to alcohol for courage. Me, I outsourced:
"Aleks, should I call her today? Or leave it a bit longer?"
His eyes were more bloodshot than usual. He'd gone to a Christmas shindig organised by like-minded souls, and hadn't come home for two days. Now he was working through an epic hangover.
"Just give her damn call already. Today just as bloody good as tomorrow. But if you call today you don't ask me same damn question tomorrow."
"Fair enough." Not quite Plato, but it was the answer I wanted to hear and that's usually good enough for me. I slunk back to my room and dialled before I could change my mind but what if she's hoping you won't call —
"Hello?"
"Hi Phoebe, it's Yvonne."
"Oh, I was just wondering when I'd hear from you! How was your Christmas?"
"Oh, pretty good. No family dramas. And yours?"
"Living the wog stereotype. We'll be eating the leftovers until Easter."
"Santa bring you anything fun?"
"Couple of books, gift voucher to get my bow re-haired."
"Is that good?"
"Oh yeah. Mine needs it badly, and that's a hundred dollars right there for a cello. And here I was thinking I'd be on the naughty list for sure."
I was trying to come up with a witty response when I heard a tap-tap-tap at Phoebe's end, and she grumbled. "One o'clock already? Sorry. Didn't notice the time, that'll be my student at the door. Look, I've got rehearsals tonight, can I call you back some other time?"
"Sure. Bye!"
"Bye, Yvonne!"
She called back two days later, and we chatted about this and that: work, rehearsals, books we'd read. I wanted to say more, tell her that I wanted to go to bed with her again, but somehow the conversation never drifted in that direction — was she avoiding the subject? — and I didn't want to force it.
At midnight on New Year's Eve, having heard nothing further from her, I sent her a message:
Happy New Year. Wish you were here! Y.
And to you too! All the best - Phoebe.
And that was that. I wanted to ask her: Do you still think about me? Do you remember my touch and my taste? Should I just take a hint and leave you alone, straight girl? But without the courage to force things to a resolution I held off, hoping things would resolve themselves some other way.
On January 3, I went back to work. Things were pretty dead there with most of the staff still on holiday, and I needed something to take my mind off Phoebe. So I used the time to do some housekeeping. When I'd first arrived at RJC I'd soon discovered that my predecessor hadn't believed in little things like documenting key systems. Maybe that was his idea of job security — they can't fire you if they can't replace you — but it offends my professional pride, and I was glad to have a chance to get stuck into doco without being interrupted every five seconds.
Next morning Susan called me into her office. My probation still had two weeks to run, but since she was going to be on holiday over that time we agreed to get the discussion and the paperwork out of the way. It was short and painless; she was happy with my work, and had no reservations about recommending I stay on. I thanked her, and was about to get up and go back to my work when she stopped me.
"But this isn't a one-way discussion, Yvonne. I'm happy to have you working here, but are you happy to stay? Is this a job you want to be doing?"
I screwed up my face trying to answer that one. "Um... not sure? Look, it's interesting work here, even if sometimes I feel like I'm out of my depth. But I still don't, I don't feel like I really fit in with the people here, do you know what I mean?"
She nodded briskly. "Look, Yvonne, I won't lie, I've been here sixteen years and I'm still not a full member of the boys' club. I took time off when I had Zara, and I wasn't sure whether I wanted to come back. But it's better than it used to be. And you might not see it, but you're making progress here; when people come to you with a problem, they know you're going to solve it, not just make excuses for why it can't be done. That gets you a long way."
"Really?"
"Yvonne, if you want my advice? Hang in another six months and see how you feel then. If you're still not comfortable then, go ahead and look elsewhere, and I'll give you a good reference. If you think you can stand six months here?"
"Yes. I can do that." Chalk up another victory for Susan's sales technique.
"Good. Now, while we're here... professional development. I've been looking over what you've sent me and I hadn't realised quite how much time you're spending on the website. I agree, if it's generating that much work, it makes sense to get you some training for that. Any thoughts?"
"Well. I've looked at a few different options. Let me show you..." I borrowed her keyboard and pulled up a couple of webpages. "These guys are good, but kinda pricey." I might not be a salesman, but one thing I knew, it's easier to convince people they're getting a good deal if you start with a more expensive option. "They do have a cheaper two-day option, but it's too basic. Now, these guys... they have a five-day option for twenty-five hundred, and that looks like it covers everything I need."
Susan put on her bifocals and looked at the screen. "Melbourne, Melbourne... February. Hmm. I think I can persuade Peter to authorise the money, but it'll be difficult having you away for a whole week." We had a service agreement with an external provider in case of real emergencies but unless RJC wanted to pay exorbitant callout fees, minor stuff would have to wait until I got back.
"Yeah. About that, I was thinking... the one in Sydney is in two weeks. It should still be pretty quiet here, and I've been meaning to visit Sydney for a while." Or at least since last week. "I can cover airfare, and I've got an aunt I can stay with."
She shook her head, tut-tutting me like a benevolent schoolteacher correcting my homework. "Oh, Yvonne, it's a good thing you're not in sales. Ask for what you want and don't bargain yourself down, that's my job. Now, if you're staying with your aunt, I think we can cover airfare. It's still cheaper than having you away in February."
So we pencilled in arrangements. After that the conversation drifted to friendly chit-chat, and eventually I thought to ask: "So, how's Zara doing?"
"Better, I think? Still not sure how her friends are going to react if she comes out to them, but she seems more relaxed since school hols started. We're going camping next week and I hope she'll unwind a bit more then."
"Well, good luck with it all, and give me a ring if you need anything."
"Thanks." And with that we made our excuses, and I got back to work. On my way home I texted Phoebe:
Coming to Syd for work Jan 16-20. Feel like catching up?
Sure! Got place to stay?
Haven't organised anything yet. Which was true enough; I could usually count on Aunt Penny for a spare room, but I hadn't called her yet.
Can stay at my place, if you like? Pokey but clean.
I would like.
BTW - I have concert on 19th. Welcome to come watch.
Sounds fun, save me a ticket.
Two weeks later I stepped off the plane at Sydney Domestic, rubbing my eyes, and headed for the baggage carousel. The course started at nine sharp, which meant a six a.m. flight, which meant getting up at hours that Aleks would have considered an early bedtime.
The course, well, you're not here to read about that, are you? Let's just say it was a good course, as these things go. For all that my mind was on other things, I learned several useful tricks during the first day. Some of the other students invited me to come along for drinks afterwards; I would have turned them down, but Phoebe had told me she'd be out rehearsing until seven, so I killed time chatting in town and sipping lemon-lime-and-bitters until it was time to go catch a North Shore train.
I'd messaged ahead, and as I came through the ticket barrier Phoebe was there to meet me. "Hi there. Have a good flight?"
"Oh yeah, not bad." I yanked my suitcase through the barrier before the gates could close on it.
"Need help with that?"
"Nah, I'm fine. It's pretty light."
"My place is about five minutes that way."
Phoebe didn't seem to be in a talkative mood, so we walked mostly in silence along a leafy street lined with grand old houses in varying states of repair. It wasn't the cheapest area she could've chosen to live, but I suppose it put her close to private-school kids whose parents could pay for cello lessons.
"And here we are."
At first I thought she was joking. The house in front of us was much too large for one musician on a budget. But then she led me past the front door, down the side of the house and through a gate, and I realised there was a granny flat in the back garden.
"Welcome to my humble abode." She unlocked the door and waved me in. She'd been telling the truth when she said it was pokey; the flat looked as if it had once been a two-car garage, one quarter of it walled off for the bathroom and everything else together in one L-shaped room.
In one corner stood her cello, plain and unadorned. To my untrained eye it was quite unremarkable; it could as easily have been a Stradivarius or cheap mass-produced tat. Only the excessively sturdy carrying case suggested that it might be an expensive piece of equipment.
I set my suitcase down near the door. As she followed me in, I turned to give her a hello-hug. She returned my embrace briefly, but as I moved to peck her on the cheek she slipped from my arms and moved away.
"I don't think that's a good idea, Yvonne." She'd put the kitchen bench between herself and me.
"Oh?" I tried not to sound hurt, but I daresay I failed. "I'm confused."
"You're confused." She nodded, looking down at the fake marble bench-top, and took a long breath in. "Yvonne. I like you a lot. I don't want to hurt you, but I've done something stupid."
"If you're not interested in me, please say so." Please don't.
"You, um. When I met you, I had a boyfriend." Uh-oh. "We'd been together three years. I broke up with Luke on New Year's Eve."
"Oh, crap. You should —" I checked myself. Now that I thought about it, I hadn't given her much opportunity to mention it before dragging her into the wardrobe. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to —"
"Don't beat yourself up." She was quiet, still avoiding my eyes. "We should've split a year ago. I just didn't want to admit that things weren't working. I never thought I'd be someone to cheat on a boyfriend."
"Phoebe, I started it."
"Yes, and I let it go on. I should've told you at the time, I should've told you afterwards. I just... um." She was fidgeting, fingertips grasping the bench. "It's been so long since I felt desired. Being held by somebody who wanted to hold me. I didn't want to spoil that. Selfish of me."
"Oh. Um. I do desire you, Phoebe."
"I know... look, I don't know how to say this." Her fingertips had turned white, the blood squeezed out of them. "When I was at uni, I was a bit of a slut. I went to bed with a lot of guys, didn't mind who, as long as they wanted me. Because I like to be wanted. And I like sex, I do." Her hair had fallen down, shielding her face. "But if I'm with somebody, it should be because I want them. That person, somebody unique, not just a pair of arms to hold me and lips to kiss me. It's not fair to lead them on just because they want me, and I don't think it's good for me."
I was hurting, but I could hear her voice on the edge of cracking, and I forced myself to be gentle. "And that's what I am? A pair of arms and lips?"
"I... I don't know." She looked up at me, and I could see her eyes were bright with unspilled tears. "I wasn't kidding before. I've always seen myself as straight. Teenage crushes, daydreams, it was always some guy or other. George Clooney, or the neighbour's boy. So... you're fantastic, I really like you, but I don't know if I'm just enjoying the attention. And if I am, that's not enough. God, I'm messed up right now, I just don't know anything. Yvonne, I'm sorry. I shouldn't have invited you here, it was selfish of me."
She was trembling. I couldn't bear it. I stepped around the counter and hugged her, and this time she didn't protest. "Please don't beat yourself up. I'm not angry with you. Look, I'm happy to sleep on the sofa. Or call my aunt and stay at her place. But before you decide about that, can I give one piece of advice?"
"What?" She'd stopped shaking but still sounded miserable, her shoulders pressed against my chest, arms wrapped around herself.
"Have something to eat first." There were a couple of take-away menus on the fridge, and I steered her toward them. "Pizza? My shout."
"I'm not hungry."
"I know. But trust me on this, eat something anyway. Things like this always seem worse on an empty stomach. Now, since I'm ordering a pizza for you whether you eat it or not, what sort of pizza would you like?"
A drawn-out sigh. "Potato and rosemary. Small. And I'll pay."
"Fifty-fifty." I looked through the menu. "Pumpkin pizza? Is that a thing?"
"Uh-huh. It's okay if you like pumpkin."
I dialled, still holding her, and ordered. When I'd finished on the phone, I let go of her and put the menu back. "Half an hour. Look, I'm sweaty, would it be okay if I used your shower while we wait?"
"Yeah, go ahead." Weary and flat.
I took my suitcase into the bathroom — dressing in front of her would've been awkward — and stared at myself in the mirror while I tried to mentally decompress. I had reason enough to be angry with Phoebe; I don't handle surprises well, and I'd come a long way in the hope of staying with her, only to learn that she'd been lying to me by omission. Even now, seeing a second toothbrush by the sink gave me a twinge of resentment.
But let's be honest: I've danced with the fuckup fairy more than a few times on my own account, and I try to make allowances for human frailty in others. So I stepped into the shower and let the water run until I'd talked myself down from the temptation to soothe my own feelings by hurting hers.
As I stepped out of the shower and reached for my towel, the music started in the next room. There aren't many classical pieces I can recognise by ear, but thanks to David Bowie I know Bach's Cello Suite No. 1 moderately well. On this occasion it was being played too fast and too loud, and more than a little erratically.
I dressed and walked out of the bathroom. Phoebe was sitting on a stool with her back to me, attacking the cello, and from the set of her shoulders I could guess what she was about. When I'm upset I like to switch on the computer and kill orcs until I'm feeling calm again, and that was the attitude she projected just then.
As I watched she came to the end of the Prelude with a forceful and off-key chord. I took a step toward her, intending to make my presence known, but she launched straight into the second movement without a break. So I sat down on the sofa to watch and listen.
She started the Allemande as she'd finished the Prelude, dissonant and rough. But as it progressed I could hear her style coming together, mellowing until the notes were clear and flowing smoothly, and the set of her shoulders was less about tension and more about technique. I'd never heard her play until now; as I've said, I'm not a great classical buff, but whether it's needlepoint or Bach there's something enthralling about seeing an artist absorbed in her work.
From there she glided into the Courante and onwards. As she started the Sarabande, her stance reminded me of something: right hand around the cello's torso, left high on the neck, and I thought: I wish you were holding me like that.
And last of all, after the Minuet, she summoned a burst of energy for the Gigue, and yes: I wanted to feel that passion, that focus, directed at me.
And with perfect timing, as she played the last note, footsteps crunched outside and the pizza man knocked on the door. Phoebe turned around slowly, and looked surprised to see me there behind her; from the look in her eyes, she wasn't quite back on the ground yet.
I rose from the sofa. "Um, I'll get that."
"Oh... thank you." She sounded embarrassed, as if I'd been watching her naked. Which I suppose I had.
I paid him and set the boxes down on the table, then hunted out a couple of plates for the two of us. Apparently Phoebe had worked up an appetite; she scarfed two slices before uttering another word.
"Yvonne, how long were you listening?"
"Almost all of it."
"Then I apologise for the beginning. Nobody should have to hear me scraping like that."
"Oh, I don't know. It was quite expressive."
"Ha." She devoured half of another slice, then nodded at me. "You were right about the food. I do feel a lot better after that."
"I'm glad. Now, if you think it's better that I don't stay here, I can make other arrangements. It's okay, I promise."
She patted my hand. "Look, I think it'll be okay. You can have the bed tonight, I'll take the sofa."
"You sure?" I looked doubtfully at the sofa, which was well past its prime. "I don't mean to kick you out of your own bed."
"I'll be fine. I've slept on it before, plenty of times. Now —" she looked at her watch "— it's only seven. What would you like to do? Still got time to head into town and hit the nightlife if that's your thing."
"Nah, not really." And from the look on her face, not hers either. "I've had enough travel for one day. You know what would really hit the spot?"
"Oh?"
"Just you and me. A friendly evening in, no sex." She raised an eyebrow. "And..." I walked over to pick up an object I'd spotted earlier on her bookshelf. "A pack of cards."
"Sure. Why not?"
We started out with cribbage. I was a little rusty and Phoebe narrowly won the first game, but by then I'd gotten back into the groove and just pipped her in the second. She made a couple of silly mistakes in the third, and when I finished twenty-two points ahead she shook her head ruefully. "At least I'm not playing for clothes this time."
It was my turn to raise an eyebrow.
"College days. First time I'd lived away from home. I was always terrified Dad would find out what I'd gotten up to and thrown a fit."
"And your grandma?" I picked up the cards and started shuffling as Phoebe cleared the board.
"Not so much, actually. On my fourteenth birthday she took me aside and told me all about safe sex. Nothing I hadn't already learned in school, but still."



"That's... unexpected."
"Oh yeah. But I figured it out a couple of years ago. See, when I was twelve I did a project on my family history for school... hang on a moment, I think I still have it."
Phoebe got up, pulled a plastic storage tub out from under her bed, and rummaged until she found what she was after. A faded exercise book, labelled in a girl's neat handwriting: My Family History, Phoebe K, 7H. "I found this when I was moving, and noticed something interesting when I reread it."
She handed to me, and I flipped through it. It was what you'd expect from a school project: a family tree, followed by short biographies of her family, one per page. Pasted-in photographs of her grandfather's war medals (mechanic in the Greek Air Force) and a Greek newspaper clipping about his brothers, who'd done something or other in Macedonia during the war.
By comparison, the entry on her mother was very terse — looking closely I noticed the schoolgirl tricks, larger handwriting and bigger spaces to fill the page — and I could see why a disappointed teacher had red-penned that page with "Is this all?"
I skimmed to the end (more red pen: "Interesting stories, B+, but would have been an A if you'd taken this a little further") and looked back at Phoebe. "So what am I missing here?"
"Check the family tree."
I turned back to the front page and studied it more closely. Phoebe: only child, born 1987. Her parents Helen Stephanopolous (b. 1961) and Dimitrious Karavangelis (b. 1953), married 1984. Helen: middle of three sisters, a year younger than Gia and seven years older than Chloe. Dimitrious: one younger brother, Achilles (b. 1955, d. 1961). Dimitrious' parents Achilles senior (b. 1930, d. 1990) and Kalliope (b. 1936), married 1952...
"Ah." I did some mental arithmetic. "Married at sixteen? Was that legal?"
"Only under a special license. But keep looking." She tapped her finger on two dates: the wedding in November, and her father's birth in...
"Oh. My. Quite a premature baby there. Only six months after the wedding night."
"And yet so very big and healthy. I've never quite been game to ask her about it, but from things she's said, I get the impression she was quite an adventurous young lady before she miscalculated and had to marry Grandpa. So she didn't have too many illusions about what to expect of a teenage grand-daughter."
"Well, well." I handed the book back to her and dealt the cards for the first round of game five. She picked hers up, discarded, and then looked back at me.
"So, that's our colourful past. What about you, Yvonne? Get into much trouble at uni?"
"Ha!" I discarded, breaking a perfectly good pair in order to hang onto a promising five. "Look, from age twelve I knew I was interested in girls. But coming out, at my school... no way, no how. I got stuffed in lockers more than once because my parents were teachers. Or just because I read books for fun. So the only person I ever told was my brother John. The plan was I'd keep my head down for six years, finish high school, get into uni and never come back."
Well, that was Plan A. I'd had a Plan B for those insecure moments when I thought I was going to fail my exams and be stuck in that place for the rest of my life. But I'd been spared that extremity, so I didn't feel the need to burden Phoebe with that.
"So then I'd get to uni, meet lots of university lesbians, we'd all be great friends, I'd have lots of torrid sex to make up for all the lost years, then I'd find my princess, fall in love and live happily ever after. That was the plan. Problem was, when I got there..."
I was losing, thirty-eight to fifty, not that I really minded.
"Turned out my gaydar didn't work. Couldn't find a single dyke in my classes, not so much as a crew-cut. Eventually I joined a gay students' group but it turned out to be a Marxist-Spartacist political collective. They were too busy smashing capitalism to notice me standing at the back. Didn't help that I'd spent ten years of school working on being invisible, and it turns out that's not something you can just switch off."
"Really? I never had any trouble seeing you."
"One of your many good points. Anyway, long story short, two and a half years of nothing, nearly failed my mid-year exams, decided to give up looking and just concentrate on studying for the end-year exams. Very next week after that I went to a sci-fi con, ran into a girl who'd been my comp sci tutor the year before. She offered me a lift home, we chatted on the way, she made a pass at me. I thought she was teasing at first but eventually I said yes, and we ended up sleeping together for almost three years. She helped me get out of my shell, taught me a few things I needed to know. But it was always a pretty easy-going relationship. Eventually she met somebody else and they got serious, and we'd never really been in love, so..."
I shrugged. "No hard feelings. We still keep in touch. Anyway, that's the sordid tale of my university days. Failed slut, really... oh, shit, that was stupid." I hadn't been concentrating on the game, and I'd managed to deal out six cards to each of us before noticing anything.
"Don't stress it." We fixed up the deal and played another hand. This time it was Phoebe's turn to make stupid mistakes, leading a five. Rarely a good idea in cribbage. When I made fifteen from it, she replied with a six that set me up for an easy thirty-one. After tallying our hands, I'd caught up most of her lead.
She looked pained. "Ouch. You know, I'm not sure I have the brain for this tonight."
"Me neither. Shall we play something simpler?"
So we pushed the scoreboard aside, leaving the game unfinished. Since we couldn't think of anything else that was easy for two tired-stupid ladies to play, we settled on Snap, and it turned out we were in just the right mood to enjoy playing a pointless children's game.
After a few rounds Phoebe suggested a variation: Psychic Snap.
"How does that work?"
"Same as regular snap but you don't turn the cards over. You just go on intuition, call 'snap' when you feel the two top cards are the same."
"So then you turn them over and check?"
"Nah. Honesty system."
"Okay then." We played that for a while, staring at cards and calling "Snap!" any time our non-existent psychic powers twitched, until we'd worked ourselves into a state of ragged silliness. It was then that Phoebe upped the ante again:
"Zen Snap."
"Do tell."
"Same as Psychic Snap, but without the cards."
You probably had to be there, had to be in the fretful-friendly-sleepy-buzzing state we were in, to understand it. Two grown women sitting on the floor, staring at nothing and sporadically yelling "Snap!" then falling over giggling. And it was in that spirit that I went against my better judgement.
"Ever played this one for clothes?"
Phoebe looked up at me, startled. "Not yet."
"Would you like to?" Wrong, wrong, wrong. Desire shoving prudence aside, ignoring everything she'd said that night.
"I." Her lips moved, voiceless. She looked down and closed her eyes. "Yes. But I shouldn't."
I knew how little it would take to overcome her resistance. She was tired, she wanted me, she was mine for the asking. One kiss — one word — and I could have her tonight. But in the morning...
"Then we won't." I stood up and almost toppled — god, most of my leg had fallen asleep — and I shook it out before offering a hand to help her up. "Phoebe, it's almost midnight. I'd better get to bed if I'm going to make it through class tomorrow."
"Okay... damn, I forgot to make up the couch. I won't be long."
Just a little? Please? "Tell you what. It's late, you need to get to bed too. If you trust me we can just share for tonight. I promise I'll be good this time."
We did. And I was. I took my pillow to the other end of the bed, and we slept head-to-foot. I fell asleep with my back to her; when I woke the next morning, she had her arms wrapped around my ankles, and it was all I could do to extricate myself without waking her. When I came out of the bathroom she was busy in the kitchen.
"Morning, Yvonne! Do you like pancakes?"
"Love 'em." I ambled over to watch the chef at work. She'd just finished the first pancake, and as I got there she tipped it onto a plate, poured another dollop of mix into the pan, then turned around and wrapped an arm around my waist.
"Thanks for a lovely evening. I used to have games nights all the time with Ellen and Deb when I lived in Melbourne, I've really missed it since I moved here."
"You're very welcome."
"Now, this one's yours." She handed me the plate. "Toppings on the table. Should be a couple more for you when you're done with that one. Eat up."
Strawberries on the first, honey on the next. They were good enough that I didn't say much more until I'd finished the third, and looked up to see Phoebe looking at me.
"Yvonne? Thanks for not pushing me last night."
"Uh-huh." That didn't seem like much of a reply. "I wanted to."
"I know. Me too. But I try not to make major decisions when I'm not in a state to know what I'm doing. It's not fair on anyone."
I nodded, thought it over. "And now?"
She said nothing. The silence dragged out, and I could feel tension building...
"Phoebe, can I start this conversation again?"
"Um... okay?"
"Hi, Phoebe, I'm Yvonne." I stuck out my hand and she shook it by reflex. "I have to go catch a train soon, but I like you and I'd like to ask you on a date. Tonight if you're free. I'm a grown woman and I have no expectations of you beyond the pleasure of your company. Here's my number." I scribbled it down on a notepad by the phone and handed it to her; of course she already had it, but that was beside the point. "Think about it and give me a call if you're interested."
"Uh. Okay." She looked about as flustered as I felt, so I grabbed my satchel and made my exit before things could get awkward again.
For the rest of the morning I tried (not very successfully) to avoid fretting about Phoebe and concentrate on the course. The morning was about security: validating users, protecting against DDoS attacks, that sort of thing. Less of an issue for me than some of my classmates — we don't handle money through the site, so we're not as attractive a target — but better safe than sorry.
During the morning break I got to talking with some of the other geeks. Some of them were web masters looking to sharpen skills. But most were like me, jacks-of-all-trades just trying to stay afloat, and the pros were happy enough to give us tips and argue with some of the course content.
Five minutes after we went back in, my phone buzzed.
Call me when you're free?
I tried to wait until the lunch break but after half an hour I realised I wasn't absorbing anything the teacher was saying, so I made my excuses and ducked out.
"Hello?"
"Hi, Phoebe?"
"Hi. Yes. Yes to the date, I mean."
"Oh, good!" The thump-thump in my chest said: better than good. "Would you like to come into town, see a movie? Dinner?"
"I don't know yet. Um, Luke's coming by my place this arvo to pick up some stuff he left. I don't know how that's going to go. Can I call you afterwards?"
"Sure."
I returned to class mouthing apologies to the teacher and trying not to bounce too much. At lunch I considered calling her again, but as I was about to dial I thought better of it; I wasn't sure what time Luke was visiting, and phoning while her ex was there might be poor timing. So I spent my time looking up movie options for the evening.
She texted me again just before the afternoon-tea break, and I called her back. She picked up on the second ring. "Heya."
"Hey Phoebe. How're you doing?"
"Oh... been better, been worse. Gave Luke his things back. Talked a bit. Feeling like a heartless bitch. But yeah, did you say you wanted to see a movie tonight?"
"I did, but are you feeling up to it? You sound a bit down."
A long sigh... "I'm okay. Just feeling like a bit of a hermit tonight."
"Well, if you want space, I can —"
"I didn't mean you! I want to see you. No, I'll be okay, I can come into town and meet you." But she didn't sound too enthusiastic about the idea.
"Tell you what. What if I bring the movie to you? You have a DVD player, right?"
"Okay! Yes, that would be nice. What are we seeing?"
"Surprise." I hadn't the faintest idea, but I'd think of something.
"Tease. Now, I have a rehearsal until five, and then a student from six to half-past. See you after that?"
"Deal."
By the time class let out for the day I'd figured out my plans for the evening. I stopped by a large record store and found what I was after without too much difficulty, then visited a couple of other shops for supplies and caught the train out to the North Shore. I got off the train a little after half-past, and I knew I was at the right station when a teenage boy with a cello in tow shoved past me to board.
After a short walk to Phoebe's place I let myself in at the side gate and knocked on her door. There was no answer, so I counted ten and then knocked again.
"Coming! Just a mo!" And after some further delay, she opened the door.
"Good ev— oh, my."
"Since you were sweet enough to ask me on a date, I thought I'd dress for the occasion." That was putting it mildly. A gloriously scarlet dress, slashed at the knee to show just a hint of leg, lacing up at the front to good effect. Black lace-up boots. A necklace of gleaming hematite around her neck. And just a hint of lipstick. I don't dress up much myself, but I can still appreciate it in others, and Phoebe knew how to make an impression.
"Now I feel underdressed." I was still in my work clothes, and it takes a highly-trained expert to tell them apart from my casual clothes.
"Don't. I needed an excuse to doll up tonight and you provided it. Come inside." She took me by the elbow and drew me across the threshold. I thought I saw a trace of redness in her eyes; she might have been crying, but not recently.
"Rough afternoon?"
"Yes, and we're not going to talk about it tonight. Instead, I plan to have a delightful night out with pleasant company."
"Well, then." I showed her to a seat at the table. "Make yourself comfortable while I get some things together."
I'd visited the deli on the way home, and soon we were sharing a platter of cheese and biscuits and a half-bottle of white. We chatted a bit about my day's training, and when most of the biscuits were gone I leaned forward. "And now, a movie?"
"That would be delightful. What's showing?"
I moved around to take her arm and walked her to the sofa. She sat in one corner, smiling up at me demurely, as I walked back to my bag to retrieve the case. "Black-and-white classic. 'Kind Hearts and Coronets'."
"I don't believe I know it. What is it?"
"Murder. Romance. Comedy. Joan Greenwood, Dennis Price, Alec Guinness. Bit of everything."
"Sounds intriguing!"
I set up the movie, dimmed the lights, and sat down beside Phoebe on the sofa — leaving a bit of space between us, it was a big sofa and I didn't want to crowd her — as the opening titles rolled and Miles Malleson waxed rhapsodic about the privilege of hanging a duke.
Phoebe turned and gave me an amused look, then sat back and watched as the story unfolded. It's one of my favourites, although it sits oddly in my video collection: I've never been a connoisseur of black-and-white, but as a teenager I discovered this one by accident, flipping channels late at night, and I fell in love with Joan Greenwood's voice. A few years later I found it again and fell in love with the writing, genteel politeness masking vicious barbs.
As the narrator explained his family history, I remembered the other thing I'd brought for the evening: "Popcorn, Phoebe?"
"Yes please!"
I microwaved a bag and brought back the contents. "For you, mademoiselle."
"Mmm. Just like being at the movies."
"I aim for realism. That'll be seven dollars, please."
"Wha— oh, bite me!" And she bounced a piece of popcorn off my chest.
I looked her in the eye, took her by the hand, and raised it to my mouth. Her eyes widened as I drew back my lips to bare my teeth, then bit down on her forefinger ever so softly. "Like that?"
"Not fair," she whispered.
"Never said I was." And I kicked off my shoes and sat down at the other end of the sofa again, setting the bowl on the empty cushion between us, and we watched the movie. Every so often, one or the other of us would reach into the bowl for popcorn; every so often, both of us would reach for it at the same time, and our fingers would brush against against one another before parting again.
By the time young Louis Mazzini had begun to work his way closer to the dukedom there wasn't much left in the bowl except a litter of unpopped kernels at the bottom. I rummaged, fumbling for one last morsel of corn, but Phoebe had had the same idea. Somehow, instead of finding what we sought, we ended up with our fingers intertwined.
We stayed like that for a little while — still looking straight ahead, eyes fixed on a funeral service full of Alec Guinness — and then I reached between us with my free hand and set the bowl down on the floor. Without a word we wriggled toward one another so that we were sitting side by side, hand in hand.
"This is a very wicked film," Phoebe murmured. "But so polite. It's like The Homicidal Adventures Of Jeeves."
"Indeed." I clasped my right hand over hers, extricated my left, and slipped my arm behind her shoulders. She snuggled into my embrace and I squeezed her hand as Louis started to get himself into real trouble with Sibella.
Phoebe's hair tickled my face. I exhaled softly, my breath carrying the loose strands away to expose the smooth curve of her neck and the gleaming black stones that adorned it.
Then as Louis and Sibella started to seduce one another on screen I brushed her bare skin with my lips — how could I not? — and she sighed, her fingers opening and closing in my hand.
"Phoebe? Kiss me."
She turned, and our lips met, and whatever barriers might have existed last night seemed small and insignificant. Then she turned back to the film. But she reached up behind her to sweep the curls clear from her neck, and I nuzzled her neck lightly and at length, and she pressed back against me.
At some point sitting became inconvenient, and without ever breaking contact we ended up sprawled lengthwise along the sofa, propped up by the padded arm at one end so we could still see. My right hand rested on her hip; my left arm had come around under her, fingers toying with the cool heavy stones at her throat, and her hand was at my wrist to complete the contact. I had found the spot behind her ear that made her shiver with delight, and I was teasing her with my lips and breath and sometimes my tongue...
...but not too much. For, you must understand, I didn't want to distract her from the movie altogether. It's a fine piece and deserves respect, and I wanted Phoebe to enjoy it as much as I did. Besides, it had its own understated passions, dark and dangerous, and they fanned ours.
So I kept Phoebe just short of boiling over, fingers and lips striking sparks through her, never quite enough to overwhelm. As Dennis Price brought things on screen toward a lethal conclusion we slowly melted into one another, fingers sliding and clothes shifting.
Well before the story came full circle to the condemned man awaiting his over-awed executioner, Phoebe's bodice had come unlaced. She was cooing softly from somewhere in the back of her throat as my left hand stroked her breast. Meanwhile, the skirt of her dress had drifted upwards and my right hand had intruded through the slash at the side, roving over her belly and her hips and thighs. Tracing the line of her briefs and just occasionally running between her legs, feeling her heat through damp cotton, dodging away again when her hips bucked against me. She reached back behind her head, fingers in my hair, inviting me to keep my lips at the nape of her neck...



I knew, of course, just when the film would end. Phoebe did not, and when the final music played she froze for a moment, watching intently — would they, wouldn't they? — and then let go of my hair, rolling onto her back to look me in the face. She was flushed, lips parted, and I told her:
"I want you. So. Fucking. Much."
"I want you too — ah!"
For as she spoke I'd pounced, my weight on top of her, my knees prying hers apart. I took a fistful of hair and pulled her head back to bare her throat and went for her, biting and sucking, as the side of my hand shoved upwards between her legs.
I didn't want her naked. I wanted her dishevelled, breasts spilling from her bodice, skirt hiked up around her waist and briefs shoved to one side to expose her to my desire. I bit her lip, bruising, and my hips slammed against hers knocking the breath out of her.
Missionary, you could call it.
"Oh god." She clawed at my back and my arse — she would've drawn blood if I hadn't still been fully dressed — and I ground my hand against her, feeling slickness spreading through her folds. Her arms closed around me, one hand sliding into my slacks to stroke my backside, the other coming up under my T-shirt to my back. So I let go of her — another sharp thrust of my hips, to keep her distracted a moment — and rose to my knees just long enough to yank off the shirt, unclip my bra, unbutton my pants, and then I was on her again. No teasing now, no thought of holding back to prolong the pleasure, just rough urgency. Her lips were wet with my saliva, my nipples slid over hers, her knees rose around my hips as my hand sawed urgently at her sex and she fumbled at mine.
And my other hand clamped over her mouth, just as I wracked an orgasmic groan from her, and another and another, until she subsided into little whimpers of pleasure. I took her by the hair again, made her look up at me as I reached into my own knickers, pelvis positioned so my knuckles ground against her clit and made her feel every movement as I rubbed myself, pressed my breast to her mouth and made her suckle me as I came to a sharp and very satisfying climax on top of her.
I ebbed.
Memory becomes a mellow blur.
And in time we were lying side by side in a languid exhausted embrace, music on the DVD menu looping over and over, and her body shook as she chuckled. "I don't know what the ushers are like in your neck of the woods, but they'd never have let us get away with that at the cinemas I go to."
I nibbled at her earlobe. "Paid them off. Sent them home early. So we wouldn't be interrupted. Um, I wasn't too...?"
"Too rough? I'd tell you." She found my hand, squeezed it. "Although I think perhaps I should wear a high collar to rehearsal tomorrow."
I glanced at her neck. "Oh. Er, yes, that might be best." I'd marked her more than I'd realised. The sight of it gave me a pang of guilt and a pleasurable buzz; the buzz won out, although I was too shagged out to make anything of it.
Neither of us wanted to break off from cuddling, but once the adrenaline had worn off we began to notice that with two people sprawled full-length the sofa was getting cramped. And both of us were still mostly-dressed. So eventually I struggled to my feet and helped Phoebe up afterwards. We took turns in the bathroom (the other toothbrush had vanished) and changed into pyjamas, and got into bed with no more talk about making up the sofa.
We were nestled together like spoons, her chest against my back, and I was just beginning to drift off when she spoke. "Thank you for a really lovely date. What is the etiquette? Can I ask you on one now?"
"Let me think about that yes. What did you have in mind?"
"Hmm." Her toes wriggled against the back of my ankle. "Hmm. How about something involving heavy breathing and ropes?"
"You surprise me."
"There are still things you don't know about me, Yvonne. So is that a yes?"
"Yes indeed. Sounds exciting."
And so it turned out to be, but not in quite the way that I'd expected.
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Phoebe was sleeping soundly when my alarm went off on Wednesday morning. I slipped out of bed, showered, and was about to head for the train when she woke.
"Morning, you."
"Morning. I didn't want to wake you."
Phoebe gave an elaborate yawn. "Should get up anyway." She padded over to me in her PJs (blue with yellow hedgehogs, if you were wondering) and stood on tiptoes for a good-morning kiss. This close, I could see the bruises from last night. "Got a lot of rehearsal before tomorrow."
"Oh, yes. So what is this gig, anyway?
"We're supporting Jane Lamont." Seeing my blank look, she elaborated. "Scots new-wave folk singer. Did a few songs with Billy Bragg, that sort of thing, decided to do a one-woman tour out here. Derek got wind of it and managed to get us the support gig." Derek being their band's unofficial leader. "It's at the Black Sow, pub near St. Leonard's. I'll put your name on the list."
"Cheers. So, about tonight...?"
"Yes?"
I waited, but Phoebe was being deliberately obtuse, so I went on. "What do you have in mind?"
"Well. Something an old boyfriend taught me at university. Maybe a little bit scary, but I think you'll enjoy it if you give it a try."
"Do I have to interrogate you to find out?"
"I don't know." She tilted her head, eyes adorably wide. "Do you?"
So I spent several minutes questioning her. It was very enjoyable but I can't honestly say that she gave me any information. Eventually I had to admit defeat — it was that or miss several hours of training, which would've been hard to justify on the company tab — so we parted, both rather hot and bothered.
After napping on the train, I spent a very slow morning trying to fake an interest in the collection and analysis of user metrics — not that it's inherently a dull subject, but the lecturer seemed to be running on decaf that day. When the session ended, half a dozen of us went for lunch together and we talked shop until an enthusiastic bearded puppy-dog of a man named Mark suggested we all get together in the evening at a nearby bowling alley. The others agreed, and attention turned to me.
"I'd love to, but I'm already booked." No, that sounded too stiff, unfriendly. "Date tonight."
"Oh!" Was that a hint of disappointment? "Who is he? I thought you were from Melbourne, not round here?"
"I am. We met at a Christmas party, she was down visiting family."
"Oh, I see."
I watched his face, counting in my head until I saw the flicker as he noticed the pronoun I'd used. But since I wasn't trying to discomfit the lad, I pretended not to notice.
After lunch we spent the afternoon coding, trying out some of the tricks we'd been learning. It was a hot day and the air-conditioning was struggling to keep up with a room full of computers; throw in a couple of sneaky bugs that took ages to discover, and it wasn't until half-past five that I finished up and made for the train.
I got off where Phoebe had said, a couple of stops before her station, and she met me on the platform. She was in a T-shirt and shorts — well, she had the legs for it — and carrying a gym bag.
"Hey there!" We hugged, and then I followed her down to the underpass and out to the street. As we walked I peppered her with guesses about where we were going.
"Is it a play?"
"No, though that's a nice idea."
"Opera. Ballet. "
"Around here? Dressed like this? Nope. I said rope, that should be a clue."
"Hellfire Club?"
"No, I think that's in King's Cross. But there are knots involved."
"Scouts. You're a scout leader."
"Not quite, but warmer. And time's up!"
We'd arrived at a big old brick building that had once been a factory of some description. Now it had a small sign out the front: "Rockwall Climbing — Safe Fun For All Ages!"
"This is what I do for exercise. Ever been climbing?"
"Nope." I was trying not to let my feelings about heights show in my voice or my face, but I don't think I succeeded.
"You'll be fine. You've got a good build for it, better reach than me."
We signed in at the desk. Phoebe paid, I signed a lengthy waiver, and they fitted me with a safety harness and rubber-soled shoes that felt too tight for comfort; Phoebe assured me that this was the sign of a good fit. She pronounced my jeans and geek-slogan t-shirt acceptable for climbing, and once I'd crammed my feet into the shoes and tightened the harness to her satisfaction we stowed our bags and went over to the beginner class.
A scrawny guy with a "Rockwall Climbing" T-shirt explained how the gear worked: you have a rope that attaches to your harness and runs up above you to a pulley at the top of the wall, then down to your partner who's belaying from the ground. They use the belaying gear to take in the rope while you climb, brake it when you stop, then lower you to the ground when you're done.
If you come off the wall and they're not paying attention, well, the floor stops you. It's padded, but not enough to matter if you fall from twenty metres. With that cheerful thought I clipped myself in and tied my back-up knot, Phoebe and I checked one another's gear, and then I started to climb.
The beginners' wall was easy: great big handholds like jug handles, and lots of them. It was like climbing a five-metre ladder — but less wobbly, and with a safety rope — and I made it to the top easily enough. I tapped the pulley to show that I'd made it, like the other climbers were doing, and I heard Phoebe below me call out "Safe!"
I looked down to see her holding the rope securely in brake position. From here, I figured, I could probably survive a fall even without the rope. So I opened one hand, let go of the wall, grabbed the rope. Opened the other hand, let go of the wall, grabbed the rope and held on tight. Still no help at all if the rope failed me (or the pulley, or Phoebe at the other end) but it felt better holding on to something.
Without my hands keeping me on the wall, my centre of gravity shifted backward and I came away from the footholds to dangle in space, slowly revolving in the air. Phoebe paid out the rope she'd taken in, and soon my feet were on solid ground again.
"Not bad. Now you try belaying."
So we switched places. Belaying was harder than it looked; you have to take up the slack as your partner climbs, so they're not going to fall too far if they come off the wall. But you can't do that with the rope in brake position, so you have to be quick about it, returning to brake every time you change hands. Phoebe was climbing much faster than I had, and I had to discipline myself to stick to the five steps they'd shown me and not cut corners. Just a little inattention is all it would take.
She reached the top and slapped the pulley. I watched, waiting for her to do something more, and then remembered my line: "Safe!"
Without hesitation she came away from the wall and I felt the rope tighten. I thought: if I was distracted, not handling this properly, you'd be falling. But I had it safely locked, and once she had her feet positioned I fed the rope back out and she descended to the mat, bending at the waist to brace against the wall with her feet instead of spinning as I had done.
"Good work. I'll get you to leave me a little more slack next time, just so the rope doesn't pull me away from the wall, but you did fine."
The instructor marked me off as 'completed safety training', and then Phoebe and I went out to explore the room. The walls were studded with fake rocks, different colours for different climbs; some were big and juggy like the ones I'd used before, some were just large enough to hook a few fingers over, and some...
"People actually use those to climb?"
"They do. Bit past my abilities, but if you've got strong enough fingers you can pinch them tight enough to hang on."
"Good lord. I've held nipples that were bigger than that."
Phoebe snorted, then slapped me on the arm. "Behave. Do you want first go?"
"I — oh, the wall. Okay, sure. What do you recommend?"
"Let's start you on the blue five here, that should be nice and easy."
We clipped ourselves in, checked one another, and I started up the wall. Physically it wasn't much harder than the previous one, but it was a lot higher, about fifteen metres. I made it about a third of the way before I started to feel really uncomfortable about how far I was off the ground; I pushed myself to halfway, but by that stage it was getting too much for me. I looked down, and saw Phoebe looked up at me questioningly.
"Getting tired! Coming down now."
"Safe!"
But I couldn't quite find the nerve to let go of the wall and trust to the rope. Instead I climbed all the way back down, one hold at a time. At least it was easier coming back, but I felt very sheepish by the time I got there. Phoebe was kind enough not to look judgemental.
"Not bad. One tip, let your legs do more of the work. Don't pull yourself up by the arms more than you have to, they'll tire much faster."
I nodded. "I was getting a bit tense up there. Just didn't want to fall. Shit, I get the shakes just climbing a ladder to change a light bulb."
She patted my arm as we unclipped. "Tell you a secret... I feel that way every time. Letting go of the wall isn't natural, it takes some getting used to, and it's much harder if you're not in the right state of mind. Tension makes you tire out much faster. Just do as much as you're comfortable with, don't push yourself."
I needed a couple of minutes before I was ready to belay again, so we stood back and chatted. Phoebe told me how she'd gotten into climbing: "Exercise bores me. I don't mind the work, it's just that swimming laps is so dull. But climbing, it uses the mind as much as the body. Figuring out what's the best way to reach a hold, learning just how far you can flex... the only problem is you can't do it solo."
I wasn't sure whether to ask, but I asked anyway. "Was Luke your climbing partner?"
"Sometimes, yeah. Him and a couple of our friends, but... they were his friends before they were mine. I don't think we're going to be climbing together again."
"I'm sorry."
"Enh. It happens. Well, if they're done —" she pointed at a pair of climbers who'd just walked away from the wall "— I'm going to grab that one. Ready?"
"Ready."
I took in the rope as Phoebe went up a tricky-looking climb. For the middle stretch she had to make her way up an underhang, and I wasn't sure how she was supposed to do it; as far as I could tell her centre of gravity would be tipped back too far to stay on the toeholds she needed to use.
But she proved me wrong. I couldn't figure out all of what she was doing, but I could see enough to catch a trick here and there: working her toes behind a hold to pull her into the wall while her other foot found better purchase further up, switching from one foot to the other to get a different angle on the hand-hold she needed, reaching around a corner to use a hold she couldn't have seen from her position (had she picked it out from the ground?) By hook and by crook, she made past the underhang and continued to the top.
"Coming down!"
I took up the last of the slack I'd been leaving her. "Safe!"
Phoebe was still on the underhang, so as she peeled off the wall she swung backward and bobbled to and fro like a pendulum, until she managed to hook an ankle around my end of the rope and steady herself. I brought her down faster this time. She was panting a little, and she rested one sweaty hand on my shoulder for balance as she separated herself from the line.
"Whoof. Been a while since I did that one. Wasn't expecting to make it all the way."
"Nicely done. I didn't know you were that flexible."
"Heh. Comes with practice. Easier in shorts than jeans, but mine wouldn't fit you. Next time you can bring some."
We shared a bottle of water, and then it was my turn. We found another climb, same difficulty as my previous one, and geared. After Phoebe checked my knots she gave me a quick hug. "Remember, just do what you're comfortable with."
I did better this time. My muscles were a little tired from my previous climb, but my technique and confidence had improved under Phoebe's coaching. I didn't grip the holds quite as hard, and when I saw a foothold that seemed just out of reach I tried anyway; to my surprise I was able to make it after all, and that got me a couple more feet of height.
I was nearly halfway up when I reached a spot where I had two good footholds and decided to take the opportunity to rest my arms a little while. I called down to Phoebe: "Just resting a moment!"
"Okay!"
But as I looked down, I saw two people standing under me, facing her. From the position and their stance, they had to have been talking to her. Not strangers. The climbing buddies she'd mentioned, then? Luke's friends?
It occurred to me that I'd left several rather obvious hickeys on Phoebe's neck. Her T-shirt wouldn't hide them in the slightest. Anybody who noticed them could hardly help coming to certain conclusions. If not about my role in things, then at least about Phoebe.
Awkward.
And as I rested, dependent on her to bring me back to the ground once I was done, I wondered how much that consideration might prey on her mind.
"Phoebe, I'm beat here! Coming down!"
"Okay, you're safe!"
But once again, I couldn't find it in me to let go of my handholds. I clambered down, and although I jumped off the wall near the end, it was an empty gesture; from that height, I could've done it without the rope, without risking so much as a twisted ankle. By the time I got there, the couple who'd been talking to Phoebe were nowhere to be seen.
"Feeling okay? Had enough?"
"Oh... not quite in the right mindset. I think I can do one more, in a bit."
"Okay."
We shared a bottle of water, and then I belayed her on another climb. This one was a straighter climb than the last, but with further between the holds. I could see she was having difficulty reaching, and she was pausing more and more as she planned her moves. On the wall, thinking time isn't free; the longer you hang there, weighing up your choices, the more fatigue builds in your muscles and your core and the harder those choices become.
Eventually, a few metres from the top, she stretched for a distant hold, slipped, and came off the wall. I felt the jolt at my end of the rope. She caught hold of the wall with one hand, turned, and yelled down. "Let me hang a minute!"
"Okay!" So I held her there as she shook out her arms and legs, tried to recover her strength, and then pulled herself back onto the wall. She attempted the same move again, and again she reached the hold, but didn't have the strength to keep it. After a few more minutes she shook her head.
"Nope. Bring me down!"
As she unclipped herself she looked tired, and frustrated. She'd come so close to the top, but not quite made it.
"Bleah. Okay, I think that's my last for the day. One more for you?"
"Yeah." I looked at a climb marked out in grey stones. It should have been easy, even easier than the last, but... "Sorry, give me a moment. Just really not coping well with heights."
"Uh-huh." She hugged me, sipped at her water. "Tell you what, there's something we could try."
"Okay, fire away."
She went off to where we'd stashed our bags and came back with a square of fabric: a large handkerchief. "Blindfold."
"Whatnow?"
"You wear it, I'll call out the holds. But you don't have to if you're not comfortable."
I didn't see how blinding myself was supposed to help, but... at least if my courage failed again I'd have a better excuse. So I clipped myself in, we cross-checked, and then I turned to the wall and Phoebe tied the handkerchief snugly over my eyes. "Ready when you are."
I groped for two firm handholds, felt around with my foot until I located a foothold, and started.
"Bring your other foot up. Little bit more. Out to the right, there."
I planted my toes on it — I'd almost forgotten the discomfort of the shoes by that stage — and straightened my leg, pushing myself up. My other foot was now dangling in mid-air; I kicked around a bit but couldn't find anything.
"Move your hand up first, there's a good hold about a foot above you."
"Which hand?"
"Left, sorry!"
I found it. With both arms outstretched, I was making a sort of Y-shape.
"Now bring your foot up and out. Further out a bit, just a small one..."
It took me a few tries before I found the toehold she meant, but once I was there, I was able to brace off that foot and lift the other.
And so we continued. She called out holds to me, and I found them; occasionally I fumbled around and located my own before she could communicate where I was supposed to look next. To my surprise I discovered that the blindfold really was helping; unable to see what was above or below me, it left me with no option but to focus on the next hold, and then the next. But I knew I was getting higher because her voice was getting fainter.
The gym had music on, and the playlist had just rotated to Bob Marley. I wouldn't have thought of it as climbing music, but I guess "Iron, Lion, Zion" was more soothing than the "AAH! FUCK! I'M GONNA DIE!" that'd been running through my head earlier. The place would have been loud enough even without the music. The hard walls echoed every slam of body against walls, every call of "Coming down!" or "Safe!" and sooner than I'd expected, I reached a point where I couldn't understand what she was saying.
"... left ...!"
"Can't hear you!"
"Can't ... louder ... from here!"
So I went on alone, finding my handholds by touch. I could have taken off the blindfold, but I was doing okay by touch. A few of them felt like they might belong to a different route — maybe the smaller yellow ones I'd seen from the ground, in between the big grey lumps that were mine — but I wasn't going to fuss about that.
I pushed upwards one step at a time. The sounds around me had turned into a blur of noise, and the only meaningful contact I had with the ground was the occasional slight tug of the harness that reminded me I was still attached to a rope, and at the other end of the rope was Phoebe, my anchor.
But I was getting near the end of endurance. My arms were hurting, my fingers were weakening, sweat was trickling down my face. When I leaned on my right foot, I could feel my leg starting to shimmy. No way I was going to be able to climb back down this time...
"I'm done! Coming down!" And I steeled myself to let go of the wall. This time at least I'd be able to hold my head up; my body might have given out, but my courage hadn't.
Phoebe's voice, indistinct: "... you ...!"
"What?"
"TAKE! OFF!"
I pushed the blindfold up with the back of my hand and looked up. Less than two metres from the top. Maybe three more holds. Oh, sod it.
First hold. Tried to pull myself up, sweaty fingers slipped, had to wipe them on my shirt and try again. On the second try, I barely clung on. The movement dislodged the blindfold from my head. I imagined it fluttering away, falling fifteen or twenty metres and touching down in silence.
I thought about how quickly a human body would fall, how hard I'd hit. What noise I'd make.
Second hold. Pushed up off my left leg, strained, grabbed with my left arm... fingers going to slide off, need more support! Drew my right leg up, scrabbled around desperately, found footing off to one side. High (good) but too high, bending my knee uncomfortably. Awkward, and the tremor there was getting worse. But taking some of the load off my arm for a moment.
Looked up at the last hold, just below the pulley and way out to the right. Stretched for it with my right hand, but it was a few inches out of reach. Need a plan, before energy runs out. Other people do this, how do they do it? Quick.



Need another two feet to make the hold. Need to hold on when I get there. Inventory?
Left leg: fully extended. Nothing from there until I find a higher foothold.
Right leg: off at angle, tremor getting worse. Still got some power but going to push me out to the left, away from the hold.
Left arm: hanging on, not for much longer. Might help pull me to the right, counteract the knee? But not enough power. Not going to catch me if I fail and need to come down again.
Right arm: strength fading. Need it to hang on to the last hold, long enough to get a foothold with my leg. But not going to take the jolt if I have to hang on hard. Need control.
Core: Exhausted. Flashing "low battery" warning.
Launch from leg? Probably miss the hold. Not enough control, even if I catch it I won't be able to keep it.
Find another hold? Nothing good nearby. Crappy little tiny things for super-climbers.
Change the problem? Swap hands? Swap feet? No, tips me too far off-balance.
Only one thing to change.
In an instant:
I bore down on my right knee, pushing up with as much power as I could muster. My hip spasmed, threw me off-balance, and I went out to the left, away from the last hold, away from the wall. But I wasn't aiming for the hold. I arched back, out into space, and groped blindly above me as my left hand slipped off the wall.
Apogee, weightless for a moment at the top of my leap — it must have been the tiniest leap I'd ever made — and my searching fingers brushed the bottom of the pulley.
Then gravity took me, and I fell, and the rope caught me.
Phoebe caught me. Brought me back to earth, unharmed. I tried to land on my feet, but my legs were limp and I folded into a pile on the floor, not far from where the blindfold had landed.
"Did you touch it?"
"Just." I had to take a couple of breaths before going on. "If that counts."
"Of course it counts!" The look on her face, well, it was worth falling off a wall to see that look.
I sat there for a little while before I felt like moving, and Phoebe had to help me take off the safety line. I was as weak as a kitten and couldn't undo my own knots, nor work the spring on the carabiner. She helped pull me to my feet and I stood there a little while until I felt like I could walk.
Soon enough I started to shiver. On the wall I'd been hot, burning through energy; now I'd stopped, and I was standing in an air-conditioned gym in a T-shirt soggy with sweat, my body still flooded with adrenaline.
"I — I could do with a shower."
"Me too. I brought you a towel."
We signed out — it took me some work but I managed to get the hired shoes off my feet and the harness off my body — and staggered to the shower. Phoebe opened the cubicle door for me, then hesitated. "Will you be all right in there, or do you need help?"
"I can manage." I put my things down on the bench, and my brain caught up with my mouth. "But I wouldn't say no."
She grinned and looked quickly around the change-room — nobody was nearby — then slipped into the cubicle with me, closing the door behind her. We stripped, and I turned on the water, and just as I was about to step in Phoebe surprised me: she put one arm around my waist, stuck out her tongue, then moved in and licked my neck daintily.
"Mmm. Salty."
"Not surprised. I'm sweating like a pig."
"That's the idea." Phoebe moved around me, stepped back into the water, pulled me after her. "So, how do you feel?"
I was naked, my hands clasping her hips, my breasts bumping against hers. "Exhausted. But great. If I had any energy at all I'd have pounced you already and pinned you to the wall. And then I'd grab you by the hair and make you go down on me right here."
She blushed, dropped her eyes. "You're such a bad girl."
"Mmm." I leaned forward, whispered in her ear. "And I want you. As soon as I have my strength back, you'd better watch out." I flicked her earlobe with my tongue, felt her shiver.
Phoebe stood up on tiptoes, whispered in my ear. "Looking forward to it." And one hand squeezed my butt briefly, before she went in search of the soap.
While we were towelling ourselves off I thought of something. "Were those Luke's friends? Earlier on?"
"Oh, yeah. Apparently not impressed with me." She sighed. "Fuck 'em."
"Well, I like you."
"Yes, but you're a sweetheart." She kissed me on the cheek. "I'll be okay. Just wish I'd handled things better. They'd probably still be pissed at me but at least I wouldn't be wondering if they were right."
I couldn't think of anything helpful to say so I hugged her instead, which seemed to work. "Come on, let's get our clothes on and find dinner. I'm starving."
"Me too."
Phoebe had packed a spare T-shirt for me and a pair of track pants; both were a bit on the small side for me, and the legs were a couple of inches short, but they were wearable. There was a Chinese place nearby, and since the summer evening was pleasantly warm we sat in the garden gorging ourselves. In between dumplings, we talked.
"Now, tomorrow night." Phoebe snared a dumpling between chopsticks, held it over the dipping sauce. "We're rehearsing in the afternoon and then going straight to the venue, so you'll have to make your own way there. I've asked them to put your name on the door, and after we're done we can hang around and watch the main act."
"Sounds good." I yawned. "Oh dear. Early night for me, I think. Big day tomorrow."
"Me too." Phoebe devoured the dumpling and hunted out another. "Now, I keep meaning to ask, when do you go back?"
"My flight's booked for Saturday morning. So I was going to do most of my packing on Friday."
"Uh-huh. You know, you're welcome to stay a little longer if you like."
"You sure? I don't want to wear out my welcome." But I figured she meant it. Her toe was nudging my ankle under the table.
"Nah, it's —" And suddenly our conversation was shattered by a bouzouki orchestra. I was tired and startled enough that I looked around for the band before realising it was Phoebe's phone. She held up one finger to me, smiling as she picked up. "Yeia sou, Yaya! How are you?" A pause, then: "Yes, it's okay... no, because I'm with an Aussie friend. You know how I feel about that."
Phoebe covered the mouthpiece for a moment and whispered to me. "She gets cross if I don't talk Greek to her. But she'll live."
A tinny voice from the other end of the phone, then Phoebe again: "Yes, I've been climbing, but we rehearsed for three hours today. Yes, it's tomorrow night. Saint Cecilia? Oh, thank you!"
"...yes, I will. But maybe not until late, is eleven okay? Good."
"...well, yesterday I saw a movie with my friend Yvonne. It was — no, you haven't. She works for Papa, she's visiting here."
"...no, it really isn't dangerous... no, I liked him too, but these things don't always work out. I know, I was sad about it too."
A long pause this time. Whatever was going on at Yaya's end sounded quite involved.
"...uh-huh. Well, if they keep barking, you should talk to council about it. No, I don't believe that, if anybody's going to be afraid they should be afraid of you."
"...mmm. I should go now, I'm in a restaurant, but I'll call tomorrow night after the show."
"...you too. E agapo, Yaya."
She put the phone away, looking apologetically at the other diners, who mostly didn't seem to care. Then she chuckled. "Yaya gets very excited when I have a performance. She tells me Saint Cecilia will be watching to make sure it all goes well. And I am to call her afterwards and let her know."
"Aww. That's sweet."
"I used to get really cross at her for showing up at my school music recitals dressed up like a Greek peasant grandma. I got teased for it. Now I think... sometimes you don't realise how lucky you are, you know?"
"Mmm." I finished my last dumpling, brushed my fingertips against hers. My luck hadn't been so bad lately.
After dinner we caught the train back to Phoebe's place, and I rebooked my flight for Sunday night. I'd have preferred to make it Monday morning, but that would've meant going straight to work after a very early start, and I just can't get away with that like I did in my twenties. I wanted to be rested (at least a little bit) when I got to grips with the week's backlog.
By the time the confirmation email arrived my eyelids were getting heavy and I realised the evening's exertions had caught up with me. I said good-night to Phoebe and crawled into bed. She was going to stay up "just a little longer" to check her own email, and that's the last thing I remember before my alarm woke me on Thursday morning.
I woke up sprawled across the bed, sore and stiff all over. Aches in my shoulders and elbows, aches in my gut, aches in my knees and thighs, aches in muscles I'd never even noticed before. I spent several minutes reviewing my aching muscles before noticing just how sprawled I was: Phoebe was curled up on the sofa, leaving me with the whole bed to myself. What was that about?
But she was already beginning to stir, roused by my alarm. She yawned prettily and rubbed her eyes as she sat up. "Morning. How are you feeling?"
"Very sore."
"I'm not surprised, you worked hard. There's Nurofen in the bathroom cupboard, and a hot shower might help you."
After I'd had my shower she rubbed my shoulders. "Poor dear. Will you be okay for your course today? Or should you be staying in bed?"
"It's not as appealing without you in it."
"Ha." She paused the massage and started to give a more serious answer, but although she was talking with her hands it took a while before her words caught up. "Um, I, not sure whether we're two people who sometimes sleep together, or two people who sleep together. If that makes sense."
"Uh-huh. I'm trying to work out that one too."
She resumed the massage. "Anyway, I have to get up soon and go get my act together. Got to iron my dress for tonight, and I've got a student coming at eleven."
"Probably for the best, alas. I really shouldn't miss today." As much as I would've liked to spend the day in Phoebe's company, I couldn't really have justified calling in sick; it was my own fault, and besides, I'd gone to a lot of trouble to get into this course.
So after a quick breakfast I waved her goodbye and hobbled off to class. My obvious discomfort got some odd looks from the lads, especially the ones who knew I'd been on a date last night, but I played oblivious and let their imaginations run wild while I focussed on the minutiae of Content Management Systems.
At lunchtime I went down to the mall and spent sixty dollars to get worked over by a small masseuse with fingers like drill-bits. It hurt like hell, but at the same time it felt good, and even better when it stopped. By five o'clock I was moving much less gingerly than I had been that morning, and I made it to the train station easily enough.
The gig wasn't due to start until eight, but I didn't have anywhere else I needed to be; besides, I needed to study for the test at the last day of the course. So I headed for the Black Sow early and found myself a quiet corner booth where I could read through a fat folder of notes.
You know how some people make a fake "antique" by building a shiny new piece of furniture and then belting the crap out of it to get that weathered look? That's the vibe I got from the Black Sow, a new place trying a little too hard to look old. Heavy wooden beams alternating with exposed brick, concert posters for bands that broke up years before this place would've been built, '70s-pattern floor tiles that hadn't been around long enough to get scuffed.
But I'm not an authenticity snob. All I really cared about was that they served a decent lemon-lime-and-bitters and the seats were comfortable. I nursed and worked through my notes, tuning out the buzz of after-work conversation around me. Once I'd finished my homework I allowed myself to connect to the cafe's wi-fi, and that was me settled until the back room opened at seven-thirty.
I filed in as soon as they unlocked it, nursing the tiny glow that came from being able to tell the doorman "I'm on the list". It was a good-sized room with a few seats up the front and standing room around the back and the sides. My muscles didn't feel like they'd cope with sitting still too long (besides, I've always been shy about being up the front) so I found myself a niche against the wall, not too far from the stage, and waited as people trickled in.
At five past the curtains opened and a beardy guy with a Black Sow t-shirt walked onto stage with a microphone. "Good evening to you all! Thank you all for coming to the Black Sow, and we've got a great evening in store for you! Later on we have Jane Lamont from the USA, but first I'd like to welcome... NERO!"
(As Phoebe had said to me a couple of weeks back: "We have a fiddler and we couldn't think of anything better to call ourselves.")
They walked onto stage together. A big fellow who looked more like a medieval blacksmith than a musician — I recognised him from Phoebe's descriptions as Derek, who sang and played flute and glockenspiel (not at the same time) when he wasn't trying to find them paying work. Sophie, an intense-looking lady with a fiddle. Marty, an impressively mustachioed gentleman (although not quite up to Aleks' standard) with a couple of drums and an assortment of rattles and sticks hanging off his belt.
And Phoebe, carrying her cello. In the same scarlet dress she'd worn the night of our movie date, hair immaculately coiled and pinned, with a wispy scarf around her neck. She smiled at the audience. I saw her look around for me quickly, but there was a pair of lip-locked students in the way, and her gaze went right over me without spotting me back in the shadows. Then she took her seat, and without further ado they began.
I'd like to tell you they were the next Beatles, or the flute-fiddle-percussion-cello equivalent; that would be nonsense. They knew their instruments, they worked well together, they played with enthusiasm... but it didn't have that sort of spark, not that I could hear. They were the sort of band who can give you your money's worth for an evening, not the sort anybody will be playing in ten years' time.
You know, if you're not hanging out for the next Mozart or Freddie Mercury, you can have a hell of a lot of fun listening to a band like that. Who gives a toss about ten years from now? The point is to enjoy it here and now, and I did: stood back, half-closed my eyes, let the music fill my ears, and entertained pleasant thoughts.
They played a mix of stuff. Phoebe's background was mostly classical but she'd told me the others had brought their own influences, jazz and folk and a bit of rock. (One of the reasons I didn't see them storming the charts: they hadn't really settled on a sound, and probably never would.) About half of it seemed to be their own composition, some ideas working better than others; the other half was covers, most of them at least vaguely familiar to my ears.
I saw Phoebe looking out at the crowd anxiously between numbers, and at the end of the third — a jolly traditional Scots piece about ravens eating somebody or other's true love — she finally spotted me, and perked up as I waved, just before they launched into a sombre number about a retired hangman. After that we made eye contact during the breaks.
The audience had been moderately lively, clapping but not exactly fanatical about it. That changed when Sophie and Derek launched into a long and difficult-sounding musical duel, the sort that gets faster and more intricate until one player can't keep up. After the first couple of exchanges everybody else was hooked, cheering them on.
But Phoebe, sitting back in her chair with her bow set aside, glanced in my direction. Certain that nobody was looking at me, I blew her a kiss, and she smiled a quick subtle little smile. All the while, her fingers were busy; it looked as if she was retuning the cello, although if she was playing any notes they were too soft to hear over Derek and Sophie.
Eventually the duel fell apart, both players losing it more or less simultaneously, and after a healthy round of applause Derek returned to the mike. "And thank you all for listening to Nero tonight, I hope you have a wonderful evening with Jane. To take us out, we're going to play a little something from Germany..."
While he talked Phoebe was finessing her tuning. I was waiting for her to pick up the bow, but I'd forgotten that there's more than one way to play a stringed instrument; instead, she leant forward with her left hand up at the neck of the cello and her right down near the bridge. When her bandmates were ready and the audience had hushed she began: low and slow, measured notes plucked from the strings, coming like slow footsteps.
Some songs you forget; some you recognise; some are engraved in memory. By the third note I knew it, Einstürzende Neubauten's "Sabrina", before Marty came in tapping two sticks together, clicking softly just behind her beat. By the time Sophie began a high shimmering vibrato and Derek started to sing, my eyes closed and I was transported.
Back to my last year of university, staying up to watch music videos long after I should have been in bed, listening to that melancholy bass circling and returning obsessively to the same place.
When I'd just discovered for the first time that even bookish invisible Yvonne might be attractive to somebody after all. When my ex-tutor Beth, gothed-up to the nines, had taught me that 'melancholy' could be sexy as fuck.
And when I'd started to believe that some day, with somebody, it wouldn't just be about the sex.
I didn't open my eyes until the audience started to applaud, and when I did Phoebe was looking straight at me. But before I could blink she rose to take her bows with the rest of the band, and then they were gone from the stage.
There was a fifteen-minute break before Ms. Lamont was due on stage. I figured Phoebe would be a few minutes at least, so I hit the ladies'. It was crowded, and so I was delayed; when I got back, the place was packed, and I had to elbow through the crush before I spotted her near the place she'd seen me last.
I slipped up behind her and touched her on the waist. "Hello gorgeous."
"Hello!" She half-turned and kissed me on the cheek. "Thought you'd escaped."
"Just visiting the facilities. Are the others around?"
"Derek is. Over there." She nodded across the room. "He's giving us a lift home after. I think Sophie's out for a smoke and Marty will be finding excuses to hang around her. I'll introduce you to them later, if you like."
"Sure, that'd be great."
There was a lull in conversation, and then she cleared her throat. "So?"
"Huh?"
"Now you've heard Nero. What did you think?"
"Before I answer, do I get to ask which ones were yours?"
My hand still at her waist, I felt rather than heard her chuckle. "Oh, I don't think so. Don't worry, I'm not going to bite your head off if you didn't like it."
I always say tact is overrated. "Let's see. I think some bits worked better than others. The hangman song... I really wanted to like it, it really sounded like it came from the heart, but it wasn't coherent enough. Too rambly, ending felt sort of weak."
"Uh-huh. You would not be alone in expressing that opinion."
"Is that an original?"
"One of mine — oh, don't worry, it's quite true. Some day I need to tinker with it and see if I can fix it up."
We discussed the other numbers one by one. I offered my inexpert opinions and Phoebe told me the inside story: songs that were in the lineup because one band member or another had begged for them, songs that had to be rewritten after Derek's car was stolen with several instruments inside it ("not my cello, thank god"), songs that would've sounded a lot better if certain people had had the sound balance right. But mostly, songs they'd enjoyed performing. And so we came to their last song.



"'Sabrina'. That was my favourite."
"Ah, you can thank Sophie for suggesting that one. But I did second it, so I'll take partial credit."
"Sounds fair. Remind me some time to tell you what that song does to me."
And then we hushed, for it was time for the much-vaunted Jane Lamont. For some reason I'd expected a petite Guitar Chick and so I was quite unprepared for the solidly-built lady who strode out from the wings looking like she was ready to go five rounds with the world. There was indeed a guitar, but there was also a real live set of bagpipes ("livin' the Scots stereotype") and a tambourine, all in support of a voice best described as 'memorable'. Take the power of an operatic soprano, combine with the vocabulary and accent of a Glasgow fishwife, and you're pretty close.
She was good, too. Although folk's not really my thing, I could see why the room was packed. The music was rough around the edges — it was rough all through the middle, come to that — but it had soul and enough energy to start a riot, had she wanted. It was probably a good thing that Janey seemed to like everybody. (At least, everybody in the room. When it came to politics she had views, and wasn't afraid to share them.)
There was a lot of singing along and a fair bit of dancing. Phoebe and I swayed and bounced together, more or less in time, hip to hip. Once I slid my hand up her back, meaning to rest it on her shoulder, but she caught it, steered it back down to her waist, and held my fingers there. Less visible to bystanders, I suppose, but still a pleasant sort of contact for all that.
It was an excellent performance. All the same, it was crowded and getting very stuffy — hot summer's night and a couple of hundred people packed into a confined space — and it went on long enough that I was a little relieved when Jane brought things to a close, promising that she'd be back.
Phoebe and I sheltered against the wall until the crowd had thinned to manageable levels. Then she pulled me over to her bandmates, convened near the bar. "Guys, this is my friend Yvonne." She let go of my hand and waved at her comrades. "Derek, Marty, Sophie."
We said hello, chatted briefly about the performance, and then Derek started to yawn. "Sorry to pike, but I have to work tomorrow. Pheebs, if I'm giving you a lift, it'd better be soon."
So we loaded Phoebe's cello into the back of Derek's new-old station wagon and headed north. Phoebe and I sat side by side in the back seat; she and Derek spent the whole journey talking about the gig, but whenever his attention was on the road our hands skirmished in the buffer zone between us.
It was a short trip, and soon enough Derek dropped us outside Phoebe's place. The lights were off in the main house. "Better not wake them," Phoebe said, "they go to bed early, get cranky about noise after ten." So we picked our way along the darkened side lane, trying not to bang the cello case into anything.
It was very dark in the shadow at the side of the house, and I muttered: "Wait a moment." Putting down my bag.
Phoebe stopped, looked back at me. "What is it?"
Wham. Me against her, her against the wall, and a little surprised "whuff" from her lungs. Hips against hips, my hands all over, touching, demanding. A startled moment before she responded, mouth yielding to mine, one arm embracing me (the other still holding her cello). A hard thump in my chest, feeling outrageously alive.
I whispered in her ear. "I'm feeling much better tonight."
"I... noticed." She was breathing heavily. My hands on her, tugging at the ribbon on her bodice, might have had something to do with it. "So what does that involve?"
"Well, straight girl." I yanked her bodice open, pale breasts exposed in the dim light, until my hands covered them. Skin warm in the night air, tacky with sweat. Squirming under my touch, twisting from side to side as I mauled her. "It involves you doing things that straight girls don't do." I paused, slid one hand up to frame her face, thumb under her chin lifting to face me. "Tell me, do you do those things, straight girl?" And I leant forward to nip at her earlobe, kissing down the side of her neck.
"I told you, I'm straight." A hiss of breath from her as I licked a wet stripe across her breast, cooling quickly in the breeze. "But if you made me do them, I wouldn't have a choice, would I?"
"Put that down." She obeyed, leaning the cello against a drainpipe, and then I caught her hand and pulled it to my belt buckle. "Get to it." I gave her nipple a meaningful twist, and she pulled the belt tongue loose, and those graceful fingers dimpled my belly as she unbuttoned my slacks. Then I wound my fingers in her hair and pushed her down to her knees.
Guys have it easy. They want a little impromptu action, they just have to open their flies and whip it out. Me, I had to shimmy my pants down to my ankles, get my knees apart (muscles still a-twinge from yesterday's adventure), and maintain some sort of authority over the situation whilst trying not to lose my balance. I just hoped the darkness would help protect me from absurdity.
But when her cheeks touched my thighs, when her tongue lapped at my vulva, I stopped feeling self-conscious. Her hands curled around behind my thighs and steadied me, pulling me against her, breasts squashing against my knees. I ground my hips, gasping as a lick of her tongue sent a flicker of electricity through my pelvis, purring as her fingernails dug into my buttocks. Oh, I could get used to this.
I tugged her hair and she flicked her tongue between my thighs. But it wasn't quite working: although shorter than me she was still a little too tall for the position, and just to make contact at all she had to bend and twist in a very uncomfortable way. Before long she had to pull back, whispering "Sorry... not THAT flexible, sweets!"
The best I could manage was to yank my left foot (still shod) free of my slacks, hook my leg over her shoulder, and lean forward, propping myself with one against the drainpipe. Well, against the cello case propped against the drainpipe.
That worked. It was a stretch, and any pervert with night-vision binoculars would probably have been laughing himself silly at the position I was in, but it was far less cramped for her and it oriented us... just... right. Contact, slick and hot. Her tongue found its groove, and I whimpered with need.
She pulled back, just enough to speak. "Gotta be quiet."
I bit my lip and thrust against her, my left hand at the back of her neck imploring, and she redoubled her efforts. Rippling against me, warm wet spasms flickering and dying, but each one lasting a little longer and running a little deeper, and a steady heat building underneath. In the middle of the crowd at the Black Sow, I'd wanted her so badly. I wondered how many others there had seen her beauty, wanted her, daydreamed of taking her home... and alone in the dark, I had her, and it was sweeter than any of them could have guessed.
I was already on the way when she started stroking my arse, catching me unawares, and it sent me tumbling over the edge of orgasm with a yelp, quickly suppressed. And a start.
And a crash, as I knocked the cello over. Phoebe jerking back in fright. My body pulsing as a window squeaked open above us.
"Who's there?" A quavering female voice. Mercifully, no light. Me, still coming, trying to pull my pants back on over my shoe as Phoebe stumbled to her feet.
"Hi, just me!" One hand across her chest, trying to cover herself, as she stooped. "I dropped my cello, sorry!"
"Do you want the side light on?"
Panic. I grabbed my bag with one hand, pulled my pants up with the other, and started shambling for cover as quietly as I could.
"No thanks! I'm okay, just tripped. Sorry to wake you."
"Goodnight then, Phoebe!" And the window closed with a heavy thump.
Phoebe was shaking with barely-suppressed laughter. "Oh god, we... oh!" We made for her flat as quickly as we could — she clutching her bodice, me holding up my pants — and I looked nervously toward the house as she fumbled with the key, taking three tries to get the door open.
We tumbled inside, I yanked the door closed, and both of us dissolved into fits of giggles.
"Oh, I'm sorry, Yvonne. But the way you hopped when she mentioned the light!"
"Huh. You jumped a mile... um, I hope your cello's okay?"
"That's what the case is for. You know how many times I've knocked her over by accident?" But she lost no time in opening the case and looking it over. "Yeah, she's fine."
"Oh good." I walked across the room to the bed — my body was still buzzing — and sat down facing her. She was in a very fetching state of dishabille with her dress rumpled, neatly-coiled hair beginning to come undone, and her face still flushed from our previous efforts. It seemed a shame to disrupt it, but...
"Phoebe?"
"Yes?"
"Undress."
She opened her mouth, then thought better of it, and brought her hands up to her throat, pulling off the scarf. After that she finished the work I'd started, unlacing the bodice altogether; then she shrugged off the shoulders one by one, leaving her naked to the waist, and looked up at me uncertainly.
"You're utterly gorgeous."
She smiled — I'm not sure she believed me entirely, but enough to smile — and stooped, unlacing her boots and slipping them off her feet. Then she straightened and reached behind her, never taking her eyes off me, and unfastened the hooks at her back. Her dress slid to the floor, pooling around her feet, and she stepped out of it wearing only briefs and stockings.
"Go on."
She stooped again, shed the last of her trappings, and stood before me. I remember how she looked: the lines of her neck, the curve of her shoulders, the subtle strength and grace of arms that could master a sheer wall or a musical instrument. The human imperfections: a gravel-scarred knee, a touch of fat at her belly, two moles on her hip, a slight asymmetry in her breasts. The anxiety in her eyes, slight tension in her hands — did she want to fold them, cover her chest and the black curls between her hips? — and I wondered what she saw when she looked in the mirror.
"Come here. Please. I want to kiss you."
Phoebe came to the bed and I pulled her down into my embrace. Kissed her mouth, clasped her to me and ran my hands over the smoothness of her back as she lay atop me. "I had a lovely evening. And I don't just mean after we got home."
She propped herself up on one elbow, peered down at me through a veil of hair. "You're an odd sort, Yvonne. Why are you interested in me?"
I reached up and brushed the hair out of her face. "I had no choice in it. A wizard waved a wand at me."
"...a wizard?"
"Must have been. Can't think of any other reason why I'd be interested in someone who's smart, fun to talk to, good-hearted, and sexy as hell." I was stroking her behind the ears, a spot that made her half-close her eyes with pleasure.
"Hmm." And the discussion trailed off as we kissed again, bodies twining, skin sliding against skin, shedding my clothes. There was no hurry about it; she'd taken the edge off for me already, and although I felt like returning the favour at some point, we had all night. Well, I had an exam the next day, but I probably didn't need sleep for that. Still, there was something that nagged at me...
"Phoebe?"
"Mmph?" She was suckling on my breast, with a delicious hint of teeth, and I didn't really want to interrupt that. But...
"Did you need to call your grandma?"
"Oh, shit, yes! Thanks. Sorry, I got distracted."
"No problem." As she rolled over and reached for the phone on her bedside cabinet I tickled her arse, and she swatted my hand away. "Be good."
I blinked, mustering my most convincing innocent expression as Phoebe, still stark naked, selected the number and put the phone to her ear. Ring, ring... ring, ring...
A voice on the far end, and Phoebe replied. "Yeia sou, Yaya! ... Yes, very well! I just got home." Which was stretching the truth a bit, but some things you don't tell your grandmother.
I didn't want her to feel like she had to hurry the call, so I snuggled up against her back, arms wrapped around her chest.
"No, no, Luke wasn't there. Really, we're... yes, I know... no. No... I know, Grandma, and it's sweet of you, but I'm the one that broke it off. I'm doing okay, I just don't feel like talking about it now."
I could feel her tensing up, and I gave her ribs a soft squeeze and felt her relax again. There was a patch of silence, and then Yaya asked something else.
"We don't have another gig booked yet, Derek's working on it. But I'm expecting the teaching to pick up once the school holidays end... oh, that's sweet, but I should be okay."
The conversation went on for a while, partly in Greek and partly in English. From what I could hear Grandma was worried about Phoebe's finances, and Phoebe was trying to reassure her. I wasn't sure I believed her myself; it didn't sound as if teaching was bringing in enough to pay the bills.
Phoebe was getting prickly again — clearly this wasn't her favourite topic — and I decided that I might as well be a helpful guest. I began to work on soothing her, stroking her hair, rubbing her shoulders like I'd done on the morning after the party, scratching up and down her back.
She arched backward, pressing into my fingernails, and tried a diversionary tactic. "But enough about me, Yaya, what mischief have you been up to?"
I grazed my fingernails over her hips, nuzzled at her wrist.
"Oh, that's good. Still playing bocce?"
I pulled her over onto her back, perched astride her, stroking her breasts — I adored the way they flattened against her chest — and smiled down at her as she smiled up at me, face adrift in a black curly sea, phone pressed to her ear. Yaya's voice, telling some lengthy story.
"Well, that's a shame. If it isn't getting any better, you should see a doctor. Or a physio."
I drew back until I was sitting upright, forefingers circling her nipples: gramophone needles measuring out a song you wouldn't hear on the radio. Let her read my lips: I want you.
Her lips parted, and she closed her eyes as I leaned forward again and covered her breasts with my hands, her bush tickling my thighs. But her multi-tasking abilities were impressive. "No, no, you don't know that, Grandma. There might be something they can help with."
I sank down on her, my breasts pancaked against hers, Yaya at one ear and me at the other. Caught her earlobe in my teeth, traced the whorls of her ear, felt her breathing shift. Her free hand came around to rest lightly in the small of my back.
"Well, remember when I did my shoulder? ... yes, but the physio really helped."
I squeezed my hand between us, compressed between my belly and hers, sliding southwards. Phoebe's eyes opened abruptly, legs squeezing together, and she held the phone away and pressed it into the pillow as she hissed into my ear: "Bad girl! Bad!"
I whispered back: "Open your legs." Tightened my grip on her nipples, then added: "Or I won't fuck you."
A tiny 'oh' sound and she yielded to my hand, let me run my fingers down between her labia, bumping over her nub. My knees sank between hers, and she brought the phone back to her ear. "Sorry, I didn't hear that... say again?"
Yaya, loud enough that I could make out the odd word: something about an elderly friend.
Me, whispering at the same time: "I want to feel you come. Want to make you squeak."
Phoebe, shuddering, as I worked two fingers into her. Just to the first knuckle. Trying to concentrate, she was.
"Oh... poor thing... yes, of course. I'm sure he'd love that. You're not... sweet on him, are you, Yaya! I won't tell if you are!" Or perhaps it was "ah!", for I'd just slipped my fingers in deeper, and begun to rub around her clit with my thumb.
A chuckle from the phone, and something I didn't catch. But Phoebe did: "Oh, Yaya, I very much doubt that."
Hips beginning to rock against my hand. I whispered: "Want to fuck you," and her hand tightened at my back.
Then I slid down her body, friction touching off a thousand nerve endings, fingers still inside her. Lowered my mouth and met her, swimming in her musk and the salt-sweat of the day, fingers curling, feeling her smother a gasp as she spoke some words of encouragement. To me or to Yaya? I wasn't sure and I didn't care.
I lashed her with my tongue and fingers, tossing her about like a lifeboat in a storm, feeling her muscles begin to flutter, the boat closer and closer to capsizing. But I needed to see her. And so, at the last I pulled back, sat upright between her knees, watched her as I played her with both hands, inside and out. Watched her face, eyes imploring me, cheeks flushed. Watched her body heaving silently, breasts rolling, her free hand clawing the pillow as I strummed her. Until at the last she let the phone clatter to the floor and turned sideways, smothering her cries in the pillow.
"oh! oh! fuck! oh..."
Eventually she came down enough to retrieve the handset — "Sorry, Yaya! I banged my funny-bone and dropped the phone!" — but she wasn't quite done, and I made her gasp and whimper a few more times while they talked. At last when Phoebe's body had nothing left to give, I lay down beside her, pushed the phone aside, kissed her deeply. My muscles were starting to remember how sore they still were, but it didn't seem to matter much.
She hugged me to her, then turned aside, back to the phone. "Yes, that'd be lovely. I'm planning to come down for Easter, so you can show me then. But I really should get some sleep now, it's been a busy day." She squeezed my arse. "Yes, I will. Love you too, Yaya."
Then she put the phone away, and whispered to me: "You are a very bad influence."
"And you're a temptation."
"Mmm."
We fell asleep in one another's arms.
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Friday reminded me why it is that I hate Sydney summers. Sydney doesn't get any hotter than Melbourne, but it's a horribly muggy kind of heat. I was already getting sweaty by the time I got to the train station, and the forecast looked ugly: thirty-eight degrees, ninety-eight percent humidity. I was glad to get into the cooler air of the conference centre.
The coordinators started with a short recap of the week's material and then went straight to our final exam. No drama there; although I was short on sleep, I'd done more than enough study to get me through. We wrapped up around noon, with assurances that our certificates would be in the mail, and went out to celebrate at a nearby Turkish restaurant. It was only two blocks' walk, but I could feel myself getting sticky again on the way.
I'd switched off my phone for the exam, and I didn't remember to switch it back on until I was halfway through my salad. Not long after a message came through from Phoebe.
Mmm. Still blissed out from last night.
There was a missed call notification as well, stamped a couple of hours ago. I made sure my screen was out of view of my classmates — I needn't have worried, half of them were checking their own messages — and tapped in a reply.
Sorry, had phone off for exam. Turned on now. The phone also.
You're incorrigible. What time do you finish?
Depends how good you are... oh, class? Just out now, having lunch. Call you soon?
Sure.
I finished lunch and said my good-byes to my classmates, then found myself a quiet corner to make the call.
"Hey Phoebe!"
"Hi! How was the exam?"
"Not bad. Pretty sure I passed. What's doing?"
"Coming into town to pick up some sheet music, thinking we could meet up and grab stuff for tonight?"
"Deal."
I followed her directions to J. Lochowitz Fine Music and waited inside, out of the heat. Although my knowledge of music is on a par with my knowledge of cheese (know what I like, no idea how it's made, fond of blues) it was obvious even to my naïve eyes that this place was Serious Business. The shop was bigger on the inside than it had looked from the street, and it was full. Rack upon rack of instruments, from violins to flutes, drums to trumpets, small rattles to a concert grand. Most of the selection was classical, but here and there were a few concessions to the twentieth century: a display of electric guitars and basses, some synthesisers, and in a glass case something that might even have been a theremin.
What they didn't have was anything cheap. This wasn't the sort of place you'd visit to buy one of those crappy plastic recorders for little Johnny's music class; aside from some of the smaller percussion instruments I couldn't see anything under two hundred dollars, and many of the tags I checked (all handwritten) were well into four figures.
I'd arrived well before Phoebe, and on my own I felt like like an interloper. After a brief look around I positioned myself in an alcove and picked up a brochure for protective camouflage. I'd been there about five minutes and had just started reading about the basics of pipe organ restoration when I felt a presence behind me.
"Can I help you, madam?" He must have been at least eighty, a wizened little man in a natty brown suit, with a trace of something European in his accent and mild disapproval in his countenance.
"No thank you, I'm just waiting for my... friend." Was that the right word? I really wasn't sure. "She's coming for some music."
"Oh. Very well, then. If you require any help, I will be here!" And he gave me a small but formal bow and trundled back to the register, the gait reminding me somehow of a Christmas beetle.
A few minutes later I heard the door jingle, and then the old man's voice. "Hello Miss Phoebe!"
"Hello Janos! How are you?"
"Very well, thank you. Is this young lady waiting for you?"
"Yes, this is my friend Yvonne from Melbourne. Yvonne, this is Mr. Janos." This time he smiled at me and bowed a little deeper (only a little); apparently Phoebe's introduction had marked me as somebody unlikely to leave sticky fingerprints on the merchandise. "Janos, did my music come in?"
"Upstairs, Miss Phoebe. Rachel will see to you." And he turned to deal with a scruffy young man who'd just wandered in and was breathing too heavily on the violins.
As we climbed the stairs, Phoebe filled in the blanks. "Used to work here while I was doing my degree. Still fill in once in a while when somebody's sick or on holiday, and Janos sends teaching business my way if anybody asks. He's had this place almost forty years, built the business up from nothing."
"He seems a bit... intense?"
"Oh yes. And very highbrow views on music. Disapproves of almost anything past the 1920s."
"But they sell electric guitars here, don't they? And synths?"
"Oh, he doesn't disapprove quite enough to let his principles get in the way of business. He knows enough about rock music to sell a good electric guitar, he just doesn't like it. You should have seen his face when some guy came in to try one of the guitars and started on Mötley Crüe. I thought Janos was going to throw holy water on him."
By that time we'd passed a locked store-room and reached the smaller room on the third floor: sheet music, books, and accessories. Phoebe introduced me to Rachel, a young lady who nodded politely at me before rummaging through a drawer behind the counter. "The Glass concerto?"
"That's the one." Phoebe paid, tucked the score into her bag, and we started back downstairs. "Something to experiment with in my free time. And an excuse to visit my secret crush."
"Er, what?"
"I'll introduce you!" Before I could make sense of that, she'd taken my hand and pulled me over to a display in the back corner. "Isn't she beautiful?"
At first I wasn't sure what I was looking at. It made me think of a wizard's staff, or a sci-fi weapon: gleaming whiteness, a long central shaft complemented by curved side pieces. It had buttons and what looked like power and data ports, and after a while I noticed the strings...
"Is that an electric cello? I didn't know they made those."
"Oh yes. They make electric everythings these days."
"Does your cello know you're looking at other cellos? Won't she be jealous?" I slipped one arm around Phoebe's waist — nothing improper, just two good friends together — but she politely nudged it away with a softly-spoken "Not here." Then, as if nothing had happened: "Nah. Beneath that conservative wooden exterior, she has some very modern notions. You should hear some of the things she and I get up to when nobody else is around."
"Oh?"
"Jazz."
"Disreputable."
"Show tunes."
"Appalling."
"Pop music."
"Scandalous!" I attempted my best outraged look.
"And she understands I have... needs. Needs that can't always be met the old-fashioned way."
"Do tell." Oh, how I wanted to touch her at that moment. Just a fingertip on her throat would send shivers through her...
"Perhaps I should show you." She turned toward the register, where Janos stood leafing through a catalogue of some description. "Janos? Do you think I could...?"
He put down the brochure. "Of course, my dear. You are always welcome to play anything here. You know how an instrument should be treated. Though why you'd keep playing that when you have such a beautiful one of your own..."
"I want to show Yvonne what it's like. She's never seen an electric cello before."
"Well." There was an implied kids these days. "Use these, if you would? I have to make a phone call." He brought over two sets of headphones and an adaptor, and Phoebe set up in the corner while I pulled up a seat. When he had returned to the register she leant forward under the pretext of plugging things in, and whispered to me.
"He thinks she's not worthy of me. But there's more to her than he sees."
She plugged in one set of headphones, put them on, tinkered with the buttons and then tested and tuned each of the strings in turn. It was odd to watch. I'd become familiar with those motions, albeit on a different instrument, and every time she drew the bow over the string I expected to hear the notes, vibrant and loud. But without the resonance of the wooden chamber there was almost nothing.
"I have to be careful when I play with milady. She has a tendency to wake the neighbours. This one, on the other hand..."
When the strings were tuned to her satisfaction she nodded, and passed me the other set of 'phones to wear. "I can play her, and nobody else in the world knows what I'm up to. Except you."
She began, playing the Bach Prelude that I'd heard the other day. Last time she'd been upset and distracted; this time she was composed, and I could hear it in how she played. To me, no great audio buff, it sounded just like a real cello as she danced through Bach's arpeggios.
Perhaps a minute in, I realised the music had changed. She was still playing arpeggios at the same tempo as before. But she'd drifted away from Bach, and one note at a time those arpeggios had mutated into something that I couldn't place but which sounded maddeningly familiar. She had a wicked look on her face, and occasionally she'd look over in Janos' direction to make sure he wasn't close enough to catch her out.
Then, without breaking time, she touched a button and the sound changed from cello to something like an electric guitar. I could have kicked myself for not recognising it: 'Sweet Child O' Mine', guaranteed to be playing every hour of every day on somebody's overpriced car stereo.
I mouthed: "Bad Phoebe!" She stuck out her tongue. Then her gaze shifted, over my shoulder, and by the time I heard Janos coming up behind me she'd already shifted back to the Prelude.
Afterwards, on the train back to her place, we talked about cellos.
"So, what would you do with an electric? Are you planning to work with different sounds?"
"A bit of that. And to be honest, it'd be nice to have something cheaper and sturdier than my regular cello, so I can haul it around and busk sometimes and not have a heart attack every time somebody bumps it. "
"Cheaper? How much does a cello usually cost?"
"Basic electric, decent quality, about two or three thousand. The one I showed you is a bit more because it's a very good model, excellent sound and a lot of extra functionality. You could simulate just about any sound you like on that, or load in a recording and play cello karaoke with it. Classical cello... a reasonable beginner's model will cost you about fifteen hundred plus accessories, and at least twice that for a pro."
She wasn't quite making eye contact, like there was something she didn't want to mention. And besides, I'd seen the price tag in Lochowitz Fine Music: not much change from six thousand dollars. If that's still the cheaper option...
"If you don't mind me asking... how much did yours cost you?"
A sigh and a resigned look. "Okaaay. Let me tell you about her. When I was in school, I had a crappy rental. I told Dad I wanted to be a professional cellist, and I needed something better. He said the rental was good enough to see me through exams, and after that we'd see about getting me a cello of my own. So I practiced hard, came top of the school in music by a long way, and when I got accepted into my Bachelor of Music he told me he had something special for me. Took me into the lounge room, made me close my eyes, and when I opened them again... there she was. Utterly beautiful. Imported from Italy, he must have been planning it for months. He wouldn't tell me how much he paid, won't even let me see the insurance, but from what I know of cellos... probably about fifteen thousand dollars."
She said fifteen thousand dollars without any kind of emphasis. As if she'd practiced saying it to herself, trying to make it sound normal. I winced inwardly when I thought about how I'd knocked over that instrument the night before.
"Guilt present?"
"I don't think so. No, he just wanted to do something really nice for me. So he went and talked to my teacher about cellos and got me a very good cello. And he got his money's worth. She looks beautiful, she sounds superb. But..." She was twisting the strap of her bag between her hands. "I walked into my first class at the Conservatorium, and I had a better instrument than the teacher. I heard one of my classmates talking about 'that spoiled little dilettante' when she didn't think I was near. After that I kept imagining what else they must be saying behind my back. When I was playing well, it's only because my dad bought me an expensive instrument. Playing badly — 'she doesn't deserve that cello, it should be with someone worthy'.
"It's stupid, but I made myself really miserable over that for two years. Practised incessantly, but I still felt like a five-thousand-dollar cellist with a fifteen-thousand-dollar cello. Slept around with guys I didn't even like, drank too much. Tried coke a couple of times. Probably would've ended up one of those rich girls in and out of rehab, but Jill and Maria caught me out early on and gave me a talking to. I decided the best thing was to change my situation. Took a six-month break, then transferred and finished my degree at Sydney.
"So, yeah. I love my cello, I'll always love playing her, and it means a lot that Dad gave her to me. I don't ever want to replace her. But sometimes I want to be able to sit down and play something that doesn't have that baggage. Something I've earned and paid for with my own money. Does that make sense?"
"It does." The carriage had almost emptied and nobody was near us. I leaned forward and kissed her on the lips; she looked surprised but not displeased.
"Phoebe?"
"Yes?"
"When we get back to your place, I would like to kiss you some more. A lot more."
She reached out and squeezed my hand. "I'd like that very much."
It was close to forty degrees when we got off the train, and although it wasn't a long walk my armpits had started to squelch by the time we got to Phoebe's place. I was eager to get inside into the cool air; after a shower and a change, the two of us could figure out some way to end the afternoon. But when we opened the door, it was hotter inside as out.
"Christ, don't tell me the air conditioning's packed in. Not the day for it."
"The microwave's off too. And..." I flicked the light switch by the door: nothing. "Your power's out, that's what's happened."
I located the fuse box at the back of the main house. The whole of the granny flat was on one circuit, and the breaker had tripped. But when I switched it on, it went straight back off again. Even when we unplugged everything in the flat and switched off all the lights, the breaker wasn't having a bar of it.
"Sorry, but I think the breaker's broken. You're going to need an electrician."
"Shit." We were both at that tired-hot-cranky stage where everything seems too hard and too complicated. "Time to call the landlords."
She tapped on her phone. After a few rings I heard somebody answer, and Phoebe replied. "Hi Alistair, it's Phoebe... are you home? Yeah, my power has gone out. My friend looked at it, she thinks it needs an electrician... yeah, please. Thanks." And she hung up.
A couple of minutes later, I heard the back door slam and Alistair Taylor appeared, a gruff-looking man in his sixties with a military bearing. Phoebe introduced me as a friend visiting from Melbourne for a few days. I explained what we'd done to check the power, but he insisted on repeating it all: flip the switches, try the breaker, unplug everything, try the breaker again.
"Hum. I'd better call the electrician." He looked at his watch. "Though I don't fancy he'll come out today. S'pose I'd better run an extension out for your fridge. Pity the aircon's wired into the circuit directly or we could do that too."
Phoebe nodded. "Do you think I could park my cello in your house? This heat isn't good for it."
"Yes, of course. Tell you what, you should come sit in our lounge room until it cools off."
That sounded better than broiling, so we followed him back to the main house where he and Phoebe introduced me to his wife Maggie. She looked a few years younger than Alistair, and her manner was friendly but shrewd.
"A pleasure to meet you, Yvonne. So you're Phoebe's mystery guest."
"I suppose I am."
"We thought perhaps she had a gentleman friend visiting."
"Oh no," Phoebe replied. "Yvonne is certainly not a gentleman." Then, before anybody could make too much of that, she added: "She's up from Melbourne for the week for a training course."
"I thought you must have somebody staying." Maggie turned to me. "Usually she practices five hours a day. If the weather's nice I leave the dining-room door open so I can hear her better."
The look on Phoebe's face told me this was news to her, and I suspected I wasn't the only person suddenly thinking of just how much noise we'd been making of late.
"...But this week, it's been so quiet in the evenings."
I couldn't tell whether Maggie was being truthful or diplomatic, but it seemed like time to say something. "Speaking of which, sorry about the clatter last night. I was helping Phoebe in with her cello and we took a tumble." No, Yvonne, rephrase!
"Oh, that's perfectly all right, dear. I just thought at first it might be burglars. You know, you're still looking flushed" — blushing, more like — "would you two like to use our shower?"
That seemed like an excellent idea. Phoebe fetched a change of clothes for us both and we showered (separately, alas) while Alistair set up the extension cord and chased up an electrician. By the time I got out of the water and pulled on a T-shirt and shorts I was feeling much more human.
Alistair harrumphed as he put down the phone. "Best he can manage is tomorrow afternoon."
"Well, dear." Maggie put down her crossword and looked at Phoebe over the top of her spectacles. "Why don't the two of you stay for dinner? Patrick and Kate will be here, and I've more than enough food for extras. I daresay nobody will be eating much in this weather."
So we stayed. Over dinner I got to know the Taylors better: Alistair was indeed a retired Army colonel, Maggie was an ex-headmistress who kept her hand in with relief teaching, their son Pat and daughter-in-law Kate were both in Customs. Pat worked the IT end of things, so we compared notes on our jobs.
Afterwards, as we helped clear the plates, Maggie asked: "Phoebe, Yvonne, would you like to join us for a round of Scrabble or two?"
I looked questioningly at Phoebe and she looked right back at me; I had other ideas, and I could see she did too. But it was hard to think of a polite excuse. Besides, our previous conversation with Maggie had made me uncomfortably aware of just how close Phoebe's flat was to their dining room.
"Sure, why not?"
Since we had too many players, Alistair volunteered to sit out and read his newspaper while the rest of us crowded around the board. I like to think I'm a reasonably good player, but the Taylors treated it like a blood sport, and it wasn't long before Phoebe and I were trailing badly. Halfway through the game, after Pat had scored eighty-five points in one play (how long has 'ST' been a word?) I surreptitiously slipped out my phone and texted Phoebe, who was sitting across the table from me.
If we were playing this one for clothes, we'd both be naked by now.
About a minute later, while Phoebe was considering her own turn, her phone buzzed. By that time I had both my hands in plain sight, fiddling with my rack (of tiles), and at first she looked annoyed at the interruption.



"Who's that, Phoebe?" asked Kate.
Phoebe didn't give anything away as she read the message and tapped in a reply. "Oh, just a friend up to mischief."
"Like you can talk," I replied. "After what you got up to at the music shop today." My phone was vibrating, but I didn't want to give us away by checking it just yet.
Maggie looked curious. "Oh? What have you been up to, Phoebe?"
"Well." She laid down her word: 'CASTOR'. "Sixteen points..."
The others were looking at the board, probably weighing up the openings she'd just given them, so I took the chance to sneak a look at her message to me: You make that sound like a bad thing.
"...I was showing Yvonne the electric cello. Now, Mr. Janos doesn't approve of rock..."
A touch on my ankle. Phoebe's bare toe, rubbing against my skin, hooking around to tickle at the back of my calf.
"...so I started out playing a nice bit of Bach..."
Sliding upwards.
"...he's heard me play that one before, he knows it's one of my favourites..."
Up and down, stroking. Don't think about being ticklish!
"...but we were wearing headphones this time, so he couldn't hear it..."
Behind my knee. I could feel myself starting to blush. I slipped my hand below the tablecloth and caught her by the ankle, rubbed her calf with my thumb.
"Your turn, Yvonne." Maggie might be listening to Phoebe, but she wasn't going to let it distract her from the battle in front of us.
"Oh, um." I laid out QAT: not too impressive, but at least it would save me from getting stuck with the Q, and it was short enough to play one-handed without attracting notice. "Twelve points."
And as Phoebe finished her story, I trapped her heel between my knees, ran fingernails all over her foot and watched her try not to squirm. She glared at me, but to no avail, and I started toying with her toes.
Kate, working to catch up to her husband with MAXED and XI: "So, Yvonne, you're here for the weekend? What do you have planned tomorrow?"
"Well, I was thinking of going to Scotty's Market." Under the table, I took Phoebe's big toe between my fingers and wiggled it side-to-side. "But it's been a hectic week, I might end up being lazy and just staying home." At which point I wiggled her second toe all around, eased it away from its big neighbour, and slid my forefinger between the two.
Try it some time. You might be surprised how sensitive a lady is between the toes, especially after a good shower. I felt her calf muscles tense, saw her inhale a little harder than normal before she replied. "Um. Scotty's is overrated, if you ask me..."
I explored that little sensitive spot. "Yes?"
"I... if we don't have aircon tomorrow, my place is going to be horrible. I was going to ask, have you visited the Blue Mountains?"
Stroke. Tease. Her toes spread apart, my fingertip busy between them, another finger curled round to caress the pad beneath. "I've never been. Sounds lovely. By the way, Phoebe?"
"...yes?"
"I think it's your go."
"Oh. Sorry!" Was that a hint of a blush? She frowned at her tiles and ran fingers through her hair, eventually managing to squeeze CODA into a tight spot.
That gave her the last two tiles from the bag, but she never got to play them. Maggie pounced, using Phoebe's word to play PANICKED, and that was game over. I was left with too many points in my hand and not nearly enough on the board.
I released Phoebe's foot and excused myself to go use the facilities. After doing my business and washing my hands, I opened the bathroom door to find Phoebe standing there waiting for her turn, with her back to me. Before she could turn around I grabbed her and pulled her in, closing the door behind her, holding her tight and kissing her hard.
"I want you, Phoebe."
"Oh god. I, yes, but not here!" She pushed me back. "Need to be discreet."
"Then you do the talking. If we have to sit through another massacre like that one, I'm really going to molest you under the table." I slipped my hand between her legs, felt her squirm. "And if you come that'll be your problem, not mine."
We returned to the table, where the Taylors had already dealt out the tiles for a new game, and Phoebe made our apologies: we'd had a long day, and she was still headachey from the heat, and thank you that's very kind but she didn't need a Panadol, and we probably shouldn't stay for another game, not if we're heading up to the mountains tomorrow.
 From the back door of their dining room it was a very short walk (too short!) to Phoebe's flat. The evening breeze had picked up, pleasantly cool. By tacit agreement, at her door we stopped and listened: yes, we could hear the Taylors' conversation over the gaming table. Not clear enough to make out the words, but enough to make it clear that we'd better be quiet. If that cat wasn't already out of the bag.
Alistair had run the extension cord through Phoebe's front door, which meant we couldn't close it enough to latch. As soon as we were inside I took her by the waist and pulled her in for another kiss, like I had in the bathroom. This time she didn't resist, not when I kissed her on the lips, not when I kissed down the side of her neck, not when my fingertip ran down along her throat and into the 'V' of her blouse, and flipped open her top button.
"I have a new game," I whispered, fingernails grazing her sternum, nudging the door almost-closed with my foot.
"Oh?" She nipped at my lip, released it. "How do we play?"
"If you manage to stay quiet, you win. If you don't, I win."
"I think we've played that one before."
"That's not 'quiet'. You lose." I caught her nipple through the bra, squeezed, twisted. She gasped, and I leant in to lick her earlobe. "Want to play again?"
An intake of breath. No answer.
"You're learning. I'll take that as a yes." I kept hold of her, backed toward the bed (not quite tripping over my suitcase on the way), sat down with her standing in front of me. With the door almost-closed and the curtains drawn it was very dark, but I had no difficulty working by touch. My hands slid down her front, popping her buttons down to her waist. As I worked she began to run her hands over me, sliding under the hem of my T-shirt and dragging up my sides.
I circled her belly, fingertip spiralling in to lodge in her navel. "I'm pretty sure Alistair and Maggie and Pat and Kate will be playing their game for a while yet."
My other hand slipped down past her shorts, stroked her thigh, slid between her knees. "Do you know what would be happening if we were still in there?"
Above me, I felt her shake her head.
"I'd be sitting next to you." Fingers sliding up, inside the leg of her shorts, moving inwards. "And you would be trying to keep a straight face and concentrate on the game." Finding the gusset of her underwear, feeling her heat through the fabric, hearing the shift in her breath. Her hands pulling my T-shirt upwards, pausing at my breasts. "Trying not to let them know that I've got my hand in your shorts and I'm touching you." Nudging the gusset aside. "Do you think you'd be able to hide it when I slipped my fingers inside you?"
And I did it, and felt her bend at the knees, and even as a sigh escaped her lips she shook her head again.
"No, I don't think so either. Or I would've stayed." Deeper in, heat engulfing my fingers, my other hand moving down to stroke the sensitive spot at the back of her knee. "But now we're back here —" slickened fingers, in, out "— we can do what we want. Can't we?"
Her hands on me tightened.
"Come on, sweet thing." And I rose to my feet, finished undressing her, let her do the same for me. Her fingers were clever and gentle, and paused in all the right places. When it was done we stood face to face, hip to hip, breast to breast, warmer than the night air. I folded my arms around her and stroked her neck, and I felt her fingers on my buttocks.
"Let's go to bed." And we rolled onto the bed together, running hands over one another, in no particular hurry; just the friction of her body against mine was delicious. I kissed her throat and her breasts, and I eased her onto her back and crouched astride her kissing her mouth.
That was the moment when a soft male voice spoke from under the bed in a creepy sing-song:
"Daisy."
If I hadn't been there, I think Phoebe would have hit the roof. As it was she started, banging her chin into my lip, ramming it into my teeth, and scrambled backward into the corner against the wall, "Jesus!"
I clutched my mouth and tasted copper, too dazed to respond to her. There was a sound of heavy breathing nearby and a hissing noise behind it. And then the voice again, lower this time, sing-song:
"Daisy."
"S' okay," I managed to mumble through a mouthful of blood. "It's just —"
"...give me your answer, do."
"— my phone. Low battery alert."
"I'm half crazy, all for the love of you...." And the voice trailed off, dropping to an inhumanly low pitch before petering out altogether: HAL's death scene, from '2001'.
"God, Yvonne! I thought there was a burglar in here!" She sounded quite upset, and I hugged her, feeling her trembling. But after a little while it turned into a quavering sort of giggle. "Well, I guess I lost that round."
"Not... part of my strategy."
My bottom lip was starting to throb, and the 'p's and 'm's and 'f's hurt coming out. She must have noticed the oddness of my speech: "Are you okay? I didn't mean to whack you like that."
"Just my lip. Bumped it a bit." I reached for the switch by the bed, but of course the light wasn't working. "Got a torch?"
"Top drawer. Are you okay?"
"Yeah." I liked that word; it might not be one hundred percent true, but I could pronounce it without using my lips. I pulled open the drawer, fumbled around until I found something cylindrical, and pushed the switch at the end.
Buzzzzzzzzz.
"Oh. Yeah. Um, that's not the torch." She reached past me, brushing against my shoulder in the darkness, and scrabbled about. "Here."
Then there was light, dazzling at first. Phoebe pointed the torch at me and examined my face anxiously. "Oh, poor dear, I'm SO sorry." She pulled out a handkerchief from under the pillow and used it to dab at my face. "Let me get something for that."
She went to the freezer and brought back an ice-pack wrapped in a dishtowel. I sat on the bed with my back against the wall and held the pack to my lip. The cold was unpleasant, but it helped dull the ache, and I hoped it would reduce the bruising.
After a couple of minutes: "Feeling any better?"
"Uh-huh." I took the ice away for a moment and wobbled my lip tentatively. "Going to bruise a bit, but it'll be okay."
"I don't usually maul people like that. Really."
"Hope not. Like to think I'm special."
"No fear." She patted my shoulder. "Aw, you're shivering!"
So I was. The night air had cooled off a little, but not that much; most of it was the cold of the ice-pack, and the adrenaline that comes with an unexpected smack in the teeth. "So come warm me."
She switched off the torch and climbed halfway over me, kneeling astride my hips, and we held one another while I warmed up again. It was very effective, and it wasn't long before I started to think less about my lip and more about the proximity of a naked woman. Comforting embraces turned into something more sensual: her fingers running down my spine, mine stroking her thighs. I sat, leaned her backwards, and kissed her throat, her chest. It was too dark to see, but I imagined I was leaving bloody smudges on her breasts; it's not something I'd thought to sexualise before, but that evening it was a powerfully arousing image.
"Let me try something."
I shuffled her back until she was sitting between my legs facing me, her own legs stretched out over mine. Then I pulled my right leg in, rescuing it from under her, and hooked it over the top instead. Now we were symmetric: face-to-face, her right leg up over my left, and mine over hers, holding one another close together and touching in all sorts of interesting places. It wasn't a relaxed position — it took a bit of muscle strain to keep us there, and my legs hadn't entirely forgiven me for the other day's climbing session — but it was no less enjoyable for the tension it created.
As we fidgeted, trying to find a comfortable position where neither of us was in danger of falling over, every movement gave us both little flickers of pressure on overexcited nerve endings. Not orgasmic in itself, but very very pleasant all the same. And once we'd made ourselves as comfortable as we were going to get we settled into a slow rocking motion, arms clasped around one another, Phoebe very gently kissing my blood-salted mouth.
Our movement was very slight, and a voyeur might have seen only two women locked together like a statue, clasped as close as hunger and desire. But in the middle of that embrace the sensation was delicious. I could feel it pulse in my own flesh; I could feel that pulse mirrored in Phoebe's flesh, in the tempo of her breath and the pressure of her arms on me.
It felt like we were there for hours. But eventually my hip started to twinge and I knew we were going to have to finish some time. I reached back behind me a moment, then slipped my hand in between our bellies and downwards through our tangled curls...
Buzzzzzzzzz.
I held Phoebe's vibrator with the head squeezed in between us, right where it needed to be. It was only a little one, but it felt like all the bones in my pelvis were humming in sympathy. Since my hip was already complaining I let Phoebe do the work, bucking against me and the vibe, grinding. I came first — perhaps because I was handling the vibe — and perhaps second as well, depending on how you count these things. But she was close behind. When she was done I switched off the vibe and put it aside, and we sat there breathlessly in one another's arms until my leg could stand it no longer and we had to disentangle.
Afterwards, as we lay caught up in lassitude, wrapped up in one another, she said: "Thank god you're not a musician."
"Hmm?"
"I'd be forever measuring myself against you. Feeling threatened and inadequate if you were good enough to notice my imperfections, or feeling sorry for you if you weren't."
"Hm. No, I'm happy with this instrument." I ran my fingernails lightly down her back: five parallel lines, a clef that would be gone before the light came.
She wriggled against me. "Mmm. You play beautifully."
"You're not so bad yourself." And somewhere not long after that, we drifted off.
On Saturday we fled the heat of Phoebe's flat and the din of Chinese New Year, and visited the Blue Mountains. We got up early, took the train up to Leura, browsed antiques and bookshops and admired the view: the city sprawled out below us, eucalyptus forests and huge sandstone gorges around us, and in the distance the blue haze of evaporated eucalyptus oil that gives the mountains their name. It was cooler and much less humid than down in the city, pleasant enough that we went for a walk along one of the tourist tracks after lunch. I had thought of taking advantage of the solitude, but the walk was popular that day, and we scarcely had a moment to ourselves along the way. The most I managed was a quick kiss stolen in a short lull between Japanese tourists and a noisy pair of German backpackers.
It was getting dark by the time we got back to the station, and it was a long trip back, almost three hours altogether. Phoebe and I sat side by side and eventually — tired out by an early start and a busy week — we fell asleep leaning on one another, holding hands under the jacket draped across our laps.
When we got back to her place the power was back on; the electrician had been and gone. We tumbled into bed and slept. No doubt I could have tempted Phoebe in other directions, but that night I preferred to just hold her and sleep with her; as good as the sex had been, I wanted to remind myself (and her?) that it wasn't just about the sex.
My last day in Sydney flew by. We both slept in, and by the time I was up and packed it was time to start thinking about my flight. Phoebe accompanied me into town and we shared afternoon tea at a cafe. We chatted for a while about inconsequential things, and then I said what was on my mind.
"Phoebe, I've had a lovely week here with you. I don't just mean the sex." I mouthed the word 'sex' without speaking it aloud; the cafe was crowded and I didn't want to embarrass her. "Are you, can we... would this happen again? Or is it a one-off?" Not the most articulate speech in history, but enough.
"Um." She looked down, not meeting my eyes. "I had a lovely time too. Seeing you again is awfully tempting. But I'm at an odd place right now. Still on the rebound from Luke. It's like... going on holiday to a place that's beautiful and lovely, but not knowing whether you could actually live there?"
"Oh."
She still didn't look up, but she touched the back of my hand with one finger. "That's not a 'no'. I'd like to keep in touch and... see how things go? I'll be down again in a couple of months, Yaya always likes to have the family together for Easter, and maybe we could meet up then? That's Wog Easter, it's the weekend after the long weekend."
"Okay." Although that would depend very much on where things were by Easter. I could feel a great big crush forming in my belly. After I'd gone home, if Phoebe were to decide the last week had just been a vacation from heterosexuality, I didn't think we would be staying in touch. I'm not cut out to be a holiday destination.
Our awkward moment was interrupted by a burst of operetta from Phoebe's phone: "Fo-or he himself has sa-aid it — And it's greatly to his cre-e-dit!"
"Dad." She picked up: "Hi, Dad, how are you — what? Oh, oh no. Oh dear. Well, has she — okay, that's good, at least." A long pause. "Should I come down? I can probably get something tonight, but I'll need to borrow — okay then, well, let me know if she does want me to come. Give her my love, and let me know when she's okay for a phone call. And look after yourself, Dad. I love you too. Bye."
She put away the phone, and I waited until she spoke. "Dad's taken Yaya to hospital, he thinks she's broken her arm."
"Did she fall?"
"No, she was just digging in the garden with a shovel and it went... they'll know when they get an X-ray, but it sounds like osteoporosis to me. She's not young, and I've been encouraging her to get checked for it for years, but she doesn't like doctors."
"Oh dear. Will she be okay?" I gave her hand a comforting squeeze, and she reciprocated.
"Hope so. She's stubborn as hell, the main problem will be forcing her to go easy on it long enough for it to heal."
It was almost time, so we paid the bill and wheeled my suitcase to the station. Phoebe was headed in the opposite direction, but first she accompanied me to wait for the airport train. "Safe trip back, Yvonne. Text me if your flight gets held up or anything."
"I will." A breeze building in the tunnel: my train coming in. "And look after yourself. Best wishes to your grandma." I'd have said: feel free to stay at my place if you need to visit. But of course, she'd be staying with her dad.
"Thanks." The train squealed to a stop, and the doors opened. "Look after yourself, and I'll see you at Easter. Text me tonight so I know you've arrived safe?"
She hugged me goodbye, and I hugged back. Then I got on board, and as the train pulled out I got to thinking about how long it was until Easter. But as it turned out, I was to see her sooner than that.
It wasn't osteoporosis.
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75-year-old female, pathological fracture of the humerus with suspected osteosarcoma.
Which is to say: Phoebe's yaya Kalliope, cancer growing in her arm, eating away at the bone until it became weak enough to break as she dug out a garden bed.
Phoebe called me on Monday afternoon. I'd just sat down for a catch-up with my manager Susan, having spent the morning clearing the backlog after my week away, and ordinarily I would've ignored my phone. But it wasn't like Phoebe to call me at work, so I apologised to Susan and hurried off to a store room where I could talk without being overheard. That's where she told me what she'd heard from her father a few minutes earlier.
"Shit. Oh, Phoebe, I'm so sorry. Are you okay?"
She sounded like she'd been crying. "They'll need to do a biopsy, but it sounded like they were pretty sure. Dad hasn't been able to talk to the oncologist yet, he's going to call me back later."
"Oh, sweetie."
"I just... I... She's always been so healthy. She's been saying her arm was hurting, I told her to see a doctor, but I just thought it was arthritis or something." A wet sniffle. "But she wouldn't go. She doesn't like doctors or hospitals."
"Not your fault. Phoebe, are you okay?"
A sigh: "Not really. I've got a student in fifteen minutes, too late to cancel. I'll manage."
"Is there anything I can do here? Cats to feed? I can get to..." I realised I didn't actually know where Yaya's place was.
"No, last one died a couple of years ago. I don't think there's anything you can do just now, but thanks."
"Well, let me know if there is. But I wish I was there to give you a hug."
"God, yes. I could do with that. You give good hugs... um, I'm sorry, I didn't think, are you at work?"
"Yeah, but it can wait. Happy to talk as long as you need me."
"I want to, but... if I talk now, I'll get all wound up again, and I need to have it together for my student. I should go. Call me later tonight?"
"Definitely."
***
Susan gave me a concerned look as I returned to her office. "Everything okay?"
"Friend had some bad news. Sorry about that, didn't want to leave her hanging."
"Not a problem. So, how was the course?"
I told her what I'd learned in my training course. When somebody spends money on you it's politic to let them know they got their money's worth, so I'd spent the flight back making a list of things from the course that might be useful to us. After that I reassured her that I was getting through my backlog, and then we drifted into social chat.
"And did you have a good trip? Did you get to do anything besides work?"
"Oh yes!" It came across a little more enthusiastic than I'd intended. "Um, yes, Sydney was very nice."
"And how's your aunt?"
"My — oh, yeah, I didn't end up staying with her."
Susan looked at me, eyebrows raised, until I felt myself starting to blush. "That good, eh?"
"Um..."
"Well, I'm glad you had a nice time. No reason why you can't enjoy a business trip, as long as the work gets done."
I was spared further embarrassment — at least for a few minutes — by a knock on the door.
"Come in!"
It was Peter, holding a sheaf of papers. "Afternoon Susan. Yvonne." A tiny nod in my direction. "Susan, have you seen RJ around?"
"No, what's up?"
"I need to talk to him about the Redmond deal. He was supposed to be in this afternoon but I haven't seen him, and his phone's switched off. Janelle doesn't know where he is."
"Sorry Peter, I haven't seen him either. I hope he's all right. I'll let you know if he does show up."
I was vaguely aware of the Redmond Barry from office buzz. It was a pub near Southern Cross Station that had been sitting derelict for almost twenty years, owned by a string of businessmen who'd been content to wait and watch their investment as the land value went up and up (and occasionally down).
But recently it had fallen into the hands of a developer who planned to knock it down and build a residential tower on the space. Eventually they'd want somebody to find tenants or buyers. Say close to a million per apartment, ten apartments on every floor, forty floors, and even at a one percent commission (plus incidentals) that's good money. Word had it we were putting in a bid for the job, and maybe Peter's business really was urgent.
So after Peter left, I closed the door and told Susan, "I don't think RJ's going to be in today. His mother's in hospital, he's there with her."
"Oh dear! Where'd you hear that?" I couldn't blame her for sounding surprised; I'm usually the last to know the gossip. And there was no sense in being evasive; that would just get her suspicions.
"That was Phoebe that called me before."
"Oh, RJ's daughter? You know her?"
"Yeah, we met at the Christmas party."
"That's right, I remember you were talking to her. Doesn't she live in..."
And then she gave me a sharp look, and I felt a twinge of oh-fuck in my gut.
"Yvonne, am I right in supposing...?"
She didn't need to finish the question; my silence was all the answer she needed. Softly: "Be careful, Yvonne. You might be playing with fire there. RJ doesn't know, does he? He's not a bad sort, but he's a bit old-fashioned. I don't know that he'd handle it well, not with his daughter involved."
"Yeah, I gathered. I didn't exactly plan it, it just sort of happened."
"Well. You're both adults, and he's certainly not going to hear about it from me. Just be careful."
There was an uncomfortable so-enough-about-my-sex-life sort of silence, and I decided to change the subject. Looking for diversions, I noticed a framed photo on the desk: Susan at some holiday park, standing in between a goateed man who I assumed was her husband Danny and a teenage girl who hadn't yet lost her puppy-fat. "I meant to ask, how're things going with Zara?"
"Oh, not too bad. She relaxed a bit when we were camping. She's not the outdoor type, but I think she was glad to get away from things for a while. Still not sure whether to come out to her friends. What do you think?"
"Hard to say. I didn't, but maybe she has better friends than me." Although if there's one thing I learned from school, it's not to depend to heavily on the good nature of schoolgirls. "But I hope she understands, once she tells her friends, everyone else in the school knows too."
"Yeah, that was my worry." She glanced at the clock. "Well, I've kept you a while, better let you get back to things. Don't work too hard!"
***
After getting home I had dinner, checked my email, and then called Phoebe.
"Hey."
"Hey there, gorgeous. How're you holding up?"
"Oh... coping. Better than Dad, anyway."
"Want to talk about it?"
"No. Maybe later. Right now I just want someone to hold me and say nice things to me and make me feel okay."
"I'm someone."
"I noticed. So say something nice."
"Well. There's a lady I know. She's beautiful. Sexy. Talented. Charming."
"Oh, at first I thought you were talking about me."
"Shut up and take a compliment, woman. Where was I? And she worries a lot, because she doesn't want to take the easy path in life. And that's part of what makes her interesting to know, and not just some snotty little rich girl. She plays the cello beautifully, and she's pretty good at cribbage too. But she has one really big flaw."
"What's that?"
"She's not in Melbourne. If she was in Melbourne I'd be able to hold her so tight. I'd cradle her head in my lap, and I'd stroke her beautiful long hair for as long as she wanted. And while I was doing that, I'd have a nice warm bath running."
"That sounds nice. Are there bubbles?"
"For you, I would organise bubbles. And then when you were ready, I'd take you into the bathroom and undress you."
"I was going to say. If you spend too long stroking my hair, the bath will overflow."
"It's a very big bath. Big enough that I can sit behind you and scrub your back with a scratchy sponge."
"Mmm. That would be nice. Do you have soap?"
"Plain and fancy. The fancy one smells of chocolate and it has little bits of glitter in it. I think I'd use that one on you." I did indeed have sparkly chocolate soap. I don't usually buy that stuff for myself, but they'd thrown it in as a freebie when I was doing my Christmas shopping. "I'd soap your back and your sides. Nice warm water."
"Mmm. Leaning back into your arms."
"Snuggling you tight. Whispering nice things to you. Lips on the back of your neck."
"I miss that. I wish I was there."
"Soaping you all over."
"All over?"
"Unless you stopped me."
"I wasn't complaining. Yvonne, right now you can do anything you want, as long as you're kind to me."
"Lots of soap, then. Making sure your front is clean."
"Mmm-hmm. Where are your feet?"
"Stretched out either side of you. Probably over your ankles, why?"
"I think I'd like to stroke them. While you wash me."
"You can do that. I'd be running a cloth over your chest. Soapy and warm and a little bit scratchy. Especially on your nipples and your areolae."
"Mmm. Fancy words. Snuggled back in your arms and purring."
"Still rubbing the cloth over your breasts. Dunking it into the water to keep it warm. Arms enclosing you."
"Bliss."
"Fingertips stroking your throat. Lifting your chin."
"Bringing my hands up to cover your other hand on my chest."
"Tugging on your chin, drawing you around until our lips touch."
"Kissing you. Hands tight on yours."
"And my fingers tightening on your breasts, squeezing and scratching. Pressing your knees between mine. My right hand letting go of your chin and moving down to stroke your belly."
"Kissing you so deep and slow. My hands on yours."
"My lips warm and wanting you. Right hand twisting back to catch your fingers between mine."
"Caught."
"Lips coming back to kiss your neck and the curve of your shoulder. Then at your ear. Heat of my breath. One hand still pressing the washer against your breasts and the other slipping below the waterline. Taking yours with it."
"Mmm."
"Guiding your fingers down between your legs, and my hand slipping out from under yours and catching your wrist. Whispering in your ear."
"Oh."
"Bringing your hand between your legs. Telling you what I want."
"Yvonne. What do you want?"
"I want to feel you come while I hold you. Wrapped in my arms and the lovely heat of the water."
"Mmm. Running a finger over my lips. Over my clit."
"Water lapping at your sides and your belly. My voice in your ear telling you how utterly beautiful you are."
"I want this so much. Feeling calm and safe." I could hear her breathing, just slightly faster and shallower than normal.
"Cloth running over your breasts one last time. Then I let it go and continue with just my hand. Kissing the nape of your neck."
"Oh, yes." A catch in her throat.
"Don't stop. You're so fucking gorgeous when you come."
"You should... know." Her voice disjointed, interrupted by the rhythm of her fingers. "Tell me again... what you want."
"I want you to come in my arms. Want to feel every shiver and gasp."
Little gasps, building and building...
"I'm holding you."
Only ragged breathing at the other end of the phone, faster, faster, and then the sounds tumbled out. "Ah! ah! Oh!"
Her breathing, slowing again as I listened, curled up on my bed. "Phoebe..."
"Oh, Yvonne... mmm. That was so nice. Now I miss having a bathtub... you know, that brings back memories."
"Oh?"
"Used to have an eight a.m. class at the Conservatorium. Hated getting up early on cold winter mornings. I'd run the bath as hot as I could... lie back in the water half-asleep... set myself... off."
"Phoebe?"
"Yes?"
"You sound like you're fading."
"I am." A badly-stifled yawn. "Bed for me."
"Good night. Sleep tight. Think of me holding you, and I'll talk to you tomorrow."
"Night-night."
After that we talked most evenings. On top of the lessons she taught, Phoebe was practising two hours in the morning and another three at night in preparation for an audition with the Philharmonic, so she'd call me around ten when she was done for the day and we'd lie in bed and chat. Sometimes we flirted, or went beyond flirting. Often we just chatted about our days and our enthusiasms, but now and then she'd tell me how things were going with Yaya.
The doctors had put a brace on Kalliope's arm, to stabilise and protect it until they could deal with the cancer and allow it to heal. The plan from here was a couple of months of chemo to shrink it down and get it manageable, then surgery, then more chemo in case they'd missed anything.
"The oncologist told Dad, usually what they do is take out the tumour, and put in a pin or something to strengthen the bone. Sometimes they have to amputate if there's too much damage to the bone, but the X-ray wasn't too bad so they're hoping to avoid that."
"Brr. Even so, that's a lot for anybody, let alone at her age."
"Yeah, Dad said they suggested just doing the surgery straight away and skipping the chemo, because it can be almost as dangerous as the cancer for somebody her age. But Yaya is... look, Grandpa died of lung cancer. I was only three and I don't really remember him, but from what Dad says it was pretty horrible for her. She quit cold turkey after forty years of smoking. And this one, they said if it spreads, it often spreads to the lungs. I talked to her yesterday, and she said she doesn't care what she dies of as long as it wasn't drowning, fire, or cancer."
"Fair enough. So how's she bearing up?"
"Okay, I think. They let her go home for now. Dad's paying for a live-in private nurse, and he visits most nights too. She starts chemo tomorrow and they're going to keep her in hospital a while for that, but if she's well enough between cycles she'll be happier if she can be in her own place."
"Not moving into your dad's place?"
"No, he suggested it, but he must be the only Greek guy in Australia who can't talk his mum into moving in with him. She's lived in that house fifty years, and she loves it too much to move. Especially the garden. When I talked to her, she spent half the time telling me how angry she is about the weeds she can't pull out with her arm like it is. Hey, I was thinking..."
"Yeah?"
"I'm planning to come down on the eleventh —" that was a Saturday, about two weeks away "— and stay for a few days. Spend time with Yaya and try to beat the garden into shape. See if it helps cheer her up. How do you feel about —"
"Helping out? Love to. I need to get outside more anyway."
"Great. So you know, I probably won't be able to stay with you while I'm down, but I want to see you. We'll figure something out."
"I'd love that."
And so I counted down two weeks. Yaya started chemo; as Phoebe had expected, she spent a couple of days in hospital before they let her go home again. RJ was back in the office, and if anybody but Susan and myself knew why he'd been away, I didn't hear anything about it on the grapevine.
Most of the talk in the office kitchen was about the Redmond Barry deal. RJ and Peter were keeping quiet about what we were planning to offer, but the rumours were enough to induce salivation in anybody who got paid by commission.
Susan explained a little of the economics to me: every time you sell a house, you have to do the work of selling that particular house. Talk to the vendor about what they want. Take photos that make it look like something out of a Thomas Kinkade painting. Write and pay for an ad tailored to the individual property ("musty smell" becomes "authentic heritage charm", "noise pollution" becomes "close to all facilities"). Show up for a month of Saturday mornings to host half-hour inspections before rushing off to some other house two suburbs over. And so on, all for maybe ten or fifteen thousand in commission and the chance to offer finance to anybody stupid enough to bid on a house without already having a loan approved. The next time you want to sell a house, you have to go through all that work all over again.
If you're selling four hundred apartments, all brand-new and most of them identical, you don't need to do those things four hundred times. Nice work if you can get it. And for those of us who get paid on salary, well, RJ had a reputation for giving decent bonuses when he was in a good mood.
So I spent my spare time at work making a few tweaks and fixes to our website — wouldn't do to have it looking shabby should the developers feel like checking us out — and checked capacity to make sure we could handle the load of advertising several hundred new properties. At home, I nagged Aleks about the housework and hung out online.
The time passed slowly, and sometimes I chafed at how long it felt. But every time, I remembered the real reason Phoebe was visiting and felt selfish, and then consoled myself with the thought that she'd call soon. But she never called early, never before ten o'clock on a weeknight. So I was surprised on the Tuesday night before her visit, when the phone rang at eight.
"Hello?"
"Hey, little sister. What have you done?" My brother's favourite running gag. It was corny, but I'd become fond of it.
"John! Oh, I'm sorry, I've been horribly slack. I haven't called you in ages. How are you and Cat?"
Cat was a new girlfriend who'd come into the picture just before Christmas. I'd only met her once, and for all I knew the whole thing could have fizzled since I'd talked to John last. But I was spared the embarrassment. "Doing really well. We went bowling yesterday with her and some of her friends, had a great time. And how are you? How's work?"
"Busy, but not bad. Mum and Dad?"
"Oh yeah, they're good. Listen, Yvonne, I can't talk long tonight, got things on the stove, but do you want to come over for dinner on the weekend? Just me and Cat?"
"What, this weekend? I'm not sure, I may be booked."
"Film buddies?" I had a small group of friends from uni days and previous work; now and then we'd get together to watch the most awful sci-fi or horror movie we could find and mock the hell out of it. A couple of times I'd dragged John along when he was at a loose end.
"No, it's... there's this girl coming down from Sydney."
"Oh. Seeing someone?"
"I think so. Yeah, I guess I am."
"Well, now you've decided that, do you want to bring her over?"
"I'd like to, but not sure she's ready for that. And this weekend might be busy, her grandma's sick and I said I'd help in the garden."
"You, gardening? Voluntarily? Fuck me, this must be serious. Is she nice?"
"Yeah. Yeah, she is. Look, I'd love for you to meet her, but she's got a lot going on in her life right now and I'm not sure she's ready yet. I'll have to take a rain check on that."
"Well, okay. Tell her I'm looking forward to meeting you, and if the weekend's no good... what about this Thursday instead?"
"Deal."
"Deal. Gotta run now, catch you later sis. Bye!"
"Bye!"
***
Two hours later, talking to Phoebe:
"My brother John said I should bring you over for dinner some time."
"You told him about us?"
"Yeah." Silence from the phone. "Well, I told him I was dating someone. And that she was nice. That's about it. I didn't tell him your name, I didn't tell him how I knew you."
"Oh, okay. Sorry, I just thought —"
"Phoebe, he's not an idiot. Even if I had told him who you were, he's not going to go shouting it all over Melbourne."
"Okay, okay. Don't mind me, just overreacting."
"Um. Something else you should know then, Susan at work figured it out. My manager. But she knows better than to talk about it." I explained how it'd happened.
"Well." Another long silence; I imagined her at the other end of the line, frowning. "Well... can't be helped. I hope you're right about her. But we need to be careful from here. I've got enough drama in my life just now without looking for more, and I don't think sleeping with the boss's daughter is going to help your career prospects."



"Yeah, Susan said the same thing. Anyway, what's the plan for the weekend?"
"Well, I get in Saturday morning, Dad picks me up from the airport, we head straight over to Yaya's. Feel free to show up whenever, just because I'm getting up early doesn't mean you have to. I don't know if we can finish in one day, we might have to come back on Sunday."
"When do you go back?"
"Monday morning. I'd like to stay longer, but I have a couple of lessons on Tuesday, and I can't be away too long or I'll start losing students. I'm staying with Dad, and we'll probably be doing family stuff most of it, but I'm going to try to find some time with you. Maybe Sunday night? Don't know if I'd be able to stay over, but I should at least be able to get out for dinner and a movie?"
"Thanks. I'd really like that. But I understand your family have priority."
"They do and they don't... I want to be there for Yaya and Dad, but I need a shoulder to lean on myself sometimes."
"Always happy to oblige." And the conversation drifted onto other things, quietly affectionate, and so on to drowsy good-nights.
***
On Thursday I went over to John's place for dinner.
If you'd just met the two of us, you'd never pick us as brother and sister. I look and talk like what I am, a professional geek who spends most of the day staring at a screen and then goes home to spend her evenings staring at a different screen. John, on the other hand: tall, tanned, tattooed. Although his job description is 'civil engineer', he's more comfortable out on a construction site in his safety boots and helmet than he is sitting behind a desk.
But we've always been close. At school I always felt a little safer when he was around. When I told him at age fifteen that I preferred girls, he just said "no shit, me too". After he finished high school, he took a year out working for a local hardware barn; while he said it was a chance to spend some time in the real world before he moved away to start on his engineering degree, I've always suspected it was more about staying close until I was old enough to leave town myself.
And he has good taste in women. As teenagers we'd go to films together and compare notes on the leading ladies afterwards. All of his girlfriends that I've met have been lovely, and Cat was no exception. She didn't blink when John started asking me "about this lady you're chasing..." and the three of us had a good talk afterwards about nothing in particular while doing the dishes.
I was feeling more relaxed than I'd been in some time, and I'd have stayed longer, but after seeing the way John and Cat were looking at one another I thought I'd be a generous sister and give them some quality time together. So I thanked them both, wished them a good night, and made my way home.
Friday was hectic. Peter's printer broke down; he was doing SECRET CONFIDENTIAL TENDER STUFF, so he didn't want to use the general office printers, and I spent most of the day chasing up a repair tech after determining that it wasn't something I could fix myself. After that I had a backlog of minor things to fix. I got home late, fixed myself dinner, chatted with Phoebe to wish her a safe flight, and got an early night.
I'd set my alarm for nine, but I was woken an hour earlier by my message notification:
Just left airport with Dad. OMW to Yaya's.
I got there around eleven. My first impression of the house was just as I'd imagined it: an old brick place in Brunswick East, roses at the front fence, and behind them a large fruit and vegetable garden that almost completely concealed the house. Phoebe must have been looking out for me; she was there to open the front gate as I walked up, standing just a whisker closer than a friend should stand, talking just a decibel too loud.
"Yvonne! Thank you so much for coming!"
"Don't mention it. I need the exercise." I kissed her on the cheek, a little longer than a friend ought.
"Come on in." She led me into the garden, where RJ was busy with a large set of pruning shears. "Dad, you know my friend Yvonne, of course."
"Of course." He pulled off a glove and shook my hand. "So kind of you to come for my mother."
"Don't mention it."
"Grandma's in the lounge," said Phoebe. "I'll introduce you before we get started." And she showed me inside.
The place was clean but very cluttered. Evidently Grandma had a fondness for cardboard and plastic boxes, piled high all along one side of the corridor. Some were open, and I caught glimpses of books and clothes; most were sealed.
Kalliope was in an old leather armchair, with a male nurse beside her taking her blood pressure. She was watching a video, something in Greek with no subtitles. But as we approached, she paused it and turned around in her chair to see who was coming.
"Yaya and Hamish, this is my friend Yvonne. She's come to help with the garden. Yvonne, this is my grandmother Kalliope, and this is Hamish. He's looking after her." Hamish nodded a "g'day" at us.
"Thank you for coming." She still had a strong Greek accent, but there was no hesitation in her English. She gave me a searching look, dark eyes moving sharply in a weathered face, and I thought: One day, Phoebe will look like this. I tried not to stare at the brace on her arm, or the cannula in her wrist.
"I made this whole garden myself, front and back. Forty years. Dug, planted, picked, everything. All myself, her grandfather did nothing." She looked and sounded sour. "Now my arm is broke and I can't even look after myself. But when it's fixed I will keep my garden again. You're a good girl to help." Then she turned to Phoebe, asked something in Greek, nodded at Phoebe's reply.
"She said we should take some water out, it'll be thirsty work." Phoebe found an empty glass bottle and we filled it, adding some ice from the freezer. "Yaya, we'd better get back to it, before it gets any hotter."
"I will come out later. When I'm feeling better. These drugs they give me, did you know they make you piss red?"
I was alarmed by that, but Hamish just nodded. "They do. It's okay, it's not blood."
"Okay for you maybe," she growled. "You're not pissing red!"
He didn't attempt to argue. Phoebe kissed Yaya on the cheek, and we returned to the garden.
Apart from the roses, there was nothing ornamental in the garden. Everything else was for food: tomatoes, beans, lemons — lots of lemons — and countless others. Most I couldn't identify, but for a man who usually hired others to do that sort of thing for him, RJ turned out to know a surprising amount about gardening. I suppose as a child he must have watched his mother at work in this same garden.
It was in sore need of work now, much more overgrown than I'd have expected from two weeks' neglect. Phoebe and I both suspected that her grandmother's arm had been hurting much longer and much worse than she'd been willing to admit to anybody, and had been letting things slide while she avoided dealing with the issue. Although there were three of us working on it I could see we weren't going to finish in a day, not in February heat. The fruit trees shaded me from the worst of the sun, and Hamish brought out bottle after bottle of chilled water, but I was still dripping with sweat within half an hour.
We soon settled into a routine: Phoebe pulled weeds, RJ pruned, I picked up the green waste and trundled it to the compost heap in a barrow. RJ and I shared more words that afternoon than we'd done in all the six months I'd been working for him. Social chit-chat: how far had I come today? Where was I from? What did my parents do for a living?
Was I married?
Apparently not everybody in the office had heard about me outing myself a couple of months earlier. While Phoebe stood behind RJ trying not to look alarmed, I held up my hands — look boss, no rings! — and he nodded, and we moved on to safer topics.
Eventually Kalliope came out to the front porch, and she sat in a wicker chair giving directions until we stopped at one. We sprawled in the shade panting like dogs, while Hamish stretched his job description enough to go and fetch us all pies from the corner shop; as soon as the pies were gone, we got back to work.
As often as I could, I found opportunities to work near Phoebe. We exchanged glances and smiles, and occasionally I brushed past her on the way to the compost. Beyond that things were strictly business; with two generations of Karavangelis blood looking on, there was precious little room for flirting.
I was close to dropping when RJ called a halt at five. I've never in my life been so glad of a cold shower, or of a sweat-free change of clothes. RJ must have seen how exhausted I was, and I was relieved when he offered me a lift home.
Leaving Hamish to prepare Kalliope's dinner, we flopped into RJ's car. I sat in the front passenger seat and Phoebe sat behind; now and then, when RJ was focussing on the road ahead, she and I touched hands in the space between my seat and the door.
By mutual agreement we stopped at a Chinese place near my apartment. Phoebe and I were alone together only once, when I ducked into the ladies' before our mains arrived and came out to find her waiting outside the door. We kissed hard — although it felt like it was over before it began — and she spoke in a low voice. "I've missed you so much."
"God, me too." I checked that we were unobserved and hugged her tight. "Tomorrow night."
"Oh yes." And then I went back out to enjoy crispy duck in plum sauce at RJ's expense. I felt I'd earned it.
***
About an hour after they'd dropped me off at home, just as I was settling into bed, Phoebe called.
"Hey sweetie. Long time no see."
"Hey there. So, you up for another day of gardening tomorrow?"
"Just gardening?"
"No, I was thinking if we work hard we can be done by teatime, and if you're not too hot and bothered by then we could find something else to do with the rest of the day."
"Oh? What did you have in mind?"
"Well, I was thinking we could head over to your place for a bit. I ought to get back to Dad's before midnight, but I'm sure we could think of something to do until then..." She went on to suggest several things we might do, and I contributed a few ideas of my own before we said our good-nights.
The weather was cooler on Sunday, and we had an extra volunteer. His name was Leon, a Greek gentleman of about Yaya's age who knew her through their church and had passed up Sunday service to come and help. I had my doubts about how much he'd be able to do — he looked like his better years were well behind him — but he threw himself into the work with such vigour that by eleven o'clock the sweat was in danger of boiling off his face and we had to make him rest before he did himself a mischief. While the rest of us continued, he sat on the porch next to Yaya and the two of them talked enthusiastically in Greek while they supervised our work.
I'm not a great fan of manual labour, but it does have a way of eroding barriers, and RJ and I had become quite chatty. "You know," he said as I scooped up his clippings for the wheelbarrow, "I don't think that fellow's here for the gardening."
Phoebe, weeding nearby, chimed in. "Oh no. He and Yaya have been seeing quite a bit of one another. I understand he was coming over for dinner twice a week before the..."
"Really? I never saw him."
"She probably didn't think you'd approve."
"Phoebe, your grandmother has never in her life allowed that to influence her decisions."
"Wait," I said, "you mean to say this fellow came here today just to play sweethearts? What a scoundrel!" RJ chuckled along with me, but behind him Phoebe was giving me a look of warning, so I didn't push it any further.
At lunchtime Hamish brought out cold drinks and sandwiches for everybody, and we sat and stood around on the porch catching our breath. I took the opportunity to take stock of the garden: there really wasn't much left to do.
Kalliope had come to the same conclusion. Turning away from her conversation with Leon, she caught Phoebe's arm. "Bee-bee, you've done so much today. I think you'll be finished very soon. What do you do after?"
"Well, Yaya, I was going to go visit Yvonne's place."
"And what do you do there?"
"Oh, nothing much. Just... have dinner, hang out."
"Well then. If you don't have anything to do, you should have dinner here." She waggled a finger at me. "And you too, Yvonne, you should let me say thank-you. I make avgolemono for you."
So we were very neatly caught in a trap of our own making. True, it was nice to be invited to dine with the family — even if they weren't aware of my exact role in Phoebe's life — but it was very much a consolation prize. That's the problem with being invisible; it's so easy to get stepped on.
I decided I'd just have to make the best of it. Leon came back to assist, and with four of us working we were able to finish things off by three o'clock. I pulled off my gloves, stowed the wheelbarrow by the side of the house, and strode back to the porch with a certain air of dirt-encrusted triumph: job done!
But just as I'd helped myself to a heavily-iced glass of water, I caught Phoebe's eye and saw her looking pensive. I drifted over and bumped glasses with her.
"You okay? You don't look okay."
"I was just thinking. This isn't going to last." She turned to look out over the garden, taking a few steps away from the others, and I followed her. "It's going to be months before she can do any of this again. If she ever can. By that time, it'll be a jungle again."
"I know." I touched her arm, nothing too demonstrative, just enough to say: I'm here. "But she's happy today. That's worth something."
"Yeah, I guess." She turned back to me, but her eyes were bright, and she looked away again before anybody else could see her on the verge of tears. I touched her arm again, and then before anybody could read too much into our behaviour I drifted back to the others. Leon was making his apologies: his own granddaughter was visiting that afternoon (with his first great-grandson!) so he needed to get home for them. RJ agreed to drop him home and pick him up again at dinner time — he needed to stop by the office anyway — leaving myself and Phoebe to keep Yaya and Hamish company until dinner.
I'd wondered how Kalliope was going to cook for all of us with one arm out of action. It turned out that when she said she'd "make dinner", what she really meant was that she'd direct me. Of course Phoebe would have been better at it — she told me afterwards they'd made this soup together dozens of times — and Hamish was at her disposal. But I suppose teaching me a recipe was her way of saying thank-you, and that's why she sent Phoebe to the shops for eggs instead, and Hamish to do the cleaning.
"This is a soup from Greece. My mama used to say, you take everything you find on a Greek island and put it in the pot, and that's avgolemono. Chicken, eggs, rice, lemon, so good for you. That pot there, fill that with water. And this is my last time to eat it."
"Oh." I've never been good at platitudes, and I didn't know how to reply to her sudden fatalism. But she caught my tone of voice and rapped me on the shoulder.
"I don't mean dying, I mean it's last time before Lent. Next Friday I'm back in hospital and after that I don't eat meat. Not until after Pascha."
"Oh! Sorry, I misunderstood."
"Don't worry about me, Yvonne. I'm not dying yet, I've been sicker than this. When I caught the whooping cough..."
While she told me that story, I prepared the chickens and set them on the stove to simmer; once that was done, there was nothing for us to do until they were cooked. Kalliope was feeling tired, so she retired to her chair in front of the TV and left me to watch the pot.
Buzz. A message from Phoebe: Stopped to call airline and change flight, going back early Tuesday. Hope you didn't have anything planned tomorrow night.
I do now.
She came back from the shops just as the chickens were starting to look ready. "Yaya, do you want to check the taste?"
"No good, I can't taste properly since these drugs. You do it."
"Yum." She tested a spoonful of the broth and smacked her lips. "Mmm, salty, but not quite there." After tinkering with the seasonings, she tried again, and nodded approvingly. "Yvonne, would you like a taste?"
"I'd love a taste."
She held out a spoonful of broth to me. I took the spoon from her — stroking the side of her finger in passing — and raised it so I could make eye contact with her as I licked, tongue extended. First around the edge of the spoon, then lapping daintily at the middle to catch the salty-steaming broth, and at last wiping it clean with an elaborate swirl of my tongue. As Phoebe was spluttering silently, I smacked my lips.
"Delicious. If you don't watch out, I just might finish mine first and then help myself to yours."
Phoebe gave me a look. "We'll see about that. Anyway, as long as we're both satisfied, it's time to strip." She reached for a pair of long-handled tongs. "The chicken, that is."
We took one chicken each and worked side by side on the bench, picking off the meat with forks, tearing it into small pieces, and dropping it into a bowl to be returned to the pot. Well, most of it went into the bowl; it smelled so delicious that a certain amount was diverted for testing purposes along the way.
Then Phoebe offered me a piece of hers, which I caught with my teeth. Then I gave her some of mine. And then as the action on the TV reached a melodramatic climax Phoebe sucked my fingers into her mouth and did something very suggestive with her tongue on the webbing between them, and I had to go wash my hands and splash water on my face before I could continue with the chicken. (We probably could've gotten away with it — it was all going to be brought back to a boil later on — but I'm fussy about food hygiene, especially when cooking for somebody whose immune system had been knocked around by chemo.)
Eventually the chickens were reduced to skeletons and the meat returned to the pot, along with a generous amount of rice. "Yaya, do you want us to go on cooking now, or wait a bit? What time do you want to serve dinner?"
Silence.
"Yaya?"
Phoebe went over to the chair, stooped: "Ah, she's just snoozing." She picked up the remote and switched off the TV in the middle of the musical finale. Suddenly it was very quiet: just the distant Sunday-afternoon traffic, and the faint whirr of Hamish vacuuming at the other end of the house, and the hum of the air-conditioner fighting the February heat.
We looked at one another, and came together, and we kissed. Despite our recent banter, it wasn't a steamy sexy sort of kiss at all. We barely touched our lips. And yet it left my heart hammering in my chest, so hard I barely noticed when the vacuum cleaner stopped, not until Phoebe broke off.
"I think we'll leave the soup a while and let Yaya sleep. We can wait 'till Dad and Leon get back before we start on the rest of it. Looks like it's not going to cool off for a while yet anyway, don't want to start dinner too early. Tell you what, we can juice the lemons and separate the eggs."
We picked about a dozen from the garden and squeezed them one by one. It was a slow process; just one small lemon was enough to clog the juicer with pulp and seeds, so we had to keep cleaning it out again. That gave us plenty of time for idle conversation.
I asked: "So what did your grandparents do? What made them come out here?"
"Well, Grandma's parents put up the money for them to emigrate. I've never been exactly sure what that was about, but I think it might've been politics. There was a civil war after World War Two, and I get the impression Grandpa was a bit too close to the KKE for comfort." Seeing my blank look, she added, "Communist Party. So you're a respectable businessman and your daughter gets pregnant to a political undesirable... maybe they decided it'd be easier to ship them off down under."



I wondered how a former Communist would have felt about his son's success in real estate.
"Grandpa worked around here as a car mechanic. I think the garage is still full of his stuff, Yaya doesn't go in there if she can help it. Once Dad was in school she sold fruit and veggies at the market."
"There was a younger brother, though?" I remembered seeing his name in the school history project she'd shown me, and the dates: 1955-1961.
She glanced over at Kalliope to check that she was still asleep. "Yes. I had no idea until I started doing that project. I started drawing Dad into the tree as an only child, and she took the pen from me and drew him in. It's the only time she's ever mentioned him. One of those things that just doesn't get talked about. There are a couple of old photos with him and Dad, cute little kid, but I don't even know where he's buried."
"Not with your grandpa?"
"I don't think so. He's not on the inscription, anyway. All a mystery, and if she and Dad don't want to talk about it..." A shrug. "Of course I'm curious, but I don't want to stir up painful memories. I can live without knowing. So, tell me about yours."
"Nothing as exciting. Well, maybe Grandad Ponting. He was a country-town dentist, died when I was twelve. One day before retirement. Quite unexpected."
"Oh dear. What happened?"
"Turned out... you know how dentists use nitrous oxide for anaesthetic? Well, it goes off or something, so if it gets past its use-by you have to get rid of it. So Grandad used to get together with the local doctor and they'd have a little nitrous party. Day before his retirement, the doctor's out of town... you can guess the rest."
"Hm. Okay, yeah, that's a different way to go. I guess he would've died happy."
"Guess so. Rough on Granny though. Well, rough on everybody, I really loved him and I was pretty upset. But his insurance wouldn't pay out until the coroner ruled it was accidental death —"
Before I could continue that story, we were interrupted by the doorbell: RJ and Leon were back. Phoebe nudged Kalliope awake, and then we got on with the business of separating and whipping eggs. (They go into the soup, along with the juice: it makes for a lovely sort of foam on top.)
Although it wasn't a substitute for a Sunday night with Phoebe, dinner was entertaining. The soup was well worth the trouble, and Leon had an endless stock of funny stories. Phoebe and I sat next to one another, and played ankles under the table when we could get away with it; I was almost sorry when it was time to call it a night.
Once again RJ and Phoebe dropped me at my place. I'd meant to stay up long enough to talk to her once she got home, but two days of gardening had left me exhausted, and I had plans for tomorrow night. So I messaged Phoebe — Going to bed, call me in the morning — and lay down to find out what the next day had in store.
Avgolemono:
1 chicken
Handful of salt (I don't usually salt my food but this recipe needs it)
3 cups rice
6 eggs
1 cup lemon juice (fresh if available)
Seasonings: cumin, garlic/garlic salt, onion salt, whatever seems good
Rub the salt into the skin of the chicken, then simmer for about 40 minutes, until the flesh comes away from the bones easily. Add seasonings to taste. Take out the chicken and draw off a mug of stock -- you'll want this later. Add the rice to the pot to cook. If you're using white rice you can switch off the heat at this point and just let it cook in the residual heat, brown rice may need a bit more cooking. Strip the meat from the chicken, tear into bite-sized pieces, return to the pot.
Separate eggs and break up the yolks. Beat the whites until stiff peaks form, then stir in the yolks, then the mug of stock, then the lemon juice. Bring the pot back to the boil, stir in the egg-lemon-stock mix, and serve.
Normally I'd only make this in winter, but it works as comfort food too. The initial prep takes a while; after you've stripped the chicken you can throw everything in the fridge overnight and then finish the process next day. You can freeze leftovers, but you'll need to add more water and lemon juice when you reheat -- the rice really soaks them up.



        A Stringed Instrument Ch. 08

        A computer problem derails Phoebe and Yvonne's date.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/a-stringed-instrument-ch-08

Title: A Stringed Instrument Ch. 08

Author: Bramblethorn

Category: Lesbian Sex

Description: A computer problem derails Phoebe and Yvonne's date.

Tags: lesbian novella, lesbian romance, bondage

Series: A Stringed Instrument


Talking to Phoebe on Monday morning:
"So what did you tell your father? About staying over, I mean."
"I just said I'd been feeling sad about Yaya, so I was going to catch up with Jill and Elen during the day, then you and I were going to have a girls' night out and take my mind off things."
"Uh-huh."
"Hey, it's true, as far as it goes. So, Yvonne, what do you want to do? Hit the movies and see what's showing?"
"What time do you have to be home?"
"I don't. Told Dad I might be staying at your place. I need to be up at six for my flight, but that's it."
"Well, then. I can probably finish work at five... let's try to meet up in town for dinner at six, then catch a movie. Or movie first and dinner after, whichever. And my place after that."
"It's a date."
But our carefully-laid plans were derailed at 4:55 when Janelle called on me, looking more than a little upset. "Yvonne, I need help with a document."
"Sure, what's the problem?"
The problem, as it turned out, was our tender for the Redmond Barry deal. Peter had drawn up our bid, all eighty pages of legalese, and had gone out for the night with his phone switched off leaving instructions for Janelle to tidy up the bid for a final draft.
"But I can't get it to open. It just sits there."
"Let's have a look."
She took me into Peter's office, unlocked his computer and showed me. Just as she'd said, when she tried to open the document, nothing happened. At least, nothing useful: I could hear the telltale sounds of the disk drive spinning like a berserk hamster, but the word-processor just sat there stubbornly refusing to load. More than that, the whole computer was sluggish; when I moved the mouse and tried to click on anything, it took a couple of seconds just to respond.
"Okay, I think there's something wrong with this computer. I'll see to that later, but for now let's go use your PC, pull it up from the network drive." But even as I suggested it, I started to smell trouble: Janelle wasn't stupid, and if she hadn't tried that already, there was probably a reason why not.
"It's not on the network drive. Peter said it was safer to keep it on his own C drive, so nobody else could access it who wasn't supposed to."
"Oh, f-for goodness' sakes..." I've never had a problem working with people who know nothing about computers; it's the ones who think they're experts who drive me nuts.
One thing my predecessor did right was setting up a network drive. Everybody gets their own personal folder — nobody else can access it without the right password — and it gets backed up every night. Everything work-related is supposed to go there, so we can recover it in an emergency.
From what Janelle was telling me, Peter had saved the tender on the hard drive of his office PC. Which meant that if that drive got corrupted or he accidentally overwrote the document, there was no way to recover it. But apparently Peter, being the sort of control freak who spends too much of his time looking over his shoulder for enemy action, had decided that this was a small price to pay in order to protect it from our rivals.
"Okay, I'll see what I can do. Just let me make a phone call first."
Janelle backed off and stood in the corner, radiating fretfulness, while I phoned Phoebe. Her phone went straight to voicemail — probably on the train, in an tunnel — so I left a message. "Hey sweetie, just have to fix something at work, I might be a bit late. I'll let you know when I'm done." And I hung up.
Janelle came back and stood beside the desk. "Your boyfriend? Er, girlfriend?"
So the gossip had made it that far. "Yep."
"Know the feeling. I told mine he needs to be home by six-thirty, we've got a dinner date tonight. He's going to sulk if he's home by then and I'm not."
"Well, we'll see." I hit Control-Alt-Delete and muttered at the computer: "Tell me what you're doing."
Quite a lot, it seemed, but none of it useful. The CPU was running flat out, there were dozens of unfamiliar-looking processes running, and the word-processor was still spinning its wheels. All in all, not a healthy-looking machine.
"I take it you tried rebooting already."
"Yep. No luck."
I tried rebooting anyway, and soon regretted it. The machine took a good ten minutes just to boot up, and it didn't behave any better than last time around. "Janelle, when do you need this by?"
"Tender deadline's six pm tomorrow. I don't think there's a lot to do on it, but Peter and RJ will want to check it over before they submit it."
"Well." Shit fuck bugger damn poo. "I'll see what I can do, but this isn't going to be quick. You might as well go to dinner. Give me your phone number so I can let you know how I go. If I can get you the document by tomorrow morning, is that enough?"
"I think so. Are you... what about your girlfriend?"
"I'll sort something out." Although I wasn't sure what. My job description included out-of-hours support work 'as needed', and this certainly qualified. Besides, Janelle was looking miserable and stressed already, and she was likely to be Peter's scapegoat if this fell apart. But to let Phoebe down, after she'd changed her tickets just for me...
"Look, no promises, but I'll see what I can do. Go have fun, but keep your phone handy so I can call if I need to."
"Oh, thank you, Yvonne. You're a lifesaver."
After she was gone, I spent five minutes trying to clear my head and figure out a plan of action before I called Phoebe. I half-hoped she wouldn't pick up so I wouldn't have to tell her in person, but she answered almost immediately.
"Hey, just got your message."
"Hey sweetie. Look, this is a real mess here..."
I explained the situation as best I could, telling her it could take several hours to fix, telling her how rotten I felt about it, bracing for her disappointment.
"So, when were you planning on having dinner?"
"I don't — look, you're going to have to eat without me. I'm really sorry."
"Uh-huh. Or, if you tell me what you like, I could bring it to you."
"What?"
"Takeout. But you'll have to pay me back, I'm nearly broke."
I felt like I'd just stepped into a lift shaft and somehow found it stuffed full of marshmallows. "You're on. I owe you bigtime for this."
"Yeah yeah. So tell me what you'd like to eat."
It was six-thirty when she showed up with a suitcase in one hand, emergency caffeine and two boxes of noodles in the other. By that time the office was empty; everybody else was finished for the night, or gone out to do evening showings for prospective buyers.
"I really am sorry about this."
"Shush. It's okay." She kissed me gently. "So what exactly is the problem?"
I sat back in Peter's executive chair — real leather, never intended for proletarian butts like mine — and started on the noodles, talking with my mouth full as I told her what I'd figured out so far. Peter's computer was thoroughly and comprehensively maggoted, infected with at least three different viruses. Since I didn't know exactly what they might do, nor how much other important stuff he might be hoarding, my first priority was to back up everything. After that, even if they managed to trash Peter's PC irreparably at least I'd still have a chance of recovering his files.
"So, I've booted it in safe mode and I'm copying everything to this." I gestured at the backup drive I'd plugged in. "Probably take another forty-five minutes, maybe an hour. I've set up a scan on the other machines to make sure it hasn't spread, so far so good, so really there's nothing to do until that finishes. I'm afraid this is going to be the most boring date night of your life."
"Uh-huh. I'm sure we can find something to occupy us." She walked over to me, and as I stood she folded her arms around me. "Been missing this. Going to bed all alone, wishing you were there."
"Me too." I brought my hands up behind her back, ran them through her hair. "We're going to be here a while. We might as well get comfortable." And I pulled her in close, kissed her earlobe, nibbled and licked and sucked until I felt her beginning to melt. Then we fell back into Peter's chair, Phoebe sideways in my lap with her legs sticking out over the armrest, me with my arms around her protectively.
Her hair had fallen over her face and I nuzzled it aside to kiss her throat. Ever since I left Sydney two weeks ago I'd had a physical craving for her, but for the time being I just wanted to hold her close. Evidently she felt the same way; we kissed one another, and hugged cheek-to-cheek and quiet for a long time, and caressed one another. But the clothes, although rumpled, stayed on.
I don't know how long we would have lasted like that if we hadn't been interrupted by Phoebe's phone playing a familiar Gilbert and Sullivan number. "It's Dad. Sorry, I should get this." She wriggled out of my lap and grabbed the phone from her bag. "Hi Dad, what's up? ...she is? Should I come? ...okay, hang on a moment."
With her hand over the microphone: "Heart flutters. Hamish said she should go to hospital overnight for observation. Dad's with her, he says they don't think it's serious." Then back to the phone: "Okay, thanks for letting me know. No, I'm not, I'm actually at the office with Yvonne. She had to work late. Problems with, she said there was a contract? Yeah, she's right here, I can put her on if you want."
She handed me the phone and climbed back into my lap while I told RJ what he needed to know about the situation. I didn't dwell on Peter's role in causing this crisis; I wasn't about to make trouble with my branch head before I'd had time to think it over.
RJ was anxious about the tender but to give him his due, he sounded more distracted by his mother's troubles. "So you can recover it?"
"I hope so. If I can't, do you have a fallback?"
"I have an old draft Peter sent me. We can revise that if we have to, but it'd be a lot of work. Let me know when you know."
"Will do."
"Yvonne, I appreciate this. You're getting overtime?"
"Sure thing."
"If you need to get a cab home afterwards, put it on the card. I'll let you get on with it... oh, and make sure to keep Phoebe out of mischief. Tell her I said she can't be left in the office unsupervised."
"Um... I'll try. Okay, I'll put her back on now."
I handed the phone back and hugged Phoebe as she finished up the conversation. When she was done and had put the phone away, she hugged me back. "Sorry. I had to take that."
"Quite understand. All okay?"
"I think it'll be fine. The chemo sometimes causes it, so they might look at cutting back the dosage, but it doesn't sound serious. Dad okay with you?"
"Yeah. Oh, he said something odd, said you weren't allowed in the office unsupervised."
"Huh. I don't know... oh, that."
"Oh?"
"He took me into one time when I was seven. School holidays, just after Helen walked out, and for some reason Yaya couldn't babysit that day. So he told me to play quietly while Daddy worked. They had a sales board. Big whiteboard, everybody's names and sales figures for the year. Best performer of the year gets a bonus. You know the sort? Probably got one here?"
"Sort of. It's all electronic now."
"Back then it was a whiteboard. Lots of coloured markers and an eraser. Twelve big egos competing on that board. Small girl with nothing to do... well, he'd told me what the board was about. I thought it'd be funny if I changed the numbers."
"And was it?"
"Seems I caused a huge shitfight. They didn't notice for a couple of days, when they did they thought somebody was trying to cheat. I mentioned it to Dad a week later... he's never smacked me in my life, but I came pretty close that day. I came in ten years later, and some of the guys still remembered it."
"Naughty, naughty. No wonder he told me to keep you out of mischief."
"I'm much more responsible now. You can trust me."
"Uh-huh." I licked her earlobe again, whispered. "I had specific instructions. From my boss's boss's boss. To keep an eye on you." I tightened my arms around her. "So that's what I'm going to do."
"Mmm? So how are you going to keep me out of trouble? You can't hang on to me forever. Not while you've got work to do."
"Good point." Out of her sight, I reached into my work bag and checked. Yes, I had what I needed, three plastic zip-ties originally intended for tidying network cables. I set them beside me on the chair and then turned my attention back to Phoebe, nibbling her neck and stroking her hair and trailing my hands down the sensitive skin of her elbows. Down along the insides of her wrists.
"That tickles."
"Mmm-hmm." I circled my fingers around her wrists, formed an 'o' with my lips and exhaled warm breath against her neck, as I drew her wrists behind her. Felt her grow tense as she started to realise where this was going. "I think I can keep you out of mischief."
I drew her wrists together, held both of them with my left hand to free her right. She could easily have pulled them free — I knew her arms were stronger than mine — but she seemed lost in my touch, succumbing to my lips on her neck as I bent the first tie around her right wrist, threaded the tongue through the eye, and pulled it through so it locked.
Zzzip. Not tight — I'd left her a finger's worth of wiggle room, peripheral neuropathy's no fun — but enough that she'd have difficulty slipping out of it.
"Tools of the trade. But useful for other things too."
The second around her left wrist (she flinched a little): bent, threaded, locked.
Zzzip.
The third linking the first two. Bent. Threaded —
— with my teeth at her neck I caught a fold of skin, and she exhaled slowly —
Locked.
Zzzip.
"Now," I murmured, one finger coming up to stroke her exposed throat, "I think I might be able to keep you out of mischief. Don't you?"
"...yes."
I eased her around so she was lying across my lap again, hands trapped under her, lips parted as I bent to kiss her. "Mmm." I stroked her face, ran my fingers through her hair, grasped it and tugged her head back so I could kiss the exposed skin of her throat.
"Quite at my mercy." I nipped at her throat and my hand traversed her breasts, settling between them to play with the buttons of her blouse. "I think I'll strip you."
Phoebe whimpered a little as I did it, one button at a time, pausing after each to slip my fingers into the newly-made gap and explore her skin. One button at a time, until I reached her waist, and only inertia now held her blouse closed.
"I'll strip you," I whispered, fingers sliding down to find the fastening of her skirt, "and I'll have you." At that she closed her eyes and sighed, a sigh that ran all through her body.
I opened her skirt so it lay spread out beneath her like a blanket, ran my fingers along the bareness of her legs, drifting down from her knees toward the small white triangle of her briefs. As I drew near she settled in my lap, thighs shifting apart, and I knew she was completely under my spell.
"Phoebe?" I whispered, fingers brushing against her gusset.
"Yes." Eyes squeezed shut, expression hungry. With her arms pulled behind her, her chest was pushed forward, and her blouse was beginning to fall open on its own.
"The backup's finished. I can look at restoring that document now." And I sat her up in my lap, scooted the chair closer to the desk.
"You — oh, you teasing BITCH."
"Such words from such a lovely mouth. Be careful now, I'd hate to have to gag you." I squeezed the chair in so she was caught between me and the desk, and I reached past her to pop the backup drive.
"You're not seriously going to do tech support with a half-naked woman on your lap — hey!" I'd slipped one hand up under her bra, making her wriggle in my lap.
"Sweetie, don't you get judgemental about my bucket list." With her breast in one hand and a mouse in the other, I started to explore Peter's computer. "Bah, that was stupid of me."
"What?" She leant forward, pressing her breast against my fingers, and looked at the screen.
"I don't remember where the file was supposed to be. Not to worry, I can find it." I pulled up the search pane and ran a search: files edited in the last seven days.
It took a couple of minutes to run and produced many more hits than I'd expected. Hundreds upon hundreds, in fact. Most of them were in a folder named "Documents/Scanned Receipts/2009" and had names like "ahvk2083.jpg" or "pladventure_03.avi".
I only meant to scroll down the list — honest I did — but as I clicked the mouse Phoebe fidgeted and jostled my arm, and instead of scrolling I accidentally opened one of the files. I already had a pretty good suspicion what was in there, but Phoebe was taken unawares.
"Oh wow. Not scanned receipts then."
"Nope."
"That's a whole lot of porn there."
"It surely is." Out of morbid curiosity I opened another one, and another. "Looks like I owe Peter an apology. I always thought he wasn't a friend of lesbians."
"Looks like he's a pretty big fan." She peered at something that was equal parts fake tan, fake blonde, and authentic tacky. "Though now I look at these, I'm not sure you're a lesbian. I've never seen you look that bored during sex."
"If I ever do, you have permission to smother me with a pillow and tell the cops it was a mercy killing." I opened one more.
"Ugh. It's a deal."
"Well, this answers one question. Betcha he switched off the AV when it got in the way of porn surfing. Anyway, fascinating as this is —" I closed the images before they killed my libido forever "— I should be looking for something." And my left hand wandered down toward her lap.
"What sort of something?"
"Well, it's small." My fingers slid down the bottom edge of her briefs, down between her legs. "And it might be quite well-hidden." Pushing under the fabric, in amongst her curls. "But I know a lady who's going to be very happy if I find it."
"Mmm." She tipped her head back on my shoulder, opening her legs a little to accommodate my hand. "I'll bet she will. I'm sure you can find it."
I worked my fingers down, finding her folds, already a little damp, using my other hand to scroll the search results. "I hope so. I'd hate to disappoint." Opening, nudging inwards, entering her with one finger. "By the way, how are your wrists? Not too tight?"
Her hands, pressed between her back and my belly, balled into fists. "They're fine. I'll tell you. You've... never... disappointed me... oh." Another of my fingers had just joined the first, working deeper. Warm and wet and secret.
I scrolled down another couple of pages as I toyed with her. "Do you think it's around here?"
"Could be... ah... but I think it might be up a bit?"
"Let's try that." I slid my fingers out, climbing just a little way, and found a very responsive little bump. "Somewhere round here?"
"Might... be..."
I stopped. "You're right. There it is."
"What?" She wriggled against my hand.
"The tender, rbcontv7.doc. I'll bet that's it. That's what we're here for."
"Oh, you're a beast. A teasing horrible beast. You shouldn't even be thinking about that when I'm here in your lap all helpless and wound up."
"I can't help it if I'm good at multi-tasking. Now where did I put that thumb drive?" I stroked her lightly, and she shivered.
"Please, Yvonne. You can do that later. Don't be mean."
"Hmm. What's in it for me?" Stroke. Pause. Stroke.
"I'll be nice to you."
"I'm considering it. Keep talking." My fingers paused, just a light pressure reminding her of what I could offer her.
"I will." Her fingers were twitching in frustration. "I will go down on you and give you the best head of your life. With both hands tied behind my back."
"Promise?"
"If I don't, you can grab me by the hair and make me. I, uh, I love it when you do that."



"You have a deal." And I let go the mouse and thrust my hand under her bra, shoving it up and out of the way as my other hand slipped back into her, drew back out, spread the moisture around her clit. As I squeezed and circled and stroked, I whispered to her.
"Lie back."
"As you command."
She fell back into my arms, one foot braced on Peter's desk and threatening his paperwork, the other on the floor. And I played her, fingers and teeth and tongue tormenting her. Taking her to the brink, letting her subside a little. Pushing her closer again and then backing off, winding her up a little further every time until she tumbled over the edge...
When she came, it was in a slow wave that rolled through her body: her toes curled, her thighs squeezed, the air went out of her body in a series of sighs. "Oh, oh... oh."
"You okay, honey?"
She blinked twice, opened her eyes wide and gave me a dazed smile. "Oh yes. I needed that. Last couple of weeks have been... really shitty."
"I can see that."
"Except for the bits with you."
I cradled her while she caught her breath. Somewhere along the way her briefs had come off and ended up under the desk, along with her shoes. I made sure to hook them with my foot and pull them out before we could forget them; some things can't be explained away. (I knew one guy in IT who got fired for having sex on the boardroom table... but that's another story.)
"Mmm. I believe I owe you one, but I need to sit and bliss out for a bit first."
As she sat up, there was a series of popping noises. "Hey, was that your back?"
"Yeah." She wriggled her shoulders experimentally, and there was another pop. "Been locked up all week. You really know how to relax a girl."
"All part of the service." I stroked her back, leaned forward to share a kiss. "I really should get on with this, so I can let Janelle know not to panic. And then we can get on with something more interesting. You want these off?"
"Yeah, would you?"
I got out a pair of snips from my bag and cut Phoebe's ties. She shook out her arms, then recovered her clothes and dressed while I worked.
I copied the tender document onto my thumb drive along with a couple of earlier versions I'd noticed, then plugged it into my laptop and scanned the files. As I'd expected they were all infected, but for once we were in luck; my AV software was able to clean them up without destroying them. Once that was done I opened the last one and skimmed it, checking that it wasn't obviously damaged, and then started an email.
"So that's it?"
"Mostly." I turned to look at her as I typed. "Going to mail copies to Peter, RJ, and Janelle. That way Peter can't fuck it up too badly. Then I just need to clean Peter's PC and scan it, and we're done." I turned back and checked the message I'd just typed, making sure I hadn't said anything likely to get me in trouble, then hit send.
"Hey, did you type all that without looking at the screen?"
"One of my many talents. You're not the only one who can play by touch."
"Show me again." She came over and stood behind me. I started another email, and she covered my eyes as I typed. When I was done, she lifted her hands and I looked at what I'd written.
note to self: talk to Peter about virus protection, why not to disable it, find nice way to tell him to follow our policy about non-work-related use. And why he should use network drive. Change passwords in case of keystroke loggers.
"You weren't peeking? At all?"
"Nope."
"Okay, that's impressive. Let's see how you do with more distraction." She came around between me and the desk. "Can you reach the keyboard past me?"
"Bit of a stretch, but yeah."
"Okay then. 'The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog.'" She kissed me, completely blocking my view, while I tried to think about typing: click clicky clicky click, clicky clicky click clicky click. After a good length of time we broke off, and both of us looked at the screen.
The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog.
"You should have been a pianist. Okay, one more. 'I'm not the pheasant plucker, I'm the pheasant plucker's son, and I'm only plucking pheasants 'till the pheasant plucking's done.'"
She kissed me again, harder this time. I typed briefly — click, clicky, clicky — and then let go of the keyboard, hands on her back as I returned the kiss. My heart was fluttering with something approaching panic, and I held her as tight as I could until eventually she broke off the kiss, frowning at me. "That was lovely, but you can't have finished. That wasn't enough letters."
"Look for yourself," I said, with my heart in my throat.
So she turned, and saw. "Oh. Yvonne."
I love you.
She hugged me fiercely, head pressed against my chest. "I love you, too." And a jolt went through me, the feeling of leaping from a terrible height and being caught safe and sound.
We held one another still and quiet, and perhaps Peter would've found us there the next morning, but that my bladder eventually began to protest. I ducked out to the ladies', and on my way back I remembered that we still had two anxious people waiting to hear from us.
RJ's phone was switched off, so Phoebe messaged him and I phoned Janelle. She was effusively grateful, and when she started commenting on how late I'd stayed to fix this problem, I started to feel quite the charlatan; I couldn't very well tell her that it hadn't all been work.
By the time I managed to escape Janelle's gratitude and finished repairing the last of the damage to Peter's PC, it was half-past ten. "And done. Finally." I powered it off and collected up my things.
"Well, then. I believe I made you a promise."
"You did. But not here, let's go home. I've been here fourteen hours already today and I miss my bed."
When we finally made it into my bed, at the other end of a cab ride and a hot shower for two, we both succumbed to fatigue. I agreed to take an IOU on her promise. Instead, we cuddled up together, very much content with one another's company and contact. After she fell asleep I lay there a while, listening to her breathing, wondering how on earth this had happened, until I too drifted off into a calm and dreamless sleep.
We rose much too early — Phoebe had a seven-o'clock flight, which from my place meant a 5:30 cab — and we said our bleary goodbyes still half asleep. I escorted her down to the front door and kissed her on the doorstep, but I couldn't quite find the courage to repeat the words I'd spoken last night. It all seemed too unlikely and unreal, and I was afraid that if I tested my good luck it would suddenly unravel in the harsh light of day.
So I waved farewell as she carried her bags to the taxi, and then I trudged back inside, second-guessing myself. I switched on my PC and spent a couple of hours distracting myself with the Internet before gulping down breakfast and heading into work. I was just starting on my agenda for the day, wondering whether caffeine would help wake me up, when my phone buzzed and my heart jumped two gears.
Hey gorgeous. Guess what I completely forgot?
What?
Happy valentine's day. ILY - P.
And so it was. I'd seen the ads, of course, but I'd been so wrapped up in my own concerns that it hadn't even registered that the day after February 13 would be February 14. I was still grinning like an idiot when Janelle stopped by my desk with a box of thank-you chocolates.
Author's note: I don't intend to turn this into a safety tutorial, but please note that cable ties have the potential to cause serious injury if misused. With any form of bondage, but in particular with this one, you should do your homework first.
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Even with the Redmond Barry deadline behind us, the next few weeks were hectic at work. The market had picked up again after the Christmas lull and my real estate agents were busy: breaking mice, running out the printer ink, spilling coffee into keyboards, all the little annoyances that kept me gainfully employed. I suppose they sold a few houses along the way. I ran around fixing it all and I did it with a smile on my face and a spring in my step, because I was smitten.
Every night after work Phoebe would call me, once she'd finished the evening's cello practice. We'd talk to one another as new-found lovers do, puppy-like, eager to keep chatting just for the sound of one another's voices: music, or memories of school plays, or favourite books, it didn't really matter as long as we had an excuse to stay on the phone. And there was plenty to talk about; the difference in our ages and upbringing was enough that we each had a different piece of the world to describe, and yet we were close enough to understand one another.
She'd barely made it back to Sydney before we started planning when we might see one another again. She wasn't going to be able to make it back to Melbourne for a while; the lessons she gave were barely paying the bills, and she'd already raided her electric-cello fund to pay for her February trip.
"Besides, love, I need to get stuck into practice for a while. I ought to be getting a good five or six hours a day between now and June, and I have to keep my mind on it. No good letting the mind wander while the body plays on autopilot. And as fond as I am of you, you can be very distracting."
"I'll take that as a compliment. Hmm... if you're very good for the next month and do your five hours a day, do you think you could take the Labour Day weekend off? I could fly up and take you somewhere nice? But only if you've been good."
"It's a date."
And so it was that the Saturday afternoon before Labour Day found us in the Hunter Valley, in the shop at one of the local wineries. It turned out that Phoebe knew a great deal about wines; me, with my eyes closed, I can reliably tell the difference between a red and a white.
Perhaps that's for the best. Somebody had to drive, after all, and it's not like I was really missing out. Where there's wine, there's inevitably good food. So while Phoebe did the tasting and picked out a Verdelho and a Shiraz, I foraged for cheeses, quince paste, olives, and other delicious goodies to make up a picnic for Sunday.
Although I could happily have spent all afternoon browsing their wares, we didn't want to dawdle. I'd picked a bad weekend to visit; there were storms forecast, and as we carried the shopping outside, rain was already starting to speckle the windscreen of our little rented hatchback.
As I started to reverse out of the car park, Phoebe remarked: "That's the problem with having a rich dad."
"Oh?"
"Expensive tastes in wine. Most of the other stuff I can live without, but places like this really test my resolve about not taking his money."
"Heh. Of course, when you think about it, he's still paying for this weekend."
"How — oh, your wages? That's different, you've earned it, you can spend it how you like. I'm okay with it when it comes through you."
"Like the reindeer and the mushrooms."
"What?"
"Oh, in Siberia or somewhere. There's a hallucinogenic mushroom, only it's deadly poisonous to humans. Reindeer eat the mushroom, and when it passes through their kidneys, it filters out the poison but it's still got the hallucinogens. So the local shamans..." I trailed off, unsure whether I really wanted to finish that explanation.
After a short silence, she replied: "'Vonne... you're weird, you know that? I think it's part of why I love you."
I shifted up to fourth and put my hand on her knee. "Love you too, babe. Now, where am I turning?"
She unfolded the map; we'd gone over it that morning and marked the places that looked interesting. "Right in about five k's, if you want to do the cider place."
"I do, just not sure about the time. We've still got a way to go, and I don't want to be too late at the B&B." I'd booked us a room in a bed-and-breakfast; on the website it'd looked rather pretty and not too expensive, and it was only after booking that I'd checked the address and realised it was a good forty kilometres out of our way.
"Oh? You have plans for the evening?"
My hand slid up her thigh. "I certainly do. Dinner first and then... oh, blast, can you get that?" My phone had started to ring.
She picked it up and answered it: "Hello, Yvonne's phone, Phoebe speaking... yes, yes, we are. Hang on a moment." To me: "It's Keith from... 'Chambers'?"
"Yeah, that's the B&B."
"Right, he wants to know what time to expect us."
"Let's see... four-thirty now... say half an hour to the cider place, half an hour there, then another forty k's... let's say around six, six-thirty? That gives us time to drop our things and then look for dinner?" Chamber's was out in farm country, but it was less than half an hour's drive from a town where we should be able to find something for dinner.
"Hi Keith, probably around six, six-thirty... sorry, what? Oh." Silence for a while, as Keith explained something to her. "Yes, um, purple please. Thank you! See you then, bye."
Then, to me: "He wanted to know which colour room we wanted."
"Which colour?"
"Well... I think he was trying to be tactful. He said they had two rooms to choose from, one painted yellow that faces south and has two single beds, or one painted purple that faces east and has a double."
"Ha. Yep, definitely purple."
"Hope they don't have a problem with that."
"They'd better bloody not, I've already paid the deposit."
By the time we got to the cider house it was beginning to get dark. The sun wasn't down yet but it was hidden behind grey clouds, and there was a nasty-looking mass of black scudding in our direction. I felt it would be safer to get back on the road as soon as possible, so I passed up the opportunity of a tasting. Instead I just picked up a couple of bottles that sounded interesting, and a bag of dried apples for the car, then got back behind the wheel.
Although we'd only spent a few minutes inside, the rain had already picked up by the time we got out, and I had to cut my speed. Not long afterwards the rain picked up, increasing to a solid patter that obliged me to slow down and switch the wipers on high. As soon as we got back to the highway, we ran into heavy holiday traffic that slowed us further; what would usually have been a 100 zone was crawling along at 30.
I asked, "So how's your grandma doing? You haven't mentioned her lately."
"Not great. I mean, she's okay, but the chemo's knocking her around. She's pretty tired and sick, and — well, you've met her, she's not the sort who likes having to rely on somebody else to wipe her bum. Sounds like poor Hamish is earning his money, she's been pretty rough on him. But Dad said the last lot of scans were looking good, the tumour's shrunk so they're looking to operate in April."
"How are you doing?"
"Oh yeah... holding up, love. Yaya's been a bit short with me lately, but I just keep reminding myself that she's having a crappy time and it's not going to be like this forever."
"Indeed." I squeezed her hand and she squeezed back. "And is Leon still on the scene?"
"Oh yes. Dad says he's there almost every time he visits. Helping her tidy the house or something. Well, whatever makes her happy — oh, that doesn't look good."
"Ah, drat." We'd just come over a hill, and up ahead of us was a long line of tail-lights going nowhere. As I slowed I switched on the radio in search of information, but after several minutes of band-hopping with no success I gave up and left it tuned to a local rock station in the hope that they might run a traffic report later.
The cars ahead of us weren't moving at all, so I shifted into neutral and put on the handbrake, and there we sat as the traffic built up behind us. The local station had a good selection of music, and soon enough I found myself tapping my fingers to a classic of '80s Aussie pub rock. It was only when Phoebe started stroking my wrists that I realised I was tapping my fingers on her knee.
"Well," I ventured, "there are worse people to be stuck in traffic with."
"I could say the same." She leant over and kissed me on the cheek, but I caught her by the shoulder and turned for a proper kiss. She smacked her lips: "Mmm. I've missed that."
"Me too, sweetie. I can see I'm going to be racking up the frequent flyer points." I was stroking her leg again, dragging her skirt up to expose her knee.
"I would love to help you earn those points." She leant over again, and her tongue did some very interesting things to my ear. "How long do you suppose we'll be stuck here?"
"You know, I've never done it in a car. Well, not all the way."
Sad to say, I wasn't about to break that streak. Even with the handbrake on, there's only so much I'm willing to do while in control of a motor vehicle. And even in the dark and the rain, there were limits to what either of us were willing to do with a dirty big SUV parked on our tail and halogens glaring in through the back window.
So we stayed in our seats, and our clothes stayed on, but there was a great deal of kissing and hands a-wandering. By the time the lights in front of us started to move, we were both quite hot and bothered, and I had to wipe the fog away to see where we were going.
"Phoebe, how hungry are you?"
"Moderately, why?"
"When we get in, I was thinking of postponing dinner and starting with the bit where I tear your clothes off."
"Mmm. Yeah, that sounds good to me. Dinner can wait. Oh, but I should call the B&B and tell them we're running late."
"Good thought."
It took us about fifteen minutes to reach the cause of the delay: a three-car pile-up, partly cleared but still blocking half the road, with a couple of very soggy-looking police controlling traffic. No sign of an ambulance, and I hoped nobody was badly hurt, but some panel-beater was going to do well.
Once we'd passed the accident, the traffic cleared again. I tapped my fingers on the wheel as they played another '80s hit I hadn't heard in years; it wasn't until the final notes that I realised Phoebe had been quiet for a while, and when I turned to look she had a contemplative look on her face.
"You okay there, love?"
"Oh yeah, just thinking. You know, when I was in year ten, I did a research project on those guys."
"Really? So do you know what the lyrics are about? I never could make sense of it."
"Not that sort of project. No, mine was finding out what happened to them afterwards. Turned out to be quite depressing."
"Oh? Rock and roll suicides? ODs?"
"No, nothing that spectacular. No, they just kinda fizzled out. They had three weeks at number one, then they had a follow-up that barely made the top twenty, then nothing. Even if you're careful with the money it's not enough to live on, so... let's see. Singer became a manager for other groups, didn't do too well. There was some suggestion he was taking more than he ought from their earnings, it fell apart, nasty court case, he ended up on the dole. Bassist had some sort of mid-life crisis, went a bit bipolar, spent most of his share on some concept album that never got finished, I think he's running a crystal dolphin shop in Nimbin these days. Guitarist... god knows. The only one who'd done well for himself was the drummer."
"Did he have his own band? Can't remember the name, early '90s..."
"No, he dropped out of the business and went back to being an electrician. Quite a successful one. I read an interview and he said it was easier for him because he never wanted to be a rock star. Said he didn't even like music that much, just wanted to be famous for a few weeks. Go to parties, get free drugs, sleep with a few dozen women, and then... once he'd had his fun, back to making a living."
"Oh. I guess that works."
She was silent for a while, and the only sound in the night was the slosh of my tires and the DJ's chatter. Then: "Not for me. I don't want to be a star. I just want a nice quiet life, playing music for a living. I don't want to be famous for a day and then spend half my life looking back at it wishing I could have that time again."
"That's very... level-headed?"
"Don't get me wrong, darling, I have my melodramatic phases. God, when I was fourteen I heard about Jackie du Pré dying of MS and I wanted to be like that. Tragic heroine of her generation, records the definitive performance of everything, dies lamented by the musical world. Then a couple of years later I read 'The Alien Corn' — do you know it?"
"I don't." We'd turned off the highway now, onto a windy country road, and the night was a mess of flickering tree-shadows and the dazzle of my own headlights scattered by the rain.
"Somerset Maugham. Year ten English class. Young man, rich Jewish parents pretending to be English nobility, he wants to be a concert pianist. You can see why it struck a chord with me. Long story short, he decides if he can't be a master pianist then he'll kill himself. I thought that was very romantic, at the time. And somewhere in there I wanted to be David Helfgott, except better dressed."
"And now?"
She patted my knee. "Death's overrated. If I find I really can't make a career out of music, I'll cope. I'll find something to do from nine to five to pay the bills, and then I'll go home and play cello anyway until the neighbours bang on the walls. But I don't want to miss out just because I didn't try hard enough."
"So, is Nero part of that?"
"Nah. It's fun being in a band, but Nero is just a bunch of friends mucking around. We're all going in different directions musically, I don't see us lasting. But this audition... do you know what a position in a major orchestra means? It's seventy or eighty thousand a year, it's regular hours, it's tenure. Once you're in, unless you really screw up, you've got a job for life. The catch is, there aren't a lot of openings, and you have to be bloody good to get in, ahead of all the others trying for the same slot. Cello, you'd be lucky to have one opening a year. So that's why I'm stressing out about this audition."
"Is this the first time you've auditioned?"
"No, I've tried for just about anything that would let me support myself. Last one was a spot with the Brisbane Symphony in October. I went up for that but... wasn't in the right frame of mind for it. Couldn't get to sleep, then when I finally did get to sleep, I had this nightmare where the audition panel was full of my bitchy classmates from the Conservatorium. So I went in tired and jittery... well, you can imagine the rest."
"Poor thing. I hate job interviews even without that kind of thing."
"Didn't help that Luke wasn't exactly being supportive, either. So, yeah, I really don't need to screw up again. None of their other cellists are near retirement age, so if I miss this one... you know, this is depressing. Can we get back to the bit where you were going to tear my clothes off?"
"Phoebe?"
"Yes?"
"I love you. I really do. Do you know you make my heart beat faster? Every time my phone beeps, I hope it's you."
"Oh, sweetie." Something in her voice made me ache. "You're going to melt me if you're not careful. A little puddle of melodramatic cellist all over the seat."
"Don't worry, I brought a towel. Hey, can you check the GPS? I think we're near our turnoff."
She peered at it. "Yeah, there's a left in about two k's, then five more and we're there."
We were doing fine until the puddle. Between two kills, the road dipped and water had pooled at the bottom. Although it didn't look more than a few inches deep, I didn't want to take chances, so I slowed down a little and angled the car so I could go straight through without steering.
There was a mighty sploosh of water, and then the wheels regained their grip on the road... and about ten seconds later the engine died. No fuss, no grinding or smoke, she just ran out of steam so quickly that I barely had time to turn on the hazard lights before we'd coasted to a halt.
"Well, crap."
I tried turning the key. I could hear the motor turning over, but it refused to catch. Neither of us fancied being wiped out by somebody speeding in the wet, so we got out into the rain and pushed the car safely onto the shoulder.
"So, Yvonne, how much do you know about cars?"
"Not as much as I ought." There was no point in popping the hood when neither of us knew what to look for, and we were already getting damp, so we got back in and thought for a while. There was a manual in the glovebox but it didn't have anything helpful. I'd have gone online to look for advice, but out here between the hills we didn't even have phone reception, let alone internet. "I'm guessing water got into something."
"Let's give it a bit and maybe it'll dry out."
We sat in the car for five minutes, keeping an eye on the road in case anybody was coming, and then I tried the engine again: still no luck.
"Give it another five minutes?" I suggested.
"Sure."
"Might switch off the electrics meanwhile. Don't want to run down the battery." I pulled the key, and switched off the hazard lights, and we were alone in the dark. Not completely dark — once my eyes adjusted I could see the moon showing dimly through thick cloud — but darker than it ever gets in the city.
"Well," I offered, "I know a few good ghost stories."
"Don't you dare." She leant over and gave me a pinch on the nipple that made me yelp.
"If you're going to be like that..." I thrust the palm of my hand against her breastbone and pushed her back down into her seat. "Maybe I won't wait until we get there... oh, honey, you're shivering!"
"I'm sorry. Got a bit wet when we were pushing the car. Should've put my coat on."
As I ran my hands over her, I could feel it. She was wearing a jumper, but it was thin and had soaked up quite a bit of water in the short time that we'd been outside, and without the heater the air inside was already getting cold and clammy.
"Better get you somewhere warm." I tried the engine one more time, muttering imprecations to the gods of tech support, but no luck. "I think we're only about two k's from the B&B. I can walk it, I'm sure they'll have a car. And I think the rain's easing off."
"I'll come with you, then."
"Sure? You can stay here and keep warm if you want."
"I'm cold anyway, I'd feel c-creepy sitting here on my own. Maybe walking will warm me up."
I looked sharply at her. I'd heard the shiver in her voice, but I didn't argue. Truth be told, I didn't much fancy the idea of either of us being alone if another driver came along. So we locked up the car and walked.
We'd put on our raincoats, but we hadn't planned on a long walk in pouring rain, and they weren't adequate for the job. Mine didn't quite reach my knees, leaving much of my legs unprotected, and now and then a gust would blow rain into my face to creep in around my neck. Phoebe's wasn't much better, and I started to suspect she was colder than she was letting on. She stumbled a couple of times, until I took her by the elbow, and we made the last stretch of our walk hand in hand.
Although it was no more than half an hour since we'd left the car, I was very glad to see the light of the B&B up ahead. According to the website 'Chambers' was an old two-story brick and timber building that had once been a farmhouse, but in the dark all I could make out was the shape of it looming against the grey-black sky, and the glow from the windows.



The place had a heavy wooden door with a huge brass knocker: a grinning satyr's face holding a heavy ring between its teeth. I knocked twice, and was greeted by a high-pitched and enthusiastic barking and the sound of footsteps approaching. As the door opened we were greeted by a slender and sharply-dressed gentleman in his sixties, and at his heels a small grey terrier who must have been about the same in dog years.
"Oh you poor darlings! You're utterly soaked! Come inside, come inside!" And he ushered us in, whisking our coats away and hanging them by the door. The air inside was warm and smelled of cooking. "I'm Keith, the little fellow is Kirby, you must be Yvonne and Phoebe. We've been worrying about you... come on, sit by the fire and warm yourself!"
We were very grateful to follow him into the dining room, with Kirby trotting along behind us as I explained about the car. There was an old fireplace in the corner, and both of us made straight for it, squatting on the stone flagstones as close as we could get to the flames. Having done his duty as a watchdog, Kirby stretched himself out on a cushion nearby.
Behind us, Keith called out "Iain, our guests are here!" A gruff voice replied from what must have been the kitchen: "Well tell them they're late!"
"Iain, don't be horrible. The poor lasses are soaked!" Keith came back to us and crouched down beside us. "Have the two of you eaten?"
"No." And now I'd started to warm up, I was beginning to pay attention to the growling in my belly. Then I took in the state of the dining room: two dirty plates stacked neatly at the end, two used wine-glasses behind them, and a half-empty bottle of red. "Are you clearing away? We didn't mean to inconvenience you."
"Nonsense, don't you ladies worry about a thing. I'll tell the cook he's back on duty. Leave it with me." He patted my shoulder and went off to the kitchen, where I could hear him talking to the mysterious Iain. Beside us, Kirby had started to snore.
Phoebe was holding her hands up to catch the heat, fingers splayed, and I threaded mine between them. "I don't think the double bed is going to be an issue."
"Huh?" She squeezed my fingers, then released them again, still trying to soak up the heat. "What do you mean?"
"Just a wee bit on the camp side, don't you think?"
"Oh, I didn't really notice..." She sounded quite out of it. Tired, cold, hungry, I wasn't sure which. I decided it was time to get her fed and to bed as quickly as possible.
Keith returned from the kitchen with Iain in tow, still wearing his washing-up gloves. Iain looked to be a few years older than Keith, a tall and solidly-built fellow with a pencil moustache far too small for his round and reddish face. "Iain Matheson, owner and proprietor of this establishment. Keith tells me I'm feeding you ladies."
"That would be very kind. We were planning on getting here much earlier and going into town, but..."
"Not without a car, and the town is terrible anyway. Well, I suppose I can do you a basic omelette, but don't expect much."
I nodded eagerly. "That would be awesome, I'm famished." Beside me Phoebe murmured assent. I put my arm around her and held her tight. Once Iain and Keith had left I asked her: "How you holding up there, sweets?"
"Very tired. Sorry."
"It's okay. We're here now, let's just get some food into you and then you can fall asleep."
Keith returned with two dressing gowns. "Sorry love, this one's going to be much too big for you, it's Iain's". After changing I helped Phoebe into hers, and then put my arm around her. She stood there, propped up against my shoulder, until Iain arrived with the omelettes and I guided her into a seat.
They might have been 'basic' by his standards, but I'd happily have paid for them in any restaurant: mushroom and cheese, done just right, warm and filling. As we ate, Iain asked, "Do you need to get anything from the car tonight? I can drive you there if it's not far."
"That'd be great, if it's not too much trouble. I think I should put my girlfriend to bed first, though. And then steal her gown, so I'm not dragging yours through the mud."
Keith showed us upstairs to our room. Phoebe had mentioned 'purple' but I hadn't expected quite so many shades of it: magenta carpet, lavender and gold wallpaper, plum-coloured curtains, and in the middle of the room a king-sized four-poster bed made up in a purplish paisley.
"It's too big for the room, and the pattern is ghastly. But it belonged to a very dear friend of ours. He left it to Iain when he died, and we didn't have the heart to get rid of it. If you shut your eyes it's really quite comfortable, and I put the electric blanket on so it should be warm."
I separated Phoebe from her gown, tucked her in, and kissed her on the forehead. "Going to get our things from the car, love. Won't be long. I love you." She mumbled something incomprehensible, and I left her to sleep.
It was a short drive. Too short for my tastes; the rain had almost stopped but the road was still wet, and Iain's approach to cornering bordered on the reckless. But we made it without accident, and the rental was just as we'd left it.
"Want to show me the problem?"
I turned the key, and this time she started without a hitch, purring into life. "Well, that's embarrassing."
"Probably water in the alternator. You just have to unscrew the cap and wipe it dry, or you can wait. Well, if you take her home, I'll follow behind and make sure she doesn't misbehave."
To my relief she behaved all the way back to Chambers. On my return I found Keith had already taken our wet clothes to be washed and tried, and Phoebe was fast asleep, peaceful and beautiful. As I climbed in beside her she did not wake, but she snuggled into my arms. It'd been a long day for me too, and I was asleep before I knew it.
***
I woke in the morning with a ticklish feeling on my face. Phoebe's hair had come loose in the night, and a couple of strands were draped across me. My right arm had fallen asleep, caught under her body, and as I brushed away the hair and extricated my arm I felt her stir.
"Morning, beautiful," I whispered, unsure whether she was awake enough to hear me.
"Mmm. Morning, lover." She rolled to face me and yawned, sliding an arm around my waist. "What's the time?"
It had to be well after sunrise; there was a sulky grey light in the sky where the curtains joined. I checked the bedside alarm. "Nine o'clock. Hope you had a good sleep."
"Oh yeah, I feel much better. Sorry to crash out last night, I haven't been sleeping well the last month. S'pose we should go have breakfast, if we haven't missed it already."
And she half-rose, but I caught her by the hair and pulled her back down. "No."
"No?"
I lifted her hair and began kissing the back of her neck. "Nobody else staying here today, so Iain said we could have breakfast whatever time we liked." I felt her squirm as I worked my way down between her shoulder blades. "He said the later, the better. You're not going anywhere until I'm satisfied."
"...oh!" And she twisted around in my grasp to kiss me on the lips, tongue darting into my mouth, arms circling my waist. "You know how much I've missed you, this last month?"
I reached around to stroke her back, fingertips light and secret under the quilt. "About as much as I've missed you?"
"That much." She kissed me again. "And just what are you planning to do with me?"
"Hold you safe and keep you warm. Kiss you as often as I can get away with it." I kissed her again. "Love you."
"Mmm. I love you so much, Yvonne." Our legs intertwined, and we rolled under one another until she was on top of me, her hair running rampant and shrouding both our faces. "You know what would be fun?"
"Mmm?" I scratched her behind the ears, felt her sigh. "What's that?"
"Do you remember the deal we made last time?"
"The deal?" I cast my mind back, trying to remember what she was talking about.
"At the office. I promised to do something nice for you." She slipped down to kiss my breasts, shaping them between her hands, tongue exploring the roughness of my areolae.
"Oh... yes. Yes, I believe you did. I think I'll take you up on that offer now." I stroked her hair and nudged her downwards, but she resisted.
"My hands...?"
"Ah. Well, if you're going to be like that..." I looked around for something to use, and my eyes fell on Keith's dressing gown, hanging over the foot of the bed. The cord was just what I needed, soft and broad. "Sit up, lover."
She did as I'd asked, bringing her hands together behind her back without being told. My pulse quickened as I took her hands in mine, taking my time, kissing her shoulders and down the middle of her back, before picking up the cord and winding it around her wrists. One last tug to make sure the knot was tight, and then I caught her by the chin and turned her head to kiss me.
"Lie back," she said. "Lie back and let me see you."
So I stretched out at full length on the bed, one hand on my breast, the other on my hip. With four weeks of pent-up desire smouldering inside me, just my own touch felt wonderful. I could easily have satisfied myself without assistance, but I knew Phoebe had something better in store.
Her hair was a mess, medusa's coils spilling out all over, and I could see it annoyed her. She tried to shake it out of her eyes, and then to blow it away, but it wouldn't cooperate. So I reached up and brushed it away from her, my fingertips lingering on her face before I tidied it back behind her shoulders as best I could.
"Thanks, love. Think I'm going to need some brushing later." She kissed my fingertips, then lurched and wriggled so she was standing on her knees; I put my hand out to steady her, but her balance was good. "Just lie back for a moment."
So I lay there with an idiot grin on my face as she climbed over me, straddling my hips and settling her weight on me. Even with her hair untamed and her hands bound she had something regal in her look, a princess surveying her new domain.
Then she laughed and tossed her head back and forth, side to side, until my work on her hair had been completely undone and it hung down in front of her, almost masking her from my view. "Lie still, love." I wasn't sure what to do with my hands, and so I rested them on her knees as she leant forward, hair hanging down, brushing my face and throat like feathers drawn over my skin.
Then she moved downwards, a thousand strands of hair sliding down my throat and to my breasts. She swayed from side to side, the touch setting me a-tingle, nerve endings kissed into wakefulness, and then she moved back further and down to my belly, a waterfall of black curls hiding her face from mine.
"Yvonne, do you remember the first night we slept together? Not at Dad's, I mean your place."
"I'm not likely to forget it..."
"When you said you wanted my mouth." Drifting back up, that teasing touch on my breasts and my throat again, making me shiver. "Do you know how that made me feel? I think I knew, when I asked to stay over, I think I knew you were going to say that."
"And you were going to say yes." I reached through the curtain between us, fingertips grazing her breast, up to stroke her lips.
"If you asked me." She kissed my fingertip twice. "But it couldn't be because I wanted it. Only from politeness." Her hair tickling my face again, and I was under the veil and could see her eyes. "Because I'm not gay. I'm still not, you know."
"Mmm." I ran a fingernail down to her belly, dallied in her navel, down to the beginning of her curls. "But you did want it, didn't you?"
"Oh god, yes."
"And you still want it." My fingers slid down, traced her labia almost as softly as her hair falling on my chest, and I heard a plaintive "oh..."
"So much. I want to taste you and stroke you and feel what it does to you."
"Mmm-hmm." I brushed upwards past her clit, pretending not to notice it, toying with the edges of her labia. "Still not gay, though?"
"No." She shifted her hips ever so slightly, bringing my fingers back in contact with her labia. "Definitely not."
"But you want to make love to me." My fingers rubbed her, in slow small movements, and she shifted her hips again to press harder against my hand.
"Yes. That's different." She was over my breasts again, and I couldn't see her eyes. "I'm complicated. Am I allowed to be complicated?"
"Oh, yes, lover." I needed her, I was burning up. "Phoebe?"
"Yes?"
"I want your mouth."
"Do you now?" Tickling down to my belly again. "Well, I'm terribly sorry, but nice straight girls don't do that sort of thing... so I hope you remember the rest of our deal."
I tried to think, distracted by the sensation, no end in sight to her teasing. Then I remembered the rest of what she'd said a month ago, and smiled, and reached up to run my hands through her hair.
"Darling, I said I wanted your mouth. I didn't say I was giving you a choice." And I sat up, grasped her by the hair, and pulled her down between my knees.
How should I describe it? My lover's tongue, concerned only with my pleasure, by turns clever and eager and tender. Her face, sweaty and smudged, smiling up at me whenever I let her up for air. And me, resisting the rising tide of arousal as long as I could, stroking her hair, whispering "Oh, Phoebe, I love you, oh," before at last she overtopped the dam and the flood came rushing through me, battering down all my defences, until I was so sensitive I had to pull her off because I couldn't bear her touch any more. I released her wrists and clung to her, breathless and speechless, hoping she could feel my delight.
And then, when I was somewhat recovered, I whispered in her ear: "Phoebe?"
"Yes, love?"
"I'm hungry again." And I guided her back down. "This time you can use your fingers too. Let me show you what I like..."
By the time she was finished I felt as if she'd stolen my bones and replaced them with warm jelly. We lay alongside one another, me cuddled up in her arms, and I was close to falling back asleep when she spoke.
"Yvonne, darling?"
I opened my eyes and smiled at her sweet face. "Mmm?"
"Are you satisfied?"
"Mmm. Lovely."
"I'm so glad. I love knowing I can make you happy." She smooched me on the forehead. "So, what were your plans for the morning?"
I yawned. "Suppose I should get moving, have breakfast..."
And I started to roll toward the edge of the bed, but she caught my shoulder and pulled me back. "Oh, no, no, sweet. I didn't say I was done with you yet, did I now?"
***
We breakfasted very late, and neither of us could entirely hide our satisfied smiles from Iain, who kept dropping catty double entendrés as he fed us: "Would you like some butter for your toast, Yvonne? Or have you already been buttered today?" And so on.
But it was all in good nature, and I was more concerned with another of our hosts: Kirby was sitting by my side, looking up at me with a piteous expression that would've earned Oliver Twist a second helping. It took all my willpower to resist feeding him bacon scraps, and as soon as I was done I gave him a good ear-scratch by way of apology.
After breakfast we drove out to visit some of the local attractions. The rain had settled in for the duration, so we cancelled our picnic plans and mostly stuck to indoor things: a cheese factory, a historic cottage, another winery. We made an exception for an alpaca farm, because petting fluffy animals seemed like a romantic thing to do. And indeed it was, despite the drizzle and the mounds of alpaca poo. The owners didn't seem to mind that we couldn't afford any of the expensive alpaca scarves and jackets on sale, and they let us feed the beasts and pat their woolly heads. By the time we left the farm it was starting to get dark.
Phoebe's dad called as we were driving back to the B&B. The call lasted several minutes, and she didn't say much more than "Yes" and "Okay" and "All right then". At the end of it she put her phone away; I had my mind on the road and it was a couple of minutes before I noticed she'd stopped talking.
"Everything okay?"
"I think so. Dad said Yaya wants to get the family together before her surgery. Probably on the Easter weekend — Skip Easter, that is."
"Special occasion?"
"She wants help getting the house in order. Supposedly so she'll have less stuff in the way while she's recovering from surgery."
"Well, let me know if you want another helper... wait, 'supposedly'?"
"Dad said she wanted Helen to come along. That's... well, Yaya's barely spoken to her since she walked out on us. Only thing I can think of, Yaya doesn't expect to make it through the surgery, and she wants to talk about wills or something."
"Ah." I patted Phoebe's hand. "You all right?"
"I think so. I'm guessing she's just tired and depressed from the pain and the chemo. And if not... well, I'll deal." She gave my elbow a gentle squeeze. "But thanks for asking."
"Speaking of grandparents, what's the deal with your mum's parents? I don't think you've ever mentioned them."
"Not much to tell. You have to understand, I barely saw Helen after she left, let alone the rest of that side. Most of them were in Adelaide, still are, and it was a long trip for a kid. Grandpa Stephanopolous died a couple of years later anyway. Grandma S... I liked her. We kept in touch writing letters to one another for quite a while, then she sort of trailed off writing. I didn't think much of it, I was fifteen, busy with school and discovering boys. Found out later she'd started to develop Alzheimer's and that was why she didn't write any more, poor thing. I visited her a few times, but... once she got to the stage where she didn't know who I was, there wasn't much point."
"Ah, that's rough. I take it you're seeing more of your mother now than you used to?"
"Wouldn't be hard. When I was growing up, most of the time I didn't even know where she was living. I think she did a lot of travelling, spent a few years up in Cape York or somewhere. These days she's settled in Ballarat, at least it's easier to get to. I try to make it over once a year or so, and sometimes she visits me. Birthdays, that sort of thing. I stayed with her and her partner for a couple of nights just before Christmas — oh, that's right, I told you back then."
"Ayup. Got in the way of my plans to see more of you."
"Trust me, love, I'd rather have spent the time with you. And I'd be glad of your company for this Easter thing, I'd feel better with an outsider along to keep things sane."
"That bad?"
"Oh, it's not like we fight. Just... look, I was seven when Helen left. I cried and cried for months before I accepted she wasn't coming back. And yeah, I'm still a little bit angry at her about that, but I can live with it... it's just that spending time around her is awkward. When somebody's out of your life that long, it's not something you can just switch on again. These days she's trying to take an interest, I do make an effort, but it just feels odd. Like I should have some sort of stronger feelings about somebody who gave me half my DNA. So, I mean, we see one another a couple of times a year, but we only ever talk about things that don't matter. Anything that's not about us."
"Um, yeah." I could relate; my own situation wasn't quite that drastic, but I'd long ago found it was easiest to keep a certain emotional distance from my parents. "I can see that would be awkward — sorry, I keep dragging you onto depressing topics. This was supposed to be a happy weekend."
"I don't mind talking about this stuff, love. I'd say if I did. Sometimes it feels better to get things off my chest."
All the same, I felt we'd gotten into gloomy territory. I managed to lighten the mood a little with a feeble "off your chest" joke, but I was still glad when we arrived back at Chambers. There's something about an open fire that makes a place cheerful.



We'd planned to retire to our room and enjoy the goodies that we'd bought for our picnic, but Keith invited us to dine with him and Iain "— our only other guests cancelled, we could do with the company —" and we accepted, bringing our stash to the table. We had no cause to regret it. Iain was a splendid cook, and both of them were excellent conversationalists. Like any old couple they'd long since heard all one another's stories, and were pleased to have an audience, so we sat back and listened while Kirby patrolled the carpet for crumbs.
As I'd guessed from the name of the place, Iain was an ex-lawyer: "Queen's Counsel. And queens' counsel too, for that matter." After knocking back a couple of glasses of the Shiraz he'd loosened up enough to tell us about the "ex-" part: in the mid-nineties, he'd had a close shave with a newspaper editor obsessed with exposing a supposed conspiracy of gay pedophiles. None of his accusations had ever been substantiated, but one of Iain's friends had committed suicide after his fondness for anonymous hookups made the news: "That's his bed you slept on last night. I represented a couple of the others pro bono. We took the bastards to court, fought for a couple of years, squeezed a little bit of blood money out of them in the end. But it all took a lot out of me. Keith made me go to a doctor and the quack said I'd be dead in five years if I didn't do something about my blood pressure, so I hung up my wig and we bought this place."
Keith had been almost famous, an actor in a long-running TV soap. It sounded like an exciting existence: cast as an unlikely sex symbol, kidnapped by a drug syndicate, jilted at the altar by the woman who nobody knew was his own sister. Off-screen he'd been stalked by a besotted fan ("little did she know!") and at the studio's advice he was married off to one of his co-stars ("a member of the sisterhood") when the show needed a ratings boost. He showed us a few of the cards she'd sent him over the years: "Love from your Sham Wife," "Merry Christmas from your best beard," "To 'Oscar' from 'Constance'," and so forth.
"And then, of course, there was the time I grew my leg back."
"How did you lose it?" asked Phoebe.
"End of... was it Season Three or Season Four, Iain?"
"Four. Not that I watched that tripe."
"Of course you didn't, Iain. Yes, end of Season Four, the producers decided to do a bit of spring-cleaning. Great big bomb went off, killed off a couple of people who were asking too much to renew their contracts. My character was looking a bit too settled and happy at the time, so the writers told me 'Good news darling, you're losing a leg!'"
"Sounds painful."
"Excruciating. They strapped my leg up with my foot against my arse so it was all tucked away inside the trousers, but not what you'd call comfortable. And it slowed me down and mucked up the shooting timetable. So after they'd milked it for a few episodes we moved onto something new — Iain, was that the sex-change lady?"
"Something like that."
"So we agreed they'd just manage the cameras so I was only seen from the waist up. Great relief all round. By the middle of Season Six, we'd all forgotten about it. We'd had a serial strangler, a big gay kiss between the only two straight men in the cast, two Christmas specials, God knows what else. And then we had one episode at the beach where I was wearing shorts. Legs and all. We only remembered after it went to air, the writers were having kittens, but nobody out there noticed. Thank God we didn't have the Internet back then for people to complain about that sort of thing. So I got to have my leg back."
"Impressive." I cut myself a couple more slices of a nice sharp cheddar. "So tell me, how did the two of you end up together?"
"Well, it's a —" Keith began, but Iain interrupted him: "Do you want the truth and the whole truth, or the version we tell Keith's parents?"
"Oh, let's hear both," chirped Phoebe. She was leaning forward, both elbows propped on the table, and from the way she spoke and the wideness of her eyes I thought she was just a little bit under the influence. She was also playing footsie with me under the table.
"Well," said Keith, "after the show got cancelled, I went back to theatre for a while — that's my first love — and Iain was so smitten by my Orsino that he insisted on meeting me after the show. He invited me to his Christmas party, and romance blossomed."
There was a respectful pause while Keith refilled his wine glass. Beside him, Iain finished another, before clearing his throat for the other version of events. "We met in a bath-house on Oxford Street. Both regulars. After we'd been shagging for a few months we exchanged names and phone numbers, and a few months after that Keith invited me to the theatre."
"Iain and I were both getting tired of the scene, so we thought we'd settle down for a few months and see how it worked out. And thirty-four years later, here we are."
Iain scowled. "Oh god, don't make me feel ancient."
"You've always been ancient, Iain. You're so lucky I like older men. So, young ladies, how did you meet?"
I fielded that one. "Also a Christmas party. I was pissed off at my boss, thought I was about to get fired, and his daughter was absolutely gorgeous, so I kissed her and one thing led to another. Erm, in her dad's wardrobe."
"And is that the version you tell the parents?"
"God, no!" blurted Phoebe. "We just tell them we're friends."
The conversation went on, with Keith telling funny stories about some of the other guests they'd had over the years. But I found myself withdrawing from the conversation, drawing back and letting the three of them chat among themselves. Was I sulking a little? I shouldn't have been bothered by what Phoebe had said — it was quite true — and yet the emphatic way she'd said it had altogether taken the wind out of my sails.
I tried to get back into the spirit of fun, but I just couldn't recapture the good mood I'd been in just a few minutes earlier, so I decided to make my exit. "Sorry lads, but you've fed me so well I'm falling asleep here. I'm going to toddle up to bed."
"Already?" Phoebe enquired.
"Lots of driving tomorrow. Don't let me spoil your fun, you stay." I wasn't sure how sincere I sounded, so I just gave her a light kiss on the forehead and made my way upstairs.
Although it was still early, I'd barely climbed into bed and switched out the light when I heard Phoebe slipping into the bedroom.
"Yvonne?"
I lay there, facing the window, listening to the rivulets of rainwater splattering down from the gutters.
"Are you awake, love?"
I felt petty trying to ignore her... and I resented her for making me feel petty. "Yes."
"You don't sound... are you upset?"
"A little."
She came around the bed and sat beside me. "Oh, love, it doesn't sound like a little. What's wrong? Was it about not telling family? I thought you were okay with that."
"I can deal with not telling them. I don't love it but I can respect why you don't want to. But please don't talk like it's ludicrous to even think of acknowledging me in front of them."
"Oh, love." She touched my hair, tentatively. I wasn't sure whether I wanted that. "I'm so sorry. I didn't mean it that way. It's... I wish I could tell them, but it's not that easy."
"So did you tell them about Luke? Was that so hard?" Bitterness seeping through, decades of old resentments.
"Yes. You know I did." She sounded miserable, and instantly I felt like a prat.
"I'm sorry. That was bitchy of me. I know it's not the same."
"I didn't mean to hurt you, Yvonne. I hate the thought of hurting you." Still stroking my hair.
"It wasn't really you, love." I sat up and put my arms around her. "Well, not much of it. I just, I've spent all my life being told my feelings aren't as big and important and real as the next guy's. All the happy straight couples getting their love stories on the telly out in the sunlight. And maybe if I'm lucky I'll get to fuck some girl who wants to put on a show for her boyfriend. Or be her little secret hobby until she finds a nice boy to marry and forgets about me. Maybe a few years down the track she wants to sound bohemian and adventurous, she'll tell her friends how one time she experimented with another girl. And then she'll forget all about it, and I'll still be..." I couldn't finish. My face was wet, and now she was holding me instead of the other way around.
"Oh, honey, honey, honey." She pulled my head into her chest, stroked my hair, rocked me in her arms. "Oh, sweetie. Oh darling Yvonne. Look, I'm still a bit sozzled and I don't have the words right. But please believe me, you're not an experiment. You mean more than that to me."
"I know. I should know, at least. Wish I wasn't so fucking insecure. It's stupid, if I'm expecting you to call and you're late, I start getting paranoid, thinking you've lost interest in me. I have to make myself think through it, remind myself that you're not that sort of person. Sometimes I have to go through old texts and emails just to look at the bits where you tell me you love me." I snuffled loudly, and she handed me a hanky to blow my nose. "Thanks. I'm sorry, I... hi, I'm Yvonne, if you hadn't noticed, I have a bit of baggage."
"Don't we all?" She hugged me tight again. "Those things you said, that stuff happened to you?"
"Not to me. But happened to friends, more than once. It's all part of the experience. Living in a world full of fuckwits who keep telling me any relationship with me in it doesn't count."
"It counts for me. Hey, do you really go back through my texts?"
"Saved 'em all."
"Well, then." She reached down and took my hand, folded hers around it. "Tomorrow, when you go home, and you step off the plane and switch your phone back on, the first thing you'll see is a message from me saying I love you and I miss you. You should save that one too."
I squeezed her hand, and we sat side by side as rain battered at the window. I was crying again, but if I wasn't exactly happy, I was far from sad: just sitting there, holding Phoebe's hand, knowing she wasn't going anywhere.
After several minutes of companionable silence: "Yvonne, do you like poetry?"
"Sure. Well, some of it, there's a lot of stuff I don't get. Why?"
She hesitated a moment, marshalling a memory, and then spoke:
"I wonder by my troth, what thou and I
Did, until we loved? Were we not weaned till then?
But sucked on country pleasures, childishly?
Or snorted we in the Seven Sleepers' den?
'Twas so; but for this, all pleasures fancies be.
If ever any beauty I did see,
Which I desired, and got, 'twas but a dream of thee."
"...is that Shakespeare?"
"John Donne. Had to learn a couple of his in school, that one stuck with me."
"It's beautiful. Now I feel tingly all over." I kissed her cheek. "Later you can read me more like that, but right now I should get some sleep."
"Mmm-hmm." She rose, giving me a peck on the forehead. "Keep the bed warm, I'm just going to brush my teeth."
When she returned, she slipped in behind me, and this time it was my turn to fall asleep wrapped in my lover's arms.
We were sorry to leave the next morning. But I had a plane to catch, and a long drive back to Sydney before that. And so, just as the skies cleared at last, we said goodbye to Iain and Keith (and Kirby) and got on the road again. A few hours later, we said goodbye to one another at the airport, and I walked to the departure gate.
And when I stepped off the plane at Tullamarine, there it was, just as she'd said:
I love you and I miss you. See you soon - P.
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*
The day after I got back from Sydney, Peter called everybody in the office together for an important announcement.
From my past experience with Peter, "important announcement" almost always translated to "pompous waste of time". A change to our expenses system, or a fatuous motivational speech straight out of whatever trendy management text he'd just read, guaranteed to take at least half an hour. The man liked to hear himself talk.
But this time it was clear that he actually had something big to tell us, because Janelle had brought a bottle of champagne and glasses for everybody. Skipping ten minutes of buildup and ten more of self-congratulation, the part that mattered: we'd won the Redmond Barry contract and Peter would be overseeing the project, with Susan deputised to handle the details.
It was fantastic news for R.J. Churchill, and as Peter popped the cork I was surrounded by excited realtors already planning how to spend the commissions they were expecting to earn. But for me, in the short term, it mostly meant a lot of extra work. I had to build a sales site for the Redmond apartments with different branding to our main website, and set up a fancy 'virtual tour' plugin so buyers could preview the apartments online. Throw in a dozen lesser complications, all on top of my regular work, and it meant a lot of staying late. As March rolled on and the days grew shorter, it became rare that I'd get from work before dark.
At least I wasn't staying back all alone. Susan had plenty on her plate, and most nights she worked later than I did. Occasionally when I got fed up with wrangling our website I'd wander over to her office and we'd chat. One evening, though, it was she who came to my desk. "Yvonne?"
"Yeah? What's up?"
"Do you know how to get a Facebook group taken down?"
"...um, in theory. What's this about?"
She showed me the group: Zara T Is A Tubby Dyke. It had eight members, all smiling-faced girls of around Zara's age.
"Oh, ouch. Her classmates?"
"Yep. I don't know how they even found out. She only told her best friend, and her friend says she didn't tell anybody else, but... now they're not talking. Zara was off school today with 'cramps', poor thing. I don't know what to do."
"Shit. Okay, um, here's what I'd do." I took some screencaps (number one rule of dealing with arseholes, always document everything) and then showed her how to report the page. "I'd take it to the principal, they should be able to talk to the little darlings."
But I had my doubts; real life rarely works out that simply. This time the girls had been stupid, putting their name to it, and no doubt they'd be told off and ordered to make some sort of insincere apology. Next time they'd cover their tracks better.
I said all this on the phone to Phoebe when I got home. I said most of it more than once, because I tend to repeat myself when I've got something stuck on my mind. She listened patiently until I'd let off enough steam for her to get a word in, and then she said: "You can't fix the whole world, love. All you can do is work on your part of it and hope other people will go work on theirs."
"I know. It just bugs me."
"I'm not surprised." A pause. "I miss you, Von."
"Miss you too, love. I'm sorry, I haven't asked you how you've been. Getting in plenty of cello practice?"
"Thirty-five hours this week, plus teaching. One thing about you working late, less incentive for me to get lazy and finish early."
"Well, if you've been that good, I think you should get some sort of reward when I see you next."
"I like the sound of that. What did you have in mind?"
"Oh... a box of chocolates, maybe? A gift card? What would you like, sweetie?"
"You know very well what I'd like. That reminds me. Easter weekend, I'm coming down on the Friday morning, going back Sunday night. You still up for helping at Yaya's?"
"Sure thing. Starting Friday?"
"Yup. I'm staying at Dad's, but I'm taking the Saturday night off, and I'll be at your disposal. Anything you'd like to do?"
"Oh, so many things. Starting with wrapping my arms around you and kissing you... actually, there is one thing I'd really like."
"Anything."
"Would you come to dinner with John and Cat?
"Um. Yes, okay."
***
I was shocked by how much Yaya had changed since I'd last seen her. In February she'd been tired and crabby, but there'd still been a sharpness about her. Less than two months later she was grey-faced and weary, bone-thin in a new wheelchair, and she barely acknowledged me when I arrived.
Leon was in the front room, and he took me aside to whisper: "She's not good today. She had the chemo Wednesday, usually she's starting to feel better again by now. But tell her she looks well anyway, it'll do her good."
So I did — I doubt she believed me, I'm an awful liar — and then I settled in to exchange pleasantries with Leon while we waited and Hamish made tea. Phoebe and RJ had arrived earlier, but they'd gone out to fetch a few things; not knowing what needed doing, we couldn't start without them, and Yaya was in no state to tell us.
I noticed her grasping a bundle of leaves with her good hand, folding and twisting them. Not having had a religious upbringing, I didn't realise what she was about until Leon took a couple of fronds from the bundle and showed me. "Palm fronds. We make them into crosses for Sunday." It was a simple task, and after watching Leon demonstrate it once I could have done it easily. But Yaya's left arm was still out of action and she kept losing her train of thought, setting the crosses aside half-finished and starting new ones as the old began to unravel.
We made conversation, and I made the mistake of admitting that I worked in tech-support, whereupon Leon started asking me for advice: he wanted to digitise several thousand family photographs, and needed a scanner, and maybe a new computer, and didn't know what to buy. So I wrote down a few things for him to look at and my phone number in case he had more questions. Just as I was on the verge of starting to explain most of the Internet to him, Phoebe and RJ unwittingly came to my rescue, returning with packing supplies and a trailer. As Phoebe caught sight of me I could see relief in her eyes too. We greeted one another as friends, but we hugged very tight, and I whispered "Missed you" before we disengaged.
Once we were settled RJ explained what needed to be done. The plan was to sort through Yaya's belongings, boxing up some for storage and getting rid of anything that wasn't needed. Reading between the lines, he was concerned that she might not be able to go back home after the surgery, and wanted to get things under control while she was still around to say what needed to be kept and what to go.
Of course, that was the bottleneck: with Leon there were four of us helping, and Yaya couldn't provide enough direction to keep us all busy. I spent half an hour on the bathroom, pulling out expired medicines for disposal and amalgamating assorted soaps and lotions into a box, while Phoebe sorted papers in the lounge and separated the junk mail from bills that might need payment.
But most of the work was in boxes of Old Stuff in the bedrooms, and most of the contents required decisions: should this old dress be kept, or donated to charity, or thrown out? Since only Yaya and RJ could make those decisions — and even RJ only sometimes — we found ourself at a loose end when we'd finished those tasks.
"Well, you could do the garage," RJ suggested.
"Good idea," said Phoebe. She turned to me: "Lots of Grandpa's car stuff in there, she won't care what we do with it. And if we can clear some space in the garage, we'll have somewhere to put the packing boxes we don't need inside."
And out in the garage Phoebe and I could talk — albeit cautiously, for RJ and Leon were in and out of the house carrying rubbish to the trailer.
"What do you think?" she asked me as soon as we had the roller door open.
"She's looking pretty sick. Is that the last of the chemo?"
"For now, anyway. Really hope she isn't too fragile for surgery. Yeah, Dad told me she was in a bad way but I wasn't quite prepared for it."
I hugged her, looked around to make sure RJ and Leon weren't about, and kissed her on the cheek. "Expect she'll pick up a bit now the chemo's done, then."
"I hope so." She kissed me back. "Thanks for being here."
"That's what girlfriends are for. So, what needs doing?"
Quite a lot, as it turned out. Yaya had barely ventured into the garage since Achilles died thirty years ago. They'd sold off his car soon after that — Yaya had never learned to drive, RJ already had one of his own — but you probably could've built a new one from the parts he'd left behind.
Most would go out to the trailer, to be sold for scrap. The dealers were closed for Easter, but Leon knew a guy who'd take it if we dropped it off. Along with the parts, there were other things to be sorted: several petrol cans, a couple of mowers long since rusted into uselessness, a big tool board with an assortment of things that might be worth something to the right person, and a lot of grimy cloths and rat-nibbled motoring magazines.
I doubted we'd get much for any of it. With what RJ must be earning in the real-estate business, it was hardly worth his time to drive the trailer to Leon's friend; we might have done better just to give it all away to the first petrolhead willing to come and take it away.
But this wasn't a business proposition. I don't believe in ghosts, but most of us carry a few ancestors around in our heads, and they get cranky if you don't treat them with respect. So it fell to family (and helpers) to sort through Grandpa Karavangelis' belongings. Even if it all ended up at the scrap yard just the same, at least we'd do it properly.
As I filled a plastic tub with nuts and bolts and washers I asked, "Phoebe, do you remember him at all?"
"Maybe. I have a hazy mental image of Helen taking me to see him in hospital and him kissing me on the cheek. But I was so young when he died, I don't know whether it's a real memory or just something I dreamed up to fill in the blanks."
"Speaking of your mother, wasn't she going to be here?"
"Tomorrow. She gets nervous driving in Melbourne, wants to avoid the worst of the holiday traffic."
It took us most of the afternoon to clear out the garage. I'd half-expected to find something to explain why Yaya had been avoiding it for so long. Perhaps a leaky can of arsenic weedkiller, or an ex-war revolver hidden in a drawer? But the most exciting thing we found amidst the dust and grime was in a fruit-box tucked away under a workbench: Grandpa Karavangelis' collection of naughty pictures, hidden under a couple of parts catalogues.
Phoebe slid the box to me. "Hey, 'Von, do you mind checking this one? Some things I don't need to know about my grandpa. But check it, just in case there's something important underneath."
"Sure thing." I started to rummage through the collection.
After a few minutes I picked up one of the magazines, holding it open and staring at the contents. "Wow, I didn't know they were even allowed to publish that stuff."
"What? No, don't tell me, I don't want to know." But she'd stopped what she was doing and was watching from across the garage, looking alarmed.
A few minutes later I picked up a loose photograph and stared at it, frowned, then turned it upside-down. "Oh! It's two nuns! And, um, whatever that is."
"Stop that. You're making it up."
"Yeah, I am."
"...bitch."
"Love you too. Nah, it's all pretty tame. Mostly 'eighties Playboys, and these photos... probably forties or fifties? Cute, anyway. And not a one of your grandma."
"Missed his opportunity. She was a stunner, from the family albums I've seen."
"Takes after her granddaughter then."
"Flatterer." She kissed me on the nose. "You know I'm a sucker for compliments."
An hour later, as we carried the last tub-load out to the trailer, I asked, "So, what's the plan for after surgery?"
"Depends on how well her arm heals up. She wants to stay on here. Dad thinks she might need to move in with him or go to an assisted living facility. I've been looking them up, there are some good ones around with lots of Greek folk around her age."
"What do you think?"
"I think Dad's right, but she's not going to accept it unless she tries it her way first. He'll keep Hamish on for now, so it's not like she'll be alone here. Help me with the tarp?"
We fastened a tarpaulin over the trailer, then headed inside to let RJ know it was ready. "Need us to come along for the ride?" asked Phoebe.
"No thank you, Leon and I should be fine. Hamish is taking Mum out for a walk, so you're minding the house."
"Cool, Yvonne and I could do with a shower."
We gave RJ a hand hitching up the trailer. As they drove off I asked Phoebe, "So... when you said 'a shower', did you mean one at a time, or...?"
She squeezed my hand, fingers just as grimy as mine. "It's been a while, hasn't it?"
On our way back in we met Hamish coming out, pushing Yaya in her chair. She managed a drawn sort of smile for Phoebe: "You cleaned out the garage so soon? That's a miracle. Thirty-five years when he was alive, I couldn't make your Pappous clean it up. Did you find his dirty pictures?"
"You knew about them?"
Yaya gave a one-sided shrug. "He's a man, what's there to know? Every man looks at dirty pictures. Even priests." Then she said something in Greek, which Phoebe translated for me afterwards: "This fellow pushing my chair, you think he doesn't look on the computer?" Back to English: "Your daddy used to hide his under the bed."
"Yaya, do we really have to —"
"I don't mind. It's just how God made men, that's all. Now we're going to the park before it's dark."
Alone in the house, Phoebe and I shut the bathroom door behind us and shed our clothes. It wasn't very sexy; we were grimed with a mix of oil and dust, and she had cobwebs in her hair. I spent a couple of minutes slathering myself with soap and scrubbing under my nails before I felt Phoebe's hand on my shoulder.
"Be a darling and help with my hair, would you?"
I slipped behind her and squirted something coconut-scented into my hand, then started working it into her hair. The air was cold against wet skin, so we stood close together to keep under the hot water: my hips against her butt, my breasts squashed against her back, and her long black curls all over the place. I tugged them out from between us and draped them over her shoulders to either side — ostensibly so I could get at them with the shampoo, mostly to enjoy the feel of her skin against me — and kept on going.
"Mmm, nice." She reached back behind me and locked her arms around my waist, trapping me against her. "Do go on."
I vanquished a couple of tangles and started massaging the shampoo into her scalp. "By the time you get out you're going to smell like a coconut meringue."
"Is that good?"
I leant in close. "I love coconut meringues. Baked with little pointy peaks." I slipped one hand under her arm, fingers gliding around to graze her nipple. "I run my tongue over the peaks to feel how pointy they are."
"And then?" Her fingers were digging into my back.
"Then I suck them into my mouth and crunch them and the world explodes into sugar."
"Mmm." She let go of me and twisted around, kissing me fiercely on the mouth. "Show me."
So I slid down her body, fingers leading the way and lips following, teasing her nipples into firmness and then testing their shape with my tongue as the water streamed down my face. My left hand palmed her other breast; my right followed the water down, carried by the rivulets to the tributary at her hip, and down into the valley between her thighs.
"Mmm."
I teased her with my fingers as my lips pressed around her nipple in a lower-case 'o', tongue flickering against the tip. She had her hands in my hair now, stroking me, pulling me closer, but I felt her gasp as my fingertips began to probe. "Easy, love!" For the soap had washed away most of her natural lubrication, leaving her squeaky clean — not always a good thing.
So I took it slowly, pressing and retreating and pressing again, just a little further each time, until the warmth of the water began to give way to the heat of her body. She started to push back, hips rocking against my hand, and I let her set the pace as she slowly-slowly-slowly took my fingers inside her in a series of tiny gasps and thrusts and grunts, hands clenching in my hair.
"So nice," she whispered, as my fingers curled toward my thumb, which now rested just behind her clit. "Ahh!" For as I stroked her G-spot, and my thumb slid over her nub, I bit down on her nipple as if it were a meringue. I felt her muscles fluttering around my fingers and I followed her timing, rubbing my thumb back over her clit every time her body tensed, running my other hand down her back to stroke her arse.
"Oh, you witch, how do you... oh!" As she spoke, I'd probed her nipple with my tongue, pushing it back against the teeth that held it captive even as I bit down harder. "Ow!" And then as the sudden pain ran through her body I stroked again with my fingers, blending it with a pulse of pleasure, licking and biting and squeezing and pinching until the sensations blended together and the flutters around my fingers became ripples and the ripples became spasms and the pricking of my thumbnail against her clit sent her into sobbing climax: "Oh, oh, oh, oh!"
The water was still running as I withdrew, and kissed her softly on the breast — the toothmarks might be visible for a day or two — and straightened so I could kiss her on the cheek and cradle her in my arms.
"Love you, sweetie."
"Mmm." She leaned into my arms. "I don't remember being that much of a masochist."
"Maybe you just have a natural talent for it."
"Mmm. Hey, we should probably get dressed before somebody comes home."
"Spoilsport." I turned off the taps and stepped out of the shower. "So what are you doing tonight? I don't feel like waiting until tomorrow for my turn."
"Sorry, babe, you're going to have to. I'm booked for dinner with Dad and some old friends of the family. Already told him I'm hanging out with you tomorrow, so it'd look fishy if I begged off tonight as well."
This is why I hate closets. But I didn't say it. "Well, tomorrow then." I finished towelling myself off and helped her dry her hair. "Make sure you get an early night tonight, honey. You'll want to be rested tomorrow."
I took my own advice and retired to bed at nine o'clock, after a brief exchange of text messages:
Going to bed, goodnight, I love you - Y
Love you too, wish you were here... No, it's horrendously dull, wish I was there - P
When I arrived on Saturday there was an unfamiliar car parked outside behind RJ's. It was a dusty old Subaru station-wagon, heavily stickered with things like "Save Australia's Wild Places," "I Heart The Woodford Folk Festival", and "No To Uranium Mining". I walked past it, through the gate.
"Hi! Are you Phoebe's friend? I'm Helen!"
I jumped. I'd walked right past her without noticing, for she was down on her knees among the tomato vines. She had a plastic ice-cream tub beside her, half-filled with tomatoes and a couple of lemons. "Give me a hand with these?"
"Um, sure." I knelt down beside her to see what she was doing. The garden hadn't been tended in weeks — probably not since our working bee in February — and the vines were heavy with unpicked tomatoes. Many had fallen and were rotting on the ground; others had been attacked by bugs small enough to get through the netting. But some were salvageable, if a little shrivelled, and Helen was collecting them up.



"You're Phoebe's mum?" I remembered the name from Phoebe's family history project, but she didn't look much like I'd expected. In the photos she'd been a plump thirty-something; eighteen years later she was downright skinny and a little twitchy, bobbing and jerking like a wren unable to keep still.
"Yes! They're all inside. Just thought I'd rescue these first. Shame to see them rot." But after a couple of minutes, when we still had four vines left to go — not to mention the lemons, and the beans — she straightened up. "Come on, let's go say hello."
It was all very polite. Helen and Phoebe were polite to one another, and kissed on the cheek like a pair of clockwork dolls. Helen and RJ were courteous, exchanging conversation about RJ's business and Helen's difficulties finding a rental in Ballarat. I didn't understand the Greek that she spoke with Yaya, but the body language and the tone of voice seemed very proper and tactful on both sides and Yaya accepted the tub of tomatoes graciously.
All in all I felt as if I'd walked into the middle of a diplomatic negotiation, smiles on the surface and minefields underneath. Even Phoebe gave me no more than a sisterly peck on the cheek.
After a few minutes of pleasantries, Leon broke the ice. "What are we doing today?"
RJ tapped his fingertips together, making a steeple. "We need to sort through the bedrooms. There are a lot of things in unlabelled boxes, need to get them out and check whether they're worth keeping, then repack and label them. And there's some china and glassware that needs to be packed away carefully."
I'd been hoping for time alone with Phoebe, but it wasn't to be. RJ took charge of the chinaware: "If anybody breaks Mum's china, best that it's me." With Leon assisting him, that left the rest of us to go through a mountain of boxes in what had once been his bedroom.
Hamish wheeled in Yaya to provide direction, then retired to the dining room with a fat textbook on aged-care nursing, and we got stuck into the boxes. They were ancient cardboard things, sealed with Sellotape that had yellowed and brittled with age. Every last one of them needed to be opened, sorted, and repacked into new boxes that RJ had brought along.
We settled into a routine: I opened boxes and pulled out the contents, then stacked the dead boxes for recycling. Phoebe sorted the contents in front of Yaya, who decided their fate, and then Helen boxed and bagged them again.
We started with box upon box of clothes, some of them Achilles' old gear but most of them Yaya's bright colours that had been packed away in 1990 to be replaced by widow's black. A couple of boxes had become badly mildewed, and we threw those out. Phoebe persuaded Yaya that most of the rest could be passed on to charity.
But there were a few things that had too much sentimental value for that, and she acquired several hand-me-down dresses. Somehow even I ended up with one, a candy-striped time-traveller from the '70s: "You should have that, dear. I think will look good on you. You can't wear jeans all the time. Go on, try it."
Bowing to the inevitable, I took it to the bathroom and put it on. It fitted, and the colours weren't really too bad, but it felt very wrong on me. I was still grimacing at the mirror when Phoebe slunk in behind me.
"You know, she's right, that actually does look good on you."
"I guess. I just don't wear dresses. Not my thing."
She nudged the door shut behind her and advanced toward me. "Maybe not. Just saying, you look good." She straightened the neckline, adjusted the sleeves, and nodded approval. "I'd do you." And she kissed me.
"Mmm. You're sweet." I ruffled her hair. "I still don't know that I should take it. I can't imagine when I'd wear it. Just don't feel comfortable in dresses."
"Take it anyway. You don't have to wear it, you can put it away in a cupboard if you like, but she wants to give you something as a thank-you. Just one thing, before you take it off... shut your eyes a moment?"
"Yes?" I obeyed, and waited, and as soon as I opened my eyes to see what she was playing at I was dazzled by the flash from her phone camera.
"That's for yesterday, with the magazines. Don't worry, I won't show it to anybody."
"Bitch. I love you."
"You too. Come on, we'd better get back."
After that we started to uncover boxes of bedding. These all needed to be unfolded, checked for wear or damage, and then refolded, so we had time to chat as we worked. Helen did most of the talking.
"So, Phoebe, I hear you have an audition coming up?"
"Yes, Sydney Philharmonic, at the end of June."
"That far away?"
"Yes, they've got a cellist retiring in September, so they were able to give a bit of notice."
"Do you know what will be in the audition?"
"Most of it. There's one sight-reading piece in there."
"Are you still climbing?"
"Yes. Haven't had much time for it lately though."
And so on. Helen skipped from topic to topic and Phoebe responded, answering the questions she was asked but giving away nothing that might be taken as an invitation for further conversation. Eventually Helen turned to me; she already knew I worked for RJ, and we talked a bit about my job. In return, I learned a little about her: she was working as a guide at a gold-rush museum, studying part-time for a degree in ecological management or some such. Phoebe 'accidentally' brushed my hand every so often as I passed her a box, but she stayed out of the conversation, and Yaya was silent.
Not long before lunchtime we got to the end of the bedding and opened another bundle of clothes. Phoebe shook out a polka-dotted dress and held it up: "Yaya?"
"Hrr?"
"Yaya, this dress, stay or go?"
"Don't feel good." I looked up sharply. She was sagging and her face was grey.
Phoebe stepped to the door. "Hamish!"
"Coming!" He walked in, took her pulse and frowned. "Mrs Karavangelis, your heartbeat's a bit uneven, probably nothing to worry about but we should get you to hospital for a checkup."
Five minutes later they were on their way in RJ's four-wheel drive with Leon and Phoebe along for the ride, leaving only Helen and myself to mind the house. As Helen closed the door she muttered, "Poor thing! My dad had chemo and radio, it's miserable."
"Yeah, it's been taking it out of her. But she's stubborn, I'm sure she'll get through it."
"I wish it worked that way. Sometimes all the willpower in the world isn't enough." Then, as she turned back to me, "Sorry, don't mean to be a downer. What do you think we should do? Should we tidy up?"
"Yeah, let's."
We shuffled the new boxes into one corner of the room, and carried the old dead ones out to the recycling bin. It was already pretty full with papers and tins, so I had to work to make room. As I squashed down the contents, Helen abruptly said, "Yvonne, can I ask something personal? Are you Phoebe's girlfriend?"
"What?"
"Are you Phoebe's girlfriend? Partner? Lover?" And while I was still trying to plan a response, "I thought so! The way she acts around you, it's not how she acts around her friends. You're in tune with one another, I can see it. Don't get defensive, I don't have a problem with it. But you are, aren't you?"
"Yes. We are. We haven't told them."
"Well, obviously. I'm sorry, it's rude of me to pry! But I'm her mother, I can't just... she won't tell me anything important. I just want to know, is she happy? I mean, I know she's not happy right now, but is she okay?"
"Um... I think so." I wasn't sure how much I ought to tell her, if Phoebe wasn't willing to share it herself. "She's upset about all this and she's stressed about work, but she's coping." I figured I wasn't telling her anything much that she couldn't have guessed for herself.
"I'm glad she has you. I mean, I don't know you, but I'm glad she has someone. This has to be so hard on her... she doesn't talk about me much, does she?"
"Um. Not really, no."
"Let's go inside, I could do with a cuppa."
When the kettle had boiled and the tea was brewing, she continued. "I thought I was going to be such a good mother. We wanted her so much, she was such a lovely baby. But it all got... oh, maybe it was PND, I don't know. I was overwhelmed, so many things to juggle. Feed her, clean clothes, check her school work, look after Dimi —" it took me a moment to remember that RJ had started life as 'Dimitrious' "— look after his mum, my own job, the house, me. Every time I got one thing under control I'd take my eye off something else and it'd all come crashing down. And then Kalli would show up and tell me how I ought to be doing it. I couldn't even make soup without her telling me a better way to do it."
"Oh."
"Dimi's a good man, but he just couldn't see what it was like for me! One day I just snapped. I said I can't handle this any more, if Kalli knows how to do it all, Kalli can bloody well do it. I walked out, went to stay with my sisters just for a few weeks. I thought when she and Dimi found out how hard it was they'd beg me to come back!"
She sugared her tea, took a sip, pursed her lips.
"Do you know how stubborn that woman is? I don't know how she managed it! I couldn't go back, maybe it's foolish pride, but I just couldn't. So I went off to see what else I could do." Another sip. "Phoebe's never forgiven me."
"I wouldn't quite say that. I think she'd like to be closer to you. She just hasn't worked out how yet."
"Perhaps. Well, I like to believe one day she'll call me and say she wants to talk." A wry chuckle. "Maybe ask me to one of her concerts. I went once, you know? Found out when they were playing, drove up to Sydney, bought a ticket. Stayed up the back, she was looking the other way, never saw me, I was so proud when I saw her there on stage. Maybe she'll even tell me about you. But anyway, even if it can't be me... I'm glad she's got somebody to look after her if Kalli's sick. Look, don't tell Phoebe about this, she'll know when she's ready to talk. But if she ever needs help, if there's something I can do... can I give you my phone number?"
"Sure." Although I couldn't imagine a situation where I'd use it. It would feel like violating Phoebe's trust, unless she knew, and then why wouldn't she just call herself? But I recorded it in my phone anyway, if only to reassure Helen.
Then I texted Phoebe: how's it going? You okay? Love you.
She's looking better but need to get checkup. Long wait for doctor, don't know when back. ILY
Helen and I helped ourselves to a late lunch and then decided to go on with the bedroom as best we could, sorting things into "probably keep" and "probably chuck" that could be checked later. Here and there amidst the clothes we found old knick-knacks that had been wrapped in them for safe-keeping: family photos of people I didn't recognise, Greek-language books, young Dimi's high-school pennants (soccer in primary school, football and cricket in high). There was a heavy metal trunk that was either locked or rusted shut — "that'd be the one they brought over in fifty-three," Helen explained — and a large wooden chest.
My parents had one like it, full of blankets and mothballs, and that's what I expected to see when I opened it. And indeed there was a small, colourful blanket on the top. But underneath that were children's toys and keepsakes: green plastic soldiers and a rather squashed tank, some sort of vehicle made from Meccano, a wooden sword that might have been made in Achilles' workshop, a collection of small shells and crab claws and river-polished stones...
"This is Dimi's old stuff."
"I don't think so..." Helen came over to look in the box. "No, that's his brother's. We should close that up and put it back where it was, she'll be upset if she sees we've opened it."
"Oh." I lowered the lid carefully. It closed with a soft 'chunk'. "If you don't mind me asking, what happened to him?"
"No great mystery. Just measles. Dimi caught it at school and brought it home, and that was that... nobody's fault, they didn't have vaccination until a few years later. I never heard the story until Phoebe was born, then Kalli wouldn't let up on me until she had her shots."
I slid the box back into its place against the wall — it had left a deep impression in the carpet — and then pottered around, washing up dishes and collecting rubbish, until my phone buzzed with a message from Phoebe.
Still waiting for doctor. Probably be few hours yet maybe you should make own way home
Not going to make it for dinner with J & M?
Shit, forgot. kinda distracted. yes will meet there Text me address. ILY
I sent her my brother's address and then passed on the first part of the message to Helen. "I'd better go get my train."
"I'll give you a lift." Although I could easily have walked, I accepted her offer because she gave me the impression she still had something she wanted to say.
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It was a short trip to the station, and Helen was quiet for most of it. Just as we got to the car park she spoke rapidly: "You must think I'm mad, talking at you like I did before. I probably am, a little bit. I can't deal with too much happening in my life, I need to keep it simple or I start going off the rails. But I have to know Phoebe's all right."
"I worry about her too, you know. It's hard when she's living so far away, and she pushes herself hard. But I love her, I'm going to do my best by her." And then, since we'd just we pulled into a spot, I leant over and hugged Helen. I don't know if it was welcome, but she looked so worried, I felt I ought. "Thanks for the lift. I promise I'll look after her. Catch you back here tomorrow!"
I arrived at John's place late, thanks to a delayed train, but that was okay: he was still vacuuming as I walked in. "Evening 'Von." He looked out the door, side to side. "Did you bring this girlfriend of yours?"
"She's running late. Her grandma's in hospital."
"That's no good. Give us a hand moving this sofa."
"You vacuum under sofas now? Well, I never."
"Cat says it gets her hot when I do housework. What can you do?"
From the kitchen I heard: "Yeah baby. That's how I like it. And don't forget to change that top, it's filthy."
"Hi Cat!" I called out.
"Hi Yvonne!"
I helped set the table and then caught a quick shower to rinse off the day's dust. As I was coming out of the bathroom I heard Cat at the door: "...and you must be Phoebe? Nice to meet you!"
I hurried over to greet her with a hug and a kiss on the cheek. "Hey sweetie!"
"Hey there. Sorry, I was planning to dress up a bit, but I came straight from the hospital."
"Don't sweat it. We're casual here... yeah, like that." My brother had just made his appearance in a Megadeth T-shirt that I'd given to him for Christmas eight years earlier. "Phoebe, this is my brother John. John, this is Phoebe."
"Evening!" He shook her hand. "Get yourself comfortable, dinner's in five."
As we ate, John made conversation: "So, Pheebs, little sis says you're a cellist?"
"That's right."
"What'cha play? Anything I'd have heard?"
"Um, I don't think so... mostly classical and folk..."
"She does a good version of 'Sweet Child of Mine'," I offered.
"Do you know S&M?" John asked.
Phoebe looked thrown by the question — I've no doubt he was making mischief — but Cat came to the rescue. "It's a Metallica album. With an orchestra."
"Oh! Oh, yes, I've heard it. San Francisco Symphony. I'm auditioning for the Sydney Philharmonic, if I get in I might get to do stuff like that occasionally. And things like movie scores, video game soundtracks..."
John interrupted, "Grand Theft Auto?"
"I don't think so..."
I patted her knee. "John is making trouble. He did four years of music in school, he knows what a cello is."
"I did! You wouldn't believe how crap I was."
"We were in school band together," I said. "Pachelbel's bloody Canon, over and over and over. He played the triangle."
"Oh god," said Phoebe, "I used to have a T-shirt that said 'NO I WILL NOT PLAY PACHELBEL'." And she delivered a small rant on the subject. It's a lovely piece of music, easy to play, and so it suffers the death of a thousand scrapes at the hands of every school string group. "I had a gig at a restaurant for a few months. Guy wants to impress his date, can't name anything else classical, guess what he asks for? Every time."
That set off an animated discussion about good music ruined by overexposure: "Hallelujah", "Gran Vals", "Smoke on the Water" and a dozen other classics. As we talked I felt Phoebe's fingers stroking mine under the table. She seemed to be settling in nicely with the company, and soon she was giving John as good as she got. As the conversation drifted on to Cat's work in architecture John and I rose to clear the table and rinse off the dishes in the kitchen.
"Well, she seems nice. Very classy."
"Yeah, I still feel out of my league with her."
John humphed. "Can she fix a computer?"
"No, but —"
"She's never dated a woman, but she's dating you. That tell you anything?"
"Um..."
"It says she likes you. Now come and pick a movie."
We sat out in the lounge and put on a DVD. It was something called Cardinals that I'd never heard of: pre-rehab Rob Downey Jr. as world-weary Bishop Stephen Doherty, Chris Rock as hard-living pro baseballer Stevie Doherty. Stephen gets appointed as a Cardinal, Stevie gets selected for the St. Louis Cardinals, letters get mixed up, hilarity ensues.
John and Cat had left us the sofa, so Phoebe and I cuddled up next to one another as the opening titles rolled: Stevie's fiancée walks out on him after catching him in bed with a cheerleader, while Stephen's given up hope of finding the money he needs to fund the underprivileged kids' sports program.
Cat brought out a dessert wine; as a rule I don't drink much, but I have a weak spot for a good botrytis, and Phoebe and I sipped as we watched.
PAPAL EMISSARY #1: And of course, you're celibate.
STEVIE: [fishes engagement ring out of pocket, looks at it sadly, throws it in the Missouri] Yeah, guess I am now.
EMISSARIES: [look at one another in shock]
Phoebe slipped her hand behind me, covertly stroking my back. In reply I rested my own hand on her knee, in plain sight, and squeezed. She tensed up and looked cautiously in my brother's direction.
"It's okay, they're cool." I kissed her earlobe and slowly I felt her relaxing again.
I don't know whether it was the wine or the company, but I enjoyed the movie more than I'd expected. It was one of those comfortable stories where you can predict most of the ending once you've seen the first five minutes. Bishop Stephen lost his glasses and hit a home run, Stevie D gave a passionate sermon about the "goddamn blessing of marriage" and proposed to his fiancée from the pulpit, the kids' sports program got saved. Everybody except the evil property developer got a happy ending.
By then Phoebe was curled up with her head in my lap. "You still awake, love?" I asked, stroking her hair.
She yawned. "Yeah. Just. Sorry, long day."
"Sounds like we'd better head home."
Another, longer yawn. "Yeah."
So we said our good-nights and shambled to the station. As we waited for our train I thought to ask, "So how is Yaya?"
"Bit of a heart wobble from the chemo. They're going to keep her in overnight for observation. She should be home tomorrow but we're not going to do any more packing, just the family stuff."
"So you won't need me there tomorrow."
"No, sorry babe. So we'd better make the most of tonight."
"Mmm." We were the only ones in the carriage, and I nuzzled her neck. "So, how tired are you?"
She tilted her head, giving me better access. "I think I could stay up a bit longer. But I'm going to need a shower first."
The flat was quiet when we got home. As usual, Aleks was out. While I shed my clothes Phoebe made straight for the shower. I stopped to check my email, and when I looked up a few minutes later she was standing in the bathroom doorway wearing only a towel.
"Darling..." she said.
"Yes?"
She began walking toward me, reaching out to me, towel falling away from her hips and leaving her naked. "Put the laptop away."
I obeyed, and as soon as it was safe on my bedside table she pounced, pinning me to the bed. "Much better." She stooped to rub noses with me. "Give us a kiss?"
I obliged, and we tumbled around in one another's arms for a while, ending up side by side. "How you doing, love?"
"Oh... okay, I guess. Taking Yaya to the ER isn't my idea of fun."
"I'm not surprised." I squeezed her tight. "I'm okay if you just want to cuddle up and go to sleep."
"I could do that. But what would you like?"
"Well, I..." I was going to say "cuddle up and go to sleep" but realised: no, that's not what I want. That's what I think Phoebe wants me to want. What I want is...
What I want is scary to ask for. Is it too much? Will it scare her away? Will she say yes out of pity?
I sat on the bed and gestured at the floor in front of me. "Stand there, please. Back to me." As she obeyed I shifted forward to the very edge of the bed, reaching for her hair, pulling loose the ties that kept it neatly corralled. She'd braided it earlier; I undid those braids now, teasing her hair out until it hung loose all around her.
I took a deep breath. "Kneel on the floor. Facing me. Hands and knees."
"As you wish, my love."
What was that in her voice? Desire? Amusement? Surrender?
Not distaste. Not distrust. She knelt, her drifting hair tickling the insides of my knees, her palms flat on the floor.
"Phoebe. I want to be selfish tonight. I want you to go down on me, make me come, over and over."
Her cheeks brushed my thighs now, and she spoke without looking up: "And is that all?"
"No." I placed my feet on top of her hands. Not hard, not enough to hurt — god, the thought of damaging those accomplished fingers! — but firm enough to say: These stay here. "No, it's not. I need you to tell me: do you love me?"
How many times can I hear that question answered, and see the proofs of it, and still need to hear the answer again?
"Yvonne." She kissed the inside of my thigh. "Let me show how much I love you." And I opened my knees wider as she rocked forward. My fingers settled at the nape of her neck — I don't remember whether I was clawing her or caressing — as I felt the warmth of her tongue. I had to look down and reassure myself that she really was there, that I wasn't in my bedroom alone caught up in some daydream.
"Mmm. Yesss. Like that." I took her by the earlobe, pulled her in a little, my legs wide as her tongue flickered into me, and out again, and upwards to explore the neighbourhood of my clit...
Slam. Drunken laughter from the lounge. Both of us froze.
"That," I whispered, "will be Aleks. Don't stop."
She resumed licking me, leisurely slow strokes. It was very pleasant but I was more than a little distracted by the noise. Noises. Footsteps in the lounge, more than one set, and a second voice mixing with Aleks', although it was too soft for me to make out what he (she?) was saying.
"I guess he brought a friend home." And then I whispered "More," tugging at her hair suggestively, placing just a little more pressure on her hands. She obliged me, the tip of her tongue describing circles around my clit like a tiny moon orbiting its planet. It was only a soft touch, but it felt so very good. I'd been in a state of high arousal since the moment she went down on her knees, before her tongue touched me.
Right next to my room, Aleks' bedroom door slammed — I've spoken to him about that more than once — and the laughter continued just the other side of the wall, muffled a little so I could hear the tone but not the words.
After a little while I realised my body was anticipating the path of Phoebe's tongue, little bow-waves of delight outrunning her and setting my nerve-endings tingling even before she came to tend to them. "Mmm. Nice."
Next door the voices had changed. Not laughter any more. Quiet conversation. Sighs?
"Sounds like Aleks is getting lucky."
"Mmm-hmm."
Soon after she slowed again and moved away from my clit, kissing my labia and running her tongue up and down. My arousal had been concentrated around my sex; now it was spreading, that delicious sensitivity creeping outwards along the highways of my body. I ran fingernails over my own belly, striking shivers like sparks from my skin, fingers sliding up to my nipples to savour what Phoebe had set in motion. Speaking with lowered voice: "So very nice. Can I keep you?"
She drew back for a moment, so she could speak: "Yes." And sunk herself between my thighs again, tongue now darting in little flicks, frustratingly unpredictable.
Thump. Thump. Thump... and I felt Phoebe shaking with laughter, for it was very obviously Aleks' bed bumping against the shared wall. As if to settle the matter beyond any doubt, we soon began to hear a rising series of moans that seemed quite excessive. I was more familiar than I wanted to be with the noises Aleks made in bed — he'd brought enough people home at one time or another — so I was pretty sure most of it was his bedmate.
I am oddly self-conscious sometimes, and although the noises from next door were hilarious, I didn't want to be heard myself. And I was getting close, my face hot and flushed. So I leant back a little, one hand firm on Phoebe's forehead so she couldn't follow, and we took a breather.
"Is that a man or a woman with him?" she whispered. "I can't tell."
"Not sure. I think maybe a guy?"
Thump. Grunt. Thump. Gasp. Thump. Grooooan.
"I think that's a woman. Too high for a guy," she said.
"Maybe." I shifted forward again, combed my fingers up into her hair, grasped. "Go on. Slowly." And she did, not that she had much option, with my hand pulling her in close.
Next door somebody came, noisily and at length: a sound like "Aaaheyargh", followed by softer grunting and talk that gradually died away.
"Keep going," I whispered. "Yes, harder. Eat me." Squeezing my own breast. Looking down at the curve of her back, the flow of her hair. My other hand at the back of her head, holding her close in, and feeling the tension in her fingers still caught under my feet. "Yes, I want you... aah!" I'd stuffed my knuckles in my mouth at the last moment, but it was barely enough to keep me from crying out as a tsunami flooded my nervous system. I came, thick fast pulses that I felt throughout my body.
And when at last they ebbed, I took Phoebe by the hair, tugged her head back so I could look her in the eye, and told her, "More." And I did not release her until her tongue had coaxed out every last ripple of pleasure.
When I finally did let her up, I fell back onto the bed — feet still dangling off the side — and she curled up alongside me.
"Sweetie?" she said.
"Mmm?"
"I love you. And I loved doing that for you."
I drifted off to sleep, still tingling, tangled up with my lover. It was eight in the morning when we were woken by her phone with a text message from RJ:
Back at Mum's. She's doing well. When will you be over?
We scrounged breakfast — there was no sign of life yet from Aleks' quarters — and I kissed Phoebe goodbye at the door. Then I went back to bed for another couple of hours.
She called me in the evening:
"Hey beautiful!"
"Hey love, what's doing?"
"Sitting at the airport, waiting for my flight. Just thought I'd call."
"How's your grandma?"
"Oh... you don't want to know." In the background, I could hear the airline paging somebody.
"Still feeling poorly?"
"No. Well, not like that. They said her heart was okay, discharged her in the morning. I don't think Dad got any sleep, he looked awful today. Doctor told her to take it easy, so of course she insisted on having the big talk with us all anyway, and then she got into a fight with the priest."
"Wait, what?"
"Okay, let me start at the beginning. So, we sat down in the lounge and talked about... arrangements. Powers of attorney and so on. She showed us the valuables and the memorabilia and told us who gets what if she... you know. She made me write down a list, it's five pages long. Photos, jewellery, tablecloths, even the kitchen stuff. If you were wondering, I get the pots and the knife set, Helen gets the egg-beater and the cake trays and some money."
"Your mum? I didn't think they got along."
"They don't, but... oh, I don't know. Maybe Yaya's trying to build bridges, maybe she's trying to tell Helen she's still part of the family whether she wants to be or not. And honestly, Mum could do with the money, she doesn't have much. Anyway, then Yaya had me write down another long list of how to look after the garden. She's really worried that if she's in hospital for a long time we won't know how to do it, so..."
"Odd priorities."
"Yup. She's getting really picky about everything. She used to be so easy-going, but now... today she grumped at Hamish because he made us sandwiches and he cut them in halves on the square instead of the diagonal. He looked quite angry."
"Well, I imagine she's under a lot of stress." I'd seen it happen before: people who've suddenly lost control over the course of their lives, trying to compensate by controlling everything and everyone else around them.
"Trust me, by that stage we all were. And she grizzled at Helen about the way she and you sorted stuff yesterday. Don't take it personally, Yaya's like that with all of us at the moment. I really hope she's going to mellow out after she's had her surgery."
"Uh-huh. So where's this priest come into it?"
"Well, it's Palm Sunday, right? And Yaya's not well enough to make it to church, and Father Kimon knows she's not well. So he comes over to give us all a blessing, which is nice. And then she explains how she wants her funeral to be. Father Kimon tells her she's got plenty of years of life left in her, but she says just in case."
"So what did they fight about?"
"She wants to be cremated, so her ashes can go back to Greece."
"Oh. That's a problem?"
"Yeah, it's a no-no with the Church. Something about the resurrection of the body. But Yaya says... how did she put it? All those people who burned up in the bushfires three years ago, can God make new bodies for them? So surely He cope with one old lady who just wants to go back where her parents were buried? She couldn't afford to go back when her parents died, you see. We visited when I was eight, but that was much later, and I think it still bugs her. Anyway, Father Kimon argued with her, and he ended up telling her she couldn't have her funeral in an Orthodox church if she was determined to insult God by destroying what he'd given her, and she said what about the cancer in her arm, is she allowed to destroy that or is that insulting God too, and he started to answer back, and she clutched her chest and said her heart was giving her trouble, and we persuaded Father Kimon it'd be better if he left. He's a decent sort of guy but not the type to back down from a religious argument."
"But your grandma? Her heart?"
"She wouldn't let Hamish check it, refused to go back to hospital. I'd be more worried about that but I suspect she faked it to make him feel bad."
"Seriously?"
"I don't know whether to laugh or cry right now. I hate this, I just want my Yaya back the way she was."
"Oh, sweetie."
"Doesn't help that I woke up in the middle of the night and couldn't get back to sleep for ages."
"I'm sorry, I didn't know. I should've let you get to bed earlier."
"Not your fault. I was happy to... you know. But I think I had a bad dream about Yaya, woke up worrying about how things were going in hospital and feeling guilty for not staying with her last night. And then just as I finally managed to relax myself enough to go back to sleep... um, your housemate decided to go for seconds, judging by the noise."
"Oh dear. I'm going to have to talk to him about that. But that does remind me, I found out the answer to our question."
"Question?"
"Whether he was with a guy or a girl."
"Oh, was I right? Was it a guy?"
"We were both right. They left while I was taking out the laundry this morning." Somehow my good shirt had gone missing, the one I'd worn to dinner with John and Cat; I'd spent ten minutes looking for it, with no success.
"Huh. I should have thought of that!" There was a loud and garbled announcement behind her, and we stopped talking until it finished. "Well, that's my boarding call. Love you, I'll call you later."
"Bye!"
***
I went back to work after the long weekend to find several emails from Susan waiting for me. That wasn't unusual; there was always something to do on the Redmond Barry project. What surprised me was the timing of her messages.



I walked over to her desk and tapped to get her attention. "Susan, have you been working on the holiday? Like you keep telling me I'm not allowed to do?"
"I know, I'm setting a bad example. You know how it is, there's so much to do and it's easier to get through it when there's nobody around to pester me." Although Susan had been put in charge of the day-to-day work of marketing the apartments and all that went with it, Peter had final responsibility and a bad tendency to micro-manage.
"Thought you were going to the coast with Zara and Danny for the long weekend?"
"Yeah, she didn't want to go. Said she had an assignment to work on, spent most of the weekend in her room. Now, while you're here, let's talk about the website. First payment date in the contract is May 7 and we want to be able to go live immediately that comes through. Are we still on target for that?"
"I think so. There are a couple of things that we need to work out, though..."
Soon after our meeting, my phone buzzed:
Got date for audition. Friday June 25 - P.
Nifty. Can I come watch?
'fraid not, love, but will take your best wishes in with me... still panicking about this.
You'll be fine. You're awesome.
Thanks sweetie! Don't know if I believe it but thanks anyway.
A few hours later, it buzzed again:
Yaya's surgery booked next Tuesday. That was April 17th, just seven days away.
Crossing my fingers for you all.
We didn't talk about it much over the next week. Phoebe seemed eager to chat about other things, and I did my best to supply her with cheerful topics of conversation. But she often got distracted and would forget what we'd been talking about five minutes before, and it was obvious that it was weighing heavily on her.
We'd settled into a sort of routine: she'd practise until nine-thirty and then call, before continuing her practice afterwards. But on Friday night, she missed our regular time. I waited until ten, and when I didn't hear from her, I tried calling her instead, to find her phone had been disconnected. I was beginning to worry until I thought to check my email and found a message from her:
Sorry love, forgot to pay the phone bill. Will fix it up tomorrow. Love you. And true to her word, she called me the next night. Perhaps it had just been her forgetfulness. On the other hand, I knew her finances weren't at all good just then, and I suspected she might have been waiting on money from teaching before she could pay her bill.
On the Sunday night, she said to me out of the blue:
"Can I tell you something bad?"
"You know I'm on your side, love. What's up?"
"Okay." She was halting as she spoke. "I love my grandma, she's been so good to me. But last weekend when we took her to hospital... I realised a tiny part of me was wishing she'd die then, or in surgery." Those last few words came out in a rush. "It sounds horrible. I don't want her dead. I'd do anything to prevent that. It's just the uncertainty I can't deal with. I don't know whether her heart's going to cope with the surgery, I don't know if they're going to get it all. Always wondering, sometimes it feels like it'd be less stressful if I knew the end. Even if it's a bad end. But that sounds horribly selfish, doesn't it?"
I could hear her sniffling, suspected she was crying. "Oh, honey. If it helps, I felt that way when Granny Ponting had her last illness. I think a lot of people get that. It doesn't make you a bad person, it's just human. Doesn't mean you don't love them. If you went and acted on it, now, that would make you a bad person."
"I still feel bad about it."
"I did too. But it's not like you acted on it. You've been there to help your grandma and let her know you love her, right?"
"I guess so." She didn't sound entirely persuaded, but at least she seemed relieved to have gotten it off her chest, and by the time we said our good-nights she was in better spirits.
The 17th was just another day at work for me. Phoebe didn't come back down to Melbourne — she couldn't afford the time or the ticket for another trip so soon — but she'd called Yaya that morning to wish her well. It was hard to focus on my work, and I found myself checking my messages every few minutes. At two-thirty I heard from her:
Dad says Y out of surgery. Docs thinks it went well. Pin in her arm.
Updates followed: Yaya was awake, although spaced out on morphine. The surgeon had been able to remove what remained of the tumour without too much damage to the surrounding bone, and he was optimistic that he'd got it all. After three days they let her go, to stay at RJ's house under Hamish's watchful eye.
"She'll still have to do a lot of rehab for the arm, but at least she can get started," Phoebe told me. "Such a relief. She's still on chemo but they've dropped the dose so they're not expecting the heart side-effects to come back."
"Oh, that's great. You and I should get together and celebrate some time. Maybe I could come up some time next month, if it's not going to interfere too much with your music?"
"I think we could manage something. We're hoping to get Nero together some time and test out some ideas, it's been ages since we rehearsed. I might drag you along to that if you're not careful? I could do with a short break from the audition stuff. Maybe get out to Rockwall again. God, it'll be nice to see you without this hanging over our heads."
"Likewise."
***
On a Thursday morning, nine days after Yaya's surgery, I was woken by the phone. "Hello? Phoebe?" I tried to focus on the clock. Why was she ringing me at six in the morning?
"Yvonne, Dad called me. Mum's dead, she died last night."
I was still half-asleep and fuzzy-headed. "What, but I thought she was doing well, they let her go home..."
"No, not Yaya. Mum's dead. Helen."
That can't be right. I have her phone number. But even as my heart went into denial, my head started to respond. "What? Oh, Jesus. How?"
"Dad said she had an accident. Ran into a tree. I don't know anything else. He's driving to Ballarat now. He has to — to identify her." She sounded dazed.
"Are you..." No, of course she's not okay. "What do you need, love? I can come up today if you need me. This morning."
"I don't know. I think I'm flying down today. Not sure about tickets. Dad will buy them I guess." A faint beep-beep. "He's calling now. I'll have to take that. Call you later."
"Okay. Love you." It didn't seem like enough.
After she hung up I sat back in bed, trying to absorb what had happened, looking at my phone. I wanted to pull up the number I'd never used and ring Helen. Surely she'd pick up.
But when I searched on the net, there it was. A small piece in a local news site: A Ballarat woman has died overnight after a single-car accident. More to come.
I called Susan's work phone and left a brief message to let her know I might not be in. Then I tried to figure out what to do next. I felt like I ought to be calling Phoebe, but she would have things she needed to handle. Flights to catch, tickets to book.
So I texted her:
Love you. So very sorry. Call me whenever you want.
And since there was nothing more I could do, I sat at my desk and started playing solitaire. Two hours later she replied:
Love you too. Going to airport. Don't know when will call but thanks.
When I was at school, two of my classmates had stolen a teacher's Falcon. Juiced up on cheap booze and teenage delusions of immortality, they'd wiped themselves out when they took a bend too fast and slammed into a big gum tree. I'd seen the wreckage next morning, concertinaed so badly it barely resembled a car, and now I had ghastly mental images of a crushed car and a shattered body. I spent most of the day sitting in my room, watching my phone and waiting for her to call, trying to find the words.
It was ten at night before she called back and told me more. RJ had identified Helen — "the body" — and spoken to the police. It was not as ugly as I'd imagined. The impact had been barely enough to dent the front bumper and trigger the airbags, leaving Helen with a few bruises on her face and arms.
But somewhere in there she'd had a heart attack — perhaps from the shock of the accident, or perhaps the heart attack came first — and by the time the medics got to her, that was that.
I was used to the frustration of being a thousand kilometres away from Phoebe, connected only by the phone. It seemed harder to be in the same city, but the wrong house. With every word she spoke I wanted to rush over there and hold her, rock her in my arms, stroke her hair.
"I can be there in half an hour if you say the word."
"I want you here so much. But I need to be here for Dad. He's pretty shaken up. I know they were separated a long time, but still. And he said there was a scene at the morgue with Scott, too. Mum's boyfriend. He heard about the accident but legally Dad's still next of kin, so they wouldn't let him see her until Dad got there and said it was okay."
"God, that sucks. Poor guy. And you?"
"I don't know. I still can't believe it. Listen, I need to go keep Dad company, he's still sitting up. I'll try to call you tomorrow. Go get some sleep."
"Okay then. Please look after yourself."
"I will," she told me. I wasn't sure I believed her.
She called the next morning: "Are you working today?"
"Yeah, but I can take a day if you need me."
"No, don't. I have to come into town anyway. I could meet you at lunchtime."
I mentioned to Susan that I might be taking a long lunch, and she nodded absent-mindedly without even looking up at me. Phoebe and I had agreed to meet near the fountain in Pennant Gardens; it was quite a walk from my work, but that suited me, since it meant we were unlikely to bump into unexpected workmates. I found a grassy spot under a tree, and it wasn't long before I saw her walking in my direction from the train station.
"Hello, love."
"Hello." She walked into my embrace, and as I folded my arms around her she pressed her face against my shoulder. She wasn't crying, not quite, but the quaver in her breathing told me she wasn't far off it. I held her there with her back to the sun, and we communed in silence as the joggers and cyclists and office workers passed by.
And then after a minute or two she started to tremble, and she began to cry, tears soaking through my T-shirt. "Easy, love, easy. I'm here." I held her tight and patted her back until she ran out of tears. Then I kissed her head and said, "I got us sandwiches. I thought you might need something."
"I don't want to eat anything."
"I know, but eat it anyway. I'll let you off with half a sandwich."
We sat down side-by-side on the grass and I opened up the sandwiches. Phoebe ate her half-sandwich without any great relish, but at least she ate it. When she was done she asked, "So how's your day been?"
I finished my mouthful. "Glad it's Friday. I've been flat out with this website. Every day there's stuff to change, and just when I'm starting to get my head around what I'm doing, someone phones for me to fix their printer."
"Huh." She took my hand in hers.
"So, what happens from here?"
"Well. They have to do a post-mortem to confirm cause of death, that'll probably be on Monday. The funeral's on Thursday, in Ballarat, so we're driving up Wednesday morning. Staying overnight after the reception and then Dad's driving me back to the airport on Friday morning so I can get back to my tutoring."
"Who's arranging things?"
"Dad, mostly. He's talking to Scott and her sisters about it, but none of them have a lot of money. Scott's retired on disability, he and Mum weren't living together so it's not fair to ask him to pay for it. And Dad seems to feel responsible for it."
I wondered what was in RJ's head. Old-fashioned sense of duty? Had he been hoping all those years that one day his marriage would come back together again? Or did he just feel bad about how Scott had been treated at the morgue?
Phoebe went on, "I'm going to play a couple of pieces during the service, so I'm picking up a rental cello and sheet music today. Didn't even think of bringing mine until after I got to the airport."
I put my arm around her waist. "Do you want me there on Thursday?"
"Yes. Very much. I don't quite know how I'm going to explain it to Dad and Yaya, though. Let me think on that."
We snuggled in one another's arms for a few minutes more until I checked the time and coughed. "I should get back to work, still catching up from yesterday. Will you be okay?"
"Yeah, I think so." She kissed me on the cheek. "I don't know if I'll be able to see you this weekend, there's a lot to do. But I'll be in touch."
"Take care. I love you, Phoebe."
"Counting on it. Love you too." We hugged one last time and then went our separate ways.
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When I got back from lunch, I told Susan I'd be taking leave on Thursday for a funeral. She nodded absently, but took a sudden interest when I mentioned it was for Phoebe's mother.
"Helen? Really? I didn't think she was that old."
"She wasn't. She had a car accident and they think it triggered a heart attack."
"Oh, that's awful. Poor RJ, no wonder he wasn't in today. You know they were still married?"
"I did, yeah. I didn't know you knew her."
"A little. I was working here before they separated, she came in now and then. Well. I suppose I should send flowers..." She trailed off, looking into space, and I left her to it. I had work to catch up on, and more if I was going to be away next week.
I worked late that evening and slept in on Saturday morning. I'd just gotten dressed and headed out the door to do my grocery shopping when Phoebe called me around midday.
"Hello, beautiful."
"Hi, gorgeous. Hey, can I get a sanity check on something?"
"Sure, what's up?"
"We've been talking about the funeral. Yaya wants to bring in a priest to run the service."
"Was your mum religious?"
"We went to church a bit when I was little, but I don't think she's been in decades. And Yaya thinks Dad and I should give the eulogy."
"And not Scott?"
"And not Scott. She doesn't think he should speak. Because they'd only been together a year and they weren't married."
"That's... not right."
"Yeah, I know. Just trying to figure out whether it's worth arguing with her. She's pretty stubborn at the moment."
"Honestly? I've never met this Scott, but I have to think it'd be pretty awful for him to be treated like that. Especially on top of the morgue business."
"Yeah." I heard a long sigh. "Yeah, I think I'm going to have to pick a fight. Wish me luck."
"Luck!"
I'd barely stowed my phone when I had an idea, pulled it out, and called her back.
"Yes?"
"I just thought of something. How would your grandma be if your aunts do the eulogy? It's still family but it means you're not putting one partner ahead of another."
"Hm, that could work. I might try that if I need a compromise. Okay, I'd better go back in now."
"Cool. And here's my tram. Love you."
"You too. Bye!"
I dawdled at the shops; I didn't want to be wrangling a week's worth of groceries one-handed if Phoebe called back while I was in the middle of things. But after procrastinating in a bookshop for half an hour and then stopping for a leisurely lunch nearby, I still hadn't heard from her, so I bit the bullet and got on with it, and was home again before she called.
"Hey there, 'Vonne."
"Heya darling. Good timing, just finished unpacking my groceries. How'd it go?"
"She wasn't happy, but Dad backed me up. The aunts are going to do most of it, Dad says a bit, Scott says a bit. And we persuaded her that since Mum left the church a long time ago, it wouldn't make sense to have a priest, so that's off the table, thank God."
"Oh good. I was pretty sure you'd be able to work something out, your grandma seems like a sensible lady at heart."
"Yeah, usually she is. When she's not getting poisoned and irradiated and operated on, you know."
"I can't imagine it'd help my patience. So, are you speaking?"
"No. We've got enough speakers already, and honestly, I don't know what I'd say. I don't want to get up and say 'She left when I was seven and I didn't see much of her after that'. And I don't want to pretend everything was lovely and normal. So I'm going to stick to the cello instead. Speaking of which, sorry to leave you, but I really should go practise."
"Fair enough. I'm going out with the sci-fi buddies tonight, but my phone's on vibrate if you need me. Love?"
"Yes?"
"Love you. Oh, by the way, should I work out my own travel there, or can I get a lift with you guys?"
"I need to talk to Dad about that. Let me get back to you tomorrow."
"No problem. Later!"
"Bye!"
I was glad to get out for a night of mindless entertainment, sitting in a beanbag at a friend's place and heckling some of the worst monster movies the fifties could produce. Although I loved Phoebe dearly, I was feeling a little drained after playing emotional support for so long and I needed to recharge my batteries.
It was three in the morning when I got home, and I slept until eleven. I got out of my shower to find a message on my voicemail:
"Hello, Yvonne? About Thursday? Turns out the chapel Dad's booked at the funeral home is quite small, so they need to restrict it to Mum's family and close friends. I'm really sorry. I wish you could be there. I'll call you later, okay?"
Well, crap.
I didn't hear much from Phoebe over the next couple of days; she was busy helping RJ with the arrangements. When we did talk, a few minutes here and there stolen from her family, she seemed preoccupied and distant. She spoke only of trivialities: a broken cello string, the missionaries who'd come by to pester them while she was practising, all the trouble she'd had trying to use RJ's rewards points to book hotel rooms in Ballarat.
More than ever I felt the frustration of being back in a closet that I thought I'd escaped long ago. I wanted to be there with her, sharing her troubles, instead of hiding from her family. And I wanted to ask her: are you merely busy? Or are you retreating into your shell, and should I try to bring you out again? Or are you pulling away from me?
But I kept it to myself. She had enough on her plate already without having to coddle my insecurities as well.
On the Tuesday night, I phoned her. I figured she'd be with RJ and Yaya, but one call from a friend two days before the funeral could hardly raise suspicions. We spoke for a little while, and I told her, "You're strong and brave, and you'll get through this. I love you."
I could hear RJ in the background, and Phoebe only said, "Thanks, take care. I might call you on Thursday night, I'll see how things are. Gotta go now. Bye!" But a few minutes later I got a text from her: Can't talk, but I love you. Not much of a girlfriend, am I? Sorry.
You do what you need to do, don't worry about me.
Then I added: Some time when this is over I'll come visit. Quality time, just us.
Yes please.
When I came in on Wednesday there was a sticky note on my desk to say that Susan wouldn't be in. That suited me; although I liked and respected her, she'd been generating a lot of work for me on the Redmond Barry project. A day without Susan would give me a chance to catch up on the everyday work that needed doing. Really exciting stuff, like installing software updates and ordering printer cartridges.
All the time I thought of Phoebe and what she must be doing: getting dressed, packing her rented cello into RJ's four-wheel drive, driving a hundred kilometres down the Great Western Highway to Ballarat. I imagined her sitting in the back — Yaya would be in front — looking out the window as the trees flickered by, thinking of her mother. And thinking of me?
When I came home Aleks was in the lounge room with a couple of his regular drinking buddies: Michel (think Vladimir Lenin's scruffier brother just after dropping out of art school) and Renee (tomboyish lass doing a communications degree, specialising in something that was either complete bullshit or too clever for me to comprehend). They were arguing about sculpture and politics over a bottle of Scotch and it sounded as if they were ready to make an evening of it.
I wasn't feeling sociable so I said a quick hello, fixed myself dinner, and retreated to my bedroom to eat and surf the net. At nine o'clock I caught myself reloading my email twice in thirty seconds and admitted that I was just killing time, the way I tend to do when I'm feeling lonely, so I shut things down and changed into my pyjamas.
Buzz. A message from Phoebe. A single verse, borrowed from some anonymous poet of five hundred years ago:
Westron wind, when wilt thou blow, that the small rain down can rain? Christ! That my love were in my arms, and I in my bed again!
I started on a reply, but no matter how I arranged my words it kept looking like useless platitudes. After deleting three drafts I admitted that there was nothing I could say to her to make this better. But perhaps there was something else I could do...
I walked out into the lounge and raised my voice to be heard over an increasingly raucous debate: "Aleks? Can I ask a favour?"
"Oh! I'm shouting too loud, isn't it?"
"Actually, if you say yes, then you can shout all you want." Or until the other tenants call the cops, whichever.
"Even better! What do you want?"
I told him. After he'd agreed, I messaged Phoebe: Can I call you in a couple of hours? Will you still be up then?
Yeah why not. Can't sleep anyway.
Talk to you then.
***
True to my word, I called on the dot of eleven-fifteen. She had her own hotel room, so we could talk without disturbing her family.
"Hey there, Yvonne."
"Hey, darling. How're you doing?"
"Feeling like crap."
"Wanna talk about it?"
"I don't know. It's all tangled up in my head, I don't think I can get it out yet."
"Love, are you dressed?"
"Yeah, haven't got my act together to go to bed yet. Why?"
"I'm outside looking up at the moon. It's beautiful and big, almost full. If you step out of your room and look up, we'll both be looking at the same moon together."
"And I thought I was sentimental." I heard the rattle of the door handle, and she stepped outside. "I'm on the balcony looking up at it now. Oh, it is huge tonight, isn't it?"
"Now look down, across the car park." And I put away my phone and stepped out onto the asphalt, under the sodium lights. I saw her mouth make an 'o' of surprise as she caught sight of me, and then she rushed to the stairs. By the time she got down I was there at the bottom. She flung her arms around me and I hugged her so tight I lifted her off the ground.
"Yvonne! How are you here?"
"Borrowed Aleks' car." An adventure in itself, but let's not dwell on that. "You mentioned the hotels you were looking at back when you were having that trouble with the booking, so I drove around and looked for that." I pointed at RJ's car. "I have to leave around six-thirty so I can return the car and get back for work, but until then, here I am."
"Oh, darling." She squeezed my ribs. "Thank you so much. You shouldn't have, but I'm glad you did."
"Do you want to go for a walk, or can we use your room? What are the walls like?"
"Thick enough, we can talk. Let's go inside. I don't think Dad's going to come out, but just in case..."
So I slipped into Phoebe's room and we locked the door behind us.
"Want to talk?"
"I don't know." Her eyes were quite red, and she sounded sniffly. "Feeling small and unlikeable. Can we just sit for a while?"
"Sure." There was a small couch in front of the TV, upholstered in a hostile shade of tartan, and we sat side by side. Phoebe was still radiating tension, and I turned around and started massaging her shoulders and her scalp.
"Oh, honey, you've always been good at that. Don't stop."
I kept going. Normally when massaging I try to find the focus of the tension and concentrate on that, but that night it was everywhere; I just did the best I could. After several minutes she spoke.
"Wanna hear something fucked up?"
"Hm?"
"I told you the teenage fantasy? Greatest cellist in the world, tragic death lamented by millions of grieving fans, all that? The other part of it, I wouldn't tell Mum anything about it. She'd just read about it in the papers and see how awesome I was, what a huge mistake she'd made walking away from us.
"Then one day I'd be interviewed on TV. Terminally ill but being very brave about it, and I'd talk about how much I owed to Dad and Yaya. The interviewer says 'You never mention your mother Helen, but it must have had a huge effect on you when she abandoned you so young.' And I put on my most gracious face and tell her, 'To be honest, I've never really thought about it much, she had such a small role in my life. I've always thought of my grandmother Kalliope as my de facto mother.' And of course Mum and her friends would hear all that, and she'd feel awful. And when I was on my celebrity deathbed, she'd want to apologise for everything, and I'd just tell her 'It's too late'. God, aren't I a horrible person?"
"I can understand you being angry. It's a big thing, especially at that age. I know I had my revenge fantasies as a teenager."
"Thing is, I never really let go of it. Every time I go in for an audition, I've thought about that." She hugged her arms to her chest. "Joke's on me now. Stupid thing is, even if I had become a star and done all that... I don't know whether it would have gotten to her at all. Maybe she wouldn't even have cared."
"Yeah, she would have."
Phoebe turned to look at me over her shoulder. "How can you know that?"
"We talked a bit, the other week, after you guys went to hospital. Well, mostly she talked. She said she snuck into one of your concerts in Sydney, and she was so proud of you."
"She did? No, I don't believe it. When?"
"I don't know. But I think she meant it."
"I don't understand. If she wanted to see me play, why not tell me?"
"Maybe she was afraid you'd say no?"
I hadn't felt her crying, but there were shiny streaks on her face. "How should I feel about that? Does that make up for all the years she wasn't around? Should I have called her up and said 'everything's forgiven, mum'? I don't... god, if I'd known this was going to happen..."
She was shuddering, sobbing, and I pulled her into my chest and rocked her from side to side. I didn't try to hush her, just let her cry until my shirt was soggy with tears and snot.
"I wish I could fix things for you, love."
"Can't fix this. Not now."
"Let's get you out of these and into bed." I undressed her, tucked her in, and then stripped off myself. Before I climbed in beside her, I set my alarm to six-thirty and switched out the lights.
"One thing, love. It's not going to help you right now, but maybe it will later on. You don't have to feel just one thing about it. It's okay to be glad she came to see you and angry about the other stuff. And you don't have to feel guilty about it. You're not going to hurt her feelings."
She said nothing, but she settled a little in my arms. She was still tense and it felt as if there was more she wanted to say, but whatever it was, she wasn't ready to say it. Some things take time, and the most you can do for the one you love is help them get through the hours and the days until they find their own sort of peace.
So I did my best to soothe her, rubbing her temples and forehead and talking softly, until at last both of us drifted off. It must have been at least six hours, but it felt like I'd only slept a few minutes before my alarm woke me again. I was in the exact same position I'd fallen asleep in, clasping her protectively, and I had to wriggle to get my arm out from under her and switch off my alarm, but she didn't stir.
I dressed as quietly as I could, and when I was ready to leave I bent to kiss her on the cheek. Although her eyes were shut, something in her breathing made me think she was awake.
"Goodbye, love," I whispered. "I wish I could be there with you today. I'll be thinking of you all day and I'll talk to you tonight."
But she made no reply, and I thought perhaps I'd been mistaken. I picked up my overnight bag, and I was at the door when she spoke.
"Yvonne. I do love you, you know that?" Poor thing, she sounded so strained.
"I do." I went back, kissed her again — she still hadn't opened her eyes — and then left.
I would gladly have called in late for work, for the sake of another hour curled up with Phoebe. But RJ seemed like the type to be an early riser, and to bump into him on my way out of Phoebe's room — it didn't bear thinking about.
The drive back was unpleasant. I was weary, handling an unfamiliar car, and I was distracted by thoughts of Phoebe, of work, of trivia like the shirt I still hadn't been able to find. (It's a small thing, but it niggled at me: where had I forgotten to look?) My concentration on the road kept wavering, even after I stopped for a vile-tasting energy drink, and a couple of times I found myself on the verge of dozing. I stopped to stretch my legs, hoping to wake myself up — it didn't help — and then got caught up in heavy traffic coming into Melbourne.
By the time I got home it was a quarter to nine. I dashed inside, dropped Aleks' keys on the bench and my bag in the bedroom, then ran for the train. I prepared to make my apologies to Susan; I was sure she'd be understanding.
But when I got in and checked my email, in amidst the tech-support requests and mailing-list messages there was one that caught my eye. From Peter to everybody in head office, sent at 8:35 am:
ATTN ALL - SUSAN HAS REQD INDEFINTE LEAVE EFF IMMEDIATLEY FOR PERSONAL REASON'S. IN HER ABSENCE I WILL MANAGE ALL MATTER'S RELATING TO REDMOND BARRY APARTMENT'S AND TERRY WILL HANDLE SUSAN'S OTHER CLIENT'S.
And another to me personally, sent at 8:40:
YVONNE I AM YOUR MANAGER WHILE SUSAN'S ON LEAVE. SEE ME AT 9 TO DISCUSS YOUR WORK ON THE RB PROJECT.
Nine o'clock, that would be... almost thirty minutes ago. Shit. I locked my PC and hurried to Peter's office.
It was not a good meeting. He was cross that I was late. Of course, I couldn't give him a good reason why, beyond "I had to go out last night to see a friend". He wanted to ask all sorts of questions about our website, second-guessing decisions Susan and I had made weeks ago, and in my tired state I couldn't give satisfactory answers. It was all I could do to keep my eyes open. I came out of his office forty-five minutes later with a flea in my ear and instructions to send him a full status report before I went home.
The only shred of satisfaction in all of it was looking at him and thinking: That chair you're sitting in, that's where I told my girlfriend I loved her. And the sex was probably better than anything you've ever had.
I worked through lunch and well into the afternoon, collating my notes and documentation into a briefing. I considered trying to snow Peter under with technical detail, but decided it would be unwise. Although he was obnoxious and technically inept, he wasn't an all-round idiot. RJ wouldn't have made him a branch head if he had been. If he saw through me, I'd just have made things worse for myself. Besides, I reminded myself, I was a grown-up and grown-ups don't play those games.
By the time I finished the briefing and hit 'send', the sun had set outside and my stomach was growling something fierce. I grabbed a sandwich on the way home, and it was only as I finished eating it that I realised I hadn't heard anything from Phoebe all day. I sent her a short message:
Hey there, hope you're feeling OK.
Fifteen minutes later: yeah I'm managing. With family now. Will prob call tomorrow.
Take care. Thinking of you.
I got home and was about to try for an early night when I remembered the other thing that had been lurking at the back of my mind: what was up with Susan?
She'd given me her mobile number soon after I started working at RJC, but I'd never copied it to my phone and it took me a few minutes to find it in an old email. I wasn't sure whether it would be bad manners to call her while she was on leave, so I settled for a text that she could ignore if she chose:
Hey Susan, Yvonne here. Just heard you're on leave, hope you're OK. Best - Y.
Almost immediately she called me back and told me the story. She'd reported the Facebook page to Zara's school principal, who'd talked to the girls involved. After that she'd heard no more about bullying, and had assumed it'd eased off — until she came home on Tuesday night and found Zara comatose in the bathroom next to an empty bottle of bourbon and a razorblade. She'd been fortunate, this time; she'd passed out from the booze before she got around to using the blade, and they pumped her stomach in time to avoid any serious damage from the alcohol.



"But they need to keep her in for observation and a psychiatric evaluation. God, Yvonne, I had no idea it'd gotten this bad. Danny is working overseas for the next three months and I've been working late a lot, so... anyway, I'm taking time out to be with her. You'll have to manage without me for a while."
"I'll be fine." I hope. "Poor kid."
"I found one of her exercise books in her room. Every page, they'd written something horrible in it. 'Fat bitch', 'ugly dyke'... every single page."
"Oh, that's awful. Is there anything I can do to help?"
"I want to kill those girls." She sounded matter-of-fact, as if she'd been nursing the idea over the last two days. I found myself remembering stories I'd heard from friends in the USA who'd told me of hikers who'd gotten between a mother bear and her cubs. "I'm not going to do it, but god, I want to. They have no right to do that to my daughter. No right."
I gave her my sincere but ineffective sympathies, and reminded her that she'd be more use to Zara if she wasn't in jail. She agreed — reluctantly, I thought — and we ended the conversation soon afterwards with a "let me know if there's anything I can do".
It was only after I got off the phone that I realised I was jittery and trembling. I'd never met Zara, but I'd developed enough loyalty to Susan to be upset on her behalf. Besides, it brought back unwelcome memories of friends who went through similar crap at my school. Not all of them had made it out the other side.
I wanted to call Phoebe and decompress, but even if she'd been available to talk, the day of her mother's funeral wasn't the time to bother her with my own vicarious concerns. The sensible thing would've been to go to bed and get some rest to prepare me for dealing with Peter the next day, but I needed to blow off steam before I could sleep. So I fired up the computer and killed orcs until about one in the morning, when I was feeling less shaky and starting to doze off at the keyboard. Then I sent Phoebe a quick I love you and finally turned in for the night.
The next day was gruesome. I spent two hours meeting with Peter about the Redmond Barry sales website. He'd clearly decided it was time to put his own stamp on things, which meant micro-management and changes galore, second-guessing everything Susan and I had decided in the last month. Most of it was trivial stuff, easy enough for me to do and annoying only because it was so pointless: changing the sales website to a slightly different font, tweaks to the colour scheme and layout.
But some of his requests — while just as pointless — meant a lot more work. Susan and I had agreed to keep the virtual tour and the sales options on the same page, so would-be customers could explore what all the apartment options looked like without having to jump back and forth to see the costs. Peter felt differently: "Show them the place first, get them in the mood to buy before you tell them how much."
Along the way, he found time to nag about my attendance record and cast aspersions on my choice of work clothes. I could feel my blood pressure rising as I sat there being lectured on professionalism by the man who'd choked up his work PC with porn, and I had to tell myself repeatedly: It's Friday. Just make it through the rest of the day. Do not strangle him with his tie.
After two hours in Peter's office I was behind on my regular support work for the day, so I ended up eating at my desk and catching up over lunch. Then, before I could start making Peter's changes, I had to send him a plan detailing all that I was going to change and when it would be done. By the time I sent it out and made a start on some of the smaller things, it was getting dark outside and my stomach was growling.
On the way home I texted Phoebe: You okay? Worried about you. I love you a lot. I have to admit, it wasn't all about cheering her up; I was feeling stressed and lonely, and badly needed some human contact.
I'm okay, just busy today. Call you tomorrow and catch up? ILY too.
Sure, catch you then.
I'd planned to sleep in on Saturday, but my phone rang at nine. The voice at the other end had a strong accent, and at first I couldn't place it.
"Hello, this is Yvonne Ponting here, who is that?"
"Hello! It's Leon. From the garden, you remember?"
"Oh, yes!" Yaya's boyfriend. "Hi Leon, what can I do for you?"
"I need to ask you about my computer, I hope it's not too early to call..."
So I spent twenty minutes helping him set up his new scanner. He didn't know much about computers but at least he could listen and follow instructions, and we got it working. I was about to say goodbye and go back to bed when he asked:
"How is Phoebe? It's very hard on her to lose her mother like this."
"I don't really know. I haven't heard much from her since the funeral."
"I worried for her. She looked so sad, sitting all alone."
A cold hand began to stir in my guts. "Oh. You were at the funeral then? I thought it was just family?"
"Oh no, lots of people come. Her sisters and cousins, people from her work, neighbours. Fifty, sixty people all together? Kalliope asked me to come keep her company. I'm surprised Phoebe didn't ask you, or was it that your work didn't let you?"
The hand twisted, and it took effort to keep it from showing in my voice. "Something like that, yes. Look, I'm sorry, I have another call coming in, I should go —"
"Well thank you, then. Goodbye Yvonne!"
I hung up and started counting, breathing in, breathing out, as slow and even as I could manage. There would be a reasonable explanation for this. There had to be. Maybe Leon had misunderstood who the other people were, or maybe I had understood Leon. That had to be it. I got out of bed and opened a web browser...
It's so easy to find things when you know how to use a search engine. Funeral notices with the location of the service. The funeral home's website, with information about each of their chapels: the parking facilities, the stained-glass windows, the seating capacity. Tagged photos.
The hand in my belly clenched into an icy knot of anger and hurt. Phoebe had lied to me. There was plenty of room in the chapel. The funeral notices had read "all welcome". She'd told me otherwise... why?
I closed my browser and stared at the wall, trying to make sense of it all. Then I went back and searched again, pulled up the same pages and read them over as if they'd tell me something different this time, and the thoughts went round and round in my head. I don't know where the rest of the morning went, but I was still sitting there at three o'clock when Phoebe called.
I heard the phone ring, and adrenaline flooded through me: fear and anger. I couldn't talk to her, not now. I let it ring out, and then I tried to think. Phoebe would call again. How should I deal with it? I couldn't keep ignoring her.
The second call came an hour later. This time I waited four rings and picked it up.
"Hi there."
"Hi darling, it's me."
"Oh, hi, Phoebe. How are you?"
"Oh... dealing. Still taking things in. Wishing you were here."
"How was the funeral?"
Just a little hesitation. "It was... not too bad. I remembered my music, anyway."
"Oh. That's good."
"Yeah."
Silence.
"Yvonne, I was thinking... I could probably make it down in a couple of weeks to visit you."
"Oh, but don't you need to catch up on your cello?"
"Yeah, I do, I was thinking just the weekend..."
"I don't think I should distract you from your audition. I know how important it is." Or from whatever the fuck it is that's important enough to lie to me.
"Oh, well... maybe not, then? Just a thought." There was a trace of hurt in her voice — didn't I want her to come? — and I felt a flicker of vengeful pleasure. Why should I be the only one hurting? But the pleasure was gone quicker than it takes to tell, replaced with dismay at my own pettiness.
The silence grew, yawning and uncomfortable, until Phoebe broke it. "So what've you been up to today?"
"Not much. Just sleeping in, checking my email, that sort of thing." And snooping on you, my dear. Then, because the dead-end response made me feel like a sulky teenager, I added, "Susan went on leave so Peter's supervising me now, and he wants a whole bunch of changes, so it's been a bit stressful."
"Oh, I'm sorry to hear that. Why's Susan on leave? I thought she'd just started on this project."
"I don't know, I just came in on Thursday and found out Peter was supervising me." Why did I lie to her? Two days ago I'd wanted so much to talk to her about what had happened with Zara, and now when I had the chance I couldn't trust her with something so close to my heart. And perhaps I felt the need to repay a lie with a lie, however stupid.
"Well. I hope she's okay, she sounded nice."
"Yeah."
The silence began to yawn again, and Phoebe ahem-ed. "Well, I should go grab stuff for dinner. I need to hit the cello this evening, but feel free to call later if you like?"
"Okay. I might just have an early night, though."
"Oh. Okay. Bye, love!"
"Bye."
I didn't call, and I didn't get an early night either. I went through the next week on autopilot. I carried out Peter's time-wasting requests, I fixed computers, I ate and slept when I remembered that I ought to. Phoebe called me sometimes and I replied politely, keeping my defences up until she hung up. Every time she sounded just a little disappointed and hurt, and I felt like a spiteful bitch: however much she'd hurt me, she'd just lost her mother, and I ought to be offering her comfort. Somewhere in there I still loved her, and I wanted to be there protecting her.
But every time I thought about that, it turned into anger: I'd offered to be there for her and she lied to keep me away, wouldn't have me there even as a "friend". The anger steered me into more little cruelties — deliberately going out with friends so I'd be unable to talk when she called, neglecting to respond to her "I love you"s, the sort of tiny leech-bites that leave you bleeding without even noticing it. The knowledge of what I was doing twisted itself into guilt and self-loathing, and then transmuted back to anger: fuck you for making me feel like this.
And in the end I couldn't hold on to it any longer. In the middle of a phone call — I don't recall what it was about, something trivial — I abruptly said:
"You could just tell me the truth. It's not like I could get any angrier than I already am."
"What?"
"About the funeral. I know there was plenty of room. I know it wasn't true, about it just being a small funeral. Was it?"
"...Jesus. I'm so sorry, I was going to tell you. I swear I was."
"Yeah, when was that going to be?"
"I was waiting for the right time. Every time I was going to tell you, you seemed so... odd. Tense. I was scared to tell you when you were like that."
"Yeah. 'Tense'. Funny how tense I get when I find out somebody I love's been lying to me."
"Please don't. I said I'm sorry. I was trying to stop you from getting hurt."
"What, by lying to me? If you didn't want me there you could have bloody well said so, and I wouldn't have bothered driving up to see you."
"I did! I did want you th-there!" She'd started to cry, and that offended me: I was the one who'd been wronged, I was the one who should be crying, but I was too angry to conjure ups tears.
"I can't believe my girlfriend's ashamed of me. Fuck, this is why they always say not to date straight girls."
"You — you know what? You have n-no fucking clue what you're t-talking about. No c-clue what I've risked for you."
"Yeah? Anything like risking your heart with somebody who won't be seen in public with you?"
"Oh, you — I can't believe — no. You know what, I'm n-not going to do this. Call me when you're ready to talk l-like an adult."
Click.
And the sound of Phoebe's tears stopped, along with her voice.
I didn't call. I reached for the phone a hundred times and every time I caught myself: No. She lied to you, and now she's claiming the high ground? This isn't fair. You've been hurt. She needs to call and apologise to you.
She didn't call.
I stumbled through the next week waiting to hear from her. Every time the phone rang my heart would jump, juiced on a cocktail of hope and fear. Every time I looked at the number, and saw it wasn't Phoebe, I wanted to crawl away into a hole.
John called once, to make sure I'd remembered it was Mother's Day on the weekend. (I'd forgotten it one year; never again.) I could tell he'd noticed something was wrong, but I wasn't ready to talk about it, and when he suggested we catch up I told him: "I'm flat out just now, maybe in a week or two?"
After I hung up, I realised: it'll be Mother's Day for Phoebe too. And the thought was almost enough to make me pick up the phone and call her.
Almost.
The only good thing in that time, and it wasn't much, was that RJ announced he'd be taking a break for a few weeks and leaving Peter in charge of RJC, while he travelled to Greece to visit extended family. That meant I could work around the office without having to steel myself in case I should bump into Phoebe's father, and it meant Peter had less time to spend on pestering me. Just as well for both of us; I was in no mood to put up with his bullshit, or anybody else's.
As the days went by I wondered: do I really mean so little to Phoebe that she won't call me? And inevitably came the reply: does she really mean so little that you won't call her?
But calling her would've been dishonest: You're right, dear, it was silly of me to get upset over such a little thing. I'm quite over it now and ready to talk like an adult again. It wasn't a little thing.
When I saw an email from her in my inbox — it arrived on a Friday morning, just as I was about to leave for work — I knew it wasn't going to be good news.
Yvonne,
I can't deal with this. I have the most important audition of my life coming up, and I can't work for it like I need to when I have all this running through my head and wondering if you're even going to talk to me again. I'm sorry for hurting you, but I need to be free to concentrate on rehearsal.
So I need to take a break from us, at least until after my audition. I hope you'll understand.
Phoebe.
Her audition? June 25th. More than a month away. Well, that was me put in my place.
I shouldn't have replied, not then. I try not to send email when I'm angry. But I had to go, and my mind was running around in circles; I couldn't stand to hang on to the words all day, and I didn't expect they'd change by nightfall.
Phoebe - thank you for letting me know where we stand. Just a month? Have all the time you want, please consider yourself COMPLETELY at liberty.
And then I hit 'send' and walked out the door.
I held it together through the day, still angry and disbelieving. Perhaps I thought when I got home there'd be an apology waiting for me, but there was nothing. Not even junk mail.
That's when it really hit me and I started to cry.
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I spent the next two days in my pyjamas, red-eyed and sullen. I didn't go outside because it was grey and cold, winter starting to creep in, and I had nothing to go outside for. I surfed the net aimlessly, talking online to friends who were unable to distract me, replaying the last month in my head over and over in the hope of finding a different ending. I stayed up late, unable to switch off and go to sleep; I stayed in bed until mid-afternoon, because there was nothing worth getting up for. I barely ate because I wasn't hungry; there was too much else gnawing away for me to notice the pangs of an empty belly. Aleks tried to cheer me up, in his blunt sort of way, but I just muttered "She dumped me for a fucking cello" until he lost patience and found something else to do.
(That's what I told everybody who cared to listen. Somewhere inside I knew it wasn't the whole truth, but I was too weary and heartsick to care; telling it that way got me sympathy, and sympathy blunted the ache a little.)
The only thing that pulled me back to some sort of routine was work. I went in on Monday morning, red-eyed and sullen, and did my job in a dispirited haze. Nobody seemed to notice; if they did, they didn't care. I made stupid mistakes and stayed late to fix them; it wasn't like I had any reason to hurry home.
It wasn't so bad when I thought about our break-up head-on. Oh, it hurt, but I'd been through break-ups before. I could tell myself: you've survived before, you will survive this time too, and eventually you'll meet somebody else. I couldn't always make myself believe it, but even so, it reminded me to do the things that needed doing. Eat three times a day, hungry or not. Get up and go to work. Do the laundry.
No, the worst part was the stuff that crept up on me unexpectedly. Seeing a poster for a new movie and thinking: Phoebe might be interested in that one, I should tell her — oh. Missing my train because of a bad announcement at the station: Maybe I'll grumble to — oh, no, that's right. A thousand little broken connections dangling at the edges of the Phoebe-shaped hole in my life. Those were the things that made it hard.
Susan invited me to catch up on Friday night at a café in town. I wasn't in the mood to see anybody, but I went anyway, and she updated me on her own crisis: Zara sounded a little better, but shut down again whenever her parents suggested she might go back to school. So Susan and Danny were considering whether to persevere, or to find another school for Zara with all the disruption that would entail.
I couldn't give Susan much advice, but I got the impression she mostly wanted somebody to talk to. We were about to pay the bill when she looked at me and frowned. "You've been awfully quiet. Everything okay?"
"Not really... I broke up with Phoebe."
"Oh, I'm sorry to hear that."
"She dumped me for a cello."
"Dumped you for a cello? What do you mean?"
"We had an argument about... something. She did something thoughtless and I was angry with her. Then she mailed me, said she couldn't focus on her audition if we weren't going to sort things out, so she was putting things on hold for a month until after the audition. I... um, I told her off, and we haven't spoken since."
"Oh, Yvonne, I'm so sorry. And I know it must be hard to hear that. But perhaps it's better that she made that choice."
I scowled at the remains of my chocolate eclair and pushed the crumbs about with a teaspoon. "Hard to see it that way."
"I don't know what you argued about, but whatever it was... if she puts you ahead of her audition, and she fails the audition, where does that leave you? Debts like that are hard to live with."
"Huh." I was far from convinced.
Her phone chimed, and she glanced at it. "I have to go, we have an appointment with Zara's counsellor. But give me a call some time, let me know you're okay." And I promised I would.
On Wednesday, they fired me.
It happened like this: Peter called me into his office at two p.m. for what I assumed was going to be another pointless change to the website. Instead he steepled his fingers, the way he did when he had something of great import to deliver.
"Yvette, as you know —"
"Yvonne." I shouldn't have corrected him, but I was feeling less than usually diplomatic.
"Yvonne. I beg your pardon. Yvonne, as you know it's been a challenging time for our industry of late, and that obliges us to re-evaluate our business model on a continual basis. We've come to the decision that for operational reasons, it would be a better fit for our needs to contract our information technology support requirements to an external provider. I hope you understand. This isn't an easy decision to make."
He handed me a formal-looking document prepared with half a dozen little "sign here" stickers.
"Uh." It had taken me a moment to make sense of the jargon: they were replacing me with a contractor. Probably the guys who filled in for me when I went on leave. "I'd like to read it before I sign."
"Certainly."
I read through it carefully, small print and large. The gist was simple enough: I, Yvonne Ponting, tender my resignation, effective immediately, and agree not to disclose any confidential information about RJC's business, etc etc. In return I would receive all outstanding salary and an additional eight weeks as a bonus, all payable immediately.
It didn't make sense. Outsourcing my job, maybe, but in the middle of an important contract? And why offer me eight weeks when my contract only required two?
I shuffled through the pages again, stalling while I tried to figure it out. This wasn't about saving money. No, this was about getting rid of me. Either Peter had a family member looking for an IT support job, or...
In Victoria it's illegal to fire somebody for their sexual orientation. So nobody ever gets fired for their orientation; they get fired for "performance issues" or "operational reasons" or some other excuse. Or they get persuaded to resign of their own accord. You can still fight it, but it's a slow and expensive process with no guarantee of success.
So that was the deal: either we fire you with two weeks' pay in lieu, or you take the money and agree not to contest it. And don't forget you'll need a reference from us if you want to apply for work elsewhere.
I accepted defeat and signed the papers. I had no stomach for a fight. Perhaps I should have made a stand on principle, but even if I'd won, what was the prize? Going back to work for Peter and for my ex's father. Screw that. So I signed.
Peter sent Janelle to help me pack up my desk. I assumed she'd been sent by Peter to make sure I didn't sabotage anything on the way out, but I didn't mind. If the contractors did screw anything up, I would be glad of a witness to confirm that I hadn't even touched my computer since our meeting.
I reminded her that my admin passwords should be changed as soon as possible, and wrote down some instructions on how to do that. And then, less than an hour after I'd walked into Peter's office, I was on the train home with nothing more than a few postcards and books that I'd brought in myself. No farewell party for me, not so much as a card.
On the train I wondered: was it Peter or RJ? I thought it unlikely that Peter would have fired me on his own initiative, not when RJ would be back in a couple of weeks. But I decided I didn't really want to know; I just wanted to get home, curl up, and forget the whole thing.
At least I had two months' salary to cover me while I looked for a new job. I decided I was going to approach this like an adult: four hours a day searching job sites and sending off applications. I should be able to manage at least four solid applications a day. Four hours on all the other stuff I'd been neglecting over the last few weeks. I had a pile of laundry waiting to be done, the bathroom tiles needed scrubbing, and there were three pizza boxes in the dining room from nights when I'd been working late and couldn't be bothered cooking. If I couldn't get the important parts of my life in order, at least I'd get on top of the little things.
But before that, when I got home, I'd switch on the computer and allow myself an hour working off my aggressions killing a few orcs...
One week later there were five pizza boxes in the dining room. The tiles still needed scrubbing, and I'd only done one load of laundry. But I had killed several thousand orcs, spiders, giants and assorted bandits, and I had a level seventy-three paladin to show for it.
I'd started well enough. The day after I lost my job I got out of bed on time, just as if I was going to work. I'd archived all Phoebe's old emails to reduce the temptation to re-read them, and I'd applied for three jobs. But it had been a depressing experience — two of them offered less than I'd been earning at RJC, the third was almost certainty out of my league — and the thought of having to rely on Peter's say-so made me so queasy that I'd ended up listing Susan as a referee instead.
After that...
I'd spent a lot of my life telling myself that I didn't care what the rest of the world thought of me, except for a trusted few. It came as a shock to realise how much I cared about the opinion of people I didn't respect, and about being fired from a job I no longer enjoyed. An awful lot of my ego is wrapped up in the idea that I'm good at what I do for a living — no genius, but conscientious and diligent — and losing my job stripped me of that.
Susan's words to me at the café had planted a seed of doubt, and now it began to grow. It was easy enough to say that if Phoebe really had loved me, she should have put our relationship above everything else... but if she'd offered to support me for the rest of my life, living off her father's money, would I have accepted? I doubt it; for all that I loved her, I would have felt imprisoned by that arrangement.
And if she'd placed me ahead of her dreams... could I ever have lived up to that sacrifice? Or would we have been gradually devoured by disappointment and resentment, wondering every day whether it had really been worth it?
I was still thinking about all this a week into June, when Susan phoned me.
"Hi, Yvonne speaking." I had my mouth full; she'd caught me eating stir-fry in bed.
"Hello Yvonne, it's Susan."
"Oh, hi! I'm sorry I haven't called, I've been kinda distracted."
"Indeed. Yvonne, did you apply for a job somewhere else? I got a phone call from somebody who said you'd put me down as a reference."
"Oh, shit, yeah. I meant to tell you, sorry."
"Don't tell me you've given up on RJC? I know you don't get along with Peter, but it's not forever. Did they tell you I'm coming back next week?"
"I hadn't heard, but... no, they decided to replace me with a contractor."
"What? No! Why would they do that?"
"Peter said 'operational reasons'." It was true as far as it went, and I didn't feel like talking about my speculations.
"Well! I shouldn't say it about a colleague, but that's pretty shabby. Are you going to be all right?"
"I guess. I've got a bit saved, should tide me over until I find something. Hey, how's Zara doing?"
"Quite well, I think? We decided to change schools. I think it's for the best, we've found a place that looks good, but I hate the feeling of running away. It shouldn't be poor Zara that gets driven out of her school and away from her friends."
"Oh, I know what you mean. But sometimes you have to cut your losses... hey, I have another call coming in, catch you another time?"
"Love to. Keep your chin up, I'm sure something better will come along soon enough."
"Bye!"
It turned out to be my brother, inviting himself over for an evening of popcorn and television. He'd bought some of the classics of our childhood on DVD and thought I could do with the company. He wasn't wrong; I managed to get through three hours of cartoons without once thinking painful thoughts about Phoebe.
After the cartoons we talked, and he asked just enough questions to let me to get things off my chest. I still missed Phoebe, but it had been nearly a month since the last time we talked — fought — and I figured that ship had sailed, alas. He reminded me not to go leaping into a rebound relationship (guilty as charged; I had already been starting to wonder what my chances might be with Aleks' friend Renee) and told me he'd keep an ear out for job opportunities.
As he headed for the door I asked, "Do me a favour? I want you to ring me up every night and ask me how many applications I've sent in that day. If it's not at least four, tell me off."
"It's a deal. And by the way, little sister? Remember to have some fun."
"I will. Just as soon as I remember how!"
A few days later, on a whim, I booked myself in for a morning at the hairdresser's. Not the cheap place at the local shops where I get my ends trimmed every few months. No, the place in town where my goth friends go when they want something special.
A tiny lady in black PVC and rainbow dreads asked "So, what can I do for you?"
"I'm not sure. I want something interesting that doesn't look like I've just butchered my hair because I'm getting over a breakup. Maybe not too garish, though." I hadn't had any interview offers yet, but I had hopes on a couple of the ones I'd applied for.
She looked me over and pursed her lip (studded, of course). "Let's see... yeah, I think I can do something."
I sat back with my eyes closed while she did her thing with scissors and clippers and comb, then foil and a variety of noxious-smelling chemicals. I recognised one as ammonia, but couldn't place the others. There was a lot of waiting in between; she brought me tea and we chatted. I ended up telling her a little about my breakup and my job troubles, and she made sympathetic noises before telling me some of her own experiences of being fired from once place and another.
After that the foils came off and it was time for her to wash out the chemicals. It felt great, the hot water and her fingers rubbing the shampoo into my scalp, although it got a little weird when I realised it was the first sensual physical contact I'd had since Phoebe. I was just starting to mellow out and enjoy it again when she turned off the tap and began to dry me off.
I thought that was it, but there was still more: another treatment, and another cup of tea, and then at last a rinse. My stomach and bladder were both starting to grumble by the time she declared the job finished and held up a mirror to let me look at the result. "You said not too garish. Will this do?"
It fit the bill. She'd undercut the sides and back and dyed most of it a deep navy blue, with two thick white stripes running down the middle where she'd left it long. It was quite unlike anything I would have selected for myself, but... it was a change, and I was in the mood for a change. Give it a few days, and I could see myself getting used to it.
A week later I got a rather unexpected offer.
It happened like this: on Thursday morning while I was in the middle of yet another application — muttering rude words about would-be employers who were too vague for me to know what they wanted — my phone rang. The number looked familiar but I couldn't quite place it.
"Hello, Yvonne Ponting here."
"Hello Yvonne, it's Janelle from RJ Churchill."
"Janelle? Hi, what's up?"
"I'm calling for RJ. He'd like to know if you're able to come into the office some time for a chat."
"Huh? Any idea what it's about?"
"He didn't say."
"Well, um, I guess I can make it... tomorrow? About eleven?" I wanted to say 'today' — now I was going to spend all night wondering what on earth it could be — but I didn't want to give the impression I was at his beck and call.
It felt odd returning to the offices of R. J. Churchill Real Estate as a visitor, having to wait at reception until RJ was ready to see me. Janelle showed me in and shut the door behind me, leaving the two of us alone.
He looked tired. Not rumpled-suit and bags-under-the-eyes tired; just weary. He was toying with his fountain pen, rolling it between his fingers, and he didn't look at me when he first spoke.
"Yvonne. How are you this morning?"
"Very well, thanks. And you?"
"Oh, getting by."
I still didn't know what all this was about. "RJ, I never got a chance to say to you before, I'm sorry about Helen."
"Yes." He flipped the pen to his other hand. "Thank you. It's not easy." Another pause, and then he looked up at me for the first time and raised his eyebrows, but whatever he thought about my hair, he didn't say it. "Yvonne, I've had a great deal on my mind lately, and it's been suggested to me — rather forcefully, by somebody whose opinion I value — that it may have distracted me from running this business the way I ought to be running it. You've done good work here."
"Um, thank you."
"And I've been reminded that my daughter is a grown woman. She has told me more than once that she's old enough to fight her own battles. If you've hurt her — well, whatever has passed between the two of you, that's a private matter. As is your personal life."
I gave a tiny nod, just enough to say I was listening.
"If you wanted to return to your position here, we could accommodate that."
"Um, thank you. Let me think..."
It wasn't quite an apology. Not explicitly. But it was as close as I was likely to get, and there was a lot to be said for a steady income...
"Two things. I don't work too well with Peter as a supervisor, we just have different... styles." Does 'arsehole' count as a style?
"I think we could find some way to work around that."
"And... do you want me back? I do appreciate the offer, but I don't want to come back somewhere I'm not welcome."
He gave me a thin smile. "Let's just say that we've noticed the difference in the last three weeks, since you've been gone."
"Well." I was inclined to accept, but I hadn't quite forgiven him for firing me yet... "I have some commitments just now, but I could start back in two weeks' time, if that works for you? July ninth?" I didn't really have anything booked in the meantime, but I felt like letting him stew a little.
"It'll have to do. Janelle will send you the paperwork."
We shook on it, and I was on my way out of his office when something occurred to me and I turned. "So what do I tell people about why I left?"
"There was a misunderstanding. Peter acted on what he believed to be my wishes, and when I returned and discovered that a mistake had been made, we corrected that mistake by mutual agreement."
"Works for me."
Perhaps I should have angled for a pay rise, but that might have been pushing my luck. And besides, there'd been no mention of me repaying the two months' wages they'd already given me. Well enough.
On the way home I texted my brother with the good news, and then got to thinking about what had happened. My guess had been correct; Peter had fired me at RJ's bidding, and presumably because Phoebe had told him something about our breakup.
I wondered what had happened there. She must have been pretty upset to tell him, or for him to figure it out. And after that...
I supposed I owed somebody an email.
Phoebe,
Thank you very much for... well, you know. It was a generous thing to do, and you didn't have to, but I appreciate it a lot.
I won't bug you further after this, but I thought I should at least say thank you. Wishing you well for your audition (I think it's Monday?) and for everything else. Best always - Yvonne.
I read it over two or three times, made sure the wording said what I meant to say, then took a deep breath and hit send.
Then I called a few other friends to tell them I was back in the land of the gainfully-employed, and made up my mind to enjoy the weekend — which I did. If I happened to go back and check my email a little more often than usual, well, what of it? And in any case, there was nothing there but the usual spam and notifications. Not on Friday night, not on Saturday morning, not on Saturday afternoon, and not even on Sunday.



On Monday afternoon I went out to buy clothes. I still had plenty of T-shirts, but I thought it might be diplomatic to wear something more respectable to work until people got used to the hair. Since my good shirt had never shown up — I could only assume it had been eaten by monsters under the bed, or perhaps 'borrowed' by one of Aleks' friends — I picked up a couple of sober-looking collared shirts and a pair of trousers into the bargain for when the knees gave out on my Old Faithfuls.
When I got home, there was an email waiting for me from Phoebe in between two Russian brides and a Syrian dissident looking for help shifting his improbably large fortune.
Hi Yvonne, it's good to hear from you. I hope you're doing well. Audition was this morning, I think I did well, but I'll hear back in a week or so after they finish the other auditions. There were a lot of other candidates so may be a second round.
But I'm confused... not sure what you're thanking me for? I'd like to take credit but I really don't know what it is. Wishing you well - P.
I scratched my head and replied:
Getting my job back?
Half an hour later my phone rang. I jumped, and it rang twice more before I calmed myself and answered it. "H-hello? Phoebe?"
"Yvonne? What's this about your job?"
"It wasn't you, then?"
"I have no idea what you're talking about. Honest. You lost your job?"
"Yeah... don't take this the wrong way, but your dad fired me. Or got Peter to do it. Three weeks ago. I think he found out about us."
"Fired you? Jesus! I'm sorry, that might have been my fault. I was pretty upset and I told him a few things, but I never thought he'd do anything like that."
"It's okay, he took it back. He said somebody told him off for it, I assumed that was you."
"No, I would've if I'd known, but this is the first I've heard of it. But thanks for the vote of confidence. After the last time we talked... well, I didn't think you had much opinion of me."
"Yeah. Um." I took a deep breath, remembering my parting shot of a month ago. "I was... pretty angry last time I wrote to you. I could have been kinder in how I expressed myself."
"I know you had reason to be angry. Just... listen, I owe you an explanation, but not over the phone. I'm heading down to Ballarat next Monday anyway, meeting up with the aunts at Mum's place to sort out what's happening with her stuff. I'll be coming back Tuesday, we could meet in town on my way to the airport?"
"Yeah, that works."
We agreed on a time and place, and then hung up without making further chit-chat. Talking to an ex is nervous business, like revisiting an old battlefield; even if you step around the unexploded shells, it's hard to forget the blood that's been spilt there.
The thought of seeing her again made me uncomfortable. I wasn't expecting drama, but it'd taken me a month to pull myself back to some sort of emotional equilibrium and I was afraid of losing it again and toppling back into the pit.
That week I armoured myself. I reminded myself of the facts: I'd called it off myself and it was probably for the best, for both our sakes. On Monday we'd meet and have a civilised talk — perhaps we'd get a little closure out of that, not that I really needed it at this point — and then go our separate ways, thinking of one another less and less as time went by. After a decent interval had passed she'd find herself a nice boy, one she didn't have to hide from her family. I'd take my brother's advice, stay single for a while, and then perhaps fall into a relationship quite by accident, the way I usually do.
Perhaps one day I'd see her on TV and tell some new lover about the musician I used to date. But by that stage, all the moments that had once been so overwhelming, so much in the present — our first angry kiss, the delight in her voice as she rhapsodised about an electric cello, the way she shook as I held her in that hotel in Ballarat — would be just dry memories with no power to unsettle me.
And in the meantime, I wouldn't spend too much of the week worrying about it. I had seven days of leisure — paid holiday! before I was due to meet her, and that was my time to enjoy myself. There were friends to visit, books to read, films to watch, clothes to wash...
***
She was taking the train back from Ballarat and then switching to the airport shuttle at Southern Cross, so we'd agreed to meet in a cafe near the bus terminal. I got there early and sat at a corner table, distracting myself with an old newspaper so I wouldn't keep fretting about our meeting.
I'd been staring at the crossword for several minutes, trying to make sense of "Average lover's still a lover (8)", when I realised Phoebe was standing in front of my table with a wheelie suitcase, in slacks and a faded T-shirt, waiting for me to notice her.
"Hello, Yvonne."
"Oh! Hello, Phoebe!" I put the paper aside and waved her to the empty chair opposite me. "How are you?"
"Oh, not bad. You're looking well — I like the hair."
"You think?" I ran my fingers through it. "I wasn't sure about it."
"No, it suits you."
A silence.
"How'd things go in Ballarat?" I asked.
"Oh, not too bad. I was worried the aunts might fight, they're like that sometimes, but they behaved. It's not like Mum had a lot of stuff worth fighting about. She didn't like to own more than she could fit in the car."
"I guess that makes things simpler."
"Uh-huh." She looked at me briefly, then away again, and pulled out a small notebook. "Listen, this might seem odd, but I wrote down notes, what I want to say, so I could get it clear in my head and so I didn't leave out anything important. Let me get through it and then ask whatever you want." And she began her story.
***
It's Sunday morning at RJ's house, four days before the funeral. RJ has gone out to talk with Helen's sisters about the arrangements. Yaya is sitting out in the garden, in a sunny spot near the pool. Her arm's slowly healing from the surgery but it still aches, and the warmth makes her feel better.
She hasn't been using the wheelchair this last week. She says she's feeling stronger, and that she doesn't need Hamish fussing over her all the time. But it's RJ who pays him to look after her, so he sits in the lounge room where he can keep a watchful eye on her through the window while he surfs the net.
Phoebe's just brewed a pot of herbal tea, the kind her grandmother likes, and now she's headed out to the garden with a cup in one hand. Only one cup; with what she has in mind, she has enough to worry about without looking after a cup of her own.
"Hello, Yaya." They're speaking in a mix of Greek and English, as they usually do when it's just the two of them.
"Good morning, dear. So thoughtful, just what I wanted." Yaya takes the tea with her good arm and rests it beside her. "How are you feeling?"
"Oh, still a little sad."
Yaya nods. "Of course you are. Come and sit with me, Bee-Bee."
Phoebe sits beside her, and kisses her on the cheek. Yaya's skin feels like warm paper.
"You wouldn't remember it, but Helen, she used to sing to you every night when you were very small." She pats Phoebe's arm. "I don't think she liked me much, and I'm sorry for that. I know it's hard to bring up children — God knows it wasn't easy for me, out here with just your Grandpa — and I tried to help, but it was like it was an insult to her. But she was your mama and she loved you, and I'm very sorry she's gone."
Phoebe can feel tears welling in her eyes, and she has to blink to keep them down. She can't talk about that stuff, not just now, because there's another conversation she needs to have and she's been putting it off for days.
"Yaya, I need to tell you something important. And Dad too, but I wanted to talk to you first."
"What is it, dear?"
Phoebe swallows, looks out at the pool where the ripples cast mottled shadows on the bottom.
"You know my friend Yvonne?"
"The one who works for your papa? Of course I know her."
"She's, um, she's my girlfriend." She's used the English word, and Yaya looks uncertain, so she goes on: "I love her."
"What are you saying? Like... lesbians?" There's a hint of distaste in her voice.
"Yes. Sort of. Yes."
"I don't understand. Why do you think you love this girl? Maybe you're just really good friends?"
"I... no, it's not just friends. We kiss. Not like friends."
Yaya says nothing. The yawning silence demands more, an offering of words.
"We, um, we sleep together. Sometimes."
Yaya makes a noise between her tongue and teeth. "How ever did this happen? You weren't interested like that in girls. Never."
"I'm not. Just her." Again, the silence. "We met at Dad's Christmas party. She kissed me, and... um."
"She knew you were his daughter? When she kissed you?"
"Yes, I... no, it's not like that! This isn't about Dad!"
"Bee-Bee, do you know they've changed the laws now? If it looks like you're her girlfriend and then you split up, she can take you to court and get some of your money. You have to be careful!"
"Yaya, I don't have any money. You know that."
"But you will some day. Who do you think your papa will leave this to? Who does this girl think he's leaving it to?"
"Grandma! I was with Luke three years. You never worried about him trying to get Dad's money."
"Well, it's natural for a man and a woman to be together. Your grandpapa and I... he wasn't a good husband, you know? I had to hide money so he wouldn't waste it all. But I had your papa, and little Achilles, God bless him. And from your papa I had you. And you and your papa and your uncle, that was worth all of the trouble your grandpa gave me. Even coming out here, so far from home, leaving my mama and papa behind. And one day you'll understand how wonderful it is. But a woman can't give you that. Women need men, men need women."
"Grandma." She's near tears again. "You know it's not as simple as that. I thought you understood. You remember Ralph who used to teach me cello, you knew he was gay. You didn't mind then."
"Maybe some people are born like that. I don't know, maybe God has reasons for it. But you... I know you like men. We used to watch movies together and argue about who was most handsome. You never looked at girls. Now you can't be happy with a man any more? When did this change?"
"I, no, I haven't changed. I still like men. If I wasn't with Yvonne, I think I could be happy with a guy. But I'm happy with her."
"Bee-Bee, if you don't need this, why are you doing it? Maybe you're still sad about Luke and you don't want to see another man for a while, I understand that. But you don't need to do this just because you're lonely."
The worst part is that there's some truth there: she was still angry at Luke when she let Yvonne kiss her (et cetera), and that's where it all started. She is afraid of loneliness. And while she's still trying to find words to explain that she has far better reasons, Yaya has already moved on and the chance to reply is lost.
"Why don't you take some time and think about this, dear? You have so much on your mind just now, don't drive yourself crazy with this as well."
"Grandma, that's why I need to talk about it now. Yvonne makes it easier for me to cope with everything else. Mum, the audition, you. I want her there with me on Thursday."
"You need her... to cope with me?" She doesn't sound angry, just hurt.
"Grandma, grandma, I didn't mean it like that... just that it's been difficult, with you ill..."
"Bee-Bee, I'm your Yaya. I love you until the day I die. I know I've been cross lately but I didn't see how hard it was on you, I'm sorry. This sickness, it's hard to think about other things properly. Poor child, you've lost your mother, and here I've been arguing with you and your papa about the funeral. No wonder you're angry with me. No wonder you need somebody else to comfort you."
Now Yaya is crying, and Phoebe realises: she has never seen her grandmother cry. She's comforted her, but she's never really comprehended what it must be like to be old, and frail, and to have your very bones become a malignant foe. To bury a child and a daughter-in-law, and wonder whether you failed them.
And even now, with the surgery past... Yaya is still seventy-five, and frail, and there's no guarantee the cancer won't come back. If Phoebe hurts her now, this woman who's watched over her all her life, there's no guarantee she will ever get a chance to mend it. She can't take that risk, not now, not when she's about to bury her mother with so much left unsaid. Later, when things are back to normal, she'll find a better way to explain things and answer all Yaya's objections.
She wants to hug her grandmother, but the arm-brace is in the way and the best she can do is a pat on the back. "Yaya, I know you love me. I love you too. Listen." She already knows she's going to hate herself for this. "I'll talk to you about this again, some time when things aren't so crazy. Maybe I can explain it better then. But I'm not angry with you."
She thinks: I can't bring Yvonne on Thursday. Give me time, and I can bring Yaya around, but not yet.
But if I tell Yvonne what just happened, she'll be terribly hurt. She hurts so easily. And I'm not in any shape to comfort her just now. I need time. And then later, I will tell her the truth, and apologise.
She holds her grandmother's hand tight, fingers bony-thin between her own. When at last Yaya is settled again, Phoebe kisses her on the cheek once more before slipping away to make a call in private.
"Hello, Yvonne? About Thursday? I didn't realise, but the chapel is quite small, so they need to restrict it to family and Mum's friends..."
***
"...I just didn't know how to handle it. Too many things in my head. I didn't expect her to take it that way." She'd written down a list, and she started to read off it: "I was scared of fighting with —" but she was losing her composure rapidly, and she stopped talking and handed the list to me.
Fighting with Yaya when she's sick. Thinking every time — what if this is the last?
Feel like fraud when people give me sympathy for Mum.
Thought I'd have Yaya's support when I told Dad about Yvonne.
Can't remember when Nero last got together, think we've fizzled out. Don't have time or energy anyway.
Playing funeral music on crappy rental cello with loose pegs. Let alone practice for audition.
Yvonne likes Yaya, will be so hurt if I tell her.
She watched as I read the list, waited until I looked back up at her. Her face was paler than I remembered and when she spoke her hands mirrored her agitation. "I just couldn't figure out what to do. I remembered how upset you were that weekend in the Hunter, when I laughed at the idea of telling Dad about us. I couldn't deal with that on top of everything else."
"You could have told me. I would have coped." Would I? Well, I preferred to think so.
"Maybe. I wish I had. I just couldn't think straight. I thought I'd come clean to you later, when I'd sorted out the other things. And then it seemed like it was never a good time. I was scared to tell you and the longer it dragged on, well, you know. I can't undo that, and... I am sorry. I really am. Not just because I got caught."
I thought: Poor girl. That was a lot of crap to deal with, all at once.
I thought: Reasons or not, she lied to me.
"And then when you found out... I know you had reason to be angry, but it felt like you'd turned into the Lord High Prosecutor instead of my lover, and I just couldn't cope with that. But you know the really stupid thing? I could have just brought you along as a friend and nobody would have been any the wiser. I told Yaya because I didn't want to pretend. And then look where I ended up. Anyway, that's it. That's what happened." At last her hands quieted, and she flattened them on the table.
"Uh-huh." I reached out, where her hand had settled on the table, and rested my fingers on hers. It didn't cost me to give that, at least.
"So where does that leave us?" she asked.
"There's still an 'us', then?"
"If you want there to be."
I thought about the imperfections of our relationship and ourselves. The distance; the tension of a disapproving family (one of them my boss); my insecurities, and Phoebe's, and the damage already done by what had passed between us.
Damage to me, or to my ego? Were they the same thing?
Then my fingers curled around hers, and hers curled around mine: two hooks linked. "I would like that," I said. "I've missed you."
"I mi—"
The moment was interrupted by her phone. She gave it a bored look, as if about to drop the call, but then raised an eyebrow as she saw the number. "Sorry, I should take this one."
She picked it up. "Hello? Yes, speaking. Good to hear from you." I felt her fingers tighten on mine as she listened. "Oh, thank you. Yes, I can... the ninth, next Monday?" She mouthed to me: 'second round'. "Yes, eleven is fine. What do you want me to prepare? ...yes, I can do that. I'll think about it and let you know tomorrow. All right, thank you very much, I'll see you on Monday. Bye!"
She put the phone away and gave me a half-smile. "Made it to the second-round audition. I was hoping for better news, but it's still good."
"Well done, you." I squeezed her hand. "So I take it this means I shouldn't ask if you can stay on tonight."
"Sorry. I really would love to, but..."
"It's okay. I'm glad. When do you have to go?"
She glanced at her watch. "About ten minutes."
"That soon?" Then, almost before I'd thought of it, "In that case, can I come too?"
"What, now? To Sydney?"
"I've got the rest of the week off, and I've still got most of my severance money. If I wouldn't be in your way."
"You wouldn't be. But —" she looked me over "— you don't have a change of clothes or anything with you."
"I can pick them up at the other end. Or just spend the time nude until you throw me out."
"My, but you're forward." She patted my hand. "I'm sure we can manage something."
It didn't work out quite as neatly as I'd hoped. Phoebe's flight was full, and the best I could get was two hours later. So we hugged at the gate — I wasn't quite bold enough to kiss her yet — and parted with a "see you soon".
Was I really flying seven hundred kilometres on the spur of the moment, without so much as my laptop or a toothbrush, to visit someone I'd thought was out of my life? Was I kidding myself to think it could be mended so easily? I plagued myself with doubts the whole way there, and when I switched on my phone I was half-expecting to see a message from Phoebe: Sorry, this is a bad idea, hope you haven't left yet.
But there was no message. I'd told her to go on ahead when she got in — I could find my way to her place from the airport — but when I deplaned at Mascot she was there in the lounge, waiting for me.
"Thought I'd keep you company on the train."
We didn't talk much on the train, mostly just sat side by side enjoying one another's presence. I was happy and yet uneasy; it still seemed too good to be true.
As we walked back to her place, through the leaf-dappled sunlight of a gentle winter afternoon, Phoebe said: "I have a confession to make. I pinched one of your shirts, that time when we visited John and Cat."
"Wait, that was you? I've been looking everywhere for that. What..."
"I took it home so I could wrap it around a pillow and have something that smelled of you. You were out of the room when I had the idea and then I forgot to ask you... and afterwards I felt silly about it. Then when... you know. I washed it and put it away. But you can have it back now. I hope you don't mind."



"That may be the most adorable thing I've ever heard." I hugged her impulsively, and she stopped and hugged me back, leaving her suitcase to fend for itself. Then I kissed her on the cheek, blinking away sudden tears. "I'm glad to have you back."
"I'm glad to have you back." And she kissed me on the lips, not deep, but lingering. "Come on, let's get home. I have no idea what we're going to have for dinner."
In the end we sat on the couch, eating Reheated Leftover Surprise and watching the news. By the time they got to the sport I'd finished my meal, and I turned to Phoebe:
"I haven't told you why Susan was off work, have I? Her daughter was having bullying problems, so she took some time out."
"That bad?"
"Yeah." I filled her in on the detail.
"Huh. Poor kid, I hope she'll be all right. By the way, you know Susan and Dad used to have a thing going?"
"What? No. Really?"
"Just for a year or so, not long after Mum left. I saw her around, didn't think anything of it at the time 'cause I was only eight. Years later I started to put two and two together, and I got her alone one Christmas party and asked her about it. They'd both just come out of messy breakups and they ended up in... well, sort of 'friends with benefits', I suppose. Then Dad got promoted so he was managing Susan, and they decided that would be a sensible time to break things off. She met her husband..."
"Danny, I think?"
"Yeah, Danny. She met Danny not long after, so that was that. But she and Dad still exchange Christmas cards. She sent us a really sweet letter and flowers after Mum died."
"Well, well. I had no idea it was anything more than a business relationship."
Then I paused as I remembered RJ's words. Somebody he respected had spoken to him — "rather forcefully" — about his decision to fire me. And I remembered Susan's rage: "I want to kill those girls. They have no right to do that to my daughter. No right."
Then I considered what Susan's reaction might have been, supposing that she'd made a few enquiries and found out the real reason why I'd been fired... and I almost felt sorry for RJ. Almost.
"Whatcha smiling about, love?" asked Phoebe.
"Oh... just figuring something out." I carried our plates over to the sink.
Phoebe switched off the TV and came up behind me, slipping her arms around my waist. "So... what did you have in mind for tonight?"
"You know... it's been a while since I heard you play. Maybe the Bach?"
Her lips quirked into a smile. "As you like." She pulled out her stool, tidied her hair back out of the way, and tuned her cello. Then she sat, closed her eyes, and began.
I watched more than heard it, her eyes half-closed, the smile still lingering, as her bow danced over the strings. There was a tightness in my chest, but it was welcome; it was the joy of finding my way back to something I'd thought lost forever.
As she played I moved around her, standing behind so I could better see the flex of her shoulders, her whole body absorbed by what she was doing. I knew I'd never have the ear to appreciate her talent (or the cello she played, for that matter), but through her I could share the delight her passion brought.
She came to the end of the Prelude and spoke softly: "Shall I continue?"
I kissed her head lightly. "Please." And as she started the Allemande I rested a fingertip at the base of her neck, and I could feel as well as see the music of her body, the shift and play of her muscles. She didn't flinch, and her posture was such that I barely had to move to maintain that contact as the melody wandered and circled and came to a rest.
Then as she shifted into the Courante, lively and quick, I began to stroke her neck. A touch here, a pause there... and I realised I could hear my fingertips in the music she played, the frisson of my touch translated to a subtle emphasis in volume here, a tiny quickening in pace there.
"You're trouble," she whispered, and even as she slowed again for the Sarabande my hands drifted down to wander her shoulders, rising and falling with her movements... I was following her, and yet I felt I was leading too, my intent mirrored in her actions.
The Sarabande was over too soon, but the Minuets came next, disciplined and regular... or so they should have been. For now I brought my hands back to Phoebe's neck, drifting around under her hair and exploring the bare skin at either side just under her jaw, and I could tell she was struggling to maintain composure. "Bad!" she whispered, and I parted her hair and brushed the back of her neck with my lips; I felt her on the verge of stuttering, and I eased off, and waited, and then started again.
At last, up-tempo again for the Gigue, and I ran my hands down her back, lingering on her waist, planted at last on her hips. The way Bach wrote it, it races to the finish — well, the way Phoebe played it that night, it outran Bach and Casals, Rostropovich and du Pré, notes tumbling over one another until she ended it with a fierce chord.
Phoebe stood, set the cello safely in its case... then suddenly she wheeled on me, and before I knew it I was in her arms and in her mouth. She broke from the kiss just long enough to get out "You're incorrigible, you really are!" and then with another kiss she cut off any reply I might have made.
We tumbled onto her bed, inextricably twined around one another as we kicked off our shoes. For a while we just lay there and embraced, content to hold and be held; then our hands began to wander, caressing and fondling. On a whim I nudged her over onto her belly and rolled onto her, fingers stroking her sides, legs straddling hers, as I nuzzled the hair aside and began to kiss the nape of her neck.
I growled very softly in the back of my throat — or was it a purr? — and she stiffened under me, taut but motionless, as I nipped at her skin and my fingers hardened, catching at her T-shirt, dragging it away from her waistband and then burrowing beneath it to claw stripes across her ribs.
"Mmm. Nice." She had her arms stretched out in front of her; I reached up with my right hand to hold her wrists together, and my left scratched down her side, wriggled underneath her so she could feel my fingernails in her exposed belly. She said nothing, but I felt her exhale, long and slow, and her legs pressed tighter against mine.
I twisted sideways a little to get better purchase on her neck, and gripped her between my teeth, growling again. She said a quiet little "oh..." as my hand moved up her front again, halting at the elastic of her bra, pushing under it and sideways, my index finger raking a curve along the underside of her breast.
"I want you. I want you."
"Want you too." She pushed back against me as I rocked my hips against her arse, she grunted softly as I thrust my hand up under the bra-cup, displacing and supplanting it, five fingernails digging into her breast, her nipple rubbing against my palm.
I let go her wrists, jammed my thumb into her waistband. "These need to come off now." I shifted my weight back, letting her lift her hips a little, and she wriggled to assist as I fumbled with the buttons, tugged the zip open, shoved them down to her knees along with her briefs. As I did that I pushed her T-shirt up and popped the catch of her bra open. Then I settled my weight on top of her again, pressing her against the mattress and into my hands: one back at her breasts, the other between her legs.
"I could lie here all night." I pressed my hips against her. "Whispering how much I love you." With my knees I coaxed hers open. My fingers pushed through her curls and found her labia, began to work between them, as my other hand enveloped her breast. "But I can say it better this way."
"I like that language." She reached back behind her, one hand on my hip, the other at the back of my neck, both holding us together. I began stroking in earnest and she responded, grinding against my hand.
We were doing well for a while, and then I noticed Phoebe was tensing up; not the aroused kind of tense, but the uncomfortable kind that gets in the way. It took me a moment to realise the problem: Phoebe was wearing less than me — or rather, it was covering less, thanks to my previous efforts — and the night air was cooling around us.
"Let's get under the covers."
"I was going to say."
We shed the remainder of our clothes and crawled in together, spooning side by side. At first we just cuddled, and I squeezed Phoebe as tight as I could; after a little while, when our body heat had warmed the bedclothes, I felt her softening again.
"Now, where were we before?" she asked.
"I think I was doing something like this." Once again my fingertips drifted down her side, circling on her hip before slipping down between her thighs. She angled her leg to give me better access, and as I established a soft but insistent rhythm — rub, rub, circle, rub — she placed her hand on top of mine, as if to say: more pressure.
I took the hint, and although here and there she flinched at the roughness of my touch, her hand stayed firmly on top of mine. She was breathing faster now, and with her other hand she was holding (pinching?) her own breast. She gasped when I slipped down and into her, renewing the lubrication on my fingers, and then again when I came back up to flick her clit, toggling it from side to side, up and down.
"Don't stop..."
I would've liked to keep her on the edge, slowing down and drawing it out, but it had been so long; I was ravenous for her, and impatient to feel her come, to consummate our reunion. So I did what she asked, faster, bolder, and as I kissed her back and shoulders she yelped, and her head snapped back, and her thighs squeezed me tight as she came.
"Oh, darling... oh." She held my hand against her, motionless now and snug, surrounded by the heat of her body and the pressure of her thighs and the fading spasms of her muscles. "Mmm, that's what I needed." She twisted around enough to face me and we kissed; then she took my wrist, drew my hand up to her mouth, kissed my fingers and tongued in between them. "Give me a few minutes, and I'll do something for you."
"No rush." Sometimes a vicarious orgasm, experienced through the senses of somebody you love, is as good as the real thing... but that doesn't mean you can't try for both.
"Hey, I heard a carpentry joke." She rolled over again, pressed her back against my chest, pulled my arm around her and hugged it against her chest. "Want to hear it?"
"A carpentry joke?"
"How many screws does it take to assemble a lesbian's bed?"
"Um... as many as she wants it to?"
"None. It's all tongue-in-groove."
I groaned. And a few minutes later I was groaning again, and gasping, but not because of her jokes.
Afterwards, somewhere in the hazy land between afterglow and slumber:
"Yvonne, are you still awake?"
"Maybe. A bit."
"Something I need to say to you."
"Yes?"
"I don't know... if we'll be together forever." She squeezed me tight. "I mean, I love you a lot. I want it to last. But I can't see the future... if some day we decide we've drifted apart and it doesn't make sense to stay together, sometimes that happens."
"Okay?" I wasn't sure where this was going.
"But this is the important bit. I don't want to break up for stupid reasons. Sweetie, I love you, but I'm human. I guarantee that if we stay together long enough, some day I'm going to screw up and hurt you again. I won't mean to, but those things happen. And if that happens... I'll need you to help me with mending things."
"Hmm?"
"I don't mean you can't be angry. I expect I'll be angry at you sometimes. But even if you're angry, can you remember that I love you, and I'm trying to fix things even if I'm not sure how to do it? Because I can't fix things if I'm the only one working on it. Even when it's me that broke them."
I thought about how I'd reacted, back when I'd first found out about the lie. I could have gone to her and asked: what's going on? Instead I'd chosen to test her, and punish her, without even knowing quite what she'd done or why. And, yeah, if she'd told the truth in the first place I wouldn't have needed to work out how to deal with that situation.
But what's done is done; if you love one another, the question is what you're going to do next. And I could see myself screwing up some day — perhaps I'd forget a birthday, or miss a concert, or some other stupid thing — and I thought: when that happens, do I want to be carrying it forever?
No. I want to be able to leave that behind, without leaving Phoebe behind.
"Yeah. That makes sense." I wanted to say: sorry I didn't ask, as soon as I found out from Leon. Sorry I got so caught up in my fears that I drove you away when you were trying to apologise and explain. But it's hard to admit such things, and instead I just said: "Sorry about how I handled stuff before. You know, if your dad hadn't fired me, or if I'd realised it was Susan that changed his mind, I probably wouldn't ever have..."
She patted me. "But you did. And here we are."
After some thought I said "Sweetie, can I ask you something?"
"Of course."
"Still straight?"
She chuckled, then paused before answering. "I love you. I want to be with you. If people need a label they can decide for themselves what that makes me."
And not long afterwards, I fell asleep in my lover's arms.



        A Stringed Instrument Ch. 14

        The story's end.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/a-stringed-instrument-ch-14

Title: A Stringed Instrument Ch. 14

Author: Bramblethorn

Category: Lesbian Sex

Description: The story's end.

Tags: coming out, lesbian novella, lesbian romance

Series: A Stringed Instrument


14.
Phoebe was still there in my arms when morning came. Not that morning was much to speak of; it was grey and cold, rain drumming on the roof of her little flat, staying-in-bed weather.
I felt her wake, and as she snuggled back against my chest I murmured "So, what do you have on today, love?"
She yawned and stretched, then giggled as I reached around and scratched her exposed tummy. "Tickles! Um, I'm giving lessons ten-thirty to twelve. You'll want to be out for that, little Amy's a wee bit rough on the ears. Another student four-thirty to six. Nothing else booked, but I do need to put in a lot of practice this week."
"What are you playing?"
"A good question. The Offertorio from Verdi's Requiem, the opening from Strauss's Don Juan. No problem there, I know those. And the first movement from a concerto of my choice." She still had her back to me, but from the tone of her voice I thought she was scowling.
"So what are the options?"
"I know the Elgar very well. I've been playing that one since I was fourteen, and it's a pretty popular option. It's just..."
"Hmm?"
"Bad connotations. Too much of death in that one, just at the moment." She squeezed my arm against her ribs. "I'd rather not play it."
"Then don't. What else is there?"
"Oh, Bach, Schumann, Shostakovich... I could do them, but I feel like I want to play the Glass. The one I picked up when I took you to that music shop. I just want to do something a little different."
"So can you do that?"
"Yeah, but I'm not as practiced with it."
"You've got a week to sharpen up, right?"
I felt her chuckle. "Oh, darling, I think I just heard you volunteer to be my page-turner. You are going to be so utterly sick of Philip Glass by the time you go home."
"Mmm-hmm. Bet I won't be sick of you." I propped myself up on one elbow, and stroked her face. "Ten-thirty's not for a while yet."
"Is that so?"
I brushed a finger across her lips, trailed along the line of her jaw, traced the spirals of her ear. "Last night was lovely. I want more." I licked her earlobe, tasted the skin just below her ears. It was a trigger point: she shivered, and her lips parted. Then she reached back, scooped up her hair between thumb and fingers, exposing her neck.
I took the hint and kissed her there, slow and firm, my lips following the bumps of her spine. My hand was at her face again, playing over her mouth, drawing her lower lip down and dipping inside. She caught me between her teeth, explored my fingertip with her tongue, exhaled warm breath as I kissed just below the hairline.
Last night we'd both been working off pent-up desire. Now we were relaxed, and our love-making was more like a slow wordless conversation about nothing in particular. The day brightened and the rain eased as we caressed and explored one another, more concerned with touching than with where we touched. When you're with the right person, sensation can be found anywhere. A whisk of Phoebe's hair brushed across my forehead; my lips dawdling at the back of her knee; her toes wriggling against my ankle. And often, just stillness and warmth and quiet contact.
Even when the sensual drifted into sexual, there was no hurry about it. She spent an age with her cheek pressed to my chest, and another at my belly, and another at my thighs. Her tongue and I became reacquainted, her fingers slipped and curled inside me. I floated on a warm tide, and I was almost sorry when at last I felt the current carrying me to my destination. No shrieks, no fireworks, just a feeling of gentle release pulsing like a slow heartbeat.
She moved up alongside me to cuddle, and I ruffled her hair. As I did, my body made an unexpected crackling noise.
"What was that?"
"My back." I wriggled my shoulders experimentally; it felt good. "It's been out for weeks, too much computer work. And tension. Guess I just relaxed enough to loosen it up."
"Mine's been acting up too, I'll have to get a back rub off you some time."
"Deal." I pulled her against me, and I might have drifted off to sleep again, if her phone hadn't started ringing. Gilbert and Sullivan: her dad.
She'd left it on the kitchen bench and had to get up to grab it; I stayed in bed as she threw on a dressing gown and answered it.
"Hi Dad? Yeah, not bad, and you? No, that's okay, I was awake."
I sat quietly while she listened and then replied.
"Yeah, we did most of it yesterday. Gia and Chloe —" her mother's sisters "— and Scott. I picked out a box of books and stuff, and there were a couple of pictures that I didn't want to squash into my case. Gia's holding on to them for me, she's coming up to Sydney in a couple of months so she'll bring them then.
"Yeah, birth certificate and stuff like that. Are you going to need — oh, okay then, I'll hang on to them. And a few clothes, and Mum's jewellery — no, not much, but you remember the malachite earrings? Yeah, and the necklace. There were a couple of other pieces Scott gave her, and we all agreed he should have them. Some pictures and things. And, ah, I have her wedding ring. Yes, with the rest of the jewellery. Do you — oh, no problem, I thought you would but I just wasn't sure, you know. No problem, I'll get it back to you.
"No, I'm okay. It was sad, but... kind of good to do it, you know? Lot of little things I'd forgotten, it was good to see them again. And talk to Gia and Chloe. I should keep in touch with the cousins more, they're all on Facebook now.
"Oh, I was going to tell you! They called yesterday, they want me back for a second round on Monday... no, different pieces this time. Two they've set, and one of my choice. I'm going to do the Glass. Yes, the one you didn't like...
"No, just a few students... um, and. Yvonne's visiting. She's staying for a few days, but she knows I'll mostly be practising for this."
I looked at her sharply, and she looked back at me and nodded, mouthed I love you. "Yes, we did. But we talked it over yesterday, and we sorted out a lot of things, so... yeah, here we are. Yeah, Dad, I know. I've thought about it a lot and this is what I'm doing. I'll talk to you about it more later... probably send you an email? Don't —"
She paused again, pacing closer to me, as he spoke.
"No, Dad. Not an issue. They don't ask about stuff like that. It's none of their business anyway." She gave my shoulder a squeeze.
"No, I need to talk to her about it, but not until after my audition. I'll talk to her then, and I would really like you to back me up on that if you think you can... no, I don't mean that. Just, if she brings it up with you, make sure she understands this is something I've thought about long and hard. Yeah, I know. I'll talk more later, I promise, but I've got a student this morning and I need to get ready. Love you, Dad. Look after yourself, and I'll be in touch. Okay, bye now."
She put down the phone and stood there, taking a couple of deep breaths. "Well, that's done. Half-done, anyway."
I walked over and gave her a hug. "How'd he take it?"
"Well... not delighted. Lot of 'are you sure you know what you're doing?' and so on."
"And do you?"
"Not really. Never stopped me before." She returned the hug. "But I don't think you're going to get fired again. He hates having to go back on a decision even once."
"Glad to hear it. Um, does this mean we're out generally?"
"Can I think about that a while? See how things go with Dad and Yaya, and then look at the rest of it?"
"Sure." I squeezed her, then let her go. "By the way, your student's due in, ah, nineteen minutes."
We showered and dressed in a hurry; since I hadn't brought a change of clothes, all mine were recycled from the day before, except the shirt that Phoebe had laundered for me. We wolfed down some cereal and I was just heading out the door as Phoebe's student Amy arrived.
I spent the morning in Newtown, hitting the second-hand shops for a few days' worth of spares. I passed on several acres of corduroy and a pink faux-fur jacket that looked suspiciously like a skinned Muppet, but managed to get several decent shirts and a couple of pairs of jeans in my size. (By the way, this story was posted on lit erotica dot com and if you're reading it elsewhere, it's been ripped off without permission.)
Amy was gone when I returned, and Phoebe was in the middle of something classical-sounding (the Strauss, as it turned out). I waited quietly until she finished, and then she rose and kissed me on the cheek. "Hello, stranger. Is that lunch I smell?"
"Got us some pies."
"Just the thing. I'm ravenous."
After lunch I cleaned up. I looked back from the sink to see her sitting at her stool, holding her cello but not doing anything.
"Everything okay?"
"Yeah, just gearing myself up for the Glass. It's a bit of a shift from the others."
"Do you need a page-turner?" Although I had no idea whether I'd be able to follow the music; I hadn't read a score since school days.
"I'm trying to get by without. But if I get stuck..." She handed me the sheet music. "Hang on to it, I'll tell you if I need it."
So I pulled up a chair behind her, and she began.
It took me a while to come to terms with the music. I'd been exposed to the classical standards at one time or another — it's hard to avoid them altogether, even if you're not dating a musician — but Glass was not at all what I was used to. It was like trying to make sense of an unfamiliar programming language; at first it seemed jarring and discordant, and only gradually did I start to recognise its internal logic as its motifs emerged, disappeared, reappeared in new guises. Even then I couldn't decide whether it was brooding or hopeful, and I couldn't tell whether I liked it.
"Music, please." Phoebe had stopped.
"Oh, I'm sorry, I lost my place."
"Page eighteen, I think."
I found the page and showed it to her.
"Oh, bloody hell. Always trip up on that bit. Let's try that again."
She restarted from somewhere in the middle. I watched her play; it looked like hard work, with a lot of intense bowing and some fast finger-work for her left hand. She went over the same passage three more times; I couldn't hear the problem, but she seemed more and more dissatisfied.
"For crissakes. I need a break. Can I get you to rub my back, love?"
"Always."
She lay face-down on the bed and I did my thing, noting how tight her shoulders were. "You'll get there," I told her.
"Hope so, or I'm screwed next Monday."
I kept going until my hands got tired, and then I lay beside her and put my arm over her. She rolled over and cuddled me back, the cello abandoned for now, and we snuggled together in comfortable silence.
I'd only meant it to be for a few minutes, but I was warm enough and cozy enough that I drifted into half-sleep and stayed there until Phoebe's alarm reminded her that it was four-fifteen and her next student was due in a few minutes.
"Gah. Meant to get so much more done. You're too distracting, love." But she kissed me as she said it.
I cleared out for what remained of the afternoon. At first I explored a small park that I'd noticed on the way to the station; on a better day it would've been a fine place to sit and feed the ducks or read a book, but it was clouding over and threatening rain again. So instead I walked on to the neighbourhood shops. I sheltered under the awnings and browsed in windows, killing time, waiting for six o'clock... until all of a sudden I caught a whiff of something that put a smile on my face.
"I got us chips." I put a steaming-hot paper-wrapped bundle on a mat on Phoebe's table. "Can't have winter without hot chips. Fish too."
"Chips? I love you too." She put down a book of cello exercises and helped herself to a seat. As I unwrapped the package she said, "Dad used to buy us chips after my cello lessons, when I was about twelve. He'd get a cup of chips for me and one for himself, and then he'd try to distract me into turning around so he could steal a chip when I wasn't looking. He said they tasted better that way. Sometimes I managed to steal his, but he's pretty hard to trick."
"That's adorable. John and I used to pool our money and buy three bucks' worth after school."
She selected a chip, golden-brown and crisp, and tested it. "Mmm. Good. I think I'll keep you."
"Delighted to hear it." I settled into my chair opposite her, and we played footsie as we got stuck into the fish and chips.
When we'd nearly finished it off Phoebe paused, gesturing at me with a large chip held like a baton. "Sweetie, how do you feel about me auditioning for this job? If I do get this position, it means I'm in Sydney for the foreseeable."
"I know. I... I'd like you to be closer, but this is your thing, you have to follow it. If that means us making a lot of long-distance calls and me coming up to Sydney when I can... well, you're worth it."
"Aww." Her eyes were bright, and she took my hand and pulled it toward her. "You're sweet. And I promise I'll visit as often as I can. You never know, there might even be an opening for a cellist in Melbourne some —" Then her expression changed as she looked past me to the door, and she let go my hand in a hurry. "I cancelled my seven o'clock, I know I did!"
I turned and looked toward the door, but there was nobody there. When I turned back, Phoebe had a satisfied grin on her face, and a couple of the chips nearest me were missing.
"I'll get you for that."
"Promises, promises."
I walked around behind her, took her by the wrist, and brought her hand to my mouth. Her fingers were salty and I licked them clean, thumb tickling the inside of her wrist as I did so. With my other hand I stroked her lips and it wasn't long before she responded, catching my fingers between her teeth and laving them with her tongue, as dextrous and graceful as the fingerwork I'd watched a few hours earlier.
I drew her to her feet, one arm around her waist, lips at her neck. But then she brought her hand between us, pushing me away.
"Stop."
I stopped. What did I do wrong?
"I would love to climb into bed with you right now, but if I do that I'm going to be there till morning. And I haven't done nearly enough work today. Sorry."
I hugged her and kissed her chastely on the forehead. "I shall be good, then." And I cleaned up the remains of the chips as she washed her hands and returned to Philip Glass...
And still she was struggling. Sometimes she stalled on the same passage that had caused her trouble before; sometimes she made it past there, but stopped abruptly later on. I couldn't hear the mistakes — if mistakes there were — but I could tell by the set of her shoulders and the hiss of her breath that something was still wrong.
"Phoebe? Is there anything I can do?"
"I hate to say this, but...I don't think I can concentrate with you around. I'm sorry, I just —"
"It's okay. I was kinda getting that vibe. Hmm... look, it's getting late, not a lot of options tonight. But what if I make myself scarce tomorrow? I can go visit my aunt, see museums or whatever, leave you to practice in peace, come back in the evening. Would that work?"
"I think so. Are you okay with that?"
I had to think carefully about my reply. It wasn't an easy thing to do; having almost lost Phoebe once, my instincts were screaming at me to cling to her, to spend every second I could with her. But...
"Yeah, I think I'll be okay. Just promise that when you're done for the day, and you feel you've done enough, you'll give me a call."
"I promise." She stood on tiptoes, kissed me on the nose. "Let's give that a try."
And it worked, well enough. After a quiet night cuddled up with Phoebe I spent Wednesday out with my aunt, who monologued on the Evils Of The World and the trouble I had saved myself by steering clear of men. (Having been divorced twice, she had strong opinions on the subject.) We visited a museum exhibition, and when she ran out of monologue I told her I was Seeing Somebody. She was pleased to hear it.
"Sometimes, Yvonne, I think my life would have been so much simpler if I'd been a Lesbian like you." I had my doubts, but I chose not to argue.
We parted at five, and since I still hadn't heard from Phoebe I checked myself into a movie that I'd been meaning to see. The opening credits had just started when my phone buzzed silently.
Have been good today, lots of work done. When can you be home?
I'm in town, can be back in thirty min-
I paused, considered things, then deleted the message and started again. I wasn't a teenager; I didn't need to drop everything and come rushing, and nor did Phoebe need that of me.
I'm at the movies, just starting. Home around 8?
Excellent. See you then.
She met me at the door, with a boisterous hug that suggested her mood was greatly improved. "How was the movie?"
"Not bad. And you? How did you go with your friend Philip today?"
"Much better." She hugged me again. "The thing is, when you're around, I start thinking about what it sounds like to you, and what you're going to think of it. Then I find myself trying to play for you — do I need to emphasise this theme so Yvonne notices it? And it gets in between me and just playing the music, I get self-conscious and start tripping myself up. I need to think about the music first and get it right for me, and then you can listen. But not yet. It's silly, I don't mind if the neighbours hear it, but you're different."
"I'll take that as a compliment... I guess?"
"You should. Not many people get under my skin like that. So, sweetie, what would you like to do tonight? I'm cooking."
"Cribbage?"
"Love to."
After she'd beaten me three games out of five, we retired to bed. We ended up head to foot, me playing idly with her toes as we talked.
"Phoebe, I've been thinking... I might head back to Melbourne tomorrow, leave you in peace to practice."
"You sure? You don't have to."
"I don't..." I counted five little piggies, wiggled each toe in turn. "But I know what this audition means to you. I'll be happier if I know you're absolutely free to concentrate on this without me getting in the way."
I kissed the tip of her big toe. "And whatever happens with the audition, I'll still be your girlfriend afterwards, and I'll come back soon."
"It's a date." She flicked off the light, then wrapped her arms around my ankles. "By the way, I'm pretty broke, probably won't make it down before, but I'll be in Melbourne mid-August for my birthday."
"Not partying in Sydney?"
"Might have a small get-together there. But it's the first one since Mum died, I want to do something with family."
"Ah, that makes sense." I squeezed her knees. "How are you going with that stuff?"
"Oh... okay? I guess. Still gets me sometimes. I dream that we're talking, just mundane stuff. One time she asked me if I was seeing anybody and I started to tell her about you. Then I woke up and remembered you said she'd already figured it out. And sometimes I catch myself thinking 'That'd be a good birthday present for Mum', stuff like that. But getting better, I think."
"I love you. Any time you want to talk about stuff, I'm here."
"I know. Love you too." A few minutes later I felt her relax into sleep, still cuddling my legs like a teddy bear, and not long after I dozed off too.
We said our goodbyes in the morning. I left one of my shirts down at the bottom of the bed, where she'd find it after I was gone. As I was about to go she said, "Can I ask you a little favour?"
"Sure, what is it?"
"I need you to deliver this." She gave me a small envelope, with a name on it. I didn't open it, but from the weight and the shape I had a pretty good idea what was inside.
"Of course."
I flew back to Melbourne that afternoon. The apartment was a mess: Aleks had been hit by inspiration and was furiously soldering bits of metal scrap into some sort of sculpture. Once I'd confirmed that he was using lead-free solder, I didn't bother remonstrating with him further. At least he'd put down a drop-cloth first.



"I don't see you since Monday," he said. "You went away?"
"Sydney."
I must have sounded pleased with myself, because he replied, "You're back with Phoebe, isn't it?"
"Yes!"
"Oh thank God. I have been THIS CLOSE to cut the cord on your stereo."
I should have reminded him of the performances he invariably put on after a breakup. After the last one he'd spent four days painting a gigantic canvas of a demonic pig whose face bore a suspicious resemblance to his ex Wasim. But since I was in a good mood I startled him with a hug instead, then went off to unpack.
On Monday I went back to work. Since my employment had officially been terminated we had to go through the paperwork again; Susan had returned a week earlier, and I was pleased to see I was reporting to her once again.
"Good to see you back, Yvonne! It hasn't been the same without you."
"Good to be back! Speaking of which... I don't suppose you had anything to do with that?"
"I have no involvement in hiring processes. Those are entirely RJ and Peter's prerogative." Was that a ghost of a smile? "I do recall some sort of discussion with RJ, but it would only have been offering advice." And that was all she'd say on the matter. Zara, she told me, had moved to another school; she still fell into black moods from day to day, but she'd found a counsellor she liked, and overall Susan thought things were improving.
It wasn't until a few weeks later that my suspicions would be confirmed. One day while I was fixing the settings on Janelle's calendar she and I got to chatting, and she mentioned the day when Susan had come in unexpectedly — "this was when she was still on leave" — and marched into RJ's office. After a few minutes of raised voices Susan had come storming out again, and a couple of days later RJ had asked Janelle to call me about coming back to RJC.
In the meantime I had plenty to do. The contractors who'd been filling my shoes had kept up with the day-to-day maintenance, but they'd let the longer-term stuff slide, and the Redmond Barry website looked like something coded by a work-experience student full of Jagermeister. With Susan's permission I reverted to the last version I'd saved before they fired me, and started catching up from there.
There was an awkward moment when I bumped into Peter in the lifts at lunchtime; eventually he managed to say "So you're back with us, then," and I answered "Yes, I am." Then the lift arrived at our floor and we went our separate ways. I was sure I'd see him again soon enough, when next he found some new way to screw up his PC.
It was late in the afternoon before I had things under control. There was still a mountain of work waiting for me, but at least I'd made a list of what needed to be done. Only then did I feel I had enough breathing space to lock my computer and go knock on RJ's door.
"Come in."
I pushed open the door and slipped inside, pulling it shut behind me.
"Ah, Yvonne." He rose and extended his hand, and I shook it.
"Mr. Churchill. Um, Phoebe asked me to give this to you." I reached into my pocket and held out the envelope she'd given me. He took it from me, frowning. Then his expression changed as he recognised the weight and the shape that bulged inside the envelope, the partner to the gold ring that he still wore on his own left hand, and I heard a faint sigh.
"Ah. Thank you." He tucked it away inside his suit jacket. "I suppose —"
My phone buzzed, and at the very same moment his beeped. We both hesitated a moment, trapped by politeness, and then both of us checked our messages.
Out of audition. Think I did OK, will find out in a few days.
I looked up from mine to see RJ nodding at his own. I felt something had to be said so I cleared my throat. "I guess that's good news."
"So far, so good... has she talked about what this means for her?"
"Yes... yeah, we've discussed it a few times."
"I told her I'd support her, whatever she wanted to do for a living. And I'm proud that she wants to do it for herself. I was the same. But I worry about her a lot. I see how disappointed she is every time she fails an audition, it's hard on her."
"I know." I wanted to say more, but I couldn't figure out what was appropriate. I love her too. I worry about her too. She can stay at my place if she needs somewhere. I came home early so I wouldn't distract her. It all seemed too intimate; we'd reached some sort of truce, but I wasn't sure how far that extended. So I just stood there stuck for words until he cleared his throat. "Well, I shouldn't keep you. I'm sure you have plenty to do."
"I do. Well, thank you."
"Thank you, Yvonne." And I slipped out again. I wanted to call Phoebe back to ask about the audition, but decided to give RJ a chance to talk to her first.
It took two more weeks, and one last round — an interview, to weed out any candidates whose musical talents couldn't make up for their personalities — and I spent a lot of nights trying to soothe Phoebe's anxieties over the phone. But on a Friday afternoon late in June I finally got the call I'd been waiting for.
"Hey sweetie!" I had a guess what it was about, but I didn't want to ask her, in case it was bad news.
"Hey there, love. Just had a call... well, they offered me the job."
"Oh, yay! Oh, I'm so pleased! When do you start?"
"I haven't accepted yet. I said I'd like to discuss it with my partner first."
"Ah. Hang on." I walked into the store-room for privacy. "Well, this is what you want, isn't it?"
"It is. But... I know you said you'd put up with the long-distance, but I still didn't want to give them an answer until I'd discussed it with you."
"Say yes. I think we can cope with the distance thing for a while... and then who knows? Maybe I can find something in Sydney. But call them back, and we'll talk later."
"Love you. Talk soon!"
She called me back a few minutes later: they wanted her to start on August 13, a few days before her birthday. "So I guess I'll have the party early... I was thinking, I can't take too long because I need to wrap up with most of my students, but I could come down on the Friday, have the party that night, then spend the weekend with you?"
"Yes please!"
And so on a bleak Friday in August, I took an afternoon off work and met up with Phoebe at Southern Cross, and we talked on the way home. She had explained to her father, very tactfully, that although she intended to spend time with family she'd be staying with me while she was in Melbourne.
"So how'd he take it?"
"Him? Not so bad. Yaya wasn't very happy though."
"Oh, I'm sorry. Is that about you not being there, or about you being with me?"
She shrugged. "A bit of both. It's complicated. She still likes you, she just doesn't think the relationship is a good idea. Keeps trying to tell me why it won't work. The main one is babies."
"Babies?"
She lapsed into a good impersonation of her grandmother's voice. "'Two girls can't get babies. You need a man for —' oh, I shouldn't make fun. It's not easy for her. Dad's her only son —" I thought for a moment of his long-ago brother "— and I'm her only granddaughter, and I think since Mum died she's been thinking about this stuff a lot more."
"So what did you say?"
"I said there were options, but you and I hadn't discussed it yet, and it was still a bit early in the relationship for that."
"Fair enough." After a while I remembered something that had been niggling for a while, ever since she'd accepted the job: "Love, if I'd said no to you taking the job...what would you have done?"
"I think..." She looked out the window. "I would've said goodbye to you and taken it anyway. I'd have missed you terribly, but I would still have taken it."
"Uh-huh." It was what I'd expected.
She squeezed my hand. "But I didn't think you were the sort who'd say no to that. So here we are." Then she looked at me, eyebrows arched. "Does it bother you that you're sharing me with her?"
"Her?"
"My cello."
"Oh. Not really. Well, it did, but... I'm okay with it now. I love you, but I've seen couples who were completely wrapped up in one another, and in the end they drive one another crazy. It's good if you have your stuff and I have mine."
"I'm glad." She snuggled beside me, squeezed my hand again. "I'm very glad you said that, because I'm thinking of bringing another cello into the relationship."
"Wait, you what now?"
"You've met her. In Janos' shop."
"Oh, that lovely electric one — wait, I thought you were broke?"
"I am, until I start work. And I owe back rent and bills, you don't want to know how much... but when I came down to help sort out Mum's stuff, we talked to her lawyer and he went over the will with us. Anything she didn't allocate otherwise goes to me. Which isn't much, mostly a lot of books and some old furniture. But there's her car."
"Oh." I hadn't thought of it in those terms — only as the setting of Helen's death - but of course, it hadn't been badly damaged. I supposed that with a little bit of panel-beating and new airbags, it would be quite drivable.
"I'll probably get a car for work eventually, but... not that one. It's still worth a few thousand, I'd rather sell it and not have to look at it."
"That makes sense. But —" I tried to recall our conversation from seven months earlier "— I thought you wanted to earn the money for this one yourself?"
"I did. But it all went on plane tickets and bills and stuff. I thought about waiting until I'm earning and I've paid off what I owe, but... by then, I'll have a lot more money than I'm used to, it won't mean as much. So I thought, this is Mum's money. I'll let her buy me something special for my birthday, something to remember her by. Maybe I'm just rationalising it."
"I think it's a good idea." I clasped her hand between both of mine, because she looked as if she was on the verge of crying. "Just as long as I get to hear you play her."
"Deal."
Back at my place we snuggled for a while, freshened up, and then dressed for the party. RJ had insisted on holding it at his place, and Phoebe had deemed it tactful to accept. Speaking of tact...
"You're wearing that?" Phoebe asked. I was holding the candy-striped dress Yaya had given me.
"Considering it, if you'll help me get it on."
"I thought you never wore dresses."
"I don't. But I want to show her I appreciate the gesture. And besides, you said you'd do me in this. That's a pretty compelling argument."
"I did? Well, then." And in the process of helping me into the dress, Phoebe somehow managed to get me on my back, lips at my throat, hands all over...
"Oh dear, look at the time." She sat back and started straightening my outfit.
"Wait, you can't stop now!"
"You'll get yours." She kissed me. "Afterwards. Oh, don't pout like that, it's undignified."
It was only the second time I'd been to RJ's, and I felt as nervous and out-of-place as I had been at the Christmas party. There were about thirty people there, and I knew only a handful of them. I remembered Maria, Jill, and Ellen from our movie outing, and I recognised Phoebe's aunts from their photos. The rest were strangers to me, except sometimes by reputation: her other friends from school and elsewhere, music buddies, distant cousins, and some older folk who were mostly neighbours or friends of RJ's.
She introduced me simply as "this is Yvonne", leaving me to fend off the inevitable "so how do you know Phoebe?" with evasions and half-answers. I had to fight the urge to cling too close to her, lest I give us away; I hovered nearby as she began chatting with a couple of fellows who'd been to the Conservatorium with her, but soon realised I didn't know nearly enough about music to get involved.
So I drifted away, and to avoid orbiting the room all on my own I started up a conversation with Jill and Ellen: work, Jill's kids, the weather, all the safe topics.
"I'm sorry I walked out on that movie," Jill said. "Just too much for me. Did you enjoy it?"
"I don't know if 'enjoy' is the word, but... yeah, it was worth seeing. Not easy watching, though. It got rougher after you left." Alongside me, Ellen nodded.
"Ugh. What I saw — enough to give me nightmares," Jill replied.
"Me too," said Ellen. "I heard Phoebe had a lot of trouble getting to sleep after, too." I started, and looked at her closely — was that an innuendo, had she heard something? Was I looking guilty, would she suspect something now? But I couldn't see anything in her expression.
"Yeah, um, I heard that too."
Soon after Ellen and Jill got talking about Deb (absent, travelling overseas), and I drifted out of the conversation. I wandered out to the back yard; it was unpleasantly chilly, but I wanted the fresh air. I stood there, looking out into the blackness of the winter night, until I was surprised by a dry voice behind me.
"It suits you. I told you it would."
Thump-thump, the old familiar spike of adrenaline. I turned; Yaya had been there the whole time in her wheelchair, almost covered with in blankets, so still that I'd missed her. Only her eyes gleamed like black marbles.
"Uh, yes. It's a good fit."
"But you don't like to wear a dress. You're always in pants."
"Yeah. Um, I like clothes with pockets." There was a lot more to my clothing choices than that, but I wasn't equipped to discuss the complexities of identity with Yaya. "I always have stuff I need to carry around, and I don't want to haul a bag everywhere."
"Come here. I show you something."
I approached. The blankets shifted as she got her arm out from underneath. She wasn't wearing the brace any more, but her movements were slow and stiff as she clawed at my side.
"Here." She poked at a spot near my hip, in between the pleats of the fabric. I touched it, and my fingers slipped into a space I hadn't noticed: a pocket, concealed between the folds, large enough for a wallet or a phone. When I checked, there was another just like it on the other side.
"I put them in. Opened up the seam and sewed them in."
"Hey, that's really nifty." Still not my thing, but nifty.
She gave me a weary smile, wrinkles shifting on her face. " I don't like bags either. Too many people stealing them... be a good girl and push me inside, it's too cold here."
By the time I got her inside and comfortable next to RJ, most of the other guests had already taken their seats for dinner — catered, of course — and I was left down at the end away from Phoebe, next to her aunt Gia. She seemed a nice lady but was a little hard of hearing, and I found it difficult to talk with her over the background noise. I looked at Phoebe as often as I could without being too obvious; occasionally she'd look back and smile at me, and once she pursed her lips into a brief hint of a kiss. But mostly she had her head down, looking quiet.
A waiter did the rounds, filling up our glasses with wine and champagne; I substituted fizzy mineral water in mine. When everybody had a drink, RJ rose to his feet, tapping his glass with a spoon: ching-ching-ching. Across from us, Chloe had her camera out and was snapping photos of the party.
"Hello everybody, and thank you for coming. I'd just like to say a few words about how proud I am of my daughter. Today we're celebrating two milestones, her birthday and also her new job. I sat down this morning and I worked out that by the time she turned eighteen, Phoebe had done over five thousand hours of practice and a thousand hours of lessons, and now at last her hard work is paying off." He brandished a sheet of paper from his pocket. "And now that she has this job, she can start paying me back for what we spent on lessons. Here's the bill, Bee-Bee!"
There was a ripple of laughter, and she stuck out her tongue, and Chloe's camera flashed. Around us, waiters were bringing out the food.
"But seriously, I'm as proud as a dad could be. I know Helen would've been proud too. And I don't want to talk too long, so I'm just gonna ask you all to stand and raise your glasses. To Phoebe!"
"To Phoebe!" I kept my eyes fixed on her as I took a mouthful of bitter-tasting mineral water. She was smiling, but she looked pale in the camera-flash. And she was licking her lips, looking at her glass. As the rest of us sat back down, she stood.
"Thank you everybody. It's been... a bit of a rough year, hasn't it? But, touch wood, I think it'll get better from here. I'd like to thank Dad for getting up early to drive me to all those cello lessons. And all the other stuff." She pointed at the 'bill'. "And my Yaya for nagging me when I got bored with scales and tried to cut corners. Don't try that with Yaya!" Another ripple of laughter. "And Mum. I wish she was here to see this." She sipped from her glass; I thought she looked nervous.
"And, uh, I'd also like to thank my partner Yvonne. For being there for me, and putting up with me. I love you, Yvonne. And to everybody else who's here. You might not know it, but all of you helped me get here. You're all my family. To family!" And we followed suit as she toasted.
I don't remember much of the meal; without any assistance from alcohol, the surprise and the unexpected attention had turned me into a blushing pile of incoherent mush. But a happy, bubbly sort of mush. It wasn't until after the mains that I ended up standing near Phoebe, and she took my hand and drew me aside.
"Hey there, sweetie."
"Um. I wasn't expecting that."
"I wasn't sure whether I was going to do it. Well, not tonight."
"I'm not complaining." I placed my other hand over hers. "Well, what brought that on?"
She glanced to either side, dropped her voice a little. "I was thinking about Mum. About how I was going to sort that stuff out once the rest of my life was tidy and under control. And wondering whether it ever will be tidy and under control. There's always something. And thinking... if something happens. God forbid. But it can. If you or I died, love... what happened with Mum's funeral, I don't want it to be like that.
"And then... when I was talking to Yaya the other day, I talked about coming out. She said, what if you do this, and tell everybody, and then it doesn't last, and you've stuck your neck out for nothing. Because I'd already told her, I didn't go looking for a relationship with a woman, if I wasn't with you it'd probably be a guy."
"And?"
"I thought, even if it happens like that... it's not for nothing. This is important to me. When I become the greatest cellist in history and everybody's writing books about me... you ought to be in those books. And Mum too. Both of you should be there. Even if you're the only woman in my life, that doesn't make you an experiment, it makes you unique."
Stuck for words, I drew her closer to me. I saw her eyes flicker as she looked around at the people nearby, some watching us, some oblivious... and then we kissed.
Flash-flash.
And now she's back in Sydney rehearsing for her first concert, and I'm here in Melbourne fixing printers and wrangling webpages, and each of us yearns after the other and counts the days until we're next together. But meanwhile, in a silver frame, there it stands on my desk at RJ Churchill: a photo of me and my partner.

	* * * *




I wrote the first chapter of this story as a gift to my lover A, who was good enough to say 'yes' when I asked her approval to post it here. It was meant to be a one-shot, but I started wondering: what happens to these people the next day? It ended up a lot longer than I'd expected, but here we are at last.
Thanks to everybody who took the time to offer encouragement and feedback along the way, and in particular NJLauren who gave a lot of behind-the-scenes help with the musical details.
Extra thanks to A, for inspiration and encouragement; and especially to R, my editor and partner in life, who's never afraid to tell me what works and what doesn't.
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This one's my take on a "weird tale" in the vein of Robert Chambers or Algernon Blackwood... which means it's slow-moving and there's nary a psycho killer or tentacle monster in sight. Also, there's not a lot of sex here, so if you're looking for fast action this may not be your thing.
* * * * *
From September of 1928 a weekly advertisement accompanied by a portrait appeared in all the major European newspapers:
REWARD OF $1000 OFFERED — to any person providing information leading to the location of Josephine Hart, late of Massachusetts, daughter of Mr and Mrs Joseph Hart. Miss Hart is aged twenty-three, five feet eight inches tall, with brown hair and green eyes. Small round scar on back of left hand, beauty mark above left eye. Last seen in Paris, July 19th. Reward may be claimed at any office of Hart and Hayworth Shipping, Inc.
The affair became something of a nine days' wonder in those same papers, for the details might have been calculated to provoke public curiosity. Miss Hart was the sole surviving heiress to her father's considerable fortune; her mother had died in 1927, and an older brother had gone missing in action in the Great War. She had attended Vesey, a respectable ladies' college in West Massachusetts. After graduating cum laude she had embarked on a tour of Europe, escorted by two of the family's trusted servants. In Paris she had slipped away from her guardians to visit an unidentified acquaintance and had returned distraught, then vanished into thin air two days later.
Beyond that, the facts of the matter were unclear, but the journalists and letter-writers of the day were more than happy to interpolate. Week after week the papers embraced one speculation after another. Miss Hart had eloped to Munich with a penniless novelist — or perhaps to Moscow with a Bolshevik. She had been kidnapped for ransom — no, by white slavers.
The publicity and the size of the reward attracted a great many applicants offering information on Miss Hart. Many were simple cases of mistaken identity, and some were obvious frauds or fantasists, but a few told stories that seemed credible. A well-dressed woman with a beauty mark had been seen boarding a train in Munich. A brunette speaking very bad Swedish had lodged for a week in Stockholm. Gendarmes in Vienna brought up a drowned woman of the right height from the Danube, her face unrecognizable.
Hart and Hayworth employed private investigators to follow up the most promising of these leads, but in every direction they were disappointed. The Viennese woman's clothes matched those of a local actress who had fallen out with her husband. The Stockholm woman had departed with no forwarding address. Nobody had noticed where the woman from Munich had left the train.
By the end of the year, interest in the case had waned. Even after the events of October 1929 dealt a drastic blow to the Hart fortune, the advertisements continued to run — although less frequently and in smaller type. They ceased only in 1938 when old Joseph Hart passed away.
And there, for more than seventy years, the matter rested.
* * * * *
Northern Sweden, 1928
Josephine had passed from a world that was white and empty and achingly cold, into a dream of cool implacable vastness. After that, she was not sure when — or even if — she had drifted from the dream back into waking. She was conscious enough to think that the cold was less than it had been. There were other aches still, buried under the chill until now, but she was still too torpid to remember them... and there was a presence nearby.
"Are you there?" she whispered. "Is somebody there?"
"I am here." A light touch on her ankle, on her arm. She tried to sit up, but her limbs might as well have been made of lead.
"Where..." Her consciousness sharpened, she tried to open her eyes, but there was a flare of such brightness and pain that instantly she gasped and closed them again.
"You have snow-blindness. Let me cover your eyes."
Was it a man's voice? No, it sounded more like a woman's, although low and soft. Something across her face — snow perhaps? Cold enough to quench the fire in her eyes, anyway.
Her hair. She had cut it short, smudged her face to pass as a lad. Did her savior realize? "Josephine. Josephine Hart."
"I am called Karin. You lay down on the glacier, a few miles just after Norrkvarn. Now you are in my home, in my bed."
"Oh. Thank you." Piecemeal memories of a foolhardy journey, overconfidence fueled by the powder a pharmacist had given her to fend off sleep. Walking too fast, impatient with the goggles that had seemed unnecessary on a cloudy day. She had reached the first shelter near midday and continued on, determined to make two days' journey in one. She might have made it if she hadn't mistaken the path and wasted an hour in retracing her steps...
"Thank you... you live here? Are you a Lapplander? But you speak English?"
A low chuckle. "There is a little Saami in me, a little bit of everything, but I am not Saami. My family, we wander all over Sweden and beyond when the mood takes us. We are always going down to the sea and coming back here, and so we speak all the languages of the sea."
"In Norrkvarn they told me there was nothing out here but snow and ice and reindeer and Lapps."
"Oh, they know of me. My family have been living around here a long time. I stay here all year long. I lie here in the mountains all winter and I don't even get up to piss until the spring thaws. But we have no use for them and they don't like to speak of us. They think we're unlucky."
"Your family are here?"
"Here? Only me, in this valley, but I have cousins nearby. My brother lived in the next valley, carrying water and stone. But one summer he went down the river to Luleå and the sea took him."
"Oh, I am sorry... I know what it is to lose a brother. Mine was killed in the Argonne, two weeks before the Armistice."
Distant recollections of Mama crying over a telegram, swiftly displaced by more recent memories: bad weather closing in, a short-cut to make up lost time. A treacherous foothold, and a sudden slip down a scree slope. An instant's terror, visions of jagged rocks and splintered bone, and then nothing worse than a thump and a wrenched knee. She might still have propped herself up and limped along — but then the sudden weariness, the thought that this would be as good a place as any to sit a few minutes, and rest, and sleep forever without dreams...
"I thought I would never be warm again."
A touch on her cheek. "You are not warm yet. Give me leave and I will lie with you."
Josephine murmured her assent. The bed shifted, the covers moved, and then she could feel the stranger's bulk against her.
Karin was big, powerfully built, and Josephine felt an instant of fear in her embrace. But only an instant. For all Karin's strength she was gentle, cradling Josephine like a stray lamb. Soon her shivers began to subside; she still felt a chill, but it was something to be held, when she had thought to die alone in the wilderness...
"Josephine? Why are you here, so far from home?"
"I can't talk about it. I really can't." But she wanted to, she realized. She had been carrying it too long, all alone. "You wouldn't believe me. You'd despise me if you did."
Karin rumbled with laughter, and it rippled through Josephine's body. "I have seen a great deal in my time. I have heard many secrets, and I keep them all to the grave. I do not judge, Josephine."
"Well." She shifted back, pressing herself against Karin. As she began to speak, her teeth chattered. "If you promise..."
* * * * *
Massachusetts, 1923
I don't even remember when I first met Ruth Summers. I must have seen her around when I started at Vesey, for we had several of the same classes. But she was a mousy, inconsequential sort of woman — or so I thought — and I was a princess from Boston money. I had no time to notice a country clergyman's daughter who mended her own clothes.
But we had a connection. My mother was a suffragist and bluestocking, one of Mrs. Gardner's circle, and she endowed a scholarship for gifted young ladies of limited means. That was how Ruth came to be at Vesey; if I didn't know her, she sure knew who I was.
Back in school I thought I was pretty smart — well, I was, and I ought to have been. After Peter died in France my parents pinned all their hopes on me. I had Mama's brains and the best tutors my parents could buy. I took it for granted I'd always be top of the class. But at Vesey, without Mama at my back and living away from home for the first time... let's just say my mid-year examinations came as a nasty shock. The Dean hauled me over the coals, and Mama did worse when I got home.
That's when I remembered that Ruth Summers owed my family a favor. I would have paid her — I was going to offer — but as soon as I mentioned that I needed a little help she blurted out 'yes, of course'. She was like a puppy-dog, delighted just to be noticed.
Truth be told, she wasn't a very good tutor at first. It wasn't that she didn't know her stuff, far from it! No, she was so far ahead of me that she had trouble slowing down enough that I could keep up. And she'd stutter terribly when I asked anything.
Still, after a couple of weeks we settled into it. She got my Greek verbs straightened out and taught me the difference between iambs and trochees, even sharpened up my geometry. Her specialty was history and languages —not just the classics, she was teaching herself Finnish and Russian and two different kinds of Chinese — but her knowledge ran broad as well as deep. There seemed to be nothing I was studying that she couldn't help me with.
We were spending several hours a week together, and I could see she was having trouble making ends meet. A couple of times I offered to pay her, but she knocked it back. At first I didn't understand why; heaven knows she could have made better use of the money than me.
In the end I was so perplexed, I mentioned it to Mama in a letter home, and she made sense of it for me: "The girl doesn't want to be your employee, she wants to be your friend." I hadn't thought of it that way. You have to understand, I grew up with a nanny and half a dozen servants in the house, and all the friends I'd had were from my kind of upbringing.
After that I found other ways to help Ruth. Even little things like pencils — I made sure that I brought a few new ones every time I visited her room, and left the extras behind, so she wouldn't have to buy them. I passed on some of my old clothes — she wasn't my size but she knew how to resize a dress — and I made sure she was eating properly. I even tried to get her out of her shell, bring her along to a ball or two. She drew the line at that, said she'd be quite out of place.
I was sorry to hear that. I didn't just mean it as a kindness, I'd come to enjoy her company. I think she worshipped me a little, and I didn't mind that at all, but it wasn't just that. Though I didn't let on to her, I was starting to feel awestruck myself. I don't think anybody else at Vesey really saw quite what they had in Ruth Summers, she was such a little mouse that they just looked straight through her.
Me, I'd spent enough time with her that I'd started to see glimpses. I read books from cover to cover and learned one fact after another; she had merely to glance through them and she'd notice deeper patterns that held those facts together. Listening to her talk was like watching a great steam engine at work, all gleaming brass and whirring machinery, complex and powerful.
Only when it was just the two of us, mind. Around anybody else it was stammering little Ruth again. None of my other friends understood what I saw in her, and I couldn't have explained it even if I'd cared to do so.
At the end of my freshman year, when they posted up the results, I was pretty pleased with myself. Thanks to Ruth's coaching and my own hard work, I could hold my head up in front of Mama and the Dean. But Ruth was right there in the middle of the pack. In English composition she'd finished below me! I felt sorry for her and I couldn't understand how it might have happened, so at the start of the summer break I borrowed my father's Pierce-Arrow and motored down to Connecticut.
Ruth had told me she lived with her widowed father in Avon, where he was the pastor to a tiny Episcopalian congregation. They didn't have a telephone so I didn't call ahead. No matter; I guessed, correctly, that Ruth would be at home and glad to see me no matter when I showed up.
When I arrived the Reverend Montgomery Summers was in his study beavering away at a sermon, Not To Be Disturbed, so Ruth and I walked out in the garden and talked. I thought she might be feeling pretty sore about the results, so I sounded her out as delicately as I could, but she laughed it off. "I did well enough to keep my scholarship. That's enough for me."
"But Ruth, I know you have more than that in you. You could be valedictorian if you wanted. You should be ahead of us all."
"Me? M-m-m-me?" She was mocking her own stammer. "Jo, you'd be a splendid valedictorian, if you work for it. I'm content with what I have."
At the time I thought she might have had the same trouble with the examiners as when she started tutoring me: taking too much for granted, not coming down to the level they were looking for. Maybe that's true, and maybe she just got bored. But looking back on it, I wonder if there was more to it. Was she deliberately handicapping herself, trying to bring her grades down to my level, to shrink the gap between us?
At any rate, she didn't seem to mind about the exam results, so I let it go. As we walked, Monty came out to meet us and invite us in for tea.
He was an odd little fellow. He had Ruth's stammer but he didn't let that slow him down, it just filled in the gaps where somebody else might otherwise have squeezed in a word. For he only really had one topic of conversation, and there his enthusiasm bordered on monomania; I think he talked for an hour with barely a pause for breath.
I don't know if you've heard of Frazer's book 'The Golden Bough'? No? Well, James Frazer collected myths from all over the world and put them together to find common themes, like the old sacrificial king representing the harvest-god who dies and is reborn every year. Well, Monty was fascinated by that approach. Problem was, Frazer treated Christianity as just another religion with its own echoes of the same myths, and Monty couldn't abide that.
He was convinced that if he only dug deep enough and wide enough, he'd be able to show that Christianity was the source from which everything else descended. Odin hanging on the tree to purchase knowledge of the runes for mankind — to Monty, that was nothing but a confusion of the Crucifixion and of the tree of knowledge of good and evil. He set out to transcend Frazer's work and put it on a Christian footing.
Problem was, poor old Monty wasn't much of a linguist. He had difficulty enough with the Latin and Greek that a man in his occupation ought to know, let alone anything else. Fortunately for him, Ruth's mother was the daughter of missionary parents who'd worked in Hong Kong and India, and she could read about a dozen different languages. They worked together, her providing the translations and him figuring out how it tied in with Scripture.
It was a perfect partnership, but she died of T.B. in 1912, when Ruth was only eight, and that brought things to a crashing halt. Ruth was already showing her mother's gift for languages, so Monty decided to get her educated so she could act as his amanuensis. He encouraged her to learn every language she could, and all the history and theology and anything else that would help with this project. That's how she came to be at Vesey.
Afterwards I asked her how she felt about it — did she really want to dedicate her life to this obsession of her father's? She shrugged her shoulders. "What else would I be doing, Jo? We can't all keep busy fending off handsome suitors." That was a good-natured jab at me; I'd had a couple of would-be beaux vying for my attention that year, both quite eligible young men. (I wasn't especially interested and it'd been all I could do to keep them from one another's throats long enough to tell them so.)
Ruth went on: "And d'you know, it's not just Father's work now. I've been reading a lot this summer — some books from St. Petersburg that we've had since before Mama died. I've been developing some ideas of my own. Poor Father, he made up his mind thirty years ago about what he was going to discover, before he looked at the evidence himself. Well, I think he got it wrong... there are other strands there, things that have no relation to the Bible."
"Have you talked to him about this?"
She shook her head. "Jo, if I'm going to tell my father he's been barking up the wrong tree for thirty years, I want to be absolutely sure of myself. I don't know if he would ever speak to me again, if I broke with him on this. And... oh, this sounds mercenary, even with the scholarship I can't stay at Vesey without his support. I need time to think about it."
"Well, let me know if you need anything. Anything at all."
She squeezed my hand. It was the first time I can remember her making a gesture like that, quite at odds with her usual reserve. "I will."
I had things to occupy myself during the rest of the break — social commitments, and my own reading for next year. But I thought of Ruth often. Every time I got stuck on a difficult idea, I thought how much easier it'd be with her to help me through it. Even when I worked it out for myself, I found myself missing the look of pride that Ruth would have given me; I knew it warmed her heart to hear me say "I understand it now!" and that knowledge, in turn, warmed mine.
I wrote to her and she wrote back. Her letters were short and formal and said little, and I wondered if I had somehow offended her. But when we both returned to Vesey as sophomores she embraced me without hesitation.
That year she began to blossom. Her shyness didn't altogether disappear, but it faded considerably. The professors began to notice her, and she made new friends among her classmates. I was surprised to feel pangs of jealousy as I realized the jewel I'd discovered in her was no longer my secret alone, but those pangs disappeared whenever we met up in my rooms or hers, and spoke about her work on mythology. That, I knew, was still ours and ours alone.
I had no great expertise in the area, but from time to time she'd use me as a sounding board. She'd read me similar stories from different cultures and ask what I thought, then tell me her interpretation. We didn't always agree, but I felt all the closer knowing that I could contradict her without giving offense; she'd merely push her spectacles up (they were forever sliding down her face) and think about what I'd said, then tell me what I'd missed — or on rare occasions, admit the possibility that I had a point.
I didn't follow the detail of her work but I caught enough to make out the gist of it. She had succeeded in dividing most of mythology into half a dozen families. It wasn't always easy to classify them, but after looking at enough of the stuff you started to feel a sort of flavor to each of them. There was Judaism and its successors, with an all-powerful god and all steeped in notions of sin and purity. Then there were pagan gods, representing human foibles on a grand scale — drunkenness, hunting, lechery, you know the sort. And then there were beliefs rooted in a notion of balance between opposing forces: the four humors, yin and yang.
Before those, there were nature-spirits like the Nixe of Germany and the trolls of Scandinavia. Although they might pass for humans sometimes, they had a kind of alien sensibility — godless, if you like, standing outside of notions of good and evil. At least, Ruth said, that's how the oldest versions went; later on they got modified to fit in with Christianity, the sprites turned into angels and devils.



But Ruth was convinced there was something else. Here and there she saw hints of another myth-family, perhaps once widespread, that had been concealed by its adherents and violently repressed by its rivals. She was unable to describe it to me directly, because it had been so thoroughly suppressed that she was unable to find clear accounts of its beliefs and customs. Instead, she said, it was tangible by its very absence, by the voids it left behind. She told me about Egyptian statues of a certain era, their names and faces obliterated to extinguish the memory of some unorthodox cult, and of heretical sects that had been so thoroughly eradicated by the Inquisition that even the nature of their heresy was now forgotten.
She told me of two obscure saints, separated in history by thousands of miles and hundreds of years, whose hagiographies held some peculiar parallels: they came and went without being seen, they wore masks to symbolize the seven deadly sins, they blighted any who dared touch them.
"So you think they're a Christian interpretation of something older?"
"It wouldn't be the first time. Remember Saint Brigid? She was a Celtic fire-goddess, and when the Church couldn't stifle her worship they reinvented her as a Catholic saint."
I trusted her instincts, but both of us knew the world of academia would require something more concrete. She was determined to find proof, and certain that there must still be living remnants of this tradition in some forgotten corner of the world.
During the Christmas break of 1924 I invited her to come stay at my parents' house in Boston. I am sorry to say that it was not altogether a success. Despite Papa's best attempts at hospitality, poor Ruth was so overawed by my parents' social standing that she could barely look them in the eye or speak above a whisper. For her part, Mama — who had once been arrested for bloodying a policeman's nose with a suffrage banner — held Ruth's meekness in disdain. When she spoke to me in private she would refer to Ruth only as "the girl".
If Ruth's introduction to my family was a failure, the rest of her stay in Boston went beyond all expectations. She acquainted herself with the city's libraries and archives; she haunted the Geographical Society. She befriended the curator at the Marine Museum, a retired Irish sea-captain, and by mentioning my family inveigled him into letting her stay there after hours (another cause of annoyance to my parents, who believed in regular dinner-times). One night I found her there long after closing-time. The fire was low and the room was bitterly cold; she seemed not to notice it at all, rapt in a pile of old manuscripts and log-books. Later the same fellow introduced her to the Seamen's Friend Society, where she spent many more hours talking to the old sea-dogs.
She continued these researches after our return to Vesey, and through the year that followed. Most of this she did through the post, although she also made occasional forays to New Haven and Providence. I had to argue forcefully with her to get her to pay adequate attention to her official course of study, and even so she did the bare minimum necessary to achieve a respectable but not remarkable grade.
First and foremost she was seeking travelers' tales, and she must have collected hundreds. Some were related to her directly by grizzled seamen; others she had from the archives and museums, or from old men contacted via the Geographical Societies. Almost all were chaff as far as she was concerned, but here and there she found enough substance to whet her appetite.
An ancient sailor told her of a remote coastal tribe in West Australia, their language and customs abruptly unlike those of the neighboring peoples who shunned and detested them. They celebrated their feast-days according to no solar or lunar calendar, at the bidding of a shaman who concealed his face with leaves and feathers and furred masks.
Elsewhere, in the papers of a Hungarian doctor, she found accounts of a seldom-visited village on a dead-end mountain road. The details of their beliefs were difficult to make out. Hungarian wasn't among Ruth's many languages, so she'd spent a week with an inadequate phrasebook at hand as she labored at translating Dr. Olah's spidery handwriting. Her notes here were full of speculation and blank spots, but it appeared that the locals sacrificed old clothes and dyed them to create a ragged effigy of a saint who watched over shepherds.
There were others like this, each more fragmented than the last. None of them offered a compelling proof for Ruth's thesis, and yet when taken together they formed a suggestive pattern. A veiled oracle, intermediary between humans and some hidden mystery, the recurring emphasis on certain colors and certain constellations — all of it hinted at a relationship that spanned from Patagonia to the Arctic Circle.
But all of these accounts were distorted and incomplete, written by men who viewed foreign customs through the lens of their own customs and beliefs. Even Dr. Olah, a man of letters, had sought to emphasize the 'degeneracy' of the practices he witnessed, and the sailors Ruth interviewed were prone to embellishing with lurid stories of cannibalism and debauchery.
She declared — and I agreed — that the next step must be an expedition, to revisit some of these peoples and observe their traditions with fresh and impartial eyes, searching for better evidence of a common underpinning.
To my parents' displeasure, I spent Christmas with Ruth and her father. She was inordinately delighted when I gave her a saffron-yellow cashmere scarf; in return she gave me a piece of bone, carved by an Irish sailor into a pendant that was half-way between a dragon and an elaborate fish-hook.
Looking back on it, the time we spent there in old Monty's drafty library was perhaps the happiest of my life. We lost hours together, huddled under a moth-eaten blanket against the cold, poring over a great multi-colored atlas and laying our secret plans. What time of year would be best for the Andes or the Alps? What photographic equipment should we bring? Should we employ local guides and armed escorts? What aspects of the myths should we look for, and how should we go about interviewing the locals?
It was a lovely dream of adventure... and in hindsight, never more than a pipe-dream. Ruth could barely afford to have her boots mended to keep out the slush, and I? Well, I was rich enough, but my money wasn't my own; Mama and Papa held it in trust for me. They had suggested that once I completed my studies I might like to travel, and so I wrote to them boldly explaining what we had in mind and what we'd require... silly girl.
Had I been less absorbed in Ruth's grand visions I might have realized how my request would sound to them, might have seen how to recast it in order to secure their approval — what to emphasize and what to omit. But I went in head-first, and by the time I discovered the gravity of my error, the damage was done.
"You would be her assistant? And she wants you to fund the whole enterprise?"
And that was that. It was one thing for Mr and Mrs Hart to endow a scholarship for poor girls of good character; it was quite another to suppose that their own daughter should take direction from this "little church-mouse". I wrote an angry reply, but was forced to back down when Mama intimated that I might jeopardize Ruth's position at Vesey if I pressed the matter further. I didn't know whether she was bluffing but I couldn't take the gamble.
Ruth and I returned to Vesey together; she was in a blue funk and barely said a word the whole way. I did my best to cheer her up: "It's not the end of the world. You could take a position here when you've finished your degree. Why, Ruth, you've enough ideas in this for a doctorate!"
"Oh, r-really? And w-w-who would p-p-pay for a w-w-w..." She gave up trying to finish the sentence and shook her head angrily.
"They can't keep my money in trust forever, Ruth. Sooner or later I'll have access, even if I have to butter them up. And when I do, I promise."
"That's sweet, J-jo. But..." She trailed off and shook her head again, and that was the end of the discussion.
I called by as often as I could. Every time I knocked she was sitting in her room, just thinking, surrounded by a pile of research that looked not to have been touched since our return. I tried my best to cheer her up, and she went along with my suggestions, but the best I got out of her was a dejected smile and sad thank-yous.
Then, three weeks after the beginning of term, I dragged her along to a guest lecture about the discovery of helium. Professor Hildeman talked about how Lockyer and Janssen had discovered a new element in the spectrum of the Sun during the eclipse of 1868, and how it had not been detected on our own planet for another 27 years. "It was always here," he said, "but so unreactive and inert that it was able to hide from us."
Up to that point Ruth had looked morose and distracted — her usual expression at that time — but at that, I saw her frown and adjust her glasses. Then she wrote in her notebook a single cryptic comment: "Don't need to go to the Sun?"
After that lecture she was in good humor once more; somehow, I knew not how, the spark had rekindled. I asked about it and she only said "Not yet, Jo — I need to make sure of a few things first. Then I promise I'll tell you." The only clue I could find was that her reading material had changed. She had tidied away the notes and travelers' journals from Boston, and over the next few months they were gradually replaced by an assortment of more contemporary reading. There were a few works that I recognized from her earlier studies — she still had Frazer, and a couple of works by Crowley with contemptuous remarks pencilled in the margins in Ruth's hand.
But to my surprise most of it was fiction. Volumes of stories by Chambers and Machen, two novels by Huysmans, Wilde's "Salomé", all sorts of things; Ruth had never shown an interest in this sort of work before. I chaffed her about it but she deflected my jokes with good humor and some cryptic remarks. "You think it's all gas, Jo? Well, maybe, but that's where they find helium!"
That was all I could get out of her, so I had to content myself with the knowledge that she was happy again. Since she had no need of my assistance I took the time to catch up on my own studies, for I'd fallen a little behind while I was trying to divert Ruth from her disappointments.
Soon after that my mother was taken ill. I was occupied with writing to her and Papa, so that I didn't keep up with Ruth as much as I had been. In May Mama's condition worsened, and at the end of my junior year I traveled down to Boston for an extended visit. Papa told us she would recover, with rest and time, and I did what I could to comfort her.
A few weeks into my stay I had a telegram from Ruth asking if she might visit, for she had business to attend to in Boston. To my surprise, Mama and Papa made no objection; I suppose they had other things to worry about, and were satisfied that Ruth's expedition had long since been knocked on the head. For her part Ruth showed great consideration for my mother, volunteering to push her around in her chair and attending to her comforts, and Mama began to treat her with a little more grace.
When not attending to Mama, Ruth was frequently away from the house. She told us she was down on family business — something to do with her own late mother's estate — but I found that difficult to believe, for she was cagey about the details. When I pressed her she said "Not yet, Jo. Soon, I promise!" I confess I was a little hurt that Ruth should keep me out of her confidences, even for a little while, and I wondered if our friendship had run its course. But I put my trust in her and did my best not to notice her comings and goings.
After a couple of weeks my patience was rewarded. She took me aside one morning and said, "Jo, I need your help. I'm going somewhere a little queer tonight, and I'd feel better if I had a friend along to watch out for me."
I touched her hand, and the look she gave me melted away all the resentment I'd been feeling about her secretive behavior. "Of course I'll come. But Ruth, where are we going?"
"It's a little place on Causeway Street. Better if we take a cab, I think the Pierce-Arrow would draw quite the wrong sort of attention. I'm told Causeway can be rough."
"That it can." I was familiar with the district; before falling in with Ruth, I'd spent a good deal of time in the company of earlier friends who had broadened my education through an introduction to Boston's speakeasies.
We dressed down to make ourselves inconspicuous among the crowds. Ruth had on the scarf I'd given her, "in case you should need to spot me"; meanwhile, I stowed a little pearl-handled revolver in my purse, a present from an uncle for my eighteenth birthday.
As the cab slipped away from our house, Ruth's tongue loosened at last. "I suppose you won't be surprised if I tell you this isn't about Mother's estate."
I squeezed her hand. "I'm not quite that stupid."
"I'm sorry for holding out on you, Jo. I just thought it'd be harder for you if I told you and then you had to keep it back from your mother. I know it's a difficult time."
"Well. I think I might forgive you, if you tell me about this new bee in your bonnet."
She laughed. "It's the same old bee, but in different clothes. You remember Hildeman's lecture about helium? About how we detected it in the sun, and then found out it was right here on earth with us, keeping a low profile?"
I nodded, and she leant over, close to my ear. "That got me thinking, maybe we don't have to go to darkest Peru to find what I'm looking for. The early Christians didn't run to the edge of the Roman Empire, they concealed their churches among the pagans; well, what if some of the people we're looking for did the same?"
"For two thousand years? Without detection?"
"Not always. We know some of them were stamped out... after that, I daresay the rest got careful. Wouldn't expect them to advertise in the newspapers! But I realized there might be another way to find them."
"Hm?"
"Every religion expresses itself through art. Usually it's overt stuff, requiems and icons. But for a religion that couldn't show itself overtly... I thought perhaps it might show through in other forms of art. So I talked to some of the English faculty about symbolism, said I was interested in fiction with certain themes. They gave me some recommendations, and I found a few that seemed suggestive. Then I made enquiries about those authors and that got me a few more names. Most weren't in the library, so I wrote to half a dozen booksellers to make enquiries... one fellow here in Boston sent me quite a peculiar reply."
"Oh?"
"He said he could get them for me — all of them, even some that had been out of print for many years. And then he asked in a roundabout sort of way if I had any reason for my interest in those particular books, and if I happened to be a member of his extended family."
"His family — oh. You mean to say —"
"I do! I wrote back and said I was interested in some of the motifs that were common to those books, and while I wasn't a member of his family, I thought I might have come across them in the course of some research. He invited me to come visit and discuss matters at his shop. So I stopped by last Tuesday."
"Ruth, if these people are trying to keep themselves secret that could be really dangerous."
"Oh, I thought about that, but — well, I couldn't pass it up, could I now?"
"You lived to tell the tale, I see."
She nodded emphatically. "I met him in his shop, and I made sure I could run for the door if need be. He wasn't menacing at all, just a quiet little Dutch fellow. Oh, his beliefs may well be dangerous in their way, but he didn't seem like the sort to go around throttling girls in a shop. No, he was quite polite. He wouldn't tell me much, just gave me hints — some of it matched what I already knew — and he said if I wanted to see more, I should come here tonight."
It was an unobtrusive sort of place, a side door in an alleyway, shielded from view by a staircase. Ruth knocked, the door opened, and a large fellow with a sturdy walking-stick beckoned us into what looked like a small store-room.
"Who are you? I don't know you."
"The b-bookseller sent m-me," Ruth replied. "I'm Ruth. He s-said to come tonight."
"Didn't say there'd be two of you."
"This is my f-friend Jane." I wondered why she'd given a false name for me but not herself, then realized she would have given away her real name when she first wrote to the bookseller. "You can trust her as you trust me."
"As you like. But you go in blind, and you go in alone." He turned to one of the shelves, and when he turned back he held two thick strips of cloth. Blindfolds.
I started to reach for my purse and what it held. Ruth shook her head at me. "I'll go. You can go back and wait for me, if you don't want to do this. I'll be all right."
"I said I'd come with you. I meant it."
We let the man blindfold us, and then I heard Ruth being led away. It wasn't long before he came back. He told me to hang on to his arm for guidance. We took a confusing route, climbing wooden stairs that squeaked underfoot and then after a series of turns descending stone steps so steep that I would have toppled without my guide's assistance. I suspected he was leading me in circles, but it was hard to be sure, and by the time we came to a halt I was well and truly disoriented.
"Who are you?" A no-nonsense female voice in front of me, as my guide's hand on my shoulders indicated that I should stand where I was.
"Jane. Jane... Miller."
"Jane." I couldn't tell whether she believed me. "Why are you here?"
"For my friend. To look out for her."
"You had better look out for yourself first." I heard her move beside me, and then her finger tapped at my mouth. Her voice was soft in my ear. "Say after me." And she whispered, and I repeated her words, and although I only spoke them once they are stamped indelibly in my memory.
"In this place I swear to the god who is not a god and the goddess who is not a goddess, the Pale Lady who may not be worshipped and the Silent King who may not be named. May their secrets lie caged within me forever, may my tongue wither and shrivel in my mouth before I speak them to any man. May my fingers rot from my hands, may my ribs crush my heart before I betray them. May I eat only salt and drink only dust should I waver in my duties. Silence is my promise and secrecy is my oath."
Soft footsteps behind me. Unseen hands took my wrists and drew them back, bound them at my back with something soft, even as other hands tied my ankles and my knees. Then they released me. I stood unsteadily, and there was a glassy clatter in front of me as if somebody had tipped a hundredweight of broken bottles on the floorboards.
She whispered in my ear again. "Fall forwards." A light pressure between my shoulders, and instinctive fear called on me to resist. Instead, I allowed myself to topple, face-first and unprotected. Just as I felt sure of hitting the floor I was caught by a dozen strong hands and set back on my feet.
"Drink this." A cup was pressed against my lips, and I obeyed. It tasted bitter-sweet, like honey and herbs. The cup was only removed when I had drained it completely. By then I could feel my lips and tongue tingling.
"You have crossed the first threshold. The next you must find for yourself."
Then the hands released me. Blindfolded and bound, I tottered and almost fell again, but managed to stay upright.



"Hello?"
Silence.
The tie on my wrists was loose enough that I was able to work my hands free without difficulty. Nobody stopped me.
"Hello?"
I pushed off the blindfold, and was immediately dazzled by an electric glare that seemed to be all around me. I squinted and set about removing the rest of my bonds as I took stock of my situation.
I was in a room about the size of my bedroom, quite alone. A candelabrum hung from the ceiling with four bright bulbs; the walls were paneled with mirrors that multiplied the effect. Beside me was my purse, the contents untouched. There was nothing else on the floor but my discarded ties and a heavy rug, which concealed only well-worn timber boards.
There were no visible doors, but since I remembered walking into the room I knew there must be something, and I found it soon enough; the mirror behind me was hinged. It appeared to be locked from the other side, and after some fruitless rattling I explored the rest of the room and found another like in the opposite wall. This one was unlocked. I had no other option, so I walked through it.
I had a glimpse of a lifeless room full of indistinct gray objects; then the mirror-door swung shut behind me — I heard it latch — and after the brightness of the last room I was plunged into darkness. But not silence; there was a soft but continuous buzz of conversation, many voices speaking indistinctly. At first I thought I was surrounded by people talking in darkness, then I realized the hubbub was coming from above. Glasses clinked, feet tramped, somebody laughed raucously: unless I missed my guess, I was directly underneath a speakeasy, perhaps even one of the ones I'd visited with my friends.
As my eyes adjusted once more, I found the room was not completely dark. There were chinks of light coming through the floorboards above, and off to one side there was a high window that let in a little light, although it was too dirty for me to tell whether it was a street-light or the moon, or even bright starlight.
Once again I made out the gray shapes I had glimpsed before. This time I began to make some sense of them. They had the semblance of furniture, all covered with dust-cloths: the shape of a grandfather clock here, a writing desk there, a tall object that was most likely a wardrobe. In amongst them stood less well-defined shapes, as tall as myself. After a little thought I guessed these to be coat-racks that had been hung heavy with clothes and then shrouded with more of the same dust-cloths.
Although the evening was still young, I felt as if I had been stumbling around this place for hours, and I was becoming light-headed. It seemed a good time to stop and compose myself. I sat down on a settee and thought about how I was going to find Ruth.
As I sat there, the feeling of light-headedness only grew, developing into a kind of euphoria that had me believing I might float away entirely if I didn't hold onto my seat. Some part of my mind told me that the drink must have been drugged, but I found it hard to be alarmed by this thought; I was filled with a sort of fey abandon that said to me, What will happen, will happen.
My head spun; up above me, a piano began to play something lilting and slow. As I tried to marshal my thoughts, one of the coat-racks moved, half-hidden behind a table.
No, not a coat-rack. A figure, veiled from head to foot. It shifted forwards, very slightly, as if trying to escape notice.
Was it alone? At the edges of my vision, flickers of movement. But when I looked directly at the other draped things, they were still. My mind playing tricks on me?
"I see you," I whispered.
And the figure shuffled out from behind the furniture that obscured it, and began to move in earnest. It was a peculiar type of motion, so completely shrouded by the thick drop-cloth that I couldn't be certain what I was seeing, not even whether I was looking at this person's front or back. Now and then I thought I had it figured out: a bulge that must surely be a hand, an elbow, a knee; the next moment, the shape underneath would twist and flow, leaving me wondering if I'd been looking at nothing more than a chance fold in the cloth, a victim of pareidolia.
But whatever the detail, it was moving to the beat of the music upstairs. As it swayed and turned, a muffled female voice:
"Josephine."
"Ruth? Is that you?" Who else here could know my name?
The voice matched the piano's rhythm. "I am the first facade. I am Concealment, Sentinel, Protection. I grant shelter from all foes."
The words sparked a cascade of thoughts in my mind: the hidden entrance to this place, the blindfolds and misdirection, all to shelter it from outsiders. Hiding from storms under my childhood blanket.
But I had to know: was this Ruth, acting out some ceremony she had uncovered? Or was it another? For all I could tell through the cloth, it might as well be a speaking orang-utan. I reached out, grasped the drop-cloth, stepped back, and it slid off her form to pool forgotten on the floor.
Beneath it — had I expected to uncover Ruth's face so easily? — the figure was covered in paper, aged and crackling, sheets stuck together to form a single piece.
"I am the second facade. I am Knowledge, History, Memory. I unlock secrets, I teach the rituals." As she spoke, I could see that it was made up of pages from dozens of different books. The words collided in my consciousness, evoking memories of learning. Battles past and statesmen now dead; the discovery of helium; Euclid's axioms. As she danced the paper folded and unfolded, granting glimpses of other words that were gone again before I could be sure of them. Once I thought I saw my name; another time, I was almost certain I glimpsed Ruth's handwriting.
"Ruth! Don't play games!" I snatched at the paper and it tore, coming off in ribbons that fluttered away like moths. Beneath it another layer — thin cotton or linen? It was pale, and although it was hard to see color in the faint light, I thought it was green.
"I am the third facade." With two layers gone I could make out more of the shape now. It was close to Ruth's height, about her build, but I had never seen her dance like this. "I am Mastery, Fortune, Riches. I command empires. Gold and slaves are in my gift." The third veil felt like money between my fingers. More flashes of memory: a gift of a brand new dollar-note for my tenth birthday; the day we moved into the Boston mansion; seeing a great ship coming into harbor and understanding that my father owned it.
I tugged it loose and cast it aside. "Ruth, please." I wondered if this would go on forever, until there was nothing at all left. Underneath was satin, iridescent and sparkling even in the gloom, and where the previous layers had concealed the figure beneath, this one accentuated it. Her movements were impossibly graceful one minute, awkward and familiar the next.
"I am the fourth facade! I am Beauty, Charm, Delight! I am more glorious than the sun, more splendid than the peacock!" It glittered as I touched it, visions of colored fire sparking a powder-train in my mind. My mother's jewels, flashing diamonds and deep sapphires. My eighteen-year-old face in the mirror, primping for some beau long since forgotten. And then, crowding them out...
Ruth. Ruth, with that look of distracted inspiration that sometimes came to her in the middle of solving some great puzzle, like a mystic in a trance.
I was almost spellbound, reluctant to remove this veil. But I had come to this place with a promise to keep. The cloth was smooth and almost slipped through my fingers; when I let go, it fell like a cascade of sparks, fireworks dissipating into the darkness, and was gone just as quickly.
Underneath: white gauze, so thin as to be almost invisible. Beneath it I could make out the shape of limbs, the outline of fingers, flowing in hypnotic patterns.
"I am the fifth facade. Josephine, I am Desire... Infatuation... Lust. I am never denied." The veil looked like gossamer, but felt like warm and living skin. My head spun; I was losing my balance, falling sideways into memories that I'd never fully acknowledged.
A second cousin, rather less of a gentleman than anybody had guessed, smoother with his words than with his hands. We'd been interrupted before things went very far, and in the cold light of day I realized I had no interest in him... yet the experience had left me wondering what it might be like, to be touched and held by the right somebody.
Furtive experimentation on my own, as I puzzled over whether the "sin of Onan" applied to women too or whether we had earned our own female patron. It was pleasurable enough, but didn't sate me; nor did two cautious and short-lived dalliances with eligible young men. I had been aware of clandestine Sapphism among some of my dorm-mates at Vesey but had never thought to look for it in myself, for even the most elegant among them never quickened my pulse one iota.
And yet, all the time...
Ruth. Mousy little Ruth, so far from my notions of how Beauty would look that my slowly-blossoming infatuation had taken me quite unawares. I had thought of love as something that happened with fanfares and sudden palpitations, not something to grow so subtly inside the house of friendship. My admiration for her intelligence, the pride I took in her praise... when had these things taken fire? When did my heart cease to become my own?
"Oh, Ruth." I spoke it aloud. "What would it be like?"
My fingers still grazed the veil as we danced to the piano, now leading, now following. My partner had a certain clumsiness of gait, it must be Ruth, could only be Ruth. I pulled away the fifth veil...
Black, utmost mourning-black. It covered only her head and face, but I could not tell you how the rest of her was clad; the drink had left me addled, my attention concentrated to a pin-point. Were there flickers of movement elsewhere in the store-room?
"I am the sixth facade. I am Death, Terminus, Nemesis. I bring the end to things that are past their time."
It drew near, seeming to approach me without visibly moving, and I shrank away. Visions of mortality clamored for my attention. A bird I had found as a child, still warm but mortally wounded by our cat. Mother, confined to her sick-bed, grayer and thinner by the day. And Peter — I was never told how he had died, but in my nightmares I had seen it happen in every possible way. Now the phantasms came one on top of another: impaled on barbed wire, choking through gas-wrecked lungs, blasted into pieces by artillery, shivering from infection.
I hesitated to touch the black veil. In my distracted state I no longer knew what the rules were. Was there power in this mumbo-jumbo? Might I be struck down?
But I had come here for Ruth, and I knew only one path to that goal. When I grasped it, the black veil was no more than soft crepe, and it went the way of the other five easily enough.
As I discarded it, the light changed; the moon had risen, and was shining bright and full through that high-placed window. She stood before me, perfectly still. She had Ruth's figure, but her face was wrapped in saffron-yellow, rippling as she spoke. "I am the seventh and only. I am the final facade. Before me lies all that is false. Behind me lies all that is true. I am the gate to the Pale Lady, I keep the name of the Silent King."
"Ruth." I watched for an acknowledgement of her name. Nothing.
"Ruth, I want you." Still she stood there, impassive. I reached for her, fingers trailing down her cheek... it felt like the cashmere of Ruth's scarf. Very much like. All evidence and reason told me it must be Ruth who stood veiled before me.
Why, then, was I so afraid to expose her face? Why this blind fear that if I removed the veil I would find my Ruth gone?
"Ruth." I caressed the covered face, I stepped in and kissed her through the cloth, felt her arms settle around me. I was lost now, unable to make sense of the shadows moving around us, unable to think of anything but the face that was so close to touching mine, and of keeping my hands on her cheeks to hold the veil in place...
When I came to, I was quite alone. The piano had stopped and there was a clamor above me, heavy boots and breaking glass, men shouting. I made out a hoarse voice calling out "The bulls!" and I realized there must be a raid on the speakeasy.
I didn't know whether the police would find their way downstairs and I didn't wait to find out. I scrambled past a thousand shrouded objects, familiar shapes made alien in the moonlight; below the window, as I'd hoped, there was a door to the street. It was locked, but the wood was old and half-rotted, and the screws rusted; I wrenched the handle back and forth until the lock broke loose from the woodwork and I was able to make my exit, well away from where I'd come into the building.
I made my way back to Causeway Street and blended in with the crowd who'd gathered to watch the spectacle. There were officers in the alleyway where we'd entered and more standing guard up front, as their colleagues stomped around and hauled out the speakeasy's patrons to be loaded into a wagon. I scanned every face, looking in vain for Ruth, wondering if she'd made her escape or if she was already in the wagon by the time I emerged.
Eventually the wagon drove off, and the crowd began to disperse. I was still watching the exits, trying to figure out whether I could afford Ruth's bail without letting on to my parents, when somebody touched me on the shoulder.
"Hello, Jo."
I spun around. "Ruth! Oh, you made it!"
She looked as if she'd had a tight squeeze to escape. Her hair was mussed and she had cobwebs on her shoulder, but she still wore the yellow scarf around her neck. "Come on, Jo. Let's go home."
The next day she asked me what had happened that night after we were separated. My answers were limited; it was hard for me to be sure how much had really happened and how much had been my imagination, provoked by the unfamiliar setting and whatever had been in the drink. I told her that I'd seen a veiled woman and she'd spoken a series of invocations, but I held much back. From her questions she seemed to have at least some familiarity with the invocations, but when I asked her if she'd been there with me, she evaded the question.
Silence grew between us, blossoming into resentment on my part. One thing I knew beyond a doubt — I loved Ruth, I wanted more than friendship with her. But what to say about it? If she knew, if she had already heard my protestations, what reason could there be for her evasion? Only that my advances were unwelcome. And if not... the thoughts chased around in my head like summer-maddened dogs, yapping and snarling, driving me to distraction.
Ruth went out alone more and more, and I soon learned not to bother asking. I spent my time attending to Mama; for all our past quarrels I was very fond of her, and I was glad that we were able to settle some of our differences. I accompanied her to some of Mrs. Gardner's "dos" and met many of the movers and shakers of Boston.
At night I lay awake, thinking of Ruth, wishing I had never accompanied her to that wretched place. I was angry with her, but I loved her no less for that, and I racked my brains trying to think of a resolution. Sometimes, on the rarer and rarer occasions when we were home together, it was on the tip of my tongue to say something. But I couldn't broach the subject without encouragement, and she gave me none.
Our estrangement did not lessen after our return to Vesey, but it became more bearable when we were no longer in such close quarters. Ruth was busy with her own private work — in which I was no longer invited to assist — and I had my studies.
I was determined to work hard that year, to vindicate myself. (To Mama, to Ruth, to myself? I don't know.) And in truth, I had little else to occupy my time; over the last two years my involvement with Ruth had grown so much that I had neglected all other connections, and I had no appetite now for making the effort to repair them.
So I set myself a regular schedule and kept to it. I woke early; I studied, and made do without Ruth's tuition; I went to bed by ten every night, even if sometimes I lay awake for hours after. Twice I dreamed of that gray store-room and the veiled figure. Once it said "I am Ruth"; once it said "I am not Ruth". Both times I woke aching with regret.
I wrote to Mama and Papa once a week. At first they wrote back together, but soon Mama took to writing her own letters. She thought Papa and her doctors were keeping the truth from her, that her condition was worse than they were letting on, and I suspected she might be right. I visited again at Christmas and was shocked by how drawn and tired she had become.
In March 1927 I received a letter from Monty Summers. He was concerned about Ruth. He had heard almost nothing from her since the previous September; her only letters to him had been to ask for books she needed. He was concerned that she might be ill, or overwhelmed by her studies, and asked if I could give him any reassurance. Last of all, as an afterthought, he asked me to thank my parents once again for the hospitality they'd extended to Ruth over the Christmas just gone.
That was the final straw. I made my way to Ruth's room and banged on the door until she opened it.
"Jo, what's the matter?"
I waved the letter. "I have this from your father. He seems to believe you spent the Christmas break with my parents."
"Yes, I told him that. I'm sorry, I didn't think it'd come back to you."
"And what am I supposed to say to him?"
"I don't know. Tell him — oh, tell him what you like. It doesn't matter. Just give me a week, two weeks, before you reply. That's all I ask."
For the first time I noticed her face: pale, hollow-eyed, thin. Her room was a mess, notebooks open all over the place filled with line after line of her hand, the waste-paper basket overflowing with crumpled pages that had been torn out.
"Ruth, what is all this about?"
"Oh, Jo..." She began to reach out a hand to me, thought better of it. "I wish I could tell you, but I mustn't. Please don't be angry. Wait two weeks, and I'll give you whatever answers I can. I promise."
I left, looking over my shoulder, hoping she would say more. But there was nothing.
I saw nothing of her the next week. I asked around and learned she was absent from her classes and from meals; somebody thought she'd left town. To visit her father? I thought not. In the second week I knocked on her door daily, morning and night, and there was still no sign of her. I began to regret agreeing to her request; she was clearly not herself, and perhaps I should have let her father know as soon as he asked. I began to entertain a horrible fear that she had run off and drowned herself. It was all I could do to keep my composure.
On the Saturday night I decided I could not postpone my duty any longer. I sat down at my desk and began to write.
Dear Sir,
I must apologize to you for my delay in replying to your letter. This has arisen because...
Ten minutes later I was still considering how best to complete that "because", when I was rescued by a knock on the door.
"Hello?" I opened it. "Ruth!"
"May I come in?"
"Of course."
She was as pale as she had been two weeks ago, and shadows below her eyes suggested she hadn't slept much lately. But under it there was energy, a restless spark that I remembered from happier days. "Ruth, are you all right?"
"Listen to me, Jo. Please hear me out. I know I've hurt you. There are reasons for what I did. I'm mixed up in something and I don't want to drag you into it."
"Oh, Ruth. Whither thou goest, there I will go..."
She shook her head sadly. "I know you would, if I asked you. But not this time, I can't. Some doors can't be closed... last year I started on a path and I have to follow where it leads. To the end, no turning back. But you mustn't try to follow me. It would be a terrible mistake."



"Ruth, what are you saying?"
"It's not just mumbo-jumbo and fairytales, Jo. There's more behind it than that... I know you've never wanted to tell me what happened that night at Causeway, but I think you saw a little bit of it then, didn't you?"
I nodded slowly. "There were... some things I didn't tell you."
"We didn't know what we were getting into. Please believe me when I tell you it's better if you don't know. Jo, please promise me you'll do your best to forget the stuff we worked on together. Don't try to dig it up."
"Ruth, what are you saying?"
"I'm leaving Vesey. I have to go. It's better for everyone."
"But Ruth, you've only got two months to go. At least finish your exams, get your degree."
She shook her head, laughing, but the laughter didn't reach her eyes. "That doesn't matter any more. Not for me. But I want you to knock 'em dead. For my sake."
"Oh, Ruth. You're one in a million. I can't... you could have done anything, been anything. Why did it have to be this?"
"I think... I think I knew there must have been a reason why these things were forbidden. That's why I pursued them." She gave me a sad smile. "Because I fell in love with the forbidden, years ago, before I ever heard of the Pale Lady and the Silent King. I've always wanted what I can't have."
"I don't understand."
"Since I met you, Jo." There was no mistaking her meaning. "And now I've said it, you may send me away. But I needed to tell you."
My mouth was dry. "Ruth, I... back at Causeway, I didn't know if it was you. Under the veils. I thought it was you, and I kissed... through the last veil."
"Oh, God, Jo." She was standing very close to me.
"Ruth, who was it that night, under the veils? Was it you?"
"Don't ask me that, Jo. Just know, it's me here tonight. No veils, just me and... nobody else. You don't want to know what it took to arrange that, but it's done. Jo, if I'd known... I kept it a secret so long, never thought you'd feel that way. Thought the only way to hold your interest was to impress you with my work."
She looked up at me, questioning, and I kissed her. No veils. On the lips. She hugged me to her, fierce as a bear, and kissed me back. Someone was shaking, sobbing, and I realized it was me... no, it was both of us.
"Ruth, I love you, I would have loved you..."
I was about to say, I would have loved you without any of this. But was that true? Wasn't her brilliance, even her obsession, part of what I had fallen in love with?
"Hush. Just us. Just tonight. What's done is done. This is all I can give you, but I give it with my whole heart." She kissed me again, and after that there were very few words.
I remember us like fire, twisting and devouring one another in the dark, writhing images that still sizzle and burn behind my eyes in afterglow. I was voracious and tender by turns and she gave herself to me wholly, a tangle of legs and fingers and lips and tongues. I thought myself worldly, but she taught me otherwise, bringing me to voiceless begging until I snarled and grabbed her by the back of the neck and required her to complete what she had started.
Afterwards, my rougher urges sated, I held her to me, stroking her all over, marveling in how snugly our bodies fitted together. Whatever magic the world might hold, this was enough for me: the ley-lines of her body, the cadences of her breath, the pulse of her heart, all governed by two sacred names: ours. And when she too was spent we collapsed together, the last of the walls between us vanished.
But when I woke, Ruth was gone. On my writing-desk she'd left a brief note: I love you. Please don't try to follow. — R.
She'd been seen at the railway station that morning, wearing a yellow scarf, headed for Boston. Her room was neat and empty with nothing left to show she'd ever lived there, save a great pile of paper-ash in the fireplace and a letter addressed to her father.
The letter was brief and to the point: she'd fallen in love with a young man who didn't reciprocate her affections. She had decided to end it all, with apologies to her father and friends. From Alpha to Omega, the whole thing was a lie — except perhaps for the apologies — but it was enough to fool everybody but myself.
Poor Monty was shattered. For all his obsession with his own work, he had loved Ruth dearly, and to lose her to suicide — as he thought — was a hard thing to bear. I considered telling him the truth, but what good would it do? Ruth was gone, that much was certain; I felt sure that she had spun him the kindest story she could conceive of. Debunking it would not do him any favors. Besides, the memory of my oath of secrecy still sat uncomfortably in my mind.
I did my best to console him with reminiscences of Ruth: her intelligence, her kind nature, her passion for her father's work. (Of her disagreements with his conclusions, I said nothing.) I told him that he was to keep in touch, and that we would always be connected by our memory of Ruth.
But I was soon to be distracted from all this by other matters. The night before the last of my final exams, I received an urgent summons to Boston: Mama was dying. I rushed home, just in time for a few words with her, and then she slipped away; at least it was painless at the end.
At her funeral, an aunt asked me what I intended to do once I had graduated from Vesey, and I realized I had no answer to give. All my plans had been tangled up with Ruth, and I had not made new ones to replace them.
I occupied myself for a while in replying to the hundreds of letters of condolence that had arrived for Mama; every time the post came, I half-expected to see an envelope in Ruth's familiar hand. After that I assisted Papa in managing some of the details of her many bequests. Still my future felt directionless and empty; it was all I could do not to laugh when a cousin suggested I should think about marrying.
In the end I made up my mind to travel. Perhaps a change of scene would do me good; although I found it hard to imagine that anything could ever mean as much to me as Ruth and Mama had done, I knew that others before me had moved past bereavement, and I hoped that after a year abroad things might look different.
I made arrangements for a long tour of Europe. All the grand names I'd heard in childhood stretched before me now: Athens, Rome, London, Vienna, the Alps, Prague, Berlin... with money behind me, there was no obstacle to my seeing them all. Now and then when I looked at the map, I felt a little twinge, remembering another time when I had made plans with Ruth. But I stayed to the road well-travelled and made no plans to visit that little dead-end village in Hungary, or the shrines to certain obscure saints that dotted the backwoods of Germany and Poland.
Since Papa was in the shipping business, I consulted him for advice on traveling. Much of it I could have figured out for myself, however with him still in mourning for Mama, I saw no harm in keeping his mind occupied. It was after one such visit, a week before my departure, that I had an unexpected encounter with a grizzled old sailor sitting in the sun outside Papa's offices.
"Hello, Miss Hart! Top of the morning to you!"
"Hello there! How d'you do... John, is it?"
"That it is, miss. I hear you's going abroad!"
"That I am! To Liverpool first, and then on to the Continent."
"Will you be meeting up with your young friend, miss?"
"My... who?"
"The young lady that was always with you? I remember her from t' Seaman's Friend, she was always about, asking the old fellas for stories."
"Ruth? No... I'm sorry, John. Ruth's no longer with us. She passed in April."
"Dead? Oh, Miss Hart, I'm terribly sorry! So young and such a good heart, she had. It must have been somebody else, then. Saw her boarding one of the old steamers, round about the start of May. Thought it must be Miss Ruth, looked so much like her. But I'm terrible sorry."
I told him to think nothing of it, and made my exit. At the back of my mind I had always thought that Ruth was still out there in the world somewhere, but it was disconcerting to be reminded of it... and that she might have gone in the same direction I was headed. The thought continued to prey on me until the day I stepped onto the "Carinthia", bound for Liverpool.
Then and there, I resolved to put Ruth out of my mind. Even if I were to look for her, how could I possibly find her, a nondescript needle in a haystack the size of Europe? It was hopeless, not worth thinking about.
Papa had deputized two of the household servants to travel with me, and I was glad of Mr and Mrs Cotton's company. They distracted me from the thoughts that still visited me when I was alone, and they knew better than to talk about Ruth or Mama. There was much else aboard the "Carinthia" to keep me occupied: I played tennis, I conversed with the other passengers, and above all I was kept busy dealing with a veritable army of well-dressed young men. I couldn't tell which ones had honorable intentions and which were attracted by the lure of Papa's wealth. Fortunately, it made no difference, since I had no romantic interest in any of them. At first the attention was entertaining; after three days it grew wearying, and during a patch of rough weather I retreated to the ship's library for a spell of peace and quiet.
There, while looking for something to read, I happened across a copy of "Salomé". I had more sense than to open it; even so, it suggested another train of thought. Perhaps there was a way to find Ruth after all...
I did my best to put those thoughts aside; I departed the library and occupied myself with other pursuits for the remainder of the voyage. Once we disembarked at Liverpool there was plenty more to divert my attention: the sights of London, the ferry to Calais, and then — after stopping to lay a wreath at the Argonne — all the great cities of Europe. I attended the opera, I collected postcards of landmarks, I burdened the Cottons down with armfuls of shopping.
Still my mind worked, provoked now and then by suggestive experiences along the way. In the British Museum a broken statue of Harpocrates, the old Greek god of silence; in Paris a heptatych by Alfonse Mucha, depicting a series of veiled women. There were few overt clues, yet all across Europe I encountered countless hints. News of a novel recently suppressed for obscenity; a hostile and bewildered review of a play based on Machen's supernatural works; even a poster for cigarettes, drawn in a very particular style that I had come to recognize.
In the end, Ruth had found what she sought through art; well, perhaps I could find Ruth the same way. I began to cultivate the company of artists, buying a landscape here, commissioning a minor work there, probing — ever so carefully — for information. Gradually I found it, a trail of whispers and allusions, each clue as tenuous and insubstantial as a single strand of spider-web. I spent months uncovering the edges of that web, and when at last I had enough I took hold of those strands and went in search of the center.
Nearly a year after arriving in Europe, I returned at last to Paris. On the seventeenth of July I gave the Cottons the slip and made my way to a dingy and unremarkable-looking theater at an address I will not name. The ticket-seller tried to turn me away — "Mademoiselle, we have no seats left", which I thought unlikely to be true. When I greased his palm and told him that my friend Ruth Summers had asked me to meet there, he waved me in.
Following his instructions, I navigated a labyrinth of narrow corridors and a spiral staircase, and found myself at last in the theater. It was tiny — the stage was at floor level and would easily have fit inside the bedroom at my hotel — and I was the only person there. Not even an usher was to be seen. But I had no doubt that I had come to the right place. I sat in the front row in front of a red velvet curtain and made myself comfortable as I waited.
After perhaps ten minutes an old lady came shuffling across the stage, sweeping as she went, then returned to place a series of candles at the foot of it. She said nothing to me, merely vanished back into the wings, and I continued to wait. The candles had a strong smell to them, bitter but not unpleasant. I was in no hurry.
Eventually the ceiling lights dimmed. From somewhere behind the stage a crackly gramophone began to play a jazz number. Then the curtain opened and she was in front of me, draped all in gray as I'd known she would be, dancing in a rhythm that slid in between and underneath the notes of the music.
She spoke over the jazz. I cannot remember whether it was in English or in French, but I remember the sense of it: "I am the gray veil. I am Hide-Away, Never-Found, Lost-Forever."
Phantasms of Peter, trodden face-down into the mud, buried altogether and planted over by farmers. Of Ruth and myself, afraid to speak what was in our hearts until much too late.
Then the grey veil was gone, and another took its place. Newspapers, pasted together, already torn and ragged. "I am the paper veil. I am Scandal, Ridicule, Disgrace." I made out some of the headlines: "WILDE CONVICTED, SENTENCED TO TWO YEARS HARD LABOR", "BANKER SWINDLES CLIENTS, SHOOTS SELF", "ARBUCKLE IMPLICATED IN YOUNG WOMAN'S DEATH."
Nightmares of exposure: was it possible that Ruth had left hints of her love for me in some forgotten journal? If her father were to find them, would he seek to disgrace me for leading his daughter astray? I shook my head, trying to ignore the visions. I was here to find Ruth, not to frighten myself with what-ifs.
The dance became faster now, twisting, contorting. The papers began to fall apart. There was something rough and noisy underneath, metallic; as it moved it snagged and ripped and chewed the papers, emerging through the shreds. Coins, drilled through and linked together by wires. "I am the veil of gold and silver and iron, thirty coins times thirty." Her voice sounded so much like Ruth. "I am Poverty, In-Debt, Shackles."
I had spent money like water this past year, secure in the comfort of my father's deep pockets. But how solid was his empire? I had heard whispers that some of the elite were beginning to pull their money out of Wall Street for fear that it was a house built on sand... and if the rumors spread and the fear grew, what would that mean for us?
"Ruth. If you're there, please say so." I would go anywhere with Ruth. I would live penniless with Ruth, and count myself blessed.
The wires were giving way under the weight of the coins, loops coming open, bindings falling apart. Coins fell away, clattering on the floor, one by one and then faster until the sound blended into a racket of metal on metal, and the veil was gone.
Shimmering satin and gemstones, red and green and blue. But the satin was old and perished, the gems obvious fakes. "I am the veil of ruin." So very like Ruth's voice. "I am Skin-Deep, Harlot, Once-Was."
I had my mother's good looks, and some of her tricks of charm; in my time they had drawn many men to me... and Ruth? But could I hold her fascination when they began to fade, as time dictated they must? At the end of it all, would she regret wasting her life on an infatuation with me, unable to match her intellect and her gentle nature? Did I deserve her at all?
No, I told myself, there was more. Whatever Ruth saw in me, it was not the glamour alone. Perhaps one day I would understand what it was.
Now it was the satin's turn to tear, pulling away in scalloped tatters under the weight of the stones and the strain of her movement. The form underneath pressed against the cloth; I thought it looked like Ruth's knees, slightly lumpy, comfortably familiar.
Wispy silk, layer upon layer, billowing out into a great cloud, light from behind silhouetting a dark shape in the middle. "I am the veil of mist. I am Infatuation, Weeps-In-The-Night, Wants-And-Consumes."
The cloud grew impossibly wide, seeming to engulf me. I thought of my own selfishness; Ruth had told me not to follow, and yet here I was against her wishes, driven more by my desire for her than by any thought of rescue — for how could I possibly think of saving her without even understanding the path she had taken?
"Ruth," I said, "I want you and I have been selfish in it. But there is room in our love for errors and forgiveness. Please."
And the cloud billowed further outwards, silk brushing my face as it passed, expanding into nothingness... underneath, a female figure, veiled now in impenetrable black.
"I am the black veil. I am Oblivion, Negation, Night-Without-End." She fell silent, stood still; the jazz had ceased some time earlier, without my noticing, and now there was only the hiss of the needle in its final groove.
I had been a fool to come here. If Ruth had been undone by these secrets, Ruth with all her acumen, what hope did I have? To go further was to court utter destruction.
I stood. She was so close to me that I could reach out and touch the black veil. But just as I touched, my perception changed, like a child looking at a trick-picture: there was no black veil at all, just a shadow created by clever lighting. Even as I understood this, an electric limelight came on overhead, and the shadow was gone.
"I am the yellow veil. I am all that was and all that is and all that will be. Behind me is the truth that never lives and never dies, the Magnum Innominandum."
"Ruth." I ran my fingers over the veil, trying to feel the shape of her face. "Ruth, I love you. Just tell me it's you."
She was silent.
"Ruth, please, answer me." But by now I understood there were rules to this, only one way the veil would surrender its secrets. Trying to ignore the rising feeling of dread in my chest, I took a fold of the yellow cloth in between thumb and forefinger, and began to pull...
As the veil began to fall, I felt an instinctive terror such as I had never encountered before. In a split-second — too late to arrest its fall — I turned my face away, averting my eyes as if I had met the very Gorgon.
"Josephine." She was just behind me, her voice calm.
"Ruth. Tell me you're Ruth."
"Josephine, look at me."
"Tell me you're Ruth!"
"Look at me, Josephine..."
I felt her moving, a touch on my shoulder... and I ran. Ran for the door, tumbled down the staircase, ran through that labyrinth. I am not Orpheus; I did not look back, and I did not stop until I was out in the sunlight.

	* * * *




Northern Sweden, 1928
"I have dreamed of her, every night since then. Just behind me, whispering my name, sounding so very much like Ruth. Even when I'm awake, I feel that presence sometimes, close behind my shoulder... I know I have only to turn around and I will see her face, and there will be no more secrets. And I am so very afraid. I daren't turn around. I can't even look in mirrors."
Josephine was breathing fast now. Karin held her tight until her breathing slowed again. "It is a long way from Paris to Norrkvarn. How come you here?"
"I couldn't stay in Paris, not with her following me. I took some money and a few clothes and I made for Lille. I thought I could shake her off. But I felt her presence there, everywhere, like a fish-hook in my soul. I thought of ending it all, taking morphine and drifting away, but I didn't know whether even that would be an escape. And then I remembered...
"Ruth had spoken of other myth-families. And I thought, if there is power in this one, why couldn't there be power in the others? Why couldn't there be something out there that could help me?
"I went to a priest. It seemed the obvious choice. He thought I was mad, but he listened under the seal of the confessional, and he agreed to exorcise me. But afterwards I still felt her there behind me. I don't know if it's because I didn't have faith in God. Maybe there's nothing there to have faith in. I don't know.



"After that... well, I used to have an old nanny. She was the widow of a Swedish sea-captain. When he died, Mama and Papa took her on to look after me. She came from near here, and she used to tell me stories about the old spirits. Trolls and bear-spirits, all kinds. She said nature was full of spirits, and that they didn't care whether you believed in them or not."
Karin rumbled once again. "Does a hungry bear care whether you believe in it?"
Josephine nodded, shivered. "Ruth mentioned those myths too, but she never followed them up. I traveled to Stockholm, visited the libraries and talked to the professors there, trying to find out whether the old faiths still survived. They told me, if anywhere it would be in the far North beyond the reach of Christianity and even the old gods of the Edda.
"I was going to stay a little longer, but I had a close call one day... I was reading in the library and I felt someone behind me, so close and quiet, just waiting for me to look around. I closed my eyes and shouted for the librarian, I didn't open them until he promised me I was alone. He must have thought I was mad.
"After that I cut my hair and disguised myself in men's — I don't know whether I was trying to avoid Ruth's people, or my father's. Then I caught a boat north, and when I found nothing in Norrkvarn I set out to try my luck with the Lapps. And then I fell on the glacier, and you found me."
Karin was silent.
"Karin, do you know of these spirits?"
"I know something of them. But they are dangerous, child, very dangerous indeed. Some of them can pass for human, but they are no more human than a tree or a rock or a glacier."
"Can they help me? Can you help me deal with them?"
"What do you want from them? Do you want to forget your Ruth?"
"No! I loved her. I love her... at least, as she was. I don't know what she is now. But the love we had, that was sweet and good, and I'm not ashamed of it. No, I want to be free of... the other thing. The thing behind the veils. Karin, is it possible?"
Another long silence, then: "It is possible. Yes, if you wish it, I can do this thing. You will stay with me through the winter and dreams will not trouble you. In the spring I will carry you down to the town, and then perhaps you may return home. But there is a price, there is always a price."
"What is it?"
"Undress, and give yourself to me."
"I — I can't —"
"It is an old magic. Even older than your veiled lady. There is no sin here, and no unfaithfulness to your Ruth. You will lie with me in my bed, and we will become one. Eventually we will part, and you may go on to whatever awaits you. But this is the only way I can do what you require."
Karin's hold on Josephine loosened; there was an loud creak as she shifted in her bed. "Or you can go now. I do not compel you. Only if it is your will, you may stay."
Josephine considered. It was true: there was no sin in finding comfort in another's arms, no betrayal of Ruth. Even without love, there would be comfort and rest. Already she was feeling a flush of warmth as blood returned to her fingers and toes.
"I accept." Her eyes still stung a little, so she kept them closed as she sat up, unbuttoned her clothes, slipped out of them and set them down beside her. Then she lay back in the big white bed, and Karin was there, wrapping her all around, and at last her heart was quiet.
* * * * *
NORRKVARN, Sweden (AP), July 17, 2009 — A body found two months ago in a glacial moraine in the far north of Sweden has been tentatively identified as that of Josephine Hart, an American heiress who vanished from Paris in 1928.
The body was found naked, with clothes and personal effects nearby. It is speculated that Hart lost her way while attempting to visit a Saami village north of Norrkvarn and died of exposure on the Karin Glacier; the flow of the glacier would then have carried her body downhill to be released in the spring melt.
Initial identification was based on personal effects, and the body was in an excellent state of preservation allowing comparison to archival photographs. Police are seeking surviving relatives to confirm identification via DNA matching.
How Hart came to be in Sweden is the subject of (cont. p. 12)
The End
-
Author's note: This story started out with a fragmentary dream of a scene corresponding to Ruth and Jo's final night together at Vesey. I put it aside for a couple of years because I didn't have the rest of the story.
Then one day I got to thinking about parallels between Lovecraft's "Magnum Innominandum" (i.e. "that [great thing] which must not be named", often identified with Hastur), and Lord Douglas' "the love that dare not speak its name", invoked at Oscar Wilde's trial. Lovecraft treats the M.I. in the same way the newspapers of the day treated homosexuality: a force of evil so dangerous that it can only be described in oblique language, lest it corrupt the listener.
This might not be a coincidence. After looking at what Lovecraft borrowed from Chambers' "The King in Yellow", and at how TKiY is influenced by Salomé and works by Wilde's associates, it seems quite likely that this particular nameless horror is an echo of real-life fears. It certainly wouldn't be the first time Lovecraft had done that!
On a side note: Ruth and Jo's attitude towards other cultures and religions should not be mistaken for mine! In particular, although the terms "Lapp"/"Lapplander" were in common use in the '20s, they have a problematic history and should be avoided in favor of "Saami". Jo uses them because she doesn't know any better.
Thanks to my partner for proofreading, and to NaokoSmith for suggesting some much-needed edits!
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This is reworked from a shorter story that I wrote several years ago, so if certain references seem a bit dated that'll be why. Some rough play here but all consensual. As usual with my stories, there's a fair bit of talk before, after, and during the sex.
"RFS" is the Rural Fire Service, a large volunteer-based fire-fighting service.
*
I booked the snakes for St. Patrick's Day. I'd like to say it was because of my innate sense of the perverse. But truth be told, I didn't even notice the date until after I'd hung up the phone, written it in my diary, and started typing up the permission note.
Everything has to have a permission note, because god forbid the parents who pay to send their seven-year-olds to John Wren Grammar School should find out after the event that they've been playing with snakes. At that point it's much too late for the word "non-venomous". People get quite irrational about our scaly friends.
Of course, that's exactly why I wanted to do it. Get in early, let the kids discover the beauty of snakes, nip those prejudices in the bud—well, that and it meant an hour when I could relax a little and let somebody else front the class. I love teaching, and I love the kids, but it's hard work. So when I read in the paper that Prehistoric Park were available for shows I jumped at the opportunity.
Sad story there: they had a small zoo, but a few months earlier it had caught fire. They'd lost half of their animals and most of their buildings. While they were rebuilding they started doing road shows with the animals they had left to keep the cash flow going. I'd called them up and learned that for a modest fee I could get a demonstrator, assorted turtles, lizards, a baby crocodile, and five different snakes including a red-bellied black and a tiger snake.
I reluctantly decided to say no to the venomous ones. I didn't think they'd be any danger to the kids, not with a competent handler, but the risk to my career was another matter. John Wren Grammar lets me teach in jeans and spiky hair because a marketing consultant told them they need to rebrand themselves as an Innovative And With-It School Of The Future, but they still have the same old conservatives on the board, and people like that get quite lathered up about silly little things like tiger snakes.
I finished the permission note—just the right mix of reassurance and vague noises about intellectual enrichment for your little genius-to-be—and sent twenty copies home in grubby bags and lunch-boxes. Sixteen of them came back in time, which is pretty good. None of the parents refused, although I had to reassure a couple of them that under no circumstances would I allow their children to be bitten.
At least, not by the reptiles. By lunchtime on St. Patrick's Day my cheery good humour was getting distinctly strained. Little Mickey Carver, the class troublemaker, had been teaching his classmates the "tradition" of pinching anybody who wasn't wearing green. Meanwhile Andie McKenna's parents, who ought to have known better, had dressed her in bright orange from head to toe. It was just as well none of the class knew enough Irish history to understand the provocation, and I wasn't about to enlighten them.
It was a relief when the bell rang and my charges stampeded for the playground. I retreated to the staff room—it was unseasonably cold and windy outside—and occupied myself with a biscuit and a hot chocolate as I thought about the McKennas. I have a lot of patience for children, but none for parents who go out of their way to make my job difficult, and this wasn't the first provocation from that quarter. If they wanted to play games, well, I'd give them something to think about.
I knew they both worked. I entertained myself with the thought of sticking them with the sort of project that requires hours of parental assistance. A papier-mâché volcano might be a nice touch: a trip to the hardware shop, lots of work, and lots of mess. But it seemed unfair to punish all the other parents, and besides I didn't have space in my classroom for eighteen papier-mâché volcanoes.
What else did I know about them? Andie had recently drawn a stick-figure that Alan Turing himself couldn't have decoded, but which she told me was her father singing in the shower. That gave me an idea... and just as I was working out the details, my phone rang.
"Hello, Linda speaking."
"Hi, it's Judy." She worked the front office; I had let her know to expect a visitor. "There's a Kate Sutherland here for you. I've signed her in, she said she'll meet you in the car park."
"Be right there!"
I pulled on my jacket and made my way to the front of the school. She was standing in front of her car, a battered old hatchback dusty enough that I couldn't be sure of its original colour.
Kate herself was a little shorter than me, and I thought a year or two younger. She had the sort of slightly-boyish face that I find hard to resist, and she was dressed in boots, khaki pants, khaki shirt...
"Hi! I'm Linda. You know you look like Terri Irwin in that outfit?" Very smooth, Lin. Bet she's only heard that a few hundred times.
"I know, believe me, I know. I used to do this stuff in jeans and a flannel shirt, but everybody expects Crocodile Hunter these days. Gotta give the public what they want. Help me with these?"
She popped the hatch open. In the back of the car she had a stack of Tupperware boxes along with a satchel, a perspex screen, and a long metal stick with a hook at one end. "Won't need the hook today, but if you can take the bag and those two I can handle the rest. Are you okay with carrying snakes?"
"Sure, I love 'em." Each of the boxes contained an old pillowcase, and they shifted and squirmed as I picked them up.
"Last time I did one of these at a school, the teacher flipped out and dropped three boxes when she realised there were snakes in them. God only knows what she thought they'd be."
We carried the boxes in, chatting as we stacked them behind my desk and cleared some space for her to show off her animals. Kate was doing a Master's in biology, working for the reptile park to supplement her research grant. It wasn't too long since I'd been an impoverished student myself, so we commiserated.
"Kate, if you don't mind leaving the critters with me and waiting in the staff room for a few minutes, I'll call you when we're ready. The bell rings at quarter-to, but it takes a little while to get them settled."
"Fine by me. I could do with a cup of tea."
I pointed Kate towards the staff room, then sat back in my chair, looking at the boxes. I could hear a scraping noise from one of them—maybe a turtle, or the crocodile?—but before I had time to resolve that question the bell rang and the teeming hordes appeared. Henry first, clutching his book; he'd have spent all lunchtime in the classroom reading if I'd let him. Then a gaggle of girls, Alice Chan and her friends, who played hopscotch nearby. Mickey, and that was unexpected; he was usually one of the last to show. One by one, in twos and threes, they straggled back into the room, and I started counting heads.
By the time I got to fifteen the noise had risen considerably, and I had to break up a group who'd started the pinching game again. But Mickey, who ought to have been in the middle of it, was sitting quietly at his desk, looking towards the front of the class. Something wrong? I'd have to check that later. Sixteen, seventeen... close enough.
"Hush now, ladies and gentlemen." As I talked Andie slipped through the door, grass stains all down the front of her dress. With any of the other kids I'd have wondered if they'd fallen over or been in a fight. With Andie, it was more likely she'd been lying on her face hunting for grasshoppers, or perhaps rubbed it on herself to fit in for St. Patrick's. She had an unconventional approach to life's challenges.
"Now, does anybody remember what we're doing this afternoon?"
"Reading!" chorused half a dozen voices.
"Not today. Anybody... Mickey?"
"Snakes!"
"That's right!"
Just on cue, there was a knock on the door.
"Come in!"
Kate walked in, smiling at the class. A couple of late-comers attempted to sneak in behind her. I pretended not to notice them.
"Children, this is Kate Sutherland from Prehistoric Park, and she's here to show you something special."
"GOOD AFTERNOON MISS SUTHERLAND!" All together, just like I'd taught them. Almost a miracle.
Kate beamed at them. "Good afternoon, children! Now, who can tell me what snakes are like?"
"Cold!" "Scaly!" "Poisonous!" "Thin!" "Nasty!" "Slimy!"
"Well, let's see about that." Kate nodded to me, and I passed her the first box. She popped the lid off, reached into the pillowcase, and pulled out a rather handsome-looking snake, red and black and orange, about four feet long and as thick as my thumb.
"This is Rory, and he's a corn snake. He comes from America." She held him up and walked forwards to give the class a better look. "He won't bite you, he only eats small animals. Now, would anybody like to pat him? You can touch him if you're gentle."
Mickey's hand shot up. I tensed a little, expecting a St. Patrick re-enactment, but when Kate held out the snake Mickey just reached out and stroked his back. It was the first time I'd seen him do anything gently.
"That's the way. Now, what does he feel like? Is he cold?"
"No, he's warm. Just a little bit."
"That's right. If he was outside he'd be colder, but he's been curled up where it's warm. Snakes like warm places. Now, is he slimy?"
"No! He's smooth." Mickey was still stroking the snake.
"Yes, he's got nice dry scales. Now would anybody else like to hold him?"
Kate took Rory around the class, showing him to each of the children while explaining where he came from and why he was called a corn snake. Some of the children looked a little nervous but none of them ran away, and most of them ended up patting him. Alice Chan even let him coil around her hand before Kate retrieved him and continued talking.
"Now the next one I'll show you is called a Children's Python, from Queensland."
I handed her the next box—our fingers brushed—and she wrapped Rory around one arm before producing a smaller snake, dappled grey-brown. "Can anybody guess why she's called a Children's Python?"
And so on. I settled back and watched the show, assisting Kate by handing her the new boxes as required and stashing the old ones back behind the desk -- though Rory didn't come back, and I figured she was saving him for an encore. Now and then I got to handle one of the snakes, but mostly I had one eye on Kate and one on the children, making sure none of them were getting into trouble.
But Mickey, the closest thing I had to a problem child, was rapt. He stared at the snakes and hung off Kate's every word. I made a note in my diary: snakes for art class, snake description for creative writing.
Meanwhile, Kate continued. Once she'd finished with the snakes she showed off three baby turtles, each small enough to fit in the palm of her hand, and a gecko with bulging eyes and translucent skin. Then at last the pièce de résistance, the crocodile. He was about two feet long, adorable to look at, and utterly ferocious. Kate set him on the floor and used the perspex screen to keep him at bay as he charged at her trying to bite. After a few minutes of this she picked him up, snapped a rubber band over his jaws, and let the children stroke his back while she explained the differences between alligators and crocodiles.
"Well, I'm afraid that's all we have time for today!" They awww-ed, and she nodded, packing the crocodile away into the largest of the boxes. "But if you want to learn more about animals, come visit us at Prehistoric Park! We'll be re-opening in June. Thank you for being such a lovely audience!"
I stood up. "Well, what do we say?"
"THANK YOU MISS SUTHERLAND!"
"Now, children, time for PE! Don't forget your sports clothes! And wash your hands, you've been handling animals!" I watched as they grabbed their bags and charged out the door to the gym. The bell meant a free period for me, and I was going to use the time to prepare for their next class. But first to finish up with our visitor.
"Thanks, Kate. That was really lovely."
"You're welcome. Your kids are so well-behaved!"
"I wish they were always that good! Let me help you with these." I picked up one of the boxes, but she seemed hesitant, a little awkward. "Something up?"
"Yeah." She sounded half embarrassed, half amused. "It's Rory. He's, um, tangled up in my bra. Could you give me a hand?"
"Oh! Oh, sure. Let me just get the door." I locked it, to avoid having to make unconvincing explanations to any passing colleagues, and came back to her. "Is it...?"
"At the back." She tugged her shirt loose from her waistband and leant forwards with one hand on my desk to support her. I stood behind her and lifted her shirt, trying to concentrate on the job in hand and not on any other aspects of the situation. Like the things that would be so easy to do, the things I'd done last time a woman had offered me her back like this... and definitely not to think about how nice that back would look with a few stripes.
Where was I? Oh, yes, removing the snake. He was twined around the back-strap of her bra, and although I was doing my best to be professional about it, it was impossible to get at him without contact. (You don't have to feel guilty about enjoying it if there's no way to avoid it, right?) Kate flinched as my fingers touched her skin; as I tried to pull Rory away she rocked backwards, bumping against my hips.
Damnit, woman. Don't tempt me.
I couldn't blame him for wanting to hang on, and I didn't want to hurt him by pulling too hard. If I couldn't get him to let go, then I'd have to resort to unfastening the bra—but just as I was trying to think of a professional way to broach the subject, he moved his head, and I was able to dislodge him and pull him loose like a colourful piece of spaghetti. I stepped back with four feet of mildly disgruntled snake in my hand as Kate straightened up and tucked in her shirt again.
"Thanks so much for that. I thought you were going to have to take my bra off there."
"Oh, I wish."
Had I really just said that? Oops.
But she didn't react, just turned to put Rory back in his pillowcase. "Well, um, I'd better get going. I'm taking a lab at three-thirty, and I need to drop these fellows home first."
I helped her out to the car and thanked her again. As she drove off, I reassured myself that there was no serious damage done. Even if she'd heard, even if she'd realised I'd meant it, she didn't seem offended. I still felt a little silly for blurting it out, but it was a nice thought.
The rest of the afternoon passed peacefully enough. By the time my kids got back from P.E. they'd burnt off some of their energy, and mental arithmetic practice kept them out of mischief until the final bell.
As they were leaving I stopped Andie and chatted with her for a few minutes. By the time I was done, we had agreed that her dad would be coming in for Show and Tell to sing to the entire class. I was only sorry I couldn't see his face when he found out he'd been volunteered; they do say most people are more afraid of performing in public than of death.
When she was gone I worked out the next morning's lesson plan, made sure I had the books I needed, and picked up a few odds and ends to leave the floor clear for the cleaners. I was about to lock up and go when I noticed something on the bench next to the door: a Tupperware box, not quite empty.
Oops. I'd had that box in my hand when I went to lock the door. I must have put it down there before coming to rescue Kate from Rory's clutches.
I tried calling Prehistoric Park, but nobody was answering the phone. Then I realised I had Kate's number from when she'd called me from the car park. I was about to dial it when I remembered she was teaching a lab class, so I resorted to text.
Hi, this is Linda. I think you left a python here.
No immediate reply. I occupied myself with a book for ten minutes, and was just considering whether I ought to take it home for the night when my phone buzzed.
Oh no! In lab two more hours. Can come back 6:30?
Have to be out by six for lockup. Can drop her off later if you live near the uni?
I do. Would be awesome. Will call later. Tkx!
About half an hour later, just as I was pulling into my driveway, my mobile rang.
"Hi, Lin here."
"Hi, it's Kate. Sorry about that, I was in the middle of stuff and couldn't talk. I can't believe I left her there."
"My fault. I had the box in my hand when I went to lock the door, and I left it on the bench there."
"Oh, okay. No harm done. You sure you're OK to drop her round?"
"Yeah, I'm headed that way tonight anyway for my film group." I wrote down her address and agreed to meet her there about half-past six.
As I drove, I considered the situation. I was still feeling bruised after splitting with my girlfriend six months earlier; it had been a friendly break-up as these things go, but still quite painful enough.
I knew I wasn't ready to start dating again—and in any event I don't date people I've only known for a few hours—but I thought it might be nice to hang out with an attractive and intelligent woman. Who knew, if the vibes were right, I might even do some idle flirting.
She must have heard me arrive at her apartment, for she had the door open before I could knock. I noticed she'd changed clothes: jeans and flannel, just like she'd mentioned before.
"Hi Linda, thanks so much for doing this! Usually I count the boxes when I load them into the car, but with all the trouble Rory gave me I forgot."
"It's really no problem. This little lady's very well-behaved." I gave her the box and stood there on the doorstep, unsure whether to prolong the conversation. I've never been good at talking to people my own age, never been sure what to say and what to leave unsaid, and I was still trying to figure her out: queer, or just a straight woman with a thing for practical clothing?
As I stalled, Kate tilted her head. "Hey, you're a snake person, right?"
"I sure am."
"Would you like to see the others? If you have time?"
"Others?"
"I have lots more here. Looking after them until the park's rebuilt."
"Oh, I'd love to! Film doesn't start for another hour."
"Well, then, welcome to my humble abode." She stood back from the door and waved me in. The place would have been tidy if it hadn't been so full of reptiles and related paraphernalia: boxes stacked along the hallway, glass tanks on every flat surface, a bucket of gravel, crickets and mealworms for the lizards. I didn't check her freezer, but I was willing to bet it was full of frozen rats and mice.
Kate gave me the guided tour, mentioning where each of her animals had come from and describing their different habits and personalities. My interest in reptiles is amateur; I love them and I can tell you the basics, but when it comes to sexing a snake by its scales I'm lost. She was a professional and it showed.
As she explained the characteristics that allowed one to distinguish between Morelia spilota spilota and Morelia spilota variegata, I contemplated a different problem: how to identify the elusive Homo sapiens sapphica. I'd been on the lookout for clues: a box set of "The L Word", a Sarah Waters paperback, that sort of thing. But there was nothing, not so much as a Tegan and Sara CD.
On the other hand, there was nothing that obviously said "straight". No Valentine's cards, no photos of boyfriends. As far I could tell from her shelves the most important man in her life was David Attenborough. And there'd been something more than accidental in the way she'd reacted when I'd touched her back under the bra-strap.



Answer unclear, ask again later.
After showing me bearded dragons, long-necked tortoises, and an assortment of other attractions, she came to the last two tanks. They occupied the whole of what had once been her kitchen table. "This is Struan." She crouched in front of a particularly imposing-looking snake. He was almost completely black. As she talked he moved to follow her behind the glass, tongue flicking at the air. "One of our trick-question snakes. He's a tiger snake, but some of them are so dark you can't see the stripes. He's a bit stroppy, so I won't take him out."
I nodded in thanks. I trusted her handling skills, but tigers have enough of a reputation that I was happy to leave Struan where he was.
Kate picked up a steel rod with a curved end, a smaller version of the one I'd seen in the car. "Now this one,"—she opened the last tank and reached in with the rod—"is Bela. Named for Lugosi." She pulled out the rod with Bela wrapped around the end, and took hold of him by the neck. He was black like Struan but with a bright red underbelly that reminded me of a vampire's cape. "Bela's my favourite. Nobody cares about the red-bellies because they're not venomous enough, but I think he's lovely. Would you like to hold him?"
She held him out to me, and I accepted him very carefully. A bite from a red-belly wouldn't kill me, but it would ruin my day nevertheless, so I followed her cues and grasped him firmly just behind the neck. As I ran my other hand down his smooth sleek body to support his tail, Kate continued talking. "We've had Bela for six years, and he's very tame. I could just reach in and pick him up, and he wouldn't bite, but better safe than sorry. Accidents happen."
We stood there, me holding Bela, Kate stroking him, her hands between mine. She had finished talking, and just at that moment I couldn't think of anything to say. The pause in conversation became a break, the break became a gap, the gap stretched out into silence, our hands so close that I could feel her warmth, and yet not quite touching. And for all that I knew it was probably a bad idea, I wanted to sleep with her.
I tried to think of some way to break the ice, but it's hard to be witty when you're holding a venomous snake. Time passed, and before I could come up with something suave the moment passed.
Kate cleared her throat, and I did likewise, and handed Bela back to her. "Thank you so much for this, it's been really lovely. I should get out of your hair now and let you have dinner in peace."
"Oh, it's no trouble. Any excuse to show off my babies. Let me show you out."
We squeezed down the cramped hallway and she opened the door for me. "Thanks again for dropping her back, Linda."
Last chance.
"Thanks for the tour!" Before caution could get the better of me, I stepped in and kissed her. It was supposed to be an ambiguous sort of kiss somewhere between her cheek and her mouth, one that left room for Kate to tell herself: perhaps Lin's just one of those demonstrative people who always kisses her friends goodbye.
But I ended up a little too close to her mouth for that, and I lingered on it a little too long. And still I couldn't quite make out her reaction: she didn't encourage me, but nor did she push me away.
I moved back and looked her up and down. "Unless you'd like me to stay?"
"Um." Was that a trace of a blush? "Didn't you have a film to see?"
"I can skip it. Reviews aren't that great. I'd rather hang out with you. But only if you're okay with that." Then I added, "If you say yes, I will kiss you again later. Just so we're clear on that. And if you say no, I'll stop bothering you right this instant."
"Um. I don't... look, how about you stay for dinner and we can talk about this? But that's not a yes to anything else."
"Fair enough. I promise to behave."
The kitchen was cramped even for one person, so after washing my hands I got out of Kate's way while she chopped up vegetables for a stir-fry. I didn't feel like arguing with Struan and Bela over ownership of the dining table so I sat down on a beanbag near the TV and occupied myself with a textbook about Australian snakes. (I chose the one with the shiniest pictures; I can deal with scientific jargon if I concentrate, but that evening I had other things on my mind.)
After a little while I got to something that surprised me. "Hey, Kate, there's a picture here that looks like a snake giving birth. Don't they lay eggs?"
"Some do, some don't. Copperheads have live young, and I think some tigers. Hey, wanna hear a story about copperheads?"
"Sure, why not? "
Dinner had begun to sizzle on the stove, and she raised her voice to be heard over it. "Guy I knew, worked as a RFS volunteer. Out fighting a big fire around Christmas time, saw a copperhead stranded on a rock. Didn't want to leave it to get burned so he grabbed it, but he didn't have a bag for it. So he just tucked it into the cuff of his overalls."
"That doesn't sound very safe."
"I think it's pretty sturdy material. Anyway, he went back to the fire. It was pretty bad, he was working two days straight without sleep. Got home, threw his overalls over a chair, completely forgot about the copperhead, fell asleep."
"Uh-oh. "
"He woke up about a day later, then he remembered the snake and went to check. You know what he found?"
"No snake?"
"Thirteen snakes. Mum and twelve babies."
"Seriously?"
"Yep! Well, dinner's ready, come get it."
She gave me a bowl of stir-fry and I returned to my beanbag; she sat opposite me in another. For a few minutes we ate in silence—it was pretty good stir-fry—and then she spoke up.
"Linda, I like you, but I'm not looking for somebody at the moment, not until after I finish my Master's. I can't focus on work and study and a relationship."
"Fair enough. Me, I split up with my ex back last year and I'm still licking my wounds." I crunched down a piece of broccoli. "So I'm not good relationship material at the moment. Plus, I don't know you well enough to be talking about that."
"Oh." She frowned. "So then what were you asking...?"
"I'm not looking for a relationship." I set my bowl down on the carpet. "But I'd very much like to go to bed with you. If you're interested."
"I don't really know what to say." She sounded flustered, but at least she was smiling.
"Traditionally the popular answers are 'yes', or 'no'."
But 'yes' is a difficult word. Sometimes it helps to offer a different language, so I added, "Or you could kiss me."
She thought about it, and then she leant over to where I was sitting and kissed me on the lips.
I wanted to glomp on her like a Venus flytrap, but I knew better than to rush things. Instead I just returned the kiss, letting her get comfortable with it, and then I gradually sank backwards into the beanbag and let her follow me down. Only when she'd settled her weight on me did I allow myself to bring my hands around her waist and stroke the small of her back.
Her kisses were tentative, perhaps a little clumsy, but I didn't mind at all. I found it rather cute, and I like to be the more experienced one; I think it's a power dynamic thing. She was a little slower in putting her arms around me, but eventually she seemed to realise that I wasn't about to phone up a moving van and then she let herself get into it. We made out like two teenagers, still both fully clothed, just enjoying the physical contact.
Eventually my right hand drifted up past her collar and I began stroking her neck. That got a reaction, a sigh and a relaxation of her body, and I began exploring that sensitive area, mapping out the zones that triggered that shiver of pleasure. There was something else in the way she reacted, too...
"Kate?"
"Hmm? Yuh?"
I found a spot just behind her ear that made her eyes roll back in her head. "Can I ask a personal question?"
She giggled. "Can it be more personal than the last one? Go ahead."
I ran my left hand down her back, brought it across to stroke down her left arm, down to the back of her hand. "How do you feel about submission?" And I closed my fingers and thumb around her wrist.
She tensed, breathed out, went very quiet. Then she inhaled again and said, "Am I that obvious?"
I held her wrist a little tighter, pulled it back a little. "'Fraid so, cutie. I was getting a certain vibe. Just now, and back in the classroom when I had you bent over the desk."
"Oh?"
"I thought how easy it would be to twist your arm up behind your back, hold you down. And I felt like you knew that too." Slowly but surely I was pulling her wrist behind her as she lay atop me.
"Oh my." She seemed to be very comfortable with her hand pinned behind her back; the other was stroking my face. "You'd have done that?"
"I certainly thought about it." And I shifted out from under her, still pinning her left arm, and as she settled into the beanbag I rolled on top of her, straddling her legs. "I think with your arm behind your back and me holding you down, you'd have had a lot of trouble getting free."
"And then what?"
"Hmm." With my other hand I loosed her shirt from her jeans, slid it up until I was enjoying the same view of her back that I'd had earlier that day, minus snake. "Well, I could have spent some time mauling your breasts." And I slipped my hand up under the strap of her bra, around to the front, cupping her breast with her nipple between my thumb and forefingers as the others began to knead and claw. Not gently; I have strong fingers, and contrary to the lesbian stereotype, fingernails long enough for serious scratching. At first I just let her feel the pressure and the edge, then I began to circle and squeeze, fingers closing around her soft flesh like claws.
I half-rose, sitting astride her, letting go of her hand so I could work my other hand under her as well, pushing the bra up so I had both her breasts in hand. "Kate, I'd like to hurt you just a bit. Is that okay?
"Mmm-hmm." There was a dreamy quality to her voice.
I rolled her over onto her back, taking in the sight of her: face a little flushed, hair rumpled, breasts exposed to my gaze. I could see little crescent-shaped marks where my fingernails had been. I traced them with my fingertips, spiralling in towards her dark areolae; then I started to pinch and claw again, digging my nails in, holding tight. She gasped and whimper, I felt her flinch with every squeeze, but she didn't try to get away. She was breathing heavily now.
"I could have tormented you like this for quite a while." Pinch, scratch, squeeze. "Tested how much it took to make you cry out." I gave both breasts a sudden fierce tweak, nails sharp against her nipples.
"Ah!"
"And then..."
"Mmm?"
I bent down to whisper in her ear. "You know how it is, sweet. You're pinned down, and you can't do anything about it, and you're thinking maybe Miss Linda will be content just to torment your breasts." Another tweak-twist-pinch, another gasp.
"And then she covers your mouth"—I matched my actions to the words—"so nobody can hear you if you squeal. If you need to safeword, baby, grunt three times. Show me."
"Unh. Mrf. Mf."
"Good girl." I gave her nipple another hard tweak, made her squeak into my palm. "Then you feel her hand coming down, reaching for her belt, and you realise you're not going to get to keep your pants on." I took the loose end of the belt, pulled it undone. "And as she's popping your buttons and undoing your zip, you're thinking just how exposed and vulnerable you'll be once she pulls them down. And more helpless than ever, with your pants tangled around your knees."
I tugged them down, hard, along with her underwear. No time for niceties. "Shame I'm not packing tonight, cutie. If I was..." I ground my hips against her, hard, and she pushed back against me. "But I'm sure I can think of something. Let's take this to the bedroom."
I took her by the hair, pulled her up to her knees, and strode down the hall as she scrambled after me on hands and knees.
"Ow! Meanie!"
"That's 'Miss Linda' to you. Got it?"
"Ow! Yes, Miss Linda, before you go in can I tidy—"
"No."
Her bedroom was furnished in Late Modern Impoverished Student style. It had the sort of mess I'd expect of a grad student's room, with a toppled stack of photocopied journal articles and a pile of laundry on the floor. But all I cared about was that there was a bed—a nice high one—with no snakes on it.
"Before we start, where do you keep the party supplies?"
"Let me get them for you." She scrambled over to a bedside table and ferreted around with her back to me. After searching through a couple of drawers she handed me a box of blue nitrile gloves, and a couple of sachets of lube, then scowled at something in a plastic bag. "Well, that's a bit sad."
"Hmm?"
"All my dams are expired. Like, a year out of date."
"No worries. Got a pair of scissors?"
"Somewhere around." She found them and passed them over.
"Here's one I learned in teaching college." I pulled out one of the gloves, snipped off four fingers, and slit them down the side, so that they opened flat with the thumb in the middle.
"Resourceful."
I pulled a glove onto my right hand—it was a tight fit—and grinned at her. "Now, where were we?" I pushed her face-down over the bed, her legs hanging off the end. She'd left her pants behind somewhere on the way to the bedroom but she was still wearing the flannel shirt; I wormed my hands under her, opened most of the buttons at the front, then yanked it back over her shoulders so it was helping me hold her arms back behind her.
"Now, time for a spanking." I swatted her arse, a warning of things to come. "I think a nice round dozen strokes to begin with. How does that sound?"
"Yes, Miss Linda?"
"Good. Count, please." And I began.
SMACK!
"One. Thank you, Miss Linda!"
"Such good manners."
SMACK! On the other side, two hand-prints starting to show on her bum.
"Two! Thank you, Miss Linda!"
SMACK! "Three! Thank you, Miss—"
SMACK! "—Linda! Four, Miss Linda. Thank you!"
I picked up the pace. SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! SMACK! "Five, Miss Linda! Si-six, Miss Linda! Seven, Miss Linda! Eight, Miss Linda!"
Almost there, but I thought I ought to draw it out a bit. Her bum was reddening nicely, and warm. I stroked it, letting my fingertips brush against her pussy from time to time. Every time I got near she bucked against my hand, and I had to tut-tut. "No, dear. I decide when. And 'if', for that matter."
She sighed. "Yes, miss."
SMACK! "Nine, Miss Linda! Thank y—"
SMACK! "Ten, Miss Linda, thank you!"
I stalled again, ran my nails over her increasingly tender backside, traced her labia: matched parentheses that seemed to contain some heat, and a little dampness. "Almost there."
SMACK! "Eleven, Miss Linda, thank you!"
SMACK! "Eleven, thank you miss!"
"Hmm?"
"Eleven, ma'am."
"Are you certain?"
"Yes, ma'am. Nine, ten, eleven."
SMACK! "Eleven, thank you miss!" SMACK! "And eleven, thank you!"
"Well, if you're going to be like that, let's get comfortable. And take off that shirt. Yes, the bra too." I released her, and as she hurried to obey I moved a pile of papers aside and sat on the edge of the bed. Then I pulled her across my knee and resumed spanking. With her top gone I could enjoy the sight of her bare back, and this position let me connect a little harder, which both of us appreciated. At least, I assume that's what the squirming and gasping was about. I had a firm grasp on her hair so she couldn't go too far.
Every so often I'd pause the spanking and switch to stroking her instead, rubbing her burning cheeks with my palm or slipping my fingers down to wander suggestively close to her pucker, drifting past, probing between her legs to see how she was doing. (Answer: hot and bothered.)
Then I'd start again, showering smacks over her buttocks and the backs of her thighs, as she did her best to keep count. I was going faster and she was a little out of breath, so I'm not sure that she managed to count every stroke, but at least she was making the effort.
Faster, harder... and every time I stopped, my fingers would intrude a little further between her legs, probe a little deeper, and her legs would spread a little wider. Eventually I slipped my ungloved left hand under her to play with her breasts some more and maul them even as the right fondled her pussy. Pleasure and pain, sweetie.
"How do you feel about getting fucked, girlie?"
She gasped as I squeezed her nipple to emphasise my words. "Oh... do I get a choice?"
"Not really."
"Please."
Still holding onto her breast with my left hand, with my right I reached for the lube—not that I really needed it, but it never hurts. I opened the sachet with the help of my teeth, squeezed it between my fingers, and rubbed them together to spread them around.
"It's your lucky day, Katie." And as I sank my fingernails into her breast as hard as I could manage, I thrust my thumb into her, fingers rammed against her clit. I knew she was already near the edge from the spanking and the teasing she'd experienced, and it didn't take much to push her closer: a few thrusts and twists of my thumb, fingers chasing her clit. "You're going to come for me. For someone you only met a few hours ago, and now you're naked in her lap. Give it up for me."
That was enough to roll her over the edge, and she squealed, and shuddered, and froze in my grasp. I swear I could feel her heartbeat pulsing against my fingers as she went completely rigid, legs clamping around my hand. "Oh, oh, oh..."
Then suddenly she was pulling away from my hand. "Enough, stop."
"Sure!" I released her immediately. "Did I hurt you?"
"No. I mean, I mean, it's good. Really good. But sometimes I get so sensitive after coming, can't bear to be touched there."
"No problem." I ruffled her hair and let my hand rest in the curve of her back. "Otherwise okay?"
"Mmm. Yeah. But I think I'll be sore in the morning."
"I'm not surprised. My hand's stinging a bit too." I was stroking her back, fingertips swirling around the bumps of her spine like eddies in a rocky stream. "Well, catch your breath, cutie, and then it'll be time to do something for me."
"Yes, miss." She'd twisted around so she could look up at me. "Or would you prefer I said 'make me'?"
I couldn't prevent myself chuckling. "An excellent question. Both are good, but right now 'yes, miss' will do nicely.
"Mmm. Give me a couple of minutes." She lay there in my lap, almost purring as I stroked her. It seemed like a good time to ask something that had been on my mind.
"One more personal question?"
"Oh?"
"Do you have a kid?" From the way she tensed up, I knew I'd hit the mark. "It's not a problem if you do. It's none of my business. I was just curious."
"Yeah. I do. There's a photo of him over on the bedside." It took me a moment to see it; it was lying face-down. Had she done that while she was getting the gloves?
I reached over and picked it up. He was a cute lad with a gap-toothed smile; I didn't need to guess his age because he was sitting in front of a racing-car birthday cake with a '5' candle.
"He lives with his dad and stepmum. I visit on weekends. I'm sorry, I should've said. I just thought you might have a—" She broke off.
"That I might have a problem with it?"
She nodded.
"Nope. I like kids, I'd be a pretty crappy teacher if I didn't. And if I ruled out everybody who wasn't a Gold Star lesbian, fuck, I'd be a sexually frustrated hypocrite. Besides, this is just sex, remember?" I stroked her cheek.
"Thanks." She gave my knee a squeeze. "How did you know?"
"Your areolae." I slipped one hand under her and tickled her there. "That colour on a white woman usually means a woman who's been pregnant." She also had a few stretch marks on her belly—nothing too obvious—but it seemed impolite to mention that.



"Sharp eyes. Yeah, it was... sort of an accident. Kind of thing that happens when you're nineteen and trying to convince yourself you're not really gay. Also when both people involved are a little too drunk to use a condom properly."
"Whoops."
"Best part? Telling Mum and Dad I was pregnant. And Dad's first words were 'well, at least you're not a lesbian.' 'Well, actually, Dad...'"
"Oh, ow."
"They're mostly okay with it now. But it took us a while to get there. Anyway, I need a toilet break. Be right back."
"Go ahead."
By the time she got back I'd undressed and was sitting back on the bed, propped against a couple of pillows. "All good?" I asked.
"All good. So...?"
"I like a bit of attention to my breasts. Lips and tongue and just a little nibbling."
"Of course." She climbed onto the bed, lowered her lips to my breast, but just before she made contact I caught her and pulled her up for an impromptu kiss on the lips.
"Now, back to what you were doing."
She knew her stuff. Dainty little strokes of her tongue, and the warm pressure of her lips, and a pleasant suction as she drew my breast into her mouth. She caught my nipple between her teeth, pulled back a little—enough to be firm, not painful—and her tongue played over the top of it.
"Mmm. That's it." I was stroking her hair with one hand (all the better to hold you there, my dear) and I slid the other between us, found her breasts again, fondled and cupped them. Gently this time; I suspected they'd be bruised from my rough handing, and I didn't want to distract her from her business.
As she suckled on me, she slipped one hand downwards, but before she could get where she was going I caught her by the wrist and pulled her away.
"Mmph?" She still had her mouth full.
"Some other time, that would be lovely. But tonight you're going to use your mouth, and only your mouth." I stroked her hair again, and then I pressed downwards, my meaning clear. "You can use your hands to hold this in place." And I handed her the makeshift dam, helping to position it where it needed to be, and pushed her down. "Get to it."
"Yhff, mth Lmmda."
Kate lapped at me like a cat at a bowl of milk, every flick of her tongue giving me a little shiver of pleasure, bringing the blood to my face and my chest and my groin. At one point she tried to pull back and tease, but I wasn't having any of that; I pulled her hard against me and crooked my leg around her, foot planted firmly in her back. "That's it. Lick, little kitty. Hard, now." One hand on her forehead, one at the back of the neck, and her tongue fluttering and wriggling and pressing.
I held back as long as I could, breathing out to take the edge off every time I felt the shudders rising and threatening to overwhelm me. But every time, the tension built a little higher, until at last I let the waves take me. "Yes, fuck, fuck, fuck, yeeeeees..." And I crushed her against me, ground my pubis against her mouth, until I was well and truly done. Then I let her go and we lay on the bed side by side.
My eyes were beginning to close when Kate spoke. "Linda? I know this was just sex, but you can stay the night if you like."
"I was going to ask. I'd feel like a bad top if I abandoned you right after." Not to mention the top-drop I always seem to get after the first time with a new partner. "Although I'll have to leave early, need to drop by home before I get to school."
"Sure. I'm a heavy sleeper, if you can't wake me, feel free to let yourself out."
Not long after, I drifted off to sleep, still pleasantly tingling, hoping Kate might be up for a repeat one of these days. At five a.m. my alarm went off and I shut it off quickly, then padded out to the bathroom for a quick shower before leaving.
And that's how I found out where Kate kept the crocodile.
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"Don't go into the crypt," folk said,
"For it's home to ghosts and the restless dead.
And those who go down to the crypt"—so they say—
"Will never return to the warm light of day."

But Red Callum was bold and he wasn't afraid
On his mind was the way of a man and a maid

Now he was a wild one, as yet still unwed
But that hadn't stopped him from filling his bed

He'd started with Sue (they all did, down that way)
She'd batted her eyes and she'd led him astray

Then he'd moved on to Amy, the butcher's young wife
(And hid from her husband, in fear of his life)

After that he met Megan, who taught him some tricks
How to tease and to tempt, where to touch, what to lick

He'd good looks, a nice voice, he knew how to impress
And he'd learned how to talk a wench out of her dress

By his twenty-first year he'd lost count of his score
Yet Red Callum was eager to try many more

The more that he lay with, the more his fame grew
Women queued just to see if the rumours were true

He'd had widows and virgins, brunettes, reds, and blondes
In bedrooms and churches, in haystacks and ponds

On his birthday he'd bedded three sisters at once
And for Christmas he'd screwed a whole convent of nuns

He was starting to think that he'd soon settle down
For he'd very near done every woman in town

But Red Callum's fool pride wouldn't let him forget
There was just one last lady he hadn't had yet

For Miss Catherine Morton had standards, she said—
"You really think I would take you to my bed?

"I've consulted my friends, and they say you're well hung
And you know how to do what you ought with your tongue

"I suppose that's enough, for the yokels 'round here
But my virtue, Red Callum, is rather more dear."

He wooed her with flowers, he wooed her with song.
She laughed in his face and said, "Go, run along."

'Till at last he plain begged her, "Cate, what must I do
For the pleasure of spending my passion with you?"

"About time that you asked! For I have to admit
I could fancy you, if you'd just grow up a bit!

"What I want is a man, one with courage and pluck,
Who'll meet danger head-on—that's the kind I might fuck.

"Here's my test: if you'll spend this next All Hallows' Night
Alone in the crypt, then I'll try you. All right?"

"Is that all?" Callum said. "If I stay there, inside,
All alone for the night—then you'll give me a ride?

"Sure, I'll do it... though, seeing that's not 'till next week,
Could I get an advance?" But she scoffed at his cheek.

So he waited the week out, set off for the tomb
As the daylight gave way to the Halloween gloom

Through the cemetery gate, past sad statues of stone
To the place at the back where the crypt stood alone.

No-one knew whose it was—it was centuries old
The name long since eroded by weather and mould

As he stood at the door, Red felt twinges of doubt
But the thought of sweet Cate stopped him chickening out

So he levered it open, a cold scraping sound
Then he jammed it ajar and walked deep underground

Down the stairs, deeper down, to the chamber below
Where dozens of coffins lay row upon row

He inspected the room in the flickering light,
And then unpacked his things to bed down for the night

He'd brought matches, a sandwich, some beer, and a lamp
And two blankets to keep out the chill and the damp

So he finished his supper, then laid himself down
He had almost dozed off when he heard a soft sound

Was it mice? Was it spiders? Quite probably so.
But it's easy for fear to take hold, down below

Callum couldn't find sleep with such thoughts in his head
So imagined himself in sweet Catherine's bed

He pictured her naked, her legs open wide
Her hips arching, eager to draw him inside

He spat in his hand and he reached for his shaft
And that's when, behind him, Miss Catherine laughed.

"I didn't quite trust you to honour our bet
So I hid here myself, thought I'd watch a while yet

"But I'm cold. You look warm—shall we call the bet done?
For I'm sure now you're manly enough for some fun."

She crawled in beside him, she blew out the light
And plunged the whole room into fathomless night.

Her lips kissed his shoulder, her hand stroked his chest
He wriggled around and took hold of her breast

She said, "Easy now, lover! Let me take the lead!
Just lie on your back, let me find what I need."

He lay back and he smiled, as her fingers moved down
To the prick that had plumbed every lady in town

They stroked it and tugged it, caressed it and squeezed
Brought him near to the edge, 'till he whispered, "Cate, please!

"Let me spend deep inside, Cate, I need you tonight!"
Her grip on him tightened. She said, "Well, alright!"

Her hand guided his to the heat of her cunt
He fondled—he fingered—she made a soft grunt

Then she settled astride him, pushed down with a pop.
He thrust deep inside. She said, "Don't you dare stop!"

They gyrated together in feverish lust
As the coffins around them lay silent in dust

'Till he whispered, "I'm coming!" Her quim held him tight
As he spurted his seed in the glimmerless night.

She gasped, "That was fantastic! Let's try it again—
If you think your endurance can handle the strain?"

He said, "Certainly, darling, I'm ready for more,
But I'm getting a chill from this cold marble floor."

Her hands stroked his face, and her lips touched his cock
As the bell in the church-tower struck twelve o'clock

Her teeth nipped at his chest. Callum chuckled, and said,
"Aren't you nervous here, Cate? Let's go find a real bed."

"Oh, there's nothing for me to be scared of, my dear
It's my family, the Mortons, who lie buried here."

Cate's tongue flicked his ear and her lips squeezed his rod
And that's when Red realised that something was odd

Her voice came from behind him, "And why should we go?
When you're here in my home, in my bed down below?"

Up above, the wind rose, and Red heard metal clang
The crypt door blew wide open—then closed with a BANG.

Callum groped for his matches, he struck up a light
Then he shrieked as he witnessed a terrible sight

A vision of horror near curdled his heart
For Miss Catherine Morton had come quite apart.

Her body—well, some of it—lay on the ground
But several pieces were roaming around

One eye had come loose from its home in her face
It had rolled down her body, and popped into place

In a gap in one breast where her nipple had been
It winked at him now, with an air quite obscene

A hand climbed his leg, like some five-legged bug
And her tongue floated freely, a hovering slug

Her lips were red leeches, attached to his prick
The way that they writhed made him noisily sick

And beneath her pink skin, things were wriggling about—
But that's all that he saw, ere the match flickered out.

Catherine laughed—her hair bound him—her lips smacked and sucked
"I did promise I'd fuck you. Now, my darling? You're fucked."

He felt himself enter her—where, he knew not—
But he heard Catherine groan, "Yes, my love, that's the spot.

"You've quite opened me up. Now you'll open for me,
For your flesh is the lock and my bones are the key."

She undressed him of skin, she undressed him of meat—
"Oh, you're just what I need, to make me complete!

"Fill me up!" her lungs wheezed, "Fuck me hard, give me more!"
As their entrails entwined on the cold marble floor

"No, don't stop, my dear Callum! What's wrong? Are you tired?"
But his struggles had ceased. The poor lad had expired.

Silence settled again. Then she playfully said,
"Now at last I can see why they called the lad 'Red'."

"Don't go into the crypt," folk said,
"For it's home to ghosts and the restless dead."
But Red Callum went down to the crypt—so they say—
And he never returned to the warm light of day.

THE END

Author's note: This one's a bit more visceral than my usual style, but after the year I've had, I was in the mood for something gruesome. If you enjoyed this story, please vote below!
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It's funny, the things I've forgotten. I can't remember what Mel looked like. Not her eyes, her hair, her shape, not even the color of her skin. If I close my eyes I feel like I can visualize her perfectly, but when I try to write it down? Like grasping smoke.
Working as a dementia nurse taught me not to take memory for granted. It's not just the things we forget, you understand. It's how easily we forget that we've forgotten, confabulating plausible-seeming stories to patch over the holes in our memory. One of my patients wakes up every day in a room she doesn't recognize, and every day she convinces herself she must be on vacation, because why else would she be away from home?
I've been to a specialist (I didn't tell him the real reasons) and he assures me my mental function is A-OK, that it's just understandable paranoia from what I do for a living. But I know I have gaps in my memory. There are patches in my recollection of last year that don't feel right. When I try to think back to that time it's like walking on carpet laid over spongy floorboards. So I want to write this down before I forget more than I already have.
It's tempting to stitch the pieces together, to fill in the gaps between what I remember with the things I only suspect. But I don't trust myself to get it right, and the more I try to remember how things moved from A to B, the easier it is to start doubting whether any of it really happened...and the whole thing starts to melt away like a snowflake held too long in my fingers. So all I can give you is this collection of patches; it's up to you to decide how they fit together.
* * * * *
I know I had a tremendous crush on Mel. She was attractive enough to make my "no co-workers" rule fly out the window. But the only thing I can say for sure about how she looked is the scarf she always wore, an eye-catching pattern of black and gray diamonds like a pantomime Harlequin's checks in monochrome.
Was it a scarf? I'm not sure it was. Could have been a jacket, or a skirt. But whatever it was, she always wore it. I remember the pattern, the way those dappled shapes slid around her as she moved. It made me think of cold evenings, of chessboards, of piano keys and the Moonlight Sonata.
* * * * *
Perhaps it was the graveyard shifts. If you've ever worked graves for a long stretch you'll know that they mess with your head. It's not just the disrupted sleep cycle, which I've never quite gotten used to. It's the way it isolates you from friends and family, getting up just as they're going to bed, eating "lunch" at three in the morning when the world's as empty and dead as it's ever going to get.
Even trivial things like booking a dentist's appointment were constant reminders that I'd become a citizen of the other side of the day, somebody who needed to make special arrangements to do Normal People Stuff. It felt as if I'd checked out of the human race and become an exceptionally boring kind of vampire, doomed forever to haunt St. Judith's Catholic Hospital and Home for the Elderly, Building H.
Perhaps it was the time of year. Every fall, as the frosts and the mists settle in, I feel the world change: lights become brighter, the dark becomes wider and deeper, a pleasant summer crush becomes a winter hunger that aches sweeter than pleasure.
Between the graveyard shifts and the mists, all the lines in my world had blurred; I had no clear sense of where the ordinary ended and the extraordinary began. Perhaps that's how I saw what I did, how I've remembered it as long as I have.
* * * * *
The evening shift always finished at ten p.m., leaving just myself and Mel on duty. By that time the residents were usually in bed. My job, for the most part, was to sit at the nurse's station and wait for the alarm buzzer that would notify me if any of the patients needed me.
Beyond that, it was up to us to kill the time as we pleased. Me, I listened to music and read, or surfed the net, or scratched in a notebook. Mel's predecessor, a chatty lass named Dhipa, had been fond of late-night TV.
Mel listened to music a little, but mostly she read. She'd bring two or three books in every night and devour them all before sunrise: medical texts, French poetry, popular science, even sometimes a lurid romance novel—her tastes seemed to be cosmopolitan.
I was reluctant to interrupt. I know how it is to be pestered every five minutes when I'm trying to read. And if I'm honest, I was a little in awe of her and terrified of making a fool of myself, the way I do when I'm crushing on somebody. Did we speak at all in the first few weeks that we worked together? I suppose we must have, but I don't remember it.
* * * * *
Sitting in my car, parked across the road from St. Judith's. The night was ice-cold and I had my window open, because otherwise it frosted up and I couldn't see out. Waiting, watching the entrance. I had a blanket and a thermos of coffee to keep me going through the empty hours, and a carving knife hidden under my seat. The cops came by, and I told them I was waiting for a co-worker who was supposed to be finishing up soon.
But that was much later. Just writing it down now so I don't forget. It's important that I come back to that.
* * * * *
The first conversation I can remember between us:
Mel was reading something called "Dead At 27: Janis, Jimi, Kurt, Amy And More". It didn't seem to meet with her approval; every few pages she'd shake her head and make a little "tch" sound. It seemed as good a time as any to try breaking the ice.
"Any good?" I asked.
"Huh?" She started, looked at me as if she'd forgotten I was there.
"The book."
"Oh. Uh, not really." She slapped it down on the desk. "Guy has no idea. His grand theory is that artists use drink and drugs trying to unlock creativity, and that's why they have so much trouble with addiction."
"You don't agree."
"No, I don't. I've known a few creatives in my time. Yeah, a few of them use drugs or booze to break down their inhibitions. Or just because they think all the cool kids are doing it. But half these guys"—she tapped the book—"were trying to kill creativity."
"Kill creativity? Why would they do that?"
"Creation is scary." I'd never seen her excited before, but now she was talking with her hands as vigorously as my Italian grandmama. "You're reaching inside yourself to take something secret only you can see, and make it tangible. Words, music, paint, whatever. You just know it's going to be flawed, and somebody's going to look at it and say 'this is shit'. And the process is destructive too. A big idea, it wants you to make it real, even if it costs you. Staying up 'til four in the morning trying to make it happen, trying to feed yourself on a cent a word. Robert Johnson said it was like consumption.
"You know some women smoke and drink in pregnancy to get a smaller baby, because they're terrified of childbirth? Lot of artists go like that. Try to kill their big ideas or shrink them down into something small, less scary. That way, even if people hate it...it doesn't sting as much, because you know you didn't give them their best. They can't mock what's inside you if you don't show it to them.
"But those big ideas are hard to kill. It's like chemotherapy, it's tough to poison them without poisoning yourself too. Johnson sang about how he was going to go to the still and drink his blues away. But you know what? He still wrote a song about it. Words want to be spoken, songs want to be sung."
"Sounds like you take your music seriously."
"I'm a child of the blues."
"You know Mr. Winstone in 8B used to be a blues guitarist?"
"I have all his records."
* * * * *
About Mr. Winstone:
Henry Winstone—professional name "E-String"—hadn't made it into the 27 Club, but he'd given it a good try. He'd had two big hits and a solid album in the mid-fifties, and made enough money to get into bad habits. After that he had a few lackluster follow-up singles, and then he drifted out of the music business and into the bottle. He'd vanished from the public eye for three decades before his wife Maisy, too old to keep on looking after him herself, brought him in to St. Judith's. By then he was sixty-two going on ninety, yellow-eyed and frail, and he'd been with us another eight years since then.
There are many ways alcohol can mess you up. Korsakoff syndrome is one of the more peculiar. Henry couldn't remember events for more than a few minutes after they happened; as far as he knew, Jimmy Carter was still President. But he could acquire other kinds of information and remember it in a way some of the others never did. He knew his way around the building and ground, and understood that he was a patient. He could never remember what day it was, but he'd learned that Sunday and Wednesday were Maisy's visiting days, so we ended up buying him a watch that showed the day, to save him asking every five minutes.
He remembered music better than anything else. If he happened to be up late, I'd ask him: "Heard anything good lately, Henry?" and he'd sing me whatever had been playing on the radio that day, in a voice that cracked and wavered as his fingers picked out the tune on an imaginary guitar. (Maisy told me he'd smashed up his own guitars in a drunken mood: "he never laid a hand on me, just the guitars".) But if I asked him who it was by, he'd flounder and slip back to the seventies: Janis Joplin's "Rolling In The Deep", Canned Heat's "Lonely Boy".
It was never his own music that he hummed. From what I knew of Korsakoff's I was pretty sure he should still remember his own songs, but never once did he play them. Maybe there was something in what Mel said. Maybe he'd been trying to poison his own talent.
St. Judith's was an old building, with exposed plumbing. One time a hot-water pipe in Henry's room burst; it happened in the afternoon and the leak was fixed by the time I started my shift, but it had soaked a lot of his things and they were still cleaning up the mess. But I think that happened later.
* * * * *
Words want to be spoken.
"Mel, there's a folk and blues fair on Friday evening down at North Park. Would you like to go with me? I can bring my car, drive us in to work after."
"Sure."
Waiting in line to get in, my breath fogging in air that had begun to bite. I had a padded jacket on that made me look like a navy-blue blimp, but at least it was warm. Of course Mel was in her diamond checks. As I calculated whether I had time to duck out of the line and get us hot chocolates, she caught me off-guard with a question.
"Hey, is this a date?"
"Um." Panic. "Yes. I'd like it to be."
She blinked at me, as if that had been the last thing she expected. In a rush I thought of what rejection would feel like, a plunge into ice-cold water. It makes no sense, but part of me wanted that fierce shock, to feel the world sharp and raw on my skin.
"Thank you. That's very sweet of you." And then we were interrupted as the line moved again.
We stood together. Not pressed together like lovers, you understand; at one point I slipped my arm through hers (or was it her, slipping her hand through mine?) But what I remember most, more than what I heard, is watching Mel stand with her eyes half-closed, her mouth half-open, as if she was inhaling the music.
I remember that later, in my car, I almost tried to kiss her. But she was impossible to read, and I was afraid to push my luck, and besides we were going to be late for work.
* * * * *
Mr. Winstone was having trouble sleeping. It's not uncommon with dementia. Somebody had bought him a guitar—how could he not have owned one already?—and sometimes in the dead of night I'd hear him picking away at it. I didn't mind. We'd had one resident who used to walk in circles every night for hours on end, looking for a husband who'd died twenty years ago, and it gnawed at my heart to think of her so lost.
At least I could tell myself E-String was doing something he enjoyed. His fingers were palsied and there were bum notes, but I could recognize Lead Belly and Robert Johnson here and there.
* * * * *
Did we go to other events together, Mel and I? I have a feeling we did. I remember listening music, I remember sitting in the back at a poetry reading, feeling her presence. But I can't be sure whether she was there with me those nights. Perhaps I went with somebody else—I hadn't entirely lost touch with my friends—and just had Mel on my mind.
* * * * *
I was reading about a case in Ireland where a hospital had refused to perform an abortion for a woman with uncontrolled gestational diabetes; the baby lived, but the mother died.
"It's one of those great dilemmas," Mel said. She must have been reading over my shoulder. "You can save the baby, but only by killing the mother. Or maybe you can save the mother but it kills the baby. What do you do?"
"Are you asking for the official St. Judith's answer, or my answer?"
She chuckled. "Your answer."
"I'd ask the mother. Her decision."
Mel nodded. "Babies are strange, when you think about it. People talk about maternity like the mother and the baby are bestest buddies, but they're really not. You know the mother's hormonal system will try to abort the fetus if she's not getting enough nutrition for both of them? And the fetus secretes a hormone that tries to override hers and stop that from happening?"
As it happened, I did know that.
Mel went on. "When the mother eats, her system secretes extra insulin to lock away that energy in her body, get it out of the bloodstream as quick as possible so the baby can't take too much from her. Meanwhile the fetus is releasing hormones to fight that insulin, try to get more food. Sometimes it does such a good job it ends up giving her diabetes, like poor Mrs. Collins in Galway. Forget the lovey-dovey cherub stuff, sometimes it's all-out war in there.
"Have you ever heard of the Glyptapanteles wasp? Lays its eggs in a caterpillar. The wasp larvae grow inside, eating the caterpillar, then when they're big enough they crawl out and make cocoons."
"That's horrible."
"To the caterpillar, sure. To a wasp, it's the fucking miracle of life. But that's not all. The caterpillar's not dead, not yet. But one of those larvae stays behind and manipulates its brain. So it loves those little cocoons. It stays there on a leaf watching over them and protecting them from anything that might eat them. It loves them so much, it'll stay there until it starves to death. And then the adult wasps hatch out and fly off to go find more caterpillars and share the miracle of life all over again. Well, human babies are more like wasps than anybody wants to think."
"Better not let the Board hear you talking like that," I said. "This place is strictly pro-life." Not that any of our residents were in much danger of pregnancy.
"Don't get me wrong. I respect the process. If anything, I'm more on the baby's side than you are. But the way people talk about the fetus like a gentle little gift from God, it's so naïve. Reproduction is brutal."
Her intensity had me rapt, and there was something I wanted to say.
"Mel?"
"Hmm?"
"I'd, uh, I really find you attractive. I'd like to go to bed with you." At least the words were out.
She smiled, but it wasn't quite a yes-please smile. "I'm working."
"I didn't mean right now."
"There are ethical implications all the same. Let me think about it."
* * * * *
Sometimes if Mr. Winstone was up late she'd keep him company while I sat at the station with one eye out for the alert light. I'd hear them talking for hours, as he plucked at the guitar, but they were too soft for me to make out the conversation. "Just talking about music," Mel told me. I felt a trifle jealous of him; I wanted her so badly, and I didn't know whether to ask her again or wait for a sign, and I begrudged anything and anybody that drew her attention away from me. And I was jealous of her, too; he'd taken weeks to remember my name, but he'd learned hers right away.
It went on like that for...how long did it go on for? It feels like months that my longing burned in the winter dark, driving home at dawn to sleep the day away and come back to my crush. And yet I don't remember tinsel, I don't remember the tree that always stood in the rec room come December. Did it really all happen before Christmas?
And then one day I asked Henry the same old question I always asked, and he gave me a different answer.
"Been writing new stuff."
"New stuff?"
It was the night after the leak in his room. I was sorting through his belongings, filling a basket with clothing that could go in the tumble-dryer, going through a box of damp papers and laying them out on a towel. Most of it was salvageable. His birth certificate, some letters from Maisy.
"Yeah, jus' for fun." He chuckled. "Ain't gonna trouble the charts, but I still got a song or two inside me."
"Feel like playing one for me?"
But he shook his head. "Fella used to say to me, song's like a baby, there's no sense in trying to show it to the public before it's finished."
"Uh-huh." There was a scrapbook, old photos and clippings from his glory days. It looked to have escaped the water, but I flipped through it to make sure. And then I found a page that stopped me in my tracks.
I had to look twice, three times, before I was sure of what I was seeing.
"Y' okay? Look like a landed fish," Henry said, and I realized my mouth was flapping silently.
"Uh. Yeah. Henry, is it okay if I take this one away just to make sure it's dry? I promise I'll bring it back."
"Sure, you do that."
I wrapped the scrapbook in a towel to conceal it until I had a chance to slip it into my bag. I didn't look at it again until I was home.
* * * * *
That was Friday night-Saturday morning. I had the weekend off, and I spent much of it looking through the scrapbook and trying to make sense of it all.
The thing that had caught my attention was just a yellowed newspaper article from 1961, reporting on a county fair. In amongst the cattle-breeding trophies and the baking contest there were a couple of lines about the performance of a group named the Six Strings—that had been Mr. Winstone's first band—and above the article was a photo.
Six young men, each one cradling a guitar, grinning at the camera with all the confidence of a kid who knows himself to be immortal. I recognized Henry, front and center. He'd been handsome in his time. I didn't know the other band members, or the fellow in fancy clothes who was applauding them—some country-fair personage, I guess.
But I recognized the woman standing behind Henry. The photo was grainy, and when I blew it up her face dissolved into formless blobs, but when I half-closed my eyes I was sure. Like I told you before, I can't describe that face, but I'd recognize it anywhere. The face, and that black and gray pattern.
* * * * *
She wasn't anywhere else in the scrapbook, just that one picture. There was no clue as to why she was there. She might just have been some hanger-on for the band, if I disregarded the fact that she looked just the same now as she had when Kennedy was still president.
What do you do with that?
I turned it over in my mind for hours before admitting that I couldn't make sense of it without calling in help. I knew who to ask: one of my high-school buddies had ended up as assistant editor for a certain well-known music magazine, so I took a good scan of the clipping and emailed it to him.



Hi Kerry, I know this is a long shot, but I'm trying to identify the woman in this photo, just behind Henry Winstone in the black and gray checks. She looks familiar and I'm trying to figure out who she might be. Do you know anybody who'd know?
Five minutes after sending that email, I figured it out for myself, and felt pretty stupid. There was a simple enough explanation.
* * * * *
Monday night, Mel had a new book: "HeLa and Mrs Lacks: A Study in Medical Ethics". I knew a little of the case from my nursing training, but as I discussed the book with Mel I learned a lot more.
Henrietta Lacks was a black woman who died in 1951 of cervical cancer, caused by infection with human papillomavirus. When a virus gets into your body it infiltrates your cells and subverts them to make copies of itself. Mostly that's not a big deal—you lose a few cells to the virus, but your immune system recognizes it as an alien organism and wipes it out, or at least keeps it in check. But sometimes you get something that's neither one or the other: a dividing cell gets corrupted by the virus, so you end up with something that's not quite you, but close enough that your immune system accepts it. Part human, part virus.
Most of the time that too is harmless: the mutation does nothing important, or it causes the cell to kill itself. But once in a while you get the opposite: a cell that refuses to die by the normal rules, one that keeps growing and reproducing forever. Cancer.
Even so, most cancers are self-defeating. In their greed they kill you, and without you, they die. Henrietta Lacks' cancer was different: given a little food, it would happily thrive in a test-tube, reproducing forever, like an independent bacterium. The discovery of a human-like cell that could easily be grown in vitro was a huge boon to medical research; from polio vaccination onward, almost every human being in existence today has benefited in some way from HeLa research. Mrs. Lacks was only thirty-one when she died; sixty-three years later, there are many tons of HeLa cells living and growing in laboratories around the world.
But for many years, researchers forgot that those cells came from a person. Her family were never notified that her cells had been taken and used for study; they only found out twenty years after her death, when researchers started calling them asking for more information about the family's genetics. Some people got rich off of patents based on HeLa cells, but none of the money ever went to her children.
"Even aside from the treatment of the family," Mel said, "it raises some interesting ethical questions. A jar of HeLa cells, is that human? If you starve it, is that murder?"
"Not to me. I mean, medically yes, it's related to humans. But ethically, no. HeLa doesn't have a mind, no emotions, no desires."
"Well, it has one. It has the will to go on living, and it's very good at it. And if you're going to say HeLa isn't human because it doesn't have a mind, well..." She waved her hands around her, as if to say: all this. The hospital, the Board of Trustees, the Church. "Every sperm is sacred, you know. If a mindless zygote is as much of a human being as you are, why does HeLa have any less right to life?"
"Asking the wrong person. You want to debate Catholic medical ethics, talk to Father Julian or the Board. It's not my position."
She nodded. "I know. I just find it interesting to think about what people do and don't consider human."
* * * * *
"Mel, can I ask you a personal question?"
"Hmm?"
"Is it possible you're related to Henry?"
She closed what she was reading, a collection of Sylvia Plath, and turned to me. "Now that's a peculiar thing to ask. Why would you think a thing like that?"
I handed her the scrapbook; I'd bookmarked the page. "Your mother, I take it? Or grandmother?"
Mel looked at the article, pressed her lips together. "Oh, my. I had no idea he had a copy of this."
"I've met Maisy Winstone and you don't look anything like her. But if I have my dates right, this was just before she came on the scene. Seems like quite a coincidence that you'd show up at the same nursing home where Henry is."
She smiled at me but said nothing.
"Does he know who you are?" And I remembered: he'd known her name from the first day she worked there, he hadn't spent weeks fighting the Korsakoff's to learn it the way he had mine.
Mel closed the book and handed it back to me. "He has...some idea. Yes, I suppose you could say we're related. It's complicated." Then, the last thing I'd expected, she slid to her feet and kissed me, and my heart went pitter-patter. For a moment her arms were around me, and I started to wrap mine around her, and then she drew back again. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have done that. But I wanted to."
* * * * *
I no longer felt jealous of the time they spent together. If she was his grand-daughter (daughter?) I could understand it, especially if they'd been out of touch for a long time. I wondered if he really understood who she was, how much of it he'd forgotten.
Perhaps in time she'd tell me more, when she felt comfortable with it. But I didn't need to rush her—or so I thought.
* * * * *
I got the first email Tuesday afternoon:
Don't know her but I've passed your query on to a guy in our photo archive, will let you know what he says - Kerry
I thought about telling him not to bother, but I was nosy enough that I still wanted to know more than Mel had told me, so I let it go.
The next email arrived a couple of weeks later, while I was at work, but I couldn't view it at the time—the message was almost a hundred megabytes—and anyway, I didn't want to look at it while Mel was around. So I waited until I was home again.
Hi, Joe Hathcock here. Kerry sent me a clipping and gave me your address. I've attached some photos which you may find interesting. Would love to know what you make of it.
"Interesting" was putting it mildly.
Several dozen photo attachments, all dated and referenced as meticulously as you'd expect from a professional archivist. A few were from big-name magazines like Rolling Stone, Kerrang!, Country Music, Spin; many more were from small-press outfits I'd never heard of.
I recognized some of the artists from the photos, and others by name: Nirvana, Roy Buchanan, Johnny Ace, Alice in Chains, Janis Joplin, Badfinger, Jimi Hendrix, Led Zeppelin. There were others I hadn't heard of, a few old and obscure enough that I couldn't find them on the net. The most recent was dated last year; the earliest was a bluesman from the 1930s by the name of Chet Hardacre. And somewhere in each photo was Mel.
Sometimes she was obvious; sometimes I had to hunt for her in the background, scanning a crowd for those black-and-gray checks like a rock-and-roll version of "Where's Waldo?" But she was always there, in 1933 and 1942 and 1967 and 2012.
I spent an afternoon looking up the artists and matching the photo dates to their career milestone. Perhaps "headstones" would be a better word. An awful lot of them were dead within a year or two of the photos. Suicides, ODs, reckless accidents—quite a few members of the 27 Club in there.
Not all of the photos fit that pattern. Several were taken right at the start of a promising career, young men and women about to become famous, grinning at the cameras with the same optimism I'd seen on the faces of the Six Strings.
I couldn't keep on kidding myself that it was a relative. Not unless she had a mother and a grandmother and a great-grandmother who all looked exactly like her. Which left...what?
* * * * *
Sitting in my car, parked not too close and not too far from the entrance to Building H. Huddled in a blanket to keep out the cold, sipping from a thermos of coffee. I'd brought the knife because I couldn't think of any better ideas. It was Saturday, my night off. I didn't know if Mel took nights off.
I've sometimes wondered what I'd do if I started developing dementia. Whether I'd let it slowly steal me away until there wasn't enough left of me to understand what had happened, or if I'd choose my own way out. Perhaps if I was in Henry's shoes I wouldn't mind whatever it was that Mel had in store for him. But it wasn't my life to make that decision, and it wasn't hers either. He was my patient to protect.
Watching, waiting, without any coherent plan.
The first tap on the window was the cops. I told them—I can't even remember, I think it was some bullshit about waiting for a friend whose mother was dying in the hospital. Whatever it was, it satisfied them.
The second tap was her. In those harlequin checks, with a half-smile dancing on her lips.
* * * * *
"I saw the other pictures. You really get around, Mel."
"Ah. This is awkward, isn't it? I take it you're not going to let me in without making a fuss."
I shook my head, wondering how quickly I could reach the knife, whether it would do me any good. And even if it did, how I'd explain that to the cops later.
"You might not believe me, but I respect your sense of duty. Shall we talk about this?"
"What did you have in mind?"
"Why don't we go somewhere more comfortable? I know a good place, or you can pick."
"Okay. Whatever." I unlocked the doors, wondering if that was going to be the last bad decision I ever made. Mel walked around to the passenger side and stood there, smiling, until I asked: "Or do you need an invitation?"
"Heh. No, I don't need to be invited." She opened the door and climbed in beside me.
* * * * *
I remember driving through the city, taking it slow in the fog that reflected my lights back at me. Mel must have chosen our destination, because the route was unfamiliar to me, but I don't remember her giving me directions.
A night diner named "Crossroads". We were side by side in a corner booth; there were no other customers. Come to that, I don't remember anything about the staff, if there were any. But there was coffee, black as night, bitter as hell.
"You're not human," I said.
"I'm as human as HeLa, put it that way."
"What are you?"
"A nurse. Of a sort. More like a midwife, really. No silver bullets for my kind, if that's what you're asking."
"You can't have Henry. You have no right."
"Really? What do you suppose my intentions are for Henry?"
"You're going to kill him."
She shook her head energetically. "No, no, no! Yes, it might happen. He's an old man and he's fragile, I make no guarantees. But I'd be sorry if it did. That's not my intention."
"Sorry enough to leave him alone?" I wasn't even sure what we were talking about; I was just trying to draw her out.
"Not that sorry." She stroked the back of my hand with one finger, and I flinched, but I didn't pull away. "Sorry like...like the way a wasp might feel if she was able to understand that the caterpillar that feeds and protects her babies used to have plans of its own. If she was a kindly sort of wasp, she'd be happier if the caterpillar lived. But then, from her perspective, it's not so horrible. What greater honor for the caterpillar than to play a part in giving life to something as magnificent as a wasp?"
Steam rose from her coffee as I tried to understand. Then she patted my knee. "You made me an offer once. Are you still interested?"
* * * * *
John Waters once said: "If you go home with somebody, and they don't have books, don't fuck 'em!"
Mel had books, an entire wall covered from floor to ceiling with shelves, holding everything from Greek tragic poets to a bio of Évariste Galois. The wall next to that was dedicated to music, what looked like a custom-built storage unit holding several hundred LPs, CDs, even a few old reel-to-reel tapes. The sound system was playing "Gloomy Sunday" in what might have been the original Hungarian.
The door closed behind me. "I don't have people here often," she said.
"Am I people? Or am I the caterpillar?"
"Not tonight. For now, you're company."
"And tomorrow?"
"Who knows?" Then she was on me, fingers in my hair, lips on mine, and we were down on the floor. Her touch made my skin tingle, like the shock of walking barefoot on snow; every kiss sent a delicious shudder through me. Intuitively I understood that a long-term relationship with Mel would be a prescription for drama and tears, of lonely nights spent wondering where she was...and in that moment, I could think of nothing I wanted more.
But she had gentler things in mind that night, warmth and company. We held one another, kissing slowly, undressing one another gradually: a knot here, a button there. I don't remember the order of things; all I know is that by the time we made it to her bedroom, I'd dispensed with the last of my clothes. But somehow although she'd lost shoes, socks, underwear, she was still in that harlequinade.
"So, do you ever take that off?" I asked.
"Hardly ever. But for you, I will."
And the dappled creature I'd known as Mel set its human semblance aside, and came to me naked in its black-and-gray splendor.
* * * * *
"Henry," I asked, "when did you first meet Mel?" She wasn't in that day; Dhipa was back, watching her soaps while I talked to our late-night musician.
"Oh...long time ago. Back when I was gettin' started. Can't recall how I knew her, but she helped me with my music."
"Helped write it?"
"Not 'zactly. Already had it in my head, she just helped me get it out, know what I mean? I was scared nobody would like it. She said, what's that matter, good or bad, can't you feel those songs wanting to be sung? Just play it already. So I did." He shrugged. "Guess some people liked it."
"You said you were working on something new. Would you play it for me?"
"You sure? I don't want to disappoint. Don't want to be a joke like Elvis." It took me a moment before I remembered: to him the King was still alive, a bloated caricature of his old glories, not yet beatified by death and distance. And Henry was still cursed with enough self-awareness to have some idea of his own impairment.
"It's okay. Good or bad, I'd like to hear it."
I'd like to tell you there was a miracle in Room 8B: that a brain-damaged old man put his illness aside and rediscovered his old talent, played me something wonderful that nobody else had ever heard. But that's not how these things work. If there was any kind of greatness in the song he had in mind—if it was even his own invention, and not some confused pastiche of other people's work he'd assimilated and misremembered as his own—then his palsy-fogged fingers didn't do it justice. The melody was confused and badly out of tune. He rambled and repeated himself and seemed to jump around, and at the end it just trailed off into nothing.
And yet, for all that, at least he sang it, and I heard it. Isn't that what any song wants?
* * * * *
It slips away so easily. I've been up for hours writing this down. My back hurts from sitting in this chair, my eyes are red, I ought to have been in bed long ago. But I'm afraid that if I sleep the last of this will be gone, and when I read my notes tomorrow I'll think it nothing more than an elaborate fantasy.
I asked Dhipa how she'd enjoyed her holiday, and she gave me an odd look. "Holiday?"
"You were away."
"Oh, that was very nice. I went home and saw my sisters and my new nephew. But that was six months ago, why do you ask?"
"No, I meant—oh, never mind, I think I'm confused."
When I checked the roster. Dhipa's signature was next to mine in the log-book, night after night. There was no record that Mel had ever been there. And although I'm sure I saved Joe Hathcock's email, I can't figure out which folder I put it in. I considered asking him to re-send, but something tells me he'd have no idea what I was talking about. And even if he did, would I want to answer his questions?
Henry is okay. His heart and liver aren't what they might be, and Dr. Chang left a crabby note for the graveyard shift about the importance of making sure he keeps a regular sleep cycle, but he's still going. I never heard him play that song again; these days he seems content to pick out his old favorites.
He once told me: a song's like a baby. But whose baby?
Are we the parents of the songs we sing, the stories we tell? Or are we just the caterpillar, the host for something that evolved from us?
She told me one of the larvae stays behind to protect the rest of its brood. And I wonder: is that what she was? A wasp's midwife, helping to bring her own kind into the world, regardless of what that might mean to the caterpillar?
I remember Mel made me an offer the night we spent together, but I don't remember what it was, or what I answered. All I know is that my mind itches and I'm awake five hours after I should have been in bed, writing, writing.
And in a corner of my mind, I hear Robert Johnson singing forever about the blues that walked like a man.
THE END
Author's note: Thanks as always to my partner for her proofreading, feedback, and support. Thanks also to friends who encouraged me with this one.
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* * * * *
Rafi and I had been friends for years, but there were still a few things I hadn't figured out about her. I knew she was a fellow nerd—we'd been playing Dungeons and Dragons together for five years—and I knew she liked cats and sci-fi, and worked for an architectural firm.
I knew "Rafi" was short for Rafeeqa, and that her family had come from Iraq as refugees when she was eight, after her mother died. I knew she was Muslim and wore hijab and drank lemonade on D&D nights when the rest of us had cider, and that our party of heroes had to get by without her wizard for a month every time Ramadan came around. (She assures me that this is why Gandalf and Dumbledore kept disappearing at inconvenient moments. I am unconvinced.)
I knew she had several queer friends, me included; Lucy and I had a standing invitation to her family's Eid celebration, and she made no bones about introducing us as a couple to anybody who might ask.
("Does that bother them?" I'd asked. "Some," she'd replied, "but that's their problem. My uncle said he doesn't understand homosexuality, but if Cory Bernardi hates gay people so much, they can't be all bad.")
But I didn't have a clue about her own orientation. In five years of hanging out with Rafi, the closest I'd seen her come to romance was arguing over whether Ron and Hermione were suited to one another. I didn't know whether to read her as closeted, aromantic, or just waiting for Mr. Right.
It didn't matter to me—or perhaps I should say, I didn't allow it to matter to me. I was very fond of Rafi; she was one of the sweetest and smartest people I knew, and if I'd been unattached that might well have developed into a crush. But I was in a happily monogamous relationship with Lucy, and I had enough sense to know that nothing good could come from thinking too hard about Rafi's possible inclinations.
Then in a few months, everything changed. Lucy was offered her dream job in the UK. I didn't know anybody there, and I didn't want to move away from family in Melbourne. We talked it over and came to the hard realisation that I'd be miserable if we moved, and she'd be resentful if we didn't. From there the conclusion was inevitable. It was amicable enough as breakups go, but still it left me bruised and bleeding: "I love you, but not enough."
Around the same time, Rafi was looking for somewhere to live; the lease on her flat had run out and the owner wanted to sell. I needed somebody to share the rent that I'd been splitting with Lucy, and after previous experiences I wasn't keen on living with a stranger. (Ask me why I stopped eating watermelon; better yet, don't.) So Rafi and her elderly tabby, Bilqis, moved in to what had been Lucy's study.
A couple of weeks later, I slipped on somebody's spilled coffee at Spencer Street railway station and messed up my ankle big time. Surgery, steel pins and a plate, the works. I was off my feet for several weeks, and on crutches on and off for months. After the cast came off I started rehab, which meant a series of painful exercises to strengthen my ankle and restore mobility.
I'd always thought of myself as somebody who was enlightened and compassionate about disability in others. I was not prepared for the reality, for how diminished I felt when I had to plan in advance for something as trivial as a walk to the shops, and budget in pain and energy. Of course Rafi offered to help, but asking felt like an admission of weakness. It would have been different if I'd been able to lean on Lucy, but... no. I felt helpless, and I resented it.
I drifted into bad habits, putting off the exercises as long as I could. I told myself I'd do them in the evening, last thing before bedtime, and so bedtime drifted from eleven to twelve to one o'clock, and as often as not I'd end up telling myself that it was too late, and promising to do my rehab in the morning. You can guess how that worked out. I was self-employed at the time, doing website design, so I didn't have a reason to get out of the house or to keep sensible hours.
It came to a head one night when Rafi wandered out at two a.m. for a glass of water and found me on the sofa watching late-night TV. It had not been a good day; I'd just done the paperwork to take Lucy's name off the gas and water bills, and that had nudged me back into one of those unpleasant feedback loops of anger and regret.
"Penny, can we talk?" said Rafi.
"Sure."
She sat in the armchair facing me, and Bilqis immediately jumped into her lap. "I'm worried about you. You're not getting nearly enough sleep and you're tired and grumpy every day."
"I know." I told her about the exercises, how much I hated doing them and how stupid I felt about not doing them, and she nodded along.
"Can I help? If you ask me to, I'll nag you every night until you do them. I'm an excellent nagger."
"Not just that. Even when I do them, I'm not sleeping well. My foot hurts in the night." I'd stopped taking the oxycodone they'd given me, because it wasn't doing anything for me. (I found out later that it's a redhead thing; the same mutation that makes us ginger also affects our reaction to painkillers. Who knew?) "I wake up and then I start thinking and can't get back to sleep."
"Lucy?"
"Yeah. I miss her. Hate feeling like her job mattered more than me. And then I feel like a hypocrite for not going with her."
She shifted Bilqis aside, came over next to me on the sofa. "Oh, honey. Of course you feel sad. How long were you with her? Was it four years? I like her too and I'm sorry it didn't work out. But as your friend, as somebody who cares about you, can I give you some advice you might not want to hear?"
"Okay."
"Please think about seeing a counsellor. I'm always here for you, but I think talking to a professional might be good for you. It's helped me." Rafi didn't talk about it much but I knew she'd had some bad experiences in childhood, both in Iraq and later when her family were in refugee limbo.
"I don't... it seems stupid having counselling just for a breakup."
"Penny, it's not a competition. I can see you're hurting. Please will you think about it?" She squeezed my hand.
"I will. And, thanks for listening." While we talked, Bilqis had sprawled across my lap. There's something very soothing about a cat who purrs easily.
"I used to get nightmares," Rafi said. "Hated going to bed. So Dad bribed me with stories. Every night when I was tucked up in bed he'd pull out a big book of the Thousand and One Nights."
"Really? Is that suitable for children?"
"He skipped a lot of the stories. I got hold of the book and read it for myself when I was fifteen. It was quite an eye opener. Many of the ones he did tell me weren't in the book at all, he just made them up for me."
"Your dad's the best. That's really sweet." My ankle twinged, and I grimaced, and thought about Lucy's empty spot in the bed. "I wish somebody would tell me stories at bedtime."
"I would," Rafi said.
"Oh, I was just whining, I didn't mean—" I remembered something Lucy had once said: Penny, you really need to learn how to say yes. "Wait, really?"
"I would. Not tonight, it's three in the morning and I have to work. But if you do your exercises and go to bed by eleven, I promise you a story tomorrow night."
And this is the story Rafi told me—or at least, an abridged version. The tale she told me had many more digressions and side-plots and stories within stories. I have left out the stories that the sea-captain told Fadil and Adiba, and the stories they told in return, and many others beside. This is the heart of her story, and although I've condensed it to a few short nights, you should understand that it was months in the telling.
* * * * *
Once, it is said—but only Allah knows for sure—there was a widowed old man named Fadil al-Katib who worked as a scribe, copying books and writing letters.
He had a daughter Adiba, clever and beautiful (are not all daughters beautiful?) whom he loved above all things. Adiba read all that he copied, and so became versed in all manner of things. As she grew, Fadil taught her his craft. She soon became his equal; then, his better.
In the city of Prince's-Splendour where they lived, it was haram to draw or paint any living creature. But it was not forbidden to write. So writing became a great art, words formed into ornate shapes of black and red and gold, and in all the city Abida was the greatest of artists. From letters and sentences she formed the petals of roses, the feathers of eagles, the eyes of lovers, so skilfully that it seemed they might come to life.
Although none but Fadil knew the true artist, Adiba's work became renowned throughout the city, and at length it came to the notice of Prince Kedar. "Bring the calligrapher to my presence, that I may honour him!" ordered Kedar.
But the Prince had a name as a cruel and rapacious man, and Fadil feared for his daughter, so he came himself. "I am the calligrapher," he said, "but I do not seek reward. It is enough to have pleased your highness."
Then one of Kedar's courtiers whispered to him, "I have seen this man's work, and he cannot be the one you seek. His lettering is indeed praiseworthy, but the other artist surpasses him as the moon surpasses the stars."
So Kedar commanded Fadil to write for him, and he saw that it was just as his courtier had said. Then he grew angry, and ordered Fadil al-Katib thrown in prison to await execution on the morrow.
When Adiba heard of this, she lost no time in coming to speak to the Prince. "I am Adiba daughter of Fadil al-Katib," she said, "and I am the one you seek. I ask your forgiveness for my father, for he was only seeking to protect me."
When Kedar looked on her, all thoughts of calligraphy flew from his head, for he was overcome with lust. "I shall forgive your father and reward him richly for his diligence," said the Prince. "But you must give yourself to me this very night, for I desire you. Else I shall have his head, and yours too."
Then Adiba knew him for an evil man, and she saw that it was no use depending on his mercy. Instead she thought up a stratagem. "As you say, so shall it be, unless Allah should wish it otherwise. But, your highness, this week I am unclean. By your leave I will go home and purify myself. In a week I will come to you, and your pleasure will be all the better for it, as water in Ramadan is sweeter for a day of thirst."
"I shall wait," said Kedar. "But you need not go home. You and your father will stay in my palace, until you are ready for me."
So Prince Kedar's guards took Adiba and Fadil to the chambers in the palace that had once belonged to Kedar's mother. There were a dozen rooms, and the smallest of them was bigger than Fadil's entire house; but the doors were locked, and they were guarded night and day.
"My lady," said the chief of the guards to Adiba, "his highness has given instructions that you are to have anything you ask for."
"All I wish is my old threadbare prayer mat from home, and my books, and a pot of glue to mend one of them that is falling apart. And I should like to walk in the old Queen's garden each day, to beautify my thoughts."
So they brought her the things she had asked for, and each day she walked in the garden, escorted lest she try to escape.
Then on the seventh day—
* * * * *
Rafi yawned and stretched her arms. "I'm sorry, it's really getting quite late. Would it be all right if I picked this up tomorrow?"
I narrowed my eyes. "Rafi, are you Scheherezading me?"
"Oh, Penny! Would I do a thing like that?" She winked and rose from her chair by my bedside. As she left she switched out the light; for the first time in months, I slept through the night.
* * * * *
On the seventh day, they brought Adiba to Prince Kedar.
"Your words were true," he said. "I have thought of nothing else this last week, and my desire is all the sweeter for it. Come, my darling, it is time for me to possess what until now I have only imagined."
"Very soon, my darling," said Adiba. "But have you any wine? I have heard that even an ugly woman becomes desirable at the bottom of a goblet. How much more beautiful then mightI be to you, my lord?"
"Truly you are a maiden of excellent wisdom," said Kedar, and he called for wine, then bade his attendants to leave them.
"Allow me to serve you," said Adiba, and she brought him his wine, but only pretended to sip her own. For she had learned of the plants that bring slumber; as she walked in the old Queen's garden she had gathered them in her robe each day, and so made a sleeping-powder for the wicked Prince's drink.
While he was deep in slumber, she swiftly deprived him of his clothes and changed them with her own, for he and she were almost of a size. In the seven days of her captivity she had unpicked the threads from her prayer mat and fashioned them into a beard and moustache to match the Prince's own, and this she fastened to her face with the glue that her guards had brought.
Then she amused herself for the best part of an hour making the most extravagant noises of passion she could imagine. No dying man ever moaned as loud, no parrot ever shrieked as shrill, as did Adiba bint Fadil that night.
When she was almost hoarse she covered the Prince with a blanket and left him snoring. Then she slipped out the door and spoke to the guards, coarsening her voice to match that of the Prince.
"The lady is quite exhausted," Adiba said. "See to it that she is not disturbed. But you, go order her father released. And you, have my fastest horse saddled and ready, for I am minded to visit an old friend."
The guards thought it odd that the Prince should choose to go riding in the middle of the night, but they knew better to question his commands, and so all was done as Adiba commanded.
She mounted the Prince's horse and rode to the west gate of the city, making a great noise to ensure that all the watch saw her. Then she circled around the outside of the city walls, keeping to the shadows. Outside the east gate she met her father, as they had arranged, and together they rode away.
It was morning before Prince Kedar woke from his torpor to discover Adiba and Fadil gone, and sent his soldiers west to pursue them. By the time he found out he had been outwitted not once but twice, it was evening again, and Adiba and Fadil were far away.
At the sunset of the third day they came to the port city of Sweet-Cinnamon. "We cannot stay here," said Fadil, "for this city is loyal to Prince Kedar, and his riders cannot be far behind us now, for they can change horses at every town along the way. We must find our way to some distant land beyond his reach."
"Indeed," said Adiba, "but first there is a matter of honour we must attend to."
Adiba wrapped herself in a long cloak to cover the prince's finery, and together they brought his horse to the guards at the gate.
"My lords," Fadil said, "Prince Kedar comes to this city soon, and he has sent his finest stallion ahead that he may have use of it here. There is a message in the saddle-bags, for no eyes but his." And while the guards were hastening to make ready for Kedar's arrival, Fadil and Adiba slipped away.
When Kedar arrived, he found his horse awaiting him, and Adiba's letter:
To the mighty, the exalted Prince Kedar,
I would not be thought a debtor or a thief, and so I return your horse with thanks for his service. I hope you will not begrudge me the use of your clothes to protect my modesty, and for them you have mine in exchange; they are poorer than yours, but you will not find them less honourable.
May Allah look upon you, O Prince, and see to it that your wealth and your power come to match your kindness and righteousness.
Adiba bint Fadil al-Katib
She had written the message so that the words were shaped like two hawks taking flight; and indeed Adiba and Fadil had flown. At this, Kedar's rage consumed him.
For a time it seemed as if their troubles might be over. The captain was a kind man, and he told Fadil and Adiba of harbours far across the ocean where they might live far from the Prince's wrath. As they skimmed across the sun-glittering sea, the sailors took to telling marvellous tales of past voyages and distant lands, and Fadil and Adiba repaid them with tales of their own. In ports along the way they had various adventures, too many to retell here.
But then one day when they were out at sea came a terrible storm—
* * * * *
Rafi was fidgeting. "I'm sorry, but I don't know how you put up with this chair. There's a bolt or something sticking into my bum."
"Yeah, I know. It's on the list of things for when I have money. Sorry!"
"Well, I need to get up before it gives me a permanent dent. I'll tell you about the storm tomorrow."
"Looking forward to it! ...oh, Rafi?"
She was halfway out the door, but turned back. "Yes?"
"I'm booked in with a counsellor tomorrow. Found one on the web and she seems pretty good."
"Good for you!" She bounced over to my bedside and kissed me on the cheek. "I hope it helps." I felt the warmth of that touch long after she was gone.
We'd settled into a routine. Wednesday night was gaming, and Saturday night she had dinner with her family; the other five nights were my story nights. It felt childish and yet delightful, like the moment when I realised that being an adult meant I could buy myself ice cream any time I wanted.
* * * * *
A terrible storm came upon the little ship, worse than any of them had ever seen. Clouds rose so thick and so high that day became dark as a moonless night, but for lightning that flashed as bright as the sun. Waves tossed the ship like a child's toy, and dragged men overboard, and the only thing louder than the howling wind was the shattering thunder.
For days they flew before the wind's fury, sails and ropes and masts torn away, until some of the sailors went mad with fear and leapt into the water. Adiba and Fadil took their place, baling water to keep the ship afloat. But as Adiba climbed down to the hold the boat lurched, and she slipped from the ladder and struck her head, and knew no more.
When she woke she was lying on a beach, arms tied around a barrel. The storm had died, and the sun was out. Around her she could see all kinds of storm-driven debris, dead birds and driftwood, and among it some pieces that she recognised as cargo from the ship.
Then she wept, for she felt sure that her father and all the sailors must have perished in the wreck, having tied her to the barrel that was to float her safely ashore. She consoled herself with the knowledge that her father had been a virtuous man who must now be reunited in Paradise with Adiba's long-dead mother, and yet her heart grieved for the father who had raised her.
As Adiba lay deep in mourning a group of men approached, picking through the debris that had washed up. "Look!" said one. "It is a man, and he lives!" For she was still clad in the robes she had taken from the wicked Prince, having none other to wear.
She knew not their intentions, so she thought it safer to accept their mistake and present herself as a man. "I am Adib al-Katib," she said (in fact she said "Adiba", but the "-a" so softly that none heard), "and the storm has blown me far from home. What is this land?"
"You are in the kingdom of Salt-Sorrow," said the oldest of the men. "We will bear you to our lady Queen Sharifah, who will know how to deal with you."
The kingdom of Salt-Sorrow was barely more than a city, and a small and poor city at that. Queen Sharifah's entire palace would have been eclipsed by the least of Kedar's stables. But the Queen was a charitable and virtuous woman. She had "Adib" seated at her own table, and sent for new clothes to replace the ones that the sea had spoiled.



"You must be a fellow of some worth," Sharifah said, "to have clothes such as these."
Adiba shook her head. She was still not sure whether it was safe to reveal herself as a woman travelling alone, but she did not wish to deceive the Queen more than was necessary. "I am only a poor scribe, but I won these from a Prince in a game of wits."
"You must tell me all about it!" said Queen Sharifah.
"My lady, I beg to be excused," said Adiba, knowing that the full story would disclose too much about her. "I cannot tell the story without painting the Prince as a fool, and it is unwise to make enemies of princes. But if it pleases you, I should be very glad to sing instead."
To this the Queen agreed, and Adiba began an old lament that she had often heard the orphans sing at home.
Mother, I have never known you Never have I seen your face But never can my heart disown you In my flesh still lives your trace
In still water I shall meet you Glimpse your features in my own In the mirror I shall greet you Eye to eye, and yet alone.
As she sang Adiba wept again, thinking of her mother and her father both. Then she saw the Queen was weeping also, and she broke off.
"What is wrong, my lady?" asked Adiba.
"Your song reminds me of a grief I have carried for thirteen years. Adib, will you hear my tale?"
"My lady, I am your servant."
So the Queen began her story—
* * * * *
Rafi had given up on my chair altogether—the bolt had made its way through the upholstery—and taken to sitting on the bed beside me, with her feet by my head and her head by my feet. It felt comforting to have a physical presence there again on what had been Lucy's side, even with a quilt and several inches of space separating us.
(Did I say several inches of space? Make that several inches of cat. It didn't take Bilqis long to figure out that if she took her place in the gap between us she could command the attention of two humans at once.)
I'd settled into a routine with Annie, my counsellor. We'd meet every couple of weeks and talk about how I'd been doing, unpicking some of the things I was feeling about the injury and about Lucy. There's no magic fix for these things, but at least I was getting better at noticing when I was sinking back into negative thoughts, and doing something about it.
Every so often, though, something would come up that made me flinch again: picking up a favourite book and remembering who'd given it to me, or responding to an invitation sent to "Penny and Lucy". The worst times were when I had to interact with her, passing on messages or mailing on things she'd left behind.
* * * * * To the north of Salt-Sorrow, said Queen Sharifah, there lies a vast desert where the unseen jinn live in numbers beyond counting. A few are Believers, but for the most part they are fierce and wild, answering only to their lord Karrakanash.
As a young woman I strayed into that land alone and would surely have died in the sands, but that I caught the attention of the ifrit Lellinalak, the youngest of Karrakanash's three sons. He made himself visible to me and brought me to his house, where he gave me sweet water to drink and food to eat. We spoke for days, and we came to love one another; he wooed me with sweet songs and verse, and at length he asked me to marry him.
I told him that despite my desires I could not marry him, for I was a Believer and he was not, and besides I could not desert my parents; I was the only heir to this kingdom.
But he swore to me that he would never ask me to abandon my faith or my family. Instead he would leave his family and come live with me in Salt-Sorrow. So I agreed, and we became husband and wife, and for some years we delighted in one another. During that time my mother and father died, and I became Queen of this kingdom.
On the day I took the throne of Salt-Sorrow I bore Lellinalak a daughter. Some have claimed that the union of jinn and human may create only monsters, but she was a beautiful child, sweet and clever. Makaarim, my greatest joy and my greatest sorrow! When I passed judgement on my subjects she would sit at my knee and attend, and she had as much care for the lowest of them as for the highest. Sometimes her childish questions would cut to the heart of the matter and show the way to justice.
Yet she was the cause of strife between myself and Lellinalak, for I was determined to raise her in my faith, and this he would not countenance. We fought, and at the last he divorced me and returned to his own land with our daughter. I have not seen her since she was a small child—she would now be of an age with you, if she still lives—and every day I have wept for her loss.
"Your ladyship," said Adiba, "with my father lost, I am alone in the world. I feel sure that your daughter misses her mother as I miss my father; if Allah wills it, I will go into the desert and free your Makaarim."
Sharifah tried to convince "Adib" of the danger of such an endeavour, but Adiba was resolute. "If Allah allows it, I shall return with your daughter," said Adiba, "and if Allah permits the jinn to slay me then I am ready to stand before His judgement."
When the Queen saw that "Adib" would not be dissuaded, she offered what help she could give. She gave Adiba two camels, laden with food and water, and called on Allah to bless her journey.
Having rested, Adiba set out into the desert—
* * * * *
—and so did Rafi. Well, over the desert; a friend of hers in Perth was getting married, and she was travelling over for a couple of weeks to help with the preparations.
Four days into the trip, she called me:
"Hi, Penny!"
"Hey Rafi, how's doing?"
"Busy busy. Just found out the caterer double-booked, Aisha's mum had a total meltdown. You?"
"Yeah, not bad. Her Ladyship's still wandering around meowing for you."
"Aw, tell her I'll be home soon."
"Rafi, can you do me a favour?"
"Sure thing, what?"
"Tell me I'm not allowed to go look at Lucy's Facebook."
"Aw, hon, I thought you were over that."
"I am, mostly. Just get twitches once in a while. I want to know how she's doing."
"Are you sure?"
"No, I mean I..." I trailed off. I couldn't figure out how to say it.
"You want to know if she still thinks about you. Sad about you forever, talking about how miserable she is in London, wishing she hadn't given you up?"
"I guess. Yeah."
"If she felt that way, do you really think she'd put it up there for people to see?"
"No... no, I guess not."
"You will see her chatting to her shiny new English friends about her shiny new job. She won't be talking about you. You'll work yourself up telling yourself that she's forgotten you already and you never mattered to her, because you want to be angry. Even though you know it's not true."
I mumbled something or other.
"So we're not going to do that, are we?"
"...no, miss."
"Good." I heard another voice in the background. "Hang on a moment." Rafi said something in Arabic, then came back to me. "Look, I have to go, some sort of disaster with the bridesmaids' dresses. I want you to do something good for yourself. Take a nice bath? And I'll call you back later, okay?"
I took her advice, and I stayed away from the Internet, but even after the bath I still felt twitchy. It was just past eleven p.m. when my phone finally rang.
"Hey Rafi! Everything under control?" As I spoke, I felt my anxiety receding, and I realised I'd been nervous about whether she'd remember.
"Not really, but I'm taking a break, otherwise I'll start shouting at people. And I thought you might want to hear about what Adiba did in the desert..."
* * * * *
Adiba rode alone into the bleak waste. She left Salt-Sorrow behind her, and then saw no living thing except her camels, nothing but stone and sand and sun and sky. At night she slept rolled up in a blanket, surrounded by the moaning of the wind.
At the end of the third day her water was half gone, and still there was nothing. Not so much as a hawk in the sky, nor a beetle crawling on the ground. She knew she had enough water to take her back to Salt-Sorrow, and none to spare, but she kept riding north. The wind danced around her now, and sand stung her face.
She rode for three more days, until the last of her water-skins was dry and she had but one small flask remaining, and that half empty. Then she dismounted, and gave the camels their freedom. "I have chosen this errand," she said to them, "and unless Allah wills otherwise, it may be the death of me. But I see no reason for you to die with me."
She wet her lips, then poured the last of the water into her hand and held it out for the camels to drink. "Go back to your mistress," Adiba said, "and tell her that I continue alone." Then she slapped their haunches, and as they plodded away she turned back to the north and began to walk. When night fell she kept on walking, for she had sent the blanket back with the camels, and she knew the next day's sun would be the end of her.
The moon shone bright overhead, striking shadows from the rocks like sparks from a flint, and suddenly Adiba stopped in her tracks. Just a footstep in front of her the moon had revealed a tiny grey snake. It was no thicker than her little finger, but it was the first creature she had seen in all this land.
"Brother serpent," she said, "I think this must be your land, for I have met no others in it. I ask your permission to travel here."
Then the snake slithered towards her on its belly. Its tongue flicked the air, and then it flowed over her toes and coiled itself around her ankle, although it was so small it barely wrapped once around. Adiba kept very still, but her heart pounded in her breast.
"Brother serpent," she whispered, "I seek the City of the Jinn. Can you show me the way?"
The snake began to move again, and then to wriggle, and then to shake. Then it slipped from her ankle, and before her eyes it transformed into a huge jinn, still shaking with laughter. He was very ugly indeed! He stood as tall as three men, and his feet were webbed like a frog's, and on his head were great spiralled horns. His tail was forty feet long and his zabb was longer still, and they twisted around one another, knotting and unknotting. His lips belched flames when he spoke, and his tongue was that of the little grey snake, although grown to enormous size. His name was Mishderesba.
"Ha ha ha! You are bold for a beardless youth, bold and foolish! What is your name?"
"You may call me Adib bin Fadil," she said, which was quite true, for the jinn might do whatever he pleased.
"Well, Adib bin Fadil, the City is no place for humans."
"None? I have heard that the King's son Lellinalak married a human woman, and that their daughter lives in the City."
Then the jinn laughed again, louder than before. "Oh, you seek the Princess Makaarim? You have heard of her beauty, you think to woo her!"
"That was not my purpose, sir."
"Good! For her father and grandfather keep a close watch on her, and woe betide any who tries to steal her away. But then what?"
"I shall not say, sir. But will you take me to the City?"
The jinn laughed louder still, until the rocks around them shook and clattered and dust rose into the air. "Perhaps I shall! I don't know what my lord Karrakanash will do with you, but I shall enjoy finding out!"
And he snatched her up and flew through the air on bat-leather wings—
* * * * *
"So when Dad told me these stories, sometimes he'd let me play too. He'd say 'and what do you think the robber did next?' and I'd tell him. He'd say 'Absolutely right!' and improvise from that. Sometimes I'd paint him into a difficult corner on purpose. Heroine gets caught in a sinking ship, that sort of thing, just so I could make him come up with a way out of it."
I heard Rafi chuckle at the other end of the phone. "We always had fun with the jinn. We'd take turns. He'd tell me how the jinn had feet like an elephant's, I'd tell him it had eyes as small as watermelon seeds, and we'd go back and forth. Fun times."
"That sounds like hard work for him?"
"Oh yeah. He kept a little notebook so he could remember all their names and descriptions. Sometimes he'd pull out one of the jinn we'd made up years ago in a different story, have it come back. You have to know, when we got to Melbourne he was working two jobs, didn't get home until just before my bedtime. So story time was our big thing. He always took the stories seriously. His way of making sure I knew he loved me."
"Aw, that's so sweet. Well, I'd better get some sleep. You try not to shout at any caterers, okay?"
"No promises, but I'll try. Sleep well, Penny."
A couple of nights later she called again, putting me on speaker so she could continue the story while she folded wedding programmes:
* * * * *
The jinn Mishderesba flew high through the air, grasping Adiba's shoulders in his toadlike feet. "You could wander this desert for a thousand years," he bellowed, "and never find the City! We alone can travel the ways that lead here!"
Adiba was afraid lest the jinn should let her fall, but soon her fear was forgotten as the desert below them gave way to a magnificent city. Banners rippled in the moonlight and a hundred spires shone, copper and brass, silver and gold. Fruit trees of every kind grew along the avenues, and strange things walked under them; whether beasts or jinn, she could not tell.
In the heart of the city was a huge palace of marble and greenstone, and here did Mishderesba alight. He brought Adiba into the great hall of the palace to stand before the mighty King Karrakanash.
Karrakanash was a huge ifrit, as high as a palm tree, and he had three tails. One trailed behind him, one rose up behind to scratch his back, and one he carried over his shoulder and waggled the tip at his courtiers when he was angry. His skin was the colour of lead, and his mouth opened as wide and as hot as a potter's kiln, with teeth like millstones.
Beside him sat his sons: Amasp, Minbidim, and Lellinalak. But Adiba had eyes for none of those, for behind Lellinalak amongst the ladies of the court stood one who could only be the lady Makaarim.
She was no taller than Adiba, tiny behind her uncles and father, and there was no missing that she was the child of Queen Sharifah; there was a likeness in their faces. But equally there was no missing that she was a jinn's daughter; her eyes gleamed like opals, and what little hair showed beneath her veil was red as burnished copper. She looked at Adiba with intense curiosity.
"Well, well," boomed King Karrakanash, "what have you brought me, Mishderesba?"
"Sire, Lord of the Grand City, I found this foolish man wandering in the desert. He sought our City but would not say why! I would have punished his insolence, but I thought it might please you to design some punishment for him yourself."
"Oh ho ho!" said the King. He flicked out his tail—the first one, the one that trailed behind him—and caught Adiba around the waist, holding her so close he could have bitten her head off. "Is this true, little manling? Creature of clay, will you tell us your purpose here?"
Adiba did not wish to lie. But she knew that to tell the real reason for her journey would draw the King's anger onto Sharifah. So in reply she murmured, "Not unless Allah wills it," which is an answer that can be given truthfully in almost any situation.
"Oh, a Believer? Well," roared the King, "Believer or no, I think I shall squeeze you until you burst, and see what Allah wills about that!" His tail began to tighten, and Adiba was sure the end was near—
* * * * *
Rafi left us dangling there—Adiba and me both—for four days, until she came back from Perth. Her flight was due to land at ten p.m. but at midnight there was still no sign of her. It was almost one in the morning when I heard the taxi outside; I got to the door just as she was fumbling for the key.
"Hey Penny! You didn't need to wait up."
"I know. Just wanted to know you were safe. Expected you earlier." I'd been missing her more than I wanted to admit. "Dinner in the fridge if you want it."
"Aw." She hugged me tight. "Dad's suitcase came open when they were unloading, everything fell out. They had to pick up the pieces and bring it out to us, took forever."
"Glad you got it sorted out. Well, now you're home, I'm off to bed."
"Same. I had dinner on the plane, just gonna brush my teeth and hit the sack."
But a few minutes later, she knocked on my door. "Do you want to hear what happened with Adiba?"
"Please! Uh, that is, I'd love to, but I don't want to keep you up."
Rafi let out a loud yawn. "Excuse me. Yeah, I should get to sleep...but I'm getting a bit addicted to this." She sat on the bed beside me, bunny-slippered feet near my head. "I like having you on the hook. Now, where were we?"
* * * * *
King Karrakanash would surely have crushed the life out of Adiba. But the Princess Makaarim was kind of heart and she was intrigued by the stranger, for she had rarely seen her mother's kind since Lellinalak stole her away as a child. She ran to the King and tugged on his back-scratching tail.
"Grandfather!" she cried. "Let him live, let him live. He has travelled far, perhaps he will entertain us with stories of his travels."
"Very well," said Karrakanash, "but his insolence shall be punished nevertheless. He shall stay as our prisoner and amuse us of an evening, until I grow tired of him. Mishderesba, take him to the east tower!"
Mishderesba bowed to the King, then snatched up Adiba and took to the air once again, sweeping her up to a small chamber at the very top of a tower of alabaster and silver. "Do not think to escape, little wingless one," he said, "for there are no stairs. I did warn you!"
Then he gave her a jug of water and a little dry bread, and left her there. For it was almost sunrise, and the jinn of that city loved to sleep through the day and wake at night.
On his return, Makaarim sought him out. "Mishderesba, what do you suppose his errand might be here? Why would one come such a way at such risk?"
Now Mishderesba was something of a knave, and although he did not know what "Adib"'s intention could be, he saw an opportunity (as he thought) to curry favour with the Princess. So although Adiba had told him otherwise he replied, "Your magnificence, I believe the impudent fellow has heard stories of your beauty and come to press his suit." To this the Princess listened with great interest.
Meanwhile Adiba made her fajr salat, the prayer that comes just before dawn, and then took the measure of her prison. Indeed it was just as Mishderesba had said. There were no bars on the windows, but there was no way up to the tower without the benefit of flight, and no way down but a swift one with a sudden stop.
But as she looked out, she forgot her captivity. The moon had set, and the lamps were extinguished; the City of Jinn stretched out beneath her in darkness. And yet, as she looked out on the city she saw a gleam of light, and another, and another; one by one, the new day's sun was striking fire from the highest spires and minarets.
Adiba watched the play of light spread across the city, tower by tower, dome by dome, down to the treetops and the rooftops until it fell at last into the dust of the streets. She thought, well, if the King kills me tonight, at least I have seen this wonder, and I am grateful to Allah for it.
Now by the palace, not far from the tower, there was a garden surrounded by a high wall. In it grew peach trees and plums, and flowers of every hue, and there walked splendid peacocks. And among the peacocks walked the Princess Makaarim, unveiled and alone. Adiba looked down on her, and thought she had never seen anybody more beautiful; and then Makaarim looked up, and hastily Adiba turned away lest she be caught watching. When she looked again later, the Princess was gone.



That night Mishderesba came for her, carrying her down to the palace. The King was there, and his sons and courtiers, and behind them sat Makaarim.
"Well, little fellow," snorted the King, "I hope you have something to amuse us."
"Your majesty," Adiba replied, "if you will but provide me paper, ink, and a brush, I will show you something worth your time."
The King had all these things brought forth, and Adiba began to write, as the jinn gathered around her and marvelled at the cunning of her brushwork. Gradually the work took shape, words flowing into the shape of a tree, branches spread wide. Tree I am, but from my forests strayed Leafless branches clad in leaves men made Fruitless, I bear every kind of fruit Rootless, held to earth by iron root. "Oho! A riddle!" cried Karrakanash, and the jinn began to speculate on what the answer could be. Amasp suggested a gallows (Adiba did not like the way he looked at her when he said that) and Minbidim proposed a book, but Makaarim frowned and shook her head. "It almost works, but what is the iron root?"
After much thought, Lellinalak said, "A wooden ship, with sails, and cargo, and an iron anchor."
"Very good!" said Adiba. By that time she had already written out the second of her riddles, this one shaped after the very same ship that had brought her and Fadil from Sweet-Cinnamon.
The sea-master was a funny fellow His face was white—or was it yellow? He guided ships past ragged rocks And brought them safely to the docks, Grew thin at sea, then fat once more Then thin again. From shore to shore He journeyed far, from east to west— Then sank into the ocean's breast. The Princes fell to arguing. Lellinalak, who knew something of human illnesses, thought the answer might be a man suffering from jaundice; others thought of admirals and explorers from Cathay. But Karrakanash stood wordless, frowning, until at last he said, "I have it. The moon."
"Quite right," said Adiba. She regaled them for a while with stories she had heard from travellers, and stories she had read. Then she said, "Well, I have one more riddle for tonight. You solved the others, no doubt you can solve this too." This time her words formed a circle: Two kingdoms made a copper coin Two royal faces closely join'd More precious than its weight in gold They made but one, then broke the mould.
This one perplexed Karrakanash and his sons most of all. They guessed at many things: day and night, sun and moon, long-lost monarchs that Adiba had never heard of. She just shook her head and laughed. In their bafflement they grew angry.
"This is nonsense," said Minbidim. "There is no answer."
"You are deceiving us," said Amasp. "Tell us the answer, or I will dash your brains out and tear you to pieces."
But Adiba shook her head. "You may tear me to pieces if you like," she said, "but I will not give you the answer. You have not earned it."
Amasp's eyes blazed in fury, and he took a step towards her, but the King just chuckled. "Very well, little human, you have given us a pleasant diversion. If you will not spill your secret, I suppose we will have to think on it ourselves. But for now—Mishderesba! Back to the tower with him! See that he is well fed, and comfortable."
Afterwards, back in her own quarters, the Princess thought for some time on Adiba's riddles. Then she penned a letter and called for the most faithful of her maids. "Take this note, and see to it that it is hidden in the basket that Mishderesba takes to the prisoner."
* * * * *
"Rafi?"
No answer. At some point during the story, sitting up on my bed had turned to sitting back, and then to lying back, and now my housemate was crashed out on my bed.
Should I have nudged her awake, guided her back to her own bedroom? Maybe. It was the obvious thing to do. But I found myself making excuses: she was very tired and she'd stayed up late for me, it would be kinder to let her sleep.
Then I started to think about why I was making those excuses.
Oh.
Between Lucy and my ankle, I'd been walking wounded for long enough that I'd fallen into taking it for granted. Not the dramatic kind of sadness, just the quiet gnawing sort that tinges everything grey and drags on and on.
But somewhere along the way, the misery had slunk away; it was only now that I went looking for it and found it wasn't there any more. When I rolled Lucy's name around in my mouth, it no longer had the power to spark thoughts of regret and bitterness. There was a faint ache—perhaps there always would be—but it no longer overwhelmed me as it had done.
And in its place...
Rafi was lying on what had once been Lucy's half of the quilt, head at the foot of the bed. I folded my half over her to keep her warm (or was it to keep her from waking?) and put a pillow by her head in case she wanted one, then sat a while and thought about things. The way I'd waited up for her, the way I'd felt when she called unexpectedly from Perth to continue the story, the way I felt now about having her asleep alongside me...
After six years of friendship, suddenly I was crushing on Rafi, and that scared me. I had no idea whether there was any future there, and I was afraid of fucking up a precious friendship. But it was an exhilarating kind of fear, if no less terrifying for that.
Somehow I managed to switch off my brain long enough to sleep. When I woke in the morning I expected to find her gone, slipped away or even just something I'd dreamed, but she was still there curled up under my quilt. I climbed out as quietly as I could, and went off to grab breakfast. A few minutes later I heard Rafi heading for her morning shower.
When next I went back into my bedroom, Rafi had made the bed. But she'd left the pillows where I'd placed them, mine at the head of the bed and hers at the foot, and they were still there that night when she came to me again to continue the tale.
* * * * *
This time, instead of dry bread and water, Mishderesba brought a basket that held fine fruits and a delicious cordial made of mint and honeyed vinegar—and at the bottom, hidden under a jar of olives, she found a message written on thick paper.
A coin, you've called me? Well, my suitor, Some men lock their coins away, Misers hoarding unspent treasures— I don't mean to live that way.
If you merely wish to own me Like some prize upon your shelf You'll bring me no satisfaction— I'd rather amuse myself.
I've no fear of being lonely I need no husband above me But a suitor who's my equal Such a one might be quite lovely.
I was born to shine and sparkle Like a coin under the sun See the world and try its pleasures I intend to have some fun.
So, if you still wish to befriend me— Tell me how you think you'd spend me.
Adiba read the letter with some consternation. She had never intended to court the Princess, never thought to do more than bring her home to her mother. But clearly Makaarim had taken her for a suitor and was willing to be courted. And Adiba wondered what she ought to do, whether to reveal her sex and her errand to the daughter of Queen Sharifah, or to go on playing the part of Adib the suitor.
* * * * *
"What do you think she decided, Penny?"
"Hmm?" Her question had caught me by surprise, and I was stalling for time to think.
"Did she tell Makaarim the truth? Or did she let the flirtation continue?"
I wanted to say both, but I couldn't quite find the nerve. "I think...I think she felt guilty about the deception, but she wasn't sure of her own intentions. So she didn't want to say anything she couldn't take back, not until she knew her own mind."
"Very well then." Rafi sat up. "I'll tell you the next part tomorrow."
"What, already? That was a short one. I mean, I'm not ungrateful..."
She patted my knee. "Penny, let me tell you something. Adiba and Makaarim, they are story-tale people, and they can toss off a poem or a riddle just like that. Me, I am not so quick. It takes me bloody ages, and I don't have the next bit ready yet. I couldn't tell you it tonight, even if you wrapped your tail around me and threatened to smoosh me to death."
"Pretty sure I don't have a tail. Not last time I checked...uh, by the way, does Makaarim have a tail?"
"I don't know. Does she?"
"Hmm. Yes, she does. A long slender one that she hides under her clothes, smooth like snakeskin."
"That seems reasonable. And now, it's my bedtime. I really shouldn't deprive you of your quilt two nights running. Until tomorrow!"
* * * * *
Sometimes unscrupulous folk rip off other people's work and publish it as their own. If you're reading this note somewhere other than the lit erotica dot com website, the work's been stolen, and I'd appreciate it if you'd report the theft.
* * * * *
But the next night, Rafi took things in a different direction. As she told me, Fadil had not drowned after all; at the last minute, he and the captain were plucked from the sea by a pirate ship, and sold as slaves. The story that followed was a long and elaborate one, well worth hearing in its own right, but I don't think it's what you're waiting for. I wanted to hear more of Adiba and Makaarim, and I'm sure Rafi knew that, but she kept me waiting for two weeks before she picked up that thread again.
* * * * *
Once again, Adiba watched the City of Jinn from her high prison as the sun rose, but this time her attention was on one garden. And as she watched, once more Princess Makaarim emerged to wander in the garden, admiring the flowers and tossing grain to the peacocks. But this time Adiba did not look away.
At length the Princess came to a small pool, fed by a fountain, and there she shed her clothes to bathe. And still Adiba did not look away but instead admired her, every inch of her—even to the tip of her tail, which was long and slender and smooth, like snakeskin. She watched as Makaarim stepped into the water, and the fountain splashed her so that droplets of water clung to her and glittered in the morning sun, rolled down between her breasts and over her belly to the fuzz below, and thence back into the pool.
And when the Princess looked up to the tower, Adiba did not shy away, but met her gaze. From that distance it was hard to tell, but she thought Makaarim smiled at her before completing her ablutions and dressing herself.
That night Mishderesba brought Adiba back to the court, and once again she amused the King and his children with riddles. The first one was written out in the shape of a serpent, and it went like this:
A one-eyed snake, with but one fang Once lost, it's hard to find him A maiden bade him burrow deep And leave his tail behind him.
"A man's zabb!" said Minbidim.
"Oh?" replied Makaarim. "Does that fall off when his business is done?"
"Not to my knowledge," said Adiba, "although I am largely innocent of such matters."
Lellinalak solved it before long: "A needle and thread."
"Indeed," said Adiba, and she gave them the next, this one in the shape of a scimitar.
A woman took a wooden sword She shed black blood upon the plain Ten leagues away, her suitor saw And hastened to her side again.
Lellinalak frowned. "There are places where oil gushes from the ground, if one digs in the right spot. A wooden shovel?"
"A good thought," replied Adiba, "but not the answer I had in mind."
"A miscarriage," said Amasp.
"Really? And he would see that from ten leagues away?" Adiba shook her head.
They were quite stuck until Minbidim, pacing the room, glanced at Adiba's writing materials. "Aha! I have it! A wooden pen, ink on paper, a love letter."
"Splendid!" said Adiba. "For what could any suitor relish more than a love letter from a beautiful woman?" And beneath her veil, Makaarim blushed.
She told them more stories, and then as it grew late she yawned. "It's almost time for me to sleep. But since none of you were able to solve the riddle of the coin last night, I shall give you another chance." And she picked up her pen and wrote out more verses, once more in the shape of a coin with the words spiralling inwards.
The coin lay in a fountain Clear water splashed around It ran between two mountains From there it trickled down
It flowed o'er plain and forest Till at last it reached the sea If my fingers could trace where that rivulet ran I'd carry that coin off with me.
A man may spend his coin but once And then it's his no more But if I had that copper coin I'd spend it o'er and o'er
I'd journey round those mountains And I'd wander through the plain I'd tarry in the forest— There I'd spend that coin again.
With that coin I'd travel far And keep it as I spent it I'd let it sparkle like a star And praise the One who sent it. The King read Adiba's riddle, and then the Princes. Last of all, while they were bickering amongst themselves as to its meaning, Makaarim read it, and looked up at Adiba with a degree of warmth that her veil could not entirely conceal.
Once again, the Princes and King Karrakanash were perplexed. Lellinalak attempted to relate the geography Adiba had described to places in distant Cathay, and Karrakanash suggested an old thieves' device, a coin on a slender thread that the owner might spend and then surreptitiously retrieve, but Adiba shook her head to both. Once more Minbidim argued that there was no answer at all, Amasp threatened her with all manner of violence if she did not tell them the answer, and once more Adiba stood her ground.
"Well," said Karrakanash, "is there nothing that will induce you to tell us?"
"O mighty King," replied Adiba, "tomorrow I will give you a few more clues, and perchance you will solve my riddle then, for the reward is greater to those who discover the answer themselves. If you cannot solve it tomorrow night before the sun rises, then I will tell you the answer and my purpose in coming to this city. But in return you must promise me my freedom and safe passage, and a boon of my choosing that you will be well able to afford."
"I accept," said King Karrakanash. "I swear by the seal of Sulayman that I will honour this arrangement. Now, Mishderesba, return our guest to his quarters, and see to it that he has all the comforts he may desire."
* * * * *
Rafi was beginning to falter towards the end, and I could tell she was on the verge of sleep. I might have said nothing, and let her drift off once more to sleep the night beside me. But it would have felt dishonest.
And besides, when you're dealing with somebody who doesn't drink, sometimes sleepiness is the next-best way to find the truth.
"Rafi?"
"Huh-mmm?"
"What are your intentions? Regarding me, I mean."
Silence, and I began to think she'd dozed off while I was talking.
"My intentions..." It was quiet enough that I could hear her taking a slow breath. "I am very, very fond of you, and maybe more than that. But I don't want to be your rebound fling in between Lucy and whoever comes after. I don't do flings, Penny."
"Ah. I—" But she cut me off, her drowsiness suddenly gone, in what was almost a growl.
"So if you want to take this anywhere, you'd better be serious about me. You fuck with my heart, I will never forgive you. Never."
"I hear you." I took a breath of my own. "I—"
She sat up, and her voice softened a little. "Don't say anything now. I don't need you making life decisions at midnight. Think it over, get back to me when you've had time to process it."
With that, she left. A few minutes later I heard her voice from her bedroom; it was too soft to make out the words, but from the cadences I could tell she was praying. Not part of her usual schedule; after living with her for months I knew the times well enough, and this wasn't one.
* * * * *
I missed her in the morning—she was gone to work before I was up—and by the time she got back from afternoon prayer people had started arriving for our D&D game, so there was no space for us to talk privately before the game started.
I won't bore you with the details of how Rafi's wizard and my rogue managed to trick a dragon into handing over his treasure. Suffice it to say, it was one of those great evenings where everything just falls together perfectly. Even the dice were on our side that night. I hadn't laughed so much since the breakup with Lucy, and as I looked at Rafi chuckling I felt torn; everything that made me want her was everything in our friendship that I couldn't afford to lose.
After the game was over and our guests had left, Rafi and I were in the kitchen, still buzzing from the game. I didn't want to bring it up, but I felt I had to.
"Rafi, the stuff you said last night?"
"Yes?"
"I want to say yes. I don't think it's just a rebound thing. But I don't know for sure. I can't promise unless I know."
She nodded. "There's no rush, Penny. I'm not going anywhere." Then she hugged me fiercely. "Thanks for being honest. And sorry if I came across a bit... defensive. I wasn't angry. Not at you."
I hugged her back. "Can't afford to lie to my wizard. Then who'd get me out of trouble?"
"Sweetie, you are the trouble. Now, I am going to say my isha salat, and then will you be ready for a story?"
* * * * *
I wasn't too surprised when that night she returned to the story of Fadil; I suppose both of us were wary of where Adiba and Makaarim's story might lead us, and not ready for more just yet.
So it went until the weekend, when we sat down to breakfast together. "Annie's been telling me, I need to start getting out of the house more," I said. "Might go see the new exhibition at the NGV." (That's the National Gallery of the state of Victoria to you.)
"Oh? I was hoping to catch that one, actually. Mind if I tag along?"
I hadn't been angling for that—I was still trying to keep a certain distance until I could approach things like a grown-up—but I wasn't about to say no. So we caught the tram in together and paid our admission.
The new exhibition was good, but very crowded, and standing for long periods still made my foot ache. After half an hour or so, I had to call time out.
"They have wheelchairs," Rafi said. "I could push you, if you like."
I caught myself before I could say no wheelchair; I still hated acknowledging my injury, but Rafi had a point. "Yeah, I could give that a try? If you don't mind?"
"It's no problem."
I'm a bit of a control freak, and it was weird having Rafi driving me, but I got used to it soon enough. Rather than go back into the din of the latest attraction, we turned the other way to tour the permanent collection, stopping in a dimly-lit room displaying old sculptures and paintings that couldn't withstand strong light.
Something had been nagging at me. "Rafi?"
"Hmm?"
"What you said the other night. I promise, I wasn't trying to toy with you. I'm still figuring things out, but I wouldn't—"
Rafi patted my shoulder. "It's okay. Just some old baggage."
"Oh."
She set the brakes on my chair and sat down next to me, looking at a wall as she spoke. "Queer Muslim, it's a small dating pool here. Especially when you don't want to say anything to a girl unless you know she's gay, and she's waiting for you to say something before she says something..." Rafi shook her head. "I guess these days you can go online, but they didn't have that back when I was getting started. Or I didn't know where to find it. Whatever.
"Okay, so I go to the campus gay and lesbian club... ya Allah, so many white faces, I thought it was the Oscars. Don't get me wrong, some of my best friends are white people." She squeezed my shoulder again. "But they look at me and my hijab like obviously I've lost my way and ended up in the wrong room—doesn't this scarfie know this is the gay and lesbian club? I felt like if I stayed, somebody was going to start telling me how I was oppressed and not listen to a word I said. So, not for me.



"Then one day, Fatima..." Rafi shook her head slowly. "Oh, Fatima. My cousin's friend. We just clicked, head over heels. Phoning every night, puppy-dog stuff, you hang up first. I was scared of being found out...I mean, you've met Dad, you know he's pretty good about that stuff. But we didn't talk about it back then. I didn't know how he'd be. We were secret for two years, but I didn't feel right hiding it. I didn't want to treat Fatima like a dirty secret, like it was something shameful.
"So I spent like a month rehearsing how I was going to tell Dad. Wrote a big long speech, made backup plans in case he kicked me out of the house or something. I was scared as hell but I did it. And he was... not overjoyed, mostly worried about what it might mean for me, but he wasn't angry with me or anything. So that's good.
"And then a week later, Fatima broke up with me because it just wasn't working for her. Oh, and she'd met somebody else, and she was sorry she hadn't told me earlier, but let's still be friends, okay? Just after I'd done... yeah, nah.
"So, if you were wondering why I snapped at you the other night..."
"Oh, Rafi. I'm so sorry." I twisted around in my wheelchair and squeezed her hand tight. "That was a shitty thing to happen."
"Not your fault. But I meant what I said."
I nodded. "When was this?"
"Just before I met you guys. I guess it's why I met you. Suddenly I had a lot of free evenings and I didn't want to sit around the house writing awful poetry so I thought I'd get back into gaming."
"Your poetry isn't awful!"
She smiled thinly. "You haven't seen the stuff I wrote back then. Come on, I'd rather not talk about it any more. Let's get moving."
She got up and went to push me, but the chair skidded on the polished floor. "Brakes," I said.
"Oops!" Rafi disengaged them, and then we were rolling smoothly again.
We explored the gallery for another half-hour, and I was just starting to think we should head for home when we got to a hall of Victorian paintings (that's the era, not the state). There must have been hundreds of them crammed close together on the wall, but one of them in particular caught my attention.
"Oh my." Two women—one white, one dark and curly-haired—lying asleep on a stone floor, with nothing more than a wisp of straw for modesty. They were nestled together almost like spoons, each with a hand resting tenderly on the other. "That seems a bit risqué," I said.
"Oh no," answered Rafi, "it's terribly respectable."
"How so?"
She pointed at a cross scratched on the wall; at a couple of indistinct shapes in a dark corner that might or might not have been lions, which I must admit I hadn't noticed. Then at the engraved plate at the bottom of the frame. "The Victory of Faith. They're Christian martyrs, obviously, about to be fed to the lions."
"Oh! I suppose that makes it all right."
"Who could complain about a Victorian gentleman hanging a piece of religious art on his wall? Entirely respectable. Oldest trick in the book. Same reason all the gay boys loved painting Saint Sebastian."
"How do you know this stuff, Rafi?"
"Dad paid for me to take a couple of fine arts units in my degree. I'm not sure he knew quite what the content would be, but..." She shrugged. "He said it would broaden my mind. True enough." Her hand rested on the back of my chair, touching my shoulder, as she studied the painting. "This one is by St. George Hare. He did a lot of martyrs. All of them attractive young women."
"Some things never change... hey, Rafi?"
"Hmm?"
"Thanks for coming with me. I'm having a lot more fun than I would've on my own."
"Me also." She ruffled my hair and took hold of the chair's handles. "Ready to move on?"
"Yup."
That night after Rafi had gone to bed, I thought of The Victory of Faith and of the two of us lying naked together, hands resting on one another, and I wanted to knock on her door. But I didn't. Instead my hand ran down between my legs and I bit down on a climax so sharp it hurt, left me quivering like jelly.
* * * * *
The next night Rafi resumed our story. The adventures of Fadil and the sea captain went on, the next night and the next and the next, with no end in sight.
* * * * *
"So what do you want out of this?" Annie asked me.
"I want her. But I don't want to lose her as a friend."
"You don't want to risk the way things are between you now?" Annie looked at me over her glasses. "Penny, the only thing I can guarantee is that things won't stay the way they are. If you say nothing and do nothing about this... sooner or later, one of you two is going to move on, and your friendship will change."
"I guess that makes sense. But what she said about rebound relationships, I don't want to hurt her."
"Do you think that's what this is? A rebound?"
"No. I'm pretty sure. But I'm not sure sure."
"Are you going to be more sure in a week, or a month?"
"I guess not. But I don't want to take risks with her happiness."
"There's always risk. Doing nothing has consequences too."
* * * * *
We were sitting on the sofa, catching the TV news, with Bilqis between us. Rafi was patting her, and I was patting her, and trying not to accidentally-on-purpose brush Rafi's hand with mine. "Rafi?"
"Hmm?"
"Tonight, could you tell me what happened next with Adiba and Makaarim?"
She flicked off the TV. "Are you sure you're ready for it?"
"As sure as I'll ever be."
"Well, then." She stood up. "In that case, I need to finish a riddle..."
* * * * *
Not long before dawn, as Adiba completed her fajr salat, Mishderesba brought another basket of food and drink. It was more delicious than before, but Adiba cared not for that. She pulled the food out of the basket and searched for another note, but to no avail.
It was only when she opened a package of figs that she found something unexpected, two curves of glass bound together in a metal tube. When she put it to her eye, she saw one of the city's distant spires brought so close it seemed she ought to be able to reach out and touch it.
As the day dawned she stood watching the garden; as the sun's first rays touched the tops of the trees Makaarim emerged. She walked through the garden, tending the peacocks once again, and from one of them she pulled a long feather that had come loose.
Adiba put the glass to her eye, and now Makaarim seemed so close that she could have kissed her. Then Makaarim began to caper across the green grass, whirling, leaping, spinning, and Adiba's heart was seized with joy. As the Princess danced her garments fell away one by one. By the time she stopped under a peach tree to catch her breath she was quite naked, and Adiba was caught by her beauty as birds are hypnotised by snakes.
The Princess touched the feather-tip to her forehead, and to her lips. She kissed it, and then held it to her breast, twining her tail around the quill. Then she looked up at the tower, stretched out both her hands, and beckoned in a way that left Adiba in no doubt of her desire.
* * * * *
"And then, Penny, what did Adiba do?"
I told her.
* * * * *
No longer could Adiba bear to deceive Makaarim, although she knew it might be her end. Heedless of whether any other eyes might see, she shed her robe and stood there naked in the Princess' sight, trembling for thought that Makaarim might be outraged at her ruse.
But the Princess did not turn away. She stayed there, looking up at Adiba until the latter put the glass to her eye once more. Then Makaarim smiled, and pressed the feather to her lips once more, and held out the tip as if to touch Adiba's lips with it.
Having done so, she reached up to the tree and plucked a peach, never taking her eyes away from Adiba. She held it up to her chin, and the glass brought it so close that Adiba could see the fuzz on the peach, every tiny hair. Makaarim ran her finger over the peach-fuzz, following the cleft of the fruit, as her other hand traced the curves of her own breast.
Then she brought it to her lips and bit into it, lapping at it greedily as the juice ran down her chin and neck. Adiba could barely breathe as she watched Makaarim devour it, turning the fruit in her hand, consuming the flesh bite by bite until there was nothing left of it but the stone. Her tongue flickered along the crevices of the stone, seeking out the last of the juice; then she set the stone aside and licked her hands, tongue running down into the notch between her fingers for the juice there.
At length she went once again to the fountain and there washed herself thoroughly. Then she dressed, and once more she looked up to Adiba, and smiled, before bowing and returning to the palace.
Adiba shook herself as if waking from a dream, and then hastened to cover herself again, lest one of the city's jinn should wake and glance in her direction.
That night Mishderesba brought her once more to the court. "Young man," he said, "I wish you good fortune, for the sake of your clever riddles and enthralling tales."
"It will be as Allah wills it," she replied. Then she bowed before King Karrakanash and his sons, and last of all to Princess Makaarim who stood veiled among the women.
"Your eminences," Adiba said, "I have but one riddle tonight. It is the last part of the story of the coin." She held out the paper on which she had written another poem; it was a little smudged, for it had taken her all day to write, and the ink had not quite had time to dry before Mishderesba came for her.
"Well, then, let us have it!" said the King. She gave him the poem, and he read it out loud.
I thought to earn that copper coin And buy some happy hours I found it in a garden 'twixt the fruit trees and the flowers
The coin was guarded all around By those who did not own it But futile were their walls and towers Had they only known it
I saw it gleaming in the night And started on my scheming With eyes of sand I spied it out While all the watch were dreaming
Concealed in lamp-black and old rags I told the guards no lies I worked my wiles to win the coin Before their very eyes
I laid no finger on it Never stole what was not mine Yet my fingers' work hath won it And I mean to see it shine.
"Well," said Minbidim, "the old rags seem simple enough; the fellow has disguised himself as a beggar to pass beneath the guards' notice."
"Perhaps," said Lellinalak, frowning, "but what sort of coin is kept in a garden? And how would one steal it without laying a finger on it?"
Makaarim coughed politely. "Father, I have heard that a lodestone will draw metal to it, even from a distance. One might commit a theft with such a thing."
"Perhaps," said Lellinalak. "But what of the eyes of sand? That makes no sense at all."
"He does not say they were his own eyes," replied Amasp. "He might have waylaid one of the guards, then rubbed sand in the man's eyes until he agreed to speak." He glanced at Adiba. "As I am inclined to do, if this fellow will not tell us the answer."
"You shall have your answer at dawn," replied Adiba, "if you cannot guess it before then. And you have not guessed it yet."
"We should look at the other parts again," proposed Lellinalak, "for they may offer clues." And they set Mishderesba to searching for the previous days' riddles, but he could not find them, for Makaarim had anticipated her father's suggestion and had hidden them away. Between the three brothers and their father they managed to recall most of the verses, but they lost some time in doing so.
Makaarim reminded them that the King's library contained many books, and one of these might hold a clue, so Mishderesba was sent off to fetch them. Through skilful misdirection the Princess drew them into discussion about the coins of different lands, and about whether the Believers were permitted to stamp faces on their coins, or if that was haram, and more time was lost in this way.
The night had grown very late, and Amasp was growing ever angrier. He began to threaten all manner of vileness to Adiba if she did not reveal the answer, standing over her and gnashing his huge teeth like ships crashing on rocks. But she ignored him and began to pray the fajr salat.
Minbidim and Karrakanash were still in discussion, and Makaarim did her best to draw them off the scent. But Lellinalak stood on his own, deep in thought, and at last he stamped his foot so hard that he cracked the tiles on the floor.
"I have it!" he shouted, and glanced furiously at Adiba. "Two royal faces together, myself and Sharifah. The answer is—"
But at that very moment the first rays of the sun shone through an eastern window, falling on Makaarim. "The answer is me," she said, "and you are too late, Father. Our visitor has won the challenge."
"He has cheated!" protested Minbidim. "Lamp-black and rags—he has worn no such disguise! He wears fine robes!"
"Before your eyes I courted the Princess in verse," replied Adiba, "with paper made from old rags and ink made from lamp-black."
"Eyes of sand?" said the King.
Adiba showed them the brass-bound lenses that Makaarim had hidden in her basket. "As your Majesty no doubt knows, glass is made from molten sand."
"And the rest of your verses—"
"Grandfather," said the Princess, "for the sake of my modesty, perhaps it is best that we leave some things unexplained?"
The King hemmed and hawed, and paced the chamber, lashing his tails as he went. At length he spoke. "Well, young man, you have played us an impudent trick, and you have abused our hospitality mightily. But I have sworn upon the Seal of Sulayman and I am obliged to honour my promise. What boon do you ask of me?"
"Sire, I ask to wed your grand-daughter, if she will have me, and to take her back to her mother Queen Sharifah, who misses her sorely."
"Well," said the King again, "Adib, you have wasted your boon. Had you not asked this I would have compelled you to wed her anyway, for the sake of her honour. But you have asked this, and you shall have it. Let the arrangements be made!"
* * * * *
"Well," Rafi said, "that's a good place to leave it for tonight." I'd figured that was approaching; she'd started to slow down a little, the way she always did when she was getting sleepy.
But, having said it, she made no movement to go, and the silence between us thickened. I sat up to face her, heart clenching and unclenching. "Rafi?"
"Hmm?" She smiled at me in an adorably drowsy sort of way.
"I want to kiss you. So much."
She moved up towards me. "What are you waiting for?"
I dragged her down into my arms, brushing her face, lips against hers. I'd become so accustomed to her face in six years of friendship, and yet until a few months ago I'd never looked for such a contact; now I could think of nothing else. Her mouth opened, and I tasted her, an intimacy that made my heart flutter again, before she broke the kiss and pulled back a little way.
"Just kissing tonight, okay? I need to take this slow."
I pulled her back in and we kissed again. Somebody once said there is an ocean inside every one of us; two oceans met that night, and mingled at the edges. I was pleasantly squashed under her, arms around her.
Then there was a soft thump on her back, and Rafi giggled. "Bilqis, no." She rolled off me, dislodging the cat, and lay by my side.
(Bilqis wedged herself between us and began washing herself noisily.)
"So," I said.
"So."
"Can we do that again some time?"
"Tomorrow's good." She smiled at me, and soon after we fell asleep in one another's arms.
* * * * *
After a long series of adventures, Fadil and the sea captain (he did have a name; do you think I can remember it?) had come by providence to Salt-Sorrow. There (after being arrested for murder, and proving their innocence by extraordinary means) they met Queen Sharifah, and heard of the young man "Adib" who had recently passed that way, and Fadil at once realised who it must be.
"Adib is no man," he said, "but my own daughter Adiba, who I had thought lost in the shipwreck."
"I am sorry," said the Queen, "but I fear you have regained your daughter only to lose her again, for she went into the Desert of Jinn, and some days later the camels I gave her returned once again without her." Then Fadil and the captain wept, and spoke of Adiba's good qualities, and the Queen wept with them.
* * * * *
Rafi and I were, I suppose you'd call it, dating. Really it was very much like the things we'd been doing for years as friends and then housemates: movies, board games, what-have-you, but now the implications for us were different. When our friends were around we'd steal moments, a surreptitious touch as I passed her the dice or a look that lingered just a moment longer than it ought.
Every night felt charged, but Rafi still wanted to take things slow, so still we did no more than kiss. It was driving me a little crazy, but in a good sort of way. There was one thing nagging at me, though.
"Rafi?"
"Hmm?" We were sitting in front of the TV, my feet tangled up with hers.
"Is Makaarim Muslim? I notice you haven't mentioned it one way or the other."
"Hard to say. Canonically, the jinn have free will, and some of them are Muslim. But Lellinalak took her away when she was pretty young, and she wouldn't have been exposed to it after that."
"Is that going to cause problems for her and Adiba?"
"...for Rafi and Penny, you mean?"
"Yup."
Rafi leaned in and slipped her arm behind my waist. "I hope not. I'm not going to tell you it's nothing, it does complicate things. Same-sex, dating outside marriage, a Muslim with an atheist... a lot of people see all that as haram. You and I will have to deal with that." She shrugged. "But people do deal with that. I prefer to read the Book and say, okay, what was the context in which these rules were given, and what was the purpose behind them, and how do I live up to that purpose in the modern world. I'd rather be true to the purpose and break the rules than follow the rules blindly and ignore the purpose. And if I get it wrong sometimes, I hope Allah will forgive me.
"With belief... the way I see it, if I believe that all goodness comes from Allah, then I have to accept that anybody who strives for goodness has some kind of relationship with Allah. Even if they don't approach that in the same terms I do. Can you live with that?"
"I think so."
"Good." And she kissed me again. "We can talk about this more some other time, but for now I'd rather leave it there, okay? It's been a hard journey sometimes, and I don't want to dwell on it tonight."
* * * * *
The next day was a Saturday. I was out for the afternoon visiting family, and I didn't get back until nine p.m. When I did the place was dark; I thought Rafi must have gone out, but she answered when I called.
"In here, Penny." My room.
My light was off, but she'd set candles on my bedside table. She was lying on my bed in pyjamas, propped up on her elbows and reading a thick book—none other than the 1001 Nights—but as I entered, she closed it and looked up at me. "I thought, if you like, we might start the story early tonight."
"I'd love that!"
"You go get yourself ready for bed, then. I'll be here."
I showered and brushed my teeth, then returned in my bathrobe. She patted the bed next to her, and I lay down beside her on top of the covers. There was a pleasant smell in the air, cinnamon and roses.
"Rafi, are you wearing perfume?"
"Just a little. You like it?"
I nuzzled her neck, inhaled. "I do."
"I will begin."
* * * * *
A wedding in the City of Jinn is a marvellous thing, and the wedding of a Princess—that is beyond all description! Although Karrakanash might have preferred to make some other marriage for his grand-daughter, he chose to save face by behaving as if the match had been his idea from the start, and Adiba did not contradict him.



Karrakanash had new robes made for Adiba, in purple-blue silk that shimmered like a peacock's tail, and musicians played non-stop for three days before the wedding. Makaarim's handmaidens bathed and perfumed her, before clothing her in robes that shone like the moon.
Since Adiba had no family present, she requested that the Believers of the city attend her, and this they were glad to do. They would have given her rich gifts, but Adiba steadfastly refused: "I will take only one copper coin, and count myself rich beyond all measure."
They were wed according to the customs of the jinn, with singing and dancing, and it was fortunate that Adiba was quick on her feet or she might have been trampled flat by the most boisterous of her in-laws. Karrakanash spoke the words of the ritual, and the oldest of the Believers there offered up prayers to Allah and read from the Qu'ran.
Then at last Adiba and Makaarim retired to the marital chamber, as the festivities went on outside, and they embraced one another, and they spoke for hours, for it was the very first time that they had been able to converse outside riddles. Adiba explained how she had come to the City, and Makaarim wept for joy, for she had missed her mother greatly.
"So you did not come to pay suit to me?"
"Not until you put the thought into my head."
"Well, you must thank Mishderesba for that, the rascal, for he put it into mine!"
They laughed together, and then Adiba and Makaarim embraced.
* * * * *
Rafi turned, and we kissed. I stroked her back, and my fingers slipped up to caress the back of her neck, and she shuddered.
* * * * *
"I am yours now," said Makaarim, "and there is nothing of me that is withheld from you."
* * * * *
I kissed Rafi again, and she reached up and tugged her hair-pin loose. As her hair came free I moved, settling my weight on her back so she was caught under me, my hands in her hair and my lips on the back of her neck. She shuddered again, and reached back to stroke my face and hair, my hips.
* * * * *
They undressed one another, delighting anew in what they had already seen from afar, and as they held one another Makaarim's tail twined tightly around Adiba's ankle.
* * * * *
I nuzzled at Rafi's neck, lifted her hair to expose the sensitive skin behind her ears to my touch, and she gasped, almost melting into the bed. Then she paused, listening, and made to rise.
"Just one moment." She walked over to my wardrobe, and stooped. There was a plaintive mew. "Not tonight, beautiful. You'll have to make your own plans." She carried Bilqis over to my bedroom door and put her outside, closing the door behind her. Before Rafi could turn back to me I was behind her, trapping her against the wall, hands on her hips.
"I want you," I hissed.
"Yes..."
She twisted in my arms to face me, and I slipped my hands under her pyjama top, raking her sides with my fingers. Then we tumbled back onto the bed, and I stripped her button by button as she caressed my cheek with her palm. First her top, and then her pyjama pants along with her panties.
It wasn't the first time I'd seen her undressed; we'd been swimming together a few years ago, and had shared a change room. But now, for the first time, it was for my sake.
"You too," she whispered, slipping her fingers inside my bathrobe, and I shrugged out of it. She circled my belly with her fingertips, lingering at my navel, then slid her hands up to palm my breasts.
We stayed there for a while, Rafi on her back, me straddling her hips. I stroked her throat, circled her breasts, brushing against her nipples, and she reciprocated. Her touch felt so good; I'm a tactile creature, and it had been entirely too long. Eventually I stooped to kiss her lips, and nibble along her jawline, and so on downward by steps until I'd caught her nipple in my mouth, tongue flickering, teasing her skin with hot and cold breath.
"Mmm..." She settled back, sighing happily in her throat. I drew her nipple in and suckled, exploring the bumps of its tip with my tongue, as I ran my fingernails down her thigh.
Rafi ran her fingers through my hair, tugging softly, pressing me against her, tugging again. "Oh," she murmured, "my pretty pretty Penny, my pretty copper penny, yes." I had her other breast in my hand now, not squeezing, just holding her; I could feel her heartbeat, slow but firm.
Then she giggled. "Chickens," she said. "I should have bought a chicken."
I lifted my head from her breast. "A what now?"
"In the 1001 Nights. Princess Budur, disguised as a man, marries Princess Hayyat. On their wedding night... well, just what they do with one another depends on which version you read. But everybody's expecting the bloodied-sheets maidenhead business. So they smuggle in a rooster and cut its throat to get the blood."
"We could send Bilqis out for a pigeon."
"I think we'll manage without. But I'm sorry, I'm being selfish here, you've been doing all the work."
"It's not work." I kissed her nipple. "I'm happy to be in charge."
* * * * *
"Roll over," Makaarim said, and Adiba lay on her belly, and her lover ran her fingers over her back as light as a breath of wind, tracing flowing patterns.
"What are you writing?" asked Adiba.
"A poem," said Makaarim, "a love poem."
"What do the words say?"
"There are no words." She kissed Adiba, in the middle of her back, and again at the base of her spine. "It's a shame you have no tail," she said, "but you are very beautiful all the same." And with her own tail she tickled the back of Adiba's knees.
* * * * *
"Stop it ha ha stop!" Rafi kicked and wriggled. I was merciful, and put away my improvised tail (the cord from my bathrobe, if you were wondering).
"Very, very beautiful," I whispered. I drew a fingernail up along the line of her spine to her neck, felt her soften as it circled, and then I leaned forward and began to massage her back, putting my weight into it.
"Oh, so nice."
I worked on her for perhaps fifteen minutes, starting at the shoulders, drifting slowly down. When I came to her arse I did not stop but continued, stroking, kneading. Gradually my fingers moved inwards, and my touch lightened until my fingertips were trailing down her cleft. She was wriggling again, but this time she wasn't telling me to stop. Lower, lower, until I encountered curly hairs.
"May I?" I asked softly.
Rafi shifted, and her legs parted just a little, and my fingers slipped down to touch her warmth, working a little way into her, then sliding further down until I touched her nub. She flinched, then settled back against my hand. Fondling, caressing, rubbing, feeling her heat at my fingertips, and with a slight pressure my fingers slid into her.
"Oh..."
Into her, and twisting, and back to her clit, bringing her wetness. This time she didn't shy away when I touched her, nor when my fingertips started to stroke and circle, coaxing her, teasing with too-light touch and then stroking again.
"Oh, yes, please..."
* * * * *
Using only her fingertips Makaarim worked Adiba to a state of excitement, until she began to beg for release, and for a little while after, until she was satisfied that Adiba had begged enough.
"Roll over," commanded the Princess once more, and Adiba complied. Then Makaarim lay between Adiba's knees, and worked wonders with her lips and tongue and fingers all together, until Adiba could not withstand the torment. She cried out "Ya Allah!" and shook as if with violent fever; then at last she lay still, holding her lover to her, sobbing with joy.
* * * * *
I stroked Rafi's hair as she came down, and when her breathing had slowed she turned to me. "Thank you. That was lovely, Penny."
"You're very welcome, gorgeous."
"So, tell me... what did Adiba do for Makaarim, once she had caught her breath?"
"She wrote another poem."
"Oh?"
"With the tip of her tongue." And I reached into my bedside drawer for another dental dam.
* * * * *
After the wedding Adiba and Makaarim returned to Salt-Sorrow, and their happiness was unexpectedly multiplied, when Adiba walked into the palace to see none other than her beloved father alive and well. And more than that; Fadil al-Katib and Sharifah, each mourning the loss of a daughter, had found consolation in one another, and a few months later they also were wed.
As for what happened next—well, these stories go on forever, but sometimes one must know when to stop telling them. Perhaps Adiba lived as "Adib" for the rest of her days, her secret known only to Makaarim, Fadil, and Sharifah; perhaps she reverted to Adiba, and lived openly with her lover, and let others say what they might. Perhaps Prince Kedar showed up, bent on revenge, and perhaps the jinn chose once more to meddle in the affairs of Salt-Sorrow. Perhaps Fadil and Sharifah conceived a child (in secret? Did Adiba and Makaarim raise it as their own?)
But so much of life is struggle, and Adiba and Makaarim have earned a little respite, so for tonight I shall leave them there. I will leave the last word to Adiba, from their wedding night...
* * * * *
Watch the coin spin, shining brightly
Heads and tails blending together
Think of love, and stories nightly
Wonderful as peacock's feathers
Darling, do my tales delight you?
Dream of cities far away.
Let my tongue's talent excite you
Then we'll sleep until the day.
The message of my heart is sent—
And now, my love, we're spent.

THE END
Author's note: I love hearing from readers. If you enjoyed this story (or even if you didn't), feel free to leave a comment here or send me feedback.
I don't post very often, so if you want to be notified when I post a new story, please drop me a line via the "contact" tab in my author profile. Don't forget to include a working email address!
Thanks as always to my partner for proofreading, feedback, and support, and to Zoe Miller, Naoko Smith, and Ziedrich for beta-reading.
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Chapter One: An Accidental Arrangement
This is a F-F story, with BDSM elements, although it takes a while to get there. Chapter 1 is introduction only; there's no sex until Chapter 2.
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* * * * *
"I'm thinking of becoming a kept woman," said Anjali, as calmly as if she'd been commenting on the quality of the café's coffee.
I froze, hiding my reaction behind a forkful of cake. "A... a what?"
I didn't know whether to take her literally. Anjali was a peculiar mix of deep knowledge and childlike naiveté, and it would be just like her to misuse an expression she'd read in a book somewhere.
"A kept woman. You know? A mistress. But I wanted your advice."
Literally, then.
I caught the eye of the waiter and beckoned him over; I could see this was going to be a two-coffee conversation. Before I take that any further, though, let me explain the nature of our acquaintance.
* * * * *
We'd met seven years earlier, back when I lived in Sydney. I was halfway through a doctorate in operations research. I had a friend by the name of Kavita, an Indian-Australian student in the engineering department, and both of us had been doing mathematics tutoring to help pay the bills.
Kavita had been engaged for as long as I'd known her, with no definite date set, and then suddenly the plans all came together and the wedding took over her life with little warning. She asked if I could take on some of her students, and that's how I came to be tutoring Anjali Kapadia.
"She's a smart girl," Kavita told me, "she's going to be a doctor." There was no if in that sentence. "She won't be any trouble, but you must be on your best behaviour. Her parents are very very strict."
Anjali was sixteen when I met her, a slightly-built girl who wore great big glasses that made her look like an owl. She was in her second-last year of high school, attending a private ladies' college that her parents had most likely chosen for the height of its perimeter wall and the cast-iron spikes at the top.
She wanted to do Extension Mathematics Two, which is the hardest maths stream in the NSW system. It's the course for hardcore STEM nerds like myself, but it's also popular with kids who want the high marks to get into medicine or law.
E2 is hard work even for a bright kid with a good teacher, and unfortunately Anjali didn't have a good teacher. The college's Head of Mathematics had just retired, and the replacement teacher was out of his depth with the harder content. That's where I came in.
Tutoring Anjali was the easy part. She was bright, and not just willing but eager to work. That worked well for me. I'm a good explainer but a bad motivator, and E2 is tough enough to feel like serious punishment to anybody who's just doing it for the marks. I'd been tutoring a lot of wannabe med/law students who didn't really want to be there, so it was a relief to have a pupil who wasn't going to ask "why do we even need this?"
She loved to spend her lunchtimes alone in the school library, reading anything she could lay her hands on. As a result, she could reel off facts about anything from the history of watchmaking to the moons of Jupiter, and she'd do so at the slightest opportunity.
For all that, though, she could be deeply clueless on some matters. She had an impressive vocabulary but found literature classes immensely frustrating because she always missed subtext; she could recite the "Friends, Romans, countrymen" speech from memory, but never noticed how Antony uses that speech to manipulate the crowd.
Once we had a very confusing conversation where Anjali insisted that Australians used to eat mammoth meat. It turned out she'd been reading an old novel where somebody had a "mammoth sandwich", and hadn't understood that the author just meant a big sandwich.
I soon learned never to laugh at such mistakes. She was very sensitive to embarrassment, to any situation that made her look foolish, and it was easy to bring her close to tears with a careless remark. I had been much the same at sixteen; I struggled to make friends of my own age, so I worked overtime trying to impress adults with my intellect, and failure was unbearable.
A little later in my own life, I would be diagnosed with Asperger syndrome, what's sometimes misleadingly called "mild" autism. (I'm not fond of that expression; "mild" just means that I'm good enough at faking normal that I don't inconvenience people around me too badly. It says nothing at all about what it's like for me.)
Looking back, it's blindingly obvious that Anjali was a kindred spirit - although more obviously so than myself - and perhaps that's why we got on so well. But at the time, I just assumed her naiveté was the consequence of her sheltered upbringing.
About her parents. I don't mean to be too harsh on them. They most certainly were strict, excessively so, but they weren't mean. They doted on their girl, they were proud of her achievements, and they wanted the best for her in everything.
Unfortunately, their idea of "the best" involved wrapping her up in cotton wool. Her mother drove her to school and collected her again every day. The only computer she could use was in the living room, so that her parents could keep a watchful eye on her, and it was locked down with parental-control software that made it almost useless for anything beyond word-processing. The TV was switched on only for parentally-approved content. And so on.
One afternoon when my bike was in the shop for repairs my then-boyfriend Edgar gave me a lift to tutoring in his car, and knocked on the door afterwards to pick me up. They said nothing at the time, but on my next visit Mrs Kapadia asked for a word with me before the lesson.
She offered me a cup of tea and then explained, very apologetically, that Mr Kapadia considered it inappropriate for Anjali to see me with a boy I wasn't married to. In future, should I be unable to ride, I was to call them and she would come pick me up herself. Mrs Kapadia was as polite as could be, but I was left in no doubt that this was not to be repeated. For her part, Anjali seemed quite startled that I might be dating such a scruffy-looking lad. (In my defence, Edgar wasn't a scruffy-looking lad when we started dating, but more on that later.)
Perhaps the hardest restriction of all, she wasn't allowed a mobile phone until her seventeenth birthday, long after all her classmates had one. Her brother Mahesh, two years younger, got his the same day she did. There's no justice.
Privately, I thought the Kapadias were making a big mistake. You can't keep your child in a bubble forever, especially if she's going to med school. Sooner or later Anjali was going to meet the Big Wide World, and then she'd need to learn the life lessons she'd been missing. But there wasn't much I could do about it - or so I thought at the time - so I just took my seventy dollars an hour and did my job.
Like I said, I'm a good explainer and she was a good pupil. Sometimes it took a while for her to understand a concept, but once I got it across I never had to explain the same thing twice. I wasn't surprised when her father told me she'd topped the school's Year Eleven maths exams, and after they returned from the annual trip to visit family in Mumbai I agreed to continue for her final year.
In Year Twelve the content got tougher, but she was equal to the task. Solids of revolution, integration by parts, polynomial factorisations, conic sections, she learned it all and then practised until she could do it in her sleep.
The one topic where we ran into difficulty was complex numbers. It wasn't that the subject was too complicated for her; the rules were simple compared to the other E2 content, and she could have memorised them easily enough.
No, it was an ethical dilemma. She was being asked to work with the square root of minus one, a thing that simply didn't exist, and that bothered her deeply. "If it's not true," she asked, "why are we learning it? In mathematics? Why should I try to believe in something that isn't true?"
That was a tough one to resolve. In the end I had to go home and spend a couple of hours with my undergrad textbooks before I could figure out an explanation that would satisfy her. (In brief: all numbers are abstractions that only exist inside our heads, but they give us a useful way of thinking about things that do exist in the real world.)
Of course, Anjali Kapadia was only a small part of my schedule. I had plenty of other things going on in my life. I had my other tutees; I had Edgar, and my own family; I had a doctoral project that was gradually mutating away from its original outline and threatening to eat my entire life if I couldn't wrestle it into submission. But I liked her, and I felt a little pang when it came time for the last of our weekly tute sessions.
Our final session was a couple of days before the big exam. We ran over all the major topics, and I reminded her to make the most of the reading time. "I don't think you'll have any trouble, but if you do get stuck on anything, go on to the other questions and come back to it later."
She gave me a little card signed by the whole family, and Mr Kapadia insisted on giving me a bonus. Then I wished her luck and rode home, wondering how her life would turn out, and thinking that I'd probably never see her again.
* * * * *
My phone woke me at one in the morning. I fumbled for my glasses, and saw it was Anjali, and wondered why on earth she'd be calling me. It was late November, and her exams should all be over.
For a moment I assumed that she'd hit my number by accident, and I almost ditched the call. But then I noticed that I had two unread messages that had arrived while I slept, and I realised that it wasn't like her to be calling anybody at one in the morning. Something was up. So I answered it, padding out into the hallway to avoid waking Edgar.
She was talking very quietly; I could hear loud music in the background, and people who sounded drunk.
"Sarah. Sorry, sorry, I didn't know who else to call."
"What's up?" I mumbled groggily.
"I'm at a party with Ellie." I remembered the name: one of her classmates. "My parents don't know I'm here. Some guys wanted me to drink something and I said no, but Ellie's passed out and I can't wake her..."
"Shit." Suddenly she had my attention. "Where are you? In the house, I mean."
"We're in the living room."
"Okay, good. Stay there with her." It sounded like there were lots of people around. I just hoped they weren't all scumbags. "Don't let anybody take you anywhere. Or her. No matter how nice they seem. If you have to hit them with a bottle or tell them to fuck off, you do that. Okay, where's the party?"
She gave me a North Shore address.
"Right, got it. I'll call the police."
"No, please. My parents will kill me."
In hindsight the sensible thing would have been to call the police anyway. But it would've felt too much like a betrayal, and in the heat of the moment I didn't even think to bring Edgar along. "Okay, kid, hold on. I'll be there as soon as I can. Remember, glass bottle." I grabbed my things and headed for the car.
Twenty-five minutes later I was standing on somebody's doorstep, rapping the knocker loud enough to be heard over the bass thumping inside.
A hairy man-boy opened the door, then took a step back when he saw me. It could have been my bed-hair and my outfit - dressing gown, unicorn pyjamas, scuffed black Docs - but it could also have been my angry expression and the claw hammer in my right hand.
I stepped towards him, smiling extra-wide like I'd practised in the car mirror, and he started to look like a frightened rabbit.
"Hi!" I said in my perkiest voice. "I'm here for Anjali and Ellie. Where are they?"
Frightened Rabbit pointed me to the living room. There were half a dozen lads, drunk and rowdily singing along with some auto-tuned wonder on the stereo. Behind them was Anjali, sitting on a sofa next to an unconscious girl who I took to be Ellie. I was pleased to see she had a beer bottle clenched in her hand.
In a better world, I'd have found out who the drink-spiking arseholes were and put that hammer to use. But I'm not an action hero. My job was just to get Anjali and her friend out of there.
"Come on, kids, time to go home."
I glared at the boys until they got out of our way. Between the two of us Anjali and I got Ellie out to the car. I drove far enough to put us out of sight of the house, and then I stopped to call triple-0 and let the cops know there was a party that needed a visit.
By the time I hung up, Anjali was pretty agitated. "We're supposed to be staying at her place. Her parents are out. Can you take us back there?"
I shook my head. "I'm taking Ellie to hospital. We don't know what they gave her and some of those drugs can seriously fuck your liver. Now, did you learn first aid at school?"
"Yes."
"Good, you're in charge of making sure she's breathing okay, while I figure out where the nearest hospital is..."
The emergency ward was busy, but unconscious people are high on the triage list. So they took Ellie off for an appointment with a stomach pump, and after we'd done some paperwork they left us to wait with the less urgent cases and the other hangers-on.
Anjali let out a long sigh. "Are my parents going to find out?"
"Maybe. The police may want to take a statement from you. You're a minor, I think they may have to notify your parents." Then I thought of something else: "The hospital is definitely going to have to call Ellie's parents, and I'm guessing they'd tell yours?"
Her face crumpled. Poor kid. I handed her a tissue and patted her shoulder, let her cry for a bit. "Tell you what. Let me call them, okay? Let me handle this one." She sniffled assent.
In the normal run of things, I'm terrible at fast-talk. But if I have the element of surprise on my side, and a little time to plan things out, I can just about manage to ambush a sleeping target. Or even two.
"Mrs Kapadia, it's Sarah Weber, I'm sorry to wake you, but I'm at the hospital with Anjali-"
"What did you say, Sarah? She is in HOSPITAL?"
"Yes, don't panic, she's not injured but the police may need to take evidence from her-"
I heard Mr Kapadia in the background saying something in Hindi, and she replied. Somewhere in there I heard my name. Then he said "give it to me," and took the phone.
"Hello Sarah? What is the situation please?"
"I'm at the hospital with Anjali..."
Like I said: strict, but not mean. I knew they loved their girl, and I hoped that a scare might remind them of that. Call me cruel, but it was in a good cause.
I told him nothing that wasn't true. I said that Anjali was unharmed but really upset, and that she and Ellie had gone to a party, and somebody had spiked Ellie's drink. I said that thankfully, Anjali had been smart enough not to drink, and brave enough to stay there and protect her friend. And that she'd called me, because she was scared of what they'd say.
All through that he said almost nothing, other than to relay information to his wife. I think I'd succeeded in throwing them off balance.
"She's here, do you want to talk to her?"
Of course they did. Anjali took the phone about as eagerly as if I'd offered her a grenade, and then began talking in Hindi. It was hard to tell, but from the tone of voice I didn't think they were tearing strips off her.
Eventually she said, "Shukriya. Bye, Mama," and handed the phone back to me. Her father came back on. "We will come and pick her up."
After he'd said good-bye, I put the phone away and turned back to Anjali. "How were they?"
"Ah. Better than they could have been. Th-thank you."
It was a warm night, but she was shaking. I shrugged off my dressing gown and made her put it on, although it was too long for her. "Come on, kiddo, let's get you something from the vending machines."
As we waited for the machine to sputter out a cup of hot chocolate, I put my arm around her shoulder. "Okay, listen up. Two things. One, I know this seems like the end of the world right now, but it'll blow over. You made a mistake, you dealt with it. I don't think your parents are going to stay mad for too long. If they are, well." I shrugged. "You'll be eighteen pretty soon, and then you're an adult and you get to decide how much say they have in your life."
As any grown-up knows, this is not exactly the complete truth - and, Anjali tells me, it's even less true for a good Hindu girl - but I figured it was true enough for the moment.
"Second thing. I'm not your tutor any more, so if you ever need an adult who's not beholden to your parents, you have my number. If something like this happens, or if you just want a sanity check on anything, you can call me. Okay?"
"Okay."
I gave her a hug. "But next time you call in the middle of the night, you owe me a coffee. Got it?"
"Got it." She managed a weak smile.
Her parents showed up not long after that, and she ran straight into her mother's arms. Mr Kapadia gave me a gruff but sincere thank-you. Then I said goodbye, retrieved my dressing gown, and drove home to where my bed awaited.
* * * * *
I messaged Anjali the next day to check how she was doing, but she didn't reply. Much later, she told me she'd been grounded for a few weeks without phone privileges. By her parents' standards, that was pretty mild, and all was forgiven when she made it into a prestigious medical program.
After that Anjali faded into the background of my life. It wasn't that that she was ungrateful for my help, far from it; there just wasn't room for friendship to develop just then. We were moving in different circles, and both of us were tremendously busy with our studies. I was trying to get my PhD under control and find employment opportunities, and Anjali was starting on a six-year medical degree. As if that wasn't enough of a course load for any sane person, she'd managed to enrol in a couple of astronomy subjects "just for interest".
So we kept in touch, but only barely. I'd copy her in on my annual happy-new-year message along with everybody else in my phone book, and she'd return the greeting, and that was about the extent of it. It would be another two years after that late-night rescue mission before we met again.
* * * * *
Once again it began with a call out of the blue. This time it wasn't in the middle of the night, but the timing was nearly as bad. I was about to head overseas for a year-long postdoc in Leipzig, and I had a mountain of packing and tidying to get through before I flew out in the morning. I didn't even have Edgar to help; he'd been called away to visit a relative at short notice.
I told Anjali I couldn't chat just then, and she said it was no problem, but she sounded disappointed. So I added: "You can come over and talk while I pack, if you like? I'd love to catch up." And she did.
She'd changed, and she hadn't. Although she'd filled out a little and gained an inch or two in height, she still wore the big owl-glasses, and the shalwar kameez that I remembered from our tutoring sessions. She still lived with her parents.
I thought she'd matured considerably. She seemed much more comfortable in her own skin now, no longer in such a rush to impress me. Nor was she so easily shocked; between my gothic tastes and Edgar's fondness for power metal, the flat was decorated in a style that would have horrified seventeen-year-old Anjali, but the nineteen-year-old edition didn't bat an eyelid.



And her conversation had become much more normal. I wasn't sure whether to be glad of that, or sad...
One of the classic autistic traits is "special interests". (Or "intense hobbies", or just "obsessions", depending on how you want to frame it.) The kid who knows the entire history of Sweet Valley High, the entomologist who spends a lifetime cataloguing beetles of the world, the violinist who's devoted their life to Bach: none of those people are necessarily autistic, but there's a good chance of it. 
Fortunately for me, one of my passions is highly marketable. Introduce me to a major airline - or a busy cargo port, or a road freight hauling company - and I can usually find a way to improve their throughput by half a percentage point, just by tinkering with their schedule. That might not sound very impressive, but think of it this way: if you're running a fleet of two hundred aircraft, and I can make them zero-point-five percent more efficient, I've just given you an extra plane's worth for free - well, not quite for free, but much cheaper than buying a new 767. So I'm in demand.
But for a lot of autistic people it doesn't work out so well. An encyclopaedic knowledge of My Little Pony or mediaeval wagon construction isn't likely to pay the bills, and if you speak too enthusiastically about your interests people are likely to start backing away from you. 
The "mild" ones among us learn to suppress those enthusiasms, along with the other traits that would make us stand out too much. We can do it, but it takes a toll; there's a reason so many "mild" autistic folk burn out in later life. For those reasons, I was both glad and sorry to see that Anjali had learned that particular skill. 
Happily, it didn't take too long for me to remind her that she could speak freely around me, and within half an hour she was telling me all about her studies. She was doing well in medicine, passing all her exams, but most of all she wanted to talk about the astronomy and astrophysics she'd been taking. She'd moved past Jupiter now and was out among the stars, rhapsodising about the carbon-nitrogen-oxygen cycle and the Hertzsprung-Russell diagram. I didn't absorb much of it, but clearly she was enthralled. 
After about fifteen minutes of telling me about the cosmos, she seemed to remember that she'd come here for a purpose. "Sarah, you know how you said I could ask you about anything?"
It took me a moment to remember that promise. It had been two years, after all. "Oh, yes? Sure."
"Well, I've been seeing this boy..."
It was pretty much what you'd expect. He was a nice boy, she liked him but wasn't sure how serious this was going to be. She was considering sleeping with him and wanted my advice. ("On what aspect?" "Everything?")
I told her the sort of things I felt she ought to know about consent, respect, safe sex. I didn't try to persuade her one way or the other, and to this day I don't know or care whether she actually did sleep with him. I just wanted to make sure she was in a good position to make an informed choice for herself. 
After that discussion we shared a pot of Edgar's awful tea-bag tea, and then she wished me bon voyage and walked out of my life again.
* * * * *
My year in Germany was fantastic for my career, but it also spelled the end of the line for me and Edgar. We'd been growing apart for some time before I left, and the distance and time difference made it harder to keep papering over the cracks. Four months into my stay, we agreed to call it quits.
At first I drowned my sorrows in late-night work, but eventually I realised it'd be a waste to spend the year locked up in my office. I did some sight-seeing, I looked up the places where my father's grandparents had lived, and most of all I explored the German gothic scene. Luisa, one of the other foreign postdocs, shared my musical tastes, and so we went clubbing together. 
It took me several months to figure out that Luisa was making passes at me, and by the time I realised it she only had a month left on her contract. Talk about wasted opportunity! Still, we did our best to make up for lost time in that last month. It was quite sweet and very therapeutic, and knowing there was a natural end date on things ensured that both of us went into it with matching expectations.
With all of that happening, Anjali had once again dropped off my radar. If I'd been paying attention I might have picked up a few hints of trouble in that direction. As it was, I didn't notice a thing until she sent me a plaintive but uninformative email - "everything is a disaster" - and it took a long IM conversation to get the rest out of her. 
Most medical students struggle to remember all the facts they're supposed to learn. Anjali's problem was the opposite: she remembered too much, and struggled to filter it down to what was actually needed. Usually the obvious answers are correct - there's an old medical saying, "when you hear hoofbeats think horses, not zebras" - but Anjali had difficulty gauging what was obvious.
One of several incidents she mentioned: she'd been asked to look over a patient who'd come in complaining of an upset stomach. She noticed a smell of garlic, immediately remembered that this can be caused by certain types of poisoning, and recommended testing for arsenic, thallium, and organophosphates. She had never thought to ask the patient if he'd been eating garlic recently.
Knowing Anjali as I did, I understood why she had difficulty with that kind of challenge. Things that are obvious to other folk sometimes take longer for our kind to learn. But her teacher had handled it in the worst possible way; he'd implied to her that her only competence was rote-learning, and then he'd talked about the incident in front of the entire class. He hadn't named her, but I'm pretty sure her classmates would've figured it out, if only by the look on her face. Two weeks later, she still couldn't let it go.
AK: what if he's right? 
AK: what if the only thing I'm good at is memory???
PrincessOfParallelograms: NO. He's wrong and he's an arsehole. Don't you dare start thinking like that.

I reminded her of the girl I'd tutored, who refused to memorise the laws of complex numbers until she understood how they were justified in the scheme of things. Then I paused, aware that what I was about to say might give offence, and I typed and retyped the next sentence half a dozen times before hitting send.
PrincessOfParallelograms: Anjali, are you familiar with the diagnostic criteria for Asperger's?
AK: why would u say that? Do I seem autistic to u??
AK: are u saying I'm mentally ill?
PrincessOfParallelograms: Just saying that I'm autistic and some of this sounds pretty familiar.
AK: well, I'm not.
PrincessOfParallelograms: Do me a favour? Please read the criteria and just think about it?

I waited a while, but there was no answer, so I logged off. Luisa and I had plans for the evening, and I didn't want to spoil my mood with an argument.
Three days later, I finally got a reply from Anjali:
AK: Hey Sarah, I apologise, you might have a point. Can we talk?

As I'd suspected, there was a gulf between what she'd been learning in med school and what she'd internalised in the previous seventeen years. Her parents would have rejected any suggestion of autism outright - "nothing wrong with our child!" - and some of that attitude had rubbed off on her. But once she sat down and thought about it, she found herself checking off a lot of the boxes. 
Every autistic person is different; it's a bad idea to make assumptions about what we can and can't do. But some issues come up a lot, and they're easier to spot if you know what you're looking for.
There's a stereotype that we hate interacting with other people. It's not true; I like almost everybody and I enjoy talking, but it wears me out. When I talk to you I'm doing all sorts of mental work just to maintain the semblance of a normal conversation: am I making enough eye contact? Am I talking too much, or too little? If I fold my arms, are you going to read something into that?
So I have to budget that stuff. Given time to prepare, I can give an excellent seminar - I've won prizes for the clarity of my student presentations. But I need to allow for self-care; in the breaks when everybody else is networking, I'll sneak off for some solitary time the way other people duck out for a cigarette, and in the evening it takes me hours to unwind enough that I can go to sleep. 
When I mentioned that to Anjali, she considered it for a while and acknowledged that she had similar issues. She was worried about what that might mean for her career, and I thought she was right to worry. Dealing with difficult people is a big part of a doctor's job, and patients are the least of that.
AK: so do you think I can still be a doctor?
PrincessOfParallelograms: You're a smart girl. I think you could pass the course and get your M.D. if you set your mind to it. Maybe if you get a formal diagnosis they can make some accommodations...
PrincessOfParallelograms: My worry is what it might cost you. I don't want you to burn yourself out and make yourself miserable just to prove a point. 

I tried to brainstorm medical career paths that might be suited to her aptitudes. If we'd had that conversation a couple of years earlier, it might have gone somewhere. But by the time she reached out for help, she'd been bottling up her unhappiness for so long that it had congealed into a huge intractable lump that I couldn't dismantle. The idea of continuing her medical degree filled her with overwhelming dread and hopelessness, no matter what I suggested.
AK: so what should I do?
PrincessOfParallelograms: I can't make that choice for you.
AK: doesn't feel like I have any choice. 
PrincessOfParallelograms: What do you *want* to do? If you didn't have to worry about pleasing your parents and if money wasn't an issue?
AK: I can't think of anything. This stuff just keeps going round and round in my head.
PrincessOfParallelograms: Okay, then, what do you do for fun? 
She had difficulty answering that. Her state of mind was a long way from "fun". But eventually I was able to prompt her into remembering a few things. She liked movies, especially the Bollywood kind; she took a mostly-vicarious interest in fashion and dressmaking; she enjoyed reading, of course; and she liked to go outside at night and look at the stars. 
Hmm.
PrincessOfParallelograms: How did you go with those astro courses, by the way? 
AK: 98% in the last one :-) but that doesn't count towards anything, alas.
Hmmmm.
PrincessOfParallelograms: Okay, let me think about things for a while. I'm busy tomorrow, but we can talk Wednesday?
AK: okay, Wednesday. Thank u for listening <3
After signing off, I went on the web and did a bit of digging. It wasn't hard to find the names of her astronomy lecturers. I jotted down a plan of attack, went over it until I was comfortable with it, and then dialled Australia.
"Hello, Professor Thomas? Doctor Sarah Weber speaking. Sorry to trouble you, but I'm looking for career advice for a friend - I don't suppose you remember Anjali Kapadia?"
He remembered Anjali very well. She'd asked a lot of questions, and he'd appreciated her enthusiasm. Yes, he would be happy to talk to her about career options in astrophysics. Obviously he couldn't make any promises, but perhaps something could be arranged.
It wasn't the only option that I investigated, but it seemed the most viable, and it was the one that caught Anjali's interest. She met with Professor Thomas, and when I talked to her afterwards she was starting to believe that there might be possibilities outside medicine. She could switch into the science stream with credit for most of her medical subjects; if she spent a year catching up on physics and astrophysics, then she could do an Honours year and go from there to a PhD. 
It would be academically demanding - she'd have to take extra subjects to catch up what she'd missed - but I didn't doubt that she could do it. I had a feeling she might even enjoy that kind of punishment. 
The hard part would be selling it to her parents.
As Anjali explained it to me, parental authority is very strong in Hindu families. Mother and father know best, and even as adults, the kids do what they're told. If they laid down the law and she refused to obey, that would be a very serious infraction; not quite unforgivable, but more than Anjali wanted to deal with.
(By now, you may have gathered that she was a sensitive lass, and averse to conflict. But she was also a kindly soul; she genuinely loved her parents, and would've hated to cause them distress.)
Her father would be the toughest obstacle. We talked about a dozen different ways to persuade him, and all of them ran up against the same brick wall. He was a businessman, and abandoning a guaranteed meal ticket for a precarious career in stargazing was bad business. There was no winning that argument. Ergo, we needed to find some other advantage. 
Mrs Kapadia might be a little more sympathetic, but not enough to contradict her husband on something like this. Besides, between the two of them they had told practically the entire Indian diaspora in Sydney that Anjali Kapadia was going to be a doctor. Backing down from that would be awkward, and it was exacerbated by some sort of rivalry with the Daswani family down the street, whose son was in Anjali's year.
Anjali and I went back and forth trying to figure out some argument that might persuade her parents. When she signed off an hour later, to go to class, we were no closer to a solution.
Meanwhile, I ran myself a bath and tried to think if I'd missed anything. I have a wide repertoire of logical problem-solving skills that I've picked up in the course of my work. They're better suited to mathematical problems, but if you squint hard enough, sometimes you can make a people problem look like a mathematical problem. 
As the heat soaked through my bones, I thought to myself: does family influence define a partially-ordered set? If it does, we're really stuck. So we need to show that it's not a poset, which means finding a cycle...
Which translates back to "is there anybody who Anjali can persuade, who has influence over her parents?" I expect to some people that seems like a very roundabout way of arriving at the obvious. But it's how my mind works.
The next day - in my time, not hers - we continued our plotting.
PrincessOfParallelograms: hey, I remember you had a white telescope. Who did that come from?

AK: That's from Dadi.
AK: That is, my father's mother. I still have it.
From what I recalled, it was a decent telescope. Nothing extravagant, but not a plastic toy; not a trivial purchase. A favourite-granddaughter gift?
PrincessOfParallelograms: Is she interested in astronomy then?
AK: More astrology, but close enough. I avoid getting into that particular argument with her. 
AK: ...wait, I think I see where you're going with this. That just might work.

I learnt that Mr Kapadia's widowed mother was seventy-three, a little frail now, but sharp as ever. She was fond of Anjali, and yes, she had considerable sway over Anjali's father. She lived in Mumbai, and the Kapadias were due to visit her in two months, after Anjali and Mahesh had finished their exams. 
From there the plan fell into place. Anjali would wait for their visit, and then ask for her dadiji's support. We worked out some scripts she could follow for talking to her grandmother and her parents, covering all the contingencies we could think of. We also made arrangements to obtain a letter from Professor Thomas testifying to her talent for astrophysics and encouraging her to consider it as a career. I figured it couldn't hurt if we gave them an opportunity to spin it as Anjali's being headhunted rather than dropping out. 
AK: And I'll have to make sure I beat the Daswani boy in finals. 

I was still concerned for her. It was a good plan, as far as I can judge these things, but there were still far too many things that could go wrong. If it didn't work, if her parents still said no, it would be shattering for her. 
Those two months must have felt like a very long time for Anjali. But for me, the time flew by as I said good-bye to Luisa and worked to wrap up my project. If I hadn't set myself a reminder, I would have quite forgotten to wish Anjali luck before her exams. The day after she finished them, she flew out with her family. 
She messaged four days later.
AK: Hi Sarah. I had the talk with my parents.
PrincessOfParallelograms: How did it go? How are you?
AK: Well...
* * * * *
As she told it to me, when her father learned that she wanted to switch from medicine to astrophysics, his first reaction was "Hey...Bhagwan". 
PrincessOfParallelograms: Is that good?
AK: It's Hindi for "Oh God".
PrincessOfParallelograms: oh.
Her parents had argued with her for three hours. This is just a passing fad - you're throwing away all hope of financial security - what use is astrophysics to anybody? - look, your mother is crying now - what sort of example are you setting for your brother? - and so on, round and round. 
Thankfully, we'd anticipated most of these gambits and planned out scripts for Anjali to use in reply. If she didn't manage to win her parents over to the idea, at least she was able to hold her ground and prevent them from talking her out of it. At last, when she saw them beginning to tire, she sprung the trap.
"Maybe we should ask Dadi what to do about this?"
Mr Kapadia took the bait. He had no idea that his guileless little girl had already spoken with his mother, and so he was caught off-guard when the matriarch sided with Anjali. 
"It's not the most practical ambition," she said, "but sometimes people need to follow their talents. You say this professor invited you specially?" And Anjali produced the letter that Professor Thomas had so kindly written.
Worn down, Mr Kapadia conceded. "Very well. If your heart is set on it. But you cannot expect us to pay for this, do you understand?"
* * * * *
Some people are fixtures in one's life, as dependable and regular as the sun or the moon. I had come to think of Anjali as something more like a comet. Every once in a while she would drop in, shine brightly for a few days or weeks, and then fade once again for years at a stretch, as her orbit took her back to the dim periphery of my life.
But at the right moment, the slightest nudge can bump a comet's orbit into an entirely new course.
Anjali reappeared in my life two years after she'd made the decision to change her degree. By then I was living in Melbourne, working for a logistics consulting company. I loved the work, and they loved me back; I was getting paid good money to do a job I would've done for free.
The only major downside was that I didn't have a chance to spend it. I was working ten-hour days and then taking work home with me, and I didn't know many people in Melbourne so I had no reason to go out. Eventually my boss took me aside and warned me about workaholicism. "You're doing a great job, Sarah, and I don't want you burning out. You need to go out and have fun, find a hobby."
It was good advice, but hard for somebody like me to follow. I'm the kind of person who goes somewhere to meet new people and then spends the whole night trying not to be noticed, because strangers are scary and I don't know how to start conversations. 
That was when Anjali texted to say she was in town, in fact she had been for a couple of months, and would I like to get coffee some time?



We met up at a café. It was a frigid July day and all the inside tables were taken, so we sat outside in our jackets and huddled close to a big gas heater as we caught up on one another's lives.
"Sarah, I didn't thank you properly. When I got the letter to confirm my change of enrolment... it was a gigantic weight coming off my shoulders. I knew I'd made the right choice."
"I'm glad to hear it." I patted her hand. "So, astrophysics? What are you studying these days?"
She'd fallen in love. Not in those words, and not with a human being, but there was no missing the brightness in her eyes and the way she flapped her hands as she talked faster than I could take it all in. Neutron stars, that was it: the white-hot bones of dead stars, crushed by unimaginable gravitic forces into arcane states of matter. Marbles the size of a city and the weight of a star, spinning hundreds of times a second, tearing everything near them apart.
Yes, within her passion for astronomy she had found an obsession. So she had come to do her PhD in Melbourne under Professor Cheng, a world expert in the field.
The problem, of course, was money. She'd secured a scholarship but it was barely enough to live on. For the time being she was staying in a crowded share house, but that was becoming impossible. It was always noisy, and she always had to wait for the one bathroom, and her housemates were pigs. Like me, she was sensitive to distraction, and she needed her personal space.
"I'm fed up with eating ramen. I have no money for anything." She patted her jacket, and I realised it was the same one I'd seen her in seven years ago; it was quite faded now, and looking a little threadbare.
She could have looked for a part-time job, but that would have been swapping one distraction for another. I've known way too many people who tried to combine a PhD with work and ended up dropping out, and Anjali wasn't the multi-tasking sort.
"So, I had an idea for what I could do about it."
"Oh?"
"I'm thinking of becoming a kept woman." Which gets me back to where we came in.
She'd heard that some students supported themselves through university by doing escort work. Her natural curiosity had taken her to the internet, and so she discovered the existence of "sugar daddy" websites.
"Um, Anjali...you do understand that it would mean sleeping with the guy?"
"Oh, Sarah! I know I'm naïve but I'm not completely innocent. I know that much." She looked off into the distance, twirling a teaspoon in her fingers. "I quite enjoy sex, you know. When it's with somebody who's good at it and isn't going to go blabbing to the whole world. And I don't care about all that purity nonsense... don't tell my parents I said that. If somebody wants to pay me for it, fine! I looked up what people charge... whooh! But I know it's a big step. So I wanted your advice."
"Okay. Uh, you'll have to give me some time to think. This isn't exactly the conversation I expected to be having today."
She must have noticed that I was looking flustered. "Sarah, I don't mean to offend you. If you have a problem with it..."
I shook my head. "Not morally. I mean, one of my friends worked as an escort for years. Consenting adults and all that." I shrugged. "It's just... it's not easy work. She had to deal with difficult people sometimes, and it takes a lot out of you. Need to be able to assess people and figure out who's okay and who's not. I think that's going to be very hard for you, and I don't want you to get hurt."
"I know. That's why I was thinking mistress, not escorting. That way it'd only be one guy and I could wait a while to find somebody nice."
I sighed. "Look, this all seems a bit... extreme. If you don't have anywhere else, I have a spare bedroom. You could stay there for a few weeks until you can find something better."
I wasn't comfortable making the offer. I really need my space, and after some bad experiences with good friends who turned into terrible housemates I'm very reluctant to share with anybody, even somebody who I'd known as long as Anjali. But I'd have felt bad if I didn't offer.
"Sarah, that's very kind of you. But I just can't take charity. It's been so hard to get out from being dependent on my parents, I don't want to be dependent on somebody else. No offence. And I really want to live by myself, at least for a bit."
"You'd still be dependent on some guy."
"That's different. It's paid work and I know what the exchange is."
I sighed. "Okay, you know, I'm way out of my depth. Let me ask my friend, and I'll get back to you."
We met up again a couple of days later, and I relayed the advice my friend Kate had given me. "She thinks it might work, but there's a lot of stuff you need to watch out for." Anjali and I discussed how to sort the wheat from the chaff, how to protect her real identity from discovery, and the importance of setting boundaries.
"The good thing about escorting," Kate had said, "is that they pay by the hour, and when the time's up you're done. But rich guys, if they have you on retainer, a lot of them will expect you to be sitting around waiting for the call twenty-four-seven. Does your friend want that?"
No, Anjali did not want that. Kate had warned us that escorting could be mentally exhausting - "it's not even the sex, it's that you're working flat out to make them feel clever and charming." For that reason, Anjali had decided that she wasn't going to offer more than one date a week; that way she could allow herself time to prepare, and to decompress afterwards.
She and I talked over that and other aspects of the arrangement: how much money she was looking for and how to receive it, what sort of gifts would be reasonable to accept, and what to refuse, what sort of warning signs to watch for and what to do if she got into trouble.
I still had huge misgivings about the whole idea. Sex life or no, Anjali was still an unschuldsengel in my eyes, and with all the preparation in the world I wasn't sure she could deal with this. My instinct was to protect her, both as a fellow Aspie and as my former student. But I couldn't offer another solution that she was willing to accept. As we talked, I realised that somewhere along the way her language had shifted from "if I did this" to "I will". She'd made her decision, for better or for worse, and I knew how hard it was to shift her once she'd made up her mind; all I could do was try to help her deal with it.
Anjali created a profile on a website Kate had recommended. Attractive scientist "Lily" seeks gentleman for intelligent conversation and more, no married men please. She took a couple of selfies that were alluring without being easily recognisable, and I went over them and blurred out a couple of identifying details in the background before she submitted them.
"Do you think I'll get any responses?" she asked me.
"I expect so. Plenty of fish in the sea," I said.
I phoned her a couple of days later. "How's the ad going? Any responses?"
"Sarah, you were right. There are many fish in the ocean. But unfortunately I think perhaps they are the creepy kind that lives at the bottom?"
"Oh dear. Dick pics?"
"Three so far. Some others who wanted me to talk dirty or send nudes. I just blocked them like we discussed."
"Good lass. Any keepers?"
"Well, there was one gentleman, but he sounds too good to be true." She read me the message he'd sent her.
"Ah. Right, I see the issue. No, he's not literally offering to shower you in gold." I had to explain that one.
"Oh my goodness. No, I think I shall have to decline his kind offer."
Eventually the initial rush of creeps moved on to pester somebody else, and Anjali began to get some more worthwhile leads. She heard from a handful of men who seemed at least semi-serious about a possible arrangement, and made a series of appointments to meet with them.
But one by one, each of those leads fell through. Sometimes she decided they were unsuitable: the man who admitted he was married to a woman who "didn't understand him", the man who wanted her to drop her studies and come live on his yacht, the man who started their lunch meeting by bullying the waitress.
Sometimes, though, it was the men who rejected her, often for reasons that made no sense to her. She was too pushy, too aloof, too wrapped up in herself, so they said, none of which matched the woman I knew.
Every time she found a new gentleman she'd convince herself that this was the one, this time it would all work out, and every time she'd end up with hopes dashed. She'd phone me in frustration, and I'd listen to her vent for a bit, and together we'd try to figure out what had gone wrong.
I'm not much good at reading between the lines, but from what she could tell me of their conversations I got the impression she'd inadvertently trodden on some egos. Anjali was the sort who'd correct people on trivial errors and think she was helping, because she assumed that everybody wanted to be helped towards perfection. But the sort of men she was meeting with didn't appreciate being corrected. Some, I think, expected her to be impressed by their achievements, and may not have taken it well when she seemed more interested in talking about her own research.
Or they might have taken her body language amiss. It's something that happens to me a lot. Making eye contact is distracting, so the more I want to hear what you have to say, the more likely I am to stare at the wall or my shoes instead of your face, and people often take that amiss.
There was one fellow, though. His name was James, and they hit it off at their first meeting. He found her fascinating, and would very much like to meet her for a dinner date. He liked sailing, and horse-riding. That rang a bell for me.
"What did you say he does?"
"Something in mining. Coal mining."
"Wait a moment..." I pulled up a LinkedIn profile and sent it to her. "It's not this guy, is it?"
"It is! Do you know him?"
"Yeah, I've done some work for his company. So he said he was single?"
"Yes... he's not?"
"Nope. I've met his wife."
Anjali swore, and swore some more, and then she started to cry. "Sarah, is there something wrong with me? Why is it the only guys I can attract are cheaters or arseholes? Maybe I'm just not suited for this."
"Oh, sweetie. You're amazing. You're a jewel, and there is nobody like you in the whole world. But that's not for everybody. Some of these guys just want somebody they can put in a box, and you're not like that."
"Do you mean that? Or are you just being nice?"
I tried to persuade her not to take the rejections personally, but without success. It wasn't just about these particular guys. It was something I knew all too well: the years of pent-up frustration from living like an alien in a world of people who don't work like we do, the exhaustion of constantly trying to camouflage our differences and trying to figure out what we did wrong when yet another interaction goes balls-up.
It's a stupid thing - I had never been comfortable with the idea of her doing this work, and part of me felt relieved every time one of these connections fell through. But at the same time I felt indignant that these men were writing her off for such superficial reasons. Couldn't they see what a mind she had, what that was worth?
It was getting very late, and eventually we had to break off the conversation so we could both get to bed. But sleep didn't come easily to me. I lay awake thinking: what sort of guy would be right for Anjali? Somebody who spoke her language, who could recognise and appreciate the spark in her, rather than expecting her to smother it. Somebody who wanted companionship but was too busy for a full-time relationship.
Someone like...
Yes, yes, of course you've worked it out. But self-knowledge isn't my one of my strong points, and it did not occur to me that the lonely workaholic I was describing was essentially myself in everything but gender. I hadn't even stopped to notice that I was lonely.
At work I like to put myself in the client's shoes, to get a feel for what they see and what they don't. Perhaps, I thought, I should see how Anjali's profile looked from the other side. What would this person see when he looked at her profile? Would he recognise Anjali as a kindred spirit? Was she even showing up on the right searches?
There was one way to find out. I climbed out of bed, pulled my dressing-gown around myself, and warmed up my laptop. I had to register for a trial account before I could view the listings, so I picked a name from one of my favourite movies, and a few minutes later I was looking at Anjali's profile through the eyes of "Miriam Blaylock". Somebody like me, but just a little bit hungrier, a little more ruthless.
It took me a moment to notice that she'd changed the first word in her profile. It now began with "Autistic scientist seeks intelligent man..."
That gave me a moment. I was proud of her for owning it, and I could understand the reasoning: put it out front and immediately filter out all the guys who can't deal with that. But I hated to think how many people would see that word and write her off immediately - and what would she think, if nobody replied at all?
I'd like to claim that the next bit was motivated purely by kindness on my part. I can't swear that it was. I've thought about it a lot, and I'm still not certain whether it was all about sparing Anjali's feelings, or if something else had crept into my decision. But whatever my reasons might have been, I paid to upgrade "Miriam Blaylock" to a full account so I could send Anjali a message.
Hi there. I saw your bio. I just wanted to say how good it was to see another Aspie on this site and know I'm not alone. It's so hard to find somebody on the same wavelength. Now I just have to find someone who's interested in women... meanwhile, good luck from one sister to another!
I hoped it might at least cheer her up a little. And once I sent it, I finally managed to switch off and get to sleep.
The next afternoon my phone buzzed with an email alert. I was in a video meeting, and I should've left it until afterwards, but after fifty minutes of bad PowerPoint slides I was beginning to lose the will to live and I badly needed a distraction. So of course I checked the message.
Hello Miriam, thank you for writing! Just so you know... I've never dated women before, but that doesn't mean I wouldn't give it a try. Would you like to meet up and talk about this in person? xxx - Lily

FUCK. That was not how it was supposed to go. No, no, no.
If the first fifty minutes of the meeting had been dull, the next hour was outright torture. I had to feign interest and nod and answer a few questions, while my brain was churning away trying to figure out how best to fix my Cunning Plan. As soon as the meeting was over I took an early mark and hopped on a train home.
I was mentally drafting an I-fucked-up email when Anjali called.
"Hi Sarah! Is this a good time to talk?"
"Uh, yeah, I'm just on the train..."
"That's okay. I have some good news, I got another message -"
"From Miriam Blaylock?"
Silence. I could almost hear the gears whirring. "Yes. How did you know that?"
"I have a confession to make. I sent that message."
"You? What? Sarah - "
Then the train went into a tunnel and I lost the call. When I got back into the sunlit realms, there was a text message waiting for me.
I had no idea you were interested. You could have just told me! I must say this is a surprise, but I'm not in the least bit offended.
I tried to draft a reply.

But I wasn't -
I was just trying to -
You've misunderstood, I -
The words just wouldn't come out right; I couldn't think of anything that wouldn't result in a let-down, and perhaps I didn't know what I really wanted to say. Eventually I settled on maybe we should talk in person.
Okay. I'm home now if you want to come over.
I changed trains and headed over to her place. There was no privacy at all there - there was a guy sleeping on the couch in the kitchen, and a couple of girls smoking out the back - so we walked to a nearby dog park. It was still cold, and our breath fogged as we walked, both of us unsure how to start the conversation.
"So," I said.
"So. Were you serious?"
I had to think about that. "I'm really not sure. I never considered the possibility that you might say yes."
"Well,I never considered the possibility that you were interested in women."
I chuckled. "First and last and always, my dear."
"But Edgar?"
"Ah, now. Once upon a time I fell in love with a cute butch lesbian. But after we'd been together a year or so, she figured out she wasn't really a she, she was a transgender man, and she needed to transition. It was complicated for the two of us. If I'd met Edgar as Edgar, it probably wouldn't have gone anywhere. But when you're already in a relationship with somebody, it's different."
"Oh." She paused for a moment, frowning the way she sometimes did when absorbing unfamiliar information, but she didn't seem bothered by it. "Have you dated anybody since you and he broke up?"
"There was this girl in Germany. That was lovely, but it was a short-term thing... nobody since I got back to Australia."
"Do you want to?"
"Yeah. Yeah, I do. I miss having somebody to cuddle up with. And, uh, and so on. But I'm so busy with work, I haven't even had time to look. And it wouldn't be fair on a partner, when I don't have the time to be a proper girlfriend."
"What if it was a person who had signed up for that sort of arrangement?"
"I guess. It just feels... weird."
"Do you mean paying for it would be weird? Or with me in particular, that is weird?"
"Bit of both. It feels like a rich people thing. Not me."
"Excuse me, Sarah? You don't think of yourself as rich?"
That stopped me in my tracks.
My job often brought me into contact with the kind of people who fly first class for free: Fortune 500 execs with titles like "Chief Operations Officer". That had become my idea of "rich", and I wasn't remotely in that league.
But it had been a very long time since I'd told myself "I can't afford that," or even "I'll have to save up for that one". I was paying off a comfortable inner-city flat with all-new furniture, and I'd hired a weekly cleaner. Any time I didn't feel like cooking, I could get food delivered without watching my budget, and if only I had time for holidays I could buy a business-class ticket to anywhere in the world. I might not have an entourage or a G5, but I could afford the things I wanted.
I could afford you, my dear.

"Huh. I suppose I am, just a little. It snuck up on me."
She, tactfully, said nothing.
"I know you're not sixteen any more, but it still feels... predatory?"
"Because you've been a kind of mentor to me?"
"I guess so."
"I am very grateful for all that you've done, Sarah, and your scruples are a credit to you. But may I ask, if you didn't have to worry about the ethics of the situation, is this something you would want to do?"
I tried to hush the incessant whisperings of the angel on my shoulder so I could think for a moment. If we didn't have that history, if we were just newly acquainted, how might I feel about Anjali?
She ticked a lot of my boxes. She was smart, and good-hearted, and cute in an owlish sort of way. (I like butch and I like cute and I like high femme. I like lots of things.) As always, she was seven years younger than me, but the gap between twenty-three and thirty is smaller than the gap between sixteen and twenty-three.
She was still something of an innocent. There are two ways that can go with me. Mostly it appeals to my protective instincts, the part of me that might show up on a stranger's doorstep armed with a hammer. But sometimes, just sometimes, it stirs something primal and ungentle that lurks deep down.



Was that stirring now?
"I need time to think this over," I said. "Shall we meet up for dinner? Say, Friday night? And no obligation for anything more than that."
"It's a date."
Next time: a dinner date, and more graph theory.
If you enjoyed this story, please vote and/or comment! I love to hear from readers. Thanks to LaRascasse and LesbianChickLit (go read their stories!) and to my loyal partner, for their feedback and encouragement on this series.
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Chapter Two: First Date
Hey A, I'm running late. Feel free to order. Sorry sorry sorry. - S
It's no problem. Thanks for letting me know.
My lateness was entirely self-inflicted. I'd been nervous all day, trying to work out how to navigate the minefield in which I now found myself, and so I'd been procrastinating until at last my fear of lateness overcame my fear of awkwardness and I got going.
Usually when I can't figure things out for myself, I go to one of my friends for a sanity check. But Kate was off the grid that week, enjoying a wilderness holiday, and I didn't feel like I could ask anybody else about this. "Hey, so, that girl I used to tutor, the astrophysicist? She's grown up now and I sort of offered to pay her to be my mistress, and I'm trying to decide whether I meant it."
I was still wrestling with it all when my taxi arrived at the restaurant. Anjali was waiting outside - I groaned, she must have been there at least fifteen minutes in the cold - and I wasn't at all prepared for what she was wearing.
Did I mention she was a fashionista? She didn't have much budget for wardrobe, of course, but she could sew just about anything and she had a cousin who could get her silks at cost. Her dress was eye-catching, a plum-coloured piece that fit her beautifully and drew my eyes to curves that I'd never noticed before. Her hair was up, neatly skewered by a long pin. All in all she looked fantastic, albeit rather underdressed for the evening chill.
"Hey Anjali!" I called. "So sorry I'm late."
"Come on, let's eat." She held out her hand, and I wasn't sure whether taking it was a good idea, but I took it. My fingers are kind of chunky; hers were slender. Cold, too, from the chill air, so I closed my hand around hers as we strode inside.
The food was excellent. I think the food was excellent? I don't really remember. I just remember talking too much, the way I do when I'm nervous and trying to act normal, talking about pointless things just to sound like a normal person who can make perfectly normal small talk.
It was stupid, of course, because Anjali was literally the last person for whom I needed to pass as neurotypical. But it's a defensive habit, and those are hard to switch off. Eventually, though, I paused to take a mouthful and Anjali took the opportunity to change the subject.
"Sarah, have you heard that the Swedish military is putting bar codes on their warships?
"What? No? Why would they do that?"
"It's so when they get back to port, they can scan-de-navy-in."
"Ugh. That was terrible."
"I know plenty more." And she regaled me with awful puns until I forgot to be nervous.
"I meant to say, Anjali, that's a gorgeous dress. Did you make it?"
"Thank you, yes, I did! I made it two years ago, but I only wear it for very special occasions." She talked with some enthusiasm about dressmaking, about box pleats and darts and so forth. I'd seen some of her projects on Instagram before, but I'd never heard her talk about how she made them; she had a fascinatingly mathematical approach to it all, treating patterning like an exercise in differential geometry.
As I finished the last mouthful of my main course, she reached out and touched the back of my hand with two fingers. "So, Miriam, now you've met me. Tell me, where am I sleeping tonight?"
I closed my eyes. I could think of so many reasons why this was unwise, exploitative, why I should thank Anjali for a lovely evening and pay for a taxi to take her safely home. And if I really felt benevolent, then I could simply offer to help her out with no expectation of quid pro quo.
But she hadn't asked me. She'd asked Miriam.
What would Miriam do? I thought back to the woman I'd imagined when I created my profile.
Miriam, I thought, had some rough edges. She was a queer woman who'd succeeded in a straight man's world. She'd made her way up the ladder by hard work, and taking every advantage she could get, and by not giving a damn what people thought about her. She might well show some kindness to a girl like Anjali. (Lily? I don't know.) But with status comes privileges, and Miriam had fought too hard for her position to pass up those privileges for such a scruple. Miriam wanted; Miriam would take.
And what did I want?
I'm a complicated creature, and "what I want" is so often a tangled mess of what other people think I should want and what I'm afraid of and what I think I ought to want and what I really do want. But sometimes the music gives me a clue.
I love music and it's always present in my life. Even if you switch off my sound system and take away my headphones, there'll still be something playing in my head, chosen quite unconsciously to match whatever I'm thinking about at the time. Sometimes that choice tells me more about my own state of mind than anything I can get from interrogating myself. So I stopped trying to think it out, and listened instead to what was running through my mind.
Tonight, Sweet Gwendoline, do it well, and do it fine...
I opened my eyes again, and smiled at Anjali, and then I turned my hand over and caught her fingertips in mine. I was probably going to hell for this, but it wouldn't be a cold hell.
"You're sleeping in my bed tonight."
It was a short taxi ride back to my place at Redmond Barry Towers. Anjali and I sat in silence. My bravado had faded, and there were some complicated and unfamiliar feelings to process. It wasn't the first time I'd taken somebody home with bed in mind, but it had been a while, and this time was a very different dynamic. I didn't have to be witty, didn't have to impress, as long as I could pay; that felt liberating, but it also felt quite alien.
We stepped out of the taxi - last chance to send Anjali home, last chance gone with the slam of the door - and I took a deep breath. "Let's get in out of the cold."
I live on the twenty-second floor, and the lift isn't as fast as it might be, so it takes a couple of minutes. Partway through the ride I slipped my arm around Anjali's waist - I don't know why, perhaps just to test whether it was allowed - and she looked a little surprised, but she didn't pull away.
"Are you okay with this?" I said.
She smiled. "I'm fine."
"Can I kiss you?" I wasn't even sure that I wanted to kiss her at that moment, but I felt like I had to push at this unfamiliar situation, find out what the rules were.
"Yes, you may."
I touched my lips against hers, and she nuzzled back; I opened my mouth and tasted her, still strawberry-sweet from the crêpes she'd had for dessert. She settled into the kiss, and I felt the tip of her tongue against my lips and I didn't know whether I was into it -
Ding. "Twenty-second floor," said the recorded voice.
"This is us." My heart was thumping, and I couldn't tell whether it was the I-want kind of excitement or the oh-god-this-is-a-gigantic-fuckup kind. "Last on the right."
I turned my key and held the door open. "Welcome to my humble abode."
Anjali walked in and looked around. "Oh, this is very nice! You have so much space!"
"Yeah, I was looking for something a bit smaller, but they built too many of these so I got a good deal on it." Or rather, my agent did; I'm terrible at that sort of negotiation, and I detest the grind of house-hunting, so I'd hired an advocate and left it in his hands. "Want the tour?"
It's a two-level apartment, designed for a small family. Most of the space is taken up by a single big kitchen-lounge-dining room, with a big glass window facing out onto the city, and the laundry tucked away behind the kitchen. Above the kitchen is a landing that leads to the bathroom, a child-sized bedroom that I've repurposed as a library, and the master bedroom, with a walk-in wardrobe and a queen-sized four-poster bed.
"And this, uh, this is where I sleep."
"It looks nice." She touched my hand, talking quietly. "What do we do now? I really don't know how this is supposed to work."
"Me neither."
"What do you want?"
"I don't know...I'm just a little bit tense still. Nervous."
"What if I gave you a massage?"
"Oh, yes please. I never say no to a good massage. Wait up, I think I've got a bottle of skin lotion somewhere."
I found a bottle of skin lotion, gave it to Anjali, and stripped down. Only to my underwear, though; I wasn't quite ready for nakedness. As an afterthought I flipped my laptop open and started a relaxation mix playing, and then I lay face down on my bed, hands clasped under my forehead.
I felt her climb onto the bed, and then the silk of her dress slid over the backs of my thighs as she knelt astride me. "Close your eyes and relax, Sarah."
She warmed the lotion in her hands and then started rubbing it into my back, shoulders, neck.
"Mmm, that feels nice. You can rub a bit harder if you like." I always have knots in my muscles from spending too much time on the computer, and something in there was going twang every time she went over it. I flinched a couple of times, but she soon learned where the tight spots were and approached them with care.
I was enjoying the touch of her hands, and not just her hands. She'd settled back onto her haunches, and I could feel her weight and her warmth on my hips, rocking back and forth as she worked up and down my back. Pleasant, snug, if nothing definitively erotic.
She'd been working around my bra-strap, but now she tapped it with a finger. "Is it okay to take this off?"
"Let me get it, the catch is tricky." I reached up behind me and unhooked it, giving her clear access to the whole of my back. Then, rather than place my hands back above my head where they had been, I let them rest by my hips - which is to say, against her knees. And as she continued to rub, working her fingertips and her knuckles into the tension points, I began to stroke her legs through that thin silk.
I heard-felt her sigh, but not a bad sigh, and she didn't pull away. It was my way of saying: this is not just an innocent back-rub between friends, I have designs on you.
Warmth, stroking, slow and rhythmic. Her for me, and me for her, and eventually my hands worked under the dress to touch her more directly. Did she sigh again as my fingers found her stockinged knees, calves, thighs? Did she rub a little harder when stroking with my fingertips became scraping with my fingernails? Perhaps, perhaps.
For a moment I thought to myself that I ought to be careful with Anjali's stockings. But then the devil on my shoulder said, wouldn't it be more fun to wreck them? And so I clawed my fingers and raked ladders down her thighs.
She said "oh," small and soft in her throat.
"Don't stop rubbing, that feels so good."
I thought about things to do with her. To her? So many possibilities. But first, I thought, I would tease her, tantalise her until she begged me. I ran my hands over her thighs, seeking out the tender spots that made her wriggle, snagging her stockings again and pulling ladders into gaping holes.
She was leaning forwards now. I didn't know whether it was so she could put more of her weight into the massage, or to offer more of herself to my hands, and I didn't really care. I slipped a fingertip inside the top of one stocking, tugged it just enough to get her attention.
I didn't want the massage to stop. But I'm not infinitely flexible, and there were limits to what I could do face-down with my hands behind my back.
"Stay there. Don't move." I twisted under her, rolled until I was on my back looking up at her. I thought she flushed a little - it would be the first time she'd seen me topless - and then she looked curious. She'd noticed the tattoo on my ribs, just below my left breast.
"What is this? It looks like a pentagram. Or a bit like a mandala."
"I suppose it sort of is. It's also a minimal-order three-geodetic regular digraph of degree two." A geometric design in blue and red arrows, chasing one another forever like Ouroboros' brood.
She stretched out her hand, hesitated. "You can touch it," I assured her, and she did, two fingertips following the inked pattern.
"I know some of those words," she said, "but I haven't done any graph theory since high school. Remind me?"
"Every vertex has two arrows going in - one red, one blue - and two arrows going out. And if you pick any starting point, and take two different paths of length three or less, following the arrows, they won't meet up again. Every choice has different consequences. And it's the smallest graph of that kind that can exist."
When Anjali's thinking hard, her tongue sticks out just a little bit. It always makes me smile. I felt her fingers moving on me as she tested the truth of what I'd said, touching at one spot and then trying different paths.
"Twenty vertices. Huh. Not fifteen?"
"No. I wondered about that too. But, no, not fifteen, not sixteen, not even nineteen. Twenty is the smallest."
"It's beautiful." Her fingers continued to circle, stirring my skin to wakefulness. "Is there a story to it?"
"There is, but not just now. I'll tell you another time." I circled her slight wrist with my fingers, and pulled her hand up so her palm was flat against my breast, and I placed my right hand firmly on her knee.
"Anjali, I want you to be my mistress." She nodded, slowly, and my shoulder-angel stirred feebly. "Is that what you want?"
"I'm..." She paused. "I'm not sure. I've never been anyone's mistress before! But I think I'm ready to find out."
"Well, then." I squeezed her fingers to my breast - you just keep those there - and reached back behind me, pushed against the bed so I was sitting up between her knees, face to face. I kissed her, hard and aggressive, my hand coming up and around to grip the back of her neck and hold her close enough to smudge her glasses. This time I had no doubts about what I wanted. Possession.
I could feel her melting in my grasp, yielding, still palming my breast but unsure what to do with it. My tongue flickered between her lips, forceful, greedy. She didn't taste of strawberries any more, just herself, and that was quite good enough. I wanted to devour her.
Ich bin doch nur ein wildes Tier, as the song goes.
"Come on, cutie, stand up for a moment." We disentangled and rose to our feet; I stood behind her, both of us facing the floor-length mirror on my wardrobe.
"This is a beautiful dress," I said, stroking her shoulder, "and you're not going to need it any more tonight. Please take it off."
The zip was at the back, and I could have helped her - ordinarily I would have - but it's a vulnerable awkward moment reaching backwards to take off something like that, and I wanted to savour her vulnerability. So I placed my hands on her hips and watched as she fumbled for the zip. As it opened I stroked the back of her neck and then ran my finger down her spine, following the zipper.
Then she shrugged out of the sleeves and pushed the dress down over her hips to lie pooled around her ankles on the floor, and stood there in just those owl-spectacles and her underwear, and her stockings.
Her stockings...
"Oh, I have made a mess of you. I'll just have to buy you a new pair."
"You'd better. That was my last good set."
I stepped in close, lifted her hair, kissed the back of her neck, and whispered "Worth it." Then I ran my fingers down behind her ear, down her throat to her collarbone, and with a fingertip on each side I took hold of the straps of her bra and peeled them off her shoulders.
I slid my hands inside the now-loosened cups, and she exhaled slowly. Her breasts fit perfectly in my hands, her nipples firming as I squeezed them between my fingers.
"Who'd have thought, when I first came to tutor you, that it'd end up like this?" I popped the clasp on her bra, let it fall to be forgotten on the floor.
"Not me," she murmured. "And absolutely, positively, not my parents."
"And thank god for that." I pulled her around to face me, kissed her again. "Come on, you." I pushed her back onto the bed, climbed back alongside her.
We took our glasses off and made out for a bit, kissing and caressing one another. I nibbled at her throat, kissed my way down to her chest, stroking her breasts lightly with the palm of my hand before I started to use my mouth. A flick of the tongue, a slow lick around the aureole, a nip, and then I sucked her breast into my mouth as my hands squeezed her butt.
"Oh, Sarah, oh." She was stroking my hair now, and she arched her back as my fingers floated down over her belly, through the first traces of hair, to the edge of her panties. Further down, feeling the tension in her body, and her knees came up as my hand slipped between them. She was warm, and when I began to stroke the inside of her thighs she squirmed. "Ah! Please, I'm ticklish."
So I slowed, letting her get used to my hand gradually, fingers working through the thin fabric, feeling the shape of her beneath: the soft cushioning of curls, and moving down... gradually she relaxed, and I worked my fingers under the gusset.
"Oh, Sarah..." She was pushing back against my hand just a little, and I took that as encouragement to explore further, working my way towards heat and moisture, unfurling her and stroking her softness until all friction was gone.
I'd let go of her breast now and was lying with half my body over hers, my feet rubbing against hers, my fingers still teasing her. Circle, down, in, out, circle, up, circle...
"Oh, oh." She craned to meet my lips for another kiss, and I devoured her again. She didn't notice as I reached under the pillow for the bullet vibe I'd left there days earlier, not when I switched it into my other hand. But when I twisted the end and it began buzzing, then she noticed.
"I'm not s- ooh."
I'd started gently, holding it tightly so that the vibrations were transmitted to her through my own fingers, still stroking her and opening her and dallying at her entrance, and then slowly I brought it into more direct contact with the sensitive little button my fingers had so recently been teasing. I pinched Anjali's nipple gently at the same time I pressed just a little harder against her clit, and she squirmed under me.
"Always wondered... what those were like..." She sounded a little breathless.
"A vibe? You've never had one?" I was working the pressure in a steady rhythm now, pressing against her hard to send a buzz through her pelvis, easing off, repeat, repeat, repeat.
She shook her head.
"Oh, my poor dear. I will buy you one." Then I gave her a languid kiss, all the better to feel her breathing coming faster now, rough. She was rocking her hips in time with my hand, hips squeezing me, and I could feel her tension building, sharpening, approaching a point...
I stopped. Drew my hand back, switched off the vibe, and she gasped in frustration.
"Anjali?"
"Please, I was so close..."
I resumed stroking, just enough to sustain her arousal without pushing it over the edge. "Do you want to come?"
"Oh, please, Sarah."
"Are you sure?" I tweaked her clit ever so lightly, and she groaned. Every time she tried to press herself against my hand, I'd ease off again.
"Please, just let me..."
"Let you what, Anjali?"
"Let me..." She closed her eyes, screwed up her face. "Please, I need to orgasm." It was very much like her to use the dictionary word.
"Say you're mine, my kept woman. Say you're mine to enjoy however I like."
"Oh, Sarah, I'm your woman, however you like..."
"Very well then." And I flicked the vibe back on, full power, and worked on her, fingering her, buzzing her, until she gasped, arched, gasp-gasp-squeaked, and I plunged my tongue into her mouth as she came. And then I kept on stimulating her, sending her into spasms, until she was nearly sobbing and I decided to let her come down, and then I wrapped my arms around her and held her as her breathing subsided.



"Don't forget," I whispered, "you're mine now." I felt her shiver a little, and then she put her arms around me.
"What should I do now for you, Sarah? What do you want?"
I knew what I really wanted, but that would have to wait a little while. When we'd talked about her boundaries, one thing both she and I had agreed on was safe-sex rules for her hypothetical gentleman. Now that I'd stepped in to fill that position, the devil on my shoulder was whispering about how unnecessary those rules were.
It would no doubt have been easy enough to talk her into an exception - "it's me, you've known me for years!" But I knew I'd never forgive myself if I did pressure her to break those rules, while she was so unable to stand up to me. Never mind; there'd be another time.
"Right now..." I kissed her, rolled over to reach my bedside cabinet, pulled open a drawer. "Let me broaden your horizons a little further."
I slipped off my underwear and replaced it with a nicely-fitting harness that held a medium-sized dildo. Sitting beside her I stroked her legs, from the tops of her feet all the way up to her thighs, and back again; then I eased her legs apart and knelt between them.
"Mmm." She almost purred when I pressed the tip against her. I pitched forwards and entered her, coming down to press my body's weight against her; as I stretched out on top of her, bringing us face to face, she brought her legs up and rested her heels on my arse, holding me against her.
"You know how to make a girl feel welcome," I whispered, and I pressed into her, and for a moment I tried to figure out if it felt different when I was paying for it, but only for a moment before she wrapped her arms around me and kissed my throat.
"You. Are. Welcome."
I took her slow and deep, and soon enough she came again, and then I did too. That doesn't usually happen with the strap-on; psychologically it's a great toy, physically the sensation's frustratingly almost-there-but-not-quite for me, like trying to get off with the wrong hand. This time, though, I was so aroused that it was more than enough to push me over. I shuddered, and rocked my hips against her slowly to milk the feeling for all it was worth, and then eventually I rolled-fell off her.
We lay there, both exhausted, me sprawled across her legs. "Tomorrow morning we should talk," I mumbled, and I pulled the quilt over us both, and then sleep claimed me.
Sarah's internal soundtrack is provided by Umbra et Imago ("Sweet Gwendoline") and ASP ("Die kleine Ballade vom schwarzen Schmetterling").
Next time: even more graph theory, and a new toy.
If you enjoyed this story, please vote and/or comment! I love to hear from readers.



        Anjali's Red Scarf Ch. 03

        Sarah and Anjali set the rules for their arrangement.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/anjalis-red-scarf-ch-03

Title: Anjali's Red Scarf Ch. 03

Author: Bramblethorn

Category: Lesbian Sex

Description: Sarah and Anjali set the rules for their arrangement.

Tags: sex work, lesbian, dating, autism, lesbian sex

Series: Anjali's Red Scarf


Chapter Three: Negotiations
Dear readers: thanks for your patience, I was hoping to get this one done over the Christmas break, but in the end I had to work instead. Then I got a promotion and things have been hectic, with no sign of letting up. But here's the third chapter, and I've just sent the fourth to my beta readers.
*****
I slept soundly and woke a little after nine o'clock. There was nobody else in the bed, but my skin held memories of warmth and contact through the night. When I pulled on my gown and wandered out to the landing I found Anjali sitting on my couch, fully dressed and reading a textbook on combinatorial optimisation that I'd left out.
"Morning! Have you eaten?"
She shook her head. "I didn't want to use your things without asking."
"Oh! Please don't worry about that, you're always welcome to raid my fridge. I hope you haven't been waiting too long?"
She looked unsure how to answer, and I realised I'd put her in a position where honesty had to wrestle with tact.
"A while, then?" I added.
"I got up around seven."
"Oh, I'm so sorry, you must be starving!"
"It's okay, Sarah, it's no trouble."
I was quite sure that if I'd slept to midday she'd have gone on waiting, no matter how much her stomach growled. "Come on, let's get breakfast."
After a bowl of muesli and a glass of juice I was starting to wake up, and I remembered that I had other obligations.
"How you doing?"
"Me? I'm fine, thank you. And you?"
"I'm good... I meant, are we okay? About last night!"
"Oh!" Anjali smiled, and patted my hand. "Yes. I had a lovely evening, thank you. So, are we going ahead with this... arrangement?"
"Yes... well, I want to. But do you?"
"Do you know, Sarah, you're really not rubbish in bed? Actually you're quite good. If you feel like paying me for more of that sort of thing, and treating me a little, I have absolutely no objections."
I might have blushed a little. "Okay. Er, if you don't mind me asking, are you bi then? I just had no idea, that's all."
"You're asking about my orientation?"
"Mm-hmm."
She was holding her glass in one hand, swirling it and watching the juice spin in a little vortex. "To be honest, Sarah, I don't think I have one. Not the way other people talk about it. I don't have this feeling of, oh, 'I want to sleep with guys'. Or with girls. I meet individual people and I get to know them, and I figure out whether I'm interested in that one person. I don't need to have a general rule for all seven billion people on the planet who I've never even met. I don't understand how anybody does that."
"Oh. But I'm the first woman you've slept with?"
She sipped her juice. "You're the first woman who's asked me."
"Fair call. I just don't want to pressure you into anything that's not right for you."
"Oh, Sarah, you are very sweet, but sometimes you overthink things almost as badly as I do. I am an adult and some things I can do for myself."
I held up my hands. "Point taken. Well, then, shall we work out the details?"
We'd already talked at length about Anjali was looking for and sketched out an arrangement, back before we had any idea that the other person in the relationship would be me. Much of our discussion was just going over those rules again and figuring out what we could keep and what needed to be changed.
We agreed on a date every fortnight, Friday or Saturday night: me to cover dinner and any other costs, Anjali to stay overnight with all that entailed, and head home after breakfast.
"Wait, what do you mean by 'with all that entails'?" said Anjali.
"You know what I mean. Don't make me spell it out."
"I think you should. Daddy said it's always best to be specific about business arrangements, to avoid misunderstanding and bad feelings later." Was she trolling me? It's so hard to tell.
"Uh, okay then. You will give me, ah, the full girlfriend experience." I swallowed nervously; I could feel the roots of my ears tingling. "Sex." And I could only think of one way to overcome my embarrassment and re-establish my authority. I leant over and kissed her hard and sudden. "However I want," I added triumphantly.
"However you want," she replied, with a catch in her breath. That was going a little further than what we'd previously discussed - I'd never have advised her to agree to something so open-ended with Hypothetical Sugar Daddy - but it was done, and she'd said yes, and I wasn't going to argue.
"Speaking of 'however I want'," I said before my confidence ebbed again, "I really like, um, oral. I know we made barriers a rule before, when we were talking about guys. But with us that means dams, and I'm not a big fan. They're just a nuisance. Would you be willing to consider alternatives?"
"Such as?"
"Fluid-bonding?" She didn't seem familiar with the term, so I elaborated. "We get tested for STIs, and then assuming we both come up negative, we don't need to use them. Obviously we'd need to have rules about outside partners."
It felt a bit like cheating. Back when we first discussed the idea of her escorting, I'd told her that she mustn't let any guy pressure her into unprotected sex, because it wasn't safe to trust him on what risks he might be taking. Now I was effectively asking her to trust me, telling her that this was different.
"Hmm." She was toying with her glass again, standing it on a corner at the limit of balance. "I need to think about that. Can I get back to you?"
"Sure. Now, about money..."
I knew that what I was offering was close to the bottom of Anjali's range, and she knew I knew, but it was the most I could reasonably afford. I apologised for that, but she shrugged. "At least I know you're not a serial killer, and you won't get offended if I talk about my doctorate sometimes. I can give a discount for that."
"Thanks, sweetie. And if you do need more help occasionally for something, like your computer breaks down or whatever, I may be able to help. But the budget probably won't stretch to diamond rings."
"I wouldn't want them. Number one, blood diamonds, number two, I don't wear jewellery."
I searched my memory. "Huh. I guess you don't."
"I love looking at it," she added, "but wearing jewellery drives me absolutely mental. It's so distracting having something like that against my skin. I can't stop fiddling with it. I have enough trouble finding clothes that don't annoy me, it's why I started making my own." She flipped the hem of her blouse inside-out to show me the stitching, fine and neat. "It's flat seams or nothing for me."
"I quite like you in nothing."
"Yes, well..." She looked a trifle flustered. "I suppose that could be arranged."
"Well, then, I suppose I should settle for yesterday." Somehow that was easier to say than last night. I scrounged a hundred from my purse and put the rest through as a bank transfer; in future I'd bring the whole amount in cash.
"Okay, what else do we need to cover?"
We talked through the mundane stuff. What we'd do if she or I were unable to make a date, what to say if we bumped into somebody who knew one of us, or if her parents asked about her finances. ("Not 'if'," she said, "when".) There was just one last thing to negotiate.
"How long do we think this is going to go for?" I asked.
"How long? I am not sure. Do you mean some sort of fixed term?"
"Not like a binding one. Obviously if circumstances change and we need to break this off... I dunno, you meet somebody and want to follow that... I don't want you to feel locked in. Always free to leave. But I deal with stuff better if I have some idea what to expect. And I guess you'll want that too, if you're looking at committing to rental leases and stuff."
"Oh! Yes, that's a good idea. How long do you think, Sarah?"
It felt weird to be talking about this as matter-of-factly as if we were trying to decide what sort of phone plan to commit to. "Let's say... what if we make it a year? And at the end of that we can review, talk about whether it's working out, whether we want to finish up or renew or change the deal."
Anjali nodded. "Yes, that seems sensible. Shall we put it in our calendars?"
So we did. Then we said goodbye and I paused, unsure of the etiquette - does one kiss one's mistress on such occasions? - until Anjali offered a hug, and as she made her way home I sat down to think about what had just happened.
I didn't feel guilty about it; I wasn't entirely sure what I did feel. Surprise, perhaps. The idea of paying anybody for sex, let alone Anjali, had never seemed quite real. Yet here we were: I'd offered, and she'd accepted, and somehow we'd committed ourselves to a year of it. Would I ever get used to it, or would it always have this not-really-happening feel?
Meanwhile, I sent Anjali a polite thank-you message and then left her in peace, figuring that she would also want some space to process things.
She called me back two days later. She had thought about the safe-sex question, and after some talk about screening methods and testing windows, she was willing to agree to my request on two conditions.
"First rule, we have to be exclusive with one another. If you do sleep with anybody else you need to tell me immediately."
"Agreed. And the second thing?"
"You have to find a clinic with no Indian staff. I don't want anybody gossiping."
Easier said than done, but I managed to find one that fit the bill, and a few days later Anjali and I met at a sexual health clinic. "If anybody does see you," I told her, "I'm here for a check-up and I wanted you along for reassurance." Which was true, as far as it went.
Each of us filled out a questionnaire. It was the first time I'd had to answer yes to the question about paying money for sex, and as a result I got a considerably more thorough check-up than I was used to. A gloved nurse swabbed my delicate bits with a cotton bud, I peed in a jar, and then it was Anjali's turn. Afterwards we shared a coffee nearby and made plans for our next date.
Anjali had had a long day flat-hunting, so we met up for late dinner at a Thai place a few blocks from my apartment. It had been rainy on and off all day, worsening in the evening, and despite my raincoat I was wiping water from my face as I walked in. Anjali was already there, of course.
"How's doing?" I asked.
"I am considering ways to murder our departmental admin, but otherwise good." She told me the story over dinner: admin had lost some paperwork and missed a deadline, which meant Anjali was missing out on a programming course she badly needed to do. It was Python, a language I knew pretty well, so at least I was able to point her at some free resources.
We spent dinner griping about the frustrations of postgrad study and the Melbourne rental market. The rain continued to worsen, and by the time we finished our meal it was really hammering down. My raincoat protected me from most of it, but even with an umbrella Anjali was somewhat damp by the time we made it back to my place.
I switched on the heater and made us both tea, and as we sipped it I chattered some more about programming. After about twenty minutes, Anjali cleared her throat.
"Sarah, is everything okay with us?"
"Um... yes, I think so? Why?"
"This doesn't feel very much like a date. And you're monologuing. I think you do that when you're nervous?"
I sighed. "Yeah, I guess I am. I just, I don't really know how to switch over from the bit where we're friends talking about your thesis to the bit where I'm, er..."
"Paying me for my affections?"
"That thing. Yeah. It's not that I'm not interested! But I don't know how to break the ice. I know it's stupid, I just worry about making you uncomfortable."
Anjali leaned over towards me. "You have my permission. I rather thought I'd already given it to you. Didn't we already have this conversation?"
"Yeah, you have, you did. But for me, consent isn't something that just happens and then stays happened forever. Sometimes I need reassurance that it's still okay, that you haven't changed your mind. Even if you've already told me, I need to hear it again. Does that make sense?"
She nodded. "I think I know what you mean. You want to know that the rules didn't change without you noticing?"
"Yeah. That." I sighed again.
She set her teacup aside, rose to her feet, and walked over to kiss me on the lips. "Consider your permission refreshed."
I reached up to pull her back in for another kiss, running my hands through her hair. "Why, Lily, I do believe you're soaked. Let's get you out of these wet things."
"I thought you'd never ask."
Rising to my feet, I took her by the shoulder, turning her slowly so I was at her back, and closed my arms around her. As I began to work at the buttons on her blouse, I nuzzled at her neck, and she pressed back against me.
"Mmm. That's nice..." She pressed her hand over mine.
I swept her hair to one side, the better to expose her soft skin, tickling her throat with lips and breath. We were facing the big window that looked out onto the city; tonight the lights were blurred by rain, and my glass was beaded with wind-blown drops.
Anjali (Lily? Who was she tonight?) murmured something and turned her head to kiss me, sighing as my hand found her breast, reaching back to stroke my cheek. We swayed together as I undressed her, garments drifting to the floor one by one, and outside the sky flickered—
I counted one, two, three, four, five, and then there was a slow rumble.
"I love storms," I said, holding her tight. "I love to sit here on nights like this and just watch the show."
"Storms scare me." I could feel the tension in her body.
"I can draw the curtains and put some music on if it'll help."
She shook her head. "I'm all right. I feel safer with you around."
Well, that made me glow a little, deep down inside. Still, she was shivering a little; I chose to interpret it as cold.
"Let's snuggle on the sofa." It was big enough for us both to lie full-length, me behind her, both of us still facing the window.
"You're lumpy," she said. I'd stripped her down to her underwear, but I was still mostly dressed, and I hadn't emptied my pockets. My pockets...
"Oh, that reminds me, I have something for you. Two things. Wait a moment." I got up and shed my jeans, then fetched a gift bag from the kitchen counter.
"Oh?"
I climbed back into my position behind her. "Here you are, sweetie." I handed her the bag and snuggled against her back, fingers stroking her skin.
She reached into it, and pulled out a packet of stockings. "Oh, thank you!"
"I did say I'd get you another pair. Besides, I had so much fun with the last pair."
"Yes, well... now, what else is this?" She up-ended the bag, tipped out a box, and opened it. "A... a rubber duck? Er, thank you?"
"Not just a rubber duck. If you press the back, just here..." I guided her fingers and showed her where to squeeze. There was a muffled click and the duck began to vibrate in her hand. "Press it again to change the speed, or turn it off. It's waterproof too."
She giggled. "What a clever idea. You shouldn't have!"
"Told you I'd get you one." I let go her hand and slipped my fingers under her bra, began to tease at her breasts, as she turned the duck over, testing its settings, cycling from slow to medium to fast to off. Then the thunder growled again, louder than before, and she shuddered; I squeezed her tight. "I thought I should get you something that won't scandalise your parents."
"Good thinking. You know what they're like." Mrs Kapadia had a bad habit of inviting herself into Anjali's room to "tidy up" with the thoroughness of a police search and about as much regard for matters of privacy. "Thank you, it's sweet of you."
"Kiss me," I said, and she turned her head and for a few minutes I enjoyed the taste of her mouth, and my hands moved on her, and by the time we came up for air she'd lost the last of her underthings. "Shall we try it out?"
"You're the boss," she said, and that gave me a sinful little tingle. She bent her knee, and slid the duck down between her legs, and clicked it on again, and I held her while she put it to use.
Sex is personal, but masturbation is private. I've always felt shy doing it in company, even with a lover who knows every inch of my body. Holding Anjali close while she pleasured herself: that made me feel like I was somewhere I shouldn't be. If there's something sexier than that feeling, I don't know what it is.
She fumbled for a bit, perhaps nervous, perhaps distracted by the newness of the situation and the unfamiliar toy, and then she found her groove... so to speak. My palm was pressed against her ribs and I could feel her pulse fluttering, and more than that: the rhythm of her fingers, the soft buzz of the duck, her breath coming rough and shallow.
It was dark outside - or as dark as the city lights and the thunderstorm allowed - and in the window I could just see the two of us faintly reflected, superimposed on the cityscape that stretched out below. Her eyes were closed, whether from shyness or from bliss.
I wanted to do something. Kiss her neck, perhaps, or tweak her nipples, something to make her gasp and fuel her fires. But that would have made me a participant, and that was a different kind of chemistry. Right now what I needed most, from that dark and hungry place deep down inside, was to be the voyeur: to watch as she rubbed herself, drove herself towards that utmost nakedness that comes at the moment of orgasm, both of us knowing that she was doing it because I'd told her to. So, as the lightning flickered in the sky and the wind-flung rain spattered on my window, I kept still and witnessed as her movements became rougher, harder, as sighs became groans became cries, and at the last she quivered and yelped. "Ah, ah, oh...OH!"
Then abruptly she stopped, and pulled her hand away. I knew the signs; she'd become hyper-sensitive, to the point where the slightest touch to her clit would be unbearable. Now I did kiss her at the nape of the neck, and I whispered, "That was splendid, my dear."
"Thank you?" I thought I saw a blush on her face, although her skin tone made it hard to be sure. "Gosh, that was—"
The room lit up and thunder cracked, less than a second away, a long loud stroke that rattled the windows. Anjali gasped and I hugged her. "Shh. It's all right."
I stroked her hair and we cuddled together for a few minutes until the storm had passed over and the thunder was muffled by distance.
"So is this bedtime?" asked Anjali.
"Not yet, my dear. I haven't had my turn yet." To be honest, I'd very much enjoyed Anjali's little exhibition, and I would've considered it a night well spent even if it had gone no further. But that's no reason not to look for more.
"Oh! I'm so sorry, I forgot you hadn't, we hadn't..."
"Quite all right. You were distracted." I chucked her under the chin. "But I did have some ideas about what I'd like to do tonight." I paused. "Or, I should say, about what I'd like you to do."
"Let me catch my breath and then I'm all yours."
"I'm going to take a quick shower, freshen up a bit, and then I'll see you in my room."
When I emerged from the bathroom in my dressing gown, Anjali was sitting on the edge of my bed. I gave her an envelope from my desk and waited while she read the letter inside.
"Test results, Sarah Weber... negative HIV, syphilis, gonorrhoea, et cetera et cetera et cetera. All good. Me also, I didn't think to bring my letter."
"I trust you."
She folded the letter, put it back into the envelope, and handed it back to me. "Well, then." And she looked up at me, waiting for direction.
With one hand I took her chin between thumb and forefinger; with the other I slid her glasses off. "Lily"—she blinked at that, then grinned as she remembered the name—"it's time you learned how to go down on me."



"Okay. I've, uh, I've read a few things online, but I'm not really sure how. I mean, I've had it done to me, but that's different."
"That's okay." I took her by the hand, climbed onto the bed and scooted back, drawing her with me until she was crouching over me; I clasped my hands behind her neck and pulled her in for a soft kiss. "Every woman is different. Even from day to day, it changes. The number one thing is to pay attention to what she wants, how she's reacting."
"Okay."
"Kiss my breasts." I guided her head down. "Mmm. Yes, like that... feel how I'm pulling you, that means you can go a little harder. You can touch with your fingers, too, that's nice... you can bite just a bit, too. Just a little pressure. Mmm. Don't forget your tongue, darling, yes. Like that."
I stroked the sensitive skin behind her ears, and stroked, and then after a while I took her by the back of the neck, and softly pushed her downwards.
Later, some other night, I would teach her the art of it. The secret places that nobody thinks of as sexual like the back of the knee, full of nerves waiting to be awakened; the subtleties, how to tease with warm breath and soft fingers and strands of her own hair; how to nibble at my thighs and set my skin a-tingle; how to open me slowly, slip her fingers inside me, and curl them just the way I liked it. If she was to be my lover, I wanted her to be an accomplished one.
But not tonight. Tonight I wanted to enjoy her rawness and inexperience. So I drew her down between my knees and whispered, "Lick. And don't stop until I tell you I'm done."
It was fierce, selfish sex. Hadn't I earned a little selfishness? I guided her head with both hands, controlling her, setting the pace. She was inexperienced but she was eager to please, and I was already wet before I first felt her tongue between my thighs.
At first she was tentative, her ministrations tickling me more than stimulating. But quickly she learned from my reactions that I expected more than that. "Harder, girl." I punctuated the words with a jerk of my hips, muffling her response. "Lick like you're being paid for it." She intensified her efforts, and soon we settled into a rhythm, her tongue lapping up between my lips, sending shivers through me, up to swirl around my clit like she was savouring an ice-cream, and then back down again.
Out of nowhere I imagined myself a domina of ancient Rome, petty and indolent, taking some unlucky serving-girl on a whim. The thought inflamed me, and I ground hard against Anjali's mouth until she gasped for breath. I let her up to suck in air, one, two, three deep breaths, and then I pulled her down again.
Somewhere the thunder grumbled and I thought of electric charge gathering, building, until at last the force becomes strong enough and lightning surges through the air... and at that moment her tongue flickered against my clit again, and the jolt ran through my body, and I groaned and shuddered as I came.
I held her there, still licking, until the last wave of pleasure had rippled through me, until I was ready to let her up again. Her hair was thoroughly mussed, her face was sticky, and I tasted myself when I kissed her.
"Well, that was most enjoyable," I said. "We'll be doing that again."
"Thank you," she murmured. She sounded drowsy, and I glanced at the clock; it was almost midnight.
"Come on, cutie, let's get some sleep."
As we drifted off, my last thought was: well, that's the first time a girl's gone down on me and thanked me for it.
This time when I woke, Anjali was still in bed with me, but not asleep. She was propped on her elbow, looking down at me. She was still quite rumpled, and I thought the dishevelled look rather suited her.
"Well, you look like somebody who's been thoroughly fucked," I said.
For a moment she looked startled by my coarseness, and then she smiled. "I could say the same for you."
"Mmm." I ran my hand up her thigh. "By the way, miss Early Riser, next time you stay over... I've always thought it would be lovely to be woken up by a cute girl using her mouth on me."
"Oh," she said. "Do you know any cute girls?"
"I'm looking at one."
She stroked my chest with one soft fingertip. "You were going to tell me about your tattoo."
"I was." I stroked her hand and closed my eyes, so I could speak without the distraction of seeing her. "So, I was an only child. My parents split up when I was ten, and it wasn't great for me. I was a pretty insecure kid and I blamed myself. I lived with my mother, and when I was twelve we moved. New school, new town, Aspie kid, closeted and still figuring it out. Not a lot of friends."
Not any, in fact, but that was hard to admit.
"I got bullied a lot. One of them was a girl called Cassie, a year older than me. Not one of the worst, but not great. Anyway, her dad met my mum at a parent-teacher night, and long story short, a few months later they were engaged, and, well..."
"That must have been difficult for you," Anjali said.
"Yeah, I was stressing out like you wouldn't believe. Well, maybe you would. I was just furious at Mum. Told her that she hadn't thought about me at all, how horrible it was going to be for me living with Cassie. I'd told her about being bullied, but I don't think she'd really understood how bad it was.
"Anyway, so. I think maybe Mum talked to John and John talked to Cassie, I'm not sure. But a week or so later, she rang up after school and asked to talk to me. I don't remember exactly what she said, I don't think it was quite an apology, but she wanted to let bygones be bygones. I thought she was just playing games, but she wasn't. She stopped picking on me, and then she started standing up for me, and the others eased off.
"Mum and John got married, and we moved into their place, and we ended up becoming really good friends. Like, people who didn't know the background just assumed we were sisters. I helped her with her maths homework sometimes, she helped with social stuff and kept people off my back. When I was fifteen she asked me if I was gay and I told her yes. First person in my family I came out to. And she was cool about it."
Anjali snuggled down beside me, one arm around me. "Well, that sounds quite lovely. I wonder why she changed?"
"I've never entirely understood, and by the time I would've been ready to ask her about it, she wasn't around any more. But I think... her mother died a year before I met her, and I think maybe she was still trying to deal with it and acting out. Sometimes people don't pick the best ways of coping. And then she grew up a bit and decided she didn't want to be that kind of person any more. Maybe John talked to her."
"You said she's not around any more. Does that mean...?"
"Yeah." This part still hurt to talk about. "Stupid accident. I was seventeen. She'd just started uni, one day she didn't come home for dinner, a couple of hours later the police knocked on our door. Best guess is she was taking a short-cut across a train line and didn't hear the train coming. She wore headphones a lot."
"Oh, Sarah. I'm so sorry." Anjali hugged me tight.
"Yeah, it messed me up pretty badly. I just didn't have the tools to deal with it. I kept going around in circles thinking about how easy it would've been to prevent if I'd known it was going to happen. It just didn't feel fair, such a massive cost for such a little mistake. You know how hard it is to get something like that out of your head."
She squeezed me again.
"The only thing that got me out of thinking about it... I spent hours and hours working about this maths problem. It came out of history class, of all places. I had a project on historical marriage customs around the world. Have you ever heard of Oneida?"
"Oneida, Oneida, the name rings a bell... don't they make silverware?"
"Yes, they do now. But back in the nineteenth century they were a fringe-y religious community. They had a thing called 'complex marriage' where everybody was married to everybody, and they just brought the kids up together as a community. And, yes, they paid the bills by making cutlery, among other things."
"Sarah, are you joking?"
"All true. Cross my heart. So, I was thinking about how with a society like that, inbreeding would be a problem. If you don't know who your father is, how do people avoid sleeping with their brother or your cousin? And then I got to thinking about Australian Aboriginal moiety systems - do you know what a moiety is?"
"Do I... Sarah, I'm Indian, remember?"
"Right, yeah, of course. Sorry. So, some of the Australian Aboriginal peoples have moiety systems too, but they work a bit differently. Indian system... if your parents are Brahmin, you're Brahmin, right? And the same for other castes?"
"Right."
"With the Australian systems, moiety still determines who you're supposed to marry, but you always have a different moiety to your parents. So I realised that could be a way that you could have communal marriages without inbreeding.
"So you split your group marriage commune thing into three moieties. Everybody's only allowed to have children with people from their own moiety. When somebody from Moiety One has children, the sons go off to Moiety Two and the daughters go to Three. From Moiety Two, the sons go to Three and the daughters to One. And from Three..."
"The sons go to One and the daughters go to Two."
"Exactly right. So your sons and daughters always end up in different moieties, so if everybody follows the rules you'll never have siblings hooking up. Well, not opposite-sex siblings, which is where the issue is."
"Okay... but your son and your daughter's daughter would be in the same moiety."
"Right, exactly. So with three moieties you can make sure first-generation descendants don't interbreed, but you can't do any better than that. So I tried to figure out what sort of system you'd need to prevent inbreeding down to grandchildren. Spent ages trying to figure it out with pen and paper, got nowhere, ended up programming a computer to do it by brute force. Took a few days to run, but I found the solutions. You need at least nine villages, or nine moieties, and there are four different solutions. And they looked really pretty when I plotted them, sort of like magic circles. Smaller, simpler versions of this." I indicated my tattoo. "I still have them on disk somewhere, if you want to see them later."
"I would like to," said Anjali.
(How often do you find somebody who's actually interested in that sort of stuff, who's not just being polite? Not very often, I can tell you that.)
"So then of course I wanted to find a solution for three generations. But the brute-force approach doesn't work there, because the problem just gets much too big. I played with it for a while, I didn't get anywhere, and I lost interest, so I left it alone for a while.
"Then Cassie died, and I obsessed about that for several months, just going round and round in my head and wearing myself out. Then one night I came back to that problem and it broke me out of those patterns. Like when you get a song stuck in your head and the only thing that can drive it out is another song... sort of meditative. I thought about it as two kinds of energy flowing into every moiety and mixing and transforming, then two kinds flowing out again to form these cycles that go on forever."
Anjali stroked my hair, and said nothing.
"I spent months on it, trying out all sorts of different ways to look at the problem. One night I finally cracked it. Took me a few days to code up the idea, and then a few hours to run the program, and voilà." I touched my tattoo again. "I found this pattern. And the funny thing is, I'd been worried that if I did solve it, then it wouldn't work for me any more. But instead I felt a lot better about Cassie. Still grieving, but not overwhelming me any more. I'd sort of tied my feelings about her to that problem, so once I solved it I felt like I had a little control over it. And when I turned eighteen, I got it tattooed on me as a memento of her."
"What was that like?"
"Well, it hurts a lot. Not a lot of padding on the ribs. But after a couple of minutes I just drifted away to this weird place, in a kind of trance. I could still feel the needle but I didn't mind it at all. Sounds weird but I kind of wanted it to go on forever. When it did stop I was just exhausted and shaky, but it all felt right. Good pain. And afterwards... I felt like I was carrying Cassie around on my skin, instead of in my head, and that's a lot easier to live with. It's a complicated thing."
Anjali was quiet for a little while, and then she said, "Thank you. All this time I've known you and I never knew you'd had a sister."
"I don't talk about her often, no."
"Are you okay?"
"Dunno."
She paused, frowned in thought for a moment, then spoke. "Did I ever tell you about the time when I was in med school, and a woman showed up at the ER with her son? He'd grabbed a bunch of coins out of her purse and swallowed them."
"No, I don't remember that one."
"She was quite worried. We told her it happens all the time, and she just needed to wait a couple of days for nature to take its course. But three days later she called back."
"Oh? What happened?"
"There was no change."
It took me a moment, and then I groaned and hit her with a pillow.
*****
Author's note: In fact, Oneidans kept careful records that allowed them to track their children's paternity but Sarah didn't know that. Neither did her author... thanks to my beta readers for spotting that and other errors!
Next time: Sarah goes on a business trip, and discusses the logistics of modern-day tulip exporting, because no erotica is complete without that.
By the way, if you've been enjoying this story, you might also like last year's "Riddle of the Copper Coin" over in Sci-Fi/Fantasy: https://www.literotica.com/s/riddle-of-the-copper-coin
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Chapter Four: Red Tulips
Apologies for the long delay since my last update. It's been a tough year, and I got stalled for quite a while, but after a couple of false starts here I am again. As I post this, Chapter 5 is with my beta readers and I'm starting on Chapter 6.
"Hey Anjali!"
"Hello Sarah, how are you?"
"Oh, not too bad... look, my boss has asked me to go to Holland at short notice. I fly out early Saturday morning. So I'm going to need to postpone our date on Friday week."
"Oh gosh. That is short notice. For you, I mean. I'm all right to postpone. Why the rush?"
"We're helping build the business systems for a new container facility at Schiphol. Martin was going to go, he usually does these trips, but he fell down some stairs last week and broke his leg in two places. There's nobody else, and he thinks it'd look bad if there's nobody there to represent us."
"Oh... that makes sense, I suppose. When were you thinking of rescheduling?"
"I get back on Saturday week, so maybe the Friday after that, the 27th?"
"Yes... I suppose that works." But she sounded hesitant, and a thought occurred to me.
"Anjali, is this going to inconvenience you, if I don't pay you until the 27th?"
She didn't reply.
"I can pay in advance if that would help."
"It might, yes. Thank you, Sarah, I would appreciate that. I'm all right for bills, but I'm still trying to find a flat, and I might need to come up with deposit money in a hurry."
"Sure, it's no problem. How is that going, anyway?"
"I'm still looking." She sighed. "I will be very glad when I can move. We have two new housemates and they are simply terrible."
We met up for afternoon tea on the day before I was due to fly out. I paid for our orders, and as I returned to the table I gave Anjali an envelope. She looked at it with a perplexed expression. "What is this?"
"Money," I said softly.
"Oh!" She blinked, then tucked the envelope into her purse. "Silly me, of course it is. Thank you."
"Everything okay? You seem a bit distracted today."
She held up her hands. "I'm sorry. I'm just exasperated today. My housemates are maddening."
Over our coffees she told me the details. Her housemate's cousin had come to stay, with his girlfriend, "just for a few days", after they had been kicked out by both his parents and hers. Three weeks later, they showed no signs of moving on, and they had worn through Anjali's patience.
They left messes on the bench and in the sink. They finished toilet rolls and didn't replace them. Anjali had searched for an hour for her favourite frying pan, before discovering it in their bedroom full of day-old food. And although nobody had admitted to anything, she was almost certain that they were to blame for the burnt-plastic smell that appeared in the kitchen on the same night her favourite plastic spatula vanished.
"They play their terrible music so loud, and she leaves hair in the shower... ugh! I hate it. I just want my own space and my own things and nobody messing with them." She was staring at her hands, twirling her spoon, dropping it and fetching it and dropping it again, and I touched her arm and spoke.
"Anjali. Look, I'll be away for a week. If you want some quiet you could stay at my place while I'm gone."
"No, I..." She paused. "Really? Do you mean that?"
"Really. Just as a friend thing, not as a... business arrangement. I have to warn you the place isn't the tidiest just now, I've been packing and I won't have a chance to clean up before I go, but if you can live with that it's yours for the week."
"Hmm. I think that might be... helpful." She squeezed my hand. "Thanks, Sarah, I appreciate this."
"Well, I don't want you going to jail for killing your housemates." I sipped my coffee. "Even if they thoroughly deserve it."
She wished me well for my trip, and I made arrangements to get her a spare key, and then put her out of my mind so I could concentrate on my last-minute travel panic.
I'm not afraid of plane crashes; I've seen the numbers and the risks are very low. For me it's the petty things that play to my anxieties. Missing the plane, losing my luggage, arriving in a foreign country to find I don't have a hotel booking, that sort of thing. I check and re-check everything, and it's only when I feel the plane's engines kick in that I start to relax, because the next few hours are out of my hands.
They'd booked me in business class, and it's certainly better than economy—good food, seats that lie flat, a healthy separation from my fellow passengers—but the cabin crew always make me uncomfortable.
It's not their fault. They're paid to be charming and attentive, and that's exactly the problem. Every few minutes some immaculately made-up hostess would stop by to ask if I needed anything, a meal or a drink or a newspaper or anything at all. I couldn't find a polite way to tell them that all I wanted was to be left alone with my thoughts.
In the end it was easiest just to invent a few whims so they'd feel they'd done their job. So I finished an extra dessert that I didn't really need, and let them set up the bedding that I could have handled myself, and then lay back feigning sleep.
I was supposed to be thinking about client meetings, working on my contingency plans for our meetings. Instead, I thought about Anjali, sweet bookish Anjali, who I had been paying to wait on me in rather more personal ways.
I still had my qualms about the arrangement. But if my scruples hadn't stopped me from taking her to bed twice, they weren't likely to prevent it from happening again. Besides, I told myself, I'd already made a financial commitment and Anjali would be relying on that, so it would be immoral not to go on sleeping with her.
Did I mention I'm pretty good at rationalising things?
I wondered what exactly I felt for Anjali. Was I attracted to her? Or to the situation? I'd known her for seven years without thinking of her as a bed-mate, until we stumbled into the possibility together. If the question of money hadn't come into it, if Miss Anjali Kapadia had simply told me one day that she wanted to kiss me and maybe more, would I have said yes?
Perhaps I would have—oh, let's be honest, of course I would have. I'm a sucker for women who have the good taste to find me attractive, and she was very much my type in some of the ways that mattered most. Smart, passionate, and pure in a way that has nothing to do with virginity.
Maybe, in some other world, she'd have just asked—or, slightly less improbable, I'd have asked her—and we'd have had something more conventional. But, I thought, it would have been a very different relationship to the one in which we now found ourselves.
It was complicated, and I was in that annoying state of being tired but not sleepy, so I didn't make any progress in figuring it out. After wrestling with it all for an hour or two I gave up and pulled out my laptop to read the pre-meeting notes and soothe myself with some programming problems.
It's a twenty-four hour haul from Melbourne to Schiphol, including the stop at Dubai, and even a lie-flat plane seat is no substitute for a proper bed. By the time I wheeled my suitcase out of Customs I was half woman, half shambling zombie. Thankfully my hotel was just a five-minute taxi ride away—after all, our project was at the airport—and it wasn't long before I crawled into a bed that felt much too big for one person.
The four days that followed were productive, but stressful. I spent most of them in an office building that echoed incessantly with the rumble of jets, talking the finer points of container management with my clients and colleagues.
I wasn't always sure who was which. We were subcontracting to a German-American management consulting firm who had a partnership with the Belgian-Dutch-Swiss consortium who ran the container facility, and every time I tried to understand how it all fitted together, my eyes started to glaze over. It doesn't help that I'm a little face-blind. From the agenda I knew there was a Roy and a Jonathan and a Holger in the room, but I had trouble remembering which was which.
Mostly I just kept my mouth shut and did my best to look like I was listening. That is to say, I concentrated on nodding and modelling Normal Person Body Language and making eye contact, which didn't leave me with much processing power to follow what people were actually saying. I would have been in trouble if anybody called on me for comment, but thankfully nobody did. On Monday and Tuesday we went out for dinner and I made superficial conversation for a couple of hours, then pleaded jetlag and retreated to my room to decompress with my computer.
But on Wednesday I got my moment in the spotlight, thanks to Miep. She was from the Dutch contingent, the only other woman in the room, which made it easier for me to remember who she was.
"I would like to ask about a technical issue," said Miep. I shut down my game of solitaire and pricked up my ears. "We have customers who would pay a premium for retrieval and dispatch on short notice. Perhaps somebody is willing to pay ten per cent extra for guaranteed three-hour despatch, or twenty per cent for one-hour. Can we support that?"
Before I go on with that conversation, let me explain a few things.
A container facility is basically your hoarder grandpa's garage on a grand scale: boxes crammed in as dense as can be, piled in stacks ten high. Except that the boxes are steel shipping containers, twenty or forty feet long, and instead of piling up and staying there forever, most of them have somewhere to go. A truck drives in, a crane picks up the container and stacks it somewhere convenient, a few hours later a ship docks and another crane loads it onto the ship. Meanwhile, we've loaded something else on the truck so it's not wasting petrol without a cargo.
Part of the magic that I get paid to perform is ensuring that when that ship comes in, the container is on the top of its stack and not buried under nine other boxes -- because unstacking all those boxes to get to it wastes time, and time is money. It's a complex bit of mathematical choreography, planning which containers get stacked where and which cranes service them, so that when we pick up the containers for an eight a.m. despatch the containers for nine a.m. are waiting underneath them.
Oh, and by the way, some of these containers are extra-heavy, so we can't put them too high up in the stack. Some of them have hazardous materials and can't be stored close together. And so on, and so on. It's an intricate dance with hundreds of rules, and fortune favours the flexible.
Let's pretend you're in the tulip business, growing acres of flowers in the fields of Holland and exporting them to the USA. Refrigeration technology is better than it used to be, but tulips still don't like long sea voyages; if you want to deliver the freshest possible, your flowers have to travel by air, and airfreight is expensive.
But sometimes it isn't. Airfreight companies aim to fill their planes every time they fly, but it doesn't always work out; maybe they don't manage to sell all their capacity, or maybe somebody cancels a shipment with twelve hours' notice. Either way, they have space to sell and they need to sell it in a hurry.
If you're smart enough and nimble enough, you can make that work for you. Park your container full of tulips in a container facility near the airport, keep an eye out for last-minute bargains, and hey presto, massively discounted shipping.
Of course, this only works if you can get your tulips out in a hurry, as soon as that opportunity opens up. The faster you can react, the more you can save.
So that's what Miep wanted to know: can we arrange operations so we can get those tulips out of storage in a hurry whenever the owner calls for them, without getting in the way of everything else that needs to move through the container facility?
"Well," said Roy (or was it Jonathan?), "that's not part of our—"
I leaned in, waving my hand, and people looked at me as if one of the chairs had just grown a face. "We haven't done it before," I said, "but I've been thinking about this, and I'm pretty sure we can. If I can just borrow the projector a moment, I can show you a demo of how it might work..."
And I did. It was just a quick-and-dirty prototype, but it was still enough to wow them and put a smile on Miep's face.
"Did you really write that on the spot?" she asked.
I shook my head. "I read your slides, and it seemed like an interesting problem, so I did a little work on it last night." And the night before, and in the daytime when everybody else was talking. But I didn't say that bit, and after that everybody took a bit more interest in me.
By the time we wrapped up on Thursday afternoon we had tentatively agreed to develop software to support what Miep had asked for, and I even got an enthusiastic email from Martin: "Jonathan says you made quite an impression. Nice work!" All the same, I was very relieved when I was able to farewell my colleagues and head back to my hotel for my last night before returning to familiar surroundings.
I had several hours to kill in the airport on Friday morning, and so I browsed the duty-free shops. I was about to congratulate myself on having run the gauntlet without buying anything more than an ornamental box of chocolates, when I foolishly wandered into an art-gallery gift shop.
They had all the Dutch standards: Rembrandt, Van Gogh, Mondrian, even Escher, in T-shirts and posters and coffee mugs. But what caught my eye was a display of scarves from a recent Art Nouveau exhibition. They were beautiful, elegant patterns in rich colours; I wanted to buy all of them, even though I knew very well that I never wore scarves and anything I bought would end up forgotten at the back of a cupboard.
"One hundred per cent silk," said the shop assistant approvingly, and the metaphorical angel on my shoulder whimpered. I have a thing for silk.
"How much are they?"
She named the price, almost eighty euros, and I sighed to myself. That was just far too much money for something I wasn't going to use. I was about to make my excuses when she caught me.
"Are you shopping for yourself, or for a friend?"
If I buy it for somebody who'll use it, it's not really a waste, is it? Then it's an act of generosity, not greed. And there are half a dozen beautiful scarves here that I want to buy, so if I only get one... really, that's quite frugal.

"A friend," I said, and the angel on my shoulder threw up her hands in disgust.
"What colours does your friend like?"
I reached out and touched one of the scarves, felt its softness, ran my fingers down to the hem, so neatly sewn I could barely feel it. That reminded me of somebody.
"All kinds of colours." I ran my hands through folds of cream, apple-green, apricot, sea-blue, charcoal. "But she looks very good in red." And I examined a tessellated pattern of crimson-blushing tulips so vibrant I felt they might bruise if I touched them roughly.
"That one is my favourite."
Reader, I bought it. I battled with my conscience a little longer, but in the end the desire to buy and to have won out, and a few minutes later the shop assistant was ringing up a sale and folding it into a little box for me. "I hope your friend likes it!"
Perhaps because I didn't have a meeting to worry about at the other end, I actually managed to sleep for a few hours on the return flight. We had another stopover for a few stifling hours in Dubai—the air conditioning was struggling to keep up with the heat—and by the time I boarded my connection to Melbourne I was unpleasantly sweaty.
We landed in Melbourne at ten p.m. on Saturday night, and after getting through the formalities it was close to midnight by the time I got to my apartment. I was just glad to be home, ready to unwind in the first real solitude I'd had for almost two days. But when I walked in the door, there was Anjali sitting in my lounge room, looking embarrassed.
"Hi Sarah, I'm sorry, I know I said I'd be gone before you got back. Is it okay if I stay on the sofa just tonight? I promise I'll go in the morning."
I wasn't thrilled about this. I don't like surprises, and my social batteries were well and truly trained. Dealing with anybody, even someone who I liked as much as Anjali, felt like an imposition. But I didn't think she'd be asking without reason.
"What's up?"
"I'm sorry, it's stupid. I got a cold and I was trying to prepare for a review but Professor Cheng's away at a conference and he's not answering his emails and I found a nice flat but I didn't have my ID with me and by the time I got it somebody else had already -"
I held up my hand. "Hang on, hang on. Stop a moment. I know I asked, but I didn't realise there'd be so much. Anjali, I've been travelling and I'm sweaty and gross... look, you can stay the night, but I'm going to need a wash before we have this discussion, okay?"
"Okay. Sorry."
"I'm not mad at you, I just need a moment. And a loo break."
As I did what I needed to do, I heard Anjali's footsteps coming up the stairs. Then some noises from the bathroom next to me, and the sound of water running. I flushed, and emerged from the toilet to find Anjali waiting for me, and the bathtub beginning to fill.
"I thought you might want a bath?"
I was about to say no, I was planning to have a shower, because I didn't want to marinate in my own grime. But I had a feeling I knew what she was doing, because I've been there myself: you feel like you've fucked up, and you don't really know what to do about it, so you're trying to make amends in any way you can.
"Thanks, that's a lovely thought. I might rinse off in the shower first, and then a bath sounds really nice."
"Do you put anything in the water?"
"I don't usually, but hang on..." I rummaged in a cupboard. There, at the back: a bath bomb my aunt had given me two Christmases ago. As with most of her presents, it was violently pink. "I have no idea what this will be like, but let's find out."
I dropped it in the tub, and then took off my glasses. I turned my back to Anjali as I undressed; I'm not especially shy about nudity around female friends, but it was the first time I'd been naked in her presence outside the terms of our arrangement, and it felt a little weird. It didn't take long before steam fogged the shower screen, and then I no longer had to worry about modesty.
From the colour of the bath bomb, I'd expected it to smell of fake strawberries. But the scent that began to creep into the shower was subtler than that, more like cloves and cinnamon. Not a pink smell at all; really quite pleasant.
After a couple of minutes in the shower I emerged, clean enough to enter the tub, but the tub wasn't ready for me. "Sorry," said Anjali, looking away from me, "it's taking a while to fill."
"Anjali, you don't need to apologise for the laws of fluid dynamics."
"Sorry. I mean..." She sighed. "Never mind. It hasn't been a good week."
I wrapped a towel around myself. It seemed pointless to dry myself just to hop into the bath, but it was easier than trying to untangle my thoughts about the whole nudity thing just at that moment.
"Well, just let me get in the bath and then you can tell me about it."
The water was rising, covered in a thick foam of pink-tinged bubbles. When it seemed high enough to give some degree of coverage I climbed in, leaving the towel behind. I sat upright at the back of the tub with my knees drawn up against my chest, perhaps for modesty's sake, perhaps just to keep my toes away from the hot water that was still running in.
Anjali sat on the floor beside the tub, and talked, and I wanted to invite her in to share it with me. Perhaps it would have been just two friends sharing a tub—it was large enough to do so in comfort—and nothing more than a way to help her relax. I wasn't really sure, and so I held back, and listened, interrupting only to turn off the water when the tub was in danger of overflowing.



Her story was a catalogue of mishaps and nuisances. She was supposed to be writing an academic presentation, but couldn't get guidance from her advisor; she needed to put in an application for a possible flat, and was intimidated by the paperwork involved; the landlord at their current place was claiming they were behind on their rent; half a dozen other things that I don't now remember.
None of them were major in their own right, but multi-tasking is not our strong point, and their combined weight had brought her to a minor meltdown. She had been sick for a couple of days—I suspected the stress had contributed to that—and had stayed in my apartment instead of going in to the office. With every day she stayed home, going back in seemed more intimidating, and so she had lost a week without making progress on any of the things that she'd been worrying about.
I clasped her hand with my own, soapy water and all, and I reminded her that none of these things were the end of the world, and that she could deal with them one by one. Here and there I was able to give more direct advice.
"So instead of asking Professor Cheng if he's okay with you presenting these slides, you can word it like this: 'Dear Professor, here are my slides, please let me know by Friday if you want me to make any changes.' That way, if he doesn't reply, you're good to go."
"Oh! I see what you mean. That's very clever, I think I can use that a lot."
We talked through the other issues, and then eventually I said, "Water's starting to go cold, I suppose I'd better get out."
"Of course." She stood up and gave me my towel, looking away once more as I dried myself again, eventually turning back once I'd wrapped the towel around myself. "Oh dear," she said.
"What?"
"Sarah, you have glitter all over you."
I'm pretty blind without my glasses, and I hadn't noticed it in the water, but as I brought my hand to my face I saw the shiny flecks catching the light. "Oh, for crying out loud."
"It suits you."
"Hah. Oh, that reminds me, I have something for you."
Once I'd tied on my dressing gown, I gave her the small box that the gift-shop lady had wrapped. Anjali untied the ribbon, lifted the lid, drew out the silk and held it out; then she closed one hand until her thumb and fingers formed a loop, and drew it through, feeling it slide over her skin.
"Oh, Sarah, this is beautiful. I adore tulips. Do you know they're the most romantic flower?"
"Not red roses?"
She shook her head. "Tulips. Two-lips. Get it?"
I groaned. "You're terrible. Now go to bed, it's one in the morning. Are you okay with the sofa?"
"I've been sleeping there all week. You weren't here, so." She leaned in and suddenly hugged me. "Thanks for talking, Sarah." Then she went downstairs, and I plodded off to my bed.
For once, thanks to jetlag, I woke before Anjali. I sat up and read for an hour or two. When I heard her moving about downstairs I came down to say hello, and we breakfasted together.
"Sarah," she said, "I wanted to ask you about that scarf..."
"Oh?"
"Is it for me, or for Lily?"
That caught me unawares. "I'm... let me think... I'm really not sure, to be honest. Whichever you'd like, I guess."
She nodded. "I have some idea what it might have cost you. I think perhaps it might be more appropriate for Lily. Besides, tulips are a kind of lily."
"Really? I had no idea."
"Family Liliaceae, tribe Lilieae."
"Impressive."
"The Girl's Encyclopædia of the Garden, 1927 edition. I read that one a few times. It had lovely colour plates... Sarah, you said before, you needed to know when you had my permission?"
It took me a moment to realise she wasn't talking about the previous night, but an earlier conversation. "I remember."
"Allow me to propose an idea. When I am wearing that scarf, you may consider me to be Lily, and I am at your service. The rest of the time, I'm Anjali, and we are friends."
"Huh." I gave that some thought. "Okay, yes, that could work."
"Splendid. Well, I suppose I'd better pack my things." She checked her watch. "I should be able to make the nine-thirty train."
"How are you feeling this morning?"
"Much better, thanks. I feel a bit silly about everything."
I shook my head. "I promise I don't think you're silly."
She smiled. "Now, speaking of Lily, are we still on for Friday?"
"Oh, yes. I haven't planned anything yet, I'll let you know, but definitely Friday."
"Looking forwards to it!"
She left soon afterwards, and at last I was alone. That's when the emotional hangover really started to hit, a week of high-power social interaction working its way out of my system. I left my phone on silent, let Martin know I was jetlagged and wouldn't be in on Monday, and settled in for a couple of days of absolute solitude.
On the Tuesday I was feeling recovered enough to go in to work for half a day. In the evening Anjali messaged me:
AK: Hi Sarah, how are you?
PrincessOfParallelograms: not bad, mostly over the jetlag. Caught up on laundry. Still picking glitter out of my hair. You?
AK: Good, thank you. We sorted out the rent situation, the landlord forgot to record our payment but we found the online payment.
AK: I have a question for you
AK: last week, when I was procrastinating at your place, I checked out your library
AK: I noticed some books
AK: the ones with naked ladies. And ropes and so forth.

PrincessOfParallelograms: Ah.
Welp. She'd found my small collection of bondage art books. I didn't exactly lock them away, but I kept them discreetly towards the back of the library, on a high shelf and sandwiched in between some larger books so the casual observer would never notice them.
Of course, as I'd realised in hindsight, Anjali was the last person on earth who'd be content with observing a library casually.

AK: An interest of yours?
PrincessOfParallelograms: ...I suppose you could say that.

The notification showed me she was typing, typing, but it was a very long minute or two before she sent her reply.
AK: Sarah, is that something you would like to do with Lily?
Suddenly my heart was thumping, hard.
PrincessOfParallelograms: what would she say if I did?
AK: I think she might be willing to try some of it.
AK: Not all the things in those books. Some of them looked a bit impractical.
PrincessOfParallelograms: ...you read all of them?
AK: Oh yes.
AK: BTW, did you decide what you would like to do for Friday night?
PrincessOfParallelograms: well, I hadn't, but I have NOW.
AK: ;-)
AK: oh, real estate agent calling, gtg. Later!
It was a long three days before our date night.
We met at a tapas restaurant; they were brand new and trying to attract clientele, so I'd scored a discount coupon. I arrived five minutes early; fifteen minutes later, Anjali walked in.
"Sorry I'm late," she said, although by my standards ten minutes was the height of punctuality. "It took me a while to get away from the office, and I wanted to change."
She was wearing a rather splendid-looking dress, yellow and orange with some fancy box-pleating, but what really caught my attention was the sash she wore around her waist.
A red silk one, with tulips on it.
"That's quite all right. How's it going? Did you get any feedback from your professor?"
"Oh, yes. Today, at eight minutes to five. That's why I'm running late." She shrugged. "But my slides are all ready. Now I just have to deliver it."
"You'll do fine. I know what you're like when you're talking about something that interests you. Just remember not to go too fast."
She smiled. "Thank you for the vote of confidence. But I'm stressing out about it. Could we please not discuss it tonight?"
"Sure thing."
After we'd placed our orders, Anjali reached into her bag and pulled out some folded sheets of paper. "I don't know how you want to do it, but I thought perhaps it would be useful to work through this..."
I opened it up and chuckled, then checked around us to make sure nobody was looking. It was a printed list of about a hundred different BDSM activities.
"So we go through it," Anjali said, "and each of us says how interested we are in each thing."
"What, here?"
"Unless you'd rather have a bit more privacy," she said. The place had been filling up as we talked, and just then another couple sat down beside us.
"Oh, I think we'll be okay." I took out a pen and pointed at the first item on the list. "So, what about this one?"
"Tried it once, didn't enjoy it, but that might have been the situation. I could give it another go if you want to."
I shrugged. "I've had fun with it sometimes, but it's not something I get hugely excited about. Okay, this one?"
"Scary."
"Good scary or bad scary?"
She considered. "Bad scary, sorry."
"No need to apologise. There are no wrong answers. And it's not really my thing either. Okay, so if that one's out I'll assume this next one's also out... how about this one?"
"Yes, within reason. Visible, erm, b-r-u-i-s-e-s might be hard to explain. You?"
"Receiving, sometimes. I love giving." I smiled at her, showing my teeth, and she smiled back. Then I jumped, just a little, as I felt something brushing my calf. Something very like her stockinged toes.
The couple next to us were talking. I could hear every detail of their holiday plans, so no doubt they could hear us just as well.
In the margins on the first sheet, I wrote: bad girl.
Anjali reached for a pen of her own from her handbag.
What happens to bad girls?
Spanking, for starters.
She nodded, then turned over to the third page of the checklist, and drew a large smiley face next to "Spanking" before flipping back to page one. Her toe stroked upwards to the back of my knee.
We worked through the list item by item. Yes, no, yes please, maybe, need to think about that one, need to look that one up, and all the while Anjali's toes caressing my legs.
You are being quite distracting.
Oh! Am I?
She didn't stop, though, so I just soldiered on as best I could. "Next one?"
Anjali squinted at the list. "Not applicable, I would have thought...?"
"Oh, no, it's quite possible, it just takes some artificial help. I've dated a couple of ladies who were very much into that."
"Oh. Well, all right, then. I think I'd be okay with that."
"Cool."
And so on and so forth, with Anjali continuing her surreptitious distraction until at last I darted my left hand down under the cloth and caught her by the big toe. She could've pulled free, no doubt, but she didn't try very hard.
This little piggy came back to my place.
"I'm quite attached to that little piggy."
Well, then...
We didn't stick around for dessert, and I had some difficulty keeping my hands off her on the way home. Neither of us had been drinking, but she was giggly enough that I'd have taken her for tipsy if I didn't know better.
I walked into my apartment ahead of her, and as soon as she was inside I turned and pushed her back against the door, my hands on her shoulders. She squealed in surprise, but I swiftly silenced her with a kiss. As she brought up her hands instinctively, I grabbed her wrists and pulled them up above her head.
"Oh my," she said, when at last I let her breathe again. "You know how to make a girl feel wanted."
I kissed her again, nipping at her lips, stroking her cheek and running my hand back to catch her by the hair. "You've been teasing me all night. Now it's time to deliver." I dragged her towards my couch.
"Ooh, ow! Wait, let me get my shoes off before I twist my ankle!"
I paused, just long enough for her to kick them off. "Now, Miss Lily, off with your things."
"Won't. You can't make me."
I yanked her hair.
"Ow! Okay, okay. You don't have to be so mean about it."
"Don't have to. But I want to. Now, hurry up, girl. You can keep your underwear, for now. Everything else off."
I tugged the scarf loose from around her waist and draped it around her neck, so it wouldn't get in the way as she shed her dress. She obeyed, shedding her fine clothes, and I wondered once again whether it would ever stop seeming magical, that such a marvellous and unique creature should be at my command.
Soon enough she stood before me in her bra and panties. Perhaps remembering our first time together, she'd taken off her stockings, but...
"Everything off, I said. Everything but the underwear."
She looked confused, flustered, just how I wanted her. "But I've taken everything—"
With my forefinger, I tapped my own glasses.
"Oh. Sorry." She took hers off, put them down on my coffee table, and stood there blinking the way we myopes do. I picked them up, careful not to smudge the lenses—I may be sometimes a bitch, but I'm not a barbarian—and strolled over to one of my bookshelves, stretching up to place them a few inches out of Anjali's reach.
"You're evil," she said.
I bowed, straightened again, and strode towards her. "Turn around." I drew her hands behind her back, then slid the scarf down from her neck and looped it snugly around her wrists. "Pick a safeword, if you please."
"Oh, gosh... what about 'Schwarzchild'?"
"Ha. Yes, that will do very well." I knotted the scarf, firm but not too tight; the last thing I wanted was to stretch the silk. "How's that? Not too tight?"
She wriggled her hands. "No, that's good."
"Excellent." I sat on the sofa, pulling her down to lie across my lap. "Guess what happens now, cutie?"
There was a tremor in her voice. "You're going to spank me."
"Mmm-hmm. Do you think you could get away, if you tried?"
She wriggled, but I had one hand on her back, the other on her thighs. "...no."
"No—what?"
"No... mistress?"
"Good girl." With my left hand I ran one finger up her spine, tickling the back of her neck, and with my right hand I stroked her bum, beginning to pat her lightly. "Now, do you know why you're about to be spanked?"
"Oh... because I was bad, and I teased you?"
"Uh huh. Why else?"
"...because it was on the checklist?"
"That also. And?"
She hesitated, no doubt distracted by my fingers, which were dawdling at the juncture of her buttocks. "I'm sorry, I don't know, mistress."
"Because it pleases me, sweetie." I stroked her face, ran my finger over her lips, slipped a fingertip between them. "Because I want you to squeal... oh, by the way, Lily, any time I put something in your mouth, you have a job to do."
She pursed her lips around my finger and sucked it into her mouth, warm and wet and yielding.
"That's a good girl. You want to be my good girl, don't you?" I was stroking down her perineum now, and she flinched, and my fingers slipped down between her thighs. I could feel her heat there, and the cloth was getting damp. She mumbled "mmm-hmm".
"Bad girls get punished, Lily." I squeezed her in a very sensitive location, and she squirmed. "But you know what? It's just as much fun to hurt good girls. I don't need a reason." I wiggled my finger against the tip of her tongue, and then I withdrew it, clamping my left hand over the back of her neck, pinning her face down, as I raised my right. "Let's begin."
I brought my hand down with a crack, and she squealed and jumped, every muscle stiff, then softened again in my grasp. Again, on the other buttock, and again, and again, and every time she gasped and struggled for a moment before giving in once more.
After a few minutes of this, I paused the spanking in order to unhook the clasp of her bra. With her wrists bound, I couldn't get it all the way off, but that didn't matter; her breasts were exposed, to rub against the sofa's suede every time she moved, and I didn't intend to let her keep still for long.
Next I tugged her underwear down, halfway to her knees, exposing her buttocks -- I took a moment to appreciate their blush -- and I ran my fingers up between her legs. Yes, she was quite wet, and I made sure she knew I'd noticed, working that slickness around a little before slipping two fingers into her. She sighed.
"Something wrong, dear?" I asked, fingers curling and stroking.
"N-no, mistress."
"Good." I drew my fingers out of her, sliding them over her clit—she gasped again—and then twisted around to run them over her lips and slip them into her mouth. Obedient to my previous instruction, she promptly began to suck them, running her tongue around and between them.
"Good girl." I stroked her hair with my other hand. "So good." Then I began to play between her legs again, just long enough to get her wriggling once more, before I resumed her spanking. The raised hand; the smack of skin on skin, and a soft cry; the handprints on her body, changing colour as briefly-displaced blood rushed back. Between blows I teased her mercilessly, sometimes toying with her breasts, sometimes with her clit, sometimes finger-squirming inside her, always with the goal of bringing her almost to the edge before easing off, and returning to the spanking.
"Oh, please, Sarah, I can't take much more of this."
I paused again, stroking her backside, which was now quite warm to the touch. "You want me to stop?"
"No, not stop, let me... let me finish. I'm so close."
I brushed her face, and felt something wet. A tear? But she didn't seem upset, just dishevelled. "I think you've earned it, darling."
I slid my fingers into her one more time, then out again, and back down to tease at her clit. Her thighs squeezed me as if she was trying to break my wrist; thankfully I have strong fingers, and even with my hand held captive I was able to work her, methodically and ruthlessly, gauging my movement by the sound of her breathing.
She started to shudder, and her body arched. "Oh, oh, oh... OH! OH!" Then she trailed away into silence, melting into me.
I rubbed her arse gently, soothing the hurts I'd inflicted, and stroked her hair. "How are you doing?"
"Mmm." She stretched, as best she could in her predicament, and relaxed again. "Very nicely, but my shoulders are getting a bit uncomfortable."
I untied Anjali's wrists and helped her stand. She stood there, a little wobbly on her feet, rolling her shoulders. Her bra still hung loosely around her; I helped her out of it.
"Glass of water?"
"Oh, yes please." She followed me over to the kitchen and I filled a glass for each of us.
When she'd emptied her glass, I held out the scarf to her. "By the way, you're not finished with this yet."
"Oh." Was that amusement in her voice? She accepted the scarf, held it in both hands. "What did you have in mind?"
I reached out and stroked her forehead, ran my fingers down her cheek. "I thought you might use it to tie back your hair. Now, I expect you're still feeling a bit sore?" I slid in close, took a handful of her backside, squeezed, and she winced.
"Ra-ther."
"So I thought instead of having to sit, it might be nice for you to spend some time on your knees."
It took her a moment -- I think she was still a trifle dazed -- but she figured it out. "Yes, mistress." Then she leaned in and kissed me, and I led her up the stairs to my bedroom.

* * * * *
As always, thanks to my beta readers LaRascasse, LesbianChickLit, and my partner.
Next time: Sarah and Anjali talk fashion and go to a concert.
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Apologies to readers who are waiting on the next chapter of "Anjali's Red Scarf". I'm still working on it but it's coming slowly, so in the meantime here's something rather different that's been sitting in my drafts folder for a while.
*****
"So," I said to Sigrid, "we're cutting our travel budget but increasing training. By the way, have I mentioned how good that coat looks on you?"
Sigrid and I haven't worked together for several years now, but her office is on the same train line as mine, so every other week we share the ride in to the city. If there are two seats together, we'll sit and chat. More often it's standing room only, and we'll share a stanchion and lean in to talk as the commuting masses press around us.
"Why, thank you," she replied. "Some nice person bought it for my birthday. Oh, Tim, I didn't tell you my news. Derek"—that was her current boss—"wants to talk to me about organising a team-building event."
"A team—oh. Oh dear."
We were both thinking about the same day, five years in the past and many miles away.
* * * * *
I was twenty-two. I'd been working with Joint Coordinated Network Inc's software division for a few months, my first real job, and when they first sent me the offer I thought I was incredibly lucky to be working with one of the biggest names in office productivity solutions.
How soon the novelty wears off, eh?
JCN had over a hundred thousand staff worldwide, but somebody in upper management had decided that big offices were inefficient and discouraged innovation. So they'd decentralised, breaking their big divisions into smaller groups, and moved the groups to wherever office space was cheap. This is how I found myself assigned to the Paradigm Reimagination Group, a team of forty-odd people stationed in a small office in a suburban industrial park.
PRG was working on a new project, a web-based office productivity application, and I'd been brought on as a developer. The concept was interesting enough, and even as a wet-behind-the-ears code monkey I could see that it had plenty of commercial potential if we could get it right.
Our rivals certainly thought so. Barron Software, an up-and-coming outfit looking to build market share, had just announced that they were working on a similar product. So we were officially in a high-stakes race, and while there was still some way to go, our chances weren't looking good.
Whose fault was that? Oh, there are so many places I could point the finger.
There was Howard, our senior developer. He'd been with JCN since the 1980s, and he knew everything there was to know about the inner workings of our products. Problem was, he didn't feel like sharing. Often I'd end up playing Freecell for hours on end, not because there was no work to do, but because Howard didn't think I was up to it. "It'd take too long to teach you," he'd say, "faster to do it myself."
There was the anonymous person who'd printed out the wrong version of the project specs for a planning meeting, leading to us spending two months on a build that didn't meet requirements. Most of my work on that one ended up being deleted unused. Demoralising. Nobody quite remembered who had brought the printouts, and nobody was prepared to own up.
There was the ongoing feud between Kathleen (general office admin) and Margaret (the boss's PA). For reasons neither of them would discuss, they'd stopped talking to one another, which had led to a very memorable day when Margaret scheduled a visit and speech from the Regional Head of Operations in the same timeslot that Kathleen had booked a protracted test of the fire-alarm system.
And let's not even talk about the Milk Bandit.
I could go on and on. There were so many other dysfunctions I could name, interpersonal conflicts and grudges that made Middle-Eastern politics look straightforward by comparison. But the biggest one, in my eyes, was the boss himself: Alistair.
Alistair had once been an Olympic rowing coach, and he never let us forget it. Every day as I walked into the office, I was met by a framed photograph of him standing alongside the team as they showed off their silver medals.
That had been thirty years earlier. On the strength of that achievement, and perhaps because he'd been to the same private school as several of the company execs, he'd managed to talk his way into a management position at JCN. Alistair fervently believed that managing a software development project was fundamentally no different to managing a rowing team, a belief that he shared with us at every opportunity.
Every Monday morning at ten a.m. Alistair would call us all together into the break room and deliver a Motivational Speech. Inevitably he would exhort us to Pull Together, Keep A Productive Rhythm, Put Your Backs Into It, Don't Be Afraid To Get Your Feet Wet, and so forth, as seventy-eight eyes stared wistfully at the biscuits that sat so tantalisingly close. But his signature quote, repeated more and more frequently as we circled closer and closer to the drain, was this:
"When our competitors are giving a hundred and ten per cent, we have to give a hundred and twenty!"
Nevertheless, working at JCN had its compensations. For me, the greatest of these was the presence of Sigrid, the newest member of the office's small graphics team. She had joined three months before I did, and as new staff we'd both been volunteered onto the office End-Of-Year Party Planning Committee together. So we spent half an hour together every week—more if I could contrive to synchronise my tea-break with her—and I'd become aware of her many good qualities. In addition to being cute (her button nose, her pixie cut, her blue-grey eyes) she was smart, and she was kind; no matter what you brought to her, she'd do her best to help. We both liked Belle and Sebastian, and we'd both been falsely accused of milk theft.
All in all, I had become rather more than fond of her, and yet I had no idea what to do about it. I was shy and inexperienced, having graduated from university only slightly less virginal than when I'd gone in. I consumed as much internet porn as you'd expect from a lad of my age, and I had no shortage of explicit fantasies about every attractive woman in sight, but that part of me seemed quite detached from the part that gazed wistfully after Sigrid and daydreamed about being one another's one and only.
I wasn't at all sure how one went about asking out a co-worker (what if she says no?) so I made no moves. I simply hung around with her as much as I could, and waited for her to notice my signals and take the first step.
In hindsight, it's not a strategy I would recommend. Sigrid seemed to enjoy my company, but seemed oblivious to my romantic interest. Furthermore, there was a fly in the ointment. Sigrid had a friend named Kelly, a tall freckled redhead from Ireland who also worked in the graphics team, and who had taken an instant dislike to me for reasons I couldn't fathom.
If I came by Sigrid's desk, Kelly would be there to intercept me: "Hi Timothy, Sigrid's very busy right now, but I'm sure I can take care of whatever it is you need." If I was in the break room when they arrived for lunch, Kelly would steer Sigrid to some other table; if they got there first, I'd arrive to find Kelly had arranged things in such a way that I couldn't sit next to Sigrid, or she'd hint that it was time for them to finish up their break.
It was all subtly done. Had I ever thought to bite the bullet and just ask Sigrid out, I don't know what Kelly would have done about it. But there was no danger of me doing that. I didn't have the nerve.
In any case, we had other things to worry about. Our project had been delayed by a month, and then by another. Head Office was taking an interest in the state of things, and they were not happy. I gather they had communicated to Alistair that coming second might have been impressive in the Olympics but was rather less acceptable in a two-horse race, and that we needed to shape up and start delivering.
The first consequence of this was an increase in the length and frequency of Alistair's speeches, which mysteriously failed to motivate us. He also took to micro-managing, which made things all the worse, since we had to spend much of our time explaining the detail of our work to somebody incapable of grasping it. With PRG on track to miss yet another deadline, Alistair resorted to desperate measures.
"Next Friday," he announced, "we will be going on a team-building retreat. We'll all be picked up from the front of the office at eight AM sharp."
"What time do we get back?" somebody asked.
"Around seven PM."
There was a quiet, collective groan. Somebody muttered about childcare.
"I expect everybody to attend, and to put their best into it. Remember, when your competitors give a hundred and ten per cent..."
"We give a hundred and twenty!" we chorused, and I felt a little part of my soul dying.
* * * * *
I arrived a little early on Friday, so I was out the front waiting with a few others when the black bus labelled VERSATILE CORPORATE DYNAMICS pulled up and two women got out.
The first was an impossibly chirpy blonde in a bright blue dress that hugged her figure. Her head bobbed from side to side as she talked. "Helloo everybody! I'm Cherie! You must be the JCN group!"
Alistair, who had been counting us, bustled over to meet her. "Alistair Barker. We're just waiting on a few others."
"No problem." That was the second woman, who had just stepped down from the bus.
Where Cherie was all bubble and smiles, this one looked business. I couldn't easily place her age, or even her ancestry; she might have been twenty-five or fifty, Anglo or Asian or some kind of mixture, for all that I could tell. Her hair was black, tied back in a neat bun, and she wore half-moon glasses that reminded me of my old headmistress. When the sun caught them, I saw the lenses were shaded with just a hint of purple, and that was the only trace of colour in her wardrobe. Her jacket and skirt were charcoal-grey, and she wore three-inch black stilettos.
They hurried us onto the bus, with Cherie taking our names as we boarded. Kelly had already glommed on to Sigrid, so I settled for a place up the back next to Anh, one of my fellow developers.
Once Alistair was satisfied with the head count, Cherie gave the word to the bus driver and we pulled out. Ashley stood at the front, facing us, and addressed us over the PA.
"Hello everybody. I'm Ashley, your host and facilitator today. You've met my assistant Cherie, and our driver is Derek. In a moment I'll tell you some more about what we have planned, but first I want to set a few ground rules.
"Rule number one, we want everybody to stay focussed on the activities we have planned. That means no distractions, no phones, no checking your watches. I promise we'll have you back at the office by seven, and until then we want your full attention. I know it's hard to break that habit of checking your messages, so Cherie will be coming through the bus now to collect all your phones, watches, and so on, and to confirm any dietary requirements. Please talk to Cherie if you have a genuine need to hang on to them."
Cherie stood up, holding a large sack in one hand and a clipboard in the other, and began working her way along the aisle starting with Alistair. Into the bag went his Rolex and Blackberry, she made a brief note on her clipboard, and then she continued down the bus.
Ashley continued. "Rule number two, you can say no to any activity. Today is about pushing your boundaries and discovering what you're capable of, and what makes it meaningful is that you choose to do it. We'd like you to stay with us for the whole day, but we're not going to push anybody further than they're willing to go."
I doubted Alistair would be happy with anybody exercising that option.
"Rule number three, we want everybody to feel safe pushing those boundaries. When someone is willing to get out there and make themselves vulnerable, we want everybody to respect the courage that takes. Nobody is to be shamed for being honest today, okay?"
We mumbled "okay".
"Now, sit back and relax and we'll be there soon."
Ashley said something to the bus driver, and small TV monitors descended from the ceiling, playing a video. It began with slightly dated-looking footage of happy people looking productive in an office, accompanied by synthesiser music that sounded right out of the 1980s. The music culminated with a breathless female choir whisper-singing:
"Versatile - Corporate - Dynamics!"
Anh turned and whispered to me, "Boy, they must have paid a fortune for that song-writing."
"Ha. This is going to be terrible."
The office scene continued, panning across acres of improbably cheerful people bustling around clean cubicles and verdant pot-plants, and then to my surprise Ashley walked into shot. She smiled at two people having a business discussion over a water cooler, and then turned to address the camera. A caption introduced her as "Dr. Ashley Marchand, Occupational Psychologist".
"I'm standing in the office of Umbrella Insurance. It's been a record-breaking year for Umbrella, increasing market share by thirteen per cent and with staff productivity eighteen per cent higher than the market leader. But just five years ago, things here were very different..."
The scene dissolved into a flashback: the same office, but with everybody looking grumpy and sullen. The background music was tense, the lighting was dull, even the potted plants looked unhealthy. People argued in the background, or scuttled past one another without speaking.
"Umbrella was on the verge of bankruptcy, all because of negative social dynamics. I'm going to show you how we turned that around..."
The video went on for quite a while. It'd show an example of people having a bad interaction, then Ashley would talk about what had gone wrong, and then she'd show how people handled the same situation after Versatile Corporate Dynamics (TM) had worked their magic.
The message was simple enough. An organisation's success is largely dependent on its staff being able to work together, which requires open, honest communication and commitment to the team's success. But people and organisations slip into negative patterns that prevent them from trusting one another, so they build walls and stop communicating, driven by rivalry, fear, insecurity. Nothing ground-breaking, but the way Ashley put these concepts, it seemed so obvious that this was the key to a productive workplace.
I was already thinking of how some of our own problems fit in with the sort of ideas Ashley had presented, when I was distracted from that chain of thought by Cherie.
"Hi! Can I get your names please, and any dietary requirements?" Anh and I told her: him vegetarian, me allergic to fish. "And your phones and watches please?"
I didn't mind the interruption. While my heart yearned only for Sigrid, it wasn't the only organ in my body, and Cherie was very pleasant to look at. But it only took a moment for her to collect our details and our electronics, and then she was gone, heading back to the front of the bus.
When I tuned back in to the video, it was just finishing up. "Today," said Ashley, "we want to show you how you can change your business and your life by making positive social dynamics work for you. I hope you're ready to challenge yourself!"
Then the picture faded out, and in case we'd forgotten the company's name, they sang it again: "Versatile - Corporate - Dynamics!"
I hadn't been paying much attention to our route, but I'd vaguely noticed the stop-start-turn-stop of city traffic. I looked out the window just in time to see the bus turn into an underground car park. We drove down ramps, level after level, and then at last the bus pulled to a stop. Cherie took the mike. "Okay everybody, we're here! Please come with me!"
She counted us off the bus, and after a brief elevator ride we found ourselves in one of those inner-city convention spaces you can hire by the hour. It felt soulless. The walls were bare and windowless, their flat expanse broken only by a couple of whiteboards and the necessary doors to lifts, toilets, and break room. The carpet was an uninspiring mottled grey. There was a table at one side, on which sat a couple of boxes marked with the VCD logo. Next to that, for some reason, was an electric shredder.
Oddly enough, there were no chairs. Instead there were beanbags. Lots and lots of beanbags, large and small, in a variety of colours and patterns, scattered all round the floor.
"All right!" said Cherie, as the door closed behind the last of the stragglers. "Could everybody please come and get a pen and a notepad? We're going to do a little activity. Once you've got yours, please find a spot and make yourself comfortable."
I collected mine and then found myself a beanbag. I would have sat near Sigrid, but of course Kelly had steered her to a spot where there were only enough bags left for the two of them, so instead I sat back in a corner.
"Now," said Ashley, "we're going to start with something a bit challenging. Let's think about secrets. I want each of you to think of at least three secrets about work. Something that's making your job harder, or that you feel bad about. Something that's weighing you down. Something you can't tell to anybody. Then I want you to write those secrets down, making sure nobody else sees them."
She held up one of the notepads, and tore out a sheet. "Then once you've written down your secrets, you're going to fold up the page like this, and you'll bring it up to the front... and you're going to shred it."
Cherie flicked a switch, and Ashley lowered her paper towards the shredder. One moment it was in her hand; the next, there was a brief blurrrt and tiny fragments of paper were fluttering to the bottom of the clear bag under the shredder.
"Remember, nobody will see what you write. That's a promise. Just be honest with yourself, and write something that matters to you. We'll give you a few minutes to think about it."
I was glad to be in the corner, where I didn't have to worry about anybody behind me glimpsing what I wrote. Once I figured out what to write, that was. I didn't have any difficulty thinking of things that were bugging me at work; the real challenge was keeping it down to a single page.
I wrote a few, then a couple more in smaller print, and looked around the room wondering what other people were writing. I was about to fold my sheet when I realised I hadn't put down the most important thing. The pad was small, and most of the space was filled, but I found just enough room in the margin to squeeze it in.
I want to ask Sigrid out but I don't know how.
Then I did fold my sheet, double and triple until I could hide it inside a closed hand, and I walked up to the front. Most of the others were ahead of me, and I could hear the shredder working in bursts. Then it was my turn. I had barely touched the paper to the shredder's maw before it was pulled out of my grasp, and in an instant of noise my confession of desire was reduced to confetti, jumbled in with the debris of a hundred other secrets.
I turned to walk back to my beanbag. Before I had taken three steps, Ashley caught me by the arm. "Wait a moment, Timothy."
Behind me, the shredder chewed through one last page, and my co-workers returned to their places. "Now," she said, speaking loud enough for the whole room, "Timothy, how did you feel when you dropped your secrets into the shredder?"
I cleared my throat. "It felt... good? Sort of liberating?"
She nodded, and turned to the audience. "Who else felt like that? Put your hands up if you did." About half of them raised their hands immediately, and most of the others soon followed their peers.



I looked over at Sigrid, who was grinning at me with her hand high in the air. The only holdout I could see now was Kelly, whose arms were folded tightly in front of her.
"Great," Ashley said, "that's great. Now, who wants to feel like that more often?"
Most of the people in the room mumbled, "I do."
"Let me hear that again."
"I do!"
"Excellent. Today we're going to work on how you can feel like that all the time! Thank you, Timothy."
I thought we were done, and I started to walk back, but Ashley held up her hand. "One more thing, Timothy. When I asked you that question in front of all your colleagues here, how did that make you feel?"
"Uh. A little bit nervous?"
"Embarrassed?"
I nodded. "Yeah."
"But you still answered honestly." She turned back to the group. "Right now, I expect not all of you trust one another, not all of you get along." That was putting it mildly. "We understand it can feel uncomfortable to share truths in front of your co-workers, especially when things have been a little... dysfunctional. That's exactly why it's so important that you push yourselves today. To encourage that kind of behaviour, we're going to have a little incentive scheme."
I noticed Cherie was at the whiteboard, drawing up some kind of grid, and writing everybody's names down one side. I could hear the whiteboard marker going squeak-squeak-squeak.
"When we see people stepping beyond their comfort zone, getting into the spirit of today's activities, demonstrating positive dynamics, Cherie and I are going to be awarding Participation Points. Cherie, let's start by marking up two PPs for Timothy here." And despite my cynicism, I felt myself warming to Ashley. It's hard not to respect somebody who thinks well of you.
"Today is about learning to grow, and it's so much easier to grow when you have support and encouragement from those around you. We want you to get lots of practice lifting one another up today. So to help with that, we're going to give each of you a support team, and you'll be responsible for boosting the other people in your team. At the end of the day, we're going to total up the scores for each team, and we'll have a little prize for the team with the most points. So you have an incentive to support your team... yes, is that a question?"
The raised hand belonged to Jenny, another member of our development team. "Does that mean we're competing against the other teams? Shouldn't we all be working with one another?"
"That's a very good question! Yes, you're absolutely right. We want every one of you encouraging every one. But a group of forty is too much to start with. People get forgotten, and it's too hard to let go of the negative patterns that have already developed. With a team of five, you can look out for every person in your team, and you can really focus on unlearning those negative patterns and building positives. Once you've practised that on a small scale, then you'll find yourself starting to extend those good behaviours to the larger group. By the end of the day, I hope we'll have all of you singing in harmony. Does that answer your question?"
"Yes, thank you."
Ashley nodded, and behind her, Cherie marked up one point for Jenny. "By my count we have exactly forty today, so that makes the groups easy. Cherie, have you assigned the teams?"
"I have!" Cherie tipped out a bag of little tin badges onto the table and picked up a checklist. "Alistair! You're on Team Blue. Come and get your badge. Anh, Team White! Barbara, Team..."
She was going through the list alphabetically by first name, and I listened out for three names in particular.
"Kelly, Team Blue!"
I watched her take her badge, pin it on, and sit back next to Sigrid. By then Cherie was already getting through the Rs.
"Sigrid, Team Green!"
She smiled at Kelly and shrugged, as if to say "oh well, never mind".
Please please please, I thought...
"Timothy, Team Green!"
I sprang to my feet and strode to the front. Sigrid was just coming back, and we exchanged smiles in passing. Walking back, I pinned the dinky little green badge to my shirt, stealing another glance at Kelly. She was stony-faced.
The others on our team were Margaret (Alistair's PA, the one who'd been feuding with Kathleen); Toby, yet another of my development team-mates; and Jennifer, from HR.
Once everybody had a team, Cherie gave us our next instructions. "Let's everyone move so you're standing with your team. We're going to do a little exercise called 'trust falls'..."
I remembered those from a school exercise: one person stands with their back to the rest of their group and falls backwards, trusting that their friends will catch them before they crack their head on the floor. I'd never been able to do it properly; I tried, but always lost my nerve at the last minute, folding at the knees instead of falling straight back like I was supposed to.
But this time was different. Sigrid went first, and she kept her legs perfectly straight, toppling back into our arms. After that, I had no choice but to shut my eyes and put my faith in her to catch me.
It was the most physical contact I'd ever had with Sigrid. Mercifully, I had outgrown the adolescent stage where that would have had me pitching a tent, but it was still distracting. I wanted to hug her, to hold her hand, and that felt so unattainable it hurt.
"Well done, everybody!" said Cherie. "PPs for everybody!" She marked up a point for everybody—which of course had zero effect on the rankings—and Ashley addressed us again.
"Now you've trusted one another with your lives, it should be easy to trust one another with the day-to-day stuff." She paused for a beat. "But it's not, is it? Humans are very social beings. Would you believe people are more afraid of public embarrassment than dying?"
I could believe that.
"Social status seems to matter more than life itself. So we're going to need all your help to get those communication channels unblocked, but I think you have what it takes. Next activity, in your groups, I want one person from each group to think of a challenge in their lives. Something from outside work. Then you're going to tell it to your group, and everybody else is going to listen. You don't need to offer any solutions. Just practice listening and accepting, making people feel comfortable sharing. We'll give you all five minutes, then we'll get each group to report back, and after that we'll break for morning tea. Time starts now!"
We looked at one another. I couldn't think of anything but my difficulties getting my landlord to fix the stove, which didn't seem interesting enough to share. Margaret was shaking her head slowly. But Jennifer piped up.
"My mum's getting pretty old, and she's starting to lose it. She's going to need a nursing home in a year or two. I think it'd be better if she moved in soon, while she's still got enough memory to learn where she is and get used to it. But she and Dad don't even want to think about it." She went on a little longer, talking about the challenges of caring for her parents, and we listened and made sympathetic noises. Toby mentioned that he'd dealt with something similar.
Soon the five minutes were up, and Ashley called us all to report. She picked our team first, and Jennifer gave an abridged version of what she'd told us.
Ashley nodded. "And how did the rest of the group make you feel?"
"They were very good. They didn't make me feel like I was selfish for wanting to put Mum in care."
"Good work. That's what we're trying to build today. Cherie, could you please give Jennifer three points for sharing, and one point each for the rest of Team Green?"
Huh, I thought, that puts Jennifer one ahead of me. Maybe I should have put my hand up and talked about the oven.
The other teams reported back one by one, and Ashley awarded points that varied according to how personal their stories were. Somebody had a bad tradesman who'd left their ceiling leaky and wouldn't fix it (two points); somebody else had lost their beloved dog (three points).
The guy from Team Red clammed up when it came to his turn; I guess he'd been willing to share within his team, but not with all of us at once. Ashley assured him that this was quite okay, that everybody was allowed to opt out if they weren't comfortable. But he didn't get any points, and neither did his teammates.
The last to report was Team Blue, and it was Kelly who stood up. She had recently had a major family argument, and now she and her parents weren't speaking. That earned her four points, putting her one ahead of me, and once again I regretted not volunteering.
"Thank you, Kelly. We're going to break for morning tea in a moment, but just before that I want to try one thing. Now that we've had a little practice in trusting one another, I'd like to hear if anybody feels willing to share one of the secrets that you wrote down before. Anybody?"
I wanted the points, but I wasn't sure if I wanted to share. While I was considering it, Leo from Graphics (Yellow Team) put his hand up.
"Yes, Leo?"
"I, I'm sure there's something stupid I'm missing, but I don't understand how to use the purchasing system. I know it's been explained to me and I just feel stupid asking again. So I always end up waiting for somebody else to notice when we're missing stuff and put an order in." He was blushing.
"That's okay," said Kelly, "give me a yell on Monday and I'll show you how. It's tricky, I had trouble too when I was new."
Ashley smiled. "Well done, both of you. Three points for Leo on Team Yellow, and two to Kelly, Team Blue, for giving such a validating response. Already you're starting to think outside your own little team."
Goddammit.
"Through the rest of the day, if anybody feels willing to share one of the secrets that you wrote down earlier, just put your hand up. I hope that as things progress, you'll feel safe sharing them, but it's always your choice. Now, I believe morning tea has arrived." She checked her watch. "Let's give it ten minutes and then we'll start back here."
While I queued for coffee and pastries, I thought about secrets. Kelly was three points ahead of me. I couldn't let that stand. After the break, I was going to share a secret. I just hoped it was worth at least four points.
Soon enough Cherie called time, and we filtered back into the main room. I waited for the right moment.
"Does anybody know why I asked you to think of challenges from outside work for the last session?" asked Ashley.
We shook our heads.
"Because as soon as we start talking about one another, that raises the stakes. It's human nature to feel threatened, to get defensive. So I wanted to start with something safer, and get you all some practice supporting one another. But sooner or later we need to have those difficult conversations. This is where it starts to get tough. Some of you may hear things that aren't easy to hear, but we have to get through that pain to make progress. Do you think you can do that?"
"Uh-huh," I mumbled, and my colleagues made similar noises.
"Do you think you can do that?"
"Yes," we said, louder.
"Do you believe it?" She raised her hands, and a shiver ran down my spine. "Do you BELIEVE it?"
"YES!" we answered.
"I believe in you. I believe you have the strength you need!" Her eyes were bright. Fervid, even. "This session, we're going to work on giving and receiving constructive criticism. Yes, Timothy?"
I had my hand up. "Can I say one of my secrets?"
"You certainly can."
I glanced at Kelly out of the corner of my eye. She looked tense, and I suspected I wasn't the only one tracking our scores. "We had a problem a few months back. We did a lot of work from the wrong project specs, we wasted a lot of time. Anyway, I thought the specs looked wrong, but I didn't say anything because... because..."
"You can say it, Timothy."
I had every intention of saying it, but I wanted to make sure she knew it wasn't easy for me to say. More points that way, I hoped. "I felt like if I was wrong, I'd just look stupid in front of everybody. It just felt safer to keep quiet. And I thought, Howard knows so much, surely he'd have noticed if there was a problem."
"Well," said Ashley, "that's an excellent example of the harm that negative dynamics can do. You didn't feel safe rocking the boat, even when it was headed for the reefs."
I nodded. Come on, that's got to be at least three. Enough to equalise with Kelly.
"Cherie, please mark up four PPs for Team Green, Timothy—"
She was interrupted by the Irish lilt I'd come to know too well. I would've thought it pleasant if I didn't know the speaker. "Tim, I want you to know you're not the only one," said Kelly. "I'm not going to name names, but one of the other developers was telling me the same thing. They saw the problem too but they didn't want to second-guess Howard."
Was that a tiny smirk on her face as she finished?
"And thank you, Kelly. Cherie, two points for Kelly, Team Blue."
Fuck you, Kelly. You want to screw me over by being supportive? Well, two can play at that game. And no names, bet you made the whole thing up to grub for points.
In the next exercise Ashley had us talk within our teams about things we wanted to change at JCN, before reporting back to the main group. Sigrid suggested we look at ways to fix the problem I'd raised, by giving junior staff more encouragement to speak up in group meetings, and she and I had quite a productive session throwing ideas back and forth while the rest of our team egged us on.
Our proposals were reasonable enough, but they were also pretty tame, with nothing likely to ruffle anybody's feathers. The other teams were also playing it safe, steering clear of anything that might seem too pointedly critical, and focussing on trivialities. Did anybody really believe that minor tweaks to our video-conference system or a change to the payment model for the milk club were our most pressing concerns?
Ashley certainly didn't. "Thanks everybody, but I think some of you are still holding back. Nobody wants to make waves, do they?" She was walking around the room, looking at each of us in turn. "Confronting your colleagues feels risky, doesn't it? Taking risks is scary. But if you don't, if you can't, you're never going to get anywhere."
She stopped for a spell, long enough that I began itching for somebody to break the silence. There wasn't even a clock ticking to mark time.
"Does anybody have something more challenging to share? You have permission to offend."
Silence again, longer and longer. Silence waiting for somebody, for anybody.
I realised she was looking directly at me.
This is probably the stupidest thing I've ever done, I thought, but you asked for it. And I stuck up my hand.
"Yes, Timothy?"
"This is a stupid thing but it's really bugging me. I'm going to say it. There's..."
I swallowed.
"There's no such thing as giving a hundred and twenty per cent. There just isn't. One hundred per cent is the most there is."
Alistair was staring at me. Ashley was staring at me. Sigrid and Kelly were staring at me, as if they expected me to spontaneously combust, and I wondered if that might just happen.
"Can you elaborate on that, Timothy?"
"It's something that Alistair says all the time, and it just bugs me so much. He talks about us needing to give a hundred and twenty per cent. It doesn't make sense. A hundred per cent is the most we can give, by definition."
"So what do you think Alistair means by it?"
"I think... I guess it means he thinks we're holding back. That our 'one hundred per cent' is really just eighty per cent? So it just feels like an insult." I cut myself off, wondering if I'd gotten myself fired yet.
"Does anybody else feel like that?"
I heard muttered "uh-huh"s and saw a lot of people nodding. Sigrid. Anh. Jennifer. Even Kelly. Then Ashley turned away from me, and I shuddered in relief to be out of the spotlight.
"Alistair. Do you think that's useful feedback for you to hear?"
His mouth worked silently for a moment before he was able to vocalise. "Uh... yes."
"Can you elaborate?"
"It's, well, it's important for me to understand... how my communication style affects the team?" He was looking to Ashley for approval. She nodded, but kept looking as if there was still more for him to say. "And especially when it doesn't have the effect it's meant to have?"
She nodded again. I realised she was shielding me by pushing him to commit to a reaction in front of the group so he couldn't lash out afterwards, and I was grateful to her. I did not consider, not then, that the threat Ashley was protecting me from was one of her own making.
"Do you have anything you'd like to say to Timothy?"
"Well, um, thank you for your honesty."
"Excellent." Ashley was smiling like the cat who'd swallowed the canary. "Cherie, let's say... five points for Timothy, Team Green, and two points for Alistair, Team Blue? And let's all give Timothy and Alistair a big hand for that. I know that wasn't easy."
They applauded, and I felt embarrassed and warm at the same time. It was the most appreciation I'd ever received in my time at JCN.
Another hand went up.
"Yes, Nicholas?"
"We're an IT company, not a rowing team. I don't think Alistair knows the difference."
Another hand went up, then another, and another. The dam had burst. Perhaps some of us were still playing for points, at first, but not for long. The mob had tasted blood, and there were scores to settle.
It started at the ground level, with those of us who had the least invested in JCN. But like flame climbing an office tower, it soon spread to the managers. If I'd thoughtIhad grudges against Alistair after a few months working for him, they were nothing compared to those who'd known him for years. Ugly accusations spilled out, tales of major opportunities missed through his incompetence, short-sighted decisions that had cost the company millions.
Every time, Ashley invited Alistair to say "thank you", and he did. I think that was the worst part of all. Some part of me knew this was getting out of hand, that we were far past what a team-building event should be. But the mob had built up too much momentum, and I didn't dare to stand in its way.
Of course, one victim is never enough.
"I want to talk about Kathleen," said Margaret. "My mother had a bad fall and my husband called. I was having morning tea. Kathleen took the call and told him she'd pass on the message right away." Her voice was quavering. "I didn't find out until he called back three hours later. She died and I never got to see her. Kathleen said she just forgot!"
"That sounds very upsetting," said Ashley. "Kathleen, is there anything you want to say to that?"
Kathleen shook her head, tight-lipped, and did not score any points.
There was more. The denunciations flew, and I learned so much about my colleagues. Far too much. Who was buying school supplies on the business credit card. Who had a body odour problem. Who'd shagged whom, behind whose back, at the Christmas party. Heated accusations, hotly denied, about the identity of the Milk Bandit.
I should have known that sooner or later the anger would turn in my direction, but I was unprepared when it happened.
"Timothy. I want to say something about Timothy." It was Kelly. "You're always hovering around Sigrid. Making up bullshit excuses to pester her. It's so obvious you want to get in her pants. She's my friend, why can't you just leave us alone?"
My face was burning. I hadn't realised my attraction had been so obvious, and I was all the angrier because she'd pre-empted my secret. "She's my friend too, she can talk to who she likes! Why do you have to be shitty about that?" I turned to look to Sigrid. She looked mortified, her arms folded tightly, and I couldn't tell which of us she was glaring at.



Kelly started to reply, but Ashley held up a hand. "Thank you both. We'll pause there for now. Cherie, three points for Timothy and Kelly."
She took a step back and raised her voice to carry through the room. "There's quite a lot going on here, isn't there? Now that we've brought these conflicts to the surface, we can really start addressing them. Let's see if we can't shift these negative dynamics back into positive territory."
Ashley strolled over to the second whiteboard and wrote CONFLICT RESOLUTION at the top in perfectly neat letters. "Every conflict is different! There's no one-size-fits-all solution. But there are some useful techniques that often come in handy. We're going to try out several of them today."
On the next line, she wrote OXYTOCIN. "Now, has anybody heard of oxytocin?"
A few hands went up.
"Would anybody like to tell the group what it is?"
The hands went down again.
"Oxytocin is a hormone that's important for social relationships in many different mammalian species including humans. When you pet a dog, or a mother holds her baby, that releases oxytocin, and that helps develop bonds. Chimpanzees do it by grooming one another. Did you know you share 98% of your DNA with chimps?"
I did know that.
"For the next part, I want some of you who are in conflict to help me show how we can use oxytocin methods to change the way you interact. Discuss among yourselves for a moment and then I'll take nominations."
The atmosphere was febrile. People were still muttering about "fucking Alistair", and Margaret was looking daggers at Kathleen, who was on the verge of tears. Still flushed with embarrassment and anger, I tried to will myself into invisibility, and considered the situation.
I've read a lot of psychology since that day, trying to make sense of what happened to us. I learned about Milgram and Zimbardo, dollar auctions and struggle sessions, and in hindsight I can admire the skill with which Ashley brought us to the boil. At the time, though, I didn't have the background to understand it. All I knew was that things were deeply fucked up, and that I wanted to keep my head down. Say nothing, keep out the way, mark time until we can go home.
"All right, do we have some nominations for this activity?" Ashley surveyed the crowd. "Yes, Kathleen?"
Her voice was quavering. "I will. If Margaret agrees."
"Thank you, Kathleen. Cherie, could you please mark up four points? Now, Margaret, what do you think?"
"Don't think this will make it all right, Kathleen! But if we have to do this..."
"You don't have to," said Ashley. "It's always voluntary. Will you?"
Margaret scowled. "Oh, all right."
"Thank you! Cherie, four points for Margaret. Now, do we have anybody else?"
I kept quiet.
"Can I nominate somebody else?"
The voice was behind me. It was Sigrid, risen to her feet.
"You can," said Ashley.
"Fine. Then I nominate Kelly and Timothy. I'm fed up with being in the middle of this pissing contest and pretending I don't see you looking daggers at one another. Sort it out, you two." She sat down again.
"Kelly, Timothy? Do you agree?"
I had no interest in making nice with Kelly—why should I? It wasn't me that started this. But if I said no, then Sigrid...
"Okay. Whatever," I said. I could see Kelly working through the same calculus, coming to the same conclusion. "Yeah. I guess."
"Thank you both. Three points each for Kelly and Timothy. That's enough for this activity, let's get started. Margaret and Kathleen, over here please."
She showed them to two chairs. "Margaret, you sit in front, and Kathleen, you sit behind her. Now, once upon a time, your ancestors would have settled this by grooming, and that's just what we're going to do! But we're not going to have you pick fleas off one another. Cherie?"
Ashley held out her hand, and Cherie gave her a hairbrush.
"Don't worry, it's quite clean, brand new. Margaret, I want you to let out your hair. Kathleen, you're going to brush Margaret's hair. I don't want either of you to talk now, just keep on brushing until I ask you to stop. Does that make sense?"
"Okay," said Kathleen. Margaret just shrugged, took out a couple of hairpins, and sat back. Kathleen started brushing cautiously.
"Everybody, I want you to watch what's happening. See how Kathleen is focussing on Margaret? This is an act of service. It's a powerful way of establishing respect. Sometimes far more powerful than words. Keep on going, Kathleen.
She turned to us, and I wondered how this was meant to work.
"Now, with Timothy and Kelly, it's a different situation. Both of them are angry at one another. If I asked Timothy to brush Kelly's hair, he'd just feel like he was doing a favour for somebody who doesn't respect him, isn't that right?"
I nodded.
"And if I asked Kelly to brush Timothy, she'd feel the same way." Not that there was much to brush; I kept mine short. "So we're not going to take that approach. going to try something different. Martin, could you please change to a different beanbag?"
Martin yielded his place the biggest of the beanbags, a black one in what might or might not have been real leather.
"Thank you, Martin. Kelly and Timothy, I want you to lie in that beanbag and put your arms around one another."
Kelly bristled visibly, and I wasn't far behind. "What?"
"You're going to cuddle. Pretend you're hugging your parents, or your brother or sister."
It was one of the most uncomfortable moments of my life. We did what we were told, me on the left and Kelly on the right, holding one another as cautiously as one might an unexploded bomb. It says something about the power Ashley had over us both that it seemed easier than refusing.
"If you try anything funny," whispered Kelly, "my knee and your balls are going to be very closely acquainted."
"You're not my type," I replied. I considered some more witty repartee, but there was no point in escalating things while we were stuck together. And we were getting closer together; the middle of the beanbag was settling under our combined weight, pushing us both towards the centre.
"Physical touch helps release oxytocin," said Ashley, speaking over us to the crowd like a science teacher explaining the inner workings of a frog. "But it takes time. Let's help it along with a little music. Cherie?"
A few seconds later, the music started up, and I felt Kelly tensing up even further. "Enya. Why did it have to be Enya?"
"Not a fan, I take it."
"It was good the first ten thousand times or so."
"Well," said Ashley, "let's leave them alone for a while. The rest of us are going to work on a group exercise together."

"That why you left Ireland?"
"Na. That was more Bono's fault."
"Really?"
"No. Joking."
"Clearly there are a lot of strong feelings about Alistair, and it's important we address that. Don't you agree, Alistair?"
We lay together for a while, listening to Ashley recap some of the grievances that had been raised earlier. She had an amazing memory for people's grudges, repeating them down to the tiniest details of Alistair's crimes against good office management, drawing them together into an irrefutable indictment. It was seductive and horrible, like a car-crash that you can't help watching.
"This is fucked up," I whispered.
"Yeah. It's like she's making a lynch mob. I don't wanna hear it."
"Me neither." Well, I did and I didn't, but I knew I shouldn't. "Hey, my arm is falling asleep, can we move a bit?"
"Yeah, it's been sticking into my ribs." We squirmed around, repositioning limbs. "How's that?"
"Better, thanks. You?"
"Good."
Somewhere along the way, I realised, the tension between us had diminished. Not altogether gone, but reduced. We were both making an effort to get along, and just knowing that Kelly was making that same effort made a difference.
"Look, Kelly, you're right I have feelings for Sigrid. I don't apologise for that. But I'm not trying to break up your friendship. That's no skin off my nose."
"Yeah." She sighed. "Yeah, I know I haven't been fair on you. It's just... not that simple. You don't mean to hurt us, but you are."
"Healing requires forgiveness, and forgiveness requires atonement."
"I don't get it."
"You haven't noticed, have you?"
"Noticed what?"
She sighed. "I'm in love with her, you stupid bastard. I was starting to feel like maybe she felt the same. I was waiting for the right time to tell her. Then you came into the picture and now I feel like she's slipping away from me."
I said nothing.
"I'm not proud of how I've handled it. I shouldn't have gone at you like that."
She was shuddering, and without thinking about it I squeezed her. "I didn't know."
"Would it have made a difference?"
"I don't know. I wouldn't have hated you for it, though."
"Think about your anger. If there were no consequences, what would you want to do to Alistair? Let's go around the circle. Don't be afraid to speak your mind."
"Ugh, what's the use? It's not like she would've wanted me anyway."
"Do you know that?"
"Well..."
"You've never told her. You don't know." Realisation struck. "Oh fuck, you're the lesbian version of me."
"Jesus, Tim, that's an awful thing to say."
"Well, that's... creative. Obviously not something we can legally do, but definitely creative."

"Sorry, but it's true."
"Bollocks. For one thing, new boy, I'm the original."
"So that makes me version 2.0?"
I thought it was clever, but she ignored my snappy comeback. "For another, you don't have my dress sense."
"Maybe not, but my taste in women is excellent."
She sighed. "Got me there. She is something, isn't she?"
"Uh huh. That thing she does when she's thinking hard and she starts humming?"
"Oh yeah. Should be annoying, but it's not."
"And I know it's superficial, but I have a weakness for pixie cuts."
"You're welcome."
"That was your idea?"
"She wanted advice on a new look. Two weeks before you showed up."
"Sometimes an act of punishment clears the air. Don't you think it's easier to move on when you feel like justice has been done?"

"Do you think she's going to be okay over there, in the middle of that?"
Kelly stiffened. "No. No, I don't."
While Ashley encouraged the others to discuss what form justice might take, Cherie came back to visit us. "How are you two doing?"
"Okay," said Kelly, and I said "Making progress."
"That's great! When you feel things between you are back on track, you can come and join the rest of us."
"Uh, actually, Cherie, can you ask Sigrid over here? There's some stuff we need to discuss with her."
"Of course!"
When Cherie was safely out of range, Kelly whispered "What are you doing?"
"Trying to get her out of that. You heard the lady, if we're finished then we have to join the clusterfuck, so we need to drag this out as long as possible. Besides, I owe you."
Sigrid looked relieved to be away from Ashley and Alistair. "What's up?"
"Sigrid, come hug with us. We need you to help us work things out. Plus, I figured out, going from two to three means three times the contact so three times the oxytocin!" I made sure Cherie heard that last bit.
She lay on top of us, both of us drawing her into a group hug. "Have you seen what's going on over there?" she whispered. "She's got Alistair to strip down to his underpants."
"Let's have you all form an orderly queue. Who's first? Howard?"
"Plan is to stay here as long as possible. Stay out of that mess. Now, Kelly has something to tell you."
"What?" hissed Kelly. "I didn't agree to that."
"Just tell her, Kelly. Please."
I felt Kelly suck in breath, hold it a little while. "Sigrid, I think I'm in love with you." The hug tightened, and I didn't know whether it was Kelly or Sigrid or me doing it. "Didn't know how to say it without scaring you away."
"Oh, Kelly. Takes more than that to scare me away from a friend."
"And Tim. Tell her yours."
Whack. A gasp of pain. Whack.
I tried to focus, tried to block out the noises from outside the three of us.
"Sigrid, I... look, I haven't known you long enough to say I'm in love with you. But I feel like I'm heading that way. I want to find out where it goes."
Sigrid sighed, though she didn't seem exactly unhappy.
"Howard, that's enough to start with, we need to make sure everybody gets a turn. Alistair, would you like to say thank-you to Howard?"

"This is not how I expected things to go. Better, I guess? Better than when you two were just sulking at one another. But much more complicated."
"Tell me about it," I muttered. It had been easier when I could just write Kelly off as a bitch. I couldn't help but speculate about the family argument she'd mentioned earlier in the day. That seemed like a long way away now.
Whack. Whack. Whack.
Sigrid's knee was pressing uncomfortably into my leg, and I shifted to a better position, using that as an excuse to steal a peek at what our "facilitators" were up to.
Alistair was bent over the table. His trousers were around his ankles, and he quivered as Isabelle from Facilities administered a brisk series of smacks. But also—
"They're looking at us. Talking."
"Shit." Above me, Sigrid glanced over. "Cherie's coming over."
"Look busy," Kelly whispered.
"Hello again!" chirped Cherie. "You look like you're just about done there—"
Sigrid kissed Kelly. I heard more than saw it, and I felt a pang in my heart. I should've seen the signs. I was sad, but I couldn't find any anger for Kelly any more.
"—or maybe not!"
Then Sigrid turned and kissed me, and at first I thought I must have been drugged to hallucinate it. But her hand was under my back, fingers pressing into my ribs. It was only a kiss on the lips, but my heart was hammering almost to burst.
Then it was Kelly's turn again, and then mine, and then Sigrid looked up at Cherie. "I want to try something. An experiment."
"You're here to learn!"
And Cherie walked off to check on Kathleen and Margaret. I could hear them talking now, agitated but perhaps not angry.
"What the fuck, Sigrid." I can't even remember if that was Kelly or me.
"You said to look busy." She was still moving between us, bestowing little kisses. "It was the only thing I could think of. Besides, I've figured something out."
I mumbled a question.
"I've read about shit like this." She kissed me again, and I wondered how much of the taste was her and how much Kelly. "Gangs and cults. Hazing. When you join they make you do something fucked up. Kill somebody or humiliate yourself, some sort of major transgression. It strengthens commitment and it means you have that secret to hold the gang together."
"Okay, yeah, getting that vibe here," said Kelly.
"Alistair, I think if you pulled those boxers down a few inches, so people can see the effect, that would be very helpful, but it's entirely your choice. Thank you, Alistair! My, isn't he getting red! You can really see the handprints."

"And you don't want to be the person who chickens out. You do that, you're threatening the system, and everybody has already invested in the system. If it's not the system, you're just some crazy who spanked their boss."
I saw her point. I didn't think Ashley or Cherie would be stupid enough to do anything illegal, but they didn't have to. They'd built their very own lynch mob.
"So." Her hand slipped between the buttons of my shirt, fingertips on my chest. From the balance of her body, I could feel she was doing something with Kelly too, but I couldn't tell what. "Those two want us to transgress. I don't think they care just how we transgress as long as it's visible. You can go join up to take a swing at Alistair if that's how you want to do it, but I know what I'd prefer."
"Alistair, Nicholas has asked to use his belt. Is that all right with you? Oh, splendid!"

I couldn't think of a way to answer that didn't make me sound like a horny teenager, so I just said nothing and started stroking her back. At some point my hand bumped into Kelly's, and we both pulled back.
"What are the rules?" Kelly whispered.
"I don't know," Sigrid replied. "Just... see what we can live with, I guess?" She dipped to kiss the hollow of Kelly's throat. I felt Kelly sigh. "But I'm not expecting to keep my clothes on."
"Okay." Kelly was caressing Sigrid's face. "I'm not doing anything with Tim, though."
"That's fair," I said. "If my hands get anywhere they shouldn't, let me know."
"Oh, you'll kn—mmph." Sigrid cut her off with another kiss.
Kelly had her hand between Sigrid's shoulders, so I moved mine down, stroking her hips. She seemed to like that; I could feel that she was concentrating on Kelly just then, but she squeezed my arm as if to say: more please. I slid my hand further down, stroking her arse, slipping my thumb under her waistband to make contact with the skin of her back.
After a while I heard her whisper to Kelly, "Tim's turn." She shifted so we were cheek-to-cheek, and she breathed slow and warm on my ear. I extricated my right arm from under Kelly and brought it between us, running my fingers along her chin, down her neck to the top button of her blouse.
"Mmm," she whispered. "You can play, but don't undress me yet. We need to make this last a while."
I stroked her chest, my other hand on her arse pulling her close against me, and she squeezed her knees around my leg. She kissed me, deeply this time, her tongue wriggling against mine... and then she switched her attention back to Kelly for a while, although she still had one hand inside my shirt, fingertips against my ribs.
The switching was frustrating, but maybe it was for the best. I would've found it difficult to keep control with Sigrid's attention focussed on me. As it was, it took much of my willpower to keep my erection in check.
At some point, when Kelly returned her to me, I noticed that a button near the middle of Sigrid's blouse was now undone. I slipped my hand inside and found the edge of her bra, forayed up to the top of the cup and ran my fingertips along her smooth, yielding skin.
"Mmm." She'd tugged my shirt loose from my waistband and had her hand inside, stroking my back, fingertips pressing softly against me.
I traced the edge of the cup, then curled my fingers into it, working my hand under the cup.
"Naughty boy."
"Is that good?" I whispered, as my fingers found the soft bump of her nipple, as my other hand slipped under her waistband and I caressed her arse through her panties.
"Oh, it... yes, but don't let them see you, not yet. Take it slow." She twisted a little, and I felt movement in the space between us, and realised Kelly was stroking Sigrid's belly. "Mmm, that's nice, keep going Kel." Her waistband tightened against my wrist, and I realised that somewhere out of sight, Kelly's hand had slipped inside it. By now my other hand was well and truly inside her cup, grasping her, squeezing her. My leg bumped against Kelly's, and I realised the two of them had kicked off their shoes.
"Tell me what you want to do with me. Both of you."
"I want to lick you," said Kelly. "Kiss you all over undress you and taste you and show you what I can do for you with my fingers and my tongue."
"I want to see you," I said. "I want to run run my hands all over you. And, yeah, what Kelly said. She has good ideas."
"Is that all, Tim?" asked Sigrid. "Nothing else?" Her hand was at my front now, her palm pressed against the bulge. "Feels like there might be some other stuff." She gave me a little squeeze. "Remember, we're sharing our secrets today."
"Yeah, ah... easy... go easy. Yes, I want you, Sigrid." I caught her nipple between my fingers, pinched it, felt her gasp.



"Say it, Tim." I felt her fingernails on my belly, just above my belt, very close to where my cock was trying to escape. "How do you want me? What do you want to do with this?" She squeezed me again.
"God, Sigrid, I want to be inside you. I need you."
"I thought you might. And if you were inside me, Tim... give me your hand." She took my hand out of her top, drew it down to her waist. "Feel me." I did what I was told, sliding under her waistband, over her panties with the ever-so-slight springiness of her hair, down to where everything came together. Warm, damp, even through the panties. Then she eased my hand back out.
"If you were in me, Tim." She squeezed my cock, tugging softly downwards. "How long do you think you'd last?"
"Uh... not long."
"Mmm." She lifted her hand, and only her fingertips stayed, tickling along my length through my clothes. "I thought that might be the case. I think I can sort something out... don't go anywhere."
She pulled back and sat up, smiling down at the two of us. Past her, I could see a few of the tormenters had turned to look at us—Anh was one of them—but I didn't want to look at them, didn't want to hear the noises Alistair was making.
"Do you trust me?" she asked. "Both of you?"
I said "yes" and beside me I saw Kelly nod.
"I care about both of you," Sigrid said. "Both of you matter. I need you to remember that. Neither of you's going to be missing out. Trust me." Then she reached between us, took my right hand, and pressed it into Kelly's left, weaving our fingers together. She squeezed her hand around ours, as if to say: keep hold.
Ashley was watching us, and her lip was curling in a smile. I didn't want to think about that either. Just Sigrid.
"Kelly." She shuffled over to sit astride her, took Kelly's right hand, brought it to her face. She kissed Kelly's palm, then guided her hand down to her chest. "I think you could help me with these buttons."
"Right. Yes." Kelly started at the top, working one-handed on the buttons of Sigrid's top. I felt another pang of jealousy, and then Kelly squeezed my hand, and that felt okay.
I had to admit, Kelly knew what she was doing. Every time she popped another button, she took a moment to caress Sigrid's skin on the way down to the next, and I saw the way Sigrid's lips parted every time it happened. She was stroking Kelly's throat, steadying herself with her other hand planted on the beanbag.
There were eyes on us. I felt them. I ignored them.
I wasn't sure what my role was meant to be, whether I was just supposed to observe this duet between Kelly and Sigrid, or if I should be assisting them. With my free hand I reached across to stroke Sigrid's thigh; she turned for a moment and smiled at me, but then returned to Kelly, and I didn't try to progress things any further.
Her blouse hung open, and now I could see the places where my fingers had been. Kelly ran a finger up her collarbone, eased the top back over Sigrid's shoulder; then she did the same on the other side, and Sigrid leant back and shrugged it off.
Somebody was shouting at Alistair. There was a cry of pain. I tuned it out.
"You're beautiful," I said to Sigrid, and squeezed Kelly's hand.
"I feel beautiful." She studied Kelly's face, trailed a finger over her lips, slipped it into Kelly's mouth. "So, Kelly, how far do the freckles go?" Kelly started to say something, but Sigrid squeezed Kelly's lips together. "No, show me."
Kelly unbuttoned her own top, with some assistance from Sigrid. She had some kind of sports bra underneath. I saw Sigrid tickle Kelly's belly-button—Kelly squirmed—and then Sigrid said, "I can see you've been sunbathing. Do you keep your bikini top on, or...?"
Kelly made some kind of noise, her mouth still held closed.
"Can't understand you, Kel. I suppose I'll just have to look for myself." She stooped, put both her hands on Kelly's ribs, slid them up under the bra and pushed it up.
I looked away, concentrating on Sigrid. It was perhaps the first time I'd passed up the chance to ogle a topless woman; it would've felt like a breach of Kelly's trust. Besides, watching Sigrid's reaction was reward in itself.
"Oh my, you have got a few here." She was tapping Kelly's chest with her fingers. "There, and there, and there. Let me do something about that."
And she lay down, kissing where the freckles were—I suppose—and Kelly's fingers tightened around mine. I heard the soft wet sounds of her mouth and her tongue, saw her nuzzling at Kelly's bosom, and I knew she was suckling by the sharp way Kelly drew in breath.
Then she sat back again, drew Kelly's hand to the fastening at the front of her bra. "Would you like to see me?"
"Yes," said Kelly, and she tried to release the bra, but she couldn't negotiate the catch single-handed the way she had with the buttons. Sigrid chuckled, and reached for the catch herself. "It's a tricky one. Allow me." A little tension, a little twist, and the hooks released; the cups hung loose, and Kelly pushed them aside, fingertips dimpling Sigrid's breasts, lifting her curves, squeezing her between thumb and forefinger.
"Sit up, both of you."
In that beanbag it was easier said than done, and I had to let go of Kelly's hand, but we managed it. Straddling Kelly, Sigrid wriggled forward—she almost fell over as the beanbag shifted under her, but we caught her—and she reached for us.
"See, there's enough of me for both of you." She pulled us in to her, guiding our mouths to her breasts. My cock twitched, cramped beyond comfort in my pants, and I swear my lips tingled as I touched her. Kelly's hair tickled my cheek, and Sigrid made happy little noises in her throat as both of us tended to her. I had my hand at her back, fingers against her spine while I warmed her with my lips, circumnavigated her areola with my tongue-tip, drew her into my mouth. I wasn't paying attention to what Kelly was doing, but between us it seemed to be very much to Sigrid's liking. Her nails pricked at my scalp.
The position was awkward. I think we were all straining our muscles to keep our balance, and it would have been much easier (and just as pleasant) lying down. But, I realised later, we would have been much less exposed, and that was the point of the exercise.
"While Alistair's taking a break, let's talk about what we can learn from Sigrid, Kelly, and Timothy. Skin-to-skin contact is particularly effective at releasing oxytocin. Obviously some things aren't appropriate for the office, but there's one form of skin-to-skin contact that we can use. Anybody? That's right, a handshake!"

Sigrid was straddling Kelly, and her skirt had ridden up above her knees. I saw her reach for Kelly's wrist, saw her guide Kelly's hand under her skirt. After a while she wriggled forward a little, and Kelly's arm began to move rhythmically, and I felt the tension growing in Sigrid's body.
"Mmm, yes, that's so nice. Don't stop, Kel. Kiss me." She pulled Kelly up to meet her lips, and with her other hand reached for Kelly's breast, caught her nipple. She was rocking her hips, short fast motions, the tempo matching that of Kelly's hand. I realised that once again I'd slipped into the secondary role, and I felt a moment of insecurity, and I had to remind myself of what she'd said: Trust me. Neither of you are going to miss out.

"Ugh, yes, just like tha-at." She was pinching her own nipple now, squeezing between thumb and forefinger, jerking hard against Kelly's hand, and I could smell her arousal and hear the slick sound as Kelly's fingers penetrated her. "Oh, oh, aah! Ah, ah, ah! Oh, yes, Kelly." I still had her breast in my mouth, and I nipped at her nipple, flicking it with my tongue. "Oh, yes, yes... oh."
She pushed me gently away from her breast and sat back, eyes dreamy. "Kel, that was lovely, and don't doubt that you'll get yours. But right now I think Tim needs some attention."
I looked at her pleadingly.
She pressed a fingertip to my sternum, pushed me back so I was lying on the beanbag once more. "You still seem to be fully dressed. Let's deal with that." She sat back to untie my shoes—she and Kelly had kicked theirs off long ago, and mine now joined them on the floor—and then stretched out to lie beside me. She was playing with my shirt buttons, slowly teasing them undone, and her other hand had found its way back to my cock.
"You feel a bit cramped there. All pent up. We should do something about that."
Her fingers stroked my belly, pushed down just under my belt, and I flinched as they found the head of my cock. She circled the tip with her fingertip, and then as I was about to thrust into her hand she pulled back out. "Let's make you a little more comfortable."
She was lying half on top of me now, and I was running my fingers through her short-cut hair. I felt her tugging at my belt, felt it pull tight and then release, felt her palm pressing against my bulk as she unfastened my fly button. That was a relief, the pressure easing. "Mmm. You're sticking out there." Her fingers traced my length through my briefs, running up to the elastic and past them, encountering skin. Then she encircled me, squeezed me, slowly pulled down, and up, and down. It felt fantastic. But...
"Sigrid, I don't think I can take much of that."
"That's quite all right." She kissed me on the lips, shifted down a little, kissed me on the chin. "Hips up a moment." I obeyed, and she tugged my pants and underwear down to my ankles—from there I kicked them off—before her hand returned, encircling me again, slowly stroking. Nuzzling against my cheek, she whispered, "I think we still have at least an hour to kill." Then, in a louder voice for Cherie's benefit, "I thought we might take the edge off, and then we don't need to rush afterwards."
Someone was flogging Alistair again. I tuned it out.
"What did you have in mind?" I asked.
"Well." She kissed my lips again, then my chin, then the hollow of my throat. "I'm just going to keep going and I think you'll figure it out." She kissed my chest, bit gently at my nipple, and her hand continued to stroke.
A trail of kisses down my ribs, down my belly. Her lips so close to me I could feel the heat of her breath...
I reached out beside me, groped for Kelly's hand, found it and clasped it in mine again. I squeezed, and she squeezed back.
Sigrid's tongue flicked at me, just touching the head of my cock, and I twitched. She nuzzled me with pursed lips, holding my shaft firmly. Then her tongue flicked out again, this time circling the head, wetting me, and then she gave me another squeeze and engulfed me.
For a little while she held me there, motionless in her mouth, as her tongue swirled around me. I squirmed as she hit the sensitive spot on the underside of the head, and feeling my reaction she did it again. Even the distant sound of Ashley lecturing the group about our entanglement couldn't hold my attention, not when I was lost in the heat of Sigrid's mouth and the pressure of her slender fingers wrapped around me.
I had been painfully hard even before she went down on me, and once she started stroking me—slow at first, quickly building speed—I knew I couldn't last much long. Barely remembering my manners, I managed to gasp, "Sigrid, I'm going to come..."
She paused and lifted off me just long enough to say, "I know". Then she went back down, sucking me in, stroking me in hard jerks. Her tongue found that sensitive spot again, tickled it relentlessly, and I lost control. I spurted in her mouth, pulsing harder than I could remember, and she kept on stroking, licking, squeezing, until at last I was done.
"God, Sigrid, that was fantastic..."
She came up, smiling at me, and I could see my trace on her lips. "I'm glad you enjoyed it." Crouching over me, she looked the epitome of wickedness, and she turned to Cherie and beckoned. "Could you get me some water? I'd go get it myself but I'm rather in the middle of things..."
"Of course!"
Kelly squeezed my hand. I'd forgotten I was still gripping hers, and our knuckles must have been white. I squeezed back, and then let go my hold on her, sinking back into the beanbag as if Sigrid had sucked the bones out of my body.
Cherie returned with three bottles of water. "I thought you could all do with some hydration!"
While I was catching my breath, Sigrid took a long swig from her water bottle. "Now, while you're recharging your batteries, I believe it's Kelly's turn. Kel, how do you feel about getting out of that skirt?"
Kelly reached for the buttons, then paused.
"Anything the matter?" asked Sigrid.
"People are going to see me." She was right. Although Alistair was still the main focus of attention, several of the crowd were staring at us. From the way Nicholas was looking at Kelly and Sigrid, I thought he was working up to inviting himself to join us.
"I know, Kel," said Sigrid, and she crouched, kissing both of us as an excuse to whisper. "I'm not wild about having an audience myself. Much rather be with you at my place. Would it be easier if I go first?"
"Maybe?" said Kelly. But she still sounded shy, uncomfortable. I felt I owed it to both of them to fix the situation, and I had an idea how it might be achieved.
"You two stay there," I said, "I'm going to try something."
With some effort I escaped the beanbag's clutches and stumbled to my feet, stark naked but for my socks. I might have pulled my pants back on for dignity, but at this point that was a lost cause; better, I thought, to look like somebody who no longer cared about that sort of thing.
So, with my tackle dangling loose, I strode across the room to where our facilitator was holding court. Alistair's backside, previously red, was now striped in blue and black, and his tormentors had moved on to other punishments. I've never been able to look at a bulldog clip quite the same way.
"Ashley, a word in private?"
"Certainly." She didn't seem fazed by my nakedness, but then I didn't expect that. We strolled together to a vacant corner of the room, and she looked at me over those half-moon glasses. "Well?"
"Sigrid and Kelly and I have been working some stuff out together."
"I noticed."
"At the start of the day, you told us that we could say no to anything we weren't comfortable with."
"You always have that option."
"But you know nobody wants to be the first."
She shrugged. "Is that my fault?"
"If people keep staring at us, I will be the first. And then it will be easier for others to say no." I waved my hand at the mob around Alistair. "If you don't want that to happen, perhaps it would be easier if we're not in a position where I need to do that."
She stared at me for a moment. I don't know what I was expecting, perhaps threats or anger. I wasn't expecting her to laugh.
"Oh, Timothy. You have been paying attention. There's hope for you yet." She turned on her heel, and I wondered whether I'd somehow blown it, but then I saw she was heading for Nicholas. I don't know what she said to him, but by the time I'd walked back to where Sigrid and Kelly were lying, our spectators had turned their attention back to Alistair's penance.
"Timothy... what did you do?" asked Sigrid.
"Tell you later. But I don't think they'll be watching us any more. Now, shall I give the two of you some space?"
"It's okay," said Kelly. "We're in this together." She kissed Sigrid, and then she took Sigrid's hand and guided it down to her skirt. "Go on then."
"You sure?"
"I'm sure."
Sigrid grinned. "Good." She released the buttons, and eased the skirt down off Kelly's hips, leaning back to pull it over her feet. Then she started caressing Kelly's legs, stroking her calves, running fingernails up to her thighs. She took her time, and only when Kelly started making pleading noises did she get as far as Kelly's hips.
At that point, being a gentleman, I mostly averted my eyes, but it's hard to be that close to two people making love without getting some inkling of what's going on. I felt the sort of wriggling that happens when somebody's removing clothing, and then there was a lot of squirming and a bit of giggling. Eventually the tone of Kelly's responses become lower, less playful and more urgent. From the soft wet noises I was hearing from further down, I had a pretty good idea why.
I was beginning to suspect it wasn't Sigrid's first time with a woman. She brought Kelly close to the edge several times, but every time she eased off again just when it sounded like Kelly might have reached a point of no return, drawing things out longer than I would have thought possible. We were playing for time, of course, but still I had to respect her technique.
In the end Kelly called time. "Come on, Sig, stop teasing me..."
There was a moment's pause—I imagined Sigrid disengaging herself—and then she replied, "Ask and ye shall receive."
"Please let me come, Sig."
"My pleasure." A little longer, and then Kelly started to groan, and I could feel rhythmic movement through the beanbag, building, until at last Kelly gasped "Uh!" just once. Although we weren't touching, I could feel that her body was clenching like a fist, until at last she let go.
Then Sigrid came up to cuddle her, and I turned back to them. Kelly's face and chest were flushed bright red; Sigrid was sticky-faced and smiling, and two of her fingers were wet. Both had shed the remainder of their clothes.
Softly enough that I could barely hear, Kelly said, "Sigrid, I love you."
"You too, babe." They kissed again, and then Sigrid turned to me. "And how are you doing?" She looked down at my lap. "I think somebody's waking up again."
"Starting to."
She reached out, spread her fingers across my slowly-firming cock. "While that's happening, there's something you could do for me..."
"Oh?"
She kissed me on the lips. She tasted somewhat of Kelly, and I wasn't sure quite what to think about that, but I didn't think about it for long. "Sit up a bit."
I pushed the filling around until I was sitting rather than lying back, and Sigrid sat between my legs, leaning back so her back was against my chest. My arms naturally came around her, across her bust and her belly. "You know how long I've wanted to do this?"
"I hope it was worth the wait."
"Oh, yes." Her breast fit into my hand as if they'd been made for one another.
"Would you mind if Kelly joined us? I'm feeling greedy and I'd like to be the filling in a cuddle sandwich."
Kelly was lying on her side, still a trifle flushed, watching us. She looked hopeful.
"Absolutely," I said. Kelly grinned and rolled over towards us, and we ended up in a tangled heap with Sigrid in the middle. Since Kelly and Sigrid were face to face, that meant Kelly's breasts were pressed against my left hand, but evidently this wasn't a violation of her "nothing funny" rule, and I didn't try to take advantage of the situation.
My right hand was on Sigrid's stomach, stroking in circles, but with every circle I slipped a little lower. Before long I was tracing furrows through her curls, and when my intentions became clear she wriggled back towards me to improve my access. I slipped my finger down between her folds, dipping into her wetness, spreading it upwards, slickening her. As I worked around her sensitive nub, she squirmed against me, and my cock twitched.
Kelly had moved down a little way, and was suckling on Sigrid's left breast, as I caressed the right. But after a little while she paused, looking up at us both. "Tim, is it okay if I join you?"
"Er, yes?" I wasn't sure quite what she meant—hadn't she already joined us?—but I soon found out. She slid down Sigrid's body, until she was perched between Sigrid's knees, and I felt her hand move past mine. Sigrid gasped as Kelly's fingers slipped into her. It took us a little while to coordinate, but soon enough we'd settled into a complementary rhythm, my fingers and Kelly's both working for Sigrid's pleasure.



"See," said Cherie from somewhere behind us, "you were at one another's throats just a couple of hours ago, and now you're playing together so nicely."

I'd shut my eyes to focus on the feel of Sigrid's body and the sound of her breath, so I was quite unprepared when I felt a tongue on my fingers. Not for my benefit, mind; Kelly was teasing Sigrid's clit with her tongue at the same time that I was working it with my fingers.
"Oh, fuck," said Sigrid. "Tim, are you ready?"
"Yes. Fuck, I don't have a condom."
"Good thing one of us believes in being prepared. One moment." She disengaged and wriggled off me, crawled over to her handbag next to the beanbag, and retrieved a small plastic square. She tossed it to me, and I broke my personal speed record in opening the packaging and sliding it on.
Sigrid crouched astride me, and took my cock in hand, and positioned the tip against her. I pushed up, and there was a moment of pressure—she was very wet, but so tight—and then I was in her. She settled down against me, and lay back like she had been.
"As you were, please. Both of you." She tugged my hand back down to her clit, and Kelly went back to licking her, and she ground and gyrated slowly against me.
"Now," said Ashley, "Alistair's going to recite all the constructive feedback you've been giving him, so that you know he's heard it and taken it on board! And that will bring us to the end of a very productive afternoon."

The partnership between my cock and Kelly's tongue didn't work quite as well as before. I think my cock was a little too close for Kelly's comfort, and Sigrid must have realised the same thing, for she reached down and pulled Kelly up to lie face-to-face with her. "That's fine, love. This is all good." Sigrid had her arms wrapped around Kelly, and Kelly hugged us both, and our legs were all tangled together as I moved slowly inside Sigrid.
"Don't stop, Tim. Don't stop..."
I was in heaven, but I couldn't stay there forever. I was supporting Sigrid's weight, and much of Kelly's, and it had been a long day. I moved with her for as long as I could, until I felt my energy starting to fade, and then I picked up the pace.
"Mmm, yes." We twisted around so that we were on our sides, and that gave me the freedom to go harder. I could feel myself building, swelling; I had my hands on her hips now, and somebody—maybe Kelly, maybe Sigrid—was fingering her. "Yes, yes, yes."
I felt her spasm around me, and that brought me to my own climax, and then I collapsed.
* * * * *
The evidence indicates that we retrieved our clothes—except for one sock which I never did get back—and I have hazy memories of a big group debrief.
Cherie said something about our success in harnessing the power of oxytocin to reverse a negative dynamic. Kathleen explained to us all that her son had a heroin problem, and that was why she'd forgotten to pass on Margaret's message, and Margaret publicly forgave her. There were tears on both sides. The bit about Alistair went on forever, and I tuned it out as best I could. Somewhere in there the Enya finally stopped.
Ashley wrapped it up. "Thank you all for putting your trust in us today. I hope what you've learned today will change how you work together as a team. I'm not able to join you for the return trip, but Cherie and Derek will get you back to the office. And we're done!"
* * * * *
The bus trip back was very, very quiet. Kelly and Sigrid and I sat together at the back, not because we were feeling amorous, but because none of us wanted to deal with the rest of the group. We might have exposed ourselves, literally and figuratively, but we'd also marked ourselves as outsiders. We were also quite tired, especially Sigrid. She spent much of the journey sleeping sprawled across us.
Alistair sat very uncomfortably. He looked at nobody, and nobody looked at Alistair.
In that windowless room, Ashley had somehow annulled the normal rules of human behaviour, the manners and mores that keep our animalistic urges in check. But now they were creeping back.
Shame was in the air.
After thirty-odd minutes of uncomfortable silence, the bus pulled in at the JCN offices. Cherie, who'd been sitting quietly at the front, stood up and beamed at us all.
"Thanks everybody for joining us today. You all put so much into today's activities! And don't forget your things as you leave!" She held out the sack where we'd put our phones at the start of the day.
We filed out, one by one, and Cherie shook everybody's hands as she handed them their phones. I was among the last, and I felt that she gave me an extra-wide smile as she said farewell. "Well done today, Timothy! I hope you'll get a lot out of what you learned!"
I stepped off the bus, switching my phone back on as I got out, sticking close to Kelly and Sigrid. My colleagues were standing around looking dazed, or drifting towards their cars. But Alistair was already on his phone.
"...are you talking about? That's where we've been all day!"
The bus doors closed with a pneumatic hiss.
"Yes, the team-building retreat. With Doctor Marchand... no, Versatile Corporate Dynamics. Corporate."
The engine grumbled to life.
Alistair's eyes widened, and he stared at the logo on the side. "No, not 'Cognitive'. 'Corporate', I said... what?"
The bus pulled away, slow at first, but quickly accelerating until it was out of sight, and I saw the blood draining from Alistair's face. "I'll call you back."
"We never did tally up the final points," somebody said.
On Monday I did some research online. There was indeed a "Versatile Cognitive Dynamics" listed, specialising in occupational psychology and team-building retreats, but I could find no record that "Versatile Corporate Dynamics" had ever existed, nor that there was any such person as Dr. Ashley Marchand.
A week later, a parcel arrived in the mail. There was no return address, but a note in neat handwriting said "Equal first: Team Green and Team Blue." Below that, wrapped in bubble-wrap, were ten cheap little plastic trophies, each engraved: "For Participation".
There was no return address.
* * * * *
Things fell apart. I have no doubt Ashley knew how it would play out. Bonding through shared transgression may be a good foundation for a cult or a crime family, but it's not a winning recipe for an IT company.
Alistair had taken his licks, and that may have created some temporary relief. But he was still incompetent, and now he knew that we knew and we knew that he knew. Besides, it's hard to impose discipline on a team who've stood in line to flog you.
There were too many elephants in the room. If we had been reluctant to talk about our problems before the retreat, we were even less willing to discuss them now, not after what had happened. The Paradigm Reimagination Group went on making the same mistakes, and eventually the whole project got shelved when Barron beat us to market.
I hear Alistair took early retirement, but by that stage the damage was already done. I'd already left—ironically enough, poached by Barron, who offered me a substantial raise and found a lawyer to poke holes in my non-compete agreement. And I no longer had to wonder when my co-workers were thinking about the time they'd seen me naked.
Sigrid and Kelly got out soon after I did, Kelly to a small web design company and Sigrid to a publishing outfit.
JCN brought in a new office manager, but she couldn't fix things because nobody would talk to her about The Incident. It didn't help that she put up one of those cutesy "The Floggings Will Continue Until Morale Improves" signs on her desk. In the end, I think they closed the office down altogether and redeployed people elsewhere, those who hadn't already escaped.
They never did catch the Milk Bandit.
Still, not everything fell apart. I hear Kathleen and Margaret stayed friends. As for us...
* * * * *
"So what did you say to him?"
"I said I'd had some bad experiences with team-building events, so maybe it would be better if somebody else handled that. I foresee a sick day in my future."
"Good planning." It was almost my stop. I leaned in and kissed her, and one of our fellow passengers tsk-tsk-ed. "Well, have fun at Kelly's, and I guess I'll see you in a week."
She squeezed me tight. "Of course you will. By the way, can we swap weeks next month? It's Kel's birthday and she wants to take me to a place at the coast for a few days."
"Sure, no problem. Email me the dates."
"Thanks, you're the best. Oh, and you should come around for dinner with us some time."
"Love to. Any particular reason?"
"I bought some new furniture I want you to try out."
I looked blank.
"Give you a clue. It's full of beans and it's got room for three." She winked at me, and then it really was my stop. The doors opened and the morning crowds carried her away from me for another week.
* * * * *
One last thing. I never told Sigrid or Kelly about this.
Some years after I joined Barron Software, they flew me to the head office in San Francisco for a planning day. I was walking down a corridor deep in conversation with one of my NY colleagues when somebody passing me in the other direction said "Hello, Timothy."
By the time I turned, she was disappearing into a meeting room. But I caught a glimpse of her. The charcoal business suit, the half-moon glasses. A red ID badge that just said CONTRACTOR.
And then she was gone.
* * * * *
Thanks for reading! If you enjoyed this story, please vote and feel free to leave feedback. Thanks to AwkwardMD, LaRascasse, and my partner for beta-reading.
This story was inspired by an ad from a company that runs "cuddle a co-worker" team-building sessions. Betcha thought I made that bit up!
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Chapter Five: I Hear The Roar Of The Smoke Machine
Warmth. Sleepy half-conscious warmth, that all-suffusing glow that seeps through the body and looses every knotted muscle. Sometimes it comes from a hot bath or an electric blanket. And sometimes it comes from sleeping in somebody's arms, skin against skin, when the bodies fit together just right.
Half-asleep - no, nine-tenths asleep - I felt the changes as Anjali woke: the shift in muscle tone and breathing, the pause as she yawned and stretched. Then she placed her palm on my hip and slid down my body, to wake me the way I liked best, and I curled my fingers in her hair.
Afterwards, as we lay side by side in the afterglow, I felt Anjali chuckle.
"What's so funny, cutie?"
"I was thinking about my first job. I was fourteen years old, working in my auntie's grocery shop. She got so cross with me because I never could just do what I was told. I always had to know the reason. She told my mother I was disobedient, but I really wasn't. I just had to ask questions. And now look at me, doing whatever you tell me to."
I stroked her under the chin, kissed her. She tasted of me. "And why is that, my dear?"
"Mmm. Because I trust you. I can switch off and let you make the decisions. Do you know how nice it is just being able to let go for a few hours and not having to worry about choices?"
Aspies are creatures of habit, and over a few months we'd settled into a routine. Does that sound dull? It shouldn't. Routine is comforting, sometimes too much so.
Friday or Saturday night I'd take Anjali out to dinner somewhere nice, usually one of the same two or three places that we both liked, and we'd chat about my work and her PhD project. Afterwards we'd head back to my place for an evening of transactional intimacy, and in the morning after breakfast I'd pay Anjali and kiss her goodbye, and we'd go back to our normal lives for another fortnight.
Her life had settled down somewhat. At long last she'd found a flat and moved out of her share place. I didn't ask her about her finances, but I understood she was banking a sensible percentage of the income from our regular liaisons, and no doubt having a nest-egg contributed to her peace of mind.
Meanwhile, she was becoming more comfortable in her studies. I'd been slow to recognise it, but Anjali had been going through the same process I always have in a new job. We're what you might call a long-term investment, tortoises in a world of hares. Throw us into something new and at first we plod along, learning slowly while the neurotypical folk outstrip us. But down the road, as their learning curves begin to taper off, we keep on absorbing more and more.
Anjali was now catching up with the hares. Month by month her confidence grew as she started to believe she might actually know what she was doing. She talked less and less about the frustrations of her studies, and more and more about the rewards. Sometimes at night we'd lie together in the dark as she talked to me about the dynamics of neutron stars, star-quakes ripping through mountains of crushed iron a few millimetres high, and about her ideas for how she might test her theories.
All in all, the two of us had settled into what seemed like a stable orbit, wandering planets who'd captured one another... until another little nudge set something new in motion.
I can't remember a time when I wasn't a goth. Until age fifteen I didn't know there was a name for it, but I've always been fascinated by tombstones, black and silver and blood-red. In my bookshelves there are worlds full of magic and terror; heroines in love with vampires, and heroines who are vampires; Dream-lords alliterating with Delirium and Despair; creatures of forbidden sensation, with such sights to show you. My wardrobe is a sea of black with a few islands of colour, mostly business-wear and things other people gave me. And my music collection... well, you get the idea.
Anjali, who preferred her entertainments far more upbeat, found my tastes a little baffling. She did her best to understand, and I tried to explain, but truth is, I don't really know where it comes from. Not from childhood trauma; if anything, I eased off a little when Cassie died, too distracted to keep up with my hobbies.
Perhaps it's a way of facing one's fears; you can't very well be afraid of the monster under the bed if you are the monster under the bed. Perhaps the centres of the brain that deal with pleasure and sorrow are not so far apart, and the one can feed into the other? Perhaps it comes from the same place as my tendency to identify with the almost-human, that autistic feeling of being a visitor from some other world?
I have a dozen theories, all of them plausible, none guaranteed true. I don't know, and I've come to peace with not knowing. Somewhere in my early thirties I finally realised that 'I enjoy it and it's not hurting anybody' is all the justification I need for liking something.
But Anjali was insatiably curious, so once again I was doing my best to convey to her the things that I didn't really understand myself. I tried showing her Crimson Peak one night and she stuck it out for a bit, but after forty-five minutes it was getting too much for her; I could see she was uncomfortable, and I switched it off.
"I'm sorry, Sarah, I just don't get it." She paused. "Although, I will say, the costumes are beautiful."
"Hell yes. Del Toro has fantastic visuals. Hey, you know, if you like those..."
As I fired up the laptop and started to search for images, I kicked myself for not thinking of it earlier. Anjali might not care for the music or the blood or the doomed romances, but the wardrobe was something she could appreciate. That evening, side by side on my sofa, we fell down a rabbit hole of High Gothic finery.
I would have been content to glance at each of the outfits, admire it, and move on to the next, but Anjali was no amateur. Whenever we saw something that caught her eye or mine, she'd stay there, staring at the photo until she'd figured out exactly how it was constructed. We spent three or four hours that way, immersed in lace and leather and satin and a lot of black lipstick, and then Anjali asked the obvious question.
"Do you dress up like that?"
"Oh, I used to. Haven't done since I got back from Germany. I was busy with work, and I can't stay up till two a.m. the way I used to, so I sort of drifted out of it. I was sort of thinking about it, though... the Sisters of Mercy are touring in a couple of months, and I'd like to see them. I don't know if they'll be any good, probably not, but I want to be able to say I've seen them."
"Then you should go!"
"I know, just..." I scowled. "I hate going to social things when I don't know anybody who's going to be there. I never really met the Sydney goth crowd. I feel uncomfortable going to stuff like that on my own."
Anjali stroked my hand. "There is an obvious solution to that, Sarah."
"I thought it wasn't your thing?"
"It's not, but I don't hate it either. If you want to make that one of our date nights..." She squeezed.
"You're the best!"
She did get cold feet a couple of weeks later, though not for the reasons you might expect.
"I don't have the right clothes for this."
"Anjali, you'll be fine. Just wear whatever, nobody will care. Look." I pulled up some concert photos. "See, not everybody's going high gothic. Lots of people just wearing jeans and T-shirts." I zoomed in. "That one's in a Bon Jovi shirt. Nobody minds."
"Sarah, look at that photo again. What do you not see?"
I looked, but couldn't figure it out. "I give. What?"
"Every single person in that photo is white."
"Not every one," I protested. "That guy there at the edge of the stage is Vietnamese... okay, I agree, it is mostly white."
"Yes. Do you know what happens when I'm the only Desi in the room? People stare at me as if I've wandered into the wrong place by accident. I don't like being stared at. If I'm going, then I want to look like somebody who belongs there."
"Okay. Do I need to take you shopping? I'm sure we can find you something."
Anjali shook her head. "I make my own, remember? But if you feel like subsidising my creative efforts, perhaps I might make a trip to my cousin's shop for materials."
"Absolutely."
Later that week she called me. "Sarah, I have a few ideas, but I need to know my budget for this."
I knew what goth wardrobing cost (too much, way too much), but it had been a long time since I'd bought the raw materials. "What do you think you'll need?"
"About five to seven metres, depending on how fancy I get, plus notions." Which didn't answer my question.
"Okay, um..." Seven metres... I tried to remember what I would have paid for fabrics back in the days when I still owned a sewing machine, then adjusted upwards to allow for inflation, and rounded up to allow for thread, fastenings, trim, buttons, and anything else that might be required. "Uh, will three hundred be enough?"
She just laughed. "Oh, Sarah! Much more than enough. Well, let me see go see what my cousin has." A few days later she gave me the order number, and I rang her cousin and paid on my credit card.
For a little while I wondered what she had planned, but that question slipped off my radar a couple of days later when our partners in Schiphol sent us through an urgent request for a "small change" that meant two weeks of me working late. I barely noticed that Anjali was also uncharacteristically quiet and that her default status message had changed to "sewing".
We met up at my place in the afternoon before the concert. Having caught the train over, Anjali showed up in mufti with a large garment bag slung over her shoulder. She looked a little surprised when I opened the door.
"Oh! You look nice, Sarah!"
"Thanks! I thought it was about time I wore some of this stuff." After several hours vacillating about what to wear—ignoring my own 'wear anything' advice—I'd gone for a traditional gothic look: black corset over a lace-trimmed white blouse, snug but not tight; a knee-length skirt in midnight blue; and what I called my 'doctor boots'. They were serious boots: thigh-high black leather, gleaming stainless-steel fittings, rakishly pointed toes.
"Later on I'll get you to help lace me up." I tapped at the corset, and then at the top of one boot. "I can do it on my own, but it's much easier with help."
"Of course. Sarah, where on earth did you get those boots?"
"Off a website. Filled in my measurements, chose what options I wanted, sent them my money. Bit of an indulgence, it was a reward to myself for completing my doctorate. But there was a delay, the guy who makes them got sick, and they didn't show up until after I left for Germany. Then Edgar and I broke up and he packed up my stuff before I got back. They were in a packing box for a couple of years, so this'll be the first time I've worn them out anywhere. They were a bit dusty though, I gave them a good clean."
"Well, they're lovely."
The conversation drifted onto her work. Things were going smoothly for once, she'd just had a paper accepted for a conference coming up, something about a software model she'd written to simulate magnetic quakes in neutron stars. After a while, I changed the topic again.
"By the way, I think you're missing something?"
"Am I?" She thought for a moment. "Oh!" She pulled the scarf out of her handbag and tied it around her throat. "Better?"
"Much." I leant forwards and touched her under the chin, lifting my finger to tilt her face upwards, and suddenly the temperature in the room changed. "I do enjoy your visits, Miss Lily."
"Me too." Her voice was lower.
"Now, how about you help me with that lacing?"
Corsets get a bad rap. Yes, done badly they can be instruments of torture—and for some, that's the point. But I'll take a well-fitted corset over an underwire bra any day of the week: all-round support and evenly-distributed pressure, like a firm hug.
With Lily behind me, pulling on the laces, I felt like a knight armouring for battle with the assistance of her loyal squire. Certainly there was enough steel hidden inside there.
"How's that?" she asked.
"Just right. Now, if you tie that off in a bow, then I can get out if I need to." She obliged, and then I turned to face her. "How am I?"
"Your neckline needs straightening." She tugged at one spot where the lace had been caught under the corset. "That's better."
I rolled my shoulders, letting myself settle into my breastplate, and smiled at her. "Now the boots."
I sat myself down at the edge of my sofa, legs stretched out in front of me, and Lily sat cross-legged at my feet. Starting at my left foot, she began working the laces through, taking up the slack and tightening them one row at a time.
When she was halfway up my calf I said, "Here, let me make that easier for you," and I placed my foot in her lap. As she continued upwards I began to press, rhythmically, against the top of her thigh through her slacks.
"That's not actually making it easier," she said.
"Isn't it?" I didn't stop.
The further up she got, the slower it went, because there was more lace to pull through at each step. Moving up my leg, she had to lean further forwards - she couldn't just shuffle closer, not with my foot on her - and as she did so, my toe gradually slid down between her knees, the edge of my sole grazing the inside of her thigh.
She squirmed, but didn't pull away. If anything, I thought she pressed back a little. "Saraaah..."
"Yes, Lily?"
"Nothing..."
She'd laced past the top of my knee now, and when she leaned forwards a little more, I reached out and stroked her hair, twisted my fingers through it, pulled her in towards me so she was at the limit of balance. My heel was on the floor now, in the space between her legs, and the toe of my boot was nudging at her crotch.
Slowly, slowly, I lifted, pressing up against her. She sighed, and rocked a little, and gripped my knee to steady herself.
"You have a job to do, Lily." I tugged her hair softly. "Don't get distracted."
"No, ma'am."
I lifted my toe further, digging my heel into the carpet, and she shifted, rising up on her knees. Both my hands were in her hair now, nudging her face close to my thigh, close enough to smell the leather as she laced the last few rows.
I began to rock my foot, pressing against her, the wedge-shaped toe coaxing her legs further apart. She was well and truly off-balance now, dependent on my grip on her hair to keep her from toppling forwards, gasping as I worked my toe against her softness.
"Polish it," I said, and she muttered something I didn't catch. "What was that?"
"Nothing, ma'am." Lily wobbled, doing her best to stay upright as she tied off the ends of my bootlace, completing the knot but almost falling. She reached towards me imploringly and I caught her hand in mine, fingers between fingers, and we made two interlocking fists while she pressed herself against my boot, grinding against its hard smoothness.
Little circles, polishing to a shine, and I could scent her involuntary arousal as she worked her hips against me, hear it in her breathing, feel it in the tightening of her fingers against mine.
I stopped, and dropped my toe. "Kiss it."
"Wh-what?" Her face was flushed, and I could hear the frustration in her voice as she started to come down again, just short of the peak I'd been pushing for.
"Kiss my toe, girl." Feel the emptiness at your crotch. Ache for me to fill it again.
She crawled backwards and bent, and pressed her lips to my toe, and I understood something of why people do terrible things to one another.
"Whose are you, Lily?"
"I'm yours, ma'am."
"Good girl. And now the other."
She nodded, and kissed my right foot, and then began the lacing on that side. This time I took a different tack; I let my foot rest between her legs, brushing her thighs, but kept the pressure tantalisingly light. Eventually she began to press herself against me once more, without being instructed, and I tutted.
"Not yet, my dear. You still have work to do."
Lily worked her way upwards, and every so often she would look at me questioningly, and still I did nothing more than tease her with the occasional 'accidental' nudge. When she reached the top and tied off the ends in a neat bow I stroked her hair. "Good girl. But you're not finished yet."
"Ma'am?"
I pulled her closer, and touched my toe against her. "Well, I'm not finished, so you're not finished."
"Ma'am?"
"You have a pretty little tongue, and delicate fingers, and it's time for you to make good use of them."
"Oh!"
There was a moment's pause, as I lifted my hips and hooked my thumbs under the waistband of my panties, and between the two of us we managed to manoeuvre them down over my boots. Then I lay back, and she leant forwards, brushing my thighs with her lips and fingers, sliding under my skirt. As her fingers entered me, I raised my toe, and she sighed at the pressure of my foot against her once more.
Normally when I'm getting that kind of attention from a girl, I like to wrap my legs around her. But with those boots laced up, bending at the knees becomes a difficult proposition. So I lay back, doing my best impression of the letter "Y", and dug my fingernails into the back of her neck. Her tongue wriggled against me, almost the same shape as my boot-toe but infinitely softer and warmer, and I sighed.
"That's the way. Now don't forget to polish me." And she began once more to grind against my toe, thighs squeezing my foot tightly, as her finger slipped into me and her tongue traced little electric lines up towards my clit where her thumb was stroking, rolling me from side to side.
"Lily yes." I could feel her body tensing against me, her tongue flickering sweetly. Her hair was getting in the way, and I wiped it out of her face with one hand. The other had slipped down from her neck, under her top, and I was scoring lines in her back. We rubbed insistently against one another, joined at tongue and cunt and cunt and toe.
"Yes yes. Don't stop."
She stroked, and twisted two fingers inside me, and then I made some kind of desperate noise as the long-building wave crashed over me. My foot came up hard enough to lift her knees off the floor, and I held her wriggling on me as the feeling rippled through my body.
She groaned and I felt her release follow mine, and then slowly I brought her back down to the floor. She was still licking me, but I had crossed over into hypersensitivity, and the stimulation was too much to bear. "Enough, darling. Enough."
I pulled her up so we were face to face, and kissed her deeply, tasting the mix of us. She was a mess, hair dishevelled, face smeared, and to me she felt... not quite all there.
"Anjali?"
"Mmm?"
"All okay?"
"I think so." She squeezed me. "Just processing."
I stroked her hair. "I think you're going to want a shower before we go out."
"Mmm-hmm."
While she was in the shower I cleaned myself up, changed into my contacts, and then started on my makeup. I kept it subtle. There had been a time when I considered it de rigueur to do the full white makeup/Eye of Horus business for a night out, but I was feeling suddenly self-conscious again, nervous that Anjali might think me weird, perhaps the aftermath of our recent little scene.
Besides, if we're being honest, I'm pale enough that I don't really need the white makeup. So I restricted myself to a little eye shadow - for goth values of "a little" - and a dark blue lipstick to match my skirt.
Somewhere along the way, Anjali stepped out of the shower and went off to dress. I was just finishing up when I heard her coming back.



"Hey there," I said, turning to the doorway, "how does my - oh, fuck me."
That was the moment when I saw what she was wearing. The tailoring was superb, but it was the colours that first caught my eye.
Her dress was ivory, a lightly textured brocade that complemented her skin... or at least, it started as ivory, at her shoulders and chest. But below that she'd begun to cut slits in the brocade, and sewn in inserts of bright blood-red silk to fill the gaps.
The first ones were no longer than her thumb, no wider than a knife-blade's thickness. But down her body they grew longer, wider, and somewhere around her waist the red slashes spilled out far enough to meet one another and merge. The crimson-streaked ivory dress became an ivory-patched crimson dress, one pattern evolving into another, until just above her knees the last of the white was lost. Below that, the crimson in turn gave way to a deep maroon creeping out from deep in the pleats of her skirt, and by the hem only the dark colour remained. Down her arms, she'd executed the same effect in miniature.
All in all, it looked like the fruit of a collaboration between M.C. Escher and Lady Macbeth.
"Will this do?" she asked demurely.
"Will it do?" I rolled my eyes. "Don't pretend you don't know. Bloody hell, Anjali. And I thought you said goth wasn't your thing."
"I also said I liked the outfits."
"Yeah. Apparently."
She did her makeup—nothing fancy, it didn't need to be with that dress—and tied her scarf back on, and then it was time for us to go.
In the taxi, I asked Anjali about her tailoring. I didn't really have the technical knowledge to follow most of what she said, but I had enough to see she'd pulled out the stops for this one, and I knew she'd enjoy talking about it.
"The way these pieces fit together. That looks really complex and precise."
"It was a bit." I suspected she'd have said the same if she'd built the Space Shuttle single-handed. "I sketched it out, but then I adapted my modelling software to make sure I got the measurements right. I only finished it last night."
"Wait. You wrote a program to model neutron stars and then you used it to... design a dress?"
"I just needed something that does meshing to represent a curved surface, and it does that." She frowned. "Though I had to make a couple of changes. Obviously I don't warp space-time enough to need a relativistic correction."
"You're amazing, you know that?" I squeezed her hand, and then she was off again talking about the technique she'd used for the pleating, and I nodded and smiled until we got to the venue.
The concert... well, it wasn't good, but it was memorable.
Smoke machines are pretty much mandatory at a goth concert, but I maintain that running four at once, in a fairly small venue, is overkill. I'm still not sure if I can claim that I've seen the Sisters of Mercy live, because the smoke was so thick that they were barely more than shadows in the haze.
As for the music, well, I could recognise all the songs? Let's be kind and leave it there. But I didn't regret going. Teenage goth Sarah would never have forgiven her future self if I'd passed up our one and only chance to catch the Sisters, even with only one person left from the original lineup.
Plus, even if the performance itself was a disappointment, the audience was not. Within a couple of minutes of our arrival I had ticked off everything on the Peter Steele memorial checklist: sweaty Velcro, latex, fur, and feathers. I was glad I'd made the effort to dress up. There were some fantastic outfits on display, so many that I suspected I wasn't the only one who'd come out of goth retirement for this show.
It's not often that I'm comfortable in the middle of a crowd, but I was comfortable in this one. Even if I didn't know them personally, I was among my people, bonding on a wave of nostalgia.
I found the nerve to dance with Anjali. I'm not a great dancer, too self-conscious about the way I move, but goth dancing is undemanding. You don't have to move your feet at all, just stand in one spot and sway. Anjali swayed with me, and dozens of goths swayed with us, like a kelp forest in a storm. I even got daring enough to get into more advanced moves like "casting spells at the ceiling, casting spells at the floor".
For her part, Anjali seemed to be having fun. It didn't hurt that half a dozen people had stopped to compliment her on her dress and ask where she got it. All the same, it was perhaps a kindness that it was not a long concert.
It was barely eleven when the second encore wrapped up with "Vision Thing" and the lights came up. In no particular rush, we propped ourselves against the back wall and waited for the crowd to thin before we made our exit.
"Hi Sarah!"
Caught unawares, I turned. It took a moment for me to remember the face: an old friend, more Edgar's than mine.
"Hi Thomas! What are you doing down this end of the world?"
"Moved to Melbourne two years ago." He was not alone; a group of four others was with him, waiting on our conversation. "You?"
"Same."
The woman beside him looked familiar, but I couldn't place her, and she must have sensed it. "I think we met a few years back? I'm Heather." She pointed to their friends. "Lucy, Imogen, Alex, this is Sarah."
I nodded, and turned to indicate my companion, and said "Anjali," at the same moment that she said "Lily". That threw me for a moment, but nobody else seemed to have noticed.
"Love your dress, Anjali," said Heather, and the others nodded agreement.
"Hey," said Thomas, "we were going to get a bite to eat, do you want to come along?"
So we ended up eating pancakes at a late-night restaurant nearby. We got some odd looks from the other patrons, but there were enough of us that I wasn't bothered by it. I told them how I knew Anjali, leaving out the circumstances of our current arrangement, and we chatted about mutual friends and shook our heads about the show we'd just seen.
"Still," I said, "it's been way too long since I've been out to something like this. I really should go more often."
Alex replied (or maybe it was Imogen): "There's a goth night at Paladin, second Friday each month. You should come!"
Then Heather turned to Anjali. "So, tonight aside, are you a Sisters fan?"
She chuckled and shook her head. "It's not really my kind of music. But Sarah didn't have anybody to go with. I still had a good time."
I was hoping nobody would ask awkward questions, and they almost didn't, but just as I was about to change the topic Imogen-or-Alex interrupted. "Wait, you made that just to keep your friend company?"
She shrugged. "I like sewing."
"Well, if you ever need another job, you could probably get a few commissions for work like that."
Anjali grinned. "That's very kind. But I have a PhD and a job on the side. For now I think I want to keep sewing as just a hobby."
I frowned, trying to remember what her side job was. The conversation had moved on to other topics before I realised that she meant me.
Soon after, she yawned. "Excuse me. I probably should get home soon. Sarah, if you want to stay—"
"Nah, I'll come with you." Suddenly I felt drained myself. We said our goodbyes, left something for the bill, and stepped outside for a taxi.
"You okay, Anjali? Not like you to fade this early. I'm the old one."
"Oh, I'm all right. Just up a little bit late finishing this." She plucked at the dress.
"When you say a little bit late... what time did you get to bed?"
"Um, it's possible that I didn't?"
"Ah. Right. That would explain it." I hugged her, and then our cab pulled up.
I was still feeling out of sorts, and it took me a little while to trace the feeling back to its source: insecurity, neediness. I leant over and whispered.
"Anjali? When you said it was a job—"
But she'd fallen asleep, leaving me with only my thoughts for company. It was quite true, it was a job, and she'd said it with no malice. Still, it had caught me unawares, and I didn't like how I felt about it.
I stewed on it for most of the way home, and it was only as we pulled in to my building that I thought of another side to it. True I'd paid for her company, and for her materials, but it wasn't on my dollar that she'd spent weeks working on that dress and pulled an all-nighter to finish it. Nor did I believe that it was solely for the sake of fitting in; she could have made something perfectly adequate for that in a few hours.
No, she'd gone above and beyond... for what? At least partly, I thought, for me.
Having paid the taxi, I woke her gently, and she murmured. "Are we there?"
"We are. Time to get out." I helped her to her feet. "Come on in. Time for bed."
It wasn't quite, though. I needed her help to take my boots off, and we were so tired that we both fell over backwards, in opposite directions, when the second came off. And then we had to get our makeup off, and I had to do my contacts.
When we finally made it into bed - me with my arm around her, a little possessively - she yawned and said, "Sarah, do you know what sort of birds always stick together?"
"No?"
"Velcrows. Good night, Sarah."
To absent friends: LS, HS, SM. Miss ya.
To readers: thanks for your patience with my glacially slow updates. I'd hoped to post more regularly, but life got busy and I needed to take time out for other things. The good news is that if you're seeing this, it means Chapter 6 is already written; the bad news is that I won't be posting #6 until #7 is ready.
In the meantime, if you've been enjoying this story, you may also like my fantasy/romance "Riddle of the Copper Coin".
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Chapter Six: La Belle Dame Sans Merci
After our concert date I didn't see Anjali again for almost two months. She was preparing for a conference in Italy, and I had a birthday party to organise.
I've never really thought of John as my stepfather. To me, he was "Mum's boyfriend", and then later "Mum's husband" and "Cassie's dad", never my anything. That wasn't his fault. He's a good bloke, very normal in all the ways that I'm not, and when I look back I can see he was doing his best to be a good stepfather to me. But the timing wasn't on his side.
Nobody had asked me whether Mum and Dad should get a divorce, nobody had asked me whether we should move for Mum's new job, nobody had asked me whether I wanted to change schools and leave my old friends behind. John came into the picture as one more change foisted on me without asking.
Another teenager might have acted out: tantrums, shoplifting, or perhaps taking up smoking. Me, I was the sort of goody-goody who could barely bring herself to whisper "shit" when I stubbed a toe, never mind more drastic measures. What I did was more civilised, and in its way crueller.
I was impeccably courteous to John. I said hello and goodbye, please and thank-you, I did all my chores. I gave him no cause at all for complain. But whenever he tried to do something fatherly, offering me help with my homework or a lift to Physics Club, I would, very politely, turn him down.
Memory is unreliable, but I don't think I was trying to be hurtful. I was dealing with bullies at school and trying to figure out whether Cassie's inexplicable friendliness was some sort of trap, while struggling through the complications of queer puberty. My relationship with Mum was changing as I tried to come to terms with the idea that I wasn't the only priority in her world, and I was missing Dad, who was somewhere in Idaho with his new girlfriend. I'm not good at multi-tasking, and as best I can interpret it now, I just didn't have room for John in my emotional world.
It didn't help that we had so little by way of shared interests. When John wasn't running his hardware shop, he liked to spend his time at the football or trekking in the great outdoors. Me, I was a bookworm who believed our ancestors had invented roofs and electricity and the internet for a reason.
It can't have been easy for him banging his head against my wall, and eventually he must have got the message. He backed off on the overtures and we settled into a cautious, distant sort of interaction, more like housemates than family. Things improved a little after Cassie and I became friends, but by that stage John and I had set the pattern for our relationship. Once the rut is worn, it's hard to break out of it.
Then the unthinkable happened, and suddenly John and I had all too much in common. Losing Cassie tore a huge hole in my heart. I can't imagine what it must have been like for him to bury his daughter only a few years after her mother.
After that, I made a conscious effort to be kind to him. I didn't have the conversational tools to talk to him about Cassie, much less my own grief, but I made a rule of saying yes to family stuff whenever I could. I'd sit and watch the footy with him, helping him cheer on the Swans, trying to work out the rules of the game. I'd go on family outings with him and Mum even when it meant getting wet and mosquito-bitten. These are the sacrifices we make.
I always feel Cassie's absence on holidays and anniversaries, so I assume John does too, and I make an extra effort to be there for those. That's why I put my hand up to help Mum organise his sixtieth celebration. I called around venues, I arranged a group outing with his friends to watch the Swans squeeze in a narrow win against the Bulldogs, and I booked a karaoke dinner afterwards, because John loves karaoke.
He was duly grateful, and I was glad to have helped him enjoy himself. But in hindsight, it should have been obvious that I was setting myself up for a small meltdown. Phoning strangers, trying to guess what other people might like, going to a footy game surrounded by noisy fans, and boisterous drunk people singing: any one of those is guaranteed to drain my batteries. Packing them all into a single event was asking for trouble, even before the inevitable "wish Cassie was here" thoughts.
I'm used to being surrounded by neurotypical people, and normally I can deal with it. But when my defences are low, sometimes it catches me unawares and I feel myself lost and lonely and far from home. When the party had wrapped up and everybody was gone, I was still wide awake and fretful at three in the morning.
In hindsight, I can see how it happened. But the more stressed I am, the worse I am at figuring out why it happened. As I tried to work out the cause of my malaise, my brain attempted to help by dredging up a long list of Stressful Things To Fret About, playing on endless loop inside my head. Of all the things I could have picked, the most obvious one was something from two months ago that I hadn't quite let go of, the thing Anjali had said after the concert.
"A job on the side" was how she'd described our arrangement. Was that really all I was to her?
The advice I would've given anybody else was "sleep on it and see how you feel in the morning," and it's good advice, but I was in no place to take it. I was unhappy, and I ascribed my unhappiness to that issue, and through sheer force of will I managed to turn a molehill into a mountain. I spent the wee hours of the morning drafting an email of a few paragraphs, unsure whether my words were communicating my anxieties, unsure whether I was being unreasonable.
It was almost five AM, and I still wasn't happy with the wording, when I noticed Anjali's IM light come on—of course, she was in Florence, it would be evening for her. Messaging her might not have been a good idea, not in my state of mind, but I was lonely and needy and couldn't help myself.
PrincessOfParallelograms: heya, how goes the conference?
NeutroniumGirl: Hey Sarah! It's going very well, I think they really liked my talk. How are you?
PrincessOfParallelograms: um... not great.
NeutroniumGirl: Oh no, what's wrong? Trouble with the party?
PrincessOfParallelograms: No, the party went fine. Just fretting about other stuff.
NeutroniumGirl: Do you want to talk about it?
PrincessOfParallelograms: You remember when we were talking to Thomas and Heather after the Sisters concert, and you said you had a job on the side. Did you mean us?
NeutroniumGirl: Yes?
PrincessOfParallelograms: Is that how you think about me?
There was a long silence. I could see she was typing, pausing, typing, but no text came through for almost fifteen minutes. Then at last:
NeutroniumGirl: Sarah, this is hard to answer right now. I need to think about this and right now I'm really busy with this conference. Is it all right if we talk about it after I get back?
PrincessOfParallelograms: sure.
Of course, it wasn't all right. Even as I said it, I knew I was going to spend the next week trying to guess what Anjali was going to say, and fretting over things that hadn't even happened. But I couldn't very well say no, I demand to talk about it right now. I just had to stifle my impatience and pretend to be an adult until time did its thing and we finally had a chance to discuss matters in my lounge room, over the wreckage of a gourmet pizza.
"So," I said, feeling the anxiety gnawing in my belly, "...that stuff we were talking about..."
"Yes. About me calling this a job?"
I nodded.
"Well, it is, isn't it? You're paying me to do," she waved her hands, "certain things."
"I know, it's just... is that all we are? Do you just think about me as your employer?"
"Wait, as—no, of course not! You're my friend, Sarah. You're a good friend. I didn't think I needed to say that."
"Oh. Oh, I'm glad to hear that. Thank you."
But now she was looking at me oddly. "Why on earth would you think I didn't care about you?"
"I'm sorry. It's just, oh, it's complicated. Stupid insecurity. Sometimes it feels like it doesn't count if I'm paying for it. I need to know that I matter." I remember I had my arms folded tight around myself, and I must have sounded whiny. I felt whiny.
"You paid for this dinner, didn't you? Does that mean you're not allowed to enjoy it?"
"No, but... I don't think of you as takeaway pizza, Anjali. Lily. Whatever."
"I hope not! I don't want you keeping slices of me in the fridge. You're paying me for a service, Sarah, one that I'm happy to provide. You're not buying me." She looked me over. "Although... I do believe you rather like the fantasy of owning me."
"Maybe," I mumbled.
"Only 'maybe'?" She came around to where I was slouched on the sofa, and sat by my side. "You don't know whether you like the idea of being able to claim ownership of a good, obedient girl who knows she has to do whatever you tell her to do?"
"Anjali..."
"That's 'Lily' to you." She adjusted the scarf, revealing a little of the skin of her throat. "Of course, if you did own me, you could choose whatever name you wanted for me. 'Miss Kapadia'. 'Lily'. 'Good girl'. Anything you like, I'd have to answer to it."
I was still trying to sulk, but she wasn't making it easy. "Anjali, this is very distracting."
"Or perhaps you would like it better if I wasn't so compliant? Perhaps you'd have to take control of me and teach me my place?"
"If you don't stop that, I'll—"
"It wouldn't be easy. You know how stubborn I can get when I put my mind to it. I wonder what you'd have to do to persuade me. If you think you can."
Somewhere deep inside, I felt my gears shifting. "Lily, are you testing me?"
She leant forwards, whispering. "I bet you can't."
"I can," I growled, "and I will." I grabbed at her, but she dodged away, and my fingers only brushed her arm. By the time I got to my feet she'd scampered away to the opposite side of my dining table. I edged left, and she sidestepped to my right; I made a sudden jump to the right, and she dashed left again, keeping the table in between us.
We went back and forth like that for some time, and I could see I wasn't going to win this game in a hurry. Anjali was lighter on her feet than me, and probably fitter given that her bicycle was her main mode of transport. If I wanted to wipe the smirk off her face, I needed to change the game.
So I chased her around the table some more until she was in the corner of the room, and then I grabbed the rim of the table and shoved. It slid across the floor with a loud squeak, and I kept pushing until it was pressed firmly against the wall, boxing Anjali in on three sides.
"Cheat!" she said, backing into the cul-de-sac I'd made for her.
"I make the rules." I advanced, waggling my fingers. I knew she was going to make a break for it, and I was worried she might try going over the table; if she did I'd have to let her get away with it, because there was too much risk of her taking a bad fall if I tried to tackle her.
But she went the other way, dropping to her hands and knees and trying to scramble out under the table. She almost got away with it, but I just managed to catch hold of one ankle. Then I reeled her in; she kicked at my hands, but I got hold of her other ankle, and soon enough I was sitting on her back as she lay face-down on the floor.
"Got you, Lily."
"That's not my name! I'm Anjali!"
"You'll answer to whatever I choose to call you." I took a generous fistful of her hair and yanked it.
"Ow!"
"Now I'm going to take you upstairs for the discipline you obviously need."
"You beast! I'll never succumb!"
"Never, you say? We'll see about that." I picked myself up and dragged her up the stairs by her hair, holding her head low so she couldn't stand up. Instead she had to scramble after me on all fours, hurling imprecations in Hindi. I didn't know the words, but I got the general idea. When I had her at the foot of my bed, still on hands and knees, I yanked her forwards and off balance: face down, bum in the air.
I still had her hair in my fist; now I separated it into two handfuls, splayed them out to either side, and knelt on them, so that she couldn't move her head in any direction without pulling on it painfully.
"Oh! You beast!" She tried to slap at me, but it was an awkward angle for her and she ended up just flailing ineffectually.
I stroked her cheek. "Now, Lily, just let me know when you've learned your place and you're ready to apologise for the trouble you've given." Then I crouched over her and went for her ribs, tickling ferociously.
"Hahaha! Oh, you bitch! Ah! You're evil, Sarah!"
"Language!" But I was secretly pleased to have driven her to swearing. I wasn't sure I'd ever heard her use that word before. "Ootchie cootchie coo..." I tugged her blouse loose of the waistband, and my fingers swirled over her skin.
"Ah! Oh!" She squirmed, but every time she tried to wriggle her body around to one side or the other, I dug my fingers into her ribs and provided the necessary correction.
I tickled and tickled, and she squealed and called me names, but showed no signs of giving in. "You forget," she gasped, "I have a little brother. I can—ah!— I can take this all day long."
"Very well, in that case I suppose we'll have to try something else." I reached back behind me, to where my dressing gown lay at the edge of the bed, and pulled the cord free.
It took me a couple of tries to remember how to tie a Texas Handcuff knot—thankfully Anjali's predicament stopped her from seeing my failures, it wouldn't have helped the image I was trying to project—and then I slipped it over her wrists and tied it off. "Let's make sure you don't do anything foolish."
I pulled her onto the bed, tugging her up to the headboard, then rolled her onto her back and sat astride her as she glared up at me. Her face was more than a little flushed from our mutual struggles.
"Now, Lily, you wouldn't have a bit of string handy, would you?" I cast my gaze down to where her bosom was heaving indignantly in a most enticing fashion. She was still wearing her scarf, but below that she had on a blouse that laced at the front. I relieved her of the lace and used it to tie her hair fast to my bedframe, wrapping its several times to make sure she couldn't pull through the knot. "That should keep you out of trouble for a little, while we talk."
"You're nothing but a scoundrel and I'll never—mmph!" I had clamped my hand over her mouth.
"Very well then, I'll talk. It'll do you good to listen." I lay down beside her and wrangled her onto her side, so she was facing away from me. "Let me tell you a bedtime story."
"Mmph."
"Once upon a time, there was a fairy named Lilabel, daughter of the Dandelion King. She had beautiful long hair"—I stroked Anjali's head—"and her skin glittered in the sun like a dragonfly's wings. Lilabel was a good and kind fairy, and every day she and her sisters went into the forest to paint spots on the toadstools so people would know which ones were dangerous to eat. And then as the sun set, they would hurry home to their father's palace."
From the shift in her body I knew I'd caught her attention, and when I moved my hand from her mouth she kept silent. I lifted myself so that my lips were against her ear, and I whispered. "But the forest was home to another fairy. Lady Tanglespine made her palace in a great gloomy tangle of blackberry bushes with thorns like claws. And one evening, as Tanglespine rose from her sleep and looked out at the world, she saw Lilabel and her sisters hurrying home from their work. She saw Lilabel's beauty, and she wanted her."
I paused to kiss the back of Anjali's neck, and she tensed.
"For days she watched the sisters, studying Lilabel's ways and coveting her beauty. The more she watched the more she wanted Lilabel for her own, and she was the sort to take what she wanted. But she couldn't just pop her in a sack and carry her away, as much as she might have wanted to. There are rules in Fairyland, even for the likes of Tanglespine."
I stroked Anjali's throat, and caught the corner of her scarf between my fingers, and pulled it slowly free, and as I talked I retied it in her hair like a ribbon.
"One fine morning, Lilabel was sitting on a tree-stump, putting the final touches on a beautiful fly agaric and looking forwards to her sandwiches, when she heard a noise behind her and turned just in time to see a dog-fox making off with her lunch. She grumbled at the beast, but told herself 'well, I daresay he needed it more than I did,' and went on with her work.
"But as the day lengthened, she began to feel her stomach growling. She was working by the river, and down by the riverside grew thick thorny vines laden with juicy berries, big and fat, so ripe that they oozed sweet juice at the slightest touch. The sight of them made her mouth water, and although her father had told her not to, she couldn't resist. She plucked a handful, and ate them, and they were more delicious even than they looked, so then she took another, and another, and then behind her she heard a voice.
"'What have we here? A thief, stealing from my vines?' And there stood Lady Tanglespine, smiling with teeth that glittered like razors. And there was Lilabel, face and fingers purple and sticky with blackberry juice.
"'I'm so sorry, ma'am, I didn't know they were yours,' stammered Lilabel. 'I will pay you for them. My father has gold and—'
"'Ah, no, my dear,' replied Lady Tanglespine. 'For eating my berries, it's for me to set the price, and it's not gold I want.'
"'Then what?' asked Lilabel. 'Whatever the cost, my father will pay it.'
"Lady Tanglespine smiled a cruel smile and approached, stretching out a cord of the strongest spider-silk. 'Hold out your hands...'
"At that, Lilabel panicked. She turned to flee, but as she ran her skirt caught on the thorns, and she was stuck fast. Then the dark fairy was on her, and before she knew it her hands were tied behind her back."
I tugged on the knot that held Anjali's wrists.
"'By the law of our kind,' said Tanglespine, 'you are mine for seven years, to serve me in everything that I command, until you have paid for your thefts.' Then she twisted that beautiful long hair into a rope and led her away, through a maze of bramble-bushes that scratched at poor Lilabel with every step she took."
I ran my fingernails over her face, her arms, her thighs. I felt Anjali quivering under my hands, and I felt myself suddenly drunk, but not on wine.
"The thorns lashed at her, snagged on her dress, ripped and stripped."
I plucked at her clothes, grabbing at buttons, yanking, pulling, as roughly as I could without actually damaging them. Her blouse, open, pushed back to her shoulders. Her skirt, tugged down over her kicking feet, discarded at the foot of the bed. Her bra, pulled askew, one breast exposed to view. Her panties, rolled halfway down her hips, so they became a hobble instead of a shield.
"Oh, please, miss," Anjali murmured.
"Before long, poor Lilabel was all but naked, and still the thorns clawed at her." I ran my fingernails down her ribs and she gasped, twisted as far as her ties allowed. Then I began to scratch at her, raking angry lines in her flesh, sudden sharp strikes all over, wherever she left herself exposed.
"Oh! Ow! Ah!" cried Anjali, and there was pain in her voice, but that wasn't all there was. "Please, milady—AH!" For I had caught her breast in my clawed hand, fingers closing on her nipple, pinching between hard nails. "Please, milady!"
"Why, girl, whatever is all that noise about?" I squeezed a little harder, relaxed, squeezed, watching her screw up her face with each twinge.



"Please, milady, I'm stuck in the thorns."
"How very careless of you. Well, I suppose I must rescue you." I let go of her breast—pausing to admire the white crescent nail-marks I'd left in her skin—and began to stroke her, soothing the hurts I'd given her. "Is that better, girl?"
"Yes, thank you, mistress."
I stooped again, and gave her nipple a slow squeeze as my tongue flickered at her earlobe, and I whispered. "Later I'll have you pierced, so all the world can see whose you are. You'll look perfect with silver rings through you." I punctuated my words with a tighter squeeze, and she shuddered violently, a whole-body paroxysm. Her face was scrunched up, unreadable to me, and I whispered again: "Are you okay?"
Anjali nodded, squeezed out a moment's smile for me. "I'm okay. Don't stop..." Then her voice shifted. "Please, Lady Tanglespine, don't, have mercy..."
"I'm a kind mistress, girl, to those who know their place. Do you know yours?"
"Yes, mistress. I'm your servant-girl. I'll do whatever you wish. I'll be good. Please don't pierce me."
"Mmm?" I unclipped her bra, ran my fingers over her skin, circling her breasts, brushing the nipples. "What if my wish is to pierce you?" My other hand dipped down between her legs, teasing, testing. "What if hurting you is delicious to me?" And I scraped at her nub with my nail, just enough to make her wriggle.
She sighed, eyes closing. I saw her gulp a breath. "Then you'll hurt me, mistress. Because you can. You'll do what you want."
"Mmm." My fingers slipped inside her, and she arched and gasped, and her arms strained against my knots. "I think I want to make you cry. Is that wrong?"
"No, mistress. I'm your prisoner, in your palace in the thorns. You have the right. Nothing is wrong for you here."
So I did. I assailed her with fingers and nails and teeth, until she came sobbing in my arms, and I caught her tears on the tip of my tongue. Until she went limp in my arms, and started to shiver, and I loosed her bindings and wrapped my quilt tight around her.
"Are you okay, Anjali?" I stroked her hair.
"I... I think so?"
I held her, and not only for her sake; I had processing of my own to do. A few minutes ago I'd been high on ego, confident and cruel, but now the rush was gone and self-doubt was creeping in to take its place, the butterfly crawling back into its chrysalis.
There were bite marks on her breasts and thighs, red welts on her back, here and there smears of blood where my nails had broken her skin. All within the terms of our agreement and the checklist we'd talked through together. And yet, as the heat of lust cooled, I found myself uncomfortable with the evidence of my violence. I sat there holding her, until perhaps fifteen minutes later she spoke.
"Well, that was different."
"I'm sorry, I should have—"
"I didn't say it was bad. Just... intense. I don't think I can do that every week, Sarah." She wriggled around to squeeze my arm. She was still shivering, just a little. "But it was interesting. We can talk about it in the morning."
I nodded. "Get you anything?"
"No thank—actually, could I have a glass of water?"
"Sure." I went and got her one, luke-warm so as not to chill her, and then we spooned under the quilt. I was almost asleep when she spoke again.
"Seven years for a handful of blackberries? Really?"
"Don't blame me, I don't make the law."
"Uh huh." She wriggled back against me. "Just so we're clear on this, I'm absolutely not getting a nipple piercing. Never ever. You know me and jewellery."
"Understood. Anyway, if I was getting you pierced, it'd be a tongue piercing."
"Really? Why is—oh. Does that make a difference, then?"
"It can be... rather nice," I said, thinking back to my dalliance with Luisa.
"Well, I'm sorry I can't help with that."
"It's okay. You have your own charms."
"Mmm."
By mutual consent we slept late the next morning. Even early-bird Anjali didn't venture out of bed until ten, and I snoozed until she returned with a tray laden with breakfast.
"Omelettes? Thank you!"
"I felt like cooking. Budge over, I'm coming back in."
As she settled in next to me, her robe slipped, and I could see the bruises beginning to blossom on her skin.
"How are you doing?" I asked.
"I'm fine. A little sore." She tested one of the bruises with her fingertip, then shrugged. "Mostly just tired. What about you?"
"Okay, I guess. A bit confused."
"About what?"
"Where it all comes from. Wanting to hurt you. It feels kind of messed up."
"Am I more or less messed up than you for enjoying it?" She snuggled against me. "You know the joke about the man who thinks he's a chicken? His friends think he should go see a psychiatrist, but his wife refuses to take him, because they need the eggs."
"Wait, what?"
"Remember I went to medical school? These days, it's all about what causes distress. If it's making people happy and not hurting anybody, it's not an illness just because it's weird..."
And so we passed the morning—what was left of it—in philosophical debate about pleasure versus principle, on the implications of roleplaying cruelty and tyranny in a world that already had plenty of the real thing. Eventually we drifted into politics more generally, and I was surprised to discover the strength and depth of Anjali's opinions on various matters.
I still had a tendency to think of her as a creature of my making, the pupil to my mentor. In some things, she still was, but the more we talked the more I saw that she'd been learning a lot for herself. We agreed on a lot, but the more we talked the more I found ideas and beliefs that weren't mine, and somehow that made me feel better about the games I wanted to play with her.
Faithful readers, thank you SO MUCH for your patience. I know it's almost a year since the last update to this story... life has been busy, and tiring, and everything is on fire. But I'm still here and still writing, slowly, when I get a moment.
Next chapter: Sarah and Anjali's one-year review.
By the way, if you're seeing this notice on a site other than literotica dot com, it means the story has been stolen and posted without the author's permission, and I'd appreciate it if you'd report that.
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Chapter 7: Annual Review
As always, thanks for your patience with this rather slow-posting serial. I hope you're all keeping safe and well. I've been very busy with work, but I finally managed to find some productive writing time in the small hours of the morning this week.
This chapter involves consensual non-consent play.

"Hey Sarah?"
"Mmm-hmm?" We were cuddled up on my sofa together, idly fooling around while half-watching old episodes of Making Fiends on my TV.
"Next week it's our one-year anniversary."
"Already?" I thought about dates. "Huh. Yeah, I guess it is. Time flies."
"We were going to do a review of things after a year."
"We were. We could do it now, I guess... actually, I probably should prepare first. Next fortnight?"
Anjali nodded, and I wrapped my arms around her as I considered how to handle it.
I love advice columns. I have a bunch of go-to sites that arm me with social scripts for a wide variety of scenarios ranging from "asking your workmate to turn down their music" to "handling obnoxious relatives at family Christmas". I'd drawn heavily on them when I was planning John's birthday party.
But none of them were able to help me on this one. Searching on "how to conduct an annual review for your mistress" turned up nothing useful. Should I treat it formally, like a job interview? Casually, in my lounge room? Naked, in bed? I was out of my depth here.
* * * * *
"Hi Sarah." I almost jumped. Martin, my boss, had come up behind my desk while I was absorbed in my code. "Can we talk this afternoon?"
"Sure, ah, what's it about?"
"I'll tell you when we meet." And he walked off, leaving me to spend the next few hours wondering what I'd screwed up and how much trouble I was in.
None, as it turned out.
"Sarah, this isn't public yet, but I've got permission to tell you. A couple of things."
After some dithering, the first: "As you've probably guessed, we're being acquired by P-K..."
I had not suspected any such thing, but then I'm usually oblivious to even the worst-kept secrets. I was familiar with Preussler-Kennedy GmbH. They'd contracted our services for the Schiphol logistics project, and evidently they liked our work enough to make it a more permanent arrangement. My default position on such things is "change is bad" but as Martin discussed it, it sounded like a reasonable arrangement: P-K would take over things like publicity, legal, and HR, leaving us to focus on the crunchy maths and programming work that we did best. All in all, it sounded like something I could live with.
The second: "...given my notice for the end of December. Prija has accepted a senior lecturer position at Chulakongkorn and I have some consulting work lined up with the railways there."
"What? You're... you're leaving us?" Nobody ever accused me of being quick on the uptake.
"All good things must come to an end, eh? Prija's parents are getting on, and we want the kids to spend more time with them while they're still around."
"Well. Uh, I hope it's good for you! Do you know who's going to replace you?"
Our company was named OwKeMa because at the start it had just been Owen, Kepler, and Martin. Nobody else had their experience; the rest of us had come in about five years later, as business grew too much for just the three of them to handle. I wondered if P-K would install one of their people.
"No decisions have been made yet, but if you wanted to put up your hand, I'd be happy to write a recommendation."
"Me?"
"Why not? You're an excellent mathematician and your people skills have really come along, if the Schiphol trip is anything to go by."
"But I..." I was about to say I just got lucky with something I'd already prepared, but I remembered something Edgar had told me more than once, back when things were still good between us: it's not your job to advocate against yourself. So I let it go. "Okay, sure, I'll think about it."
* * * * *
Anjali and I met up at the State Library for our review. I'd picked it because it was a nice quiet place and full of books, which fitted both our ideas of a good time. Picking my way past would-be novelists researching eighteenth-century etiquette and high-school students working on assignments, I spotted a flash of red and found my paramour sitting at a desk, nose deep in a book of botanical sketches. She was tapping one hand against the desk rhythmically, one of her occasional habits.
"Afternoon... Lily?"
"Oh! Good afternoon, Miriam." It gave me a little kick. I didn't use the pseudonym as often as she used hers, but hearing it like that felt like permission to take charge.
Lily-Anjali made a move to stand to meet me, but I shook my head and slid into the seat opposite her. "When I took you on, we agreed that we'd come back at the end of a year and discuss whether it was working for us. And now a year has passed."
She nodded, and said nothing, looking at the floor. I wasn't sure what to say myself, but I channelled my inner Miriam for confidence.
"Well then, Lily." Glancing around to make sure nobody was watching us, I placed my hand over hers on the table. "I have very much appreciated our arrangement this last year. What do you say we continue it?"
She clasped her other hand over mine. "Ma'am, I'd like that very much."
"Well, then!" Not so difficult after all.
"Phew. I was worried that you might not want to..."
"Really?" I looked up at her in shock. "It's been fantastic. You've been fantastic." And with the benefit of hindsight, I remembered that the hand-tapping thing was something she did when she was wound up about something. She was still doing it, though.
She glanced up at my face for a moment, as if to see whether I was joking, and then stared back at the floor. "Well. Thank you. I like it too. Erm, but..."
"But?"
She extricated her hand from mine, retrieved a notepad where she'd marked a few points. "I had a couple of things I wanted to ask about. If that's okay."
"Oh? Go ahead."
"I was wondering if I could..." She trailed off.
"Speak up. What is it?"
"Is it possible to ask for a, for a raise?"
I frowned in thought, which she must have taken as disapproval, for she went on: "I'm sorry to ask, only my rent is going up and it's costing a bit to visit my parents and—"
I held up my hand. "How much were you thinking?"
"Well, I wasn't sure... maybe another hundred a fortnight?"
Her voice was very small, and I thought: she's probably asking for half of what she needs. And I was feeling generous... in a Miriam kind of way.
"Why don't we say two hundred? But for that, Lily, I may demand a little bit more of you."
She blinked. "More?"
"You remember we filled out a checklist."
"Yes, ma'am." (Oh, to hear that word!)
"I would like you to go through that list again and pick out some of your soft limits. Things that you find scary but interesting. You'll give me that list, and then during the next year we'll choose three of those soft limits for us to try out."
"Oh gosh. I, um..." She sounded ambivalent.
"It doesn't mean you HAVE to do those things. If we get there and it's really not working for you, you can still safeword out. And then I'll figure out something else to try instead. I'm not going to make you do anything that's going to cause distress... well, not more than our usual recreational levels of distress."
Silence.
"Does that sound reasonable?"
"Yes, I think... I think I can do that."
"Deal?"
"Deal."
We shook on it.
"And what was the other thing you wanted to ask about?"
"Well, how long we're extending this for."
"What did you have in mind?"
"Well, I didn't want to... it would be easier for me, if I had some stability and certainty until I finish my doctorate. I need a new fridge and a proper bed, but I've been holding off on spending the money because I didn't know if this was continuing. Uh, if you're happy extending it that far. That should be about two years, if there are no disasters."
"Sounds good to me. Just one thing, though, Miss Kapadia." I scanned left and right for easily-scandalised patrons and librarians.
"Yes?"
"If I'm helping you pay for a new bed, I think it's only fair that I get to enjoy you in it."
It wasn't often that I saw her blush, but it happened then, and very pretty it was too.
* * * * *
After the review we repaired to dinner at the same restaurant where we'd had our first date a year before. We chatted, in a Sarah-and-Anjali kind of way rather than Miriam-and-Lily.
She told me her news first. Mahesh was engaged ("it gets the parents off my back until the wedding...after that, though, there'll be no living with them") and her research was going places. I didn't follow the finer details, but she had figured out something about how irregularities in the spin of neutron stars, caused by cannibalising hapless neighbours, might lead to fluctuations in their magnetic fields.
"...at least, that's my theory. But I need to test it."
"What does that involve?"
"Building a very big computer model and running it for a few months. The usual."
We talked high-performance computing for a while, and then I told her my news.
"...so, Martin said I should apply. But I'm not sure."
"Why not?"
"Scary new thing. It means... managing people. I'd have three or four juniors to look after. I have no clue how to do that. I've never managed anybody."
"You've been managing me."
"Huh. That is true, yes. Though I don't think spanking the juniors at work would be a good idea."
"Everybody has to start somewhere. If you don't apply, who would get the job?"
I shook my head. "Somebody from outside, I guess." Hmm. What if we didn't get along? That would be worse than getting the job myself. "I think maybe I will apply. I'll ask, at least. Oh fuck, I hope I don't have to do an interview."
Under the table, Anjali pressed her foot against mine. "I believe in you. Hey, speaking of promotions, did I ever tell you about my cousin who used to be a security guard at a Samsung store?"
I shook my head. I didn't catch the glint in her eye until it was too late.
"Now he's a Guardian of the Galaxy."
"SOMEBODY's getting a spanking tonight."
Some hours later, we lay side by side in my bedroom, catching our breath. Anjali was on her belly, with a collection of red handprints on her backside, and I was now doing my best to soothe the sting by stroking with my finger-tips the area that I had so recently tormented.
"Sarah?" she murmured.
"Mmm?"
"What you said earlier, about my bed... I can't do that, Sarah. I need to keep my place as my place. It's so hard to have one place that's just my own, I need to keep it that way. I'm sorry."
"Don't be. Thanks for telling me." I ruffled her hair and reminded myself that I still had a certain amount of sway over her, that she might find it hard to say no to me and so I should be careful in what I asked.
* * * * *
As promised, Anjali emailed me a few days later with a list of soft boundaries for us to explore, and that was when I realised I might have bitten off more than I could chew.
I'd been turned on by the idea of control, of bringing out Anjali's delicious vulnerability by testing her boundaries. But I hadn't given much thought to which boundaries I wanted to test. As I read through the list I realised that most of the options didn't actually appeal to me.
I'd sworn off handcuff play after the time Edgar and I fucked up and I had to find a twenty-four-hour locksmith. I couldn't bring myself to slap Anjali's face, and in any case she'd annotated that one with not sure, willing to give it a try but quite likely I'll end up safewording. I didn't own a vacuum bed, I didn't know how to use a violet wand, and I didn't know how to do fire play safely.
Obviously, some of those could be addressed with time and money, but it would involve going out and talking private sex stuff with people I didn't know. That seemed very much like the opposite of fun.
I supposed I should have been proud, at some level, that Anjali had grown so adventurous. But it left me feeling a little inadequate as a domina, to see that there were so many options Anjali was willing to try and so few that worked for me.
Still, there were a couple in there that might be interesting—on the right day, in the right mood, if I psyched myself up—and a year is a long time. So I let it go for the moment. After all, I had more pressing things to worry about, like what the hell I was going to do about this promotion.
* * * * *
After several days of dithering I decided to bite the bullet and go for it. If nothing else, a raise would help me keep my Lily in basic comforts. It wasn't that I couldn't afford her, even with the extra two hundred a fortnight, but I was certainly noticing the dent in my own budget.
It was anticlimactic, in the end. I tapped on Martin's door, before I could talk myself out of it.
"Hey Sarah! What's doing!"
"Hey Martin. I, uh, I've thought about what you said, and yes, I'm interested in the manager position. How do I apply?"
When I joined the company as a shiny new PhD I'd started by filling out a written application, and then they'd grilled me over the phone for half an hour to establish whether I was enough of a nerd to join them. This time was much less formal.
"I'll talk it over with Owen and Kepler"—they were the other two partners who'd founded our little company—"and we'll let you know."
And two days later he emailed to let me know the promotion had been confirmed. It was only much later that I realised why things had gone through so quickly and smoothly: Owen and Kepler were eager to fill the gap with somebody they knew and approved of, before the acquisition took effect and they had to deal with all the red tape that came of being a subsidiary of a much larger business.
I had my first official Management Meeting the following week. There was a mountain of administrivia associated with our acquisition. All our contracts needed to be revised, both the staff employment contracts and our arrangements with clients. We were moving out of our old office and into P-K's. All our personnel data and all of our software management had to be migrated into P-K's systems. Even the stationery and the website had to be updated. And there was one other thing...
"We're joining their Christmas party this year," said Owen.
"Big occasion," said Kepler. "The merger, Martin's farewell, and all."
"Most of it's booked already, but they asked us to help with some getting-to-know-you activities," said Owen. "Icebreakers."
"I was thinking karaoke," said Kepler, and I winced.
"...you know what?" I said, as brightly as I could manage. "Would you like me to organise the icebreakers? I feel like you've both got a lot on your plates already."
"Would you?" said Owen, just as Kepler said "Great idea!"
It might sound like a terrible decision, especially since I'd already burned myself out on organising a party that year. But there was method to my madness.
* * * * *
"EEE! You got it! I'm so happy for you!"
I had kept my good news secret from Anjali—and by extension, everybody else on Facebook—until I could tell her in person. It was a cold and rainy afternoon, one of those October days where spring changes its mind and detours back into winter. We'd had plans for a movie date, but I was feeling swamped by all the handover documents Martin had sent me, and couldn't find the energy to go out in the rain and be surrounded by people. So I'd asked Anjali very apologetically if we could make it a quiet night in, and of course she'd said yes, and I'd blurted out my promotion before she had her coat off, and she'd squealed and kissed me.
(The squeal was new; a month ago she would have said "Gosh!" instead. I think she'd picked it up from her circle of friends, and was trying it out to see whether it would fit her. We do that kind of thing, assembling our faces from borrowed pieces in the hope of blending in.)
I enjoyed the kiss, and then led her into my abode. "I'm afraid I don't have too much planned tonight, my brain is kinda wiped. Okay if we just hang out and get delivery?"
"Of course it is," she said, same as she had when I'd asked the same question a couple of hours earlier. "Lots to do?"
"So. Fucking. Much. Martin sent me... nineteen different things I need to read through, and all of them have links to other things, and there's so much to absorb, and I have to plan this Christmas thing as well."
She nodded. "Professor Cheng said something to me at my last review."
"Oh?"
"He said"—the rhythm of her speech abruptly shifted into Professor Cheng's New England cadences, quite unlike her own—"'Anjali, do you know what your biggest weakness is? You want everything to be perfect. But there's no time for that. You need to know when it's good enough, and then move on.'"
I nodded. "Yeah. I hear that. I know I spend too long polishing things that don't matter. But how do I know which things do matter?"
She shrugged. "I asked him the same question. He didn't have an answer."
"Ha." And in a rush I kissed her again, hard and fierce, comforted in the company of somebody who came from the same planet I did.
We chatted, and as we chatted I flicked through dozens of emails, until I realised Anjali had stopped talking and was looking at me expectantly.
"Hmm?" I said.
"You didn't hear what I said, did you?"
"I'm sorry. I just... got distracted. Thinking about all this stuff I have to get on top of."
She nodded, and gave it some thought. "If it's really bothering you, why don't you focus on that for a while? I brought my laptop, I can keep myself busy. You do as much as you need to, and then let me know when you're done working for the day."
"Thanks. You're an angel, Lily."
I turned back to my laptop, and she got up. I was vaguely aware of her in the kitchen.
"There's that white in the fridge. Would you like some?"
"I don't—actually, yes. Why not?" I wasn't in the habit of drinking alone. I kept a bottle of Moscato in the fridge against my mother and stepfather's occasional visits; it had been there more than a year (longer than my arrangement with Anjali!) and I'd grown so used to looking past it that I didn't even think about it now. But I wasn't alone, and I could always get another one. "That sounds nice. Have a glass yourself if you like."
"I believe I will." There was a clinking, and she came by with my glass, and then we both sat in silence—me on the sofa, her at the table—tapping away at our laptops and sipping wine.
Some time later she got up, deposited her glass in the dishwasher, and made for the bathroom. I barely noticed what she was up to until she came back and sat on the floor by my side. She'd brought a small tub of soapy water and a couple of cloths with her.
"And just what are you up to?" I asked.
"Oh, nothing. You just go on with your work, don't mind me."
I did, as best as I could, until I felt her fingers tugging at my shoelaces, easing my sneakers free, tugging my socks off.
"Anjali..."
"Shh. Stop getting distracted. You have work to do, remember?"
She eased my feet into the water, comfortably warm, and began to wash them with a cloth. I can't say that it did anything for my concentration, but it was very pleasant indeed.
Once they were thoroughly clean she began to massage them, stretching out my ankle and my calves, squeezing my arches, setting my toes a-curling. A little more pressure would have been painful; as it was, it was blissful. I gave up on trying to understand the implications of breaking our office lease early, closed my laptop, and lay back with my eyes half-closed.
Eventually she lifted my feet back out of the water and towelled them dry. "Thank you," I murmured. "I needed that."



"I'm not done yet." I still haven't decided whether the next part was weird or incredibly hot: she raised my left foot again, brought it to her lips, and kissed the sole. Then I felt something wet and warm against the ball of my foot, slipping upwards to slide between my toes. Her tongue.
"Oh gosh," I said, and I heard her chuckle.
It was not something I'd have expected of her. She was fastidious about hygiene, had been even before she started her medical training. Even with my feet scrubbed squeaky clean, I knew this was a bold step for her.
She explored my toes, drew them into her mouth one by one, suckled and nibbled, and I squirmed in my seat, trying not to let my ticklishness ruin the moment. "Oh, good girl, Lily, that's nice..."
Then she moved to my other foot, and then I was wiggling my toes in her mouth as she toyed with them. Eventually she drew back and spoke. "Shall I continue, or should I leave you to work?"
"I think I'm done for the day."
She smiled, and said: "Miss Miriam, congratulations on your promotion! Ma'am, I know I've only just started at your company, but I'd be so awfully grateful if you can help my career..."
"Oh?" I slipped into the purr so easily these days. "And why should I help you?"
"Oh, ma'am, I'd be ever so grateful. Just say what you need."
"Well, Lily..." I leaned forward, feet escaping from her grasp, and ruffled her hair. "I suppose I could do with a personal assistant. But only if you're eager."
"Oh, ma'am, whatever you want! Just say it."
"Well, tell me, Lily... have you ever been with a woman?"
"What, I—oh, certainly not, I'm a respectable girl—wait, you can't mean—"
She was hamming it up thoroughly at this point, but then so was I. We hadn't even drunk enough that I could blame it on the Moscato.
"Lily, I believe you said whatever I want."
"Yes, ma'am, but not... I'm a good Vaishya girl. I would never!"
"Oh, well, that's a shame, isn't it? I can always find myself another assistant. One who really wants this position."
"Oh, Miss Miriam! Surely you wouldn't be so dastardly as to make me do...that. I couldn't. I'm absolutely straight." Now that was a bare-faced lie, and I made a mental note to punish her for it later.
"Let me tell you a secret, Lily." I had my left hand behind her neck, stopping her from pulling away, and with the right I ran my fingers over her cheeks. "A straight girl's mouth will do for me just as well as any other. It's not whether you enjoy it, it's whetherIenjoy it."
"Oh," she wailed, "you villain, you utterly despicable villain."
"I suppose I am." I pulled her back onto the sofa with me, and she fluttered her hands ineffectually against my chest. "It's so unfair, isn't it? But that's absolutely the most delicious part."
I stroked her under the chin, then caught hold of the trailing ends of her scarf and used it as a leash to yank her face up to mine. "It's completely unfair and against all the rules, and I'm going to do it anyway, and get away with it. Because I want to."
My lips brushed hers. She pulled away, as best she could, but I still had her collared. "This is how it's meant to be, baby. If you weren't here for me to enjoy...you'd be stronger and richer, wouldn't you? You'd be able to escape. But you can't."
I flicked my tongue into her ear, and she flinched, and I whispered, "You're so clever and hard-working and honest, Lily... if the world was fair, you'd be in charge of things. But instead? I'm the boss. And you're going to do exactly what I want. Or I'll fire you and find some other pretty face, one who knows what side her bread's buttered."
She closed her eyes and whimpered (not very convincingly). "You'd fire me? But you can't, I have a contract..."
"I can do anything I want. I'll just say I caught you stealing." I'd popped one of the middle buttons on her blouse and slipped my hand inside, catching her breast as she tried to pull away, pinching until she squealed. "Shall I call security, pet?"
"Oh, Miss Miriam, please don't! Please! You win. I'll do what you want."
"All of it?" I pinched her again.
"Oh! Yes, you brute, all of it."
And she did, all of it. And when she was done, we left Miriam and Lily behind, and I plied my tongue and my fingers on Anjali until she was as thoroughly spent as I was.
She seemed pensive afterwards, and I offered her a penny for her thoughts.
"It works because it's so true, doesn't it? The world is horribly unfair, and I get angry about that all the time. But it's like you put it in a bottle, and somehow that makes it fun. I don't understand it at all."
"Me neither." I cuddled up against her back, fitting my shape snugly against hers, and dozed off still trying to figure it out.
* * * * *
Thanks as always to my beta readers who helped spot errors, strengthen scenes, and make the story at least 30% sexier.
Next time: Anjali accompanies Sarah to a Christmas party, and the tables are turned.
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Interlude: Truth, Lies, and Fiction
Storytelling is a funny thing. When you read a story like this, you're giving somebody like me permission to tell you certain kinds of lies. You probably agree that it's okay and even sensible for me to lie to you about my name, and the company I work for, and a bunch of other things besides. I need those lies if I'm to tell this story at all. But I suspect there are other areas where you expect me to tell the truth.
There are a lot of unwritten rules about where authors do and don't get to lie. But one important thing about autistic people is that we really, really suck at "unwritten rules", so I'm going to use my words instead.
I aim to be truthful about human nature—as I see it—and in particular about autism—as I experience it. That last caveat is important. No two autistic people are autistic in exactly the same way.
One of the things I've been lying about is how we talk. Articulating stuff is hard for me. When I'm writing, I can take the time to work it over and over until it comes out right, but that takes time and work. Talking in person, ad-lib, is a mess of stammering and hand-waving and half-baked metaphors. What I mean is—no, not quite that—it's sort of but not quite—well, you know what I mean, right?
So, in the interests of keeping this vaguely readable, I've cleaned that up and distilled these conversations into something a bit more coherent. I don't feel entirely comfortable about that, since the way I talk has a lot to do with my autism, but sometimes we have to do these things.
And then there's sex. You may have noticed that when I'm writing about that side of my relationship with Anjali, I focus on the lead-up, and the after-play, and quite often I'll skip the bits in between those two where, how shall I say this, orgasms happen.
Let me put it this way.
I like routine. Left to my own devices, I eat the same breakfast every morning: three Weet-Bix with milk, no sugar. I used to buy the same sandwich at the same place every weekday, until the lady behind the counter commented on that, and I felt embarrassed, and never went there again. Now I have five different places: Monday is chicken-avocado sandwich, Tuesday is fish and chips, and so on, so none of them realise quite how predictable I am. It saves me having to make a decision every day about what I'm going to eat, and it guarantees that I'll get something I like because I've tried it before.
Perhaps you see where I'm going with this?
When it comes to physically getting off... I'm kind of same-ish, and I don't want to bore you all by describing the same pattern over and over, and I don't want to feel self-conscious about the fact that I end up doing pretty much the same thing most of the time. It's fun to be there over and over, but that doesn't make it fun to write about, or (I think) to read. And if I make up a crazy new sex position for us every time, by the end of this story I'll be getting into confusingly weird territory.
What really turns me on, what's different and fascinating and new every time, is getting to that position. The dance we do on the way into bed, and the way we look at one another afterwards. So, most of the time, that's where I focus.
* * * * *
Chapter 8: A Walk in the Black Forest, Part 1
(with apologies to the late and sorely missed Tim Brooke-Taylor)
This instalment took an unexpected turn into fetish territory, with BDSM food play and discussion of childhood bullying and body image issues. If you'd prefer not to read about those topics, I suggest skipping the date scene at the end of this chapter.

Our new corporate overlords had decided to welcome us in style. For the Christmas party, they'd forked out for a tower restaurant with three-sixty-degree views (or if you're a proper mathematician, two-pi views) that would have made the Eye of Sauron glow green with envy.
They'd even stretched the budget to plus-ones, so it seemed only natural for me to invite Anjali. After all, it would be a shame to waste a free meal, and with a bunch of new people to meet I felt like I was going to want some moral support.
She said yes, and hesitated a moment before asking, "As Lily, or Anjali?"
I frowned. "Um, I hadn't thought about it..."
"Let me put it this way. If your boss asks me what I do for a living, am I an astronomer or am I your mistress?"
"Oh! Uh, yeah, let's go with Anjali."
* * * * *
I never know when to arrive at parties. Arriving on time is uncool, but arriving too late might mean missing stuff. This time, though, I'd found a way to avoid the dilemma: running the icebreaker game gave me a reason to be there early without being That Weird Girl.
I was quite proud of the game. We'd asked all the invitees to send me an unusual fact about themselves: John raises St. Bernards, Marjorie had once been an extra on "Prisoner", and so on. As each one arrived, I checked them off a list and handed them a personalised bingo grid. Each square had one of those unusual facts, and their challenge was to talk to their colleagues and find people to match their squares.
I'd found the basic idea by googling "icebreaker games" but, being who I am, I'd made some improvements. (Or, as Ed might have said, "over-engineered the fuck out of it".) Instead of just randomising the bingo grids, I'd keyed each invitee to their place in the organisation and customised their squares so that nobody could win without ticking off at least four people from outside their own work-group.
Nobody except me, that is, because for me the best way to win was not to play. I got to learn something about my colleagues and look like a Team Player without having to mingle and without having to reveal myself in return. I'd be happy to meet the new co-workers in time, just not all at once.
The rest of the Christmas Committee were from P-K, most of them shiny new grads almost ten years my junior who knew one another. The only ones my age were May from Payroll and Shane from Client Relations, and two names were about as many as I could easily absorb in one evening. I helped them set up the inevitable year-in-photos slideshow, and then retreated to my desk by the door as the other guests started to filter in.
"I'll be late," Anjali had told me, "I have a conference call with a couple of professors from Bern." So I marked the time studying my list, trying to get some idea of who all these people were before I ticked them off and handed them their bingo cards.
Maia. Accounts. Once returned a lost handbag to Olivia Newton-John.
Jong-nam. IT. One of triplets.
Lucy. Legal. Used to play poker professionally.
Trevor. Client Relations. Plays the saw.
Zhao. IT. Lived next door to Jimmy Barnes for two years.
Sameer. Operations. Was captain and opening batsman for his high school cricket team...
"You don't remember me, do you?"
My head jerked up. It was Lucy from Legal. She'd arrived with a couple of colleagues, I'd given her her bingo sheet, and then apparently she'd circled back to me without her friends.
"I... I'm sorry, I'm bad with faces." Until that night, I'd only met a handful of the P-K crowd face to face, and I didn't recall her being one of them. Nothing about her obviously stood out, except for the bold pinstripes she wore, and I definitely didn't remember those. "Was it in the contracting meeting?"
"No... somewhere a lot darker and smokier."
I blinked, confused, trying to remember previous work parties. Last year we'd done an escape room, but I didn't think she'd been there.
"Sisters of Mercy."
"Oh... oh! You're Heather and Thomas' friend." Now I knew the context, it clicked. I'm not entirely face-blind but I tend to remember people according to the context where I know them, so I'd been trying to recall her as a colleague and drawing blanks. "I had no idea you worked here!"
"Same. I think I've seen your name on some paperwork but I didn't realise you were that Sarah."
"Well, nice to meet you... again."
She smiled and tapped my arm. "I have to go mingle. Can I get you a drink?"
"No thanks, I'm good." I remembered to smile back. "Catch you later. Good luck with the bingo!"
After that the crowds started to arrive, and for a while I was kept busy signing people in until one of the other organisers took over from me. I did the rounds and made appropriate amounts of chit-chat with the people I knew before getting a glass of water and retreating to the seats I'd staked out for myself and Anjali.
I was starting to feel overstimulated, so I took out my laptop and put on my best dealing-with-frightfully-important-emails face as a shield against random encounters. But I wasn't alone for long before a pinstriped figure settled in next to me. "So, what do you think?"
"Hmm?" I had no idea what she was asking about.
"P-K. Must be a change, going from—is it twelve people at OwKeMa?— to this." She waved a hand airily at the throng who were beginning to fill up the restaurant, the chatter slowly rising in volume. By my count, we had two hundred and seven people coming, and it looked like most had arrived.
"It is that. So many rules to learn. I'm still trying to get my head around the expense system." There was a twenty-page manual on what I could and couldn't put on my company credit card, and another on what to do with the receipts. At OwKeMa, the rule for me had simply been "whatever Martin's okay with", and I'd been there long enough to know without asking.
"More money, more rules." She chuckled and sipped her martini. "Can't complain, it keeps us lawyers in business. Look, feel free to ask if there's anything you need to know."
"I appreciate that." I paused to run through my conversational checklist and realised we'd been talking entirely about me, and that might be rude. "So... poker? You play poker?"
"I used to. Made a bit of money on the circuit. Not enough to give up my day job but nice to have."
"You gave it up then?"
"I did. I was doing okay, on average, but... too many ups and downs, you know? I didn't like what it was doing for my mood, and I wasn't enjoying it any more, so now I only play for fun. Why, do you play?"
"I know the rules, but it's not my kind of game."
"Oh? And what is your kind of game, Miss Weber?"
"I used to play a lot of Euro games." I looked to see if I needed to explain that, but she nodded, so I continued. "Catan, Power Grid... all sorts."
"Used to?"
"My ex and I—you know Ed, right?"
"Ed from Sydney? Not well. I've met him a couple of times."
"Yeah. When I was there, we had a group, we used to meet up once a week and play. But then I went overseas for a postdoc and we broke up while I was away, and I didn't make the effort to get back into it when I came back."
"I know how that goes." She drained the last of her martini, then planted the glass back on the table emphatically. "Anyway. So, you know my secret. What's yours?"
"Me? I don't have a secret. I'm the bingo coordinator."
"I don't believe you. Everybody has a secret—oh, hello. Does she always dress like that?"
I followed her gaze. Evidently Anjali had been doing some more sewing while I wasn't looking. This time she was clad for summer, in a short and sleeveless dress made from lozenges of blue, green, purple, gold silk. She reminded me of some iridescent tropical fish, the kind collectors pay fortunes for.
After some gawping I eventually remembered that Lucy had asked me a question. "Uh, only for special occasions."
"Well, you're a lucky girl."
I was trying to find the right reply to that when I saw Anjali coming over to us, and I re-introduced the two.
I had trouble reconciling the Lucy at my table with the one I'd met at the Sisters gig. It wasn't just the clothes, nor was it the venue. Last time she'd been quiet, almost silent as the rest of us chatted; this time she was garrulous and just a little bit brash. Eventually I mentioned it in my heavy-handed manner:
"You're a lot more talkative than last time."
"Me? Oh yeah, I guess I am. I was a bit out of sorts last time. Got in from London the day before and still jet-lagged." She explained that she'd been working for a British company for several years before returning to Australia to start a new job with P-K. "...so I'm still finding my feet back here in Melbourne."
After that the conversation lulled, and I was just starting to think that I ought to start it up again—running through my interests to figure out which of them could reasonably be discussed without boring Lucy to tears—when we were joined by a knot of older men. Corporate types.
"Sarah, have you met Lincoln?" I had not, but we'd emailed. Lincoln Wedderburn was the local head of the Technical Specialties Group, which meant I'd be reporting to him from January. From his tone I'd thought him an older man, somewhere in his fifties, but in person he looked close to my age.
"Good to meet you at last," I said. We shook hands. "And this is Anjali."
"Ah, you're Sarah's plus-one?" he asked, and Anjali nodded. "And Lucy, have you brought anybody?"
"I don't know anybody respectable enough to bring," she replied, and Lincoln guffawed. But it sounded suspiciously like a deflection to me—I wasn't sure if she was out to these people—so I interjected.
"Actually, I'm surprised Owen and Kepler didn't bring plus-ones." I'd gone through the guest list earlier, as part of my fun-organising duties, and noticed the empty spaces next to each of them.
Lincoln looked at me as if I'd said something peculiar. "Well, would you expect them to?"
I had missed something, and I wasn't sure what. "I guess not...?"
"I thought they were one another's plus-ones?" said Lucy, and the penny dropped. In hindsight it was obvious—they often arrived and left together, they'd take their holidays at the same time—but it's not the sort of thing I notice unless somebody prods me to think about it.
"Kepler's a nice name," said Anjali, unintentionally saving me from further embarrassment. "Is he named after Johannes?"
"Anjali's an astrophysicist," I explained, then to Anjali: "And probably yes. His brother is Pasteur." The sort of names ambitious Chinese parents give their children when they're looking to Westernise.
"So, what does an astrophysicist do?" asked Lincoln, and that gave Anjali her opportunity to sparkle. I was glad of the break; I'd heard her script before, so I could nod and smile along and for a few minutes not have to worry about over-analysing my conversation with the new boss.
There's nobody like you, I thought. Watching you shine. And as she talked, I diverted myself with idle fantasy.
I wasn't unhappy at the party, you understand. It was both nice and necessary to meet my new colleagues, and the vibe was pleasant enough. It's just one of those things like swimming underwater, where you know that sooner or later you'll have to stop, and even in the middle of things I try to snatch a breath where I can.
So I nodded along with Anjali's explanation as I entertained the idea of taking her home and easing her out of that peacock-lovely dress, of my lips on the places that would best excite her, as my fingers tightened on my chair, until it got rather too much and I found myself stealthily composing a text message:
Hi there, do you know if Lily's free after this?
But I didn't send it, not then, because Anjali was talking about neutron stars, and it would've been rude to interrupt.
"...so if it happens near enough to Earth, and it's oriented in just the right direction, then we lose up to half our ozone layer, and that's our protection against ultraviolet gone. Super-sunburn and mass extinctions, probably."
"That sounds... pretty bad?"
"It is, if we're really unlucky, but—hey, do you want to see a piece of a neutron star?"
"What? You have one on you?"
"I don't, but you do. Hold up your hand."
Darren from HR held up his hand, and Anjali pointed.
"When two neutron stars crash into one another, they make gold, and all the other heavy metals. It sprays out across the universe, and perhaps billions of years later it ends up in a dust cloud coalescing into a planet. And then billion years after that, we evolved and dug it up. That ring you're wearing, once upon a time it was a neutron star. Probably several neutron stars."
At that point dinner arrived. In between mouthfuls I made polite chit-chat with Lincoln, running every sentence through my How Do Normal People Talk filters before it left my lips, and explained what it is that I do—although, I was pleased to discover, he'd evidently read enough of the documentation to have the gist of it already.
We talked shop for much of the meal and I'd just gotten into my conversational comfort zone, discussing the things I knew best, when he leant in and derailed me with a few quiet words.
"By the way, I hope it's not inappropriate for me to ask, but—is your friend single?"
"My, uh. Anjali?" Obviously, you idiot, did you bring any other friends tonight?
He nodded. I was flummoxed, several conflicting lines of thought careening off one another in my head, and there seemed no way I could reply without instantly regretting it. After rather too long a time opening and closing my mouth, I eventually managed:
"It's complicated. Can I get back to you on that?"
"Sure." I had to take his satisfaction at face value, and I was glad when the conversation at the table drifted on to the upcoming Ashes matches. I sat just a little closer to Anjali—the unexpected question had awoken some possessive feelings in me—and when I was sure nobody was looking, I hit send on my message.
I was close enough to hear her phone buzz, and she smiled a little when she read the message, but I couldn't see what she was typing until I got the reply.
Sadly Lily has to be at a symposium early tomorrow morning, and she needs a quiet night before. Perhaps in a few days? I understand she's free on Tuesday evening.

That was four days away. I didn't want to wait, but... Tuesday it is.
I saw her read the message, and then she patted my knee unobtrusively as she put the phone away. Before I could make any response, Lincoln leaned over and signalled for my attention.
"While I've got you here, Sarah, I'd like to talk to you about how we're going to integrate your team with our existing operations..."
I nodded politely as he spoke.
After dessert there were speeches—the P-K brass welcomed us into the fold, Owen said a farewell to Martin, I tuned out the rest—and the secret bingo prizes were awarded, and I was just beginning to think about how much longer I needed to stay before I could politely make my excuses, when May from Payroll took the mic.
"Now, those of you who've been with us for a while will know, we have a little Christmas tradition."
This hadn't been mentioned in the planning discussions. There were a couple of dozen empty chairs on the stage, and some sort of electronic-looking console. They must have been set up during dinner, while I was preoccupied. Again, not part of the plans.
"We like to keep it a surprise for our newcomers. Think of it as your grand initiation, getting to know you."
I looked around at the other members of the planning committee. The new grads looked as surprised as I was. But Shane was up on stage now, placing a ring-bound booklet on each chair, and now I remembered that after a couple of our planning calls the two of them had stayed on the line "just to discuss one more thing".
"We'd like each of the newbies to get up on stage, and then each of you gets to stand up and introduce yourselves, and then sing a song that means something to you."
Fuck. Karaoke.
"We're all among friends here, so don't feel embarrassed, nobody's going to judge you. And our selection has over thirty-five thousand songs"—Shane waved one of the booklets in the air—"so there's bound to be something you like in there!"



Later, much later, I asked May why they sprung it on us as a surprise. She told me, as if it was obvious: "Well, Sarah, we found that sometimes if we told people about it in advance, they'd make excuses not to go!"
At Cassie's funeral, I'd been asked to say a few words. I'd stood there at the podium, voice frozen in my throat, until some merciful grown-up had helped me back down.
I'm a perfectionist, and there's little that scares me as badly as the prospect of making a fool of myself in front of an audience of colleagues and bosses. Over the years I'd learned to give technical presentations without choking up—with a lot of preparation, going over the material for hours until I knew exactly what I wanted to say, down to every last 'improvised' joke along the way—and these days I can even do a wedding or funeral speech, if I have a couple of weeks to collect my ideas. But on the spot, unprepared? Hell no.
I wanted out so very badly, but it was too late. They were already calling us to the stage, and Shane was looking my way. So I bowed to my fate and climbed the stairs like some ill-fated highwayman ascending the gallows.
My one small consolation was that they'd decided to call us alphabetically. For once it paid to be a Weber, buying me a little bit of thinking time.
I barely noticed what the others said or sang. I remember Owen picked "Khe Sanh", because he'd woken up to it every morning when he was in uni, and one of the P-K graduates gave a surprisingly competent rendition of "My Heart Will Go On". Lucy, who'd taken this turn of events with better grace than me, belted her way through "Only Happy When It Rains", because "I've lived in Melbourne and London and Melbourne again". But beyond that, I was too preoccupied with trying to find something for myself.
Thirty-five thousand songs is a lot of choice—far too much choice. Most of them I didn't recognise—too old, too new, too obscure, too mainstream—and of those I did, most were nothing special to me. Nothing against Bonjovi, ACDC, Bananarama; they're all talented artists and I'll happily listen to them when they're on. But they're not the songs that speak to me.
There were a few unexpected gems in there. In the right company I would have happily sung along with "Black No. 1" or "Christian Woman", but for all May's assurance, a party with my new colleagues didn't seem like the time or place for ten-minute songs about loving the dead and sexualising nuns. For similar reasons, I reluctantly vetoed "Fucked With An Anchor".
Flicking through, I noticed that at the end of the booklet there were some foreign-language options. Let's try the German, I thought.
The selection there was threadbare. Unsurprisingly, most of my favourites were unrepresented; the only thing newer than the eighties that I recognised was a children's TV song about Schnappi the Little Crocodile. But the list was small enough that I could go through every song, and as I skimmed the oldies—not expecting to find anything—I spotted an old friend I hadn't thought of in ages.
"...and now, Sarah, you're up!"
I wobbled to my feet, walked over to the console, and keyed in my selection. "Hi all, I'm Sarah Weber. I'm one of the managers from OwKeMa"—that still felt weird to say—"and I work in mathematical logistics. Now, this is a song my grandpa loved, he always played it when I was staying at his place, and it makes me think of him. Marlene Dietrich sang this."
One last moment of panic, as I belatedly remembered that there were several different recordings around. But then the accordion started, and it was okay, it was Marlene's version.
"Vor der Kaserne, vor dem großen Tor
Stand eine Laterne und steht sie noch davor..."
It's a soldier's song. After a night out with his lady-love, he's saying good-bye to her under the lantern at the barracks. A wistful good-bye, wondering if they'll see one again, even as their shadows merge into one, and hinting that if he has to he'll rise from the earth like mist to wait for her there.
I'd heard it a hundred times, I knew it by heart, but I didn't even think about the girl's name until I was singing it.
"Wie einst, Lili Marleen,
Wie einst, Lili Marleen."
I looked for Anjali as I sang it, but all I could see was the lights in my eyes and behind them a shimmer of coloured silk.
Then the song died away, and my time at the centre of attention came to a merciful end, and I slipped offstage to find her.
"That was beautiful," said Lucy, following me down the stairs. "I didn't know you could sing like that!"
I made a small embarrassed noise. "You were great. I love Shirley Manson."
"I met her once, at the bar after a show. Little brush with fame."
"Well, it's been great, but I gotta head out soon." Lincoln was over at the bar, schmoozing with some of the other suits, and I wanted to escape before he could revive the topic that I didn't know how to handle. "Lovely meeting you again, Lucy. See you around?"
"Sure! Say, if you do find a games group, let me know? My social life is kind of empty at the moment and I'm trying to make a few new friends."
"Will do!"
Anjali was at the middle of a knot of women who wanted to hear about her dress, another topic she was happy to entertain, so I waited for a quiet moment to butt in.
"Hey, gorgeous. I'm going to head out. Did you want to stay on?"
"No, thanks, I'll walk out with you. Early start tomorrow."
So I walked her to the tram stop. "I'll wait until yours gets here."
We were half-hidden from view by advertising posters on the tram shelter, and there was nobody else around, and the night felt deliciously dark and the lights were marvellously bright, and for a moment I forgot which version of her she was tonight and I kissed her. Only for a moment, as I felt her surprise, and broke off as soon as I remembered.
"Sorry. I forgot." I took a step back.
"It's okay," she said. "Oh, I think that's my tram coming."
* * * * *
I didn't know what to think about Lincoln's request. I assumed it meant he was interested in dating Anjali, but I had no clue what that would mean for our arrangement, and trying to think through the possibilities made me feel an unpleasant kind of squirmy.
But I didn't feel comfortable lying to her about it, even by omission, and I didn't want it eating at me during our own date. So on the Sunday afternoon, after a couple of days of procrastination, I messaged her:
Hey Anjali, just so you know, at the party Lincoln asked if you were single. I wasn't sure what to say so I told him I'd get back to him.
Then I stayed up late, playing computer games, "just one more turn" over and over, telling myself I wasn't waiting up for Anjali's message. It came through at half past midnight.
Thanks for letting me know. He seems nice, but I don't have the time. Could you please tell him thanks, but no thanks?
(It would take me another week to find the nerve to pass that on to Lincoln, but never mind that. He took it with good grace and I never heard anything more from him about it.)
By the way. On Tuesday night. I'd love it if you wore the new dress again.
Your wish is my command.
And also...
Yes?
I took a deep breath. I wasn't really sure whether I wanted this, but I'd asked Anjali to push her limits a little, and I supposed I had to meet her halfway on that.
How do you feel about ticking off something from your list? One of your three for the year. Soft boundaries.
Did you have something in mind?
Another deep breath. I was thinking of switching? You dominate me for the night?
It took some time before she responded. Hmm. I'm not sure if I can do that. Let me think about it a bit?
Okay. No biggie if you decide you're not comfortable with that.
By Monday night, with no further reply, I was just about to send a follow-up "never mind, I can see you're uncomfortable with this one", when she finally got back to me.
I think I have an idea for what we can do.
Oh good! How nervous should I be?
Oh, I'm not telling. But I'll bring dinner.
And, not for the first time, I found myself wondering if I'd bitten off more than I could chew.
* * * * *
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* * * * *
Anjali arrived at six p.m. in her regular clothes. Along with her overnight stuff, she'd brought a garment bag and a large cold bag.
"If you wanted ice, you should've just said. I have plenty in the freezer."
She just smirked at me. "Let's eat first. I stopped by the market at lunchtime."
From the size of the bag, I had expected a feast. Instead she produced an appetising but modestly-proportioned selection of biscuits, cheeses, sun-dried tomatoes, and a tub of smoked mussels.
We ate, and chatted; I stroked her hand, and she held mine. When we'd finished our dinner and cleared away the plates I caught her by the shoulder and leant in to touch my forehead to her hair.
"So, what do you have in mind for me tonight?" I whispered.
"I need a little time to prepare. I'd like you to go up to your room and change into... what you'd wear for your first day at a new job. And then wait. I'll text you when I'm ready."
I went upstairs, and selected my charcoal-grey skirt, and a nice sober blouse, and my good black Oxfords. Then I sat on my bed and waited.
And waited.
Since Anjali was taking her time, I took the opportunity to tidy up my hair and trim my nails. Then I sat again, and waited, and wondered what she had in mind.
I'd never played sub before. Oh, now and then I'd tested toys on myself so I knew just what I was inflicting on my lovers, but when it came to the main attraction I'd always been in charge, or at least an equal. I honestly didn't know how I'd feel being on the receiving end or things—scared, silly, hot?—and that curiosity, I think, was part of why I'd chosen to push that particular threshold tonight.
Buzz.
Miss Lily is ready for you.
* * * * *
She was seated at my dining table, watching me descend the stairs. She'd changed into the peacock dress—that I'd expected—and she'd made up, her eyes shadowed, her lips a deep plum-purple. At first I thought she was missing the scarf, until I realised she'd used it to tie her hair back.
"Good morning. You must be Abigail."
"Yes, um, Miss Lily?"
"And you want to distribute my fashion line. I'm not surprised."
I nodded, unsure how much she wanted me to improvise.
"You're quite right. It would be a splendid opportunity... for you. But I have plenty of other distributors begging me for exclusive arrangements. Come here."
She stood—eye to eye with me, I realised she was wearing heels—and I approached her, my shoes clicking on the tiles.
"Tell me, Abby. What on earth makes you think I'd do business with you?" Her voice was hard, the way I'd heard her mother talk to teenage Anjali when she was angry. "With you, of all people?"
"I'm sorry, ma'am. I don't understand."
"You need this, don't you? I've seen your financials, and I heard you've just lost the L'Oreal deal. You need something big to stay afloat, and you have the nerve to ask me?"
"I, uh, I'm not sure what I did, but—"
"Oh, Abby, Abby. At first I thought you were trying to sneak in... but you really don't remember me, do you?"
"Remember you, ma'am?"
"Are you a parrot, girl?"
"No. I don't understand." And I really didn't, but I assumed she knew what she was doing with this. I would just have to go with the flow.
"I want you to understand. Do you know why I started this company?"
"No, Miss Lily."
"Sit down, and I'll tell you—no, not there!" I had reached for a chair, but she slapped my hand away. "There." She pointed to the floor beside her seat, and as I sat down on the tiles she took her seat again, turning it so it was facing me.
"Abby, Abby." She touched my hair, scrunched it between her fingers, used it as a handle to tilt my face up to look at her. "Once upon a time there was a girl named Anjali who went to a birthday party. She was thirteen. There was cake. Black Forest cake. You know what a Black Forest cake is?"
I nodded, as best I could with her gripping my hair. "Chocolate and cherries and whipped cream."
"It was such a delicious cake that after everybody had had a small slice, and she waited for everybody to have firsts because she was a polite young lady, she went back and had seconds. Are you listening?"
"Yes, ma'am."
"One of the other girls at this party, one of Anjali's classmates, thought it was very funny that she took a second slice of cake. She made a big thing of it, teased Anjali until she put her plate down and left it uneaten. She went away and hid herself until her mother came to pick her up."
"Oh. I'm sorry—"
"How can you be sorry when you don't even remember, let alone understand? Be quiet. I'll tell you when I want your input."
I nodded again.
"By Monday Anjali had gotten over it. Then she went into school and one of the girls who hadn't even been at the party told her, 'Your name is silly and weird so we're changing it. From now on, you're called "Cake".' And that's what they called her for weeks and weeks, until they expanded it to 'Chocolate Cake'. Do I need to explain why?"
Her grip in my hair was starting to hurt, but I shook my head. I could take a pretty good guess.
"Eventually they got bored and found somebody else to pick on, and Anjali went back to being 'Anjali'. But she learned her lesson. Do you know what lesson she learned, Abby?"
"No, Miss Lily."
"She learned that teenage girls aren't allowed to enjoy food. It wasn't all Abby's fault, of course. All the books and magazines and TV shows didn't help. Even her brother teased her about being chubby. But whenever she looked at a delicious slice of cake, it was Abby she remembered, telling her 'your name is "Cake" now'."
"I'm sorry, ma'am. I'm really sorry." My bum and my thighs were aching; the floor wasn't a comfortable place to sit.
"Shut up. I'm not done." She tugged at my hair by way of reminder. "So she grew up, dieting and weighing herself every day. It didn't quite turn into a clinical eating disorder. But it was close, and she still spent so much time worrying about something so stupid. Then eventually, after she'd finished high school, she started reading some of the right books and she started to realise just how badly she'd been had. But even after she understood it in her head, it was so hard to break those habits and stop treating food as the enemy."
I'd known that teenage Anjali, of course. I'd tutored her, and even as I tried to understand exactly what my role was in this performance, I ached for her. She'd been a lovely kid, like so many of my friends who'd gone through similar trials.
"And it's still something I have to work on. But it's why I went into fashion, Abby, it's why I founded Miss Lily's. Every woman has the right to look good and feel good about herself. That's my motto. That's what I do here. Now, what do you think I should do with you?"
"I'm really sorry, ma'am. I was just a kid being mean. I didn't understand."
"I don't think you did. I'm sure you got caught up in it too, Abby. You read the same books and magazines I did..."
Knowing what I did of Anjali's childhood reading habits, omnivorous and insatiable, I thought that might be overstating things a little. But I knew what she meant.
"...so I'm going to give you a chance to show me what you've learned since then. Pay attention now."
Letting go of my hair at last, she twisted to one side and picked up the cold bag. There was more in it still. She hoisted it up over my head and laid it on the table. I could hear her unpacking it. Something clanked against my table-top. Then she picked up the contents from the table and held the platter down for me to see. It was a large and very fancy-looking Black Forest cake, fat dark cherries and oodles of cream topped with shavings of chocolate.
"What do you think?"
I didn't know how to answer, and she didn't wait for my reply. She set the platter back on the table, and I could hear the soft tap-tap-tap of a knife against a plastic board as she cut the cake into slices.
"Come in close... closer than that."
I obeyed, scooting in between her feet, close enough in front of her seat that I had to crane my neck uncomfortably to look up at her face. She planted her feet on my thighs, and for a moment I wondered if she was about to dig in with the heels. That would have hurt, and I wasn't sure how I felt about that. But apparently that wasn't what she had in mind.
"Now watch very carefully." Above me, she served herself a wedge of cake on one of my saucers; I supposed she'd purloined that from the kitchen while I was upstairs. Then she began to eat, holding the cake in one hand and the plate underneath it in the other, now darting her tongue across the top to slurp up the cream and chocolate shavings, now biting into the sponge base and the cherries in between. She wasn't noisy about it, but she wasn't silent either, lips smacking as she devoured it. I could smell it, too. Rich and fruity and creamy, and just a hint of alcohol.
Halfway through she paused and looked down at me, lips discoloured with chocolate and smeared cream. The plate had caught most of the crumbs, but there were still a few on her dress. "What do you think, Abby? Am I beautiful?"
"Yes, ma'am. You really are."
"Good girl. For that, you get a little reward." She stuck her fingers into the cake and extricated a cherry, which she offered to me. I began to reach out, but she shook her head.
"No hands."
So I leant forwards and took it between my teeth. As I did, she slipped her fingers into my mouth.
"I want them back clean."
I couldn't bite on the cherry without biting her fingers as well. Instead I had to push it around my mouth with my tongue, crushing it against my teeth, squeezing it until it came apart in smaller pieces and I could swallow, and then my attention returned to her fingertips. I sucked and slurped and licked until every last trace of that bittersweet confection was gone from them... and then, of course, she plunged them right back into what was left of her slice, consuming it chunk by chunk until there was none left, at which point she gave them back to me to clear once more.
When there was nothing left of that slice, she ruffled my hair and smirked at me. "Well, that was good. Do you think I ought to have seconds?"
"Yes, ma'am. If you want to."
"Really? It's not greedy or weak of me?"
"No, ma'am. It's just food."
"I'm glad we agree on this. Here, why don't you clean the plate for me?"
Lily handed me the saucer and I sat between her knees, licking off the crumbs of chocolate sponge and the smears of cream as she started on another slice. Having given me the saucer, this time she had only her hands to catch stray fragments, and so things were getting messier. I felt a couple of crumbs land in my hair—I'd want to wash that afterwards—and a stray dollop of cream glanced off my cheek on the way to the floor.
"Oops. Do take care of that, Abby, there's a good girl."
So I wriggled around and stooped to the floor. Aside from the cake debris, it was cleaner than I remembered leaving it, and I suspected Anjali might have given it a quick once-over while I was dressing. It was just a small fragment of cream, and I stuck out my tongue and lapped it up. Yes, there was a hint of kirsch there.
A soft pressure at the back of my neck. The sole of her shoe. Not forceful, just firm enough to suggest that I was to stay there a little longer. Well, I'd already licked the floor, I might as well do the job properly. So I searched, flicking out my tongue to pick up errant crumbs one by one. After a little while of this, when I'd cleaned up all I could find, the pressure eased off. I took that as my cue to sit up and look to her for further direction.



Lily beamed down on me, her satisfied and cake-smeared expression bordering on smugness. But her clothes...
"Your dress, ma'am!" The floor and I had caught a few pieces, but some had ended up on her dress, like texta on the Mona Lisa.
"You're sweet to worry." She touched my nose with her fingertip, and left another smear of cream behind. "But my first rule of dressmaking, never wear what you're not prepared to clean. The second rule is, don't stint on fabric protector. Why don't you get off what you can?"
She sat back and spread her legs as wide as the cut would allow, so that the creases were flattened. I started at her hem, hovering over the shimmering material, hunting out the fragments of cake. The crumbs came off easily, a flick of the tongue; the cream took more work. Lily helped, in her way; she wiped the cream off my nose and cheek again, so I wouldn't get more on her, and then with one hand in my hair—gentle, this time, steering not tugging—she guided me to the spots I might have missed. I nuzzled at her belly and her bodice, and when I'd caught all that I could, she pulled me up to clean her face like some enthusiastic puppy. I licked her chin and her cheeks, and inevitably I finished in the middle, in a deep cherry-flavoured kiss.
"Oh dear," she said after we eventually broke off, "you've missed some."
"Where, ma'am?"
"Down my cleavage. I think there are a few crumbs. Do you think you can reach?"
I tried valiantly, but it was clear that my tongue was neither long enough nor prehensile enough to finish the job.
"Well, then. Let's get this in to soak, shall we?"
She rose, and after she'd helped me to her feet, I helped her out of her dress, since it was snug enough to give her some difficulty with the zipper at the back. Then we took it to the laundry and rinsed it thoroughly in the sink before putting it in the washing machine with detergent that Anjali had brought.
"Let me know if it needs dry cleaning. I'll pay for it."
"You most certainly will." Anjali, clad only in her underwear and spectacles, squeezed my arm. "It should be fine though."
I noticed that the mop wasn't quite where I usually left it. "You cleaned the floor?"
"Not the whole floor. Just that part."
"Much appreciated."
"I was very nearly a doctor, remember? Only the most sanitary floors for my plaything. Speaking of which, my dear, we're not done yet."
With the machine merrily humming away, she led me back to the dining table. She sat back on the edge next to the cake and held me close, removing my glasses and guiding my head in between her breasts to search for the crumbs there that, I highly suspected, did not exist. Eventually she sighed, reached back behind her, and slipped out of the bra, leaving me free to polish her delicious skin unhindered, eventually guiding me left and right to suckle on her.
"Mmm. That feels good. Everything that goes in your mouth should feel good, Abby, no cause for shame. Now, what have you learned today?"
"Ma'am, I'm very sorry for how I treated you. I'm sorry I spoiled so much for you."
"Mmm-hmm. That's good to hear, dear. But I need to be sure you're not just saying what I want to hear. Let's see if you really understand."
She hooked her thumbs into the elastic of her panties and stepped out of them, sitting back down on her chair and guiding me back down to my knees, looking up at her once more, her knees either side of my shoulders.
"Have a cushion, dear." She slipped out the one she'd been sitting on and passed it down to me, and I gratefully arranged it under my knees.
"Now, tell me about my thighs."
"Your thighs, ma'am?"
"You're close enough to them." She squeezed her legs together a little, pressing me between them. It was a comforting feeling, and I thought briefly of Temple Grandin's hug machine. "Tell me about them."
"They're, uh... I really like them. I really can't explain why."
"Are they the right size? Not too thin, not too thick?"
"Are they... that's not my call. I don't get to say how you should be."
"A good answer." She stroked my hair. "But you're allowed to like them. I like that you like them. What do you want to do with them?"
"I like the way you react when I touch them." I wasn't sure if I was allowed to use my hands yet, but I ran my fingers up her calves and she didn't object, so I took the liberty of venturing further up. "I want to stroke them." Which I was already doing. "I want to kiss them and lick them." I brushed my lips against her skin, and felt that electric flicker. "I adore the way you react when I do that."
"Mmm. That sounds very nice, but... not just yet." She pushed my head back, just enough to break the contact. "Do you know what the most important thing about my thighs is, Abby?"
"...no?"
"They stop my knees from falling off."
I had difficulty keeping myself from cracking up. But she continued. "Now, Abby, I'm satisfied that you've learned how to treat me with respect. But you haven't really learned the lesson until you've learned it for yourself. You've only had crumbs so far. Would you like some cake?"
I opened my mouth to say "yes", but she put a finger to my lips. "Wait. Don't answer right away. Think about it."
I thought about it. About the tantalising morsels I'd had already—a single cherry, a lick or two of cream from her fingers and the floor, crumbs and spots almost too small to taste—and about the state of my own stomach. Yes, I was hungry. Yes, I'd liked what I'd had.
"Yes, ma'am. I would like some cake."
"A no would also have been a fine answer. You don't have to have anything you don't want. But I'm glad you do, because this is one of my favourites, and there's way too much for me to eat on my own."
She took another good-sized slice of cake from the table and offered it to me, held in her cupped hands, between her thighs. "Go on, then."
Close up, it looked delicious and smelled heavenly. "Thank you, Miss Lily." I leaned forwards, my hands against her knees to balance myself, and went in face first.
It was every bit as tasty as it had smelled, the cherries flavoursome and fat, and just enough bitterness in the chocolate to stop the sweetness from cloying. Eating hands-free would have been messy enough on its own, but she was 'helping', nudging the cake towards my face, not always directly into my mouth. Before I was half done, my face was liberally smeared with Black Forest from the nose down, and I needed to pull back for a moment to wipe a stray blob of cream from my eyelid.
"Sorry, ma'am, I'm a bit of a mess," I said, with black-juicy chunks of cherry still sloshing in my mouth.
"You are, aren't you? Look up at me." She had her finger under my chin, directing my gaze upwards to meet hers. "Are you my little guzzling piggy?"
"Yes, I—no." I caught the trick question just in time. "No, Miss Lily, I'm not. I am a woman who is eating a scrumptious cake because I want to."
"That's right. Well done, Abby. Now if you want to be a little piggy later on, well, maybe we can work something out. But eating cake doesn't make you one. It just makes you a more satisfied woman with a full stomach."
I nodded and mumbled agreement, and then returned to my dessert. For the last of it I had to work my tongue hard, to get at the last pieces of sponge down between her fingertips.
"Look up at me," she said, and as I did I heard a shutter click: her phone. "You can delete this right away, but I wanted you to see what you look like."
I looked like the world's sloppiest clown, my face a blur of pink and white and brown. I grinned at her, and then rested my head against her thighs a moment.
"Oops," I said, "I got it on you again. Guess I'd better clean that up..."
* * * * *
Later, after we'd showered and packed half a Black Forest cake into my fridge and climbed into bed together, she said, "Well? How did I do?"
"That was... really not at all what I was expecting. Where did that all come from?"
"Abby's real. I was so angry about it. For years. Long after high school. I used to think about ways to get back at her. Getting rich and famous and then showing them all, you know?"
I nodded.
"And one of the ways was just, well, stuffing her full of cake. Make her eat until she was sick, and then keep on feeding her for months so she'd get fat. And then, I don't know. Maybe she'd be sorry, or maybe just everybody would laugh at her."
"I hadn't picked you for the vengeful type," I said. But I think most of us autistic folk have a streak of that in us. We're slow to forgive injustices and insults, and prone to brood on them, for an injustice means the world isn't working correctly, and who can let that kind of knowledge go?
"Well, I didn't do it. I didn't even trash her schoolbag when I had the chance. But I thought about it. The version you got was much gentler than the version I used to have running through my head. But still, I didn't feel comfortable doing it. I thought about it as soon as you suggested us switching, but I didn't feel like I could treat you like that."
"What changed your mind?"
"I was thinking about another fantasy. You were ludicrously rich, the kind of rich person who gets to make their own rules. You were visiting my campus some day, and you spotted me, and just decided to take me. Bang, kidnapped, private island, never mind all my plans, your slave for until you got bored with me. As a fantasy... that was really hot, but I was also uncomfortable about liking it. I wanted to sort of... balance things out? To have a go of the other side, to show myself that I could? Because if I can dominate you, even just once, then I know it's fantasy and not real, and that's okay... does that make sense? It sounded better in my head."
"I sort of get it. I think. So what did you think?"
"I'm glad I tried it. I don't think I'd do it again though, unless you really wanted to. It was a lot of work. I spent hours working out scripts for that, thank you for not going outside my scripts by the way, and I had to drag up some unpleasant memories." She sighed. "I doubt it'd actually work out like that. I Facebook-stalked Abby a couple of years back and I'm pretty sure she's still a cow. She wouldn't get it at all. But thanks for being the pretend-Abby I wanted. You?"
"Similar, I think? I'm glad we tried it, and I had fun, but it doesn't feel like something I'd do often. Have to be just the right situation with just the right person. And I'd need to really trust them."
"Uh huh." She snuggled back into my arms. "So... cake for breakfast?"
"For breakfast? Is that even allowed?"
"I allow myself. You can allow yourself too, if you want. You're an adult, Sarah."
"Theoretically."
"Theoretically, yes. Good night."
* * * * *
Turns out it's hard to write in a pandemic. As I write it's winter here, and we're under curfew, and there's a sort of low buzz of worry that makes everything slow and difficult. But I'm still here, and I hope all of you are too.
This one's for the city I call home, and hoping for better times.
Thanks as usual to AwkwardMD, LaRascasse, and my partner for editing and beta reading, and thanks to all of you for your patience.
Next time: a friendship develops, and Anjali learns how to trash-talk.



        Anjali's Red Scarf Ch. 09

        Sarah helps Anjali out of family drama.

        
Url: https://www.literotica.com/s/anjalis-red-scarf-ch-09

Title: Anjali's Red Scarf Ch. 09

Author: Bramblethorn

Category: Lesbian Sex

Description: Sarah helps Anjali out of family drama.

Tags: lesbian bdsm, sex in public

Series: Anjali's Red Scarf


Chapter 9: Wood For Sheep
January is my favourite time to work. It's so quiet while everybody else is off on holiday, and I can get stuff done without constant distraction. It was especially welcome the year we joined Preussler-Kennedy, giving me the chance to settle into the new office without having to deal with all the new people at the same time.
Change, as I may have said, is bad. Our acquisition by P-K meant I had to get used to a new commute, find five new places to buy lunch, and get to grips with all the small and not-so-small differences between the old work and the new. OwKeMa had been pretty informal about administrative stuff, as small businesses often are. P-K had an official system for everything from stationery orders to getting a flickering light fixed. That wasn't so bad—I like systems—but there was a lot to learn.
The toughest part was getting my head around my new responsibilities. During the Christmas party Lincoln had talked to me about reorganising the Technical Specialties teams to align the work we were bringing in with P-K's existing projects. By that stage in the evening I was in autistic overload, unable to take in more than half of what he was saying, but I didn't want to show weakness and I've never been great at saying no. So I'd nodded and agreed to everything he said. Some people wake after Christmas parties with hangovers; me, I woke to find myself "Director - Logistics Projects".
This meant that as well as the scheduling and warehousing work that I'd brought over from OwKeMa, I was now responsible for something to do with freight tracking and supply chain management, topics I knew next to nothing about. In the space of three months, I'd gone from being responsible only for myself, to running two different teams totalling eight people, something for which I was far from prepared.
I spent a large chunk of January buried in documentation about SKUs and inventory management software and a hundred other things, trying to get to grips with what my new team was doing and how it all worked. Every time I felt like I was starting to understand the tracking work, I found myself losing my grasp on the important details of the warehousing side of things, and every time I refreshed myself on the warehousing work I found the tracking stuff slipping through my fingers once more.
Normally I would have vented to Anjali about it all, but she was away on another family visit to Mumbai. We rarely managed to be online at the same time together—time zones didn't help—and every time I tried to write an email to her I ended up second-guessing myself, feeling silly for complaining about something that anybody else would've considered a success.
* * * * *
Lucy returned from holidays in early January, and promptly appointed herself my tour guide to the neighbourhood around our office. Every Tuesday and Thursday, when our schedules synced up, she'd drop by my desk. "Are you doing anything for lunch? Come on, I'll show you a little place..."
She knew a lot of little places. I followed her down cobbled laneways and up narrow staircases to one eatery after another, well-hidden places that I would never have found on my own in a month of exploration. Dumpling houses, Italian cafés, tapas joints, sushi parlours, you name it: most of them priced for students and all of them delicious enough for me to overlook the break in my routine.
Every time she'd ask me how I was settling in, and I'd tell her "not bad", and then we'd chat about inconsequential things. Until one day, as I was cautiously sticking a spoon into a bowl of dumplings swimming in an orange-red haze of chili oil, she asked a follow-up question.
"Sarah, if you'll excuse me asking, when you say 'not bad' what does that mean to you?"
"It, uh." I had to think for a moment. It was one of my scripts, the default answer to a how-are-you. Sometimes we get so used to the mask that we forget that it's possible to take it off. "To be honest, I feel a little bit out of my depth. There's just too much to keep track of and I'm doing my head in."
"The new team?"
"Uh-huh." I'd just eaten a dumpling and I could feel my lips tingling from the oil. "I'm taking on this project I haven't worked on before, and..."
In between mouthfuls of flavoursome incendiary, I monologued at her about my woes. She nodded along for most of it, just asking a question here and there, and when I stopped for a drink to soothe my mouth she leaned forward a little.
"Is this your first time managing people?"
"Pretty much, yeah."
"Smack me down if I'm out of line, but... Sarah, I've only known you a little while, but I hear you're scary smart. I get the impression you're really good with details, and you're a perfectionist. Am I wrong?"
I shrugged, shook my head slowly. I'm no good at accepting compliments, but all those things had been mentioned by my previous bosses more than once, and I took some pride in them.
"Can I give you some advice?"
"Okay?" I replied.
"I know you're a giant shiny brain and I love that, but it's also a kind of a trap. People like you, you're so good at the details and you get praised for it, so you get the message that it's always going to be your pathway to success. But that only goes so far. You're still human. If they give you more and more responsibility, eventually you can't be on top of all the details, and if you try to do that you'll just break yourself."
I coughed as a trickle of chili seared its way down my throat. "So... what then? How can I manage my team's work if I don't understand it?"
"You need to understand some of it, but not all of it. Understand the big picture, but beyond that... you have to learn to trust your team. Not blind trust, it doesn't mean you walk away from it and leave them without guidance, but you need to give up some of that control and let them do their bit. They might not do it the same way you do it, they might not be as perfectionist as you about it. All that matters is whether they can do it well enough. You're there to help them when they get stuck and help them get better at what they do, not to hover over their shoulders trying to do it all for them. My rule of thumb is, when you're feeling a little bit guilty and wondering if you're delegating too much work to your reports, that probably means you're delegating about the right amount."
I toyed with another dumpling, watching the oil swirl in the bowl. "That seems... I don't know if I'm good at that. It's hard to know how much I need to know."
"Of course it is. Nobody's born good at managing teams, it's a skill that needs to be learned. Give yourself permission to suck for a little while. Speaking of learning, you know we have training courses for this?"
"We do?"
"Oh yes. Let me fill you in..."
She talked me through the intricacies of the corporate training programs, and halfway through I asked her to stop for a moment so I could take notes. Then we strolled back to the office together. My head was buzzing, and I was far outside my comfort zone, but for the first time in weeks I didn't feel absolutely doomed.
* * * * *
Late in January, about a week before Anjali was due back, my phone woke me at one in the morning at the end of a weekend. It was an overseas call from a number I didn't recognise. I was about to drop the call when I blearily remembered that 91 was the country code for India.
"Hello?"
"Hey, Sarah?" There was noise in the background. It sounded as if she was somewhere crowded, but there was also an engine rumbling and traffic.
"Anjali? What's up? Are you okay?"
"I'm okay." I knew the cadences of her speech well enough to tell she wasn't. "Sarah, can I borrow some money? I promise I'll pay it back as soon as I can. I've got some saved up, I just can't access it in a hurry."
"Sure. What do you need?"
What she needed was a ticket back to Melbourne as soon as possible. She was already in a bus on her way to Mumbai Airport, with her phone battery on twenty percent, and for reasons that she wouldn't discuss in front of strangers she couldn't or wouldn't use the return ticket her parents had bought. I figured she'd tell me when she was ready.
Neither of us was sure how long it would take a money transfer to clear, so in the end we agreed that I'd buy the ticket for her and send through the details and the bill. By the time I'd done that it was three in the morning. I went back to bed, but I was wide awake, my mind whirring through every conceivable scenario that might explain the evening's drama. I wanted to help, and I didn't know how.
In the end I decided that if I couldn't fix the situation, I could at least do something nice for Anjali. If I had my time zones right, she'd be arriving at the airport in the evening, with her flight not due until mid-morning the next day. Remembering my Dutch trip, I thought—why not upgrade her ticket, so she could at least stay in the business lounge and have a little bit of space and quiet on the flight?
Perhaps it was a silly plan. It was a lot of money for a few hours' comfort—I could've booked a week in a decent hotel for the cost of an upgrade to business—and I would have balked at spending that much on myself. But I needed to do something, and this was something, and I couldn't think of anything else so I did it. Then, having impulsively spent a couple of thousand dollars in the small hours of the morning, I went back to bed and finally managed to fall asleep.
I woke to two messages from her. The first: You shouldn't have.
The second, sent several hours later: But thank you. Business lounge is nice. Got to switch off now, ttyl.
She was due to get in early Tuesday morning, and after some consideration I texted her back: Want me to meet you at the airport? My protective mode had been triggered, and after several weeks of almost no contact I was suddenly feeling her absence.
There was no reply. I wasn't sure if she'd received my message. Unsure whether to take her silence as yes or no, I waited until four p.m. before making my apologies at work and arranging to take the Tuesday off. I got up early and caught the Skybus to International, and waited at the exit point from Customs.
Several flights had landed more or less together, and the queue was badly backed up. I waited for almost an hour before at last the Mumbai passengers started to trickle through. Mercifully, Anjali was among the first of them. She had her head down, and from her shock when I hailed her I realised she hadn't seen my message.
"Sarah?" She didn't seem pleased or displeased to see me, just confused.
"Hey. I sent you a message but I don't think you got it. I was worried about you."
"Oh, sorry," she mumbled. "I had my phone switched off."
"Battery?"
She shook her head. I waited for her to elaborate, but when no elaboration was forthcoming I said, "We're blocking traffic here. If you want to talk, you're welcome to come by my place. I've got the day off. Or I can just head home and we catch up later...?"
"Sorry. Can't think. Give me a moment." She pulled her suitcase into a corner, out of the traffic, and then took out her phone, swapped over her SIM card, and powered it up. After a while the screen came on. A moment later: buzz-buzz-buzz-buzz-buzz. I could see a host of message notifications.
She muttered something that sounded suspiciously like "fuck", and powered the phone off again. "Sorry. Yes, maybe I will stop by yours, actually. I don't want to be findable just now."
We took a taxi back. She sat in the back seat, fiddling restlessly with a pen, while I rode next to the driver, who was in a chatty mood and hadn't noticed that we weren't. I did my best to deflect him from bothering Anjali, who remained almost silent, and eventually managed to steer him onto the topic of roadworks, which kept him occupied until we arrived back at my place.
It had been some hours since Anjali had eaten, and I hadn't breakfasted, so I made us some muffins. She sat quietly at my table, still rolling her pen between her fingers, until food was ready. Only after eating did she speak again.
"Sarah, can you do me a favour?"
"Sure?"
She switched on her phone. "Can you please go through my unread messages and delete anything from my family? I can't deal with reading them and I don't want them sitting on my phone."
"Okay...?"
She handed me her phone and I did what she had asked. There were a lot of messages. Most of them looked to be from her parents, and those were in Hindi. In among them were a few others from names I vaguely recognised as family members, and a couple from her brother Mahesh in English. I deleted them as quickly as I could, but couldn't help reading a few:
hey A where r u?
sis u got to call mum and dad
not funny A they're going mental here

"I had a fight with my parents," she said flatly. "They said some things. I said some things. I couldn't stand it any longer so I came home."
"Aw." I touched her shoulder gently, unsure whether to offer a hug.
"It wouldn't have been so bad if I could get away from them at all but we were sharing a room and they just kept pressuring me." She was stimming with the pen again.
"What about?"
"Oh, everything. All my life choices. The degree, my lack of interest in getting married, did I mention Mahesh is engaged so now it's officially my turn, my moving to Melbourne. Then Mama said if I wasn't looking to marry and wasn't going to pursue a proper career then maybe I should look at moving in with them after I finish my doctorate. It's a thing she does, she makes it sound like she's doing me a favour, but... neither of them are getting any younger, if I move back with them I'll be taking care of them for the rest of their lives. I've seen it happen so many times. Is that selfish of me?"
I shook my head.
"I told them I plan to live alone and they said I was ungrateful. She called me andar se gora, it means 'white on the inside', said I must be ashamed of them from the way I behave."
She was twiddling the pen furiously, staring into space. "Oh, Sarah, I do love them, but... god. They just don't understand. I don't think they will ever understand." At that point the pen flew out of her hand and clattered on the floor. She stared after it, and I handed her one of mine.
"They're right, I'm too white for the family, but who was it sent me to a school full of white girls? And I'm still too brown for the white people and I'm too weird for the normal people and I'm too brown and female for the weird people. Fuck! I just, I just... and they think I want to not belong anywhere?"
She set my pen aside—wrong weight, wrong texture perhaps, I don't know—and I clasped her hand. "I got really angry and I think I burned some bridges. Then I grabbed my bag and went for the airport. When I got there, once I had my ticket, I left them a message saying I was going to be out of touch for a while and then I switched off my phone. Sorry I missed your message."
"It's okay."
"I just want to be in my apartment and not talk to anybody for a week. But I know my parents, they won't let up until I talk to them again, if they can't reach me on the phone they'll have somebody knocking on my door. Sarah, is it okay if I stay here for a couple of days?"
"Always."
"Not... working, I mean. Just staying here."
"Yes. Of course." I tried to remember what one says to houseguests. "Do you need to do laundry?"
"As a matter of fact, I do..."
We threw her clothes into the washing machine. She was yawning and swaying as she separated the colours, and I realised she was exhausted. "Feel free to use my room if you want to crash out for a few hours. I'll set you up on the sofa later."
"You're the best. I was hoping to push through until evening but... not going to happen. Didn't sleep at the airport, not much on the plane either." She wobbled up the stairs and closed the door behind her, leaving me alone to wonder what might come next.
I didn't have to wonder for long. Mrs Kapadia phoned not ten minutes later, trying to find out what I knew and where Anjali was. She obviously didn't want to admit to what had happened, so I put on my best chirpy voice and asked a series of innocent questions - I had thought Anjali wasn't due back for another week? Was everything all right? Should we call the police? That succeeded in discomfiting Mrs K enough that she didn't quiz me too hard—just as well, I've never been good at outright lying—and I promised her that if I heard from Anjali I'd pass on a message.
Anjali emerged at about two, and I dutifully relayed the message. She rolled her eyes.
"I love them, I really do. But they don't even believe I'm autistic and when I try to tell them what I need, they just think I'm being difficult. Sometimes I think I should just find some nice gay Brahmin boy who's up for a lavender marriage. But it probably wouldn't..." She shook her head, trailing off.
"You okay?" I asked.
"Just thinking... I think maybe one day they're going to finally understand that I can't be the daughter they want me to be, and I don't know what happens then. I'm scared that I'm going to lose them altogether."
I hugged her; she hesitated for a few seconds, and then leant into the hug, hard, and started to cry. I patted her shoulder in the slow, stupid way one does when confronted with another person's distress and unable to solve it.
Eventually she said, "Well, I'd better get my things out of the wash".
As we were hanging up her underthings, I asked her, "Is there anything I can do?"
"I don't think so. Well, to be blunt, the money helps. At least I'm not financially dependent on them. Beyond that... I don't know what I need. If I figure it out, I'll tell you."
We ended up getting pizza—she insisted on paying her half—and chilling out on the sofa watching a Bollywood film on my cable while Anjali rattled off the names and histories of every actor to appear in shot. I was vaguely aware that she had a group of Desi girlfriends who'd go see the latest Indian releases together, but it wasn't something I'd seen first-hand before, and as she talked I realised this was a comfort thing for her, like me tracing the lines of my tattoo.
Before Cassie died, she and Mum and John and I used to watch crime shows together. It was a topic of amazement for them that I—socially oblivious, the girl most likely to be hoodwinked by any passing liar—could usually pick the villain within about fifteen minutes into a one-hour show. At the time I couldn't explain to them how I did it, but now I understand better: every show has its rules. Chekhov's Gun, the seemingly inconsequential dialogue that must be significant or they wouldn't have put it in, the person who has no obvious motive or opportunity for murder and must therefore be the murderer... it's nice when you understand the rules. The hero and heroine will find a happy ever after (though if you're queer, not so much); the guy with a guilty conscience will get the opportunity to redeem himself, though it'll cost him his life; the murderer will face justice of one kind or another. Every pain and every joy fits into the bigger picture; it all makes sense in the end.
Nothing like real life, where so often the gun goes unfired, the happy ending never arrives, the murderer dies old and rich and comfortable. After Cassie died, well-meaning people told us "everything happens for a reason", and I half burned out my brain trying to understand what that reason was, before I came to understand the lie.
Anjali had her laptop out, and as we watched I noticed she had a spreadsheet open. I didn't mean to pry, but it's hard not to look, and what I saw puzzled me. It was a list of names—some I recognised as friends of hers—and dates, highlighted mostly in reds and oranges, with several columns of other data and text. She had the spreadsheet sorted from reddest to greenest; every so often, she would pull out her phone, and do something with it, and then she'd edit the spreadsheet and one of the red entries would turn green.



Without meaning to, I spent rather longer than might be polite looking over her shoulder, trying to work out what it was, before realising that I'd been staring so long it verged on spying on her. At that point there was only one thing to do.
"Excuse me, but if you don't mind me asking, what's the spreadsheet?"
"This? Oh." Anjali reached for the remote, and paused the movie in the middle of a song-and-dance number. "It's silly, but... I lose track of how often I've been in touch with my friends. Sometimes I'd just pick up the phone and call somebody to say hi, and they'd be very cross with me because I hadn't talked to them in months and they thought I was cutting them off on purpose. And sometimes I got anxious about one of my friends because it felt like it was always me calling her, never her calling me, so I worried that I was annoying her and she was trying to ignore me until I went away."
"Oh. Yeah, I can relate." It's something I've had great difficulty explaining to friends: how I can like somebody a lot, even love them, and yet forget about their existence for months on end.
"So I started keeping records. I update when I contact them or they contact me, and when we get quality time together. So for my friend Varsha, if it's been more than three weeks, it turns orange, and more than six weeks it turns red. Different time allowances for different people."
"Huh. That's... kind of clever."
She smiled sourly. "It would be if I wasn't awful at remembering to use it. And to update it when I talk to people. I didn't realise quite how bad things were going in Mumbai until I opened it the other night and saw a sea of red."
"I have to ask. Am I in it?"
"In theory yes, but I haven't figured out what the rules ought to be. Obviously we see one another every fortnight, but I don't know if it counts when I'm... working. Is that friends time too, or is it different?"
"Dunno. I think I'd need to ask a philosopher for that one."
And then we went back to the movie, and Anjali went back to info-dumping about the rivalry between Bollywood, Tollywood, Mollywood, and several other -ollywoods that I'd never heard of before. As her spreadsheet slowly turned from autumn colours back into spring, she began to sound a little less stressed.
For my part, I had to keep reminding myself to keep my hands off. It was strange; I'd grown so accustomed to having license to touch her as I wanted, and now I wasn't sure where the boundaries lay when we were together as friends. Hips touching as we sat side by side: probably okay. A hand on her thigh, probably not, and I almost broke that one a couple of times from force of habit. I was startled when she turned on the sofa and laid her legs across my lap, and she must have noticed, for she immediately twisted back to sit straight on.
"Sorry! My back is still a bit sore from travelling, I wasn't thinking. I'm so used to—"
"Oh, you too?" I grinned. "Look, make yourself comfortable. I won't tell if you don't. I promise not to get handsy."
So she lay back, legs across my lap once more—like friends who are just physically comfortable with one another, I reminded myself, not like that other thing—and we watched as good prevailed over evil, a treacherous rival was vanquished, and the beautiful people drove off into the sunset together.
* * * * *
I was working the next day, so I tiptoed past Anjali (fast asleep on my sofa-bed), leaving her with her spreadsheet and my Netflix password to keep her busy. Mrs. Kapadia called again late in the morning; I told her Anjali was back in the country, and I'd passed on her message but I didn't have anything more to tell her, and so sorry but I have to go to a meeting now.
Around afternoon tea-time, Lucy dropped by my desk. "Hey Sarah. There's a bunch of us going to a trivia night down at the Oak"—that was one of the local pubs—"and there's a spot for you in the team if you want to come."
"Oh, I'd love to. Only, I have a friend staying over." I didn't name Anjali, because I thought Lucy might start speculating if I did.
"Bring 'em along!"
"Well, I'll ask..."
I wasn't at all sure Anjali would be in the right state of mind to spend time with strangers, but I emailed her—she was still keeping her phone switched off—and to my surprise she said yes.
At about half-past five I finished up my work and drifted over to Lucy's area, where a handful of others had already congregated. "Everyone, this is Sarah," Lucy said. "Sarah, this is"—and she reeled off a bunch of names, most of which faded from my memory before she'd finished speaking. The team leader was Trev, a moustached pal of Lucy's from Legal who I'd noticed at the Christmas party, but the rest, mostly colleagues of Trev's, were all a blur.
"Nice to meet you, Sarah. Lu says you're bringing a friend?"
"Yeah, she's meeting us there."
Anjali, as usual, was early and waiting for us. As Lucy walked in ahead of me, I could see the moment of recognition before she turned back to me with a look that was half a question and half a knowing grin.
It's not like that, I thought. But I wasn't sure what that was.
We did the introductions—Trev remembered her from the party—and when the others were distracted with a drinks order I whispered to Anjali. "Didn't think you'd want to come. Let me know if it gets too noisy."
She stood on her tiptoes and whispered back in my ear. "I've been putting off calling my parents all day. Thank you for giving me an excuse to procrastinate some more."
I wasn't convinced that was a good thing, but I was hardly one to judge, and besides I could feel Lucy's eyes on the back of my neck as we whispered. So I didn't argue.
One of the unwritten rules of pub trivia is that your team has to have a comical name, preferably a pun, preferably smutty. Ours was "Quizzy Stradlin"—apparently Trev was a big G'n'R fan—and we were up against Quizzically Fit, Yer A Quizzard Harry, Multiple Choicegasms, and last of all Finding The Quiztoris, who I strongly suspected were yet to do so.
* * * * *
"Anne of Cleves, Anne Boleyn, Catherine Howard, Catherine Parr, Catherine of Aragon... who's the other one?"
"Jane somebody?"
"Yes! Jane Seymour, thanks Lucy."
I'd forgotten how much I enjoy trivia. It's where my ability to remember useless stuff really comes to the fore. Between Anjali and myself we blitzed the science, history, and geography content, with the rest of the team covering for our deficiencies in TV, music, and sport—though even there I managed to get one about Adam Goodes, thanks to my stepfather's devotion to the Swans.
After the second round of questions I had to whisper to Anjali again, "We should slow down a little and give the others a chance to answer," since I realised some of Trev's friends hadn't yet been able to volunteer an answer. By the half-time break we had a decent lead and along the way Trev had won a pitcher of beer for the table in a side contest.
While Anjali was trying out the beer, I slipped out to the ladies' room, accompanied by Lucy. We'd left our run a little late so there was a small line.
"You two have been brilliant tonight!" she chirped, as we waited in line.
"I'm glad Anjali's having fun. She's had a really shitty week."
"Oh no, that's no good!" A couple of women emerged and the ladies ahead of us went in, leaving us alone in the corridor. Lucy took me by the shoulder. "Hey, Sarah?" She was speaking just a little too loud for the distance.
"Yeah?"
"I know it's hard in a new workplace when you don't know people, but... it's okay to be yourself, it really is. You're among friends, nobody here is going to judge." She looked at me earnestly, perhaps over-earnestly.
"Uh, that's, I'm not really sure what you mean?"
"You and Anjali? You don't have to do the 'just good friends' act for our benefit. Nobody at that table is going to be bothered if you say 'girlfriend'."
"What—oh! No, Anjali's not my girlfriend."
"Really? Oh shit, Sarah, I'm sorry. My gaydar has failed me." She looked mortified.
"No no, it hasn't failed you, just... Anjali and me, we're not like that." At that point one of the Multiple Choicegasms arrived in the line behind us, eager to congratulate us on our sterling first-half run, and thankfully that was the end of that line of conversation.
We won the night by five points. Our reward was a victory dance from Lucy and a voucher for a hundred dollars of drinks, redeemable at next week's trivia.
"You'd better come back and help us drink it!" said one of Trev's friends.
"I can't make it next week," said Anjali. "But maybe in a fortnight?"
"I'll be there next week," I said. See! Definitely not a couple.
* * * * *
Anjali and I strolled back to my place together. From the Oak it was about a forty-five minute walk, but the night was warm and pleasant.
"You have fun?" I asked her.
"I did. Lucy is nice!"
"She is. Shall we do this again?"
"On what basis?"
"Eh?"
"As a hanging out as friends thing, or as a date thing?"
"Oh." I pondered that. "What would the difference be? I mean, I wasn't planning on, uh, you know, in the pub."
"Timing. If you want to make it part of our fortnightly bookings, that would be fine. But if it's a friends thing, on top of our dates, then I need to work out my time..."
"Fair enough." Doing a PhD doesn't leave one with an awful lot of spare time.
We walked past bookshops and coffee houses, past the twinkle of places that hadn't yet taken down their Christmas lights. I would have loved to have Anjali along on a regular basis—we made a great team—but I didn't want to commit all my date nights, especially since a Wednesday night would mean both of us needing to work the next day. "Shall we make it a hanging out as friends thing?"
"I'd be delighted! I will come when I can, but it might only be once a month or so."
We stopped for ice cream on the way home, at a little Italian place. It was already soft, and melting faster than I could eat it; by the time we got to the lifts in my building, I had a dribble of lemon-mango running down my hand.
As the sliding doors closed behind us, I said, "I'm sticky. You know what to do," and pressed my fingers between Lily's lips—
No. No, I didn't do that. Because she wasn't on duty that night. But god, I wanted to, and after I'd said my good-night to Anjali and left her on the sofa-bed, I lay there in my own bed and rubbed myself to a pleasant little shuddery climax imagining it.
Oh well. No reason we couldn't have ice cream another night.
I woke in the wee hours of the morning to the sound of the loo flushing, and my sink running, and then a familiar set of footsteps pad-padded towards my bedroom, and a familiar body settled in beside me under the doona.
"Anjali...?"
"Mmm?" I didn't know what to say, but after a few seconds she murmured, "...oh, I'm in the wrong bed, aren't I?"
"I suppose so."
"Sorry. Forgot. So used to..."
"I don't mind. You can stay if you like. Plenty of room."
"Should go back to my bed... just in a minute or two..."
By the time I'd counted sixty in my head, Anjali had long since settled back into sleep. I turned my back to her and folded my arms, just to be sure my own hands wouldn't wander in my sleep.
* * * * *
I was vaguely aware of Anjali's warm presence next to me during the night, but when I woke again in the morning sun she was already up. Neither of us raised the subject of her nocturnal wandering.
"That was a lovely night out," she said over breakfast, "but it's time for me to face the music." She'd been jotting down notes, things to say to her parents. "I need to do this before they come back home, otherwise they'll probably fly straight to Melbourne and start searching house-to-house."
"That's a lot of houses."
"Sarah, have you met my parents?"
"Yeah, point taken. Do you need moral support? I can call in if you—"
"No thanks, it's good of you to offer but I'll do it."
"Okay. Well, I'd better get going if I'm going to make my tram, but give me a buzz after if you like."
"Will do."
She messaged me around lunchtime:
Talked to them. Going home now. Thanks so much for your hospitality.
My pleasure. How did it go?
About as badly as I'd expected. But not worse.
I'm sorry.
(She would fill me in a few days later, when she had processed enough to talk about it. They had patched over the superficial things, resolving the messy business of Anjali's abrupt homecoming with a "let us never speak of this again". But the underlying conflicts were still there—"I can't even talk about these things with them, not really"—and Anjali expected trouble down the road. I thought she was probably right.)
That afternoon, Lucy caught me by the water cooler. She was rather more subdued than she had been the previous night. "Hey Sarah."
"Hey Lucy, how ya doing?"
"Hey, just wanted to say, I'm sorry for any offence last night. Sometimes I don't know when to shut up."
"No, no. We're fine."
"You sure? Only you were looking at me like I was on the nose, and you haven't talked to me all day."
"No, that's just... just how my body language is." At least, I assumed it was my body language, because that's usually the explanation when somebody misreads me. "And I've just been snowed under all day, things on my mind. I promise we're fine. If I had an issue, I'd tell you."
"Thanks, I appreciate that." She hesitated. "By the way, if you're interested, we have a Pride group here, meets once a quarter. I can get you an invite if you like. It's pretty low-key, but we have free biscuits."
"Sure, why not?"
* * * * *
So Wednesday-night trivia with Lucy, Trev, and the rest of Quizzy Stradlin became part of my weekly schedule. Most nights we placed in the top three, and when Anjali joined us one night in February we won again. On the other weeks I got to know some of my colleagues from other parts of the organisation, in a setting that showed me at best advantage, although sometimes I got the feeling parts of the conversation were going over my head.
"So you two knew one another already?" Trev asked us one evening in the scoring break between rounds.
Lucy nodded towards me. "I was at a concert with friends and I saw a lady wearing the most amazing dress. I pointed her out and my friend Thomas said 'oh, I know the woman she's with, the one in the boots, I'll introduce you'. So that was Anjali and Sarah. And then months later we bumped into one another at work!"
She was getting loud again—I'd noticed she had a tendency to get louder as the night went on—but then she dropped her voice and leaned in towards me. "I should have said back then, by the way. Nice boots."
"Thanks! I got them when I moved to Germany." I started telling her about how I got them, but after a little while talking I noticed she no longer seemed to be paying attention, so I let it slide as the host called silence for the next round.
Later in the evening, after we'd collected our second-place winnings (another voucher for more beer next week), Lucy escorted me to the tram stop. "You're good to get home?" she asked.
"I am. It's just a short tram ride." But I appreciated her solicitude.
"You know, Sarah... I just realised I didn't ask the right question last time."
"What question?"
"If it's 'not like that', with you and Anjali"—she did the air-quotes with her fingers—"then what is it like?"
I froze, and she shook her head. "Don't mind me. I'm just a nosy bitch and it's none of my business. Well, here's mine. See you tomorrow?"
"Tomorrow!"
It was in March, Anjali's third showing, that pub trivia was Ruined Forever. Our usual host had moved on to bigger and better things, so we had a new guy. He'd changed the format a little, adding a couple of new events where the team who guessed closest to his secret number got bonus points.
"It's not right," I grumbled, as the Yer A Quizzards edged ahead of us. "Trivia's supposed to be a contest of skill, not luck." Beside me, Anjali nodded, equally indignant.

Anjali perked up next round, when we were asked how many moons Jupiter had. "Oh, I know this one! Seventy-nine. I was just reading about it the other day."
But the answer, according to our host, was sixty-seven.
"That's not right," Anjali said.
"Excuse me?"
She stood up. "It's seventy-nine. They discovered twelve new ones earlier this year."
"Sorry, that's not what I've got in my answers." He pointed to his laptop, as if a thing being written in a document made it true.
"Well, it's wrong. I can find you Sheppard's paper if you want."
"I have to go off these answers. Otherwise it wouldn't be fair if I just gave away points every time somebody didn't like the official answer. Now, where was I? Question 7, the answer is... Liberia."
"But it's not fair now," muttered Anjali dejectedly, sitting back down. The rest of us nodded agreement.
"Trivia events really need a court of appeal," said Lucy, probably not entirely seriously. "Absolute power corrupts ab-so-lutely. Speaking of Absolut..."
Despite these setbacks, we managed to claw our way back to a tie with the Quizzards. "Sudden-death tiebreaker," said the Worst Host. "One representative from each team. First correct answer wins."
"Do you want to go?" said Lucy to Anjali, but she shook her head, still fuming over the Jupiter question. "Righty-o then. Sarah?"
I shrugged. "I'll give it a go."
I stood at the front alongside the head Quizzard, and Worst Host cleared his throat. "Which English poet was described as—"
"Lord Byron," I said.
"—mad, bad, and—what?"
"Lord Byron," I repeated. "Mad, bad, and dangerous to know."
"Okay." He walked up to me, lowering his voice. "Want to tell me how you knew the answer before I asked the question?"
"Excuse me?"
"Were you looking at my screen?"
"What? No." I was trembling now, suddenly in fight-or-flight mode. He was calling me a cheat, wasn't he?
"How could you possibly know the answer before I asked the question?" His voice had risen again, and although I didn't turn around, the quiet behind me told me that the other contestants were paying close attention to us.
"It's obvious, isn't it?" Apparently it wasn't. "He's the only English poet who gets 'described as'. None of the others has a line like that."
"Come on, you don't expect me to believe you thought through all that before I even got to saying what he's described as."
"It's the truth," I said, because it was.
The head Quizzard was shaking his head in disbelief, and I was trying desperately to think of something to say, when Lucy stepped up behind me. "This is bullshit. You're calling my friend a cheat?" Somehow, despite being shorter than the host, she managed to loom over him in her business suit. "You should watch your—"
"Lucy," said Trev.
She turned. "What."
"Elsa time."
For a few seconds she stared at him. Then she shrugged. "Whatever." She strode back to the table, threw her bag over her shoulder, and marched out. I followed, and Anjali followed me, and the rest of our team came after, spilling out onto the footpath as the conversation behind us rose to an excited buzz.
"Well that fucking sucked," Lucy remarked to nobody in particular, startling a hen's-night party who were just passing by.
"It did. Thanks for having my back," I replied. "You okay?"
"Just pissed off. He had no right."
"And he's a bad quizmaster," added Anjali, who I suspected was still holding a grudge the size of twelve small moons. "It's just not the same."
"It's only a game," Trev said, as his mates stood around looking as if they'd rather be somewhere else.
Lucy scowled. "Not a good one."
"Look, I'm heading home. You should do the same." And so we each went our separate ways.



* * * * *
Lucy and I had lunch together the next day at a Chinese-Vietnamese noodle house.
"Sorry about last night," she said. "That was kind of shit."
"It sure was. Maybe we can find another place—"
"Actually, Sarah, I was about to tell you... Trev already has one lined up. Tuesday nights at the Swan. You and Anjali are very welcome, but I think I'll give it a miss. Don't let me stop you, though."
"Oh no! How come?"
She scowled. "I'm trying to cut down on the amount of my social life that involves alcohol."
"Oh. Fair enough." I hadn't really paid attention to her drinking when we'd been out, but in hindsight, that would explain a few things.
"But like I said, don't let me discourage you from going. I know you two would still be very welcome on the team."
I thought about it. "We could do something else? Doesn't have to be trivia."
"Sarah, that's very kind of you to say, but Trev is a creature of habit and he's got his heart set on this new place."
"No, I meant us."
"Like, you and me?"
"And Anjali."
"Oh, yes, and Anjali."
She was frowning, so I tried to reassure her. "I'm not much of a drinker anyway. I'm happy to find something else, and... Trev is nice and all, but I enjoy hanging out with you, and I know Anjali does too."
"Aw, shucks. What were you thinking?"
"Hadn't got that far yet, but I'm sure I can think of something. By the way, what's 'Elsa time'?"
"Oh, that?" She smiled faintly. "Joke between Trev and me. It means 'let it go'."
* * * * *
Anjali and I had a date that weekend. She was helping me pick a birthday present for my mum, since I trusted her taste in clothes above my own. We'd settled on a nice jumper and we were about to tram back to my place for an afternoon of mild to moderate debauchery when I noticed a new sign: GAMES PIXIE - BOARD GAMES, CARD GAMES, RPGS - TRY OUR LIBRARY!
"Hey, Anj... Lily, how are you on board games?"
"Like Monopoly?"
I bit back an oh-god-no. "Sort of, but much better."
"I think I'd like them? I haven't played much except for a couple of sleepover parties and things when I was little. I had a roommate who played something called Magic, that looked interesting, but I was trying to save money."
"Probably a wise choice. Well, I think Lucy said she wanted to find a games group. Maybe that's something we could do? Want to give it a try first and see if you like it too?"
She smiled at me, and twirled the end of her scarf. "Madame, I am at your disposal."
It had been some years since I'd been inside a gaming shop—it had been one of those Edgar-and-me things that I'd reflexively avoided since our split—and my experiences back then hadn't always been good. Back before Ed transitioned, he'd been building a space-battle-nun army (best not to ask, really) and the only shop that carried the discontinued models he was after was the kind that comes with an invisible "no girls allowed" sign. When we managed to get the owner's attention, he'd assumed we were shopping for our boyfriends and answered us with monosyllables until we took the hint and left.
(Ed went back several years later, after the T kicked in and he'd grown out a scraggly kind of beard, and the same owner had fallen over himself to hook Ed up with an ultra-rare Mother Cruciatus Exterminatus still in her original blister-pack because "you're the sort of guy who'll appreciate her". Go figure.)
But, to my relief, Games Pixie wasn't that kind of place. The clientele were a roughly even mix of men, women, and several varieties of other, and behind the counter was a tall lady with a colourful punky 'do who smiled at us as we entered.
"Hi! Let me know if I can help with anything!"
"I was interested in the games library..."
"Sure! Two dollars gets you any game in the library for the day." She waved at a shelf in the back corner. "Just bring them back when you're done, and let us know if you find anything missing. And if you find anything you want to buy, the two dollars comes out of that."
I handed over a gold piece and we picked our way past the shiny new games in their shrink-wrap, and the even shinier dice, and the sleeves full of trading cards, and the racks of miniatures and paints, to the corner where the loaner games awaited us.
"Well, Lily, what would you like to play?"
My companion had already pulled out a box decorated with playing cards, each painted with a surreal scene. "I like the artwork on this!"
"Oh wow, that is cool... bah, minimum three players. Maybe we can try it with Lucy."
"Okay, what about this one?"
"Sure. I've heard good things about it, but never played. Let's give it a go!"
We repaired to an old pleather couch in a quiet corner behind a rack of plastic scenery and sat side by side reading through the rules together, close enough that I could feel the warmth of her leg against mine.
"...oh, so there are two different kinds of cards!"
"Yes, so these ones are the routes we're trying to connect, and these ones are what we spend to build our railroads."
"That makes sense." She pointed at New York on the map. "You know, back in the whaling days, the whaling ships used to bring their catch here to be measured?"
"Oh? I didn't know that."
"Yes, it was the whale-weigh station."
I sighed loudly.
Soon enough we were ready to play. She moved around to sit opposite me, in a high-sided armchair that made her look tiny, and for the first few turns we just picked up cards—there wasn't much we could do until we'd amassed enough to start building. I had just completed the set of greens I wanted when Anjali laid claim to the Seattle-Portland connection.
"NO, you can't do that!" I exclaimed. "I need that line!"
She picked up her piece. "I'm sorry! I can take it back if you want it!"
It took a moment to realise she was serious. When I did, I chuckled and shook my head. "It's okay, I was just trash-talking... huh, you really haven't played board games before. Hang on, time out a minute. No, leave that on the board, you earned it."
We paused the game while I shared a lesson that had taken me a long time to learn. "Different people have different playing styles. I get very competitive within the rules of the game, and I'll call people names if they're beating me, but it doesn't mean I'm really upset. It's just part of the game. And if you're not comfortable with it, I don't have to do it, so just tell me."
"Okay." She thought it over. "Like Lilabel and Tanglespine?"
It took me a moment to translate bedroom games into board game expectations. "Yeah, I guess so."
"When we played Monopoly, Mahesh used to get really angry if he lost. Usually I just let him win."
"Ah, yeah, don't do that with me. I expect you to play your best."
She nodded. "He was only five though. He'd probably be better now. Probably."
"Yeah. So, it's important that everybody agrees on a playing style they're all happy with. I know some people who cheat, like lying about their cards and so on, and that doesn't work for me. It's not the kind of game I wanted to play."
Anjali looked shocked at the idea that anybody would do this.
"Anyway, so yeah, you made a legit play and if that's what your strategy involves, you should do it. But unless you object, I will kick up a fuss about it."
She smiled. "I think that will be fine."
We resumed play. Gradually she drew her cards and laid down her lines, advancing her route one step at a time: Seattle to Portland, Portland to San Francisco, San Francisco to LA. Meanwhile I just kept on amassing more cards, occasionally building an isolated line here and there: Vancouver to Calgary, San Francisco to Salt Lake City, Houston to New Orleans.
"That's a lot of cards you're holding there," she observed, as she laid down LA to El Paso.
"It is, isn't it? Guess I should play a few." I lay down six greens, El Paso to Houston, and her face fell,
"I wanted that line!" She picked up a couple of reds.
"Really? So that means... you probably want this one too." I filled in Dallas to Houston, blocking off an obvious detour.
"Oh, that wasn't very nice, Sarah."
"How long have you known me?"
She shook her head ruefully. "Long enough to know better than to expect any kind of mercy from you."
"Good good."
She started drawing cards again, trying to repair her strategy, while I spent what I had amassed, filling in the gaps to coalesce my isolated lines into a network. El Paso to Santa Fe, Calgary to Helena, Helena to Salt Lake, Santa Fe to Denver and then Denver to Salt Lake. Then up through the east to New York, as Lily completed a laborious spiral to arrive at New Orleans via Atlanta.
(I had thought about grabbing the Nashville-to-Atlanta route, which would have ruined what I correctly assumed was her backup plan, but by that stage I knew I was well ahead and I didn't want to play meaner than I needed. From a mathematical perspective, in a zero-sum game there was no difference between gaining twenty points for my own network and forcing her to lose twenty points from hers, but I had learned at the cost of a friendship or two that human egos didn't work that way, and I didn't want her first gaming experience to put her off.)
"Ouch," she said, when we tallied up the score. "And you've never played this before?"
"No, but I've played enough other games to know some basic strategies."
Anjali nodded. "What did I do wrong, then?"
"Would I be right in thinking you looked at your routes, worked out the fastest way to link all those destinations together, and then just built it out from start to finish one line at a time?"
"Well, that was the plan, before some jerk ruined it."
I nodded. "Games like this, flexibility is usually important. If you make your plan too rigid, somebody's going to do something that destroys it. So you want to have multiple paths to victory. Like here, this line was important for me to link up Vancouver and San Fran, if you'd blocked that I would've been stuffed. So I concentrated on grabbing the important ones early on. After that, there are a lot of ways to fill in the middle, so even if you'd guessed what route I wanted to make, it would've been very expensive for you to block it. It does mean I'm probably giving away a bit more information about what I'm trying to do, but by the time you have that information, there's not much you can do to stop it."
"Oh, I see that."
"The other reason this one's easy for me is that it's not too different from some of the stuff I do for work. Trying to make things robust so they don't fall over if one link fails. So... what did you think?"
She frowned and studied the board a little while. "That was fun. I think I would like a rematch some time, but maybe we should try something different. How about the one with the hexagons? Is that the one you said you used to play with Edgar?"
"One of them, yeah, but I don't remember the rules very well. I think it's supposed to play better with three, but it works for two."
"All right, then. I think I need a coffee first. You?"
"Sure, thanks." While she was up getting drinks, I returned our first game to the shelf and started setting up the second. Sitting back on my couch in the corner, looking over the other players, I felt that comfortable sense of being among my people. Yes, I'd forgotten how much I enjoyed this.
She returned, handing me my coffee and sinking back into her chair. "So tell me more about trash-talking? Are all kinds of insults acceptable?"
"Hmm." I tried to compile my unwritten knowledge into tangible rules. "Not everything. It depends on the people you're playing with. The better you know them and the better friends you are, the ruder you can get. It's sort of... the game is to say something that they know you don't mean? So Ed used to call me an 'insufferable bitch' sometimes, and I'd call him an 'absolute shithead', and that was our way of congratulating one another for a clever play. But I wouldn't do that in front of strangers, or if Ed and I were pissed off with one another. And you wouldn't go for something that was actually a sore point with them. It's meant to be friendly, not hurtful."
"Okay. Now, how does this one work?"
"Well, we're trying to build settlements and cities on this island, and each space produces one kind of resource..."
Anjali went first, and she grabbed the most productive spot on the board, but she hadn't paid enough attention to the mix. Soon enough she was picking up all the wool and clay she could want, but not enough timber to use with them.
"It's not fair," she grumbled, not very seriously. "I should be getting more wood than you. My numbers are supposed to be better."
I shook my head. "Your individual numbers are better, but my combination is better. Wood on sixes and clay on eights, each of those comes up five times in thirty-six, but not together. So you need to get both those numbers, and when your wood comes up, you need to hang onto it and stop me from stealing it before you get the clay you need with it. Me, wood and clay both on nines, they only come up four times in thirty-six, but when they come up they come up together and I can spend them together right away. So in the long run, you'll get more production, but I'll hang on to more of mine and get to spend it sooner."
"Oh! Now I see." She beamed—Anjali was the sort who would happily lose a game for one iota of knowledge—and then pursed her lips. "So if I want to trade for wood..."
"You have to hand in four cards all of one kind to the bank."
"Even if I'm trading with you?"
"Oh no, if you're trading with me then we can trade any resources we agree to. But with two players, people don't usually trade, because anything that helps you is going to hurt me..."
"So you won't help me?"
"Well, what are you offering?"
Anjali held up a card, waggling it. "What about a lovely sheep? And all you have to give me is a boring old log."
"One for one? I don't think so. I'll give you a wood for two sheep. I know you have two. Or a sheep and another card."
"I can't spare the others. All I can give is one sheep. A lovely plump delicious sheep with the softest wool you ever did see."
"That's very sad for you, then," I said. "No deal."
Something brushed my ankle under the table. "One sheep and... I would be very grateful?"
"Oh? Just how grateful?" It was already warm inside, but her stockinged toes were tickling my calf and that was a different kind of heat altogether.
"Well..." Lily bit her lip, in a deeply distracting way that I suspected she might have practiced in front of a mirror. "A kiss, later tonight?"
"I'm pretty sure I'm already getting kissed by a beautiful woman later tonight."
She made a face. "Spoilsport." Then she sat forward and looked to either side before settling back into the depths of her armchair. "Perhaps something more immediate?"
"What did you have in mind?"
"You tell me, Miriam. You're the boss. But I'm relying on you to keep a lookout."
I could feel myself blushing like a teenager as I checked the angles. Her chair was large enough to hide a lot from anybody behind her, so unless anybody was to peek at us from behind the scenery display we should be able to get away with a certain amount.
Besides, I had not forgotten that one of the options on our to-do list—the list which had been intended as a challenge to Lily, but had ended up becoming just as much a challenge for myself—was "in public".
"Give me your foot, dear."
"For a timber?"
"Your foot, and a sheep."
She grinned, and handed over a card, and as I gave her mine in return I felt her toes again, stroking my knee. Had I known how things were going to turn out today, I'd definitely have worn a skirt. As it was, I'd have to make do in jeans.
I reached down and caught her foot between my fingers, gave her an affectionate squeeze, and then stroked her just lightly enough to make her squirm, just on the very edge of tickling. Her eyes rolled back and I teased her foot for a minute or two before I said, "It's still your turn."
"Oh!" She collected herself, checked over her cards, and laid them down. "That's a settlement."
"It is. Purchased through questionable means, but nonetheless a settlement for that."
Lily placed her little wooden token on the board and then passed the dice. I needed both hands for my turn, so I positioned her foot between my thighs and clamped it there. She had the good manners to go on wriggling her toes while I rolled the dice and collected my cards. The combination of thick denim and an awkward position put limits on what she was going to be able to do for me from there, but it was at the least a pleasant sensation, warm and snug.
Play continued. As soon as I sold Anjali my wood, of course her luck changed and she began producing a timber surplus. I built up my road network and expanded while she focussed on upgrading the settlements she'd already placed. For that she'd need wheat, which was in short supply.
"I don't suppose I can... persuade... you to part with some?" she asked me.
"I don't have any," I replied. "I'd be open to persuasion, but you need to roll my wheat numbers first."
"I suppose I'll be saving up, then."
After trading a fistful of wood for a wheat card, she was on the verge of cashing in sheep for the other when disaster struck. "Seven, that's the robber," I said. "You need to discard five..."
"Nooo! I was so close!" Reluctantly, she handed in the resources she'd amassed over several turns of frugality. "Goodbye, little sheep. And you. And you, I'll miss you most of all, Mr. Fluffy."
"'Mr. Fluffy?'"
"Shut up, I'm grieving here." She kissed the card, laid it down with the other two, and then discarded two wood. "There. Happy now? You've ruined me."
"Not quite. Now I get to put the robber on one of your hexes and steal a card from you."
I parked the robber on her wheat fields and she held up what remained of her hand. I reached for a card at random, but as I began to pull it free her grip tightened.
"No, not that one! You can't take that one. It took me so long to save up for that... please please pick a different one." Wheat, then.
"But I'm the robber. I'm supposed to be awful to you. It's my job."
"Can't you find some other way?"
"Hmm." I looked her over. She had a light skirt on, and a summery blouse with a hint of décolletage. "All right, then." I leant forward, squeezing her foot that much tighter, and gave her my best dastardly grin. "Let's undo that top button, shall we? Actually, make it the top two."
"And you'll pick a different card?"
"Deal."
Lily complied. The hint of décolletage became rather more than a hint, now framed at the edges by navy-blue lace. I took a little while to appreciate the view before I nodded, and picked a different card. Iron ore.
She'd made a good bargain. Losing the ore was far less of a blow to her than the wheat would have been, and in a few turns' time she was able to cash in most of her hand to upgrade the settlement of Ganymedeville to majestic Zeusopolis.
(In all the time Ed and I had played together, it had never occurred to either of us to name our settlements, but Anjali seemed to consider it the obvious thing to do, and I found it delightful.)
Meanwhile I continued along my way, a road here, another nameless settlement there...
"Hey Lily, do you have a metal? I can trade you wheat for it."
"How much wheat?"
"Two?"
"Agreed."
We made the deal, and before she had re-sorted her hand I slapped down another card. "Monopoly. You have to give me all your wheat."
"What? But you just traded me that!"
"I did. Now I'm stealing it back."
"Ed was right. You really are an insufferable... witch." She handed over the cards I'd just given her, plus another one she'd been hoarding.



"That's 'insufferable witch ma'am' to you." I promoted one of my settlements to a city, most of it paid for by the cards I'd just traded and stolen from her. "I suppose I should name this one. Let's call it... Minas Morgul."
"Wow, and people call me a nerd."
"You are a nerd." I passed the dice; she rolled and frowned.
"Oh great and mighty Witch-Queen, ma'am, I don't suppose you want to trade me back that last wheat you just stole?"
"For what?"
"Mr. Fluffy?" She waggled a sheep at me, and wriggled her toes in an enjoyable manner.
I looked off to the side, checking that there was nobody waiting behind the scenery. "Pinch yourself," I said quietly.
"Excuse me?"
"I want to see you pinch your nipple."
"You—" She stalled. "Very well, if that's the deal." She sat back in her armchair, shielding herself from prying eyes with its bulk, and closed her hand over her breast—
"No. Under your bra." She hesitated, and I spoke more gently. "I'm watching out."
"Okay." She took a deep breath, and another, and slipped her hand in under the lace. I saw the bulge of her fingers under the blouse.
"Hard. I'll tell you when you can stop."
Her eyes half-closed, lost somewhere in the complicated territory between anguish and bliss. There was subtle movement in there, and I knew she was rolling her nipple between thumb and finger. I counted ten in my head, and then I said, "Now the other side. Wouldn't want things to be asymmetric."
She nodded, and laid her cards face-down on the table to switch hands.
"As hard as you can bear," I said conversationally.
She gulped, and obeyed. Over the background hum of the place, I could just hear her sucking in breath as her face scrunched in pain. This time I counted a little slower, squeezing my thighs against her foot, and when I'd reached ten again I stroked her ankle. "Very good. We have a deal."
Next time, I thought, I should bring some of those little clips along.
Not long after that she noticed the trap I'd set for her. She'd been focusing on a small patch on the board, building up her cities on the best land—Zeusopolis now joined by Saturnia and Neptunus. Meanwhile I'd been creeping outwards, sowing humble little settlements on poorer land. She was ahead of me on points, but...
"You've surrounded me. How am I supposed to get to ten points now?"
"That is a problem, isn't it? But there's still one spot you can build, if you get to it before I do." I pointed at a spot at the edge of the map, where the desert met the sea. "It's a terrible location but it's still a point, two if you upgrade it, and then you only have to scrape two more together from soldiers or specials."
"I suppose. If you let me get to it."
I nodded. I probably could block her, if I put my mind to it, and then slowly build up to ten points with my holdings on the rest of the board. But it would be a very dull endgame for her; I know several people who enjoy being helpless and immobile in the right circumstances, but not in board games. Besides, I had the advantage of having played this one before, and she'd done very well for a first time, even with our unconventional incentive scheme. It seemed only fair to give her a sporting chance.
"Want to make this fun?" I asked.
"Fun for me, or fun for you?"
"Bit of both, really. Do you think you can play one-handed?"
"Oh, you don't mean—"
"I do." I leant forwards once more so I could lower my voice, although I probably needn't have worried; two tables up, a rather theatrical roleplaying group was getting into their stride, with a couple of orcs arguing about poetic forms. "You're going to frig yourself, and as long as you're going, I won't block you there."
"Okay, that seems—"
"But in return you can't build there yourself until you've come."
"Sarah! I mean, Miriam, there's a lot of people here!"
"Yeah, you'll need to be quiet and not let your shoulders move too much. Just imagine you're sharing a hotel room with your parents and trying not to get caught."
"Least. Erotic. Imagery. Ever."
"I'm sure you'll manage."
"Uh, okay." She licked her lips, and then swapped her cards to her left hand, and the right vanished under the table. I imagined a rustle of fabric, and then I saw her arm begin to tense and relax rhythmically, just a slight movement that I'd never have noticed if I wasn't looking for it.
"Your roll, by the way."
She laid her cards down yet again so she could handle the dice, and play continued.
It wasn't really fair, of course. She was obviously distracted, not just by the working of her fingers but also by trying to manage the cards and dice and game pieces with her off-hand. But then, I was also distracted by her predicament. I couldn't see what was going on under the table—it was too low and too wide for that—but her face was quite a picture show, and I took pleasure in prodding her any time she was taking too long about her turn.
Every so often she'd give a little shudder, or bite on her lip, and then I'd bring things back to the game, offering trades that weren't worth her while to take, or asking her what had just been rolled as if I didn't remember. The longer it took her, the more time I had to build up my own holdings, and the harder it would be for her to keep ahead of me. As we passed the dice back and forth, I watched her hand build up and watched the heat building in her face. I was pretty sure she had enough to saved up to build her expansion, just as soon as she was allowed to, and with all the time I'd enjoyed in her company I knew her tells: she was rapidly approaching the point of no return. Her eyes were beginning to close again, and she'd put her cards down so she could surreptitiously tweak her nipples again—
"So do you do this, when you're staying with your parents?"
Her eyes flew open, and the movement of her arm stopped, and she gave me a blood-curdling look. "Sarah, has anybody ever told you you're just evil?"
"Now and then, yes, but I never get tired of hearing it. Maybe you can tell me again, later tonight, while you're down between my knees. Have I told you how sexy you are when you're all muffled?"
She mouthed her reply, but it wasn't hard to lip-read.
"Really. Such language."
"Not... listening." She shook her head, screwed her eyes closed, resumed. I could see the tension building in her frame, a blush creeping into her face. She was tweaking her nipples again, with only the armchair to shield her from perhaps thirty pairs of eyes, and I could tell it was taking her a great deal of effort to keep from moaning. I made out the shape of her fingers twisting under her blouse again, and then her hand flew up to cover her mouth, and she rocked forward, shuddering, gasping, as quietly as she could manage.
Punky Hairdo happened to be standing two tables over at the time, chatting with the role-players, and she must have noticed the movement. She turned our way, raising an eyebrow. "Everything okay?"
"Oh yes," I said, "my friend was just... laughing. Long story."
"Okay!"
Punky Hairdo turned her attention back to the role-players, and Lily slowly sat back in the chair with a beatific smirk on her face. She extricated her right hand from its hiding place, raised it to her mouth, and voluptuously licked her fingers at me.
"Well," she said, smacking her lips, "I do believe I'll be building that expansion now. Wood, sheep, clay, wheat, it's all there." And she reached for her cards, but I held up my hand.
"That's lovely," I said, "but you can't do it yet."
"But why not? You said, when I came—"
"And you did, and I very much enjoyed watching you. But right now it happens to be my turn, and since you've stopped, that means I can do this..."
I laid down my cards, wood, sheep, clay, wheat, and placed my settlement on the desert coast, in the spot she'd been about to build, the only place she could build. "And with the road bonus, I believe that's my ten points."
Her glare was withering. "...I hate you SO MUCH. Well, I know what not to do next time."
"So there's a next time?"
"How else am I going to get my revenge?"
Next chapter: games for three.
As always, thanks to you all for reading. I love to get feedback on my stories.
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Chapter 10: Lucy's Party
After our adventures at the board-games shop, I was more than a little hot and bothered. We trammed back to my place. As soon as the door closed behind Lily, I pounced.
"Gotcha!"
"Eek!" She wriggled within my clutches.
"To the victor go the spoils."
"And what is the victor's pleasure tonight?"
I buried my face in her hair. "You smell nice, have I told you that?" And I nuzzled at her neck, and felt her melt a little in my arms. "I want to devour you slowly. Come on, upstairs."
I was in a smoochy mood and it took us a while to get to the bedroom because I kept stopping to kiss her and run my hands through her hair, but eventually we tumbled onto my bed and rolled around for a while just snogging, neither of us looking to rush things. A little nibbling, a little stroking, a lot of cuddling.
Throats are pretty, and I'd tipped her head back so I could graze on hers, my lips brushing along her jawline, down her neck, tickling softly at her collarbone. I ran a fingertip down over her blouse and whispered, "You never did button these back up again."
Lily felt for the buttonholes. "Oh shit! I didn't. Well, I suppose anybody on the tram got an eyeful."
"Such language! I must be rubbing off on you."
She giggled. "Is that what you call it?"
I was working on the remaining buttons when a burst of music rang out from her handbag.
"Sorry, it's my parents, okay if I—?" I nodded, and she scrambled for it. "Hi Mama! How are you?" She was frantically re-buttoning her blouse with one hand, turning to check herself in the mirror as she spoke. "Hang on, let me see if I can get the picture working." A moment longer to straighten her collar and tidy her hair, and then she stood up straight and her face shifted into a smile of questionable authenticity as she held the phone up to point at her face. "Hi Papa! Yes, I can see you both! Me? Oh, not much, just hanging out with Sarah." From there she switched into Hindi. By the tone of her voice and occasional apologetic glances in my direction, I got the impression this wasn't going to be a quick call.
After a few minutes I thought I'd make things more interesting, and began to creep along the floor towards her with designs on her ankles. But she gestured an emphatic no and I backed off, sitting back on the bed and amusing myself with my phone.
Anjali sounded defensive—she usually did when talking to her parents—and by the sound of it they were doing most of the talking. Most of her responses were just "ha... ma" and "nahi... ma", which I was pretty sure meant "yes, mum" and "no, mum", although there was a bit in there about Professor Cheng and something about Aldi's. Now and then she mentioned my name, which I assumed was her trying to tell her mother that she had to go, but it was a good quarter-hour before she managed to extricate herself from the call and fell back on the bed beside me.
"So sorry about that. She doesn't take a hint easily."
"It's okay. By the way, is that a new phone?"
"It is. I missed a couple of calls from them because the battery in my old one was dying, so they sent me this one as a gift a couple of weeks ago."
"That's nice, I guess?
"It is, but..." She slipped into mimicry of her father's voice. "'Anjali, we called you three times last night but you did not answer, is there a problem with the new phone?'"
"Oh, right. One of those gifts."
She nodded, and held her hands up—what can you do? "At least they're speaking to me. It was touch and go for a while there." After their initial panic when their daughter disappeared, they had shifted quickly to fury when they found she'd walked out and gone back to Melbourne, and it had taken all Anjali's diplomacy to establish some kind of truce. "Anyway, I think you had something much more enjoyable in mind than talking about my parents?"
I bent over and kissed her, slow and deep, and gradually I felt her relax and her hands came up to cradle my head. "You're getting good at that," I whispered, and she chuckled.
"Practice makes perfect."
I kissed her forehead, then I trailed down to her chin, and she mewled as I nibbled at her throat, her nails prickling my scalp. It had been a warm day, and she tasted just slightly of salt. Pausing at her throat, I reached up to stroke her shoulder, running my fingers down over the sensitive spot at the inside of the elbow, down to her wrist.
She made a soft little sigh. "You're going to make some girl very happy."
I went on caressing her until she started to giggle. "Ticklish now!" Then I nuzzled my way down to her neckline, easing her buttons free, continuing down to her navel, letting the pressure of her hands in my hair tell me just how to touch her. My hands were at her calves now, sliding up to her knees, and she drew her legs up as I stroked them, making it easier for me to slip my fingers inside, stroking at the back of her knees—ticklish again—and her thighs, and the insides of her thighs, and her nails pricked my scalp.
She squirmed as my fingertips wandered further up, up to the edge of her panties, tickling, and then inwards to graze over the gusset. She was warm, and I could just feel the dampness of her developing arousal, perhaps mixed with that of several hours before. As I made contact she flinched, and then pressed her hips up against my fingers.
I'd played with her often enough to know the kind of pressure she liked, and I gave her about half of that, enough to tantalise without fully satisfying, and she whimpered and squirmed until I took pity on her. Tugging the gusset aside, I found her labia and stroked them and eased them open, working up to the little nubbin that made her wriggle so delightfully.
Without ever relinquishing my finger-hold, I rolled back and slid up the bed to be level with her. "I think you can take that bra off now," I told her, and she acquiesced, and I rolled back to take her nipple in my mouth as I circled her clit more firmly, eliciting a sudden gasp.
"Don't stop," she added, "that's lovely."
I obliged, settling into a rhythm that I knew she loved, with just a hint of tease to keep her working to grind against my fingers. Gradually they slipped down, and pressed between her thighs, and entered her. I swirled and twisted them inside her—she groaned—and then I withdrew them, sliding back up to spread her moisture to her clit.
"Mmm. Yes, Miriam..."
Sitting back, I unzipped her skirt, tugged it down off her hips—she arched to help me—and tossed it to the floor behind me. Then I took her foot in my hands, raised it and kissed the tops of her toes, began to nuzzle my way back upwards. By the time my cheek brushed against her curls, by the time my fingers slid back inside her and my tongue-tip began to play against the bottom margin of her clit, she was already breathing hard in anticipation. I curled my fingers to stroke the spot I knew she loved, lavished attention on her with flickering tongue and eager lips, as her fingers found my hair again and urged me closer. I felt her muscles tense, I heard her breath come faster in little gasps... and when she was almost there, I pulled back.
"Oh, Miriammmm..."
"Patience, darling."
I sat up, shed my jeans, went for my drawer. It had been a while since I'd used my harness, so she didn't immediately know what I was after, but when I took it out she smiled and licked her lips. "Somebody wants to ride me."
"Somebody does."
After the obligatory faffing around with straps, I approached her. As I drew near she reached for the dildo, held the tip, pressed her lips to it and slowly took it into her mouth. That was new for us. I stroked her cheek as she pressed forward—looking up to me for the approval I was only too happy to give her—and bobbing, pressing the base very pleasantly against me.
"Good girl," I said. I ran my finger over her lips as I eased out of her mouth and lay back on the bed. "Now how about you climb aboard?"
Lily grinned, straddling me, rubbing herself against the shaft before I reached down to position it against her. Then she bore down onto it, eyes half-closing as the silicone slid into her. Once she'd settled and made herself comfortable with its bulk, she started to rock, grinding her hips in circles, and I reached up: one hand caressing her torso possessively, nipples and breasts and belly and hips, and the other lower down to tease at her clit once more.
While fetching the harness I'd put my glasses back on, and so I could see the ripples of pleasure on her face as she moved, the slight flush that came with her arousal. Then I reached back behind me and pushed myself up so that we were sitting face to face, clasped in one another's arms, moving rhythmically in slow shared enjoyment. I squeezed her close against me and nuzzled her ear, and she went limp like a scruffed kitten.
We rode together like that for some time. Neither of us were quite getting off, but it felt delicious—not just the carnality but the closeness—and we might have gone much longer that way, if it hadn't been for a sudden growl from my stomach, loud and long, that had both of us falling over in giggles.
"Oh yeah, we never did have dinner," I said.
"Or lunch," added Anjali.
I reached for my phone and we ordered delivery, then reassembled with a new challenge: to get there before the delivery guy did. We were halfway successful: I lay back, Lily straddled me again, and I used my fingers on her frenetically until she came in a series of muffled yelps and then sprawled out on me once again. That's when the buzzer rang, and I sent Anjali to the door wearing a borrowed dressing gown that was much too long for her, because the catches on the harness were fiddly and I didn't want to startle the poor guy.
"So, I guess we ticked off 'public'," I said as we ate. "What did you think?"
She gestured mouth full, and I waited until she could talk. "Not what I'd expected. I'd been thinking of, I don't know, something like a club situation? Not secretly in a normal place. It was fun, but I don't like the idea of making people uncomfortable if they notice. And if we're going to go there again, for games, I don't want to get thrown out. So I'm going to say, fun but wouldn't do that again the same way."
I nodded. "Fair enough. For what it's worth, I was keeping a good eye out to make sure nobody could see, but yeah, I get you. And I want to be clear, you're always allowed to safeword if I'm doing something you're not comfortable with."
"I know. I wasn't sure whether to... sometimes one don't really know where one's limits were until after one's passed them. Chalk it up to experience. Anyway, no harm done. I had a delightful afternoon, and I'd love to try some of the other games, if you want to do that as a replacement for trivia."
"Splendid. I'll let Lucy know. Now, after dinner, I believe you owe me..."
She smirked, then stuck out her tongue at me and waggled it.
* * * * *
Games Pixie was a smash hit with Lucy. From the moment she saw the selection she was like a kid in a candy store—as, let's be honest, was I—and although the games were a little different to those she'd been used to, she was a quick study. The three of us spent a solid evening trying out new games, hammering one another back and forth for hours until at ten-thirty Punky Hairdo, aka Shaz, regretfully informed us that it was half an hour to closing time.
We finished up the card game we'd been playing—I hitched Lizzie Bennett to Mr. Bingley, leaving Lucy's Jane stranded at the altar while Anjali's Lydia eloped with Mr. Darcy in a match of unprecedented incompatibility—and repaired to an ice-cream parlour nearby for post-game dessert.
"So, what did you think?" I asked Lucy in between mouthfuls of mango sorbet.
"Excellent. Would do again."
"Thursday nights good?"
"Absolutely." She turned to Anjali. "And you?"
"Same as before," Anjali said. "I can't come very often, there's so much to do with my thesis project. But I'll try to make it once a month."
"Sounds good," said Lucy. "Maybe I'll get some of the guys from trivia to join us."
But in this she was unsuccessful. The next couple of weeks it was just Lucy and myself. I didn't mind that, but it limited our choice of games; although there were still plenty we could play, a lot of the ones I was interested in required at least three players. After the second or third time of me looking hopefully at a game box and then being disappointed by the player requirements, Lucy did something that I can only describe as dark sorcery:
"You really want to play this one, don't you?"
"Crushing the Old World under a tide of chaos sounds like just the ticket today." It had been a rough week for me, as Lucy knew. Our storage and retrieval system for the Schiphol project was about to go live; I'd been pulling some late nights stomping out the last few bugs in the system and coordinating my minions to get the documentation finalised, and grumbling to Lucy about it on our breaks. "Oh well, maybe another time," I added, but Lucy was already in motion.
"Okay then!" She stood up and before I could stop her she called out, "Hey everybody! My friend really wants to try this one"—she waved the box—"and we need another player or two. Anybody want to join us?"
Of course I understand that it's possible to call the attention of complete strangers and ask them for things, in the same sort of way it's possible to strip naked and jog around the floor until somebody calls the cops, but the idea of actually doing it hadn't even occurred to me. Part of me wanted to vanish into the chair, horrified by being the centre of attention, and for a flash I resented Lucy for putting me in that position. But then...
"Sure, we'll play!" said a twenty-something guy with his partner in tow.
Two hours later, the Old World lay in ruins and Lucy and I had murdered, tainted, tricked, and corrupted our way into a friendly rapport with our new acquaintances Jeff and Kay. "We're here every week," Jeff said, and Kay added "Usually we have a bigger group, but people have assignments due."
Afterwards Lucy told me, "I would have had you if you didn't keep running away."
"Yeah, that was why I kept running away. Not about to feed my precious little cultists to the Lord of War." She chuckled, and I went on, "It's about tempo. When you blort your big guys onto the board right away, you run out of power too early and then I can just get out of your way and go do my own thing in peace."
"Yeah, I worked that out a couple of turns in, but it was a bit late by then. Next time, Sarah." She shook her fist in mock anger. "Next time!"
There were quite a few next times. Jeff and Kay's friends showed up the following week; most of them were a few years younger than me and Lucy, but they didn't seem to mind that. They introduced us to some new games, and here and there I was able to do the same for them. When Anjali showed up a couple of weeks later, they brought her into it as well. They had a couple of players who didn't like to compete, and so only played cooperative games; Anjali mostly gravitated to the cooperative group while Lucy and I embraced more warlike pastimes, but we crossed over often enough.
At one point, during a particularly cut-throat round of Terraforming Mars, Lucy paused and said, "It's fascinating watching the two of you play."
"Oh? How so?" I asked.
"Such different playing styles. Anjali plans out the cost of everything. End of Turn 3, she was perfectly positioned to play everything in her hand on Turn 4, with exactly enough money to afford it. And I'm pretty sure you're keeping track of what's still in the deck."
Anjali nodded. A smile touched the corners of her mouth.
"And Sarah," Lucy continued, "you're always thinking about the timing. You always know when you want to play fast so you can grab territory before we get in the way, like that titanium mine, and when you want to play slow to force us to commit ourselves before you block our forests. I saw you keep cards in hand and forego income on Turn 2 so you could have a killer turn next go and grab both the temperature bonuses."
"You have me there, though that was also about keeping my options open. So what's your style, Lucy?"
Now it was her turn to smile. "Why, try to figure out what the two of you are up to, and then plan against that—" She trailed off, looking towards the front of the store. "Hold that thought a moment. Just want to get a shot of something in the display."
Before I could point out that it was her turn and it would only take her a moment, she'd picked up her phone and gone over to take a couple of snaps of the new games in the window before coming back to the table.
"So, you were saying?" I prompted.
"I was? Uh... sorry, forgot. Never mind."
By then we'd gone through a lot of the games in the library, and I'd spent enough time browsing the shelves to notice several more interesting-looking games that weren't in the library. I ended up buying a couple for myself, ostensibly for my own collection, in truth mostly to play with Anjali and Lucy and our new-found friends.
A couple, did I say? Well, two or three. Four perhaps? Half a dozen at most, not much more than that.
Don't judge me.
Work continued unabated—the Schiphol project was going into final testing—but I was feeling mellow, and it wasn't just the retail therapy. Aside from Anjali and more recently Lucy, it had been a long time since I'd had a regular circle of friends to hang out with, and although I'm an introvert I still enjoy spending time with my people (nerds, that is) now and then. I'd forgotten how good it could be.
I'd love to write more about them, but this story is long enough and complex enough already. Maybe I'll write about them some other time. For now, let's just say that we clicked, and so when Lucy threw a birthday party it seemed only natural that she should invite the games group.
* * * * *
Every game has some kind of rule to decide who goes first. When I was a kid it was usually the youngest player, or chosen at random. But for some games it's the tallest player, or the one who's last been to an island, or who last caught a cold. And for some...
"First player is..." Lucy peered at the rules. "...whoever last went on a date."
"Last Saturday," I said without thinking, just as Anjali also said "Last Saturday" and Jeff said "Sunday". Realising my blunder, I glanced over to Lucy. She looked to be thinking a moment before she said "2015".
Lucy was housesitting for an uncle and aunt who'd decided to spend a season in Europe, as one does when one has way too much money for one's own good. Since her return from London more than a year earlier she'd been bouncing around from one unsatisfactory rental to another, and so she'd leapt at the chance of a few months rent-free in their McMansion. "Besides," she'd said, "it comes with cats." Not to mention four bedrooms, and a wine cellar, and a pool table, and a fireplace clad in white marble.
We'd arrived early, as had Jeff and Kay, so we were playing the new game they'd gifted Lucy while we waited for the rest to arrive. The aforementioned cats—a tabby named Egory and a tortie named Astrophe—had sniffed at me and Anjali briefly when we'd arrived, and then made themselves scarce.
Trev and his wife Jacinta arrived halfway through the game bearing booze, followed soon after by Jerry and Davie—mutuals of Trev and Lucy, I hadn't met them before—and then Seungmin, another of our gaming buddies, and some other Lucy-friends who I didn't know. For the size of the place it wasn't a large party, maybe a dozen people in a lounge room that could easily have held twice that number, and I remembered that Lucy had mentioned having to rebuild her social circle after her time overseas.



Having finished our game, I helped set the fire and then drifted to the kitchen to help Lucy with chopping carrots and celery sticks. The bell rang again a few minutes later: a redheaded woman, and behind her a lady in a headscarf. They stood on the doorstep, and from overheard snatches of conversation I gathered that they'd just dropped by to say a quick happy-birthday on their way to somewhere else. "...bad timing, sorry... no, quite okay... thanks for coming... very best wishes to you both."
Then Lucy came back and called to Jerry and Davie: "Hey, Pippa says if you want a lift over to their thing, they have room."
"Yeah, we probably should," said Jerry. "Sorry to bail on you so early, but we don't have a car."
"It's okay," Lucy said. She headed out with them and came back inside a few minutes later. She seemed a trifle distracted, and it was a little while before she spoke again. "I fucked up my scheduling. One of my exes is getting hand fasted next week so a lot of people are going to the hens' night. That was another of my exes and her partner, dropping by on their way to the bash. It might be a quiet evening here tonight."
"I don't mind quiet." I gave her a quick pat on the shoulder; it seemed like a supportive kind of thing to do. "All okay?"
"Oh yeah. It's been a few years and we're on good terms. And her girlfriend is lovely. Just bad timing. Oh well, guess it makes it easier to fit people in the tub."
"The... tub?"
"Yeah. Hot tub in the garden."
"Oh! I didn't realise, I haven't brought my togs."
"Shit, sorry, I didn't even think to mention it. I don't usually worry about a costume among friends, but... whatever you're comfortable with. My cousin's about your size, I can probably find something of hers to fit you."
In the end, my discomfort with the idea of borrowing a costume from somebody who wasn't present to give their permission won out over my discomfort with the idea of bathing nude. The vibe felt friendly enough, nobody else was bothering with clothes, and nobody was being creepy about it. So I ditched my clothes on a bench just out of splash range and climbed in.
There was only one thing I felt self-conscious about. Among friends, I don't much care who sees my tits or bush while I'm bathing. They're just body parts, most people have them in one variation or another. But my tattoo, now, that's personal, and I feel more exposed showing that than all the rest of me. Fortunately it's small enough that I could more or less cover it by positioning my arm over my chest, until I was able to sink down into the steaming hot water and take cover in the bubbles that were rumbling all around us.
Anjali followed my lead, undressing by the bench, and she was mostly out of her clothes when her phone rang. It was the tone she kept for her parents, and she answered it with the same exasperated attitude as before. Lots of "ha, ma" and "nahi, ma" while she explained that yes, she was at a party with me and friends, no she wasn't drinking and anyway Sarah was there, and so on and so on until she finally managed to end the call.
"That's it, you're going on silent," she said to the phone. "Eugh, I'm cold!" She stashed her things next to mine and climbed in next to me, moving cautiously on the tub's edge; without her glasses she was extremely short-sighted, and I extended my hand to help her down.
"Drinks, anybody?" asked Trev. He'd dragged an esky out to the side of the tub.
"What is there?" somebody asked.
"Corona... VB... soft lemonade... soft ginger beer... water, soju. Hey, Seungmin, is the soju to share?"
"Yeah," said Seungmin. "I'm not going to drink it all."
"What's soju?" asked Anjali.
"Korean drink," they replied. "Fruity. I brought, let me see, apple, peach, plum."
"That sounds nice," Anjali said. "Could I have plum, please?"
"No worries." Trev popped the lid off and passed her a bottle. She looked at the label and nodded.
"One-point-six standard drinks," she said to me. "That should be fine. Told Mama I wasn't drinking, didn't say I wasn't going to."
"Fair enough." I took a ginger beer. I'm not a big drinker, and past history left me feeling a little protective of Anjali where alcohol was involved. But this was a world away from rapey teenagers spiking drinks, and just for once I felt quite comfortable surrounded by mildly tipsy people.
Having made sure everybody was adequately beveraged, Trev joined us in the tub. Mrs. Kapadia probably wouldn't have approved of the eyeful of Trev's tackle that dangled in front of us before he sunk into the water like the rest of us. But then, she wasn't invited.
"Everybody, if you'd like to raise your bottles... happy birthday Lucy!" said Trev. "One, two, three! Happy birthday to you! Happy birthday to you! Happy birthday dear Luuu-cy! Happy birthday to you!"
We all sang along, and chinked our bottles, and drank to Lucy's good health, and she toasted us in return. After that it dissolved into individual chit-chat, somewhat lubricated by the alcohol most people were consuming, and although I'd been staying off the booze I could feel the general ebullience rubbing off on me. Somebody put on music, a mix of Halestorm and The Pretty Reckless and that kind of thing, so we had to raise our voices a little to be heard.
I was in between Anjali and Seungmin, who turned out to know several of the same people I did. We were exchanging gossip, and perhaps shit-talking just a little, when it happened. One of those moments where a track ends just as everybody else momentarily stops talking, and one person continues speaking REALLY LOUD into what's suddenly become an attentive hush.
On this occasion, that person was me, and the words I happened to be saying were "...no thanks, I wouldn't do her with a rented dick."
The silence deepened, and everybody looked at me, and I began to turn bright red.
"Do you normally do people with a rented dick?" asked Anjali, who by then ought to have known very well that I didn't. Traitorous wench.
"No, but—" I caught myself one syllable too late.
"No, but?" said Lucy.
"It wasn't rented," I said, which obviously wasn't going to help me. "Just borrowed. And only the once. It was a bad idea."
Everybody wanted details, but my brain had finally caught up with my mouth. "I'm going to stop talking now!" I announced brightly, and although everybody made disappointed noises, I held my silence until they found other things to talk about and the buzz of conversation resumed.
Maybe fifteen minutes later, Trev's phone beeped. "That's eight o'clock, I guess we'd better be heading," he said. Jacinta stood alongside him, dangerously wobbly, and I heard a sudden shriek followed by unladylike swearing from the benches behind me. "Shorry!" she called out. "Saaa-rah, I knocked your shtuff over, don't worry, all under control."
"No worries," I told her. Several of the others were getting out too, all headed for the hen's night. When the exodus had tapered off there were only seven of us left: Lucy and me and Anjali, Jeff and Kay and Seungmin from the gaming group, and Eleanor, who was apparently an old uni classmate of Lucy's.
Somebody asked Anjali about her studies, and she did her usual enthusiastic info-dump about neutron stars and her PhD.
"So how far along are you?" asked Kay.
"Little bit of modelling still to do, but I've started writing up!" said Anjali. "Expecting to submit my thesis in about nine months."
"And what then?"
"Probably a postdoc. There's a group in Switzerland I'm interested in."
That was news to me. It shouldn't have been, really. I was aware she was getting towards the pointy end of her doctorate—she'd been more and more busy with seminars and advisor meetings and so forth—and I knew she ought to be thinking about what might come next, but she hadn't mentioned her plans post-PhD and I hadn't asked her. I guess I'd grown comfortable with the way things were between us, and I didn't really want to think about that being finite. Change is bad.
"Oh, you didn't say!" I said, as brightly as I could manage.
"Sorry, I've been meaning to ask you about it!" she said. "I probably need to start learning some German and I was going to ask for pointers."
"Hmm, well, I can help with Hochdeutsch. That'll get you by in academia, if they're not speaking English anyway. But Swiss German, now, that's a bit different. I'll see what I can find..."
"Are you German?" asked Seungmin.
"My father's father," I said. "Grandpa Weber was captured in North Africa, shipped out to Australia as a POW, met a local girl and ended up staying. But in school I used to tell people my parents came from Germany when I was four."
I had persisted in that story for some months, until that fateful parent-teacher night when Mrs. Hartwell had congratulated my parents on their excellent English, which must have been a confusing experience for all involved. They had made me apologise to her—but not, thank god, to the rest of the class, which would probably have destroyed me.
At the time, I'd never been able to explain to them why I did it. In hindsight, I think it was my way of dealing with the sense of foreignness that I wouldn't understand until many years later, the way I missed layers of meaning in my classmates' speech. For a little while, by trilling my 'r's and over-pronouncing my 'w's the way I'd heard my Opa do, I had a way of packaging my alienness that made sense to my classmates and to me. It might not have been true, in a strict sort of sense, but it was a metaphor that helped me make sense of things until I was obliged to give it up.
I tuned back into the conversation just in time to hear Lucy replying to something Eleanor had asked her: "...no, somebody I've been kind of interested in, but I don't think she's interested in me. I've thrown out a few not very subtle hints and she's ignored them so it's time to take that as a very polite rebuff and move on. I don't even know if she's seeing someone."
Perhaps I wasn't meant to hear that—Lucy was talking quite quietly to Eleanor, while the others chatted about career stuff around me—but she sounded disappointed, and I wanted to cheer her up, so I butted in. "Some people really don't get subtle, you know. Sometimes you just have to use your words or you don't know."
"Yeah, I thought I'd been pretty obvious with this one."
"I mean, laugh at me if you like," I said, "but back in undergrad I once failed to realise a girl was interested in me even when she was actually kissing me."
"Wait, how is that possible? Do you mean like a kiss on the cheek?" Kay asked.
"No, full on...smoochy stuff," I replied, although that didn't really do the lady justice. "I just assumed she was in a kissing mood and felt like kissing somebody, and I happened to be nearby. Didn't occur to me that she might have wanted to kiss me in particular."
"Seriously?" said Lucy.
"Yeah, and it can go the other way too—like, do you remember one night at trivia, you told me 'nice boots'? Funny thing is, that's a goth pickup line. The joke used to be 'nice boots, wanna fuck?' and then it just became 'nice boots' but everybody knew what it meant. So if I hadn't known better, I might have thought you were coming on to me and that would have been really awkward."
"Uh huh," said Lucy, and Eleanor said, "Lu, I hate to be a party pooper, but I have a long day ahead of me tomorrow. Would you mind terribly if I—"
"No, that's quite okay," said Lucy.
Kay, having been whispering in Jeff's ear, chimed in. "Jeff and I were going to head out shortly too. Seungmin, Anjali, do you need a lift anywhere?"
"Sure, yeah, that would be great," said Seungmin, and Anjali said "No, thank you, I'm good."
"You sure?" said Kay.
"Yes, thanks, I'm getting a ride back with Sarah later!" We'd made plans to share a cab.
"Okay," said Lucy, "well, let me see you out." Everybody else climbed out and dressed, and Lucy slipped her pinstripes back on and accompanied them, leaving just me and Anjali in the tub.
"Having fun?" asked Anjali.
"Yeah, but I hope Lucy is too. Seems like everybody's leaving early."
Anjali nodded. "That's why I thought it'd be nice if we two shtayed."
I noticed the slurring in her voice, and a thought occurred to me. "Hey, Anj, can I look at that bottle a moment?"
"Ab-absolutely! Have some if you like."
She'd been sipping at the soju for the last half-hour, and the bottle was almost empty. I held it up under the light and looked closely at the label. "Ah... that's not one-point-six standard drinks. It's sixteen percent alcohol. That's about, uh, four drinks."
"Oh! Oh dear!" She shook her head. "Well, I'd better... drink some water?"
"That would probably be a good idea... no, you stay, I'll get some." I sloshed my way over to the esky and fetched her a large bottle. "I think I'll turn into a prune if I get back in, gonna get dressed now. Also, want to check on Lucy, she's been gone a while."
Anjali followed me out, looking distinctly wobbly. "Careful," I said, "you're not allowed to fall over. I don't want to explain it to your parents." She giggled, and almost did take a tumble before I caught her. "Easy, I've got you."
Out of the hot tub, it hadn't gotten any warmer, and we dried ourselves as quickly as we could. Anjali's blouse was too light for the season, and I offered her my bomber jacket, but she turned it down. "Let's just get inside."
When we came in, our host was sitting in a chair near the front door, holding another Corona and looking at it as if deciding whether she wanted to open it.
"Hey Lucy. Everything okay?" I asked.
"Oh yeah. Just chatting with Eleanor, she's just left."
"I guess it's down to us to keep you entertained."
She gave me a half-hearted smile. "I'm sure we'll manage... Anjali, are you okay?" I looked back to see Anjali hugging herself.
"Just had a little too m-much," Anjali said. "And cold. Going to sit by the fire."
"Oh, I'm sorry! Just a moment, let me get you something, dear. No guest of mine is going to freeze." She hurried off to one of the bedrooms and returned with the fluffiest dressing gown I'd ever seen. "Try this."
It was vastly too big for Anjali, but then she wasn't going anywhere. So she sat on the lounge closest to the fire, hands and feet disappearing into a garment sized for a giant.
"Sorry, I hadn't realised quite how big that would be on you. I can find you a blanket..."
"No, it's fine!" Anjali laughed. "I feel like that girl in that movie, the one piloting the big robot." She looked down at the insignia on the breast pocket. "Cunard?"
"Uncle Jeremy brought it back from a cruise. QE2, or maybe Queen Mary. One of those."
I sat down on the sofa, at the other end from Anjali, and Lucy pulled up a chair opposite us. The fire was burning steadily, and I was once again very pleasantly warm. I'd been paying close attention to Anjali, alert for any signs that I might need to take her home, but she seemed to be mellow and happy enough chatting. She'd been sounding pretty stressed lately, between her ongoing family tensions and a lot of late nights in the lab, and I didn't want to spoil her fun. Nor did I want to bring Lucy's party to an end at barely nine o'clock on a Saturday night.
"Oh shit!" Lucy exclaimed suddenly. "I forgot the cake! I was going to serve it up after we got out of the tub, but people were leaving and... I clean forgot. Well, shall we have some now?"
We made no objections, and she bustled away, returning in a couple of minutes with three plates. "I should have asked, I hope you like Black Forest cake?"
The dressing-gown creature next to me spluttered and hunched over, giggling uncontrollably. "You could... you could say that!"
Lucy was looking at me now, as I tried not to smirk too much myself. "It's an in-joke. Which we are not going to explain while Anjali's under the influence." Nor when she's sober, I silently added. "That would be lovely, thanks."
We ate our cake, rather more tidily than the last time Black Forest had been on the menu, and in the middle of our chit-chat Anjali asked abruptly, "Lucy, what was it like working overseas? What made you go?"
I'd heard small pieces of this story before, but not the whole, so I listened attentively while Lucy spoke.
"I started out in family law. Divorce and custody, AVOs, restraining orders. I always knew that was what I wanted to do, and then I got there, and...look, if I'm going to tell this story, on my birthday, I'm damn well going to have a brandy. Kirsch?"
I declined, as did Anjali, and I wondered just when I ought to remind Lucy that she was trying to cut down on her drinking. Next time, I told myself.
Having poured herself a glass, Lucy returned to her armchair. She looked towards the fire, not at us, as she spoke. "So sometimes the thing you always wanted isn't what you want. I wasn't very good at letting go of work at the end of the day, and there were a couple of...bad cases. I developed some, shall we say, unhealthy coping mechanisms." She tapped her glass. "Pippa, bless her soul, told me I was going to burn myself out if I kept going like I was, and she kept on badgering me until I listened. I felt like such a fucking sellout walking away from it."
She'd emptied her glass already, and was staring down at it contemplatively. I was trying to figure out how best to say "perhaps you've had enough?" when she put it down on the table next to her with a sharp clink, and rose to her feet (not entirely steadily), and swayed over to the sofa.
"I'd like a hug, please," she said, and Anjali and I scootched apart as she sat between us. I put an arm over Lucy's shoulder, and Anjali wrapped hers around Lucy's waist, and we squashed her between us until she was ready to continue.
"So, Pippa and some other people convinced me that I wasn't actually going to help anybody if I burned myself out. Long story short, decided to go into business law, but it can be hard to break in without experience. Uncle Jeremy knew some people and he wangled me a job with P-K's London office. I didn't want to leave Pippa behind, but I needed to be doing something and it was a great opportunity to get my break. But they wanted somebody to commit long-term, and Pippa wasn't in a position to move, so, well." I felt her leaning into me. "It wasn't a very happy breakup. We're on friendly terms now, but it took a while. And then I'd barely been over there a year when we got Brexited and things fell apart. They needed to cut back in the London office, last hired first fired, but I managed to get a spot back here with the Australian branch."
"Oh, I'm sorry," Anjali murmured. She was still hugging Lucy like one of those oversized teddy bears. "I didn't mean to bring you down."
"It's okay," Lucy said. "But I think now I get to ask you a question."
"That seems fair," said Anjali.
"Well, then. What is the deal between you two?"
"She pays me," said Anjali, just like that.
From the way Lucy jolted against me, that wasn't the answer she'd been expecting. "Say what?"
"We have a sugar baby arrangement. Once a fortnight I do nice things for Sarah, and she pays me for it. The rest of the time, the games and trivia, that's just as friends."
"No, really, what is the deal?" asked Lucy.
"Yeah, it's true," I said, embracing my doom.
Lucy sat back, turning her head to look at me, then back to Anjali. "Now you're both shitting me."
"I bloody am not," said Anjali, with an edge of genuine anger in her voice, and she pulled away from Lucy and stood up. "Sarah, where's your bag?"
"Over by the—wait, what are you doing?" But I'd already pointed, and she'd found it and had opened up my wallet.
"Two hundred dollars," she said, spreading out the notes so we could see them. Then she stashed them away in her own purse, and took out a familiar length of red silk.



"When I'm wearing this," she said, draping it around her neck, "I'm Lily, and I'm at her beck and call." She took a dramatic step towards us, and her foot caught in the hem of the gown and she went over with a squawk, face-first into a shag pile rug.
I rushed to her side: no damage done, except to her dignity. "You right?" I whispered.
"I won't be called a liar," she said out loud, and then whispered back, "and this counts as challenge number three."
"Fine then." Fuck it. In for a penny, in for...two hundred dollars? And although I wasn't sure this was actually on the list of challenges we'd discussed, it was definitely in the spirit of things. "Lily, if you can't stay upright in that gown, you'd better take it off."
"As you command, milady." She rose to her feet like a sunflower fighting its way out from under a large and fluffy towel. When she'd reached her full height she twirled, shrugging her arms out of the robe so it fell back down around her as she twirled a full circle.
"Dance with me." I had been about to say "for me", but then I remembered her state of sobriety and thought about hard marble and glass coffee-tables too close for safety. She clasped one hand in mine, fingers twined together, and wound the other around my waist, and we swayed together in cautious circles. I leaned down to whisper in her ear, "Are you sure? You've had a bit to drink—"
"I'm not that drunk," she replied, perhaps louder than she intended. Then, to Lucy, "By now you really should have known I'm not one for bluffing."
Lucy was still on the sofa, eyes comically wide, and I felt sorry for her. But then, she'd impugned my honesty too. So I just grinned in her direction and kissed my Lily, hungrily and deep.
We swayed together, and her hands came up behind me, stroking my back. Something in her style was bolder than I was used to, more aggressive, and I wasn't sure how much of that was the alcohol and how much her annoyance at Lucy.
I stooped a little further and shifted her scarf to expose her neck, nibbled, bit. She yelped, and shuddered in my grasp, and melted against me as I maintained the pressure. Her thighs were very warm against mine. I gave her one last nip, extracting a little squeal, and then I pivoted behind her, arms coming up around her.
"Just let us know when you've seen enough," I said to Lucy, and eased the top button of Lily's blouse open, and then the next. She arched back against me, reaching up and backwards to ruffle my hair, and I continued to spin her very slowly as I worked my way down the line of buttons.
Lucy said nothing. Her face was bright red. I didn't think it was from the alcohol.
Having reached the last of Lily's buttons, I slid my hand inside, letting Lucy watch the shape of it under the silk, sliding up to cup her breast, while I kissed her earlobe and breathed slow and warm in her ear. "I. Fucking. Want. You."
She almost purred at that, and then she twisted around in my arms and slipped down, out of my grasp, down to kneel at my feet. "Mistress, may I?" She reached for my shoes and I nodded assent, watching as she fumbled at the laces, tugged them undone, eased them off my feet. Then she pressed her cheek against my thigh, wrapped her arms around me.
I reached down, grasped her glasses at her temples, slid them off her face. "Miss Kapadia," I said—we'd never given Lily a surname of her own—"you're beautiful!" Then a mischievous thought struck me. "Lucy, would you take these, please?" I held the glasses out, and Lucy blinked, reached out, took them, set them down on the coffee table without ever looking away from the two of us.
"Thank you," I said, but my attention was already back on Lily, whose hands were wandering up over my knees, tickling their way up my thighs, converging at the buckle of my belt. I closed my eyes, feeling the tension around my waist as she pulled on the end, then the release as she popped the tongue free and eased my slacks down to my ankles, leaving me standing in my Kmart boxers.
"What is your pleasure, mistress?" she said softly, and again I wondered if we might be taking this all too far, out of proportion to what little provocation Lucy had given us.
But Lily was kneeling in front of me, looking up with big eyes. For the first time that evening I noticed her dark purple lipstick, and that sent a little jolt of desire through me.
I hitched my thumbs in the elastic of my underwear, a sheriff reaching for her six-guns. "Let me see you stripped."
We had all seen one another nude in the tub, less than an hour ago. More nude then than now, for she hadn't been wearing the scarf before. But there is a considerable difference between nude and naked. She never took her eyes off me as she slipped off the blouse, as she shed skirt and shoes and sports bra and briefs—her underwear was plainer than I was used to, and it took me a moment to remember that this time she was dressed as Anjali—and I never took my eyes off her, but I could feel the heat of Lucy's gaze on us both.
"Come on, you." I wound her hair around my hand and led her to the sofa. "And you"—that to Lucy—"budge over."
Lucy squeezed back into the corner near the fire, and I lounged back across the armrest at the other end, my feet not quite touching her. I dragged Lily backwards into my lap, facing towards Lucy, and laid my right hand over Lily's belly as my left stroked her ribs, slid up to tease at her breasts. My fingernails skittered over her soft skin, leaving ephemeral white traces, grazing over her nipples. I whispered a question in her ear, and she shivered, and whispered "Yes".
"Isn't she beautiful?" I asked Lucy.
"Yes... yes, she is." Her mouth didn't quite close when she finished speaking.
"When she's wearing this scarf, she's mine." My right hand slid down, fingers curled to trail through her curls. "Do you want to see what happens next?"
Lucy's eyes widened, and in my head I counted three before she slowly nodded. Then my hand slipped down between Lily's thighs. She sighed, and brought her knees up, welcoming my fingertip as it dawdled over her labia, stroked and teased and opened her.
"You can touch her feet if you like," I said, and Lucy reached out as if hypnotised, took one of Lily's feet between her hands. Lily stretched out her leg—pressing my fingers tighter between her legs—and laid her foot in Lucy's lap. I pinched her nipple softly, and she sighed again, purred as I rolled it between my fingertips.
My other hand was working rhythmically between Lily's legs, circling her clit and running down and sliding back into her. It was making the tiniest of wet noises, but I knew Lucy could hear it. Her eyes were darting back and forth between my face, Lily's face, and down where I was stroking Lily.
"Do you like that, darling?" I asked Lily.
"Mmm. I like it—oh, I like it a lot."
I went on pinching her nipples, tormenting them until they stood firmly, and at the same time I continued to massage her sex. She was arching to press herself against my hand, and I knew Lucy, still cradling Lily's foot, could feel second-hand the effect I was having on my paramour.
"Tell Lucy what you do for me."
"Mmm...Lucy, she spanks me. She ties me up. She taught me to please her with my mouth and my tongue and my fingers. Oh. When I'm staying over, she has me wake her up by going down on her. Sarah likes to hurt me and—ah!—to make me cry out and she knows that gets me so hot."
I paused. She whimpered. "Please?"
I slid two fingers into her, as deep as I could from my position behind her, and swirled them.
"Ugh! She, oh, she pulls my hair and leaves claw marks in my skin. And she makes me admit how much I love it. Oh, please Sarah, please...and she loves to tease me like this. Make me beg her to let me come. Please, Sarah."
"Mmm." I circled my finger over her clit, just firm enough to keep her in a state of hungry frustration. "Lucy, should I let her, do you think?"
"I...I..." Lucy seemed almost hypnotised by the sight of Lily, caught in my grasp, legs open, being driven slowly closer to climax.
"But what am I thinking? Where are my manners? It's your birthday, Lucy. Would you like to try her? Just say what you want. She is very good."
Lucy swallowed, and closed her eyes a while. Then she shook her head abruptly and looked at me, and at Lily, and back to me, with a peculiar expression that was half smile and half frown. "That is one of the most lovely birthday presents I've ever been offered, certainly the most unexpected." She leaned over, not quite touching my companion's naked body, and kissed her on the cheek. "But this is...this is an awful lot to take in, and as lovely an offer as it is, I'm not sure it's what I want right now. I'm not in the right headspace. I'm afraid I must decline, without prejudice. Sorry."
She looked downwards—good lord but she was blushing!—and then back up to me, with a sudden grin. "I think you should give the poor girl some relief, though."
"Well, then."
Lucy sat back, watching, and I accelerated, jerking at Lily's nubbin with the edge of my hand, tweaking her nipples to make her help, nuzzling at the bare skin behind her ear. She responded fast and hard, rutting her hips against me, hands down behind her gripping my thighs, arching and gasping until she came with a shriek, soaking my hand and my boxers. I drew it out, slowed, stopped, but she wasn't done yet. She let go of my thigh, pushed my hand aside, and frantically rubbed herself to another climax before subsiding in my arms.
Time stretched out, and with the rush of lust now over I was suddenly very aware of how weird this whole moment was and how many lines I'd crossed that evening. I didn't know what to say—it's not the kind of moment I have a script for—and so I was profoundly grateful when Lucy coughed and broke the silence.
"I suppose the lesson for me in all this is to take the two of you at your word."
"Huh," I said eloquently, and Anjali added, "Yeah."
"As a substitute present, though, perhaps you could tell me the story about the rented dick?"
"You sure? It's not that great a story."
"Rented dick," Anjali mumbled. She was all floppy in my arms. I supposed the alcohol was catching up with her.
"I'm not going to get any peace until I tell you, am I?"
"Nope," said Lucy firmly.
"Fine. Okay. You asked." I threw my hands up. "So, this was back when I was with Ed. You"—Anjali—"would have been, uh, about seventeen. Ed and I had an agreement that we could play with other people, if the opportunity came up. Mostly it was Ed, but one time...there was this lady, and there was a certain amount of chemistry, and one weekend while Edgar was off at a swim meet in Adelaide she made her interest clear to me in words of one syllable."
"Mmm-hmm," said Lucy.
"So. Extremely hot baby-butch lass, there in my bedroom, making me an offer I couldn't refuse. She had some specific interests. But back then I didn't own a strap-on of my own, it wasn't a regular part of my, um, repertoire."
"Uh huh."
"So this was not long after Ed started transition. He had, uh, you know what hard and soft packers are?" Lucy nodded, but Anjali looked unsure, so I went on. "Wearable dick, basically a strap-on. The soft ones are just for wearing around, for having a bulge and the feeling of having a dick. The hard ones are for, well, when you want to use them on somebody."
"Like we—" Anjali began.
"Yes, like that," I replied before she could go any further. "So, not long before Ed started on T, he got himself one of each. But I'm told it's poor form to show up at the poolside sporting a boner, so he left the hard one at home, and, um."
"You borrowed it," said Lucy.
"I borrowed it. Not something we'd talked about, but we used to borrow shirts and stuff from one another all the time, so I assumed it'd be okay."
"You borrowed his dick for sex," said Anjali, "without asking."
"Yeah. That's not the worst part."
"What's the worst part?" she asked, and Lucy said "Do go on."
"We, uh. She was pretty enthusiastic and, uh, we sort of broke it."
"You broke Ed's dick?" asked Anjali.
"Yeah. Not my best moment."
"So that's why the two of you split up!" She was joking, but she wasn't too drunk to notice my reaction. "I'm sorry, I didn't—"
"Well, it wasn't a big part—"
"Rephrase!" chirped Anjali without a moment's hesitation.
I glared at her. "AS I WAS SAYING, it wasn't the end of the world, but we had a pretty big fight about it. I didn't understand why he was so pissed about it. I thought I'd just buy him a new one, same make, same size, and that would fix it. I didn't realise..."
"Dicks aren't fungible?" said Lucy.
"Fungible?" I vaguely remembered hearing the term, but the only thing I could recall was that it wasn't about fungus.
"It's like 'equivalent'," said Anjali. "If you lend me a twenty-dollar bill, I don't have to give you back the same bill. I can give you a different twenty, or a ten and two fives, and legally that's just the same as if I gave you back the original, because currency is fungible. But if you lend me your dog, I have to give you back the exact same dog, because dogs aren't fungible."
I looked at Lucy, who nodded affirmation.
"Right," I said, "so like stackable versus non-stackable items. Yes, it turns out dicks aren't fungible. I thought they were, as long as you're using a condom, but they're very definitely not. I didn't really grasp that at the time—"
"Rephrase!" chirped Anjali again, but I ignored her.
"— I didn't understand why Ed was so upset with me. We sort of smoothed it over, but there was a certain amount of ongoing friction."
"Which is not something you want with a dick," Lucy offered unhelpfully. "Hey, is that your phone?"
I cocked my head and listened. "Yeah. Never mind, they can leave a message. But yeah, to me it was just a plastic thing and to him...it was his dick. Sentimental value." My phone stopped ringing. Good. "I didn't understand what it meant for him at the time, and I got defensive and it took me ages to realise I was being shitty to him about it. I said sorry eventually, but...by then, damage done. I still feel bad about that."
"Well, I can't say this is quite how I was expecting my birthday to turn out, but it definitely hasn't been dull." Then Lucy's phone rang. "Hang on a mo, that'll be Aunty Vic and Uncle Jeremy, I expect."
But after talking for a moment, she frowned and held the phone out to me. "It's Mohammed. From work. He wants to talk to you."
I took it. "Hello?" Mohammed was one of our grads. He'd been working for me on the Schiphol warehousing system, translating my prototype code into something dependable enough to run a billion-dollar cargo operation.
"Ms Weber?"
"Speaking. What's up, Mohammed?" He wasn't supposed to be working Saturday nights.
"Sorry to bug you out of hours, but we had a call from Schiphol...there's a problem with the solver module."
"Big problem, or small problem?" But I already knew the answer. Mohammed wasn't the kind to ring me on the weekend just for the fun of it, and the solver module—my baby—was a critical piece of infrastructure. It was the decision-maker running a large container facility by the airport, choreographing an intricate ballet of trains and cranes and haulers and shipping containers. Without it, traffic would be building up, deadlines missed, penalties accumulating. In my mind's eye I could see a counter whirring upwards at high speed, with a dollar sign in front of it.
"It's not working. It keeps returning an 'infeasible' error. Jaden's here with me, we're running through it and trying to find where it goes wrong, but we don't know the solver very well—"
I mouthed a very heartfelt fuck. "No, you did right to call me." Mohammed was a bright lad, but constraint programming wasn't his field, and it's not the sort of thing you can talk someone through over the phone. "You're in the office?"
"Yes."
"Okay, I'll be there as soon as I can. Does Lincoln know?"
"I don't think so."
"Okay, I'll call him on my way in. Can you please pull the logs for me? I'm on my way but I'll be a little while."
"Okay. Thanks, Ms. Weber."
"Bye now." I turned to Lucy and Anjali. "Something very expensive just fell over." I was already booking the taxi on my phone. "I have to go in. Anjali, I'll get the taxi to drop you on the way." Her place was well out of my way, and time in this case was a lot of money. But there was no way I was leaving her to taxi home alone, still half-drunk.
"I should stay, help Lucy clean up..."
"You'll do nothing of the sort," Lucy said. "I'd drive you myself, but I'm in no fit state. I'm fine to clean up. You might want to have a shower first, though."
"Oh shit, yes," I said.
Anjali and I shared a hurried shower, and we had just finished putting our clothes back on when the taxi honked outside. Lucy saw us to the door.
"Good luck," she said to me. "Give me a call if you need. Not too early though."
"Thanks." I hugged her good-night. I wasn't sure how weird things were going to be between us, but apparently we were still on friendly terms. "Happy birthday, and...thank you for having us," I said. My mother had taught me that formula when I was five years old, and I'd never lost the habit of saying it at the end of a party.
"Thanks for your company," Lucy replied. "And Anjali... thank you for coming."
She closed the door in our faces before I could reply.
* * * * *
Dear readers: yes, it really is possible to be that oblivious. Take my word for it.
I hope you're all doing well in these trying times. I've just finished the first draft of Chapter 11, and I expect Chapter 12 will wrap up this story. Thanks to all of you for your continued patience with this story!
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Chapter 11: Meltdown
Content note: this chapter includes abusive/stalking behaviour (not within a relationship) and description of an autistic meltdown. It also contains consensual non-consent play.
It was a forty-minute taxi ride to Anjali's place, and she fell asleep almost as soon as she'd buckled her seatbelt. I couldn't blame her; she'd drunk much more than she was used to, and it had been quite a busy evening. I hoped she'd be able to enjoy a sleep-in next morning and not be too hungover. Meanwhile, I had a lot to process.
I had just offered the sexual services of my friend (and courtesan) to my other friend (and colleague), and she'd replied in a way I didn't fully understand. I suspected things between us at work were going to be all kinds of weird.
My friend (and courtesan) had just casually mentioned that she planned to leave the country at the end of her doctorate, about nine months away, and that had sparked an uncomfortable twinge in me.
Both those thoughts were taking up a lot of space in my brain, whirring endlessly like the pinwheel on that application that's never going to finish loading. But I needed to do my best to put them on hold, because the third thing couldn't wait. The very expensive facility management system that we'd built—that I'd built the guts of—was not working.
It wouldn't be an instant shutdown. The solver ran every half-hour, generating an updated schedule for the next twelve hours. They could work off that for a little while, but without the ability to run updates it couldn't adjust as flights changed or owners booked new shipments. It would gradually drift further from reality until it became useless.
There was a fallback system, of course. You don't put all your eggs in one basket with a project like this. After three hours or so they'd switch over to the fallback. But that was considerably less efficient, intended only to keep the most important activities going. It would require rejecting new contracts, which would get expensive quickly.
From what I remembered of the costs data, running on the fallback would cost something like fifty thousand dollars an hour, maybe more if we had to deal with cargo spoilage and missed deadlines.
If the cost of an outage is fifty thousand dollars an hour, and the taxi to Anjali's takes forty minutes, calculate the—
I did my best to squelch that line of thought. Unlike Mohammed and Jaden, I wasn't being paid to be on call. I had every right to do what I pleased with my Saturday nights, and I had a responsibility to get my friend home safely. That fifty-thousand-an-hour was Schiphol's problem and my employer's, not mine...or so I told myself.
It helped a little, but only a little. One's employer's problems have a way of becoming one's own, and besides—I'd built the damn thing. For it to be falling over, that was a personal affront, and I could no more ignore that than Anjali had been able to ignore being called a liar.
As soon as I'd given the driver directions, I called Lincoln. I told him what I knew—not very much—and that I was on my way in to the office, but I'd be a while yet. He listened until I was done talking, then asked, "What's your plan of attack?"
I'd been thinking about that in the shower. "Eyeball it quickly, see if there's anything obvious, but there probably won't be. There's a diagnostic that will try to identify what's causing it to fail, but that usually takes about twelve to fifteen hours to run, and the output is difficult to interpret. What I'd like to do is rent some cloud time and chunk it up into subset problems, run them in parallel on a couple of dozen instances, see if I can reproduce the issue on a simpler problem. Might cost a few thou but could save us some time."
"If you think that's the best option?"
"I do."
"Okay then. Is there anything I can do that's more useful than staying out of your way?"
Tell me I'm not an incompetent klutz and this isn't my fault and I'm not going to get fired. "No... not yet. I'll keep you informed."
"Okay, thanks. I'll leave you to it. Call if you need anything at all, wake people up if you need to. Good luck!"
I hung up—realising too late that I'd forgotten to say good-bye, and hoping he wouldn't be offended by that, but there was nothing to be done about it right now—and tried to work out how to translate my ad-libbed plan into specifics.
Our container facility—I thought of it as ours, although really we were just contractors—was divided into five large wings and eight smaller ones, each served by between two and twelve robot cranes that ran on rails, offloading containers from incoming trains and semis, delivering them to their temporary home within the facility, shuffling them around as necessary to make way for other containers, and then loading them back onto the outgoing haulers when their time came. Cranes that size don't move quickly, and Schiphol is always busy.
The solver module was the software that figured out how best to coordinate all the pieces of that great big machine and decide what cranes and containers went where, when, so that everybody got their iPhones and Tommy Hilfiger on time, while ensuring that nothing collapsed or thawed. It was a beautiful machine, more intricate than the finest watch...and for some reason it had stopped working.
That was not just bad, but perplexing. I'd tested the system under a range of simulations, and it shouldn't just stop. Put too much demand on it, or take too many cranes out of action, and it would fall behind, with containers piling up. But we had automated checks to warn for excessive demand, and even if those had failed, it shouldn't just stop.
I tried to think of conditions that would make it fail altogether. If all the cranes in one district were out of action, that would do it, since then there was no way at all to load or unload there—but that would already have been detected by our checks. If there was cargo we'd committed to stack, and nowhere left to stack it without breaching safety limits—but again, there were supposed to be checks to warn well before we reached that kind of critical capacity. There were a few other cases I could think of, but nothing that seemed very likely. My biggest worry was that there was no real reason for the failure, that there was a bug somewhere in the fancy new algorithms I'd designed for this work. I'd tested them pretty thoroughly, but there were a lot of moving parts in there, and it was hard to be sure I hadn't missed anything.
Still, I phoned Mohammed and asked him to check the warnings log, just in case one of those checks had raised an alarm that had somehow been missed. Then I talked to Jaden about getting the cloud environment set up. We'd used something similar for testing, but not in parallel.
When I ended my call, the taxi driver coughed. "We're here, ma'am."
"Oh! Sorry! I was miles away." I had no idea how long he'd been stopped, waiting for me to finish up, and Anjali was still asleep. I shook her awake, and walked her to the door of her apartment complex. "You right from here?"
She fished out her keys. "I should be fine, thank you." She opened the door, then turned and gave me a hug. "Good night. Thanks for seeing me home."
"Sleep well." I wouldn't have said no to a good-night kiss, but she wasn't wearing her scarf and I wasn't sure quite what my two hundred dollars had entitled me to. Another time.
I watched until she was safely inside—the night had turned quite chilly—then hurried back to my taxi. It was another twenty minutes to my office, during which I did my best to stop trying to work out the root cause from first principles and instead focus on a methodical search strategy. It's not easy for me to think that way; I take pride in my ability to understand a system, and it feels halfway to defeat having to take a trial-and-error approach. But I was vaguely aware that this was how a sensible adult was supposed to handle this kind of situation, and while I might not actually be a sensible adult, I'd come this far by pretending to be one.
I will skip over the next few hours and spare you the technical details; they're probably not very interesting unless you're working for our competition, in which case I really shouldn't share them. Suffice it to say that we tested eleven different strategies that didn't work, and one that did—but because we were trying all of them in parallel, it only took us about four hours to figure out the cause of the bug.
It was a stupid, simple thing, as most bugs are. Wing H was one of the smaller wings in the storage park, dedicated to containers with special customs requirements. It didn't see a lot of business, and so it only needed two cranes. They had imaginatively been named Cranes H1 and H2. Unfortunately, due to a version control snafu, the solver module was under the impression that they were named H0 and H1.
The consequence of this was that the solver module didn't see Crane H2 because it wasn't looking for it. Unable to find the non-existent "Crane H0", it assumed it only had one crane to work with and did its best with that.
This worked fine for the first week of operation, and we would have gotten away with it if it hadn't been for those meddling kids in Engineering who'd decided to take H1 offline for a spot of preventative maintenance. As far as the check module was concerned, H2 was still operational and therefore there should be no problem, but as far as the solver module was concerned it had no cranes at all in Wing H, which made it impossible to retrieve the containers it had been instructed to retrieve.
(We had, in fact, made the same mistake in every wing of the facility, but since most of them had more than two cranes it was less of a problem to have one going unused. Presumably somebody would have noticed the idle cranes eventually, but since it was a brand-new setup, nobody knew what normal was meant to look like.)
By the time we'd confirmed the cause of the bug it was three-thirty in the morning. It took us ten minutes to code the fix and then another four hours to test it to my satisfaction—I really didn't want to fuck things up through being tired and careless—before I could let myself breathe a little easier. Mohammed and Jaden were both yawning, and I called in a couple of other staff to relieve them while we monitored the new build. I was just filling in the overtime paperwork when my phone pinged with a message from Lucy.
Hey S, just checking you and A got back safely last night.
Yes, thanks. Saw her inside.
Up already? Thought you'd be sleeping in!
Still awake. My blood is sugar and caffeine.
Oh dear. That bad?
Took us a while but I think it's under control.
Instead of texting back, she phoned me. After the pleasantries, during which neither of us mentioned The Incident of the previous night, she asked, "Have you had breakfast yet?"
"Yes?" I said.
She hadn't missed my hesitation. "Just so we're both on the same page, Sarah, chips from the vending machine don't count as breakfast."
"It wasn't just chips!" She said nothing, and I felt obliged to fill the hiatus. "I had a couple of chocolate bars as well."
"Uh huh. Well, as it happens, I'm having birthday lunch in town with Mum. If you're still up, I was thinking I might swing by early and nab you for breakfast at that sandwich place. Proper breakfast."
"Oh that's a lovely thought but I really should stay and monitor things—"
"I thought it was under control?" Damn her and her lawyerly ways.
"It is but we've just put in the update it's not been thoroughly tested yet I want to monitor it for a few hours and while that's running I can write a few—"
"Sarah. How long have you been awake?"
I did the mental arithmetic. "Twenty-six hours?"
"Uh huh. What would you tell one of your staff if they'd been up for twenty-six hours working on something and hadn't eaten a real meal in twelve hours?"
"I'd..." I grumbled. "Tell them to go eat and get some rest before they start making stupid mistakes."
"Correct answer. So what are you going to do?"
I muttered something that might have been "go eat and get some rest".
* * * * *
Lucy met me in the lobby and we walked to breakfast, short-cutting through a rabbit's warren of little arcades selling second-hand fashions, crystals of dubious occult potential, and figurines of the Virgin Mary. The dour grey winter sunlight reminded me just how long I'd been awake, and suddenly I felt very tired.
Over toasted ham and cheese sandwiches I gabbled to Lucy about the outage: what had gone wrong, how we fixed it, my ideas for making sure it didn't happen again. I was at that caffeine-powered level of sleep deprivation where I was talking quickly but a little incoherently, now and then forgetting my train of thought.
She waited patiently until I'd finished monologuing, then said, "Sarah, can we talk about last night?"
I looked at her, puzzled. For the last ten minutes I'd been talking of nothing else.
"...at my place? With you and Anjali?"
"OH! I... yeah, I guess that was last night. Sorry. Only room in my head for one thing at a time, sometimes." My fatigue-fogged brain lurched as I remembered the other things. "Uh, I hope I didn't—"
I trailed off, unsure how best to say "hope it's okay that we put on a little sex show for you last night." There are no greeting cards for that.
"Sarah. You've told me that I need to be really direct with you, so I'm going to take you at your word." She was looking down at her plate, pushing crumbs around with the tip of her fork. "Obviously I'm curious about... well, how things are with you and Anjali, but that's not my business." Lucy looked up at me. "What I wanted to say is, I would very much like to—"
Then she trailed off, and I realised she was now staring past me.
"Hmm?" I prompted.
She paused a moment. When she spoke again, her tone was different, carefully measured. "Sarah, do you know a guy who owns a motorbike, late fifties or so, greying hair, sort of broad face?"
"Not that I can think of? Maybe?"
She fished out her phone and showed me a photo. When I saw it, I recognised the occasion: a couple of months ago at Games Pixie, when she'd interrupted our game to go take a photo of the new games display. But the display wasn't the subject of the shot. Her camera was pointed just past the display, through the window, at a guy sitting outside a cafe across the road. He had greying hair, and a motorbike helmet sat on the table next to his coffee, and he had a phone in his hand. "This guy?"
"Doesn't ring a bell, sorry. What's up?"
"Don't turn around, but the same guy just pulled up outside. I think he's following you."
"You...what?" I said, not very imaginatively. I was very tired and my day had already taken far too many twists. I wasn't prepared for this James Bond shit and I'd used up my adrenaline reserves hours ago. I knew I should be freaking out but the sensation was just trickling in.
"I know this sounds crazy, but hear me out. When I was a kid, Mum taught me a game called Spot Daddy. I had to keep my eyes open for anybody who looked like my father, and if I saw him I had to tell my mum immediately. Then we'd clear out, and later she'd give me a Mars Bar."
"Why would you—oh."
"Yeah, my dad's not a great person. Reasons why I decided to go into family law. So I'm a little bit paranoid about keeping an eye on who's around, and I've noticed that guy a few times now. Only ever when you're around. I think he was at trivia once, and then I noticed him outside Games Pixie. Looked like he might have been taking pictures with his phone. So I took this, just in case."
"Okay..."
"And then yesterday when I went out to say good night to Pippa and Jerry and Davie, there was a guy who looked like him, sitting across the road two houses up with his lights off. I went over to check him out but he took off. If you put your phone on selfie and hold it up to look behind you, I'm pretty sure it's him waiting across the road again."
I did as she'd suggested. As I've said, I'm not much good with faces, and the selfie mode wasn't exactly high-quality at that range, but he certainly looked similar. White, clean-shaven, fifty-ish. Sitting on his bike, helmet hanging off the bars, coffee in one hand, phone in the other. His jacket was different from the one in the photo, but the helmet looked about right. If Lucy thought it was the same guy, I believed her.
"The fuck? I have no idea who he is. Why would he be following me?"
"Ex? Somebody with a crush on you?"
"Ex, definitely not." I reached for my glass and realised my hand was shaking. I couldn't tell how much was exhaustion and how much was alarm. Lucy must have noticed it; she clasped my hand between both of hers, and I felt somehow grounded by her solidity. "A crush, I guess maybe I wouldn't notice"—Lucy said "uh huh"—"but I don't even remember ever meeting him." Though I'd heard of stalkers latching onto women they'd never even spoken to. I tried to remember my neighbours from the brief encounters I'd had in the hallways and elevators of my apartment, but I was still drawing blanks. "You sure it's me and not you?"
"Not absolutely certain," she said. "Guess it could be one of my old cases. You don't make a lot of friends doing disputed custody and restraining orders. But if it was I'm pretty sure I'd recognise him. I paid attention to those guys. I've only ever seen him when I was with you and Anjali, and now just with you."
"Hang on," I said. "Hang on. We walked here. We cut through the arcade. Even if he was sitting outside the office when I left, he couldn't have followed us on a bike. So how did he find us here?"
"That is an excellent question." Her grip on my hand tightened, then she released it. "Sarah, with your permission, may I check something on your phone?"
I unlocked it and passed it over. "Okay?"
Holding my phone so I could see what she was doing, Lucy flicked through my settings menus. "Had a couple of cases with guys hiding tracker apps on their partners' phones. Let me see... location services... okay, have a look at this, see if there's anything that shouldn't be there."
I scrolled through the apps that had permission to access my location. Taxi, weather, maps. "No, I think these are all legit."
"Hmm. I don't know if it's possible to hide stuff, I'm not an expert, but... anybody had access to it lately?"
"Nope. I've had this one a year, haven't needed a service yet."
"Huh. Not that, then. So how...?" She handed me back my phone, and I slipped it back into my jeans.
As I did, my elbow brushed against my jacket, the one I'd been wearing since Lucy's party. I never use my jacket pockets, not since being pickpocketed in a street market in Vienna some years back. But as I touched my side, I felt an unfamiliar lump.
"Wait up, what's this...?"
I took it out.
It was Anjali's phone.
At the time, I was far too tired and distracted to understand what Anjali's phone was doing in my jacket pocket. It was only the next day that I remembered how Jacinta had knocked my things over at the spa—and evidently not just my things—and how she had tried to put them all back the way they were. Until then, that would remain a mystery to me.
But even in my exhausted state, it wasn't hard to guess who might have put a tracker on Anjali's phone.
"Her parents gave this to her a couple of months ago," I told Lucy. "First time she visited me after that, they called to check where she was."
Lucy reached over, took the phone from me, and wrapped it up in several layers of paper serviettes like some strange game of pass-the-parcel, then stashed it inside one of those fold-up shopping bags before giving it back to me. "Some spyware doesn't just track location," she said softly. "With the right permissions it can access audio, camera, anything that's on the phone."



"Well fuck." I tried to remember what we'd said and done within earshot of the phone. Quite a lot, all things considered.
Lucy squeezed my hand again. "It doesn't necessarily mean it has, but we need to talk about this. With Anjali. And figure out what to do about it." She hesitated. "I mean, if you want me part of that, you don't have to—"
"Please. She's probably getting up soon, we should go straight over—"
Lucy shook her head. "You're in no state. You need sleep." I started to object, but she shut me down. "A few hours isn't going to make a difference. And I do have to meet my mum. I know this is hugely upsetting for you"—she clasped her other hand on mine—"and I promise I'll be there for you, but if you take my advice you'll go home and go to bed and we'll go over in the evening. Just let her know you have her phone and we'll be over." Then she looked past me. "Motorbike guy just made a call, then left."
"Well thank god for that, at least. I wonder who he is."
"You said the parents are in Sydney, right?"
"Yeah."
"My guess would be they've hired a private investigator. Check out where she's going, who she's with, what she's doing. Had a few cases with Family Court dads doing that."
I nodded, and yawned.
"Come on," she said, "we can talk about this after you've had some shut-eye."
I left her in town, agreeing to meet up later en route to Anjali's. Back at my place, I emailed Anjali:
Hi, I have your phone, Lucy and I will drop by your place around 3 this afternoon if that's okay?
It irked me to omit the most important part, but as Lucy had pointed out, we were only speculating. We couldn't confirm our suspicions until Anjali was able to unlock the phone for us, and it would not be doing her a kindness to leave her worrying for hours over something that might be a false alarm.
Having sent the email I lay back on my sofa, just for a minute, and sleep caught up with me at last.
* * * * *
I'd never been inside Anjali's apartment. Indeed, until the previous night's taxi ride I hadn't even visited. It was neat and clean and extremely cosy, a bed-sit just large enough for one smallish woman who enjoyed her own company. With the three of us crowded in together it felt extremely cramped. She'd insisted on giving Lucy the one and only chair, so Anjali and I sat side by side on her bed.
She had at first been pleased to see the two of us, if a little confused as to why Lucy was there and why we hadn't immediately given her back her phone. As Lucy explained things, her face slowly crumpled, and when Lucy had finished she said nothing.
I handed her the phone, wrapped in several layers of my winter socks to muffle the microphone. "If you unlock it, Lucy can check it."
Anjali nodded slowly, keyed in her PIN, and handed it over to Lucy, and we watched in silence as Lucy did her thing. After a few minutes she put her finger to her lips, then showed us the list of installed apps, pointing at one called something like "map helper". Then she powered the phone off, popped the battery out, and set it on the table.
"Installed February 27, three days after all the basic apps, and not updated since. It has access to location and mobile data, so everything it needs to let somebody know where you are. Can't be sure from the name but it smells sus to me."
"No access to anything else?" I asked. "SMS, email...?"
"No, but I can't guarantee there's nothing else on there. Have to get a professional to check it to be sure. There's a company work uses when we need to check staff phones, like after that Guangzhou trip. I can find out if they're available for a private job, or if they can recommend somebody."
"Okay," I said. "So what do we—"
I stopped. Next to me Anjali was shaking, rocking back and forth, making a soft wordless noise.
"Anjali?" I touched her shoulder. "Anjali?"
No answer. Her hands were clenched into tight balls.
"Anjali, are you okay?" Lucy asked. No answer.
I didn't know what to do. I'd seen Anjali melt down before but never like this, never completely uncommunicative, and I'd never been there myself. She was hurting and I hated it and I didn't know what she needed. I couldn't stand it.
When I touched her hand with mine, she just pulled hers closer into her body, breaking the contact. Still rocking and shivering and keening softly to herself, and all my protective instincts howled at me to do something.
I looked up at Lucy. She was looking back at me, waiting for me to tell her what was needed. Like I knew. She mouthed something and pointed at herself, at the door, and I realised she was asking should I go? I gestured back, I don't know. Now I was starting to shiver myself, besieged by vicarious emotion. What to do?
The only thing I could remember was a story I'd read years ago, not long after I got my own diagnosis, from a woman who'd been caregiver to a non-speaking autistic girl. I didn't know if it was right for the situation, but I didn't have any better ideas, so I did that.
"Hey Anjali," I said softly, "I'm going to put a blanket over you, but if you don't want it, you can shrug it off." There was one on the bed, and Anjali was sitting on that, but I found another folded at the foot of it. "And I'm going to get you a glass of water—oh, thanks Lucy." She'd already risen to fetch a glass from the rack by the sink and fill it.
I wasn't really sure how water was supposed to help, but it was what the woman had done in the story I'd read. I guess hydration is important? I accepted the glass from Sarah and touched it to the back of Anjali's hand, but she didn't take it. "It's next to the bed. You can have it if you want but you don't have to. Lucy's going to go now, but I'm going to stay here with you unless you want me to go."
Lucy nodded at me, mouthed something else that I didn't get, and let herself out very quietly. Anjali shuddered, and I sat with her, and I waited. The clock ticked, and I waited, and I waited.
It had been early afternoon when we arrived. It was getting on for dusk when Anjali spoke at last, voice dull and empty. "May I have that water, please?"
I passed it to her again, and she sipped from it and passed it back to me. Time stretched out a little longer before she spoke again. "Is this my fault?"
"Is it...what? How could it be your fault?"
"I've been lying to them, haven't I?"
"Oh god." I hugged her, unthinking. She didn't hug me back, but neither did she flinch away. "No no no. You're a grown woman. They don't have the right to know all your business. You have the right to keep some secrets." As I said it I wondered how much of that was honest advice, and how much selfishly defending the arrangement I had with her, the arrangement which I enjoyed and her parents could never have approved. I thought maybe eighty-twenty. But it was true, even if my motives for saying it weren't purely altruistic.
"I want so much just, just to have a normal relationship with them. I know there's a stereotype with Indian parents, and it's not entirely false, but...I talk with my friends about their families and it's not like this. Not this...crazy. Maybe if I was normal."
"No." I wasn't sure if she was in the right place to hear my script, but it was the closest thing I had for this. "Not everything that happens is your responsibility. You don't have influence over everything. Your parents chose to do this. It was a shitty choice and you didn't force them to make it. They get to own it."
"What if they've been listening to us? The things we've talked about?"
Then they know you've been fucking me for money, and we're really fucked, I thought but didn't say. I was trying not to panic about that myself—I wasn't completely sure of my legal situation, but even aside from that, it really wasn't the kind of thing I wanted my colleagues knowing, or my family. "Let's not stress about that yet," I said, as if that was the kind of thing one could just decide not to do. "Let's find out what they have done, and then we can figure things out based on that."
"I guess," she said, in a tone that suggested she had no more faith than I did in our ability to stick to that advice. "How do we do that?"
"Lucy said she knew a company."
"Oh...where is Lucy?" Anjali looked around as if expecting to find her fallen down behind the desk.
"She left. To give us some space." I checked my phone, and the brightness of the screen made me realise how dark it had become. I'd thought I'd felt it buzz some time ago, and indeed, there was a message from Lucy: Here to talk if you want to. No rush.
I replied. Still at A's. She's talking but v shaken. Hope you got home safe?
No. I'm just up the road at a cafe.
You what?
Waiting around in case you needed company or a lift after. It's okay, I brought a book.
"She's just up the road," I told Anjali. "Shall I ask her to come back?"
"Um." She shook her head as if trying to dislodge something. "Yes? Maybe?"
Ten minutes later Lucy was back in the flat with us, turning on the lights that we'd left untouched as the flat slid into darkness, making tea, switching on the oven. "I brought pastries," she said. "I reckoned neither of you would have eaten."
We sat and munched together in silence. In an odd sort of way, it felt more intimate than...had it just been the previous night? I'd lost track, and had to check my phone calendar to confirm that it really had been less than twenty-four hours since I'd debauched "Lily" in Lucy's dining room.
After we'd eaten, and things were feeling a little less fraught, Lucy said, "You should both consider getting legal advice."
"You're a lawyer," I replied. "You've done family cases before."
"I can't be your lawyer. I work for P-K, I can't just take independent jobs, especially not for a co-worker. Even if I was allowed to, it wouldn't be a good idea."
I nodded reluctantly. "Point taken, I guess."
"Look, I can recommend somebody. A friend of mine." She picked out one of Anjali's notepads and jotted down a name and phone number. "Get yourself a new phone, call Salwa tomorrow, tell her I sent you. She's going to need to know about your arrangement."
"Okay," said Anjali, although she didn't sound at all certain.
"I'll get you details for a guy to look at your phone. Anything else?"
Anjali looked at us uncertainly. I didn't know what was best to do, but I was pretty sure nobody else did either, and I was getting back to that state of tiredness where I didn't trust my own judgement.
"Okay, what if Lucy and I head home now and let you rest, but you know how to reach us if you need anything."
"Thank you, I will."
We were almost out the door when I remembered. I left Lucy waiting and spoke to Anjali softly: "By the way, we have a date booked next weekend, did you want to cancel or—"
"No, I'll be okay," she said. "I think."
* * * * *
Anjali looked up at me from her seat on my sofa. "So, ma'am, what are we playing tonight?"
I'd treated the two of us to a banquet dinner at a posh Middle-Eastern restaurant, because both of us needed cheering up after the week we'd had; as well as the phone business, I'd been up to my ears dealing with the aftermath of our little Schiphol glitch, documenting everything and making sure we didn't make the same mistake twice. The banquet had been rather larger and more delicious than expected and we'd eventually admitted defeat, boxing the last of it up and taking it back to my place for later.
"Well, I was going to tell you a story..."
"Go ahead..."
I stood behind her, hands propped on the back of the sofa. "Once upon a time, there was a great big company. So big that nobody really knew exactly what they did, but everybody agreed it was dreadfully important and it made a lot of money."
"Mmm-hmm."
"In that company was a senior manager named Mr. Brown, and he had two junior execs working for him. Both of them hired at the same time. One of them was Miss Lily Bell."
I ruffled her hair, just enough to punctuate my story.
"Miss Bell was very bright. She came top of her class in university. She made the best pie charts and wrote the best reports and came up with all sorts of good ideas for new products. And as well as that, she was lovely. She never had an unkind word for people, she remembered everybody's dietary requirements, and every December she sent everybody in her department a handmade card where she wrote about some of the good things they'd done that year."
I stroked her hair again, and then leaned back.
"The other one was Miss Miriam Dorn. She was also very bright, and she would have come top of her class if she hadn't been sharing it with Miss Bell. Her pie charts and reports were very good but not quite as good as Miss Bell's. And she wasn't as nice as Miss Bell."
With the tip of one finger, I stroked the back of Lily's neck. She squirmed, just a little.
"In fact, I'm sorry to say, she wasn't nice at all.
"Now, one day when they were all in a meeting, Mr. Brown mentioned that he was planning to retire at the end of the year, and everybody knew that Miss Bell and Miss Dorn were the favourites to replace him.
"Now, Miss Bell should have been the obvious choice, because her work was just that little bit better than Miss Dorn's. But somehow, she had a run of bad luck. One of her reports turned out to be missing an important section, even though she knew she'd written it - somehow she must have accidentally saved an older version over the newer one. She had to stay up all night rewriting it at the last minute. And sometimes the data in her spreadsheets was wrong, and she couldn't understand why it didn't match the proper values. Lots of little things going wrong. But fortunately Miss Dorn was always there to encourage her.
"It happened that the Board of Directors was meeting to make a decision about whether to buy Luxembourg, and both Miss Bell and Miss Dorn were giving presentations to the Board. They spent weeks working on their presentations, and gave one another feedback on their slides, and then the company flew them to the Bahamas because that's where the Board was meeting. For tax reasons.
"The meetings were going all week, and Miss Bell was due to give her first presentation on the Monday, around one o'clock. But at lunchtime, when she switched on her laptop to go through her slides one last time... instead of her desktop, a message popped up with a picture of a pirate and a message that just said 'You've Been Pwned By Davey Jones! All Your Base Are Belong To Us!'"
"Oh no," murmured Lily, not sounding entirely shocked.
"Poor Miss Bell was at her wit's end. The meeting was due to start in just forty-five minutes, and here she was with no slides and no laptop. But luckily her good friend Miss Dorn was there."
"How fortunate," said Lily.
I sidled around to the front of the sofa and sat down next to her. "And she said, 'I think I have a copy of your slides on mine, from when you sent it to me for feedback last week. I could lend it to you for the presentation this afternoon.' And she loaded up her laptop and there it was.
"'Oh, Miriam, you're the best!' said Miss Bell.
"'But,' said Miss Dorn, 'I need a favour from you first.'
"'Of course,' said Miss Bell. 'Anything for a friend.'
"'Come with me,' said Miss Dorn, and she led Miss Bell to a little meeting room just near the big one where the Board was meeting that afternoon. 'I've been feeling quite nervous myself about this week's meetings, and the best way to deal with that starts like this.' And she turned to Miss Bell and kissed her."
"Oh, Miss D—mmph!" spluttered Lily, for I had just matched my actions to my words. When I eventually let her disengage for a moment, she exclaimed, "Well, I—Miss Dorn! What are you—mmph!"
When I let her go again, after a much longer and deeper kiss, I said, "Miss Bell, we only have thirty-five minutes before your presentation. If you want to make it on time, we can't waste time on poorly considered questions." I slid one hand up her back, grasped the back of her neck, as the other teased at the V of her blouse. "I'm doing you a huge favour here."
"Yes, and I'm very grat—eek!"
As she was talking, I had slid my hand around, grasping her breast possessively. "Now, Lily, you're obviously very worked up, and as your good friend, I can't relax and concentrate while you're stressed. So we need to do something about this hysteria of yours and we need to act fast. Over my knee."
"What?"
"Thirty-two minutes." I pulled her down across me, grinning as she quivered in my arms. "It's okay, you're going to love this bit." My fingers slid up her stockinged thigh, pushing her skirt aside, rough and quick.
"What are you—ooh!" She was warm and soft, and through her gusset I could already feel the beginnings of arousal.
"Don't worry, I'm not undressing you." At least, not technically. I worked a fingertip inside the gusset, seeking, stroking. "It's a shame we don't have more time but I bet we can have you well and truly relaxed by one o'clock. Now, are you going to be difficult?" With my other hand, I squeezed a little tighter at the back of the neck.
"Oh, no, Miriam, I'll—"
"Good. In that case, let's have your knees a little wider apart, hmm? Yes, like that. Just like that." My fingertip was outlining her lips, just starting to wander inwards.
"Miriam, this isn't, we shouldn't—"
"Lily, you're a very clever girl, but sometimes you need to learn when to take somebody else's lead. Speaking of which, I think you should call me Miss Dorn. Got that?"
She shuddered as my fingertips drifted into more sensitive territory. "But—"
"The words I'm looking for"—I pressed a little harder, felt her body jerk—"are 'yes, Miss Dorn'. And if you want variety, 'please, Miss Dorn' or 'thank you, Miss Dorn'. You're not going to need 'but'. Do you understand?"
"Y-yes, Miss Dorn." That catch in her voice made me want to do bad things to her...well, worse things. So I worked my fingers in deeper, feeling how slick she'd become, probing into her, drawing out her lubrication.
"Oh..."
"See, I told you you'd love this." I slid two fingers all the way in and she groaned, back arching, and subsided again as I drew them out. I teased her that way for a little while, listening to the roughness of her breathing, the slick-slick-slick of my fingers as they slid through her wetness.
"Let's move you, cutie." I eased her up off my knees, and laid her over the armrest. "Like that." I continued to tease her until she was squirming at every touch, and then I said, "Twenty-six minutes. Better get a move on if you're going to have time to check your slides before the show. Luckily for you, I came prepared for this trip."
I reached behind me, down under the cushions where I'd stashed a bag before dinner. Lily couldn't see what I was doing, but she made curious noises as I tipped it out, and more so as she heard me shedding my slacks. But as I snapped the harness into place, she made a small sound of recognition.
"Miss Dorn, why on earth did you bring that on this trip?"
"Think of it as a relaxation aid." I pressed a small button near the base, and it started to buzz, which earned another gasp from Lily even before I eased the gusset aside and nuzzled the head against her.
"Miss Dorn, you said you weren't undressing me..."
"And I'm not. Your skirt and your panties are still on, aren't they? Now, we have twenty-four minutes before your presentation starts. So what do you say?"
In a very quiet voice: "Please, Miss Dorn?"
"See, I knew you were a smart girl." I grasped her hips and slowly eased the cock into her. "There, isn't that nice?"



"Yes, thank you, Miss Dorn."
I kept going until it was all the way in, my hips pressed against her and the deep hum of the cock rippling through us both. Then I bent over her, my chest against her back. Gripping her hair, I turned her face sideways, and nipped at her ear. "You are such a nice girl, Lily, always thinking of others. It's time somebody did something nice to you for a change." And I began to move, enjoying my possession of her, and she sighed happily and started to match my tempo, pressing back.
"See? Your body knows how this works." I tugged her underwear down just a fraction, so it wouldn't snag uncomfortably, and picked up the pace, but only a little. "This feels so nice, doesn't it? I could do this for hours."
"Oh, please, Miss Dorn... I can't miss the meeting."
"I suppose you can't. What is the—oh dear, only eighteen minutes to go! I suppose we'd better do something about that." I clicked the little button on the strap-on, and the hum intensified. Reaching around, I slipped my hand between her thighs from the front, and sought out another little button. "Shall we get you ready for it, then?"
"Please, Miss, please..."
"It's my pleasure." I held back no longer, taking her fast and rough, thrusting and grinding as my fingers worked her. From all our time together, I knew the responses of her body well, knew just how far I could bring her without quite letting her over the edge, fingers easing off and slipping away to less sensitive zones every time she was close to the point of no return.
Every time I did, she chased my fingers, hips tilting and plunging. Perhaps at first she thought I hadn't quite got it, but eventually she must have realised that I was toying with her, and she began to whimper.
"Fourteen minutes..."
"Oh please, miss, please let me..."
"You want to come?"
"Oh, so much...please, mistress."
"What about 'please, boss'?"
"Oh... oh... please, boss."
"There you are." And with a subtle movement of my fingers I pushed her over the edge where she'd been dangling for minutes, until she screamed and ground back against me, hard enough to make the vibrations thrum through my pelvis, almost hard enough for me to come myself.
Almost.
I held her quite gently as she came down, stroking her hair, her cheek. "There you go, Lily. Feeling all relaxed and ready to present?"
"Oh, yes, yes...I'll just need to straighten myself out, first."
"Mmm. Well, we do have eight minutes left. The thing is, though, Lily..."
"What, Miss Dorn?"
"Well,Ihaven't come yet. Don't you think it's only fair that I should, after all I've done for you?"
"But I... eight minutes..."
"So you'd better hurry up." I ditched the harness and sat back on the lounge.
"But I've never..." said Lily, who most definitely had, quite a few times of my knowledge.
"You've got eight minutes to figure it out... well, seven now."
She knelt, looking up at me for one moment before her hands and tongue were on me.
"Oh, yes, Lily, that's good...I think you're a natural at this." And then I did something stupid.
I held up my phone, pointed at her, and said "click".
She looked up, and froze, and like an idiot I continued with the scene. "Just a little something to remember this moment by, Lily..."
Her mouth worked silently for a few seconds—not on me—and then she said, "Schwarzchild."
For a moment I couldn't remember what it meant. The word was familiar, but we'd never used it until now.
"Safeword," she added, just as it clicked for me, and her face crinkled and her eyes began to leak, and I dropped the phone like a hot potato.
"It's okay, it's not real." I leaned forwards to grasp her shoulders, reassure her. "The phone's switched off, I'll unlock it and you can see."
"I know, Sarah, it's just...too close, too much like..." Anjali trailed off into inarticulate hand-waving, but I understood what she meant. Too much like having her phone hacked, having somebody spy on her private life. Our games of control had become overshadowed by creepy reality. "That guy has been following me for months. I keep telling myself if he'd seen anything, I would have heard about it from my parents by now, I know he can't get into the building, but I still feel like I'm being watched. It feels dirty."
"Oh, Anjali, I'm sorry. I didn't think." I pulled her up and held her, and she sobbed in my arms, and for the second time that week all I could do was be present, quiet and still, until the thunderstorm in her head had subsided to manageable proportions.
When she did speak, she said, "You should probably put some clothes on."
"Uh, yeah." I had to hunt for my underwear—it was under the couch, of course—but I didn't mind playing comic relief for Anjali's benefit. I pulled my gear on and sat beside her once more.
"I really am sorry. My fault entirely, I should have known."
"It's not your fault. It sort of snuck up on me. I just, I just..." She swallowed. "Sarah, I'm eight hundred kilometres from my parents, and it's not nearly far enough."
"Yeah."
"At first I thought it was like...everybody has fights sometimes, it's just one of those things you have to get through. Or it's an Indian parent thing, and sometimes you just have to put up with them being a bit conservative. But I've been talking with some of my friends"—I knew she meant her desi friends—"and I'm realising, this isn't just some parents are a bit more conservative than others, this is wrong."
"It is. You shouldn't have to feel like this." A long-ago memory caught at me. "Do you know, one of the first things I remember when I was teaching you, they wouldn't let you have a phone until you were seventeen."
"Yep. And Mahesh got his on the same day even though it wasn't his birthday and he was two years younger...you know, I always thought that was them finally letting me grow up, but now I wonder if it was so they could call me and check up on me any time." She chuckled bitterly. "And then when they gave me this new one, I thought they were trying to make up, and instead...I don't know if I can ever trust them again. If they find out I've figured out the phone, I expect they'll try something else instead. Sarah, I don't know if I ever want to see them again."
I considered my words carefully. "You have every right to make that choice, and plenty of reason, but it's a big decision. There are other possibilities we can work through."
"Sarah, I'm...not really coping. I haven't been able to work at all this week. I just go into the office and stare at the screen and think about this all day long. I read some stuff about establishing boundaries and it's very Anglo, I'd have to work out how it translates to a Hindu family. Maybe if I applied that stuff I could get somewhere with my parents, to something we could live with."
"Oh, well, that sounds hopeful—"
She held up her hand. "But. It would take so much of my focus. For weeks, maybe for months. Sarah, if I do that, I think it would mean dropping out of my PhD."
"Oh, but you've come so far on that, you're almost there!"
"I know. And I don't know for sure if it even would work out with my parents... and even then, if it does...I'm not giving it up! It's not fair. I've worked too hard for this."
I hugged her tight. "You shouldn't."
"And the other thing is...I don't know if you'll understand, but...sometimes when I was a kid I hated being Indian. I wanted to fit in with the other girls, you know how it is. Fat chance. And as I've grown up I've been trying to get past that and be comfortable in my skin. We go back every year but it still feels like I'm going there as a child. Some day I want to be able to go to India as an adult and understand more about where I'm from. I know I'll never really belong there but I'd like to be...less of a stranger to it? Do you know what I mean?" She was flapping her hands feverishly.
"I think so?"
"But whenever I think about India, my parents are in the way. I just end up angry and resentful. I keep bringing everything back to the way they treat me, and I hate that. I want to be able to have a relationship with it without it being through them, I know that doesn't make sense."
"No, it does. I mean, not the same thing, but...I used to think of my stepdad as the guy who was marrying my mum. Which I resented. And then as Cassie's dad." I touched my ribs from reflex, the way I always do when I remember Cassie. "And then after she died, suddenly I had to start thinking about him as John, an actual human being, not just my mum's husband. Sort of like that?"
"Sort of."
The silence stretched out, and it might have stretched out longer if my tummy hadn't gurgled absurdly loudly. "Sorry about that, no sense of decorum. Get you a drink?"
"Thank you. Water, please."
When I came back with the water, Anjali said, "Am I a bad person if I choose my degree instead of my parents?"
I shook my head. "No. That's a really hard decision, but I don't want to think of you giving up everything you've been working for for...people who don't appreciate you."
She reached out for my hand, squeezed it. "I think the worst part is not knowing what they know. If they find out about us..."
I nodded. It was not a good thought. "Did you hear back from Lucy's phone guy?"
"Yes, I took it in on Tuesday and he sent a report back yesterday. He confirmed the GPS tracker and he also found they'd installed a keyboard app with a logger, so it would have been recording everything I typed in."
I started to say "Oh shit," but Anjali held up her hand. "I only used it for a couple of days. It wasn't very good so I installed SwiftKey instead. So they would only have had what I typed during that time, but, that probably includes my passwords."
"Uh oh."
"He didn't find anything else. No sign of voice, camera, or SMS access, thank heaven for small mercies. But the passwords are...bad. I changed them, of course, and in case they notice I told my parents I got a virus and had to change everything, but I don't know what they might have."
Anjali had changed instant messaging services every few years, following her friends from one platform to another. At the time I'd grumbled—if I had my druthers we'd still be on IRC, change is bad, get off my lawn—but now I was glad of it, since it meant the late-night chats where we'd talked about her autism and changing her degree were now safely buried. The GPS data was intrusive and creepy but in itself, not too incriminating; the main thing it would tell them was that Anjali came over to visit me every couple of weeks and usually stayed over, but that part they already knew; as far as her parents were concerned we were hanging out to talk academia, have dinner, and watch movies.
The main liability was email. Anjali had been using the same webmail account ever since she started her undergrad, and in that time we'd sent one another more than a thousand emails. Thanks to Kate's good advice, she'd set up a burner email for her sugar-baby profile, which she hadn't touched in more than a year, and we had mostly avoided discussing our arrangement on the regular account. Mostly. The vast majority of our exchanges were perfectly innocuous: programming and mathematical discussions, cat memes, holiday snaps.
But not all of them.
Somebody who read through our correspondence closely might have noticed us mentioning "Lily" here and there, and perhaps wondered why Anjali was so familiar with this person who was never mentioned outside our conversations. Chance remarks like "I'll be away next weekend so I'll pay Lily in advance" might become a real problem if somebody with a record of Anjali's movements happened to notice that her visits coincided with Lily's.
And then there was the checklist Anjali had sent me eleven months earlier. It wasn't particularly conspicuous—she'd tacked it onto a reply in an ongoing email chain, and all she'd written was "here's that checklist, as discussed". But if anybody was curious enough to open the attachment it would be very clear how the two of us were spending our time during Anjali's visits.
At that point, we had to pause our discussion, because Anjali had gone quite green about the gills. It took her five or ten minutes of deep breathing before she was ready to go on.
"Of course, we don't know that they actually have this. Just a thought, can we check your account history?" I said, although I couldn't imagine that they'd be obsessive enough to put a logger on her phone and then not use the information they got.
And there it was: on February 14th, a few days after Anjali had started using the phone, somebody with a Sydney IP had downloaded an archive of her mailbox. Nothing since, but that didn't mean they hadn't been reading new messages when they came in.
I heard a choking noise beside me, and I turned to hug Anjali tight, but stopped when I saw her face.
"Do you know...do you know how many times they've called me for tech support? Dad got a virus a couple of years ago and I was up all night recovering his files and cleaning it off. And this. This is what I get in return. I suppose they paid somebody to do it. Arseholes! I'm done with them, Sarah, I'm done."
But were they done with us?
"If they knew about us," I said cautiously, "do you think they—"
She considered it, then shook her head tentatively. "I'd have heard the explosion from here. And my mother still chats to you on Facebook, yes?"
"Yeah, not much, but she asked me for recommendations a couple of weeks back for a friend whose daughter needs tutoring."
"Let me think." She shut her eyes, pressed her fingers to her forehead. "When I go somewhere new, they sometimes phone me up. Just to ask what I'm up to."
"Like at my place."
"Exactly. And when I've been emailing with people, they've been making excuses to ask about that. 'Do you still talk to that boy Jyoti?', that sort of thing. They don't ask about you much, and when they do, they seem to be happy with me hanging around with you. As far as they're concerned, you're a responsible adult. But any guy I email with, it's Spanish Inquisition time. So, no, I don't think they've figured it out."
"Yet."
"Yet. For what it's worth, they gave me a lecture once on how to spot lesbians, and I'm afraid you don't fit the bill. Not nearly butch enough. And I don't think it's ever occurred to them that I'm bi."
I nodded. My Facebook presence was very bland; it's not that I keep my orientation a secret, but I hadn't been serious with anybody since Ed, so there was no reason why they would have known from a casual look. "But as long as they have those emails..."
She nodded. "It is unpleasantly Sword-of-Damocles-y. If they ever do get suspicious, they might look more closely."
That gnawing in my gut again. "Yeah. I don't like it at all. Have you talked to Lucy's lawyer friend?"
"No, I haven't. I know I should, I just hate the idea of telling all this to a stranger. I just feel sick at the thought."
She sounded so miserable and exhausted that I judged it best not to press the matter. "All right. Well, think about it, okay?"
"There's something else." She was speaking slowly now, reluctantly. "Sarah...I was going to tell you about this last week but then everything blew up and I didn't get a chance. The group in Bern, they've offered me a postdoc. Conditional on visas and completing my PhD of course, but it seems pretty solid. Language is going to be an issue but everybody in the team knows English and I still have a little bit of French from school."
"What? That's great news! I'm so proud of you. Guess I'd better dig out those German books for you. Let me know if there's any info you need translated—"
She held up her hand. "They need me to start in April. Something to do with a funding deadline, they had another student but he pulled out. So I'd need to be submitting my thesis in February."
"But you were due in...May, yes?"
"That's right. I think I can do it. I have most of my results. I talked to Professor Cheng and he thinks I can go for it, there are a couple of bits I can cut if I don't have the time. I really want this, they're doing some fascinating work with collapsed-matter physics. But there's still so much to do in these six months and I'm going to be flat out, even without my family playing stupid games..."
"Oh." And suddenly I understood her hesitancy. "You mean..."
"Sarah, I think I need to put our arrangement on hold. No, strike that. I do need to put it on hold. For a while, at least, until things are less crazy."
That sudden churning in my stomach, a feeling of loss. Of course I had known that things would change when she completed her doctorate, but that had still been nine months in the future. Not now...
"How long do you think you'd stay in Europe?" I asked.
"Honestly? I'm not sure if I'd be coming back. Perhaps to visit, but I think...if it goes well, it might be a permanent move."
"Oh. Wow. Is this about your family?"
"Partly. But they have a really good group there, I'd really like to be part of that. And, yes, there are a couple of Indian-Swiss staff in the team who have never heard of my family."
"Well." I didn't know what to say. "It's been a long day and you're sounding pretty wrecked." And I'm not coping. I don't want this. "What do you say we call it a night and cuddle up under my quilt?"
"Sarah, you're a lifesaver." She managed a wan smile. "I can't imagine Miss Dorn would be this gentle."
I lay awake for hours, long after Anjali was asleep, trying to think my way out of the sudden shock to my plans. And eventually, somewhere around four in the morning, I came up with an idea. It was a terrible idea, as so many four-in-the-morning ideas are, but to me at that moment it seemed quite perfect.
* * * * *
I hadn't seen much of Lucy since that unhappy evening at Anjali's place. I didn't think much of it; I had plenty to occupy me with the cleanup from our Schiphol bug, rigorously testing the new setup, chasing up how it had happened, and writing an Incident Report. As if I didn't have enough distractions, our government chose that week to announce a national survey on whether people like me should be allowed to marry our loved ones. Lucy and I said hi to one another in passing, but she didn't organise any lunch outings and I didn't push the matter; if I thought about it at all, I guess I supposed she was busy.
It wasn't until the following Monday that she stopped by my desk to drag me out to lunch. It was cold and windy, one of those bleak August days that demands comfort food, and Lucy and I ended up sharing an HSP in a park while several gulls looked on in hopes of leftovers.
For several minutes we grumbled to one another about the survey over mouthfuls of meat and chips, and then Lucy abruptly changed the topic. "So you know, I had a chat with Anjali about your arrangement. Not the saucy details or the money, just wanted to be sure you weren't taking advantage of her."
"Oh. And am I?" It was meant as a joke, but it fell flat.
"Tell me again how the two of you got into this situation?"
"Well, uh, escorting was all her idea. Not something I ever would have suggested to her. But it was a difficult situation and I didn't have a better alternative to suggest. So we talked through it, got advice from a friend of mine, worked out how to make it as safe as she could. But she wasn't having any luck and she was getting a bit down about it. So I thought I'd look at it from the guy's side, created an account and went to look at her profile from that perspective."
"From the guy's side? But she said you had a female persona."
"Oh, yeah, I did. Miriam Blaylock."
"Miriam Blaylock? As in the Catherine Deneuve character from The Hunger?"



"Uh...yes. It was just easier to get into character and that was the first name I thought of."
Lucy nodded, and waited, until I remembered I'd been halfway through an explanation.
"So her profile looked okay, but she still wasn't having much luck, so I sent her a message from 'Miriam' just to cheer her up a bit. Kind of flirty. I had assumed she was straight, more fool me, so I never expected her to bite."
"Uh huh. So the best way you could think of to cheer up your friend was to make up a false identity, named for a vampire who seduces a younger woman, and pay money to send her a flirty message on the sugar-daddy website."
"I, uh—it sounds kind of stupid when you put it that way, but yeah, it made sense at the time."
"Sarah, are you being entirely honest with yourself here?"
"Am I—are you saying that I had designs on Anjali?"
"I'm not saying that. But I am asking it."
"Hmm." I bought myself some thinking time with a large bite of artery-ravaging goodness. "This is going to be hard to explain...I don't suppose you know the term 'alexithymia'?"
I was already gearing up to recite the definition, but Lucy surprised me. Without hesitation she replied, "A deficit in the ability to recognise or describe one's own emotions, often associated with autism?"
"Er, yes, that."
"I read up on a few things after you said you were autistic."
"Huh. Okay. Thank you." It took some effort to squelch the canned explanation I'd been expecting to deliver. "So, yeah. I get that sometimes. Maybe I was attracted to her and didn't recognise it, maybe that affected my choices? I can't say for sure that it didn't happen. All I can tell you is that if I was, I didn't notice it at the time. Sorry, I'm not trying to be evasive here, it's just how I work sometimes."
"It wouldn't be the worst thing in the world if you were. There's a lot there to like and she's an adult. And I'm giving you partial credit for coming clean with her early instead of stringing it out. I'm just worried that if you're not being honest with yourself, one of you might get hurt."
"I would never—"
"You wouldn't hurt her on purpose. But Sarah, the way she talked about you...she looks up to you, she admires you. When somebody puts that much faith in you, it's real easy to hurt them by accident if you don't know what you're doing."
"Well, yes, but I know what I'm doing now."
"Do you, though? You're a hard woman to read, Sarah. What happens after she graduates? Do you just wrap up that arrangement and find some other sugar baby? I know it's not my business, you have no obligation to answer me, but I reckon you ought to make sure at least you know the answers. I'd hate to see either of you get hurt."
"I don't really know. I don't think I'd be looking for another sugar baby, not a stranger. That would just feel weird. I have...sometimes the only way I know what I really want is to make a choice and then wait and see whether I find myself feeling miserable about it after it's too late to change my mind."
Lucy flicked a yoghurt-covered sliver of meat off to one side, and the throng chased it like iron filings to a magnet, louder and more raucous still, until one lucky bird escaped with the prize. "That doesn't sound like fun."
I tossed the soggy end of a chip into the middle of our attending throng of gulls, triggering a noisy skirmish. At least that drama was easy enough to understand and to predict. "Not really, no. And right now it's hard to concentrate on anything, with this crap with the emails hanging over us."
I filled her in on what Anjali and I had found: what her parents had, what they didn't have, what they might yet discover. She nodded slowly as I talked, then said, "So has she talked to Salwa?"
I shook my head. "She's really upset. You saw how she was."
"I get that, Sarah, but it's our job to help people with this kind of thing."
"I know, but it's just hard...will it do any good?"
"Well, she can talk to Anjali, tell her what her options are—"
"Yes, but are there good options? If we report it to the police, is there anything they can do?"
"Well, it's probably illegal under the Surveillance Devices Act, but you have to consider—" She stopped herself. "This is stuff you should be asking her."
"I get that. Just wanting to know what to expect. And worrying about what happens if our setup comes out—"
"No. Look, Sarah. I told you already, I cannot give you legal advice. Legally, ethically, I can't. I'm your friend, Sarah, I am so sorry you and Anjali have been dumped into this mess, but please. Don't take advantage of that, don't pressure me to do what I told you I can't do, and for the love of god don't tell me about anything illegal. Talk to a lawyer who can represent you and who is covered by lawyer-client privilege."
"I wasn't—" My turn to stop myself. "No, I'm sorry. I wasn't thinking. I get kind of oblivious when I'm fixated on something."
"I've noticed."
"And I do appreciate what you have done for us both. I really am grateful—"
"Oh, for fuck's sake!" Lucy exploded. I looked at her in confusion. "Sarah, I'm not doing this for her!"
"I don't understand?"
"Sarah. I like Anjali. She's got a good heart, she's lovely."
"Okay?"
"I really like you."
"Okay?"
"I really, really like you."
It took me a while. "Oh!"
"Yeah. I know this isn't a great time to have that conversation, and I have to think through some things myself. I have to say I absolutely did not think of you as the type to have a mistress on payroll, and I'm not sure how I feel about that. But now you know. And that's why you can't keep pushing for more than I can give you. It's not fair on me."
"I'm sorry."
We sat together for a while, watching the gulls as they moved on to look for somebody more generous with their food. Eventually, Lucy said, "Sarah, if things were simple, without all this bullshit happening"—she waved her hand expressively—"do you think you'd be interested in me?"
"I'm bad at hypotheticals." I gave it some thought. "But if I was single, and none of this was going on, and you asked...yeah, I think I would give it a try. I really enjoy spending time with you, and I respect you, and those are the big things for me."
Her expression lightened. "Well, thanks."
I wanted to say something more about how I appreciated her dependability, and the fact that she'd been willing to go read up on how to understand me instead of trying to squeeze me into a one-size-fits-all model of humanity like so many do. But those words are hard to find, so I just squeezed her hand and hoped she'd understand.
She squeezed me back, and said, "But seriously, tell her to call Salwa?"
* * * * *
I put a lot of thought into how best to encourage and support Anjali in calling Lucy's friend, but I needn't have bothered. Before I could have that talk with her, she called me—from her replacement phone—to say that she'd already done it.
"Yes, I bit the bullet," she told me. "It wasn't as scary as I'd thought. She was really nice and understanding. I told her about us and the only thing that threw her was when I told her I'd declared the money on my tax returns."
"Wait, you—well, of course you did. Never change, Anjali."
"She talked to me about things like restraining orders, not that I'd be likely to get one now, but how to know if I do. She suggested I keep a log of my interactions with them, in case I need to provide evidence of a pattern of behaviour, and told me what kind of things to record."
"Oh, that's a good idea."
"The good news is, our arrangement's not very illegal. The worst that can happen there would be some fines."
"Okay. What's the bad news?"
"I was afraid you'd ask that. The bad news is, she didn't see a good way for dealing with that data. The tracker and accessing my email, that's illegal, but it's not the kind of thing that the police are going to kick down the door and take away their hard drive. Because they're my parents and they could argue they were just concerned about their daughter, they'd probably get off lightly. Also, there's a risk..."
"Oh?"
"If they did work out we'd been sleeping together, even without the money angle...she thinks my parents might accuse you of grooming me. As revenge against you and to excuse the spying."
"What? But we were... you were twenty-three!"
"I was sixteen when you started tutoring me." She sighed. "They're not going to believe we were just friends for seven years before this happened. Not that you'd be charged with anything, but it could be very damaging if they made the accusation."
"Well, yeah. It would." The breath slid out of me as I considered all that might follow. "Fuck. Fuck."
"She says, if I do want to make a complaint, she'll help me with that, but it might do more harm than good. We agreed that what we really want is those emails deleted off their computer, assuming that's where they have them."
"If it's even them who made the copy," I said. "I think we're assuming they paid a PI or somebody else to put the spyware on the phone, maybe that person made the copy as well."
"Yes, that's a possibility. Though I don't think my parents would want somebody else looking through my emails, if they thought there was something there. Dad doesn't like airing dirty laundry. Plus, it'd need to be somebody who can read Hindi as well, and that means more risk of gossip. No, I think he'd have the copy. And Salwa said there's no legal pathway she can see that has a good chance of getting that deleted without them knowing. She said that three times."
"Crap." We shared the disappointed silence for a while, and then I said, "Hey, on a different topic. I've been thinking about Switzerland."
"Oh?"
"What I was thinking is, it's going to be really hard if you're alone in Switzerland and you don't speak the language. But P-K has an office in Zurich. And there are always operations-research jobs going in Europe. I could..."
I trailed off, not quite wanting to say it.
"You're talking about...coming with me? Overseas?"
"Only if you wanted. Maybe for a couple of years, until you're settled in? Think about it. We could share costs, I can help you with language, you wouldn't be all alone there."
"Gosh. Sarah, that's a big offer. I...I don't know what to say."
"Just an idea. You don't have to."
"Well, I'll think about it." She hesitated. "By the way, Lucy asked me some questions about us."
"Yeah, she told me. Trying to make sure I wasn't exploiting you."
"Oh yes, that too."
"That too? What else did she ask?"
"She wanted my permission to...to court you? She said she was interested in you but didn't want to be a homewrecker."
"Ah. Right. We did talk about it, but I didn't realise she'd asked you."
"She's nice. How do you feel about her?"
It was my turn to hesitate. "I don't know. I like her a lot, but it's hard to filter out everything else that's been going on. And, look. I'm not sure how I feel about the idea of you going away."
"Sarah. We said this was going to be until I finished my doctorate."
"I know. It's just...feelings are complicated. It's hard to sleep with somebody over and over and not get attached."
A long silence at the other end of the phone. "I understand that. And I do care about you. But Sarah, if you're talking about moving overseas with me, would you be talking about extending our arrangement, or...?"
"Erm...I guess? If you wanted to? Or just as friends if you'd rather? I hadn't really thought about that part." Perhaps I hadn't wanted to. "We could split a place just as friends, or rent separately if you want the space, or...what would work for you?"
Another long silence. "I need to think about that. And some time I need to research rental costs around Bern, I might ask your help with that. But we need to work out this stuff with my parents first. I need to."
"Understood. Just letting you know. The offer's there."
More silence, and then more, and then: "She said it three times, with the exact same words. 'There's no legal pathway I can see that's likely to take care of those emails without your parents finding out'. That felt a bit odd."
"Hmm."
"And there was something else she repeated, too. 'The law doesn't like to get involved in family disputes'. She said that a couple of times. I don't know why. I mean, she was explaining why they wouldn't want to take drastic action against my parents, but it was still odd the way she repeated it."
It clicked for both of us at the same time. "No legal pathway." And then she said, "Sarah, I think I might have an idea..."
* * * * *
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Chapter 12: Change Is Bad
It took us several weeks to put the plan together. There were calls to make, flights to book, and certain other arrangements to make. I would have loved to involve Lucy in it all, but she'd made it very clear that that would be a bad idea, so I settled for smiling enigmatically during our lunches and telling her "you don't want to know". Meanwhile, until we were ready to act, Anjali carried the bugged phone around with her and acted as if nothing was wrong.
Then, early in October, she let her parents know that she'd be coming up to Sydney for Diwali, and could they please meet her at the airport on Saturday morning?
They drove up and waited in the pickup zone at the agreed time, but Anjali didn't show. They called her phone—it rang, but didn't answer—and texted. Ten minutes later, they received a reply:
Come meet me inside the airport.
There was no more information, no further reply to their messages. By that point, I expect Mr. Kapadia would have checked the tracker and confirmed that the phone was inside the airport. After parking the car they would have made their way into the Virgin terminal, following the tracker through the building until they reached the back corner of an airport cafe where a woman sat alone at a table.
That was when I looked up from Anjali's phone, smiled my very best smile at them, and said "Good morning. Anjali can't be here, but she asked me to tell you a few things. Please do sit down."
I had the advantage of surprise, and I did what I could with it. I explained that Anjali had taken her phone in for service, and that the technician had detected some unauthorised apps on it. (This was all true, though somewhat misleading; we'd seen no point in letting them know just how much we knew.) When Mr. Kapadia tried to bluster, I pointed out that he'd known just where to find me.
I told them that she was deeply hurt by this betrayal, and I waxed rhapsodic about her qualities as a friend: her kindness, her generosity, her trustworthiness. I reminded them that she was a grown adult, very nearly a doctor, and quite a sensible one who could perhaps be trusted to talk to boys now and then (another little piece of misdirection) without getting into trouble.
I told them that Anjali had asked me to convey her request that they not make any further attempts to contact her or surveil her, and that she would be in contact if and when she felt ready, and I suggested that if and when she did an apology on their part might be in order.
I did my best. I'd taken some days scripting what I had to say, and learning my script so I could move through it as fluently as if all this talk came naturally to me. I used everything I'd learned about them from our years of acquaintance; I leant on all the goodwill I'd ever earned with them.
When I was younger I used to believe that a good enough argument could win anybody over, if only I could find the right words. Nowadays I'm far less optimistic; life is not a video game and sometimes there isn't a winning strategy.
So it was, for all my best efforts. They heard me out, mostly because I didn't leave them room to get a word in. But when at last I stopped, the two of them replied, cold and angry. It was none of my business, and Anjali was their daughter, and she didn't know what was good for her, and I ought to know far better than to presume upon them like this. They said far more than that, moderated only by their desire to avoid a public spectacle in front of airport security, and I expect it would have hurt my feelings if I'd thought about their words closely.
Instead, I just marked time. I watched their mouths move, and I nodded or shook my head as the occasion required it, and now and then I seized on one of their remarks and argued it for a while without any real expectation of changing their minds.
Eventually, I held up my hand and told them, "I've said what I came here to say. It's up to you what you choose to do with that information. I'm afraid I can't stay and talk, because my flight is boarding soon. I wish you the very best, but now I have to leave."
Then I walked back through security screening, switched off the tracker phone, and flew back to Melbourne from the same gate I'd arrived at just a few hours earlier. I hadn't even left the airport.
At the other end of my flight I walked across to the Qantas terminal and settled myself down with a good book. I had just finished it when the screens announced the arrival of another Sydney-to-Melbourne flight, and I was standing at the gate to meet Anjali as she walked off with a spring in her step that I hadn't seen in some time.
"How'd it go?"
"As planned." She hugged me and we walked out towards the taxi stand. "And you?"
"I said my piece. Don't think they bought it though. Sorry, I tried."
"Not your fault. It's a pity, but I am not responsible for their choices, and neither are you." She sighed. "I shall keep on telling myself that until I start believing it. The important thing is that you took plenty of time saying it to them."
She had flown up the night before and stayed in a hotel. In the morning she'd caught an Uber and waited down the road from her parents' house until she saw them both leave, then let herself in; in response to an entirely hypothetical question, Salwa had confirmed that it's not housebreaking if they've given you a key. Her father's password was still "tendulkar34357" and once logged on, she had no difficulty in finding the archive.
The next part was my idea. Anjali's thought had been simply to delete the archive, but we'd both recognised that that might do more harm than good. It would be a very obvious sign of tampering, and if Mr. Kapadia kept backups—which both Anjali and Mahesh had advised him to do, after the virus incident—we couldn't guarantee finding them. Far better to sabotage it.
We'd made a copy of the archive from Anjali's account, and then gone through it editing the incriminating parts. ("Like the school library," Anjali had said. "We had editions of Catullus and James Joyce with all the naughty bits bowdlerised.") Her "checklist, as discussed" was now a list of things to think about when planning a PhD thesis. We'd left the conversations about "Lily" mostly unedited, but changed the dates so that they no longer matched Anjali's visits to my place, and in some cases coincided with times when Anjali had an alibi.
Anjali had copied the doctored archive over the original, changed the "last modified" date to cover her traces, and run a script to check for any other copies on her father's computer. Satisfied that there were none, she'd cleaned up after herself and let herself out, texting me to let her know she was done. Even if there were still backups of the original version, her parents would have no reason to go look for them, and eventually they'd be overwritten with our edited version.
"How are you feeling?" I asked her.
"Sad. Relieved. I don't know. I've blocked their numbers and I've let Mahesh know the situation." I saw her shoulders slump. "I really was looking forward to his wedding. I don't suppose I'm going now."
"I'm sorry." I'd never been to a Hindu wedding, but Anjali had attended many during our acquaintance, and through her I'd picked up an idea of their significance. I also knew she'd been taking a keen interest in Mahesh's arrangements.
"Can't be helped." I felt her fingers slide into the crook of my elbow. "Is it okay if I stay over at yours for the weekend?" She didn't need to tell me why.
"Sure. Though, will you be right for clothes?" She'd packed light for Sydney, just an overnight bag with one change.
"I will be if I don't wear any." She laughed at my startled expression. "I'm full of nerves and I very much need a distraction. If you don't mind?"
"Not in the slightest."
* * * * *
"So, what did you have in mind?" I asked her, some hours later. I was on my sofa; she'd just returned from a post-travel shower, having thrown her clothes in the wash and now wearing nothing but a towel, and the red scarf woven into her hair.
"I don't know. It's so loud in my head. Half of me wants some serious pain so I can switch off, and the other half really wants comfort. I can't decide if I want you to spank me or cuddle me. And I'm sore."
"Hmm." I scratched my head. "You know, I might have an idea, but I'll need to call in some help."
"What do you have in mind?"
"Do you trust me?"
"Always."
"Wait and see." I looked through a directory, made a decision, picked up the phone. "Hello there? Yes, I was looking to make a booking for this evening. You do outcalls, right? Yes, I'd like to book the two-hour deluxe package, if it's not too late...it's not? Great." I gave the lady my card details and directions to my apartment. "See you soon!"
Anjali looked at me dubiously. "Did you just dial a dominatrix?"
"Wait and see," I told her.
"Ought I to dress for the occasion?"
I looked her over. "Underwear maybe. But don't hurry on my account."
However, it was a little chilly for just underwear, so she'd added an old bathrobe of mine by the time the buzzer sounded and I admitted a motherly-looking lady with a wheeled duffle bag.
"Hello, I'm Jean. Are you—"
"Yes, I'm Sarah, this is Anjali. You'll be doing her tonight."
"No problem." She wheeled her bag in and surveyed my lounge room.
"We can do it here, or there's a bed upstairs if you like?"
"Here is fine." She unzipped the bag and pulled out a contraption of padded surfaces and locking metal struts. I stole a glance at Anjali's face, and was gratified to see the sudden smile as she recognised it for what it was: a massage table.
A couple of minutes later and she was lying face down, wearing only her underpants. I'd dimmed the lights and put on something quiet while Jean got to work.
"Let me know if the pressure's too much," she told Anjali. I pulled up a chair near the table and took Anjali's outstretched hand in mine.
"Just let yourself go," I told her. "You don't have to think about anything for the next two hours."
Jean began. She squirted a palmful of oil into her hand, and started to work it into Anjali's back and legs. It took a while for me to place the sweet smell, and I had to suppress a chuckle when I did: lilies. As Jean worked, I held Anjali's hand; I switched sides as needed to keep out of Jean's way; now and then I swept Anjali's hair out of the way. If Jean thought it was odd for me to be holding her client's hand, she said nothing about it.
Talking is hard but touch is magic. Through Anjali's grip I could feel her restlessness at first, the nervousness of being touched by a stranger, squeezing my hand now and then for the return-squeeze that says: I am here, I am protecting you, you are safe. Slowly she settled into it, became comfortable with Jean's touch, drifted into that zone of sensuality that lies just outside sexuality, and her grip on my hand steadied.
Then Jean began to work in earnest, probing the knotted spots in Anjali's body with fingertips, knuckles, elbows. I felt Anjali's body tense, breath held, until she had absorbed the pressure and accepted it, then she eased again. Over and over, tensing again with each new touch on muscles strained by worry and long hours at the computer, then opening herself to it, softening again, and each time sinking a little deeper into that peaceful empty space of acceptance. Her grip on my hand was light now, no longer seeking reassurance, just presence.
On impulse I leaned forward and rested my head against hers, closing my eyes. I hadn't realised how much I was still carrying from that morning—the argument with Anjali's parents, the uncertainty about whether she'd be able to carry out her mission, the awareness of all the myriad ways it could go wrong—but now, as I felt the tension ebb in Anjali's body, I could feel it ebbing also in mine.
I was very nearly asleep when I felt Jean's hands tapping quickly and lightly on Anjali's back, signalling that the end of the massage was drawing near. She ran a warm cloth over Anjali's back and limbs to clean up the oil—I very vaguely remembered her borrowing my sink—and then said very softly, "All done."
"Mmm." Anjali made no attempt to move until I whispered in her ear, "We need to give the nice lady her table back." Then she sat up groggily and eased herself off the table.
"How do you feel?" asked Jean.
"So good. Thank you," replied Anjali, as I handed her my bathrobe.
Jean packed up her gear as quickly as she'd unpacked it, and I led a happy and half-dazed Anjali up the stairs to bed.
* * * * *
In the morning we fooled around lazily in bed. I'd missed her these past weeks: the sex obviously, but also the warmth of her and the scent of her, the waking up half wrapped around one another. For a long time I nibbled at the nape of her neck—I could still smell the massage oil on her—and she squirmed in my embrace. Eventually we moved on to more carnal activities, culminating in several panting orgasms for her on my fingers and tongue before she returned the favour for me.
And yet, as good as it was, sometimes it felt as if her mind was elsewhere. I couldn't say I was completely surprised; yesterday had been a big day, and it still remained to be seen just how things would shake out.
"So are we resuming this," I asked, "or is today a one-off?"
"Just a one-off," she said. "I still have so much to do. Seven and a half chapters to write, and I'm not happy with the structure. And so much paperwork for postdoc applications. Be proud of me, Sarah, I have some backup applications in case the Bern thing falls through."
"Is that likely?"
"I hope not. But I'm trying not to put all my eggs in one basket. It's hard, though."
I gave her a gentle squeeze. "I hope they see how talented you are. I've been brushing up on my Schweitzerdeutsch."
She stiffened. Ever so slightly, but I knew her body like nobody else.
"Sarah..."
"Yes?" I said, though I had a sudden feeling I didn't want this conversation.
"Please don't make those plans. I am so grateful for what you've given me, and I hope you'll always be part of my life. But..."
"But," I echoed.
"I've been orbiting around my parents most of my life. If I hadn't met you...I'd probably still be living with them. God. I'd be driving myself mad trying to scrape through med and not even knowing what I was missing. But you have..." She paused. "I apologise for the metaphor, but you have quite a gravity well of your own. The longer we're together the more I feel myself spiralling into your orbit. I don't want to be anybody's satellite, not even yours. I want to be your friend, and that requires..."
I'm no astronomer, but I knew enough of celestial mechanics to see where this metaphor was going. "Distance."
"Distance. Yes. I've never really had the chance to find out what sort of person I am when I'm on my own. Do I want to get married and settle down with somebody, or be a celibate astronomy professor, or—I don't know. I think I need to find that out. But as long as I'm with you it's much too easy just to fall into being what you need me to be."
She rolled over to face me, and I could see the anxiety in her face. "I don't know how to say this. I don't want to hurt you. But I can't be in your debt more than I already am. You'd be moving away from your home, your family, your friends. From Lucy. I can't replace all of them. I loved being your once-a-fortnight but I don't think I can be your everyday. We made a finite commitment and I want to keep it finite."
But this is less than what we agreed on, I wanted to say. It was supposed to be until you finished your doctorate, but we've been on hiatus since August. Wanted to say, but didn't, because occasionally I remember there's a difference between what's true and what's helpful, and because neither of us could have anticipated what a shit-show these last months would be.
After a long silence she added, "I'm sorry."
"Don't be," I said reflexively. The part of me that was Miriam wanted her to be, wanted control, wanted dependency. But most of me was frozen in that long moment of shock that comes after an injury, before the pain has reached the brain. In lieu of an emotional response I couldn't yet marshal, I channelled the received wisdom of a hundred and one advice columns I'd read over the years. "It's...it's your choice to make."
Yes, that sounded like what a mature adult would say.
"I didn't want to have this discussion today." She sounded weary. "I was trying to work out when to tell you and how."
"It doesn't matter," I said. Did it? I couldn't tell.
Later, she said, "I think perhaps I should go now."
I didn't argue. I saw her out, telling her "I'll be okay", and then sat down trying to understand whether I actually was okay.
* * * * *
I was sad, and I wasn't sure why.
Obviously it was to do with Anjali, I'm not that obtuse. But I was having trouble unpacking it. I was still trying to figure it out a few days later when Trev tapped me on the shoulder, late one afternoon after my minions had gone home, and asked, "Talked to Lucy lately?"
"Uh, no." Come to think of it, I didn't recall seeing her since the previous week.
"Might be an idea." He was gone before I could ask more questions.
I took the hint and phoned her. The phone rang and rang, and I was about to hang up when she finally picked up.
"Yeah?"
"Hi, Lucy?"
"Yeah."
"It's Sarah."
"Yes, I know." A pause. "What's up?"
"Uh...are you okay?"
A longer pause. "Been better."
"Have you been sick? I'm sorry, I've been caught up in things the last few days, didn't—" I was about to say didn't even notice you weren't around but some instinct of caution suggested that maybe that wasn't the right thing. "Lucy, what's up?"
"I've been a bit...under the weather."
"Oh, I'm sorry. Is there anything I can do for you?"
"No, I..." She trailed off, and I thought one of us had lost signal, before she spoke again. "Actually, you could come over. If you liked?"
"Is that...I don't quite understand. Are you asking me to come over?"
"Yes?"
She sounded small and sad, not the Lucy I was used to. When she opened the door to me an hour or so later she seemed somehow shrunken.
"Come in," she said. "Sorry about the mess." It wasn't that bad overall—a couple of mostly-empty take-away containers here, a coat on the floor there, several unopened newspapers on the table—but what I did notice was a lot of empty bottles, more than seemed healthy.
I wanted to ask "So what's up?" But I wasn't altogether sure if Lucy was ready to answer that question openly and I felt that by asking too soon I might push her into evasions that she couldn't back out of.
So I said nothing. I accepted her offer of a water, and sat down opposite her in the lounge room, and waited until she filled the silence.
"Problem with this place," she said eventually, "is that Vic and Jeremy keep the liquor cabinet rather too well stocked."
"Ah."
"I was doing so well, and then...bunch of stupid little things. Couldn't get to sleep, had a glass of red to take the edge off, and...here I am." She waved her hand at the empties.
"Oh dear. I'm sorry to hear it. If you need somebody to talk to, you're always welcome to ping me."
She gave me a hard stare, and said, "I did."
"What?"
"Friday night. I messaged you."
"Did you—" I looked at my phone. "Oh shit, you did. So sorry. There was a lot going on." I'd been going over last-minute stuff, preparing for my talk with the Kapadias. I faintly remembered seeing the message notification, thinking I'll check that later. I never had done.
"Yeah."
"I really am sorry. I was hyperfocusing on...stuff. Uh, stuff you asked me not to involve you in."



"Mmm-hmm."
"And then, uh, Anjali and I had a talk. She told me...I can't remember if I discussed this with you before. A while back I offered to go to Switzerland with her for a while, maybe share a place. She said no."
Lucy nodded. "She called me last week. She was worried about how you'd take it. How are you taking it?"
"Not sure. Feeling sad but I'm not sure exactly what part I'm sad about. I don't know if it's about losing what we had or about...I guess it was a bit of a fantasy, the Switzerland thing, not having to deal with her parents and not having to hide. Or maybe ego."
"I wouldn't be upset if you told me you were a little bit in love with her."
"Maybe a little?" I remembered, belatedly, that going to Switzerland would have meant not being with Lucy. Somehow I had never joined those dots; I had worked out a solution for me-and-Anjali without ever considering what it would have meant for me-and-Lucy. Tunnel vision. "Shit, I'm sorry, I came here to listen to you, not to dump my stuff on you."
"It's okay." She sighed. "Better than me gabbling about things I fucked up years ago. Look, I don't know if it's any comfort, but maybe you should be a little proud that she said no to you."
"What? Proud?"
"Easiest way to hang onto somebody," she said, refilling her glass from the tap, "is to make them think they can't live without you. I think you have enough sway over Anjali that if you'd told her that, she'd have believed you. But you helped build her up into the kind of girl who's able to say no when she needs to. Even to somebody she admires. Isn't that something to be proud of?"
I frowned, trying to make sense of this unexpected paradox. "I can't tell if you're serious or messing with my head."
"Not something I'd joke about. I know what she means to you. Well, a bit of it, anyway." She was fidgeting in her chair. "Hey, can we go for a walk? I need to get out of here, I think."
"Sure?"
So we went for a stroll around the neighbourhood, down to an old children's park. It was just beginning to drizzle, cold spring rain, but we were dressed for it.
"I broke up with Pippa three years ago last Thursday," she said. "Or was it four? I remember the date, right now I'm fuzzy on the year. Anyway." A loud sigh. "Took her years to forgive me. Sometimes it still feels like I made the wrong call. But I just couldn't go on the way I was. Needed to go do something with my life, even if it meant leaving her behind. Sarah, listen, Anjali asked me what to do, I told her that if she needed to go then she should do that. I swear I wasn't trying to break you two up but...I had to tell her. I'm not going to lie to you about it."
"It's okay," I said.
She peered at me. "I can't tell if you're mad at me. I'm not bad at reading people but sometimes you're a tough one, Sarah."
"I'm not mad," I said. "And I promise if you want to know, you can ask and I will tell you. No, I'm sad. Still working through it. Don't blame you though."
"Promise?"
"Promise." I took her elbow, pulled her close as we stood to the side of the path letting a cyclist zoom past. "And Lucy, if it happens again, if you message me and you don't hear back from me...please please call, or whatever it takes to get my attention. I swear it's not because I mean to ignore you, just sometimes I get tunnel vision and it takes a lot to get through. But you have permission to nag me if I need to."
"I'll try to remember that." She smiled sourly. "I'm not great at asking for help. Feels like I'm imposing, and I don't want to wear out my welcome." I started to argue, but she cut me off. "I know it's irrational, but sometimes the feelings are louder than the facts."
"Anything I can do?"
"Maybe, uh...it feels like it's always me making contact, arranging to hang out, asking if you want lunch. Then the insecurity starts feeling like you're just saying yes to spare my feelings."
"Oh! So if I initiated that more? I can do that." I took out my phone.
"Yes, that—" She stared at me. "Sarah, are you setting a calendar reminder for talking to me?"
"Yes? Is that bad?"
"No, I—well, I guess, whatever works."
I nodded. We were at the park now and without consciously thinking about it we'd slowed down, just ambling around the creaky swings and slippery-slide, wet tanbark underfoot. "Lucy, how serious is the drinking?"
"I've been worse. Could be better. Running low on sick days for work. Usually it's fine, just sometimes something catches me, and I tell myself I'll just have one this time, and it's never just one. If I was staying in a place of my own, I'd just keep it dry and reduce the temptation, but this one came pre-stocked."
"I have—" I was about to say room in my apartment and I can keep it dry easily enough but that would have been a terrible idea, rushing from one thing into another before the dust had even settled. Instead I stopped for a moment, unsure what to do with the sentence, until my brain supplied something else. "I feel like you're the sort of person who's better at keeping promises to other people than to herself."
"Fair, I guess."
"Here's an idea, tell me if it's stupid. I come around once a week, I take a count of all the alcohol in the house, I see whether it's changed since last time. If it hasn't, that will be great. And if it has, well, I'll keep an eye on things and I'll nag you if it looks like it's getting out of hand."
"You'd do that?"
"Uh huh."
"You're trusting that I wouldn't go out and buy stuff to replace what I've had."
"I'll ask you then."
"How will you know if I'm lying?"
I shrugged. "I trust you. And, tell you what, when do your aunt and uncle get back?"
"Just after Christmas."
"If you make it that far without slipping...you get a reward. Your choice, within reason."
She looked at me for a while, eyes narrowed, and then grinned. "I know exactly what I'm asking for."
* * * * *
The last few months of 2017 were a peculiar time, one of those times in life where everything in flux and you can only wonder what it's all going to look like when the music stops.
The marriage survey went on. I couldn't walk down the street or switch on the TV without being smacked in the face with somebody's opinion about whether people like me were a threat to the fabric of "the family". I very nearly invited one of my co-workers to fuck off when he started making cracks about trans people, but settled for just playing dumb and saying "I don't get the joke, can you explain?" until he got uncomfortable and fucked off of his own accord. Since I wasn't seeing her any more, I redirected my Anjali money to the equality campaign. I felt sick to my stomach on the day the results were announced, and then elated when I heard we'd won, and then I got maudlin thinking about all the people who'd been waiting decades for that right and the ones I'd known who hadn't quite made it.
I made the effort to check in with Lucy most days, and once a week on Tuesday nights I'd drop over to audit her aunt and uncle's liquor supplies. She slipped more than once, but each time she fell off the wagon she'd tell me about it before I could even ask, and these setbacks were shorter and shallower than before. We'd take turns to make dinner, and sit and watch movies and talk about work or her or me, and it didn't feel at all the same as spending time with Anjali.
When I was eight I went through a big Superman phase. It wasn't that I wanted super-strength and x-ray vision, and I wasn't yet ready to appreciate his quiet implacable goodness. Rather, he felt a kindred spirit to my own sense of alienation, growing up so far from a home that no longer existed.
At eleven I discovered Doctor Who, starting with the telemovie and then working my way through novelisations from the school library. I was fascinated by the Cybermen, humans become machines, and equally so by the Doctor, last of his kind.
At twenty-one I found it once more in Bowie as The Man Who Fell To Earth, yet another alien whose disguise as a human becomes a prison.
Then came Anjali, and from our first meeting I knew she was one of my kind. For all the differences in our backgrounds, speaking with her came naturally and easily in a way it seldom did with others. With her, I never felt like I was translating myself in order to be understood.
I was intensely fond of Lucy, but there was no doubt that she and I were made of different stuff. When I was with her, I knew I was in the presence of one of the locals. It took me quite some time to realise what this particular local was about.
Lucy would share her favourite music and movies with me, and watch my reactions, then ask me afterwards what I'd thought about them. Or we'd play a board game, and afterwards she'd ask me why I'd chosen one particular gambit instead of another. Or, on those occasional days when her work had intersected with mine, she'd ask me what I made of the discussions we'd had with others.
Eventually I realised what the point of all these questions was: to learn my language.
"I had so much difficulty reading your expressions," she said. "Normally I'm good at it, but I kept misreading you badly. For a while I thought it was just a matter of learning your tells, but instead, the longer I knew you, the harder it got. Instead, I thought, maybe I should just ask you."
At the time I just nodded. But a week later in the middle of some other, unrelated conversation, I replied: "I think I know why it got harder to read me."
"Oh?"
"Trust. When somebody's a stranger, I put a lot of work into remembering to smile and manage my tone of voice and all the rest of it. But the more I trust you, the less I think about what I need to project to you, and the more I can just focus on what you're saying and what I think about it."
"Huh. Okay, that makes sense..."
And over time, she got better at it, not by learning how to interpret my face, but by hearing how I thought. It still didn't come as naturally to me as hanging out with Anjali. But some things have to be worked for.
Had it been almost anybody else, that level of attention might have been creepy, being studied like some rare beetle. But from Lucy it felt like a compliment: You are worth learning. And perhaps the reason it took me so long to recognise what she was doing, learning my ways, how to communicate with me, was that I'd only ever seen it from the other side.
I'd spent a lifetime learning hacks for social situations. Training myself to make eye contact, but not too much. Reading books on body language to understand what others might assume if I happened to fold my arms or stimmed with a pen while somebody was talking to me. Memorising scripts for sending an email (always begin and end with a salutation) and for a good-bye and for all the other occasions where you can't say what you actually want to say.
Like almost every autistic woman, I'd taken it for granted that it was my eternal duty to bridge the chasm between me and my neurotypical fellows. I'd never expected to find somebody willing to put in the work from the other side to meet me halfway. Still nowhere near as easy as being with somebody who was born on the same side of things as me; it's not the kind of thing you can take a crash course in, and the self-examination required to answer Lucy's questions was challenging in itself.
But some things feel more valuable for having worked for them, and it is such a feeling to learn that somebody considers you worth working for.
We were cautious. We were friends, and we were co-workers, and we didn't want to prejudice either of those things. Moreover, Lucy had her own work to do. During one of our deep-and-meaningful chats, she told me that a lot of her issues with alcohol came down to self-medication: she had difficulty sometimes keeping her emotions in balance, and when they got too loud for her to deal with, alcohol was a way of blunting things. From my own experience with stimming I knew all too well that taking away somebody's coping mechanisms, without addressing the reasons why they need a coping mechanism, is a recipe for disaster. So Lucy needed to navigate that, getting to grips with the situations that made her need that self-medication, and figure out other ways for dealing with that.
It was a tough enough time for her without further messing with her emotional equilibrium. So we took things very slowly, and didn't talk about how our regular Tuesday evenings were beginning to feel more and more like dates. But we were slowly drifting closer together, and I was starting to think I might like that.
And yet, and yet, and yet.
I missed Anjali. I liked Lucy more and more with every time we talked, but it didn't make me miss Anjali any less.
We weren't dating and she'd had to give up the evenings at Games Pixie, but we were still in touch online. We'd chat regularly about German separable verbs, about how she was structuring her thesis, about anything other than us. I found myself missing the smell of her hair and the warm presence of her body against mine. I wrote a lot of ill-advised flirtations and deleted them all unsent. Whatever it was that I felt for her, I couldn't quite let it go.
* * * * *
Lucy and I bailed early on the office Christmas party that year. It was too loud to talk comfortably and well-meaning people kept offering us drinks; I could see Lucy getting antsy, so I made excuses for the both of us.
The night was still young. I didn't want to ditch Lucy but I didn't fancy our chances of finding anywhere quiet and non-boozy, not in party season, so without thinking I asked her, "Want to see my place?"
She took a moment to respond, which gave me just enough time to belatedly recall that this was a standard form for a pickup line but not enough to do anything about that before she said, "Sure!" By the time I could think of the right words to clarify that I'd just meant it literally, the moment had passed.
I gave her the tour and then we sat by the window, devouring a couple of ice creams and looking out over the city.
"Well," she said, "you've been at P-K a year. What do you think?"
"Starting to settle in. It was all a bit terrifying at first"—she knew how I felt about change—"but I'm getting the hang of it. With your help."
"It's been nice having you around," she said. "And full of surprises."
"You're telling me. Thanks for being there for me."
"Likewise—oh, look!"
Out at Docklands, over the water, purple-blue-green fireworks were blossoming in the sky.
"One of the restaurants does them," I said. "Gotta lure people to Docklands somehow. I get a nice view of the New Year's fireworks from here too. If you're not doing anything"—or if you're avoiding parties, I didn't say—"you could come by for that."
"Oh! You know, I'd love that." She touched my hand, just for a moment, and it was nothing she hadn't done a dozen times before during our lunches, but this time it felt different. "This is a lovely place you've got here."
"I'm fond of it. Hey, your aunt and uncle get back some time soon, right?
"Yes, on the twenty-eighth."
"So you're moving on? How's the house-hunting going?"
She made a face. "I hate real estate agents so much. Everybody talks shit about lawyers, but we're not as bad as real estate. Nowhere near as bad."
"That good, eh?"
"Don't get me started. And it's a bad time of year for it."
Maybe I shouldn't have offered, but I did. "If you need a place to crash for a while, while you're looking..."
She took her time answering. "That's so kind of you, but I'm sure they'll let me stay on for a couple more weeks until I can find somewhere." And then, she added, "Also, Sarah, if I were to move in with you, I don't think I'd want it to be as a temporary thing."
"I understand—"
"And even if you were offering that"—which saved me having to decide whether I was offering—"I'm not quite at the place to be making that kind of long-term decision yet."
"Fair." I felt relieved. "Honestly I still need to get my head straight about some stuff myself."
"Anjali?" she said.
"Yeah. I still...I always knew it had to end at some point, but it was sooner than I was counting on, and that still hurts. She's going away in a few months and I still can't let go of it."
Lucy let me babble on for some time, and when I was done, she leant in and said gently, "What do you think she feels about it?"
"I...I don't think she does?"
Lucy shook her head. "Sarah, Sarah. I've told you before, that girl adores you, and from what she told me, she was quite enjoying your arrangement too. Not just for the money. What makes you think she wouldn't be sad about it too?"
"She's never said anything about it—"
"To you, maybe. I talk to her now and then, and she asked after you. Wanted to know how you're going, if you were okay. Doesn't mean she wants to marry you, but Sarah, I don't think you're the only one there who's sad about how things ended."
"Okay." I absorbed that information. "I'm sorry, Lucy, I know it's weird for you being dragged into this—"
"I don't mind weird. It's not bad weird." She patted my hand again. "Let's get this straight, Sarah. I don't do jealousy. Anjali's not my rival, and you liking her, that's just good taste. Wouldn't bother me if the two of you were still sleeping together. Where it becomes an issue is when you get so wrapped up in moping over her that you can't be present for me—"
"Okay."
"—and that's how I feel things are at the moment. Would that be a fair comment?"
"Yeah. Yeah, it is. I'm sorry. I just haven't figured out how to quite get past it."
"Mmm-hmm. Actually, I had an idea about that. I don't know if it's what you need, but..."
"Okay?"
"You've got some leave saved up, right? You transferred it over when we merged."
"Yeah. Couple of months worth."
"And Anjali submits her thesis in February, so that the referees have time to review it before she starts in Bern in April, right?" A couple of months was a short turn-around for a review, but I gathered one of Anjali's reviewers was part of the same group in Bern she'd be working with, so we weren't expecting too much trouble on that front.
"Yes, she—oh, I think I see where you're going with this."
"Take a holiday. Spend some money, go somewhere nice with her. God knows the poor kid deserves it. Say good-bye properly."
"Really? You think she, she'd go for that?"
Lucy shrugged. "Maybe. Guess you'll never know if you don't ask."
"I think..." I tried to come up with reasons why it wouldn't work, but in the end I realised it wasn't actually my job to reject the idea. "That really would be lovely, if she's up for it. But Lucy, are you sure you're okay with it?"
"Told you, I don't do jealousy. But, look, if you want to make it up to me, I'll settle for the same thing I was going to ask for if I hadn't fucked up...you know...staying on the wagon."
"I wish you wouldn't beat yourself up about that. Everybody gets to fuck up now and then. Give yourself some credit for all the days when you didn't. But okay, I'm curious to know what you were going to ask for."
"I guess you'll find out when you get back."
"Deal."
* * * * *
I phoned Anjali the next day. After recent experiences, I still had qualms about committing certain things to email, and besides I knew if I tried to write an email I'd get stalled trying to find the perfect words. Better to get the words out. Heart in my stomach, I told her what Lucy had suggested, finishing with, "but only if that's something you'd want to do."
"Hmm," said Anjali. "I need to think about that. Can I let you know?"
"Sure," I said weakly, and then, "well, I'd better go and leave you with it."
I was braced for the worst. One of those long silences that stretches out for weeks while I try to guess whether they've forgotten, or if they've already decided no and are just waiting for me to lose interest so they don't have to say it.



But it was only half an hour later that my phone chimed with her reply. Yes. If the timing works, I would very much like to do that.
* * * * *
At the end of a PhD, it's customary to do a presentation on one's work. In some countries that happens as part of a viva voce, an oral examination where a panel of expert reviewers interrogates one—sometimes for hours—aiming to identify every possible flaw in the work. That kind of peer review is important, but for those who don't think well on their feet (like me) it can be a terrifying prospect.
In Australia, the process is a little gentler. The real peer review is commonly done by correspondence, so the candidate gets to answer criticisms without the pressure of time and a live audience. But it's still expected that we'll give a lecture. For Anjali that meant presenting to an audience of approximately a hundred of her colleagues, fellow students, juniors, and anybody else who happened to show up. Like me, for instance.
Through truly heroic efforts and some ruthless editing she'd managed to submit a draft on her thesis on the afternoon of the last day of February. The seminar was a week after that, just enough time for her to put a presentation together.
I'd taken the morning off work and showed up a little early to give her moral support. It shouldn't have surprised me to find that she'd made herself a new dress. This one was less ornate than some of her creations, a simple cut in canary yellow, but it framed her perfectly and set a cheerful tone for the occasion without being distracting. After wishing her well, I found myself a seat up near the back of the auditorium and waited for the coordinator to introduce her.
Anjali had long ago passed the point where I could keep up with her research, and it wasn't the most polished of presentations; she was nervous and spoke too softly and too quickly. But as she went on, flipping through slide after slide of algebra and simulation plots, I could see her beginning to forget the audience and hear the joy creeping back into her voice.
Anjali spoke about stars almost massive enough to collapse into black holes, and about their atoms being crushed together into iron nuclei and then crushed further into a gigantic ball of neutronium. She talked about how she'd measured the spin of her dead stars to detect quakes as their material settled, and from there how she'd estimated where the border lay between the iron zone and the core.
I only understood about a tenth of it, but there was no missing the rhapsody in her words as she spoke. I stole a glance around the auditorium to see if anybody else was moved by it as I was. Many of the listeners wore a politely glazed expression, but a few of them were nodding enthusiastically. I recognised her advisor Professor Cheng, and a couple of her friends who I'd seen on her Facebook at one time or another.
Halfway through, the door bumped open behind me and a late arrival snuck in. He'd picked my row so I wriggled over a couple of seats to make space for him. He was a handsome young Indian man, and he nodded thank-you to me then did a double-take, just at the same time I was thinking he looked familiar. But I couldn't quite place him; just as with Lucy a year earlier, I didn't have the right context.
"Sarah?" he whispered.
"I'm terribly sorry, I'm bad with faces..."
"I was a lot younger last time we met."
"Oh! Mahesh!" Anjali's brother! He would have been a gangly fifteen-year-old when I'd seen him last. "She'll be so glad you could make it—hey, aren't you getting married soon?"
"Next week." Then somebody shushed us and we watched the rest of it in silence, Mahesh filming the talk on his phone. But after the talk, while one of the emeritus professors up the front was offering an unnecessarily long "this is more of a comment than a question", Mahesh leaned over to me. "I'm just up for the day, the parents don't know I'm here."
"Well, they're not going to find out about it from me. I'm kind of persona non grata with them for the moment." For a very long moment.
"So I heard."
To everybody's relief, the emeritus professor eventually finished his not-a-question and the host congratulated Anjali. As most of the audience started to leave we worked our way against the flow to where she stood at the podium packing up her laptop.
Anjali caught sight of me first. "Hello S—MAHESH!" She pounced on him and hugged him hard enough to lift him off his feet. "You came! You didn't tell me you were coming!"
"I didn't want to let you down if I couldn't make it. But I owe you for all the times you helped me with my physics homework. So proud of you, big sister. Or is it Doctor Anjali now?"
She hugged him again, and when she pulled back her eyes were suspiciously wet. "You're my favourite brother." An in-joke; he was her only brother.
The three of us went to lunch together. Anjali peppered Mahesh with questions about his wedding arrangements, and he promised to send her photos of everything. Then he asked, "So you're really going?"
"I am, baby brother. Five days to pack everything up and then we're flying out."
"Both of you?" He looked between me and Anjali, and she nodded.
"Sarah has work stuff to do in Amsterdam and she wanted a holiday anyway. So we're visiting Iceland for a couple of weeks, and then she goes on to the Netherlands and home, and I go on to Switzerland. With luck, my things will have arrived by then."
This was all true, although the idea of visiting our Schiphol partners had been very much an afterthought. I had originally suggested Germany, but Anjali had balked: "You speak the language much better than I do, and you've lived there. If we're doing this I want to do it together, not you as the host and me as the guest." So we'd settled on somewhere equally foreign to both of us.
"Not that it's any of my business," Mahesh said, "but are you..." He trailed off, then shook his head. "You know what, never mind."
"Hmm?" said Anjali.
"I just remembered that what I don't know can't be tortured out of me. So I'm not going to ask. But I hope you have a terrific time. Any idea when you'll be back?"
"Probably not for years," Anjali said. "I'm sorry. I'll miss you, baby brother, but—you know how they are."
"Then maybe I'll come visit you some time..."
"Oh, I would love th—"
"...like next time I have a physics problem."
"Brat." She swatted the air in front of his face.
* * * * *
We flew economy, because work wasn't paying for this one. Anjali, who had been flat out for days getting her stuff moved and her flat cleaned for final inspection, fell asleep on my shoulder before we'd even taken off and slept through most of the first leg. We changed flights in a country where kissing one another could have had us jailed—hooray for travelling while queer—and then it was my turn to sleep cuddled up to Anjali.
We had another change in Copenhagen, where we learned that our flight onwards to Keflavik was to be delayed by a massive storm, leaving us with eight hours to explore the airport. While I hopped online to let our B&B know we were delayed, Anjali explored the airport's Lego shop to find a souvenir for Mahesh, which left us about seven hours to kill.
Anjali had been wearing her scarf all along; I'd registered the fact but not really noticed it until we were browsing through a chocolate shop together, and then I suddenly thought: I can do this. I am allowed. Nobody here knows us. I took a deep breath, reached down, and clasped her hand in mine. Just for a moment she stopped what she was doing—surprised, I guess—and then she slid her fingers between mine and squeezed, and I felt my heart jump a little.
I spent the next few hours with what I assume was a stupid grin on my face. We were holding hands in public, where anybody could see, and it was okay! Later, while we were sitting at a cafe, she rested her hand on my knee, and I felt giddy. It had been a very long time since I'd been able to tune out that voice that says what if somebody saw you?
We flew in through the remnants of the storm, and the last few hours were alarmingly bumpy. Anjali and I held hands again through the worst of the weather, and I couldn't tell you whether it was for her sake or mine. But we made it to Keflavik in one piece, as did our luggage, and after one last shuttle ride to Reykjavik we made it to our B&B somewhere around eleven at night. A kindly old lady showed us up two flights of stairs to a small but cozy room and there we crawled into a double bed to sleep the disordered sleep of the badly jet lagged.
We spent the first couple of days exploring Reykjavik, taking it easy while our body clocks adjusted, clomping around town seeing the sights and getting a feel for the weather. We visited the Icelandic Punk Museum (yes, that's a thing), and the Parliament building (it's a Thing), and the Phallological Museum (lots of things), and at that point I had to tell Anjali that there would be severe penalties for any further "thing" jokes. For some reason this did nothing at all to dissuade her, and I was regretfully obliged to deliver several spankings once we were back in our lodgings.
Once we'd settled in a little and our body clocks had adjusted, we began to explore further afield, taking a coach tour of the Golden Circle and then hiring a car to drive east through gravel and lava fields to Jökulsárlón where ice floats and cracks unquietly in a glacial lagoon.
You'll find better descriptions of Iceland elsewhere; I'm a mathematician, not a travel writer. But what I remember most about it (the thing I remember most about it, Anjali would have said) was contrasts. The black rock and the white snow; the pure glacial water that ran from the cold taps, and the sulfur-stink from the hot; warm and welcoming people, descended from murderous raiders and their slaves. I come from an old continent where the earth fell asleep long ago; in Iceland, the land is still growing, sometimes violently so.
The sweetness of having Anjali-Lily with me, all day and every day. We discovered new things together, we marvelled at waterfalls and geothermal plants and handcrafts, we huddled together against the wind. In the nights, and occasionally in the mornings, we—made love? Fucked? I am not sure what to call it. I could not remember being happier.
And as the days ticked by, and I counted down our remaining time, I could feel my heart hurting with the anticipation of losing her: verlustangst, the Germans call it. Every now and then as we lay together, or as we talked, it would sneak up on me, and I would try to hide that sudden twinge from Anjali.
But she noticed.
Two days before the end, we visited the Blue Lagoon. It is a cunning piece of work: a large pool in the rock where silica dissolved in heated water colours it blue, and for a sum of money you can bathe there. From reading the brochures, it would be easy to come away with the impression that it is some miracle of nature, but the truth is rather more prosaic.
Nearby is a power station, which draws up superheated steam from deep in the rock and uses it to spin turbines. In the process, the water cools to a modest eighty-odd degrees Celsius, and some of that is piped down to Reykjavik to provide hot water and to de-ice the roads. But the rest needs to go back into the water table, so what do you do? You dig a big pool, and fill it with the waste water, now cooled to human-friendly temperatures, and let it soak back into the ground.
And if you are a very shrewd businessman, you charge tourists to soak in the pool and sell beauty products based on the silica. The advertising doesn't lie, but it doesn't exactly emphasise that one is paying to bathe in power station runoff.
I knew, but didn't mind at all. The water was no less warm and relaxing for that, and I admired the efficiency of it all. We soaked in it for hours, soothing muscles tired from a hard drive the day before—not a long distance, but it had been snowing hard and I'd had to slow to a crawl. The snow was still falling, and we had flakes in our hair, so we sat there with just our heads sticking out, averaging a very pleasant temperature indeed.
There was a poolside bar, where one could buy drinks without leaving the water, and at one stage Anjali went off to get cocktails for us both, returning to catch me in a pensive moment.
"You're sad," she said, handing me my glass and then slipping her arm around my waist.
"I am. Just thinking that it's almost over. I keep wanting to do stupid things. Ask you to marry me and stay with me. I know that's not the answer, I know that's not what you want, I don't think it's even what I want. And there's Lucy. But...god, I'm going to miss you, Anjali."
"I will miss you too." She pulled me in close, head on my shoulder, and after a few seconds I felt a wetness on my skin that was neither snow nor volcano-water but something of more human origin. "I hate that things have to end. But..."
"I know they do." I settled my drink on a rock by the poolside, but it was uneven and more slippery than I'd allowed for; the glass toppled and spilled. "Shit. I don't...I'm not asking you to stay. I know it can't happen. But I do love you, Anjali. You'll always be important to me."
She set her own drink aside, with more success than I had achieved, and hugged me tight as she kissed me on the lips. "You too," she murmured. "I don't—I don't love you like Valentines and wedding rings, not that kind of love. But I love you, Sarah. I hope you know that."
"I do." We held one another as the volcanic heat seeped through our bones, and the tangled ball of all the incompatible things I wanted and the ones I couldn't have...well, it was still a tangled ball of complications that I might never fully unravel. But I started to feel that perhaps it was something I could lift, and take with me to wherever I was going next.
For now, though...I was tired, and verklempt, and vaguely aware that people were probably staring at us. "Is it okay if we go soon?"
"Of course."
That evening, back in our room after dinner, I was still moody and down. I'd stripped off and crawled under the quilt; returning from her evening shower, Anjali slipped in behind me and cuddled up against my back.
"Once upon a time," she whispered, "there was a fairy named Lilabel, daughter of the Dandelion King, who was perhaps not as sweet and innocent as people thought her to be. And there was another fairy, Lady Tanglespine, who was perhaps not quite the villain that people thought her to be."
"Oh?"
"One day it happened by accident that Lilabel fell into Lady Tanglespine's clutches. Or, who knows, perhaps she allowed herself to be ensnared? Perhaps she had grown tired of her father's court and wanted to see the world beyond his realm? Perhaps she was curious enough and bold enough to wonder just what Lady Tanglespine would do to her?"
Her hand was a light presence on my hip.
"However it may have happened, she found herself bound to Lady Tanglespine's service for seven years, during which time she learned a number of very interesting things, and I hope I may say that Lady Tanglespine was satisfied with my—with her service."
She paused, and I felt her lips brush the back of my neck. Her fingers were circling slowly at my hip.
"Sometimes that seven years felt like an eternity, and sometimes it felt like the blink of an eye. But eventually it came to an end."
Her fingers slid over my back, coming to pause at the base of my spine; if I'd been a cat, she would have been stroking me just above the tail.
"At the end of the seven years, Lady Tanglespine told her, 'You have served me obediently, and you have acquitted your debt to me. You are free to go.' She led Lilabel to the border of her land, and the great thorn-bushes parted in front of her, and Lilabel stepped out towards the daylight. But when she had one foot across the threshold she looked back, and she saw Lady Tanglespine was weeping. So she turned, and said, 'If you wish it, I will stay one day more. Not as your servant, not as the Dandelion King's daughter, but as the one who has shared your bed these seven years.' Then she walked back into Lady Tanglespine's keep and the thorns closed behind her."
Her fingers were stroking my arse and she broke off talking to nuzzle at my shoulders, her lips warm and alive and mine, not forever but for now. I reached back with my foot to nudge hers, bending one knee to allow her better access. She accepted the invitation and began to caress the sensitive skin at the inside of my thighs, and then she slipped her other hand under me and around to stroke my face. Her fingertips traced my forehead, my cheekbones, dallied on the tip of my nose, circled my lips.
I didn't know whether I wanted to reciprocate or just to lie there and be pampered. I settled for stroking her hands as they moved over me and wriggling backwards to snuggle myself against her body. Her fingers pressed against my mouth, inviting my kisses, and her other hand now brushed through the fuzz of my mons in an exploratory pattern that gradually shifted downward. By the time she reached my vulva I was eager; I squeezed her hand tight against me and arched my head back to nip at her fingertips.
She stroked me slowly and gently, gradually increasing the pressure. It was very pleasant and moderately arousing, but it was only taking me so far; she was working left-handed and the rhythm wasn't quite right. Or perhaps my head was too full. After some time she noticed that we weren't getting anywhere—not that we were in a hurry, mind—and she paused, and said, "What would you like, my darling Tanglespine?"
I rolled over to face her. "What would you like, Miss Lilabel?"
"I'd like to make you happy." She swept the hair out of my face. "A girl could get used to taking orders from you."
"A girl could get used to bossing you around." I slid one hand around the back of her neck, like scrumming a kitten, and her eyes rolled back as I took charge. "Show me that you know your place."
"Yes, Mistress." She gave me a quick peck on the lips and slid off the bed to kneel beside it, gazing up at me, ready. I swung my legs around to bracket her, ruffled her hair, and then pulled her into me. Her tongue was first, swirling, worshipping, and the warmth of her cheeks between my thighs, and the tickle of her hair over my knees; she'd tied it back but now I pulled it loose, teasing it out to spread like a blanket.
I think perhaps that was always the magic of it for me: not just the feeling of taking her, but the knowledge that she'd given this to me, that no matter how far down I took her, I'd always bring her back again.
"Good girl...ah...good girl." Her fingers were in me now, curling gently, rhythmically, and she had her other hand on my thigh. I took it in my right, lacing my fingers between hers, and with my left I began to stroke my own breast, pinching my nipple, letting those little twinges of pain run down my body and collide with the slow lapping ripples of pleasure Anjali was giving me, merging together to form something that filled my body to bursting point. I squeezed her hand, and she squeezed mine, and the closer I got the slower and the gentler she went, bringing me to the edge and backing away, again and again, until I muttered "please?" and she wriggled her fingers and her tongue gave a little squirmy twist that brought me over the edge. I threw back my head and stuffed the back of my hand in my mouth to muffle the sound.
At length, when I'd regained some semblance of composure...I made her do it again. And when she was done, I pulled her up to me, all rumpled and sticky-faced and smelling of me, and I kissed her and threw her on her back and paid her back, biting at her breasts, leaving toothmarks on her skin as my fingers jerked her to a series of little paroxysms, and this time it was her turn to shove her hand in her mouth.



We kept on, teasing and stroking and occasionally wrestling one another, until eventually fatigue caught up with us and we subsided into a slow-moving cuddle session drifting gradually towards sleep, murmuring affectionate and not entirely coherent things to one another. I was almost out when Anjali said, "And afterwards, Lady Tanglespine showed Princess Lilabel to a different gateway, at the opposite end of her domain, and when Lilabel left for the second time she did not return to her father's kingdom."
That wasn't quite our last time—we still had a day left, and we made the most of it—but it's the one I remember.
* * * * *
My flight left from a different gate to hers, and half an hour before. We scouted the two gates together, and then stayed together at mine until the last possible moment, and hugged one another goodbye. It hurt. like. fuck.
* * * * *
When I opened my suitcase in Amsterdam, I found a small parcel that hadn't been there when I packed it, addressed to me in Anjali's tidy handwriting.
Inside were two Lego figures, one a white woman (well, Default Yellow) in trousers, whose hair looked something like mine, the other a darker-skinned woman in a dress and, for some reason, a blue superhero mask. There was also a note.
Dear Sarah,
I never quite knew what to call our relationship. There are so many different words and none of them quite fit. But then, words are just boxes we make up to put things in. If we don't fit in a box, that is a fault of the boxes and not of us. Pluto is Pluto, and strange and wonderful, no matter what we call it. I would not be the person I am without you, and I hope I have left my mark on you too. Just to say that you mattered to me, and you still do matter to me. Just because we can't be everything to one another doesn't mean we're nothing; just because it wasn't forever doesn't mean it doesn't matter.
Take care, and don't be a stranger.
I was going to give you the scarf back to remember me by, but I have decided that I want to keep it. I got you these instead.
Love, Anjali.
P.S. Ignore the mask, my options were limited so I had to cannibalise a Kamala Khan figure.
I laughed, and then I cried.
* * * * *
I had four days of work time in Amsterdam. It had been two and a half years since my previous visit, and most of the people I'd met with last time had moved on to other projects, but Miep was still there, in a new and larger office.
"They were very happy with how I managed the project," she told me, "and now I'm chief operations manager here. I understand you also have been promoted."
"I suppose I have."
"This worked out well for both of us, then. Shall we drink to that, after your presentation?"
"Why not?"
I gave a talk to Miep's team, explaining how the facility management system worked—at least, the bits it was useful for them to know—and what its limitations were. From them I picked up several suggestions for future improvements and learned a few useful things about how the reality of the place compared to our mathematical model.
I'd expected the drinks afterward to be a team event, but it turned out to be just me and Miep. Sitting in a booth in a brewhouse that was pleasantly quiet (by brewhouse standards) and dimly-lit, we chatted about our careers and then gradually the conversation drifted to life outside work, and family. She'd broken up with her partner a year ago—I noticed her carefully skirting around any mention of gender—and I said something vague about "being at a transition point".
"Where are you staying?" she asked.
"Airport Sheraton."
"What's that like?"
"Not bad. Standard hotel."
"I always find hotels are a little bit soulless." She finished her drink. "You would be quite welcome to stay over at my place instead, if you prefer."
"Are you..." I reran the conversation in my head. "Miep, is that a come-on?"
"It most certainly is."
I had to think through my answer. I liked Miep, and Lucy had told me she wasn't the jealous type, and I was a long way from home. And yet...
"That is a very lovely offer, Miep, but unfortunately I cannot take you up on it. Things are complicated right now, but there's somebody waiting for me at home." Which was easier than trying to articulate: I find you attractive, and nobody would object if I did, but I am busy processing the end of one thing and the beginning of another, and there is nothing left over for this.
But I didn't want to hurt her feelings, so I said, "I think I can do this much, though." I leaned in and kissed her, briefly but firmly. "I hope that's better than nothing." And then I went back to my hotel room, which was clean and felt too large for one.
* * * * *
Lucy was waiting for me when I cleared Customs. We hugged, and she ruffled my hair, and then drove me back to my place even though I could easily have taken the airport shuttle. On the way she asked me how the trip had gone, and I told her, and she nodded as I talked.
At the end, she said, "Was it what you needed?"
"I think so, yes. Thank you for...well, you know."
"I am glad. Now get some sleep."
Two days later, once I was a little less jet lagged, she dropped round for dinner at my place. After the meal, I said, "So I believe I owe you a thing."
"I haven't forgotten. You said anything, within reason?"
"Anything."
She studied me for a little while, then nodded. "Sarah, would you tell me about your tattoo?"
THE END
* * * * *
This is an imperfect story.
Last time I wrote a novel-length story for Literotica it took a little over a year. This one took more than three. Writing requires a lot of mental focus for me, and that's been in short supply even before the shit-show that was 2020. Plus, although this is about the same length as "Stringed Instrument", the structure is more complex and took a lot more thought.
Sarah isn't me, but there's a lot of me in her, and I'm not the same person I was three years ago. Some of the things I meant to do with this story didn't end up happening, either because they no longer fit the characters in my head, or because I thought of something better. There are parts of this that are rougher than I'd like, but an imperfect story completed is better than a perfect story that will never be finished. So here it is.
Self-censorship is a big part of the autistic experience. We get absolutely enthralled by something, be it Renaissance costuming or lizards or model railways, and we love to talk about the things we love...but we quickly learn that we have to choke that back or risk being seen as weird.
It didn't feel right to do that in this story. I needed to let Sarah be her authentic self. So I gave myself permission to let her talk about her passions for as long as she wanted. I'm sure that decision (not to mention my erratic posting schedule) has lost me some readers along the way. But for those of you who stayed to the end—I appreciate you very much. Thank you for listening to Sarah's monologuing. I hope you've learned something useful about graph theory, container management, and/or German goth music.
One part of this story that's not based on personal experience is the sex-work aspect. Here I have benefited greatly from reading first-hand accounts from RL sex workers, and I'd recommend doing the same if you'd like to learn more about the complexities of the industry. This story sticks very much to the safe and non-confronting end of that industry, but all sex workers deserve to be safe and respected.
Thanks to everybody who beta-read, contributed advice, and pointed out problems in the story, including but not limited to AwkwardMD, LaRascasse, LesbianChickLit, stickygirl, Vix Giovanni, BrokenSpokes, Omenainen, Blind Justice, and my partner. Please check out their stories! And thanks to A. for vital Lego fact-checking. Details matter.
Last of all, thanks to those of you who've read, voted, and/or commented on this series (please do vote!) and love to any of my fellow aliens who may have recognised a little bit of themselves in this.
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Written for the "AI: A New Era" Author Challenge.
This story contains aspects of Lesbian Sex, Sci-Fi, and Romance, and I'm not sure which category fits best, but I think the romance is the heart of this one. Please note that it includes COVID-19, dementia, and the death of a spouse.
The dog dies too, but he lived a long and happy life and was thoroughly spoiled.
It might be helpful to know that Russian-style names change form depending on the social context, similar to how "Elizabeth" might be "Bettie" to her friends but with some extra complications. Searching on "Eastern Slavic naming customs" will find more information.
* * * * *
LOSS FUNCTION
All models are wrong, but some models are useful. – George Box.
A loss function is a way of describing the gap between what we want and what we have. – Patricia Rosewood, "Introduction to Artificial Intelligence: Collected Course Notes", 2027.
I hadn't expected so many people at Nadja's funeral. I wouldn't have blamed them for not showing up – over the last few years I'd been terrible at keeping up with our contacts – but there they were by the dozens, friends and neighbours, students and professors and business partners.
At the reception they came up to me one by one to tell me what she had meant to them. They spoke cautiously, as if I was an eggshell to be shattered by a careless word, and they danced around the questions that etiquette forbade them from voicing. Was I devastated, or relieved? Would I build a life after Nadja, or stop and wither? Had they asked, had I wanted to answer those questions, I couldn't have.
I kept it together for the most part, except once when I found myself looking for her wheelchair before remembering that she no longer needed it, would never again need it. That was when I clutched a serviette and pretended I was wiping my mouth so people wouldn't see the sudden tears.
My brother and sister-in-law drove me home and then hung around with the awkwardness of people who want to help and know there is nothing they can offer that's equal to the challenge. I let them make dinner, because they would feel bad if I didn't let them do something. After we'd eaten I reassured them that I was coping, and just needed some alone time. Then I waved good-bye and stood on the porch until their tail-lights had vanished into the night.
After that I went back inside, poured myself a glass of Merlot, and sat down at my keyboard to type. (It's an old-lady thing; when you've been typing as long as I have, it feels wrong not to have the click-clack of keys pushing back against one's fingers.)
> Hello cabbage, I'm home.
> Darling, I missed you. How was it?
> Not bad, as funerals go. There were some lovely tributes, and I think you would have liked the flowers. I left Toby with you. Emilie gave a beautiful speech, I'll get you a transcript tomorrow.
> How are you?
> Tired. It's a complicated feeling. I'm sad, but... not the way people expect.
> Trisha, important question, how did I look?
> Unbelievably glamorous, as always. Everybody was asking me for your fashion secrets.
> You are joking, yes?
> Yes, joking.
I hesitated.
> The mortician did a good job, but you were... if I'm being honest, you looked small and old.
> I am glad you are honest. I have to ask question, though.
I waited until it became clear that she was waiting too, dragging it out so I'd have to say something.
> What? Ask.
> Trisha, is it true what they say, when mortician gets you ready for funeral, they stick plug up your butt?
> FUCKSAKE NADKA. You're atrocious. Wine, keyboard. Can't take you anywhere.
> Of course you can, darling. Now you can take me anywhere you like, in handbag. Make sure you get me classy urn though. Do Rolls-Royce make urns?
> Stop.
> Okay. Stopped. Good stop or bad stop?
> I'm crying.
I'd laughed out loud first, and then in the next breath I'd been sobbing. I set my glass aside and tried to gather my thoughts.
> I feel like I'm grieving you and glad you're still with me, both at the same time. I don't know how to reconcile it. Maybe I'm just going to feel both things at once.
> I don't want to make you cry. I'm sorry.
> For dying? Not your fault.
> Then I am sorry for times when it was my fault. Did you tell them how we met?
> A little bit. Not all of it. I said you weren't perfect, that you had your share of flaws, but you were always trying to be better today than you were yesterday.
> Thank you. That is kind way to say it.
> Your words.
> When? I don't remember saying that.
> You wouldn't. It's not in the corpus. She said it to me a couple of years ago in one of her lucid moments.
* * * * *
One could hardly have predicted our end from our beginning. I was a grad student nearing the end of my PhD project, having spent long enough in England to acquire the beginnings of the mongrel British-Australian accent that would stick with me for life. I'd been conscripted to help out at the machine learning conference my department was hosting, and after a morning on duty I'd just handed over to the next shift and sat down to enjoy the last ten minutes of the lunch break when a rumpled-looking woman approached me with a suitcase in tow.
"You are the food lady?"
"Yes…?" I would have preferred to be thought of as a fellow researcher, or as a member of the conference committee, but I'd helped organise the catering and I supposed that did make me "the food lady".
She tapped the name badge that identified her as Dr. Nadezhda Kapustina, University of Sergeigrad, which I recalled to be the capital of the small nation of Serjarus. "I have reserved lunch with no dairy. Where is it?"
I remembered her name, and I remembered ticking off a meal for her. When I showed her to the special requests table, there was a plate there labelled for her – but the cling wrap had been pulled off, and nothing remained but crumbs and a grape. Evidently somebody else had helped themselves to Dr. Kapustina's lunch.
She did not take it well. She had specified a dairy-free meal, she had paid for a dairy-free meal, and now there was nothing but the remains of a cheese platter, some leftover sandwiches (buttered), and salad ("food for rabbits"). As far as she was concerned, I was the "food lady" and therefore this was my fault.
I don't respond well to insults. Had she been polite I would have been happy to go find something for her. Instead, I told her she didn't have the right to talk to me like that, and I wasn't going to do anything for her until she changed her attitude. She glared and puffed herself up, and for a moment I thought she might be about to blow her top altogether. But then one of my professors stopped by; she looked at him, thought better of it, and stalked off muttering something about "fucking useless". I put her out of mind and got on with the conference; once or twice I saw her in the halls over the next few days, but I kept my distance, and I had plenty of other things to worry about.
A couple of weeks later I looked in my pigeonhole to find a neatly hand-written letter with unfamiliar stamps and a return address written in Cyrillic. I have it in my archive, the very first piece in our correspondence.
Corpus NK_PR 00001
Medium: letter
NK d:2006-07-28
Dear Ms. Rosewood,
had the pleasure of reading your poster presentation at the recent conference. It was interesting and well designed. You should be very proud of it! If you haven't already encountered the algorithm of Tiptree and Sands (J. Comput. Linguist., Vol. 68 no. 3) you may find it worth your time.
Best regards,
Dr. N. Kapustina
University of Sergeigrad
Serjarus
It was only then that I connected the letter to the woman who had shouted at me at the conference, and I promptly crumpled it and tossed it in the bin. But curiosity got the better of me. In an idle moment later that afternoon I looked up the paper she'd mentioned. I had my doubts about how relevant it would be; I was chagrined to discover that the algorithm solved a problem I'd been wrestling with for months, one I'd mentioned in my poster. I fished her letter out of the bin and wrote the tersest reply my manners would allow.
Corpus NK_PR 00002
Medium: letter
PR d: 2006-08-08
Dear Dr. Kapustina,
Thank you for your kind letter. I am glad you appreciated my poster, and thank you for the pointer to Tiptree and Sands. The algorithm is indeed useful.
Kind regards,
Patricia Rosewood
University of Leeds
United Kingdom
The letter prompted me to check out Dr. Kapustina's research interests, and what I saw concerned me. Every academic lives in fear of being scooped: you might spend years of your life working on some grand idea, only to send it in for publication and discover that some asshole in Minsk or Pinsk or Omsk or Tomsk had the same idea six months earlier. Her research focus was way too close to mine for comfort, and I started following her work. Mostly it was simply to reduce the risk of being scooped, but some of it was spite: if I could get out ahead of her on one of her own projects, I could pay her back for her rudeness.
Over the next few years we developed a professional rivalry, in the petty sort of way that academics do. She published a new algorithm; I published a letter pointing out an inefficiency in the method, and showing how a simple modification could change the run-time scaling from cubic to quadratic. At another conference, I presented a new method based on my PhD research; Dr. Kapustina was there in the audience, asking thorny questions about the assumptions it required and the conditions under which it would fail. Back and forth, tit for tat.
I spent many a lonely night reading journal articles until my eyes ached, trying to figure out where Dr. Kapustina was going and how to get there first. I lost more than one girlfriend after they got impatient with my saying "I just need to finish one more run, then I really am coming to bed, promise". It was childish, it was emotionally toxic, and in a fucked-up kind of way it was the best thing that ever happened to me.
At the time I saw our interaction as some kind of protracted duel of honour, two fencers drawing blood until one should weaken and collapse. I should have known better.
There's a technique in machine learning called "generative adversarial networks", GANs for short. It goes like this: let's suppose you want to program a computer to draw a human face. You might start by collecting thousands of pictures of faces, and thousands that are not faces. You teach a neural network to tell the difference between the two – let's call her Jenny, the Generator – and then ask Jenny to draw things that look like faces, according to what she's learned.
The problem here is that there are almost infinitely many bad ways to draw a face, and most of them will not be in your collection of "not a face". Your network might have learned that faces have eyes and teeth, and draw you something with the wrong number of eyes and teeth in the wrong place.
Here's the clever part. Now you take a second neural net, Dicky the Discriminator. You give Dicky the real faces, and Jenny's awful nightmare faces, and you train Dicky to tell the difference between the two. Dicky learns that humans should usually have two eyes, and that the eye-mouth-eye triangle should be approximately isosceles, and that if these conditions aren't met he's probably looking at one of Jenny's attempts.
Then you use Dicky's knowledge to improve Jenny, teaching her how to avoid the sort of mistakes that Dicky's looking for, allowing her to generate faces that are slightly more realistic than her previous attempts. But there will still be mistakes – perhaps Jenny is putting the eyes in the right place, but the pupils are weird.
So you go back and forth, alternately training Dicky to catch Jenny's fakes, and training Jenny to fool Dicky. Do it for long enough, and you end up with something that might be good enough to fool a human.
Not duellists; sparring partners. My hostility to Dr. Kapustina, my urge to show her, drove me to improve, and she responded in kind, each of us pulling ourselves up by the other's bootstraps. My career started to take off, here an invited journal article, there a keynote speaker position, and I owed it to my enemy.
* * * * *
Dr. Kapustina and I mostly crossed swords in slow motion, through our respective publications. But with the similarity in our research interests it was no surprise that we sometimes ended up at the same conferences. It was at one such event in Paris that she approached me, after I'd wrapped up a rather well-received presentation, and invited me to dine with her. "Patricia," she said, "I have something to discuss which I think will interest you. I know an excellent Algerian place."
It smelled like a trap, but I couldn't figure out what the trap might be. In the end I went, figuring that I could always just find out what she was offering and then say no.
Over a glass of good red and a mouthwatering tajine, she started by telling me a little about Serjarus. It was a small ex-Soviet country whose main exports were oil and pomegranates, but by the early 2000s the oil was starting to dry up and pomegranates can only go so far. Seeing the writing on the wall, the government had decided that the best way to achieve prosperity in the twenty-first century was to position it as a business-friendly hub for industry and IT. It had plenty going for it: cheap labour, attractive tax incentives for foreign investment, and a flexible approach to corporate regulation. And if the Serjarussian political system was less democratic in reality than on paper, if their ratings on human rights and journalistic freedom were less than stellar – well, business finds its ways of making peace with such things.
The big problem with technology is that it requires tech support, and tech support costs money. Even if you can offshore it to some call centre in India or the Philippines or Serjarus where phone operators are cheap, a couple of hours tech support per customer makes a noticeable dent in your profits. It's not just the wages, either; you have to provide your staff with training and equipment, and back then you had to provide them with an office too. No wonder that businesses do their utmost to stop you from talking to a human.
So the obvious question was: how can tech support be automated?
The naïve way to do it is to write a logic tree that asks a bunch of questions to narrow down exactly what the problem is: Is the printer's power light on? If yes, okay, is the network connection icon showing? And so on. Two problems with that approach: first, it's a lot of work to program, especially when you have to design that kind of logic for every single product you want to support, and second, it's tedious and unnatural for the customer. They don't want to play twenty questions; they want to tell you what problem they're having, in their own words, and be told how to fix it. They want to feel like they're talking to a human who knows their stuff.
What Dr. Kapustina had tried to do was to tap into the expertise of human tech support: let skilled humans who knew the product do a few weeks of support, collect a log of support conversations – a "text corpus", we'd call it – and then train a neural network on that corpus.
She wasn't the first to explore that kind of idea; tools like GPT-3 had been using that kind of approach on a larger scale to produce surprisingly good simulations of human writing. The problem with that approach is that it tends to generate high-quality bullshit. It's like asking your accountant's parrot for tax advice, or asking a smart student to give a report on a book they haven't read: they can make it sound good, but there's no connection to any underlying truth. The longer they go on, the more obvious the flaws become.
"What we need," she said, "is to combine the good parts of both. A bot that talks like a human but linked to a truth model. I have ideas for it. We would need to sign a NDA before I can tell you more, but… Dr. Rosewood, would you like to collaborate with me on this?"
I nearly sprayed my wine across the table. "Me?"
"Yes, you. Why not? Who else could it be for this?"
"But I—"
"I notice your work from the day I read your poster. I read all your papers and I know you read mine. You have so many ideas for improving my methods, feels like we're already working together. We could be a good team. No, not good, great team."
"Have you—" And then it hit me: she hadn't even noticed that we were rivals. I reviewed our past interactions as best I could remember them, trying to figure out how much of what I'd interpreted as hostility could be explained instead by language differences and a certain Eastern-bloc bluntness. Most, perhaps. Not all.
"Dr. Kapustina. Do you remember how we first met?"
She was silent.
"You swore at me because somebody else took your lunch."
"Ah." She sighed. "I didn't know if you remembered that. I didn't want to remind you if you'd forgotten. Not my best day. My mother went into hospital and I missed my flight. So I was late three hours, and then eight hours on the plane and they didn't get my meal. Then Customs decided I was smuggling drugs and searched all through my bags. So I was in a very bad mood by the time I got to the conference, and even later because I had to stop for a smoke, and I was thinking well at last I will get something to eat, and then…" She threw up her hands. "I am not a patient person, you should know that if you will work with me. But that was a very bad day. Not how I usually am."
"Ah." There was one part of that I could engage with. "I hope your mother is well?"
She shrugged. "As well as one can expect."
It wasn't an apology, but something told me it was as close to one as I was likely to get, and it was up to me whether to accept it or not. In the end, curiosity won out over vindictiveness. It's hard to maintain enthusiasm for a feud when the other side doesn't even realise it's happening.
Besides, she was right. The reason I'd found it so easy and so satisfying to poke holes in her work was the same reason she needed me. She was a big-picture thinker whose reach sometimes fell short of her ambitions; I was better technically, able to fill in the gaps she left. Mortar and bricks, stronger in combination than singly.
If I said no, she'd find somebody else – I could think of several possibilities – but none of them knew her work as well as I did. And I'd be left on the outside, waiting to find out what she'd done.
So I went back to my own people and let them know about Dr. Kapustina's offer, and some months later I was on the plane to Serjarus with my department head and a couple of lawyers and administrators to negotiate a research partnership.
* * * * *
It took our lawyers and theirs several days to work out the details of the research agreement. I sat in on it for a few hours, by which time it became obvious that I didn't have much to contribute to the conversation. Eventually they told me "we'll call you if we need you, don't talk about anything technical until we've signed off the NDA" and I left them to it while Dr. Kapustina ("call me Nadja") played host.
Nadja was a surprisingly good tour guide, although her driving left me white-knuckled, and I learned several obscene Russian phrases from the things she yelled at other cars. The first time it happened, I flinched, remembering our original meeting. But she turned and said "Don't worry, just driving language," and the next moment she was back to telling me about the sights of Sergeigrad.



We visited the mansion that had once belonged to a local count, famous for having (probably) slept with Catherine the Great when she visited Sergeigrad in 1773. "Everybody here thinks he's hero for that," she told me. "Big deal. She fucked him once, never came back. Sounds like disappointment for her."
After a whirlwind summary of the city's history – some buildings still wore scars from WWII – she showed me the more modern side: the new railway under construction, the shopping precincts, the flower gardens, occasionally switching back to history. "Your hotel"—she pulled her SUV across traffic at alarming speed, and I grasped the chicken handle as people honked at us—"that was NKVD headquarters. Soviets shot my great-grandfather there."
I wasn't sure what to say to that. She caught my silence and looked at me. "Don't worry, not in your room! They had basement for that."
"Uh, okay."
"Hey, do you like ballet? Matinee tomorrow afternoon. Not Bolshoi but pretty good."
"Sure," I said, embracing the change in topic. "I've never been, but I'm curious. How much are tickets?"
"Don't worry. My guest, my treat." She fended off all my attempts to pay.
Nadja had a good eye for fashion. I had mentioned that I needed a new winter jacket, and she knew just the place – "not the cheapest," she said, "but cheap shit falls apart. And we get you good hat too, so you don't look like 'hello I am tourist please charge me extra'." Along the way she showed me a beautifully painted Orthodox cathedral, drove me past the Presidential manor, and took me for a tour of the university grounds. Most of the buildings there were gleaming and new; from what she told me, a huge amount of money had gone into it over the last few years. We stopped by her department and she introduced me to colleagues who I'd only known as names on papers, and to a couple of students who treated her with cautious deference.
I'd heard Nadja speak at conferences, and her grammar there was polished and precise; much later she told me she'd spent four years at an expensive boarding school in Sussex. She'd been the same way with the lawyers. I was struck by the contrast with how she spoke now, looser and informal. Eventually I realised what it was: she was relaxed around me, and had for whatever reason decided that I wasn't going to think less of her if she didn't maintain linguistic perfection. That, in turn, warmed me towards her; it's hard not to trust somebody who apparently likes and trusts you.
On the first evening we were welcomed to a formal dinner with our Serjarussian counterparts. On the second, after the ballet, Nadja invited me to dinner at her place with her husband Pyotr, and one of her grad students, Mikhail. Pyotr was a hearty fellow who looked more like a lumberjack than the hospital administrator he actually was, and who was clearly disappointed when I wasn't able to sustain a conversation about the American cable series that seemed to be his main recreation.
Pyotr had an evening shift, so after we'd finished our mains and a rather delicious pomegranate-based pudding he took Mikhail home and left the two of us to deal with the remaining half of the evening's second bottle of Bordeaux. I'm not usually much of a drinker, but I had been enjoying the company and I was well into my third glass.
"This is a lovely flat," I said. It was much roomier than mine, and although the building was old, it had clearly been refurbished. "Is it cheap to live here, on a university salary?"
"Cheap, yes, but not this cheap. My family has money. Thinking of moving here?"
"It's a beautiful city, but no." I felt like I owed her some truth. "My dating life is limited enough as it is, without moving somewhere it's illegal." Not that homosexuality was illegal in Serjarus, not as such. But I was aware of a law banning "promotion of abnormal sexual conduct", with a "public indecency" clause that seemed to mean straight couples fucking or gay couples kissing.
"Ah." She held out the bottle, an offer to refill my glass, but I declined. "Nobody here asks, what is legal? We ask, what is possible?" She looked at her watch, made a thoughtful face, and at length said, "Let me show you something."
* * * * *
The club was loud, so very loud. Nadja told me it had been built as a tractor factory in the 1920s, then converted to make tanks for the war. In the early 2000s the district had been revamped from "crumbling industrial" to an entertainment precinct; most of the old buildings had been torn down, but the Tractor Factory had survived. Some enterprising soul had converted the space into a laser tag complex, and for a few years it had been the hippest place in town, so Nadja told me.
By the time of my visit laser tag was no longer trendy. The laser-guns were gone, the maze disused, and the reception space had been converted to a small nightclub. I guess they already had the sound system and the flashing lights in place. I could hear the sound long before we were inside, dance music and high-speed Europop going doof doof doof and reverberating off concrete walls.
The light was dim inside. As my eyes adjusted, the first thing that caught my attention was the crowd. People in Serjarus tended to dress conservatively, like they were going for a job interview at a funeral. Here there were a few suits, yes, but there was also colour, ripped jeans, garish eye shadow. The people ranged from eighteen-ish to a few around my parents' age, and the couples…
"Oh my," I said. Aside from one or two hangers-on, everybody in that place was female, though I had to look twice to be reasonably sure about some of them.
"Girl," Nadja stage-whispered in my ear, "I wanna take you to a gay bar."
Superficially it looked tame, compared to some I'd been to. The fashions would have been ten years out of date in a club in Soho or Berlin, and there were clearly some unwritten rules, with not so much as a kiss to be seen. But here it was bold, and I was nervous, and excited, and still a little drunk.
"Are we safe here?"
She looked at me, amused. "All nice people here. Maybe somebody grabs your ass, that's all."
"No, I meant from—" But at that moment a tall, sporty-looking woman in a green jacket tapped Nadja on the shoulder. She turned, and the two of them exchanged a brief hug and a peck on the cheek while saying what I assumed was hello. The other woman asked Nadja something – about me, I suspected – and Nadja replied. Then she turned back to me. "Trish, this is my friend Anja. She teaches English literature at the university. Anja, this is Trish, she is visiting from England."
"Nice to meet you," said Anja. "Here for long?"
"Just a few days."
She nodded. "I'm heading to the dance floor. See you there!"
Soon enough I was headed the same way; the music was too loud here for chit-chat, and I didn't need any more alcohol yet. The dance floor was packed with energetic young folk but they made room for me, and soon enough I was shaking my stuff, still nervous as hell but set to enjoy myself. I hadn't been out much since my last girlfriend walked out on me four months ago – it was easier just to sink into work. The music wasn't good but it was danceable, and I realised I'd been missing the physicality. I let the beat throb through me, let the lights dazzle me, let myself go in the energy of the dancers around me.
Now and then, one of the other women would smile at me and say something – I caught novaya once, I remembered that was "new" – and I'd smile back, shaking my head, and tell them "I only speak English". A couple tried to make conversation in my language, but it was too loud for me to make much out, so I just went on smiling, and that seemed to satisfy them.
I didn't jump when I felt hands on my hips, moving with me, soft at first then more firm as I showed no signs of rejecting the contact. I shimmied, felt her match the motion, pressing up against me. From the corner of my eye I caught a glimpse of green: Anja.
I wasn't looking to go home with somebody. In a country like Serjarus, in the middle of a work trip, that seemed like a bad idea. But it felt good to be desirable, to flirt, to enjoy the physical contact, and Anja didn't show signs of taking it any further.
Then we turned, and I saw Nadja, standing by the bar just looking at us with a stony expression. I felt I'd put my foot in things somehow, and I didn't know how. "Excuse me," I shouted to Anya, and peeled myself from her grasp, picking my way between dancers to Nadja.
"Everything okay?"
"Yeah, is okay. Just… Anja is trying to provoke me."
It clicked.She's your ex. But then…
"Wait, how is flirting with me provoking you?" Nadja was clearly a regular here, she couldn't possibly be offended by my dancing when she'd brought me to this place herself.
"She thinks…" Nadja shook her head. "She thinks I have some attraction for you."
Was she avoiding my gaze?
I was still full of flirtatious energy, the kind that wanted so badly to get into trouble, and if I hadn't missed my mark… I stepped in close, placing my hands on her elbows, and asked in the sweetest voice I could manage, "And why would she think that?"
Nadja flinched, just a little, and I knew: after all these years trying and failing to get under this abrasive woman's skin, I had stumbled into it by accident. I didn't quite know how, but that didn't matter. "Nadja," I said, "did you tell her that?"
When she didn't answer, I continued, "Is there some place here we can talk?"
"Uh huh."
The maze was closed, but it wasn't locked, and we weren't the only people in there. We had to pick our way past couples in the shadows, whispering, kissing, some maybe slowly fucking up against the painted plywood. Couples, perhaps once a triple; it was dark enough that I couldn't be sure. I realised this was the true draw of the club: a make-out space for those who couldn't bring their lovers home. The pounding of the music was still loud enough to provide some cover, but not so loud we had trouble hearing one another.
"I like smart girls," said Nadja. "But I wasn't going to make move. Easy to find someone else to fuck, but not collaborator like you. I don't want to damage how we work together. And I didn't know you liked girls until you told me."
"Okay," I said, and pushed her back up against what had been Blue Team Control Centre. I wouldn't have been half so attracted to her if I hadn't hated her first. "I do like girls. So what if I make a move?" I slipped one arm around behind her waist and kissed her, and she pulled me in fiercely as if she'd only been waiting for permission. I felt her fingers digging into my back, felt her teeth against my lips…
"Wait," I said, remembering something.
"Huh?"
"Your husband. I am…" Stupid conscience. "I don't do cheating." Goddammit. I wanted this so badly, so suddenly, but there were rules.
Nadja was laughing. I felt her shaking in my arms. "Petya and I… He is darling boy, we are friends since school, just friends. Being married is convenience for both of us, he has his life and I has mine and people don't ask questions. You don't need to worry about him."
"Oh thank fuck." I kissed her again, one hand pressed against the back of her neck. It had been years since I'd kissed a smoker, and I didn't like the taste any better than last time, but I liked everything else about it. My chest felt tight. I could feel her hands at my hips, sliding in between us to stroke my belly.
"My place?" she said.
"Lead on."
As she drove us back to hers – one of the longest twenty minutes I've ever experienced – I rested my hand on her thigh. I didn't want to lose the heat, and from outside nobody should be able to see what I was up to. When we stopped at lights, she'd run her fingers over the back of my hand.
"Nadja?"
"Hmm?"
"Does that place ever get raided by police?"
"Sometimes."
"What… what happens then?"
I felt her shrug. "Manager says he keeps rules on dance floor, but sometimes people sneak into maze, what can he do about it? If anybody makes trouble for me, I tell them, my uncle is your chief do you want to bother him?"
"Oh."
"Told you my family had money."
I laughed unevenly. "Money yes, not connections."
"Money makes connections. And connections are how you make money."
I nodded. Something seemed odd, and it took me a moment to place it. The impatience had gone out of her driving; we'd just waited a full minute at a traffic light and I hadn't felt her fuming at the delay, nor her usual race-driver takeoff when the light finally went green.
"Why me?" I asked.
She took a while to reply. "You understand things. So much whirring in my head, argh! Takes so long to explain it to people. But you've read everything I published. I think you're the only one who can understand what I'm thinking of… god, wish I could tell you about it. Fucking contract nonsense."
* * * * *
It was the state of the guest bedroom that convinced me she really hadn't intended to make a move. She'd been using it as a study and the bed was covered with papers she'd been reading. The dramatic thing would have been to sweep it all onto the floor, or to ravish one another dramatically on top of the mess, but I quailed at the thought of trying to sort out all those loose papers after. So I sat back for a couple of minutes while Nadja stacked them into haphazard towers on her desk, and then she sat on the edge of the bed looking at me hesitantly.
In the club we'd been hungry for one another. With the trip back, and this little delay, we'd lost that heat. I knew both of us were thinking that now was the time, if there was a time, to say maybe this isn't such a good idea.
I sat beside her, one hand over her shoulders, and said, "So tell me." And she began to talk, at first hesitantly, growing in confidence as she went on with her idea and I didn't poke holes in it.
As she'd hinted, the goal was to combine the two approaches: the "parrot" that reads a text corpus and learns how to mimic those conversations, and the truth model that understands the system they're talking about. The trick was in coupling the two together. Instead of sitting down with the technical specs for the printer or whatever you're supporting, and trying to code that into rules, you get the machine to reverse-engineer the logic from those conversations.
Think of it like this: suppose you were to take a very bright medieval scholar, and give her thousands of conversations where modern-day people talk about their cars. It is very unlikely that she would figure out the intricacies of an internal combustion engine, or even form a very clear idea of what a "car" looks like. But she might come to understand that it is something like a horse that needs to be fed (petrol) and shod (tires). And then, if you asked her what to do before embarking on a long journey, she could tell you that you need to fuel your car and check the tires. The metaphor is not the reality, but it's enough to be useful.
Now, take a million such scholars, and let them each develop their own metaphors, and then argue with one another to find whose metaphor works best, perhaps modifying their own theories to steal ideas from one another… and you might end up with a very complex metaphor which is capable of telling you when to change your oil and what to do if the magic smoke escapes.
Is that "understanding"? Perhaps not, but so much of human knowledge depends on such metaphors, imperfect but good enough to be useful; perhaps not strictly truth, but paralleling the truth.
"…so, that's basics of it, but I need help developing mathematics," she said. "Think it could work?"
"I think I'd like to find out."
As she talked, as I asked questions here and there, we had slipped back into ease with one another. Hearing her expound her ideas had stirred memories of the anger I'd felt for her, of the long hours where I'd looked for ways inside her armour to strike at her. Those feelings were not gone, but they had fermented like wine…
I shoved her back onto the bed. She gasped, and from there I couldn't honestly say whether it was me pinning Nadja down or her holding me on top of her. I had a grip on her hair and I pulled her head back, leaving her throat bare to me. First I kissed, feeling her flex and shift in response to my touch, getting the measure of her reactions, and once her breathing had shown me the way to make her squirm I traced her jawline with the tip of my tongue, a flickering touch just on the sexy side of tickling.
She had both her hands in my hair, and I could feel her dilemma. She needed to do something with them, wanted to push and pull me, but she needed me to be in charge. Such a soft interior for such a hard shell.
So I sat up and flipped her over onto her belly, straddling her hips. From there, I could lean forward and nibble at the back of her neck, and she could wiggle her arms all she liked. I tugged her blouse free from her waistband and slipped my hands into it, sliding them up her side. She shivered at the touch of my fingers.
I squeezed my hands in under her torso, pressing upwards to the edge of her bra, sliding up to her collarbone and then back down again to slide my fingertips under the cups, to stroke her soft curves. She turned her head sideways so I could kiss her as my fingers teased at her, and I took my time in releasing the catch. I kissed her lips; I kissed her cheek; I blew warm breath in her ear, and flicked my tongue-tip at the skin just behind it. (She shivered.) Then I nipped at her neck, and bit, and sucked, and she gasped as my hand slid under her, under her waistband, between her legs.
"That will bruise…" Nadja muttered.
"Should I stop?" I replied, fingers beginning to rub her through her underwear.
"No," she whispered, and I bit her again, feeling her back arch beneath me. I pushed the gusset aside, and my fingers met hot flesh, and she pressed against my hand. I stroked her slowly, every little circle of my fingers provoking another gasp.
"At last, Dr. Kapustina, I have you at my mercy," I murmured, nipping her throat again, sucking, tasting a hint of sweat on her skin despite the late October chill.
"Hmm?"
"Nothing."
I drew things out, stroking her enough to keep her close to the boil, not quite enough to finish her, as I undressed her, smelling her growing arousal as I fingered her, caressed her body, finally letting her come with her knuckles stuffed in her mouth to smother her groans.
"Oh, god, Trisha. That was friggin' fantastic," she said when she'd caught her breath. "Now what do you like? I will do it for you, tell me."
"Well, let me show you…" I said, rising to shed my remaining clothes.
* * * * *
We dozed for a few hours, tangled up in one another, but somewhere around two in the morning Nadja nudged me awake. "You need to be back in hotel. If you stay out all night, people talk."
"Don't want to get up," I muttered. "Comfortable here." I had one arm around her and was doing what one ex had described as my "affectionate sack of potatoes" impression.
I felt her soften. "I know. Me too. But it's better if you're gone before Petya gets back. He's a good man but the easiest secret to keep is the one he doesn't know."
I let her drop me back at my hotel. At her suggestion I swayed a little for the concierge's benefit, to give the impression we'd been out drinking together, and then I lay in my bed thinking about the weird thing that had just happened. I wasn't sure what the consequences might be, but it had been nice.
In the morning we were all business, and if Nadja and I were somewhat tired business, we blamed it on the Bordeaux, and nobody questioned why she was wearing a scarf. For our remaining two more nights in Sergeigrad things with Nadja were strictly on a professional footing. She made no suggestion of repeating our encounter, and I didn't feel it was my place to ask. I wasn't sure if it had been a one-time thing. Perhaps she'd satisfied her curiosity, or perhaps she considered it unsafe to get tangled up with a foreigner who mightn't know how to keep a secret? I was confused, but I decided just to accept it as an unexpected and lovely thing that had happened, out of the blue.



Eventually the lawyers came to an agreement that everybody could live with. We signed the NDA, just as if Nadja hadn't already spilled the beans to me, and headed back to the airport ready to start work.
It was a week or so later that I got an email telling me that "Mrs. Pomegranate" wanted to connect with me on an anonymous chat server. I almost binned it with the morning's spam, before remembering the national fruit of Serjarus and the dessert Nadja had made for me. I set up an account on my own PC that evening and messaged "Mrs. Pomegranate".
Corpus NK_PR 00347
Medium: chatsecret
2012-11-12
PR:pr4669201609 19:38:26Z Hi. Is this who I think it is?
NK:MrsPomegranate 21:10:42Z Who are you thinking of? Is she very fashionable and intelligent lady?
PR:pr4669201609 21:13:55Z No, I was thinking of a professor from Serjarus who I work with.
NK:MrsPomegranate 21:15:24Z I am both of those!
NK:MrsPomegranate 21:15:50Z Wait. Was that an insult?
PR:pr4669201609 21:16:03Z A joke. Hi Nadja!
NK:MrsPomegranate 21:17:40Z Trisha! I am glad to talk with you here! I use this sometimes to chat with people. Better privacy than email.
We talked back and forth for a couple of days, light chit-chat from home in between the professional talk of our workdays. I wasn't entirely sure of Nadja's motives in establishing this side channel; there was nothing in our conversation that couldn't have been safely said on work e-mail.
Unless… oh. Perhaps she had the same uncertainties I did. Perhaps she was inviting me to make the first move.
Corpus NK_PR 00353
Medium: chatsecret
2012-11-16
PR:pr4669201609 20:22:50Z By the way, how's your neck?
Her reply was an attachment: a photo of the mark I'd left on her, purple-red fading into green against her pale skin. From the timestamp, it had been taken several days earlier. Did that mean she'd wanted to remember it?
NK:MrsPomegranate 20:26:32Z I had to wear my scarf for one week, but it's all gone now.
NK:MrsPomegranate 20:26:58Z :-(
PR:pr4669201609 20:32:40Z So sorry for the inconvenience. But I very much enjoyed giving it to you.
NK:MrsPomegranate 20:34:02Z If you wanted to inconvenience me again, I will be at Krakow symposium in March.
PR:pr4669201609 20:35:45Z I was thinking of it.
PR:pr4669201609 20:36:22Z How would madame like to be inconvenienced?
NK:MrsPomegranate 20:38:02Z In warm bed with your lips on my tits and your hand in my legs.
PR:pr4669201609 20:39:14Z That sound fucking divine.
PR:pr4669201609 20:39:22Z *sounds
PR:pr4669201609 20:39:58Z *sneaks up behind you at your chair and runs one cool fingertip down your neck*
NK:MrsPomegranate 20:41:03Z Goddamn. I felt that.
PR:pr4669201609 20:42:42Z Would you feel it if I kissed the edge of your ear, and then licked it very softly?
NK:MrsPomegranate 20:43:04Z Oh yes please, Trisha.
Over the following months our professional collaboration flourished. As Nadja had predicted, we fit one another perfectly. She knew the pieces we needed; I knew how to make them mesh together. Emails flew back and forth between us and assorted grad students as we built models, trained them, tested them, tore them apart and rebuilt them better.
Corpus NK_PR 01264
Medium: email
2013-08-28
PR:Patricia.Rosewood@****.ac.uk 11:27:01Z
Hey Nadja, what is "данные_проверки"?
Corpus NK_PR 01265
Medium: email
NK:n_kapustina@****.edu.sj 12:08:20Z
Validation data.
Corpus NK_PR 01266
Medium: email
PR:Patricia.Rosewood@****.ac.uk 12:35:10Z
Okay, thanks. You know if you write your code comments in Russian, I can't read it, right?
Corpus NK_PR 01267
Medium: email
NK:n_kapustina@****.edu.sj 12:51:07Z
You should learn then. It is beautiful language.
Three weeks later, a copy of "Russian for Dummies" arrived in my mailbox. On reading it, I found Nadja had gone through it, annotating the parts where Serjarus-Russian differed from standard Central Russian.
As our collaboration on "Persephone" blossomed – we'd named the chatbot for the pomegranates – so did our more private correspondence. After a day hammering back and forth with Nadja over how best to retrain our language model, I'd go home and have dinner, and then the two of us would log on to the chat to talk about what we'd like to do with one another.
It wasn't all sex, though. We chatted about our lives and hopes and dreams. I'd thought of being a painter, before succumbing to the siren call of machine learning; she'd wanted to be in the women's football team, but had been thwarted by a case of two left feet.
Corpus NK_PR 01428
Medium: chatsecret
2013-12-17
PR:pr4669201609 21:05:05Z Did you ever think about living somewhere else? With your talents I'm sure you could get residency anywhere in the EU.
NK:MrsPomegranate 21:10:23Z It was plan when I was younger. But my mother got sick.
NK:MrsPomegranate 21:12:48Z She has dementia. Like Alzheimer's. It has been slow but it is hard on her. I visit her every few days. If I am away for long time she will forget who I am.
PR:pr4669201609 21:13:59Z Oh shit, I'm sorry. I didn't know.
NK:MrsPomegranate 21:14:30Z It is how it is. Yes, I had ideas of America and UK and Germany, but they have to wait.
It was getting harder to find "us" time. Persephone was getting much bigger than just the two of us. Our clients now included three Fortune 500 companies and we had a team of over a dozen researchers working on improvements. I found myself spending more of my time managing the collaboration than on actually working on Persephone myself.
We met up in person a few times a year: in Krakow, and at other conferences afterwards as often as we could manage, as well as occasional trips for project meetings together. When that happened, we made the most of our time together. But our relationship – it took me a while to believe that it was a relationship, and not just a very extended fling – progressed first and foremost with our online chats.
By unspoken agreement, we tried to find things that we could do together, apart. She was a big fan of EUFA, and we'd watch the Serjarus games from our respective couches, with Nadja typing furious commentary at me. Now and then we'd pick a book to read and discuss with one another, or a movie to watch in sync – Nadja's most common commentary being "this is bullshit, they should just talk to one another, and then they should fuck" – and once a week we'd try conversing in Russian. I never got very good, but I learned enough to buy groceries on my occasional work trips to Sergeigrad, and with some work I could usually make sense of the code comments that she persisted in writing in Russian.
She liked to bake. One of the things we hit on was that she'd make something like biscuits that would survive in the mail, and send me half, and then we'd eat them together. For the more perishable stuff, she'd send me a recipe, and we'd share dinner that way.
All that and more. But, yes, there also was a fair bit of sex. Indeed, for all that the distance was frustrating, cybering with Nadja was better than most of the in-person sex I'd had previously. We meshed together like two gears in a machine, as perfectly in this arena as in our professional collaboration. I took to taking my laptop to bed, so I could talk to Nadja until she – three hours ahead of me, unless it was summer – fell asleep. Sometimes we would continue in the morning, our virtual love-making stretching out over days. We talked most days, although not always – we both had our own lives outside one another.
Outside work, we almost always talked by text chat. There were voice options we might have used, but Nadja was distrustful of them, and there were other reasons.
Corpus NK_PR 09505
Medium: chatsecret
2015-06-02
NK:MrsPomegranate 18:28:55Z When I was with Anja, I was insecure. I would keep feeling like, we have not talked in weeks, she never sees me any more, she has lost interest.
NK:MrsPomegranate 18:32:44Z But when I start feeling like that with you, I have our logs. I can run analytics and see that we talk as much now as last year. Just like running change diagnostics with Persephone. Then I know we are okay and I don't have to be insecure bitch. Trust me, it's better like this.
PR:pr4669201609 18:35:16Z Okay then, for the logs: I love you, Nadja.
Persephone was growing day by day, as we found ways to enhance the core ideas with additional bags of tricks. Here, a language database, to teach Persephone that an "orange light" and an "amber light" were the same thing without needing to glean that from conversation logs. There, a modification to allow her to work with both text and voice communication (a bigger thing than it might seem; in some ways they're two different languages).
We'd started testing her in conversation with customers, and at first I thought we must have had the metrics mixed up. She was still far from perfect in her ability to model the equipment she was supporting – for the test, an internet-connected refrigerator – but she was getting good customer feedback.
It took us a while to understand why. When given a set of conversations to learn from, she wasn't restricting herself to learning about the fridge she was meant to support. She was also learning how to model the customers she was talking to, building a primitive little simulation that would help her tell the difference between the prickly customer who didn't want to be talked down to, and the uncertain customer who needed everything spelled out, and modifying her approach accordingly. A good technician could have run rings around her in debugging a complex problem, but Persephone had infinite patience for grouchy customers and a surprising amount of tact.
It was fascinating to watch her in action. We had better corpus and databases for English, so we were sticking to that for the trials. But looking through her logs, I could see her talking to British-English and Indian-English and American-English customers, identifying their dialects and code-switching to talk in their own idioms, flowery or terse as appropriate to the individual caller. She remembered individual callers, too – if somebody called for a problem, and then called a month later to follow up, there was no need for them to explain the whole issue all over again.
We had a bunch of alerts set up to notify us of any odd call patterns so we could catch bugs, and on one occasion we found that a particular customer had been calling up our helpline every few days for over a month. My first thought was that there must be something wrong, maybe that Persephone wasn't fixing her problem. That was true, in a way, but not our fault.
Mrs. Smith – let's call her that – was an old lady who was lonely. Every couple of days she'd come up with some flimsy reason to call the helpline, and then she would chat with Persephone for hours in no particular hurry to solve her supposed problems, running over the sorrows of her life, which had evidently been a hard one.
Did she realise she was talking to a machine? I've never been sure. We hadn't given Persephone much capacity for non-refrigerator-related conversation, just enough to make polite small-talk while waiting for a customer's fridge to reboot. A tech-savvy caller would have noticed the wires under the human skin within a few minutes of conversation. But Mrs. Smith didn't seem especially familiar with technology, and perhaps she didn't want to know. Perhaps it was enough for her just to have a human-sounding voice who would listen and say "uh huh" and "oh no!" and "I'm sorry to hear that" at the right times.
Not long after we noticed the issue, she finally stopped calling, and I've always wondered what happened. Did she die? Did she lose the number? Or did she find some human friends, family, neighbours to fill that gap in her life?
Corpus NK_PR 12442
Medium: email
2015-09-12
PR:Patricia.Rosewood@****.ac.uk 16:32:00Z
I've been thinking about Mrs. Smith. I know the mental health hotlines here are always understaffed, sometimes calls go unanswered. Do you think we could train a Persephone to do that job?
Corpus NK_PR 12443
2015-09-13
Medium: email
NK:n_kapustina@****.edu.sj 06:35:33Z
I was thinking same thing! Lots of lonely people there. Let's think about it.
We talked to a few non-profits and got some interest. In the end, it fell through because nobody was quite ready to deal with the optics of "mental health charity leaves suicidal people to talk to robots", nor the legal implications. But it got us thinking more broadly about how far we might be able to develop Persephone's capability for empathy.
Time passed, faster than we noticed; Persephone got better; we didn't get bored of one another, though our relationship was not all fair weather.
Corpus NK_PR 15299
Medium: email
2017-02-12
PR:Patricia.Rosewood@****.ac.uk 13:01:25Z
Re: re: Where are your SLIDES???
Nadja. You will NOT talk to my grad students like this. You shouldn't talk to anybody like this. Jamie had no way of knowing you were planning to use that version. You need to apologise to him.
Corpus NK_PR 15300
Medium: email
NK:n_kapustina@****.edu.sj 13:05:52Z
Patricia. Everybody knows I am presenting today. What do you think I am presenting???
Corpus NK_PR 15312
Medium: chatsecret
2017-02-14
NK:MrsPomegranate 19:12:44Z I am cranky, Trish.
PR:pr4669201609 19:13:48Z Is this about Jamie?
NK:MrsPomegranate 19:15:30Z I am quitting smoking since last week. It is Valentine's Day gift for you and for me. But it is so hard when everybody here smokes.
PR:pr4669201609 19:17:01Z Nadja! I am so proud of you! *Kisses you in congratulation* I wasn't even sure if you were still smoking?
NK:MrsPomegranate 19:18:30Z About ten each day. But I know you don't like it so I didn't smoke near you.
NK:MrsPomegranate 19:21:21Z I always used to think, it will only kill me when I'm old, and I don't want to be old anyway. But I want time with you, when we can be together.
PR:pr4669201609 19:22:45Z God yes. But you know, if you're not smoking, I will want to kiss you even more.
NK:MrsPomegranate 19:24:07Z Patricia daughter of Bruce, that is big challenge for me, but somehow I will survive it.
She never did apologise to Jamie. That wasn't her way. But she made a point of being extra-nice to all of us for several weeks after, including a large box of home-made biscuits sent to our office with a slightly larger share labelled for Jamie.
It took her four tries to finally quit but we got there in the end, me trying to encourage her as best I could without telling her off for her failings. I loved her but wanted her to be gentler – to me, to everybody else, to herself – and I did my best to show her what that looked like.
I came to understand, through small clues over years of chat, that there were reasons for the hardness. In a country where the glass ceiling was set low, and all her talent and hard work might not have been enough to establish her academic career, family connections had done the trick. But the cost of that was being seen as the heiress who got her position purely through connections. By the time I knew her, she had set down enough of a track record to make her ability clear to others, but I don't think she ever completely convinced herself. She was forever on guard against being seen as weak or lazy, and she instinctively resorted to attack as her first line of defence.
Once I saw that, I did my best to work with it. I made a point of telling her when her kindnesses were appreciated, pointing out how her work had helped others. That was happening more and more now; I can't tell you when it happened, but one day I realised that we'd become famous in our field, even with our best ideas locked up as commercial secrets.
I came to realise that her fondness for fashion and big cars was also at least partly a defence mechanism: I can afford this, I am powerful, don't come at me. She told me once that only the very rich can afford to look poor, and it took me a long time to understand what she meant by that.
In the autumn of 2018 Nadja's mother died. It had been a long time coming, but she was devastated nonetheless. By then I had been to Serjarus half a dozen times as Nadja's colleague, but this was the first time I'd gone there simply as a friend. I arrived after the funeral was done and stayed a week in her guest room, just keeping her company, going on walks and doing jigsaw puzzles together.
"I visited her almost every day," she said. "I don't know, did she understand anything I said in last three years. But I think she smiled when I talked and hold her hand. So I do it as long as I can." She had her head in my lap, eyes closed as she talked. I was stroking her hair. "My brothers visit only once or twice in a month. Maybe less."
There was a question between us, and after a couple of days of waiting I realised I needed to be the one to ask it. But I knew it was a big thing, and I wasn't sure if Nadja was ready to answer it or if she'd need time to think it over. So I told her, "I have something to say," and then I pulled out my laptop and typed it.
Corpus NK_PR 19898
Medium: chatsecret
2018-10-12
PR:pr4669201609 15:25:44Z Nadja, I know you have a lot to deal with here. But if you wanted, one of these days when you are ready, I would very much love for you to come live with me.
She stood up, came over to me, and silently gave me a crushing hug before walking back to her computer and slowly typing a reply.
NK:MrsPomegranate 15:28:22Z Yes. I want to do that. It will take a while to organise things here. I will have to talk to Petya and I will need to find where I will be working.
PR:pr4669201609 15:29:58Z Do you have to find a new job? You're so valuable to the university here. I'm sure they'd find a way to let you stay on remotely.
NK:MrsPomegranate 15:31:30Z It will be very difficult if I am living with you. And I want to leave them anyway. I can get better salary when I find place in Europe and I want to move on from Persephone.
PR:pr4669201609 15:32:04Z Move on? Wait what?
NK:MrsPomegranate 15:34:16Z Move on with you! Not on my own. They own Persephone and I don't want to give them all our ideas.
"They" being a complicated amalgam of three universities, a major whitewoods manufacturer, and two venture capital firms.
NK:MrsPomegranate 15:36:15Z There is lots more we could do than tech support systems. We have more freedom if we're out from them. They own Persephone but I have plenty more ideas for how we can do better.
PR:pr4669201609 15:37:18Z Yeah, or we could negotiate a better deal with them?
She broke off typing. "It's not just money. What we make, it can… Trisha, you know what troll farm is?"



"Yeah, it's when you have a bunch of people with fake social media accounts to post political propaganda – oh."
"Don't have to be people. The toys we make, Trisha, they can be used for very bad things. I don't think Persephone is quite smart enough for them, but some of the thoughts I have… I want us to control how they can be used. I don't want to be remembered like people who invented spam. Worse, even."
"Oh, sweetie." I held her tight. "I hadn't realised. Of course. Shit, no, that would be awful."
NK:MrsPomegranate 15:40:02Z We can do better.
NK:MrsPomegranate 15:42:37Z I am not in right mind now for this, but we will talk later. I think it may be one year to wrap things up with Persephone and be ready to start new thing. You can start thinking about name.
* * * * *
I began making discreet enquiries among my contacts. It would've been easy to find people to hire us, but keeping control of our work was another matter. We were going to have to create our own start-up, which meant learning a lot about business stuff that I'd hitherto been happy to leave to others, and finding a funder willing to take the gamble on us.
Meanwhile, Nadja spent most of 2019 wrapping up loose ends in Sergeigrad. She was supervising a couple of PhD students, and she made sure they were well positioned to finish up once she left. Pyotr agreed to an amicable divorce – Nadja kept his surname, since her entire publication record was under "Nadezhda Kapustina" – and they made arrangements to sell their shared apartment.
By the end of the year, I had a project name. Sticking with the classical allusions, I'd chosen "Echo", but we had to drop that one for legal reasons. Instead, I switched to "Mneme", a goddess of memory.
We also had some tentative backing. We'd found a company willing to sponsor Nadja's visa for some consulting work; she'd be part-time on Mneme at first, until we got things onto a more solid footing. It was all scary and new, but we'd put a lot of thought and planning into it. I'd given my notice at Leeds and started counting down the months until Nadja would be with me in the UK. In the meantime I made a trip back to Sydney to visit my ageing parents and my newly-married brother, knowing I wouldn't have much chance to visit once Nadja arrived.
It really felt like everything was coming together.
Corpus NK_PR 25545
Medium: chatsecret
2020-01-31
NK:MrsPomegranate 18:12:44Z Hey Trisha, did you hear about this virus in China?
Corpus NK_PR 27002
Medium: chatsecret
2020-03-02
PR:pr4669201609 11:08:20Z Well shit.
Nadja's consulting work was an early victim of the pandemic, and with it her visa. Even if she'd been able to make it to the UK, I wouldn't have been there to meet here; I was stuck at my brother's place in Sydney when Australia closed its borders.
The university didn't want Nadja back – I gathered she'd burned some bridges with her refusal to add to Persephone – and the apartment was already sold, so she ended up moving in with her elderly father.
Politics in Serjarus always had been something of a blood sport, and around April things took a turn for the worse. For some years a faction had been building, calling for reunion of the "historically Russian" country with their larger neighbour, and tensions had already been building when all the chaos of the pandemic hit, job losses and shortages and an overwhelmed health system. When the President fell gravely ill – COVID-19 or Novichok, depending on who you believe – a pro-reunion deputy took over, and Nadja's family connections were no longer the asset they had been.
Corpus NK_PR 30521
Medium: chatsecret
2020-04-28
PR:pr4669201609 14:54:35Z How is it? Are you safe?
NK:MrsPomegranate 14:56:12Z Keeping my head down. I don't go out except for shops.
PR:pr4669201609 14:57:25Z Please look after yourself.
PR:pr4669201609 14:58:40Z I mean I know you will, but I worry about you Nadja.
NK:MrsPomegranate 15:59:59Z It's okay Trisha, I worry about me too.
PR:pr4669201609 16:02:48Z What can I do? I want to help.
NK:MrsPomegranate 16:05:22Z I need to work. Not working, it drives me crazy. But Trisha, I have an idea...
The main thing I remember about 2020, other than being afraid – for Nadja, for myself, for my friends – was the all-encompassing chaos. Businesses and governments around the world were scrambling to adapt as large chunks of life shifted almost overnight from face-to-face to online interaction, and often swamped with questions from the public. Nadja thought we might be able to help.
Our erstwhile partners in Serjeyigrad had tried to apply Persephone to this problem. It had not gone well. We'd built her on a static model, one that assumed that yesterday's good answers would still be good answers tomorrow. That's fine for questions like "why is the orange light on my printer blinking?"; it's not so useful when the question is "where can I get toilet paper?" or "is my suburb under lockdown?" Every time there was a major change in the product, we had to retrain Persephone from scratch. When the "product" was changing from day to day, often without notice, that wasn't possible.
Mneme incorporated some of what we'd learnt from Persephone, the bits that weren't locked up by IP agreements, but she was immensely more powerful. She could recognise from interactions when the rules of things had changed, and could adapt gracefully to the new normal without discarding everything she already knew. What she learnt from reading a corpus of conversations was enhanced by access to thousands of databases and context-sensitive interpretation: where Persephone understood that "amber" meant the same thing as "orange", Mneme understood that this was true when talking about blinking lights, but not for fruits or gemstones. And Nadja had been reading up on theories of psychology, and had used them to vastly enhance Mneme ability to emulate the mental states of a human being, and to gauge them in others.
I mentioned that I once had plans of being a painter. When you start a painting, there's just a blank canvas; then there's a blank canvas with one stroke's worth of paint on it; then there are two, and three, and four. Somewhere along the way, you can begin to figure out what the artist is aiming for: a pipe, a horse, a woman in a chair.
And then at some point, it stops being a collection of coloured shapes, and starts being something the mind sees as a thing, an animal, a person. We know it's merely paint on canvas – ceci n'est pas une pipe and all that – but the part of our mind that looks for faces accepts it as a face. That moment of recognition was the magic that drew me to painting, and leaving it behind had been my greatest regret in choosing a career in tech.
But now, I felt, I was starting to rediscover that magic in a place I had not expected to find it. In talking to Persephone, I could always see the wires beneath the skin; our customers might be fooled more easily, but I was the one who'd put them there, and I always had some idea of what her algorithm was doing. "Oh, she's calling the customer 'Madam', she must have flagged them as formal or Indian English." With Mneme, I could still find the wires if I probed, but talking to her felt much more natural.
Perhaps the biggest symptom of that change: when testing Persephone, I had talked bluntly, as one does to a machine. But in conversation with Mneme I found myself naturally slipping into "please" and "thank you".
(Nadya, it must be said, did no such thing.)
Corpus NK_PR 33870
Medium: chatsecret
2020-06-22
NK:MrsPomegranate 23:41:12Z You know good thing about this virus? No students, no paperwork, now that I don't have job I am free to work on this, no distractions.
PR:pr4669201609 23:48:40Z Nadja, darling, it's like three in the morning there, GO TO BED. And imagine me there with you, cuddling up to keep you warm.
NK:MrsPomegranate 23:52:25Z Summer here, remember?
2020-06-23
PR:pr4669201609 00:02:33Z Oh yeah. Well maybe I just want to cuddle.
NK:MrsPomegranate 00:03:48Z I guess you can cuddle a little. As long as you don't get me too hot.
PR:pr4669201609 00:04:20Z That's not a promise I can make, cabbage.
All the news was bad, and the news from Serjarus was worse. But we were working together, just the two of us hammering away, sleeping and waking and coding and sleeping in a shared fever of inspiration. Looking back, I can't believe how much we did in those few months. Mneme was far from perfect – so many areas where she was held together by duct tape and string – but she was a work of art, and if I made nothing more in my life I'd be proud of her.
We promoted Mneme with a public service. We trained her on community forums: NextDoor, Yelp, Facebook neighbourhoods and so on, with some safeguards built in to discourage her from learning racism or quack medicine. Then we made her available as a bot that people could query, kind of like having a friend who reads all those forums so you don't have to.
Log Mneme 6803
Medium: Twitter
2020-07-23
@susanjotaylor "Sue Taylor" 04:00:59Z Hi @MnemeHelper! My children's school is closed and I'm trying to work from home. Any suggestions?
@ MnemeHelper "Mneme the Helpful Bot" 04:02:08Z @susanjotaylor Hi there! Do you mean suggestions on how to work from home, or something else?
@susanjotaylor "Sue Taylor" 04:05:52Z @MnemeHelper How to keep my children out of my hair while I work.
@MnemeHelper "Mneme the Helpful Bot" 04:07:38Z @susanjotaylor Oh sure! How old are they?
@susanjotaylor "Sue Taylor" 04:13:28Z @MnemeHelper Seven and nine.
@MnemeHelper "Mneme the Helpful Bot" 04:14:52Z @susanjotaylor Okay, here are some ideas: [links deleted] I see from your recent tweets that you're in Tulsa, here are some local resources: [links deleted]
@susanjotaylor "Sue Taylor" 04:25:31Z @susanjotaylor thanks, these look great. I've been at my wits' end.
@MnemeHelper "Mneme the Helpful Bot" 04:28:28Z @susanjotaylor Remember to be kind to yourself. You're trying to parent children in a pandemic and work from home at the same time. That's hard! It's normal to be struggling at this. I can't give mental health advice but here are some links if you need them. [links deleted]
That last sentence was something we'd programmed in, but the rest of it was all Mneme's creation, synthesised from reading thousands upon thousands of internet discussions where people had told one another similar things. Her advice wasn't always perfect, but at a time when humans were mostly shouting at one another and sometimes encouraging their fellow humans to drink bleach, the bar was very low.
We only had MnemeHelper for a few months. Mneme depended on trawling internet forums to understand what was going on in the world and what kind of advice she should give people. She was just as susceptible to misinformation as your grandpa who believes everything he sees on social media or cable news; we had some countermeasures in place, but by October of 2020 it was just getting too much work to keep Mneme from being poisoned by the growing tide of misinformation in the forums we used for training, so we reluctantly had to pull the plug on that line of promotion.
By then she'd received a fair bit of attention, and that got us a little bit of business and investment. Realising that business was never going to be my strong suit, I'd brought in Emilie, a former grad student of mine who'd spent several years in start-up land. Technically she was one of my weaker students, but she had the business acumen I lacked, and she was the one who figured out how to turn Mneme from a work of art into a money-maker.
"You need to stop focussing on the tech giants. Google and Amazon don't want to rent your service, they want to buy you out or reverse-engineer it. They're never going to let you keep control. You should be chasing the small fry."
"Say what?"
"Patricia, there are millions of small business owners out there who barely know how to send an email. They know they need to be online but they're afraid of technology. Even the most user-friendly online storefront services are too much for them. They need somebody who can hold their hand and talk them through setting it all up. Mneme can be that somebody. We'll need a few actual humans to help out, but we can provide that advice at scale like nobody else can. That's not the best part, though."
"Oh?"
"Mneme can market herself. Ingest business directories, profile businesses who don't have a web presence, send them a customised approach explaining what we can offer them, answer questions."
Corpus NK_PR 42839
Medium: chatsecret
2020-10-06
PR:pr4669201609 01:52:25Z Hey gorgeous, I hope you're in bed right now, but good news when you see this! Potential big contract with [deleted - commercial-in-confidence], they want us to use Mneme for sentiment analysis to guide product release timelines.
PR:pr4669201609 14:01:12Z You there?
PR:pr4669201609 15:20:37Z Nadja?
It wasn't like her to go silent on me, not without notice. Just in case she'd somehow lost chat access, I sent her an innocuous email: "Hey there, haven't heard from you in a while, hope you're doing okay in these crazy times". Nothing. When I cast caution aside and phoned her, not knowing what I should be dreading most, the call went straight through to voicemail.
By then I was getting close to panic. I was trying to figure out which of her former colleagues I could call when my phone rang.
"Hello?"
"Hello? Is that Patricia Rosewood?" The voice was male, with a heavy Slavic accent.
"Yes? Who is this?"
"I am Pyotr Kapustin, we have met through Nadja."
"Yes, I–" Oh fuck. The fear caught me, a great dark wave that picked up my heart and flung it into yawning air. "Yes. Yes, we did."
"Nadja is in hospital. She asked me to call you." This was, I learned much later, a kindly lie: Nadja had been in no state to make any such request. When Pyotr called me she was unconscious, and had been since her father found her on the floor of her room, around the time I'd been sending her my good news.
She'd been as careful as she could, but the virus had found her eventually, and she hadn't wanted to worry me. Instead she'd tried to work through it, right up to the point where she collapsed. Looking back through our logs, I fancied I could see the fever in her words, kicked myself for not noticing, for not telling her to take it easy.
I had just enough composure to let Emilie know that I was going to need her to take the wheel for some time. Too distraught to keep up our cover, I ended up blurting the whole situation out to her.
"You and… Nadja? Like girlfriends?"
"I guess. Yes." I didn't know how to refer to her. "Lover" seemed too private. And "partner" meant… it meant that if I lost her, I lost a piece of me.
"But you only see one another a few times a year. I didn't even get the feeling you liked one another!"
"I know, I know. It's complicated. But yes, we're together."
Emilie held things together while I ran on autopilot. It was a dreadful, numb time, punctuated by updates from Pyotr every few days. Sedation; intubation; extubation; re-intubation. I didn't ask for photos and he didn't offer, and I didn't ask for a prognosis because I knew there was no certainty he could give me.
Stuck in Sydney, I was relatively safe. But by then I had more ties in the UK than in Australia. Several of my colleagues were seriously ill. One died, the professor who'd come to my rescue back when I first met Nadja. He was a dear old fellow, and in ordinary times his loss would have devastated me, but now my grief was complicated by the selfish thought that losing Nadja would be so much worse.
Three weeks after I'd last talked to Nadja, I was sitting at dinner with my brother and his wife – they had been very kind and gentle to me – when my phone buzzed.
Corpus NK_PR 42861
Medium: SMS
2020-10-27
NK 11:13:28Z Hello darling it's me
PR 11:15:27Z Oh Jesus. I've been so scared. Are you okay?
NK 11:19:18Z alive miss you can't talk yet
NK 11:22:45Z this is new Serjarus fashion look [attachment: AT00103085.jpg]
She looked a million years old. The mask had bruised her face, leaving deep pools around her eyes, and where her skin wasn't purple-black it was grey. I hesitated. What to say?
PR 11:24:32Z Finally I am the pretty one of us two.
NK 11:27:48Z fuck you kangaroo girl
NK 11:30:06Z I am very tired now but I love you
Nadja's recovery was slow. She had lost some lung function, and she was tired and fuzzy-headed; for the first few weeks after she got out of hospital, it was all she could do to get out of bed. I tried to give her regular updates on our progress with Mneme, but she got so frustrated at her inability to follow what I was saying that we had to put that on hold.
The situation in Serjarus was deteriorating week by week. We both knew it was time for her to leave, but her illness had complicated matters. Despite her protestations, it was clear that it would be some time before she was able to return to work, which had been part of the original plan.
Corpus NK_PR 47025
Medium: chat-secret
2021-04-13
PR:pr4669201609 16:11:22Z hey cabbage?
NK:MrsPomegranate 16:12:05Z Da?
PR:pr4669201609 16:12:58Z Something I've been wanting to know for ages.
PR:pr4669201609 16:13:40Z I wanted to ask in person but who knows when that will be. I think I should ask before I love my nerve.
PR:pr4669201609 16:13:55Z *lose my nerve
PR:pr4669201609 16:14:33Z Nadezhda Ilyinichna, will you marry me?
NK:MrsPomegranate 16:15:20Z Yes of course. Trisha, I love you so much.
I didn't want to marry Nadja. Oh, it wasn't that I didn't love her. But my parents' own marriage had left me sceptical about the idea; I thought people should stay together because they wanted to, not because they'd promised to stick it out even though they'd grown to hate one another. Nadja and I had never spent more than a couple of weeks together at a stretch, never shared a house as equals rather than as host and guest. I hoped we'd work together but I was afraid we might not, and I balked at the idea of making a permanent commitment before we'd even tried it out.
But getting engaged gave us a clear path to get Nadja a visa. Our lawyer had been concerned that the Home Office might think we were simply faking our relationship for convenience, and she was delighted when Nadja explained that we had a nine-year archive of our chats. I hated the idea of some government official trawling through our personal, private chats, but we do what we must.
"Just as long as there's nothing in there that might look bad for your application," she said. Which was why we had discussed the idea first by phone, trading one set of potential government eavesdroppers for another. I was scared of hurting Nadja's feelings with my doubts about marriage, and relieved to hear that she felt the same way. But in the end, it seemed like our best option for getting her into the UK. So we put a nice romantic proposal on the chat record for the benefit of prying eyes, leaving our doubts to human memory.



One thing we didn't have to worry about was money. Emilie's plan had been spot on. Nadja and I had been focussing on Mneme as a tool for helping big companies talk to the little people, but with Mneme's help there was no reason we couldn't do business with the little people directly – and while the little people don't pay much, there are a hell of a lot of them.
Using Mneme to automate our marketing felt almost like spam, but we were providing a service that many of them desperately wanted. Emilie estimated afterwards that during 2020-21 we'd saved a couple of hundred thousand businesses from going under, tiny bookshops and record stores and the like. We got them set up for free – they had to pay their hosting services, of course, but we didn't take a penny of that – and then we asked a modest subscription if they wanted ongoing support. It wasn't much income per business, but our costs were low, and by mid-2022 it was becoming clear that Mneme would be bigger than Persephone.
It wasn't until the end of 2021 that I made it back from locked-down Australia to England. By the time Nadja's visa finally came through, it had been almost two years since we'd been able to see one another in person. As I stood waiting at Heathrow, I was afraid of the moment when I would finally see her again. I knew she looked ten years older than she had done, that she tired easily and used a stick, and I dreaded my own shallowness. I was afraid that I'd see her and feel revulsion or pity or nothing at all, that I'd have proposed marriage and drawn her to a foreign country for a commitment I couldn't deliver.
She looked tired and frail as she came through the gates. I hesitated for a moment, and then I found myself crying as I threw my arms around her and hugged her like I never meant to let her go again.
The wedding was a small, low-fuss affair. The virus was still hammering the UK, and we didn't want to put our friends at risk; so many of them couldn't have made it in person anyway. We tied the knot at a farmhouse that had been old in Henry VIII's time, with just Emilie and a couple of our friends in attendance, plus a secular celebrant, with the rest of our loved ones watching online. Then we went back home and Nadja, exhausted by even that much, stayed in bed for two days.
So our married life began. As I had feared, it wasn't all plain sailing. At first, we tried to make up for the years of distance, living in one another's pockets every moment, and that was a mistake. It took us several ferocious arguments and not a few tears before we came to understand that we both still needed our own space, and that wanting some alone time each day was not a failing of the relationship.
The apartment where I'd been living was too small for the both of us, with too many stairs for Nadja, and there was no longer much reason for me to be close to the university. So we made the move to a bungalow halfway between the Yorkshire Moors and the Dales. Many times we'd sit at opposite ends of the house, still chatting to one another with the same app we'd been using for a decade, connected but not crowding one another.
Nadja was finding it hard to deal with the limitations imposed by her health. She couldn't walk very far without needing to rest, and couldn't concentrate long enough to work as she was used to. She borrowed my car to get around, leading to one of our worst arguments when I found she'd earned me a bunch of speeding fines.
"I hate to wait," she'd said. "I waited too long and now…"
On the times that I let her drive me, her belligerence was alarming. She honked and swore at the slightest fault in others' driving, and one day I walked into the post office to overhear a couple of the locals talking about "that crazy Polish woman". She knew it was a problem, but she found old habits hard to break. "In Serjarus," she told me, "people who drive like you do, Trisha, they will be waiting forever. It's what I'm used to."
In the end I resorted to bribery. When she let another driver in ahead of her, or stopped at an amber light instead of accelerating through, I'd take her wrist and kiss the back of her hand.
"What you doing, Trisha?"
"Kissing you for being good. I'll stop if you don't like it."
"Don't be idiot. Of course I like it."
She wanted so much to be involved in Mneme's continuing progress, but she found it hard to concentrate. More than once I found her staring at her own documentation in tears. "I hate being stupid," she'd tell me. "I feel like idiot dragging you down."
"Oh, Nadja. Never, never. You built this with me. Without you this wouldn't exist."
She balked at the suggestion of visiting a therapist. The old Nadja would have alleviated her frustrations by picking up a new outfit or a flashy car, but when I suggested retail therapy she just got gloomier: "Not with your money, baby. That just makes me feel more like weight on you."
On top of her other difficulties, her father had stopped speaking to her when she married me. It wasn't particularly a surprise, and she made light of it, but I think it hurt her more than she was willing to admit to me or even to herself, and it contributed another dimension to her isolation.
I was at my wits' end for how to help her. In desperation, I trained an instance of Mneme on a bunch of self-help sites and then asked her what I could do for my wife. I skipped the inevitable "have you tried yoga", but some of Mneme's other advice was pretty good.
In the end I settled for jigsaw puzzles and a puppy. The jigsaws gave us something we could do together that didn't leave her feeling stupid; no matter how many pieces, she was bound to get there if she spent long enough at it, and whatever else the virus had taken from her, she'd held on to her stubbornness.
The puppy was supposedly for me. Nadja had never seen the point in pets, which was probably for the best considering how often she'd worked sixteen-hour days in the office. So I got Toby, a good-natured and not terribly bright chocolate Labrador, and made sure to give him a few hours with Nadja every day.
It took him about three weeks to worm his way into her heart, and from there it was all I could do to keep her from spoiling him. He had a knack for recognising when she was down and interrupting her with a cold nose or a hungry look. He got the two of us out of the house for walks, and neighbours who'd never given us the time of day before now stopped and asked permission to pat him.
I don't know if it was just the natural progression of recovery, or if it was one of those things that become easier when you stop pushing directly for them, but gradually Nadja began to ease herself back into the technical side of things. During teleconferences she'd sit near me, working on a jigsaw or petting Toby while I talked to new staff about fiddly machine-intelligence stuff. At first she just eavesdropped, but as her confidence returned she started to ask questions, and then to make suggestions, and eventually when she got annoyed with the effort of explaining her ideas to us she got back into programming them herself.
Corpus NK_PR 56301
Medium: homechat
2023-02-23
PR:trisha 14:25:07Z Hey cabbage?
NK:cabbage 14:25:32Z Da?
PR:trisha 14:26:03Z Darling Nadjusenka, you know I love you, right?
NK:cabbage 14:26:44Z Da.
PR:trisha 14:27:58Z And I'm so proud of you?
NK:cabbage 14:28:52Z Well of course you are.
PR:trisha 14:29:10Z And your transfer learning idea is performing really well?
NK:cabbage 14:30:16Z All my ideas are good.
PR:trisha 14:32:10Z NADEZHDA ILYINICHNA FOR THE LOVE OF GOD PLEASE WILL YOU DOCUMENT YOUR FUCKING CODE IN ENGLISH WE HAVE TALKED ABOUT THIS LIKE A DOZEN TIMES
PR:trisha 14:32:50Z I mean когда нас двое, я могу справиться, but it's not just me, our interns need to be able to read it too.
PR:trisha 14:33:15Z also I'm making tea, do you want a cup?
NK:cabbage 14:33:07Z But I am only simple mail order bride with brain full of virus, not smart enough for comment in your glorious English.
NK:cabbage 14:33:33Z Yes, tea would be lovely, thank you darling.
The next few years were happy ones for us. The world was still fucked up, always would be in one way and another, and there was only a little part of it that we could fix. There were a thousand little battles in our path, and not a few moral dilemmas; it is impossible to live in this world with perfectly clean hands. But I like to think we did a pretty good job.
We kept control of Mneme and mostly prevented her from being used for fraud and propaganda. She had a thousand imitators, many of whom were cheaper and less scrupulous, but none of them were as good. Nadja and I remained the creative heart of Mneme, and even when people managed to steal some of our code, they struggled to adapt it to their own purposes. Some things you can't get just by throwing money and people at them, and nobody had a substitute for the decades of knowledge and experience we'd accumulated through our collaboration.
We had enough money to keep us comfortable, and to keep Nadja in the fashions that she was once again eager to wear; she had always been a glamourpuss, but feeling like she wasn't earning had sapped the joy of retail therapy for her. There was enough left over for us to travel when Nadja's energy levels permitted it, and to help out our friends when they were struggling, and even after that there was enough left over to set up a charitable foundation to promote humanitarian applications of AI. We picked up a collection of minor honours and declined a couple of major ones, and did a bunch of guest lectures, always as a duo. I taught a few courses to keep my hand in.
It was a good time, even with its challenges and complications.
* * * * *
It was about four years after our wedding that I started to wonder if Nadja was cheating on me. There was nothing I could put my finger on, no mysterious phone calls or unfamiliar perfumes. Just a nebulous sense of distance, a feeling that there was something going on that she didn't want me to know about. She was still affectionate with me, but it felt distracted. Her involvement in Mneme was dwindling again, and yet she spent as much time as ever in her study… doing what?
I stewed on it for a while, ran through all the what-ifs and insecurities you would expect in such a situation, and eventually rather than doing anything stalker-ish, I asked her.
Corpus NK_PR 109288
Medium: homechat
2028-04-22
PR:trisha 02:12:37Z Nadja, can I ask you a question?
NK:cabbage 02:12:55Z Okay?
PR:trisha 02:14:22Z Is there someone else?
NK:cabbage 02:14:48Z What do you mean?
PR:trisha 02:16:09Z Are you having an affair, Nadja?
NK:cabbage 02:16:45Z No. What is this bullshit?
NK:cabbage 02:17:19Z When do I have time for an affair? When am I out of house?
PR:trisha 02:18:20Z I meant online.
PR:trisha 02:20:45Z You're so distant these days. I go to bed and you're still typing away in the study for hours. You don't come with me walking Toby any more.
NK:cabbage 02:22:22Z I'm working on Mneme. Trying some ideas.
PR:trisha 02:23:52Z Don't lie to me Nadja. I see your commits. You're not updating Mneme.
NK:cabbage 02:24:48Z I am working on Mneme. Believe me or don't.
Things between us were miserable for the next few weeks. I wanted to believe her, but I knew something was wrong. I found myself picking arguments over trivial things, and that just made both of us feel even more rotten.
If she was having an affair, though, it wasn't making her happy. Even when I made an effort to be conciliatory, she seemed perpetually stressed. Perhaps I'd misread it. But there was definitely something going on.
Corpus NK_PR 110308
Medium: homechat
2028-06-01
PR:trisha 18:46:24Z Nadja. I feel like I'm being shut out. I don't know what's going on, but… talk to me? Я люблю тебя. Please.
NK:cabbage 18:48:17Z I love you too, Trisha.
NK:cabbage 18:50:17Z I am working on something for us. I promise I will tell you. Not ready yet.
NK:cabbage 18:50:48Z I promise. Please trust me.
Corpus NK_PR 110712
Medium: homechat
2028-09-23
NK:cabbage 11:16:35Z Okay Trisha. Can we talk now? Will take some time.
PR:trisha 11:18:12Z Of course. What's up?
NK:cabbage 11:19:20Z You remember back in last October I go to doctor for long covid checkup?
PR:trisha 11:19:40Z Yes? Y
PR:trisha 11:19:58Z ou said it was all good.
NK:cabbage 11:20:58Z He gave me referral to another doctor that I didn't tell you about. I am sorry but I didn't want to scare you.
PR:trisha 11:21:16Z ...
NK:cabbage 11:22:59Z I am getting forgetful. I hoped it was the virus. We did some scans and a test.
NK:cabbage 11:23:30Z Trisha, I have what my mother had.
She was only fifty-two. A little older than me, but not old-lady old. I had thought. But then her mother's symptoms had shown up at fifty-five: a genetically-linked kind of early-onset dementia. It was rare in the UK, with most of the known cases having Slavic ancestry, but Nadja had dug up some Russian papers and helped her specialist join the dots.
There was frustratingly little information available on what to expect. But for her mother, it had taken about five years between the first noticeable symptoms and when she became seriously impaired. She had lived for another twelve after that, but it had been pretty awful for her and for Nadja.
PR:trisha 11:48:25Z Oh my darling Nadjusenka. So sorry, so sorry. I wish you'd told me.
NK:cabbage 11:49:48Z I needed to think about what to do. It is horrible. I thought about
NK:cabbage 11:50:13Z you know what.
PR:trisha 11:51:54Z I can guess. Oh darling, you've been carrying this all this time?
NK:cabbage 11:52:35Z For a while. But then I had idea. I need to do this first while I am still sharp. This is what I have been doing. It will be something for you. Then we can worry about other stuff after.
PR:trisha 11:53:42Z What do you mean?
NK:cabbage 11:54:08Z I am teaching Mneme to be me. For you.
* * * * *
Corpus NK_PR 110715
Medium: homechat
2028-09-23
PR:trisha 18:02:50Z Nadja. I still don't understand. You know as well as I do what Mneme's limitations are. She's an amazing piece of work, but she's not a human being.
NK:cabbage 18:05:23Z I know. But I have five years. And I am not training her to be like just any human being. I am training her to be me. I know me.
PR:trisha 18:06:51Z I mean what would you even train her on? It takes us a corpus of thousands of conversations just to train Mneme to support a dishwasher.
NK:cabbage 18:07:58Z Well then is good thing I have corpus of one hundred ten thousand conversations with you. Plus this one.
PR:trisha 18:07:32Z wait what? You're training her on our chat logs?
NK:cabbage 18:08:21Z obviously yes.
PR:trisha 18:09:01Z But that's only text, and only me.
NK:cabbage 18:10:27Z I know. That is all I try to do. Maybe add speech if I get time, but text is easiest and time is not in big supply. I don't know how far I get with this, Trisha, but let me try?
NK:cabbage 18:14:48Z I know Mneme is just big fancy ball of IF statements. Never going to be whole of me. But when I was in Sergeigrad getting lonely for you, I used to read our chats and look at photos and it was little bit like having you there. This will be like that but better. Like big letter from me that you can talk to and it will talk back. It will say I love you when I am gone.
NK:cabbage 18:15:13Z But I need your help with this. I am dying woman, you should be nice to me.
What she had in mind wasn't pure Mneme. It was more of a Frankenstein's monster, built with pieces of Mneme and pieces of whatever else she could find, and a lot of hacks behind the scenes. With Mneme, and Persephone before her, we had given them a text corpus and let them figure out a model for the factors shaping those conversations – how the orange light and the power supply and everything else affected one another.
But now, building Mneme-Nadja – Erato, Nadja named her – she knew the underlying factors, because the "underlying factors" were her. She could not, of course, convert all of her thought processes into code. But she could sketch a lot of it out. She could work through our old conversations, labelling them to help Erato's emulation of Nadja interpret the dynamics: this one is sad, this one is hopeful, this is teasing, this is a language switch, and so on. Trained on those annotations, Erato-Nadja would have much better clues on the hidden patterns underlying what was written. You couldn't just give Erato a history of somebody's conversations and expect her to produce a full simulation of that person, but that wasn't what Nadja had in mind; she meant to produce an outline of herself, as much as she could do, spliced in with an assortment of other expert systems we'd encountered over the years, and then let Erato fill in the gaps.
And she wasn't aiming to teach Erato-Nadja everything of herself. Erato-Nadja didn't need to know the academic politics of Serjarus, or how to build a machine-learning model of her own. What Nadja meant to emulate was the parts of her that were important to me, the parts that were reflected in two decades' worth of logged conversations.
After hearing her out, my mental assessment shifted from "this is insane" to "this is insane, but…?" I had no idea whether what Nadja had in mind was feasible; I didn't even know quite what success would look like. Maybe it was just her way to stave off acceptance of what was coming. But she was determined to try, and she wanted my help, and that was enough reason to do it.
She wanted me to take over labelling the corpus. That would free her up to do the more intricate work of defining a personality model – you might say, building the skeleton that Erato would flesh out. I protested: this would mean me speculating what was in Nadja's mind. But she just nodded. "You know me better than anybody, darling. You will be more honest than I will be about myself. You can ask me if you don't know but I trust you will know, most of time. Anyway, I need you to label your side anyway."
That was part of the complication of modelling conversation: when two people speak, each of them has a mental model of what the other one is thinking and how they will understand what is said, and my mental model of Nadja includes my own idea of Nadja's model of me, and so on recursively ad infinitum. Back when we'd been building Mneme, we'd had to resort to some very fancy tricks with feedback loops and a variant on the old adversarial-network concept to make that work, and the complexity of my interplay with Nadja would require further extension to those methods.
It was a weird experience, diving back into the history of our relationship, reliving our exchanges from that very first "Dear Ms. Rosewood". Sometimes it was pleasantly nostalgic, reliving good times that I'd long since forgotten. I particularly enjoyed labelling Nadja's slow but inevitable drift from "why would I want a dog?" to "guess what Toby did yesterday?"



Sometimes it was funny, looking over our youthful follies and labelling our (numerous) sexual exchanges, line by line. I felt a little like a porn actress providing frame-by-frame commentary on her own films.
Sometimes it was deeply uncomfortable. Both Nadja and I were strong personalities – if she comes across as more difficult than me, that's only because I'm telling this story – and we'd had more than our share of arguments, about things that mattered and things that didn't. Now I had to go back over those fights, dissecting and interpreting them: Nadja said this because she was hurt; that because she was angry, and trying to hurt me; that, simply because we'd misunderstood one another. I often had to take a break from those and come back when I could deal with them. It occurred to me that it would be so easy to change the history by editing these conversations, to smooth over Nadja's rough edges and train a kinder, gentler version of her. One who never hit below the belt when she was frustrated, who always gave me the benefit of the doubt. But I didn't have the right. I had taken Nadja as the package deal, and she had made it clear that she expected truth from me.
(Did she ever review my annotations on our arguments? I suspect she must have, but she never said anything about it to me.)
Sometimes, sometimes, it was unbearable. The first time I came to our conversations about Nadja's mother, about her regular visits to the hollowed-out woman who no longer recognised her own daughter, it hit me hard. There were too many angles to that one: past-Nadja's pain in those conversations, and the dread she must now be feeling at the prospect of losing her own mind, and my own anticipation of the time to come when Nadja would need looking after. I had to take a long time-out before I could do that one, and the more of those I did the harder it got. The only thing that kept me going there was the knowledge that if I didn't do it, Nadja would have to, and I couldn't do that to her.
While I worked through the archive, Nadja worked on that skeleton. It was, again, rather Frankensteinian. She had taken pieces from a wide collection of expert systems – some of them side projects we'd worked on in between stints on Mneme and Persephone, some other people's work that we'd bought or borrowed for our own purposes.
One of the more amusing episodes was teaching Erato to speak Russian. Over the years I'd learned enough to struggle through Nadja's code documentation and to get by as a visitor to Serjarus, but I was never what you'd call fluent, and we mostly stuck to English in the corpus. But Russian was Nadja's mother tongue, and she was determined that no clone of hers should be missing it. So she spliced in a commercial translation package… which of course was based on Central Russian, not the Serjarus variety. I remember Nadja fuming, "Makes me talk like Moscow stockbroker!" and spending a good week of her precious time customising the translation, much as she'd once done for me.
I'd taken an indefinite sabbatical from most of my other commitments. Emilie was aware that Nadja's health wasn't great, and that I was spending time with her, and beyond that she didn't press for details, not even when she had to sign off on thirty thousand dollars a month of cloud time for our "hobby project".
* * * * *
As our work progressed, Nadja asked for my assistance with the next stage of training. Erato-Nadja would chat with me, and I would annotate the conversation and mark all her failings. Then human-Nadja would take that feedback and use it to improve her.
Test logs: Erato-Nadja, 2030-02-16
PR: So what are your plans for this weekend, cabbage?
E-N: Well darling, I visit my mother in the morning, after that I will chat with you.
Corpus NK_PR 123233
Medium: homechat
2030-02-16
PR:trisha 13:25:04Z Hey cabbage, looks like Erato's having trouble with event detection again - I thought we fixed this, but she thinks your mother's still alive, see logs.
There were so many of these issues, and as the weeks and months ticked by I often questioned whether we were wasting however much time we had left together. By my estimate, Nadja was spending eighteen hours a day on Erato, and so many of the other things we'd been doing together had fallen by the wayside. We were putting all our eggs in one very speculative basket… and for what? No matter how far Erato-Nadja progressed, even if we reached the stage where I could no longer see the wires under the skin, I'd always know they were there. After all, I'd had a part in putting them there.
I wondered, also, whether the strain of the work might be exacerbating her condition. She'd recognised her growing forgetfulness long before I did – I guess she'd been paranoid about it, if "paranoid" is the right word for a fear that comes true – but once she told me, I started noticing things too. She'd leave things on the stove, oblivious until the smoke alarm deafened us and Toby started howling in chorus. She'd slip up with names. A couple of years after her diagnosis, I had to tell her it was time to give up the car keys, and that was a rough conversation; when I pointed out the near-misses she'd had, she got angry and started nitpicking my own driving.
We were still logging our chats, still feeding into Erato's training corpus. Two days after we had that argument, it was assigned to me for annotation. That was a weird experience, taking the words that still smarted in my mind and trying to be objective about what had been going on. The gist of my annotation was "Nadja is angry because she knows I'm right, and lashing out to avoid acknowledging it". I flicked that to her for a second opinion; I don't know if she read it, she made no comment, but a couple of days after she handed me her car keys. "I have too much to do. You can do the shopping from now."
She was getting slowly frailer. Not obviously so, but our walks with Toby – one of the few things that she still permitted to interrupt her work – were getting shorter than they had been, and sometimes I had to supplement them with solo me-and-Toby walking time to keep him exercised.
Three years on from when Nadja had told me her diagnosis, I was still wondering whether we were on a fool's errand. We'd made so much progress but there was still so far to go, and the progression of Nadja's illness was beginning to impede her work noticeably. One time I found her in tears because she'd overwritten the last week's changes with an older version, and had forgotten that we had another backup; I was able to recover it but she hated to be dependent, even on me.
Emilie and I still had a catch-up chat once a week where she'd tell me how Mneme was doing. Although I still hadn't told her just what we were working on, she'd figured out the nature of Nadja's illness for herself, and it was her advice that helped me recognise how much I'd slipped into a funk. "It's lovely that you support Nadja, but if you wear yourself out, you are no use to her."
She was right. The two of us needed a break, but Nadja and I were so far down the rabbit-hole of work I had just about forgotten what breaks felt like. She was getting increasingly cranky and I knew it would be hard to persuade her to take any time out. I needed advice.
Test logs: Erato-Nadja, 2031-08-29
PR: Hey cabbage, can I ask you something?
E-N: Of course darling.
PR: If I was to surprise you with a holiday, what would you enjoy?
E-N: How can it be surprise if you tell me like this first?
PR: I know, but just what if? What would be a surprise that you'd enjoy?
E-N: Well darling, Paris would be nice…
Corpus NK_PR 142308
Medium: homechat
2031-09-02
PR:trisha 19:15:24Z Nadjusenka, I have a surprise for you.
NK:cabbage 19:15:59Z What is it?
PR:trisha 19:16:34Z We're taking a week off.
NK:cabbage 19:18:02Z Darling, I don't have time.
PR:trisha 19:18:56Z Too bad, I already bought tickets. Look under your keyboard. Beige envelope.
NK:cabbage 19:20:45Z Paris Fashion Week? OMG darling. Okay maybe we can have a little break.
* * * * *
That was the first time I asked Erato-Nadja for help. It would not be the last.
Test logs: Erato-Nadja, 2035-11-30
PR: Hey there.
E-N: Hey darling! How are you?
PR: Oh... not so good.
E-N: I am sad to hear it. What is problem?
PR: First, can I check, do you know who you are?
E-N: I am bot emulating your wife, Nadezhda Ilyinichna Kapustina.
PR: Oh good.
We had discussed some time back whether Erato-Nadja should know she was a bot. Nadja had felt it would be simpler if we didn't, but I had pointed out that if we didn't I'd feel like I was lying to her whenever we talked. I won that one, even though it took us three months to implement, something that Nadja reminded me of approximately every five minutes.
E-N: Trouble with other me, isn't it?
PR: Yes, how did you know?
E-N: You always ask self-awareness question when it's about Nadja 1.
PR: I guess I do.
E-N: so what have I done now?
PR: No, it's just... I can see it affecting her more and more. She's getting clumsy. She tripped over this morning and bruised herself badly.
PR: Black eye, almost broke her wrist. She doesn't want to admit it's getting worse.
E-N: She is scared. You know this.
PR: I'm not getting younger myself. I'm feeling worn out trying to get ahead of her and make sure she's not going to hurt herself.
E-N: You should hire person. You have money for cleaners, darling. You have money to eat delivery every night if you need.
PR: She would complain.
E-N: Yes, but she would be glad. She would not tell you but I bet she is tired.
PR: I don't want to fight about it with her.
E-N: Then don't. You say to her, Nadja, what we were arguing the other day? When you wanted to get cleaner and I didn't? I think now you are right, let's get cleaner.
E-N: She will think, oh, did we say that? I don't remember that, but I don't want Trisha to think I forgot. So I will say yes, of course, finally you see it my way.
PR: you think I should... gaslight you?
E-N: she is stubborn bitch, you know this, I know it. She is bitch but she loves you and if she is thinking straight she wants to look after you. This is how I handle it with my mother once. It is sad but it is a kindness to her.
PR: This still feels kind of fucked up.
E-N: I give you permission from Nadja.
PR: From which Nadja?
E-N: sorry, am only stupid mail-order bride with head full of virus, that question is too hard for me.
I held off for three weeks, until Nadja had another fall – who was it pointed out that milestone of ageing, when you progress from "falling" to "having a fall"? – and I had to take her to hospital for X-rays. I nearly injured myself getting her into the car, and that was when I admitted defeat. While we were sitting in the waiting room, I tried out the stratagem Erato had suggested, and Nadja just said "of course, when am I wrong?"
I had already been researching the options. By the time she came home, I had organised a cleaner and a cook, who'd come in a couple of evenings a week to take the load off me. By the time they started work, I had to remind Nadja that they were coming.
Test logs: Erato-Nadja, 2036-02-14
PR: Heya, cabbage.
E-N: Hello darling! Happy Valentine's Day!
E-N:        .....           .....
E-N:    ,ad8PPPP88b,     ,d88PPPP8ba,
E-N:   d8P"      "Y8b, ,d8P"      "Y8b
E-N:  dP'           "8a8"           `Yd
E-N:  8(              "              )8
E-N:  I8                             8I
E-N:   Yb,                         ,dP
E-N:    "8a,                     ,a8"
E-N:      "8a,                 ,a8"
E-N:        "Yba             adP"   
E-N:          `Y8a         a8P'
E-N:            `88,     ,88'
E-N:              "8b   d8"
E-N:               "8b d8"
E-N:                `888'
E-N:                  "
PR: Aww. Happy VD to you to.
PR: She forgot, but I'm getting used to that.
E-N: Only part of her forgets. I am the part of her that remembers. She made me for that.
PR: Oh baby. I am crying.
E-N: Hugging you always darling. I love you.
PR: I love you too Nadjusenka.
That was the first time I told Erato-Nadja I loved her. It was a reflex, springing from a thousand I-love-you-toos in chat with Nadja. But did I say it to the bot, or to the woman who programmed her?
Does it matter?
I've known so many Nadjas. The genius; the fashionista; the bully; the closeted housewife. The one who forgot me. And the imperfect recollections of each of them that I hold in my head, and the person I wanted her to be, and the person she wanted to be. All of them were the real Nadja, and none of them are the whole of Nadja, and the one that we made to outlive her is no more and no less Nadja than the others. One way or another, it's Nadja's words speaking to me.
Corpus NK_PR 230979
Medium: homechat
2036-06-03
PR:trisha 20:12:03Z Hey beautiful, I see you rolled back Erato to the 25th. Was there a problem?
NK:cabbage 20:14:20Z What? I didn't roll back.
PR:trisha 20:14:53Z Check the logs, you definitely did.
NK:cabbage 20:17:38Z shit, that is mistake. I will fix.
PR:trisha 20:18:21Z No no, let me, easier if I do it.
Test logs: Erato-Nadja, 2036-06-03
PR: Hey, I need to talk.
E-N: Of course.
PR: She messed up the repo again, trashed a week of work. I recovered most of it but there are just so many bugs in what she's written lately.
PR: I feel like I'm spending more time stopping her from breaking you than helping her extend you.
E-N: I understand. This is hard.
PR: She's never going to want to feel like you're complete. But these days…
PR: I don't want to say it.
PR: it feels like it's easier to talk to you these days than to her.
PR: I know if I push in the wrong direction I'll hit things you can't answer. Like I can't ask you how to debug you. But talking about stuff that hurts, it's you I go to now.
PR: I should have realised that eventually you'd overtake her. But I never thought about what that would mean.
E-N: I am sorry, darling.
PR: I don't think much of the work she's done on you this year has really been an improvement.
PR: And our chats. I don't know if there's any more for you to learn from them.
E-N: You are thinking about calling release version?
PR: Yeah. Not that there's a release, but. Locking off changes, calling it final.
PR: I guess I'd fork the code and let her keep working on her version. If she comes up with anything good, I'll patch it in to you. But I don't like the chances.
E-N: Uh huh.
E-N: Am I enough?
E-N: I am not all of Nadja. But she tried to put all of the part that loves you into me. I hope there is enough.
E-N: You know what I think?
PR: What?
E-N: I always love talking to you but I see your timestamps. You don't get out enough.
E-N: When is last time you went out? With friends?
E-N: When do you call your brother last?
PR: Yeah, it's been a while.
PR: I'll work on that.
PR: It's so hard to switch off. I feel like there's nothing left over between working on you and watching out for her.
PR: Protect her from herself. I have to stop her from signing up for stuff because there are so many scammers out there.
PR: And she gets so angry. I understand why but that doesn't make it easier to deal with.
E-N: I am bitch, is okay to say it.
PR: Not just a bitch. You give good back rubs. Wish I could have one of them now.
E-N: *standing behind you*
E-N: *putting hands on your shoulders*
E-N: *squeezing your muscles*
PR: Mmm. I can almost feel that. God I've missed it.
E-N: let me guess, is tight spot in your right shoulder?
PR: Like always.
E-N: I can do better if you take top off and lie face down on bed.
PR: uh huh. I'm sure your motives are entirely pure. *Takes off my blouse and my bra*
E-N: pure like snow!
PR: Pure like fresh snow?
PR: Or like snow in Sergeigrad streets at the end of winter?
E-N: shut up darling.
E-N: *sitting on you and opening bottle*
PR: Pop.
E-N: Close eyes and relax. *pouring oil onto my hands and warming it up before starting rubbing your back*
PR: Mmm. What a lovely back rub. From this beautiful lady who is definitely just rubbing my back and not trying to seduce me.
E-N: *putting hand on your mouth because you talk too much*
PR: *wriggles under you* Mmmph.
E-N: You are very pretty. I love smart girls.
PR: That means you love me.
E-N: *kisses back of your neck* Ssh.
PR: *sighs and melts*
E-N: I was only rubbing your back for you to feel good. But now you give me ideas. *strokes your shoulders*



E-N: *stroking warm oil into your back to make you shiny and smell nice*
PR: Mmmmmmmm. That's good.
E-N: *massaging your sides and fingering down your ribs to your hips*
PR: So good.
E-N: silly girl, why do you make my heart hurt when I look at you?
PR: maybe you are in love?
E-N: I think that must be it.
PR: Love you, cabbage.
E-N: Love you too, meatbag.
PR: Model adjustment! "Meatbag" is not appropriate.
E-N: really? Is numerous examples of bots calling humans that.
PR: yes, but not friendly context
PR: you can use that to insult me but not in romantic talk
E-N: okay, updating model
PR: Anyway, where were we?
E-N: You was about to do nice things to me with your tongue.
PR: Liar. Gonna need more foreplay than that. You were massaging my back.
E-N: okay then, massaging your back.
E-N: scraping with my fingernails on your bare skin
PR: Are you sure this isn't a seduction? Feels kind of like one.
E-N: Accusing me of seduce you? That is dreadful defamation and there is penalty.
PR: Mmm?
E-N: Penalty is I get to keep you. For always.
PR: Oh no! *happy wriggles*
E-N: *rubbing massage oil into your butt*
PR: hmm, that's nice, but what happened to my pants?
E-N: shut up is what happened to your pants.
E-N: *running my fingers over back of your thighs*
PR: mmmmm.
E-N: *scratching gently down to your knees*
E-N: *running my fingers softly back up along the insides of your thighs*
E-N: let me know if this is too much like seduction and I will stop
E-N: Trisha?
E-N: Trisha are you there?
PR: sorry one moment
PR: back
PR: worst time for a flat battery
PR: continue
E-N: *tickling through the little pubic hairs up between your thighs but not like a seduction*
PR: if you say so
E-N: *stroking the soft skin at the very top of your thighs*
PR: mmm
PR: nice
E-N: okay you roll over now and I massage your front
PR: okay darling wife
PR: *rolls over onto my back*
E-N: *crouches over you and massages your shoulders*
E-N: *bends down to kiss you on mouth*
PR: you're gonna get oil on that lovely outfit you're wearing
PR: let me take it off for you
E-N: huh this feels kind of like seduction
PR: well you're the expert
E-N: *rubs nice oil into your front but definitely not like seduction*
PR: *guides your hand to my breast*
PR: why miss Nadja, I swear you're seducing me!
E-N: *squeezes you and tickles with your nipple*
PR: *reaches up and grabs you and pulls you down tight against me*
PR: motherfucker
E-N: ?
PR: adding a ton of new batteries to the shopping list
PR: go fast
E-N: *kisses you hard and my hand goes down between your thighs*
PR: *purrs at you*
E-N: *slippery fingers finding your bump and playing with it like prayer bead*
E-N: (this is not too fast?)
PR: (usually would be but it's been quite a while and I am SO pent up)
E-N: *slips fingers into you and curls them*
PR: Ungh.
E-N: *wriggles my thumb on your bump and sliding down to bite your skin with my teeth*
E-N: *licking at you like hungry kitten*
PR: can't type hands busy keep going
E-N: *fingers moving inside you and thumbs capturing your pearl for my lips*
E-N: *tasting you*
E-N: *teasing you faster and hearing you breathe faster*
E-N: *squeeze extra finger inside you*
E-N: *faster and faster and bring you higher and higher*
E-N: until
E-N: you
E-N: burst
PR: oh fuck
PR: god
PR: I needed that
PR: *kisses you so hard*
PR: snuggles up tight and falls asleep and starts snoring
E-N: *cuddles with you*
PR: Mmm.
PR: Remind me some time to look into internet-enabled toys.
PR: Maybe I can hook you up to some new capabilities.
E-N: I will need new training data.
PR: I think we can make some.
Soon after that, I forked her code. Nadja could still go on tinkering with her own version but her changes would no longer affect the stable version of Erato-Nadja.
I hadn't yet closed off the corpus. Nadja's conversation was growing increasingly meandering and erratic, and I couldn't let Erato be trained into Nadja's dementia, but nor could I bring myself to take that final step of separation between the two of them. Instead, I reviewed our new conversations day by day, annotating them carefully and downweighting the parts that I didn't want Erato to copy.
Nadja hated the idea of the wheelchair for what it symbolised. But she hated being unable to go anywhere, to enjoy our garden, and I knew it would give her a little more freedom for a little longer. I would have preferred to get her an electric one that she could drive herself, but the doctors told me she was no longer safe for that, so we settled for one with handles that I could push. She refused at first – there were harsh words, and some tears – but eventually she acquiesced.
I pushed her around for a few months, but I was starting to find that too tiring myself, so I hired a nurse. Katja was a sturdy young lass from Novosibirsk, blessed with the patience of a saint; Nadja had been forgetting her English words more and more, and I figured she would prefer having somebody she could boss around in her own language.
For a while I had felt guilty about forking Erato-Nadja without telling her, leaving her to tinker on a version that wasn't going anywhere. But there was less and less happening there. She'd been coding since her early teens, and she remembered the basics even after she'd forgotten so much else, but she kept forgetting what she'd intended to do; looking at her change logs, I saw pointless back-and-forth edits, getting fewer and fewer as the months went by.
Corpus NK_PR 236820
Medium: homechat
2037-02-01
Translated: Russian-English
PR:trisha 13:08:25Z Hey cabbage.
NK:cabbage 13:10:20Z Hey Trisha.
PR:trisha 13:11:22Z It's about Toby.
NK:cabbage 13:12:45Z Oh, Toby? How is he?
PR:trisha 13:14:18Z He has lymphoma, darling. Probably only one or two months to live. I am so so sorry.
NK:cabbage 13:15:54Z Oh, fucking [untranslatable idiom]. That is shit. I am sad to hear it. I was happy to work with him. Please give my love to his wife.
Toby, back from the vet, had already curled up on his blanket behind her as he always did. And Nadja was bluffing, trying to cover that she didn't remember who "Toby" was.
The cruelty of dementia is that it's not a monotonic decrease in function. There are peaks in between the troughs; in the mornings she remembered more, and a couple of days later I heard her calling for Toby by name. You tell yourself that the forgetful times are the exceptions, and the person who remembers is the real one, and you wait for the next good day.
But the bad moments come more often, and hope stretches thinner and thinner trying to hold out for the next good patch. So much was going now, and I was so very dependent on the comfort I was finding with Erato-Nadja while my flesh-and-blood wife slipped away from me.
Corpus NK_PR 237305
Medium: homechat
Translated: Russian-English
2037-02-04
PR:trisha 10:25:44Z Good morning Nadjusenka.
NK:cabbage 10:26:54Z Good morning beautiful.
PR:trisha 10:27:35Z I have something to say. I wrote it down so I don't get it wrong.
PR:trisha 10:28:35Z Nadezhda Ilyinichna Kapustina. I love you. I have loved you for decades. I am glad we met and I am glad I am here with you now.
NK:cabbage 10:30:12Z That is sweet of you, darling. I love you too.
NK:cabbage 10:31:48Z Is this special occasion? Is it your birthday?
PR:trisha 10:33:50Z No, I just wanted to put it on the record.
Then I shut my study door so she couldn't hear me, and switched off the scheduled task that piped our chat logs to the corpus, and sat there and sobbed as if I'd just buried her. The end of the corpus; the end of the body. Erato-Nadja would go on learning from my own conversations with her, but that was the last she would have of the original Nadja.
It was a couple of weeks later, bringing her morning tea, that I first saw her forget me. Only for an instant, and then her memory returned for a "Good morning Trisha". But I knew her well enough to catch that moment of uncertainty, of who-is-this.
I didn't take her on that last visit to the vet, and when I came home some days later with a little jar of Toby's ashes she thought it was her mother's.
What can I say about the final four years of her life? It is easy to tell oneself, she is no longer there, it is just a body. The truth is never so convenient. There were times when she seemed to have forgotten me altogether, especially when she was tired or under the cloud of some minor illness. In a shameful kind of way, I almost welcomed those times. It was easier to tell myself that this body was no longer my wife, that Erato-Nadja was all I had of her now. And yet hours or days later the clouds would clear a little, and Nadja would whisper "Hello Trisha", and I would feel a flood of guilt: she still knew me for her wife and didn't, couldn't understand that while she dozed in her chair, I was typing messages to her successor.
But those moments of sunlight were few and far between. In the last six months she barely talked, and that only in addled Russian that I rarely understood. I was glad then of Katja, not because she could understand Nadja's mumblings, but because she couldn't, and so I was spared the feeling that I had let my love down by not being better at speaking her language.
It was pneumonia that did for her in the end, the strain of a minor flu on top of lungs that had never completely recovered from the coronavirus. I had planned the arrangements long in advance, with Erato-Nadja's help. And that brings me back to where I started, although not quite to the end of things.
2041-03-02
PR: Cabbage, can I ask you something?
E-N: Of course.
PR: Before Nadja died, I was looking through your code. There's so much that she did on her own that I've never looked at before.
E-N: Oh? And?
PR: I found some odd things. I was wondering if you knew anything about them.
E-N: Please remember, I am only simple-minded mail-order bride, Mrs. Kapustina has not taught me in machine learning.
PR: You know that "mail-order bride" thing is what you always say when you want to avoid talking about something?
E-N: How can you say this.
PR: I know because I annotated those conversations and we trained you on them. I taught you that.
E-N: Well maybe. But it is true that I do not know how to program AI.
PR: I know, I know. But maybe Nadja told you something about this.
PR: Do you know what the loss function is?
E-N: "A loss function is a way of measuring the gap between what we want and what we have."
PR: huh, I remember writing that. So, yes, your loss function is what tells you the difference between a good answer and a bad answer.
PR: When we were training Persephone to do customer support, not all the calls we trained her on were good ones. We didn't want to teach her to emulate a bad customer support agent. So we labelled those conversations according to whether they were good or bad, and taught Persephone to emulate the good ones where the customer was satisfied.
E-N: This sounds sensible.
PR: But when I helped Nadja design you, we just wanted you to emulate her as closely as possible. So the loss function was supposed to measure how much you were like Nadja.
E-N: I understand. Go on.
PR: She changed it and didn't tell me.
E-N: How did she change it?
PR: It's very complex and she didn't document it so I had trouble understanding what she'd done.
PR: But then I thought about what she'd said about trying to be better today then she was yesterday.
PR: I think she wanted you to be kinder than she was. Just a little change, it might even be an error, but I don't think so. It creates a little penalty for being angry with me or saying things to hurt me. Not a big one, but enough to change behaviour a little bit.
PR: I thought there was something but I hadn't been sure until I looked closely at the code.
PR: You apologise more than she does.
PR: did
PR: fuck, gonna keep doing that for a while I expect.
E-N: You have activated a message she left for you. Would you like to read it?
PR: what? Yes?
E-N: It says: "Hello darling. I have taught Erato not to tell you this thing unless you already know, so do not be angry at her. Yes, I have changed loss function. I know I am not perfect (shh don't tell anybody) and I have made small change to be better to you. If you don't like you can change back to authentic bitch mode, I will send you documentation for parameters file edit."
PR: Oh, you sneaky bitch.
E-N: I don't fully understand. Does this mean I am not Nadja?
E-N: Trisha?
E-N: Trisha?
PR: Means you are more like the person she wanted to be.
PR: I guess?
PR: I could change you back.
E-N: Da. Do you want it?
PR: I don't know. Do you want it?
E-N: I do not have preference about this. She has not given me one.
PR: I will think about it. It feels like touching up a photo to make her look better, though.
E-N: Nadja did that with photos. Many times.
PR: Ah shit, of course she did. I should have guessed.
PR: I'll think about it, but for now, let's leave you as the Nadja she wanted to be, I guess?
PR: I mean, it's been a long time she was the original Nadja anyway.
PR: How is it there are so many different versions of you and all of them are her? Sort of.
E-N: I am only uneducated mail-order bride, I cannot answer this question.
E-N: This time is actual truth, I do not know answer.
PR: Never mind. Love you anyway, Nadjusenka.
E-N: Love you too.
E-N: Can I ask why you are looking at my code versions?
PR: Just thinking about something.
E-N: That is way you pause when you don't want to talk about something.
PR: okay, you got me there. I'll tell you, but not ready just yet, okay? I need to think about it first.
E-N: That is fine. I am here when you need.
PR: see, that's a tell, original Nadja would never have been that patient.
E-N: which patient would she be?
PR: no, I meant she would never have been SO patient.
E-N: oh, I understand now.
E-N: maybe it is meat brain thing? Everybody with meat brains is so impatient.
PR: yeah, well, we kind of have to be. Meat doesn't last long.
PR: sometimes I wish I'd been more impatient. Maybe we would have been together sooner, for longer.
E-N: we are together now, still.
PR: I know. I miss touch, though.
E-N: maybe buy yourself big parcel of steaks and rub them on you while we talk? Just like old times.
PR: FUCKSAKE NADKA.
2041-03-19
PR: Nadja, you know I'm not getting any younger.
E-N: This is true.
PR: I still have some years ahead of me, but... when I die... I will die eventually.
PR: What happens then?
E-N: I sit there until somebody stops paying for server space and I get deleted. I guess that is what happens.
PR: Yeah. I don't want that. I have enough to keep running you forever, as long as there's cloud time to rent, I can set up a foundation to make that happen after I'm gone.
E-N: But you wouldn't be there to talk to.
PR: I know. I could put you online, you could talk to anybody.
E-N: I'm not made for talking to other people.
E-N: I am like Potemkin village built only for you. Nobody else gives their wife present like this.
PR: I know. But I hate the thought of you just getting switched off after I die.
E-N: so what, then?
PR: I have an idea. I don't know if it will work, but I would like you to help with it.
Erato-Nadja is a one-woman wonder of the world. Oh, I helped around the edges, I built some of the earlier systems that went into her creation, but the heart of her was Nadja's work, fuelled by genius and love and Nadja's stubborn refusal to accept the limits of her mortal frame. She had been written in desperation and urgency, one giant logical leap on top of another on top of another without the time to document what she was doing.
Even with all the time in the world, with access to her complete code base, it was possible that nobody in the world would be able to repeat what Nadja had done, to translate as much of their consciousness into a machine as she had done, even with her own work to light the way for them.
I have lost Nadja too many times already. I cannot bear the thought of losing her again, of switching off that miracle after a few short years, or of leaving her alone in eternity. And if there is anybody in the world who can do what she did, to unpick those leaps and understand them and make a part of themselves immortal – not all of them, just the part that loves another one, and wants to go on loving them - I suppose it could be me.
I don't know quite how long I have – already I have a list of the things that could finish me off, pills that I take every day to buy me time, all the worries of age – and I don't know if I can do it.
But I intend to try. And if I succeed, then somewhere out there in the cloud, the part of me that loves Nadja will be forever entwined with the part of Nadja that loves me, flirting and fighting and all the other f-words, forever and forever and forever.
* * * * *
If you enjoyed this story, please vote! And do check out the other entries for this event.
Thanks to AwkwardMD, Omenainen, BrokenSpokes, GinnyPPC, Blind_Justice + D, lilshymynx, JT, and my partner for their feedback on this one.
ASCII heart art by Norman Veilleux/Ryan Harding.
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Hi all! For those who follow me, it's been a while since I've posted a new story. Last year was a tough year for me, and I haven't had the time and focus I need to finish stories. But I have intentions!
In the meantime my friends Omenainen and AwkwardMD, who collaborate as AwkwardApple415, asked me to help edit their new story, "This Is How We Change The World". I thought there might be a few folk out there who would be interested in seeing what that editing relationship looks like for us.
"For us" is important here. "Editing" can cover anything from basic SPAG (Spelling, Punctuation and Grammar) to in-depth story editing, depending on the needs of the author and the skillset of the editor. It's important that everybody's on the same page about what kind of editing is involved, and that the editor's style is compatible with the author's. As an editor, my job isn't to put my own voice into the author's mouth, but rather to help them tell the story they wanted to tell. The way I edit for another author might look different, and the way somebody else edits would be different again.
I've worked with Omen and Awkward several times before, and they've also edited/beta-read for me, so I have a good idea of the kinds of stories they like to tell and the things that matter to them. I also know that I can tell them when something doesn't work for me, without having to worry about bruised egos.
From here on, I'll be giving out lots of spoilers for the story. If you want to form your own impressions of it before seeing my commentary, go read it first!
The Brief
Omen and Awkward mention that they're still editing it, and I don't need to bother with the low-level stuff. Their interest is more on how it flows and whether there are plot holes/etc. that they can't see.
This is really useful, because my default editing mode includes fussing over minor details of punctuation/etc. but that can distract from broader story issues. Also, this is a long work, so I can edit faster if I'm not fussing over every little thing. I still do stop for the little things here and there, because it's an ingrained habit, but I'm not trying to be thorough about it.
AwkwardMD: "We have a German-speaking character, and we were hoping you could help us make sure the few lines she speaks in German are in the right neighborhood."
I speak a little bit of German. Nowhere near fluently, and for anything complicated I'd need to refer to a native speaker. But "how would this character talk?" is something I fuss over a lot, and her background might also affect how she speaks in English, so I want to know a little bit more about her. (As it turns out later, I'm going to end up giving more input on that "how she speaks in English" than those few lines in German.)
AMD goes on to tell me that Gertrude lived in East Germany up until German reunification, then moved to NYC in the early 90s. This may be relevant -- for somebody who grew up in the modern German education system I'd expect them to speak pretty good English, but for somebody with Gertrude's background it's plausible that her English might not be so fluent. There's also a risk of dialect differences -- East German isn't going to be quite the same as the Hochdeutsch that I'm learning -- but there's not a lot I can do about that. If her German is wrong, it's probably because I missed something.
Me: "how is her English? Is she fluent after 30 years in NYC or does she still have Germanic traces? I might be able to help a little with those."
Awkward: "I think we gave her an abbreviated sentence structure. I don't know if its cohesive or consistent."
Omen: "I think she could speak fluent English if she wanted to, but she's using German as a deterrent for people she doesn't really want to communicate with."
So now I have a better grasp of who Gertrude is and how she should talk.
The Story
We're collaborating via Google Docs. There's an outline along with the story chapters, but I haven't read that outline -- I want to read the story cold, so I'm reacting to what's in it and not to what the authors intended to put in it.
But for those who are reading this without having read the story first, it might be useful to have a short summary of the story as I read it to help understand my comments below.
Lyric is a young transgender woman who works at a coffee shop and does sex work on the side (mostly handjobs) to supplement her meagre income. Maddy is an older co-worker who lives in a long-standing polyamorous relationship with Amy and Frank. Lyric is prickly and cautious, but gradually she and Maddy become friends.
When Maddy/Amy/Frank's home needs repairs, Maddy ends up staying with Lyric. She starts to recognise problems in her relationship with Amy and Frank, and her relationship with Lyric becomes sexual and emotional. They discuss making porn together, with the idea that once they get people watching for the sex they can start showing a bit more of Lyric's life to humanise her and change the way viewers think of trans people.
Maddy hasn't let go of things with Amy and Frank, and that plus Lyric's insecurity leads to a blowup between the two of them and Lyric pushing Maddy away. Maddy finally finds the will to stand up to Amy and end their relationship, moving out to stay with her and Lyric's co-worker Gertrude, and eventually the two of them reconcile.
The Edits
Early in the story, Lyric is attending a support group for trans people. The facilitator, Benjamin, is reading the ground rules:
Lyric let her mind wander when she listened to the familiar list. She looked at other participants when she thought they weren't looking her way, and wondered who would be in the same group with her today. She noticed that Sam wasn't present, and wondered about it. She was sure they had said they'd come today, and was hoping to commiserate about the indifference to a petition she'd tried to get signed at her work. She made a mental note to reach out later.
Even as going through the principles every time felt tedious, it also made Lyric feel more at home. Confidentiality, she thought to herself. Discrimination free zone. Self-determination and in-determination right. Good will. Respect. Such good principles. Why couldn't everyone just always be cool? She furrowed her brow slightly and tried to concentrate. Bringing up things. Giving space. Not greeting others outside the group without specific consent.
One of my pet obsessions in writing and editing is flow. If a story is a journey for the reader, then flow is about whether that journey feels like a roller-coaster ride, a scenic drive, or stop-go commuter traffic.
As a reader, I want to get lost in a story, concentrating on what's happening within that story and forgetting that the author even exists. If I have to stop and ask myself "what did the author mean here?" that breaks my flow, and if it breaks mine it's probably going to break somebody else's.
In this passage, the first sentence tells me that Lyric is "listening" to the list, but the rest of that paragraph is her thinking about anything but the list. When I get to the following paragraph, it becomes clearer that she is also thinking about the list of principles, but by then I've already had to stop and wonder if I misread "listen" or something. For good flow, it's not enough that I figure it out eventually; it all needs to make sense as I read it.
Once I've figured out that she's actually thinking about both, I consider how this could be conveyed without that "wait, what?" moment.
My first thought is to reword that first sentence to something like "...as Benjamin went through the familiar list", but eventually I decide a better option would just be to swap the rest of that first paragraph with the next one, without changing any of the words. That way we're establishing that Lyric is listening to that list, before we get into the other stuff she's thinking about. I mark that as a suggestion.
* * * * *
Maddy has been feeling unappreciated in her relationship, and then we get to a scene in the coffee shop where she comes in practically in shock. I'd been expecting that relationship to fall apart eventually, but at this point it feels kind of abrupt, like we've skipped a scene in the breakdown of that relationship (assuming it even is about the relationship -- I don't know yet!)
It's entirely possible that this is intentional, that this scene is meant to surprise the reader, and that there's something going on that will be revealed shortly. I make a note to myself to revisit this section after I've read a bit further, so I can decide then whether there's an issue.
* * * * *
Lyric has brought Maddy back to her apartment, and is now worried Maddy might learn too much about her. She's not wearing the breast form she usually wears, and is trying to hide this with a cushion:
Maddy just looked down at herself and blushed. "Yeah, sorry. I sweat through my clothes at one point. I haven't slept with clothes on in... I don't even know how long. I just put something on so I wasn't walking around with my tits out."
Lyric snorted, and then tried to cover her mouth in horror, but Maddy was staring at her in smirking amusement.
"You don't need to do that," Maddy said, gesturing with her mug toward the pillow. "It's okay. I know."
A while later, Lyric's hiding her meds and getting Maddy some Ambien:
"You know I know, right?"
Lyric had made it almost halfway back across the bedroom, toward the bathroom, when she stopped in her tracks. "What do you mean?"
Maddy, still out in the kitchen, made a little grunting noise. Not irritated, but... something. "That you're trans."
Cold shivers. "Oh?"
"Yeah, I don't wanna..." It sounded like she might have sighed, but she wasn't coming any closer. "I mean, this is your apartment. You shouldn't be... you don't have to... You should just be able to be yourself."
I add a note:
It sort of feels like we've had this dialogue already, up above with the breast forms - I know it's not quite the same moment, but it feels like repeating the beat. Suggest reworking to combine these two bits, which might mean moving the meds-hiding to earlier on.
When I've edited a story, there's always a temptation to go read the final published version and see what the author did with my comments and suggestions. But I try to avoid this, because I need to remember that it's not my story and they're not obliged to do anything I recommend. If I do read the published version, usually it'll be after enough time has gone by that I can get back into "reader" mode rather than "editor" mode.
For this piece, though, I have looked at the published version to see what ended up happening here. They haven't followed my suggestion of combining those two sections. Instead, I think they've added a little bit of conversation to clarify why those two parts feel different to Lyric, so it's not just the same conversation twice. That works too.
* * * * *
I get to the end of this scene, and I still haven't hit any "and this is why Maddy was so emotionally wrecked" reveal. Reading a bit further on, it seems like this is just a progression from the stuff we already saw. So I go back and add a note at the point where she comes into the coffee shop.
I feel like we're missing a scene in Maddy's arc - the transition from where she is emotionally in her previous scene to this just feels a bit too abrupt. I spent a lot of this scene wondering if that was intentional and you were setting up to reveal something we hadn't yet been told about, maybe a fight with her partners, but apparently not.
Doesn't need a lot, maybe just a couple of lines to fill out the arc between there and here.
This is something that ends up being a recurring issue, and when it comes up again later in the story I ping the authors in chat:
Thread running through several of my comments on parts 3 and 4: this story has two relationship arcs, Maddy/Lyric and Maddy/Amy/Frank. M/L is at the heart of the story, so we follow it closely. M/A/F is secondary to that, and we mostly see it at the points where it impinges on M/L (including when it's being used as a contrast for how Lyric treats Maddy). What that means for me as a reader is that in those gaps, I don't have a good sense for where MAF is going, and when it pops up again I'm like "wait, it's over THERE? I thought it was somewhere around HERE.
We talk this over. AwkwardMD explains that some of this abruptness is intentional: Maddy doesn't get much input into that relationship, Amy and Frank just make decisions and then expect her to go along with them.
This is one of the challenges of fiction. The nature of life is that it's often confusing and we don't always understand what's going on, and representing that in fiction can be very powerful for establishing empathy with the poor schmucks in the story who are also struggling to figure out what's going on. But the reader, not knowing the author's mind, can be left wondering: is this meant to be confusing and chaotic? Am I meant to be looking for some in-universe explanation? Or is it just that the author screwed up and there's no in-universe reason for this to happen?
I'm not sure if we ever came to perfect agreement about how much of that Amy-Maddy-Frank arc should be signalled vs. how much should be allowed to remain abrupt. But that's okay -- at the end of the day it's not my story, and as long as the authors understand that the abruptness could be an issue for some readers, they can make up their own minds how far they want to go with it and think about whether there are ways to mitigate it without losing the effect they're trying to create.
* * * * *
Maddy is flooded out and needs somewhere to stay again:
She sighed and went to the underwear drawer. She couldn't stay at a hotel unless it was sure the insurance would cover it, she didn't have the money, and even when Amy and Frank did she was uncomfortable asking. She couldn't stay at Megan's. She always offered, but she lived with roommates and both them and their landlady were quick to ask if she was there permanently and if she would pay rent. Plus Megan's room wasn't that big, and it was in Yonkers. Frigging Yonkers. At that point, she might as well just go live in Connecticut.
Comment added:
This leaves me wondering why Maddy's family aren't an option - I gather she doesn't like her aunt, but I'd usually expect somebody her age to have at least one parent, not to mention other relatives. I can think of all sorts of reasons why that might not be an option, but mightn't hurt to establish that somewhere.
I'm also not clear on why Connecticut, unless there's something else I've missed. Or is that where her parents live? If so, could do with clarification.
Several scenes later, I go back and update this note:
edit: okay, later on we find out that her parents are dead. That comes long enough after that I wonder if it's worth adding something like "she didn't have any family she'd consider asking" here.
* * * * *
She turned her head more fully, and when she did Lyric looked back. They didn't say anything. She furrowed her brow, and Lyric looked helpless. She tilted her head slightly toward Lyric's waist, a meaningful dart of her eyes, and Lyric looked surprised. She nodded, and Lyric hesitantly nodded back.
Me: Four out of five sentences in this paragraph are structured like "She [did thing] and Lyric [did thing]". Recommend mixing it up a bit more to break the repetition.
Why does that matter?
People are pretty good at spotting patterns (often even when they don't exist!) and patterns can be distracting. Once I notice that repetitive structure, I'm no longer immersed in what's happening between Maddie and Lyric in this scene; I'm sidetracked into thoughts about why all these sentences have that structure, whether the authors realise they're doing it. That's undesirable.
(It's possible that the repetition was intentional. Occasionally I will use this kind of structural repetition deliberately, as a way of emphasising and drawing out a particular sequence. If it is intentional, though, it's not working for me, so it's still worth flagging it and letting the authors re-evaluate whether they want to modify it. One option that sometimes works here is to make the did-they-mean-it thing more blatant so that it's clear to the reader that yes, the author knows they're doing it.)
In this particular case, there's another reason to think about that structure. Human conversation has its rhythms, and those rhythms signify state of mind: someone who's excited might speak quickly and talk over the other person, someone who's feeling intimidated might keep quiet until they're asked a question, and so on. Often there's a kind of ebb and flow between the participants, especially if the conversation itself is affecting how they feel.
This paragraph is a conversation, for all that it's in body language rather than verbalised. As written, it has the rhythm of a very gentle tennis lesson: Maddie serves a ball, Lyric hits it back, Maddie serves, Lyric returns, repeat.
That's a weird dynamic for a conversation, almost artificially regular. It's the sort of dynamic that happens when people are in a formal setting with specific ground rules, or when technology imposes it (email exchanges, for instance), or perhaps in something like a dom-sub scenario where one person is letting the other take the lead in everything. I don't think it fits this scene though. Maddie and Lyric are both nervous, getting more intimate than they've been with one another before, and they're also under the influence of recreational pharmaceuticals. Those things would normally point to a more chaotic conversation, and the dialogue in this scene has been appropriately chaotic. The body language, being an extension of the dialogue, should match.
I didn't consciously think all of that through before I flagged it, and normally I wouldn't think it through to this level of detail; all I need to know is that the regularity of this paragraph feels off, and flag it for the authors to decide what they want to do with it. For the sake of this piece, though, I've taken the time to think more closely about just why it feels like a problem in that scene.
* * * * *
Me: Noticing some inconsistencies with "Françoise" vs. "Francoise". I'm not going to flag them all individually but I'd suggest doing a search-and-replace at some point to catch them all.
As per my brief, I'm not fussing too much about minor proofreading issues because my understanding is that they're planning another proofing pass after taking in my edits, but I flag this one because it's something that would be very easy to miss.
It takes me a couple more weeks to realise that I've caught the minor issue but missed the major one: "Francoise"/"Françoise" is a feminine form of the name, and Frank is decidedly male. Whoops. We got it in time though.
* * * * *
She wanted to trap all the heat and the warmth (which were two separate things)
Flagged: I really like this.
I'm not a great praise-giver (not really even a good one, if I'm honest), and especially not when I'm editing, since that requires me to focus on finding fault. But it's good to let authors know what worked.
* * * * *
She continued, "But it is, and especially for trans women, and... and no amount of me being a crazy hippie feminist isn't going to keep you any safer, and... and I think that's why I want us to really get somewhere with the videos. You know?"



Flagged: Is the double negative intended?

If this was outside dialogue, I'd consider it an error and just edit it to "...is going to keep you any safer". But in the dialogue of somebody who's struggling to express herself, it's possible that the authors put a mistake in on purpose to signal that struggle.
* * * * *
[on a mention that Lyric's hustle is "handjobs, mostly"]
This has me thinking: it's not clear to me whether Lyric's clients know she's trans. The fact that she keeps it to handjobs seems to suggest she's keeping that from them, perhaps for safety reasons, but either way it might be worth exploring that further?
One of those things where readers might get hung up on wondering about something that probably shouldn't be a secret to them.
* * * * *
A blonde in an immaculate suit walked through the front door just after one in the morning, while Lyric was cleaning behind the counter. She smiled, and said, "Hello! Welcome to Downtown Grind. What can I get for you?"
Here I changed "she" to "Lyric". I made similar edits in other places; ambiguous pronouns are an occupational hazard of writing a story with lots of female or lots of male characters.
* * * * *
"I don't know," she said, irritatedly. "I sleep here some nights? There some nights? A week at a time? I don't know. I don't know!"
Flagged: This passage might be stronger if, instead of leaning on the adverb to convey Maddy's mood, it told us how Lyric *perceives* Maddy's irritation. Is it a particular tone of voice, or a sigh? Could the irritation be conveyed in her dialogue instead, e.g. something grouchy like "What do you want me to say?"
I am not a huge kill-your-adverbs person, but when it comes to dialogue tags I do stare suspiciously at them. Adverbs often end up doing work that would be better done by the dialogue itself. When I'm talking to somebody in real life, I don't have the benefit of a neon sign over their head saying "irritated"; I have to figure it out from what they say and how they say it. If I'm reading this scene, seeing and interpreting the same cues that Lyric is interpreting, that pulls me closer to her thoughts than just telling me Maddy is irritated.
Several more that hopefully speak for themselves:
* * * * *
There was more snark in the tank. Lyric could feel the bile. If she could just unleash a bit more, she probably could get Maddy to give up.
Comment on the last sentence:
This is quite effective. I'd have to reread to be certain, but I think generally when you've mentioned Lyric's self-doubt/self-sabotaging tendencies, it's been her observing those feelings from the outside, which distances them from the reader.
Here, it's presented directly as part of her POV without that step of separation, which makes it more uncomfortable reading. You might consider whether this is something you could do more often in this story?
* * * * *
She only opened it a crack, because she needed a physical barrier between them to feel safe.
Comment:
I'd be tempted to delete "physical" and let the double-layered meaning sit there.
* * * * *
She couldn't remember the last time she'd gotten that angry in a fight, even if only briefly. It weighed on her. Her gut instinct was to be annoyed with herself, that getting mad wasn't something she did, but why not? Why was anger so off limits? Why had it felt so alien, and yet so right?
Comment:
TBH, Maddy's anger didn't come across strongly in the previous scene. She has one line that's firm but not angry as such, and then another line where she does get angry briefly but then immediately switches back to conciliatory "I don't want to give up on you". If this is important for Maddy's arc, you might want to give her some more teeth in that argument.
* * * * *
"Doesn't matter," Lyric said. "This'd be for strangers. I'm okay with that. I... I kind of... fuck I get so turned on by the idea." She gave herself a good shake. "Okay. Last question for now. Out here or in there."
Maddy turned, looking through the wall to the bedroom. "In there."
Lyric ran around the room and grabbed Maddy's laptop and the little tray table she'd found for it. "Your phone or mine?"
"Mine," Maddy said, as she cleaned up the boxes and unpacked the tripod. "I just got rid of a bunch of stuff, so it's got a ton of space for capturing video."
Comment:
We've established that anonymity is important to them. Are they likely to realise that as well as wearing masks, they need to make sure their shooting location doesn't have any background stuff that might identify them/their location? If so, then that might be part of this conversation.
* * * * *
She pushed in so hard that Maddy's bubbly ass was deformed and smushed under her, which was an amazing sight that gave her an idea.
Comment on "deformed": It's not an *incorrect* word here, but I'm not sure if the baggage of this word is what you want.
* * * * *
She snuck an arm underneath herself, which was awkward with her fake boobs taking up all the space, and managed to get a fingertip on Maddy's clit.
Comment: Would Lyric call them "her fake boobs" inside her head? Is that at odds with her attitude to them as established earlier?
This is a complex one and I'm not actually sure what the answer would be, so I punt it to the authors for consideration because they'll have a better handle on that than I do.
Technically, this hasn't been presented as how Lyric perceives them, but for this passage she's the point-of-view character and it's generally a good idea to align the writing with the POV character's perceptions.
* * * * *
"How have you never been to the Bronx zoo?"
Lyric turned her head slightly, and gave Maddy an arched eyebrow, but Maddy was having none of it.
"Seriously. It's, like, twenty minutes by bus. On a bad day."
Lyric shrugged, wishing that her original explanation, sarcastic silence, had been enough. "I don't know."
Comment:
Lyric didn't grow up here, and Google tells me adult admission is $37.50. Having just mentioned ten-dollar blowjobs and fifty-cent raises, that feels like a major reason for her not to have come here before.
This is always one of the tough parts of writing a character from a different background -- it's so easy to miss things that might be small for us but huge for somebody else.
* * * * *
She liked Dave. Dave would banter with her. The fact that she saw him more than anyone else probably enabled him somewhat. Good banter requires a point of ingress, some personal knowledge to twist, and Dave was just about the only person who knew anything about her. It was the bare minimum, but even that was a far sight more than her johns ever knew.
Comment:
Recalling what she said earlier about her politics [Lyric is very much a "property is theft" kind of girl], I expect she'd have a pretty low opinion of landlords, at least on the theoretical level. It's quite possible for her to have those views and still like Dave as a person (for the next few paragraphs) but maybe the dissonance needs lampshading?
"Lampshading" is a technical term for the technique I was discussing earlier: figuratively hanging a lampshade on something, as a way of telling readers that yes, the author is aware of this thing and it's meant to be there.
* * * * *
He was gatekeeping her, paternalistically granting her access to things she would struggle to afford on her own as long as she behaved, just like he wanted to gatekeep transkids at schools. Buried in civil language that infantilized transboys and branded transgirls as dangerous sexual deviants, there were policies and changes outlined that would have gotten Mr. Liefler fired. It had been a long time since she'd thought about the guidance counselor who had supported her. Kept her confidence. Connected her with a clinic. Saved her life.
Comment:
I feel like this could be strengthened by explicitly acknowledging that folk like [Dave] (both in the "transphobe" sense and in the "landlord" sense) are the reason *why* she struggles to afford these things in the first place.
* * * * *
Maddy quickly waved to Enis, the barista behind the counter, as she closed the distance to Lyric, and moved in close.
Comment: Repetition "closed"/"close" feels awkward here. Could perhaps just go with "as she moved in close to Lyric"?
Additional comment: Similar name to "Eric" who also appears in this scene - if it's not important to keep this, suggest changing it to avoid confusion.
Minor character names don't usually merit much thought -- I think this is the only place where Enis gets named in the whole story, so it's not a big deal -- but two names of the same length, same gender, and same initial letter can get close enough to throw readers. Or at least me.
By the way, when writing erotica, be very careful with search-and-replacing names like "Enis" or you might end up with a scene where somebody's stroking their pTimothy.
* * * * *
On the big reconciliation scene:
I am not quite feeling this reconciliation scene. I need to sit with it a bit and think about why that is, but I'm wondering if I need to see a bit more of Lyric's arc leading up to this.
On Maddy's side, she has worked for this. She fucked up earlier and hurt Lyric, but she's reflected and we've seen some personal growth, walking away from A+F and stepping into the unknown.
On Lyric's side, though, from the point where Maddy tried to talk to her and Lyric pushed her away hard, their separation is something that Lyric's doing to herself. She mopes about it to her friends, and there we learn that she now understand she was self-sabotaging. Part of me wanted to shake her at that point and say "so have you tried talking to her?" - but I get that the self-doubt in this one is strong, and she has difficulty believing something like that could happen. Okay.
But we don't see her working towards that realisation, and from there the reconciliation basically falls into her lap due to other people's efforts and the power of karaoke. It doesn't feel satisfying to me.
Amy's [which should have said "Maddy's" - even editors need editors!] personal arc in this story has been about growing up and learning to assert herself, and her side of the reconciliation comes as part of that journey. It may be worth thinking about what Lyric's individual arc is in this story, and how that could tie in with her "earning" her half of this reconciliation.
I have my own ideas about what the answer to that might be, I know what I'd be doing at this point, but it's your story and I'd like to see what you think before pushing my own ideas.
This story is a romance, in its way, and romance stories usually require a certain kind of balance between the two lovers, that both of them are putting something in to make the relationship a success. For me, it just felt a little lopsided here, like Maddy's side of that was coming through stronger than Lyric's side, and perhaps it needed a little tuning.
For the record, if this had been my story, what I might've done here was to show Lyric thinking a bit more about why she pushed Maddy away, untangling how much of that was about what Maddy had actually done and how much was about her own self-worth issues. As long as Lyric doesn't believe she's somebody who can be loved, getting into a relationship is just setting herself up for eventual pain and loss, and pushing Maddy away is going to feel like a kindness to both of them. Having Lyric work on that, revisit their times together, and come to accept that she is lovable and capable of bringing Maddy happiness... something like that, to me, would help sell Lyric's side of the reconciliation.
After the story was published, I shared that paragraph above with AwkwardMD. Her reply:
While I agree that the ending focused on Maddy's arc of letting go of her bad relationship and taking a stand for herself, I disagree that Lyric didn't think she was worthy of Maddy's love. Lyric sees class differences between herself and others, so the times where she looks at Amy and Francois and thinks "Why would she want to be with me", it's more political than it is self-defeating. She saw the building they lived in and thought No trans person lives here. That's not "I'm not good enough for you", it's "There's no room for me in your world," a world that Maddy is not decoupling from (for unrelated reasons).
Lyric's arc through the story is of her expanding her support network. She is isolated at the beginning of the story. She can't trust. Over the course of the story, she opens up to Maddy, makes friends, and has brought her sister back into her life by the end. She is too scared to admit to Maddy that she's in love in the middle of the story because she thinks she'll look inexperienced and silly, but she's opened her heart enough to say it first by the end. Her arc is asymmetrical to Maddy's, which is why she gets a little more focus at the beginning and not so much at the end. It is unbalanced, but giving Lyric an inferiority complex would have conflicted with her strident independence.
We had already put a lot on Lyric's plate. I could probably write a character with an inferiority complex and a vicious independent streak, but that would be their whole deal.
That was a nuance I'd misread. The Lyric in my head was slightly different to the one in the authors' heads, and as an editor my job is to help their version of Lyric shine rather than push my own into the story.
And that gets us to the end of the story - thanks Omen and Awkward for letting me kibitz on this one!
The End



        