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THE SECRET TRILOGY
by Francine Saint Marie

High-profile psychiatrist, Dr. Helaine
Kristenson—a.k.a. the “Love Doc”—is not just talented and
beautiful, she’s the leading authority in the field of psychosexual
relations and the bestselling author of the self-help bible,
“Keeping Mr. Right.” Professionally, the esteemed doctor deals with
secrets of the heart everyday. Privately, she even has a few of her
own to keep her busy…

Straight-laced chief investment strategist,
Lydia Beaumont, is not just talented and beautiful, she’s a
consummate professional and headed to the top of the corporate
ladder at financial giant, Soloman-Schmitt. Professionally, she has
no secrets to speak of. Privately, she’s just unearthed one that’s
going to rock her world a bit…

Bedazzling neophyte, Venus Angelo, is not
just talented and beautiful, she’s a self-made millionaire ten
times over again and on the fast track with her high-powered career
in corporate finance. Professionally, she’s a dedicated and driven
perfectionist. Privately, she’s full-blown enigmatic and somewhat
reckless. And she’s got way too many skeletons in the closet…

Savvy and seasoned investment banker, Delilah
Lewiston, is not just talented and beautiful, she runs one of the
largest and most solid banks in the world. Professionally, she
“speaks softly and carries a big stick” and doesn’t trade or take
stock in any secrets. Privately, however, she’s safeguarding a
couple of gems…

Controversial super-model, Sharon Chambers,
is not just talented and beautiful, she’s the highest paid poser on
the planet. Not to mention the most spoiled and temperamental.
Professionally, her life of debauchery and conquest is an open
book, about which, she really doesn’t give a damn. Privately,
though, even she’s keeping some secrets. But that isn’t going to
last…

Sex, love, money, lawyers, reporters,
action, adventure, intrigue and blackmail—what’s
your secret worth?
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Sample reviews of each book

in “THE SECRET TRILOGY”

 


From ‘FastForward’ 5 0f 5
Stars for Book One THE SECRET
KEEPING: “I finally got this
book to see for myself what all the hubbub was about. I'm so glad
that I decided to take the plunge! Helaine Kristenson and Lydia
Beaumont, and their entourage of secondary characters, are unlike
any other protagonists I've ever read in lesbian fiction or pretty
much anywhere else. The plot and the dialogue are the most clever
and original I've ever read in lesbian fiction or pretty much
anywhere else too. Somebody said ‘outside the box’, and that's the
least that can be said about this flawless piece of writing.
Someone else pointed out the quirk of referring to the characters
by their full names, I found it totally charming, it creates and
defines a unique style and somehow turns the characters into larger
than life personalities. I was advised to be patient with the
developments in the first part of the book and that's the only
thing I don't agree with. It read like smooth character and plot
development to me. Not to demean anyone else who writes lesbian
fiction, I'm a frequent buyer and do enjoy the novelettes, but
please, can somebody write like this a bit more often? Methinks the
reason I distrusted so many rave reviews is because it's very
infrequent to find quality writing in the genre. Mindless
entertainment abounds but literary quality? Not so much. May Sarah
Waters and a couple chosen others pardon me, but it's not every day
that one reads this kind of class.”

 


_____

 


From ‘K. Rose’ 5 of 5 stars
for Book Two FORTUNE IS A
WOMAN: “One of the most
enjoyable books I have ever read, and this is no doubt due to the
fact that its style is every bit as engaging as its substance. The
language is exceptionally fluent overall, the prose vivid, tight
and polished, and the dialogue so eloquent and sharp-witted it begs
to be read over and over again. The author possesses, in addition
to her golden tongue, unfettered imagination, and keen intellect, a
special gift for developing larger-than-life characters, and
allowing the reader access to their very depths. It is easy to get
lost inside these women. Francine Saint Marie's second novel is a
rich, absorbing, and powerfully evocative tale of love, sex and
(more than two) modern women. This book will sweep you off your
feet, take you on a wild and unexpected ride, and leave you
dangling precariously off a giant precipice. Fortunately, though,
you won't have to wait several months like I did to be rescued, as
the third book in the trilogy, THE STOLEN KISS, has finally been
released. Francine Saint Marie's books are the crème de la crème of
this genre, and FORTUNE IS A WOMAN is a bold and ingenious work of
art, a masterpiece of lesbian fiction that will stir your
sensibilities and warm your blood. It is a book to be devoured, and
savored, at once…”

_____

 


From ‘Elena’ 5 of 5 stars
for Book Three THE STOLEN
KISS: “I'm in total awe,
fellow readers, totally humbled. I'm not going to talk about the
content, least I spoil this for anyone, I'm more inclined to talk
about the form. And before getting into that, please allow me to
strongly recommend to anyone who feels the inclination to explore
the lives of these wondrous characters to start at the beginning of
the trilogy, with ‘The Secret Keeping’. Book 1 can stand alone, but
I think books 2 & 3 need the background to really ‘get it’, to
feel infused with the intensity of feelings, to understand that
what isn't said is just as powerful as what is said, to be able sit
momentarily stunned between the end on one chapter and the
beginning of the next, thinking ‘what now’. ‘The Stolen Kiss’ is as
much a well paced thriller as it is a complicated love story, it's
as much a detailed, larger than life depiction of human motives and
interactions as it is an amazingly simple and recognizable
description of following one's heart. The book reads exceedingly
well as a continuum, but at the same time it can be savored as a
fantastic collection of stories, a multifaceted, multidimensional
Rubik Cube. Each chapter, and each character, describes one and the
same story from different points of view, and that allows the
reader, this reader anyway, to ‘feel something’ for all
protagonists, to feel a certain degree of empathy for all of this
author's creatures, while gaining a very rich perspective on the
complexities of the story and indeed the complexities of human
nature. The biggest creature in the whole trilogy, yet, is the
literary tour de force that the writer pulls out of her hat. The
narrative, the dialog, the ‘gaps’ that are created by the different
points of view (pay attention to chapter titles!) only to be closed
later by a different point of view, are all consistent with the
previous installments and all contribute to create a world were the
reader's mind is free to speculate and to ponder, just as one would
do in real life, and just the same end up surprised that life has
an agenda of its own, not necessarily in tune with all the
speculation and the pondering. I'm left with a very strong feeling
that these characters dictated where the story went, I never along
the trilogy felt that the writer was "manipulating" the characters
(much less the myself) in any given direction, on the contrary, at
times I felt torn at their decisions and didn't fully understand
their motives. I always felt that they were the ones speaking
through the writer, instead of the writer speaking through them,
and this is particularly true of "The Stolen Kiss". The characters'
drivers --love and hate and vengeance and power and interests, are
what moves this epic story along, and it's a funny feeling, like
the writer was never there, or just acted as a messenger.
Personally, I think that requires extraordinary talent. I already
said it for the two previous books in the trilogy, but it bears
repeating: There is nothing ordinary about "The Stolen Kiss", it's
totally original --after every few pages it begs the question "how
did that happen and what oh earth can I expect next?" I think this
whole trilogy, and very specially this last installment, requires a
lot of trust in the author, that's she'll close the loops, that
she'll make it all coalesce not only for the readers' sake but
mostly for the characters' sake. And she does. Does she ever.
Bravo, Francine, bravissimo!”

_____

 


From ‘Lorena Winicki’ 5 of
5 stars for the paperback bundled edition of all three novels
titled THE SECRET TRILOGY: “One of the best books I’ve
ever read - What I liked most about the Trilogy was the realness of
the characters and their emotions. I found myself constantly
gasping from surprise and even crying. Definitely one of the
greatest love stories I've read, if not the best.”
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The Secret Trilogy

Three novels. Two women.

One epic love story.

by Francine Saint Marie

(Dedicated to Sidonie-Gabrielle Colette)

________


Book One of THE SECRET TRILOGY:

The

Secret

Keeping
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“Some rise by sin, and some by virtue
fall.”

 


William Shakespeare
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THE SECRET KEEPING

 



Part One:

The Waiter
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“It’s sexual.”

“Sensual, did she say?”

“No, I think she said sexual.”

Spring was negligent this year and the
irrational exuberance in Frank’s Place was undoubtedly a product of
its delay.

“I said sexual.”

“We thought you said sensual, too.”

Friday’s happy hour had turned positively
muggy.

“Sexual. Sensual. What’s the difference,
anyway?”

The popular corporate watering hole was
swollen to capacity, hot with the heat of a synthetic spring and
the dark suits usually found in there seemed finally to bloom,
adorned at last in their blossoms of polyester, powdery pastels and
paisleys, and polka dots as bright and gay as poppies.

Off in the corner with the rubber tree
plants, Lydia Beaumont sat, dressed entirely in black. Still
wearing her overcoat, she gripped her half-empty glass and
skeptically viewed the display.

“I just had a dream about you,” a
seersuckered youth suggested in her ear.

“Oooh,” she replied, dismissing him with a
flick of the wrist, “nice line!”

She was waiting on spring for her second
wind and nothing this year could force its entry. Winter, the
identical twin to the dreary fall that had just preceded it,
continued to grip the city and Lydia couldn’t help feeling
suspended in a permanent autumn. The balmy air of Frank’s tonight,
with its harsh perfumes and heavy colognes, only made it feel
worse.

True spring. She had fruitlessly searched
all week for signs of it, but even the cherry trees seemed to have
given up hope.

“Liddy!”

Tonight Lydia’s coat felt heavy and made of
hair and she was certain she was being choked by the button of her
shirt collar.

“You’re looking like a tourist, Liddy.”

Lydia turned in her chair, smiled obliquely.
“Hey, Del,” she asked, “what’s the difference between
misapprehension and mere apprehension?”

“Ms.
Apprehension…life’s not a spectator sport,” Delilah chirped,
walking away.

“Hey, what’s a four-letter word for love?”
someone from their table shouted.

“Laid!” another blurted and the group
erupted with predictable guffaws.

It had been another rough week. Lydia was
sick of the work crowd and she only felt a little guilty about it.
She checked the time and faked a laugh. Her sentiments had somehow
slipped beyond volatile this evening. She checked them, too, as she
always did.

A four-letter word for love? WORK. She had
loved her work. But now the weight of it bore down harder and
harder with every passing year and Lydia could no longer recall the
reasons why she had pursued her profession. The ever increasingly
younger throng she presided over were not like her when she was
their age. They were difficult to manage and she hated to see them
on her time off. All these revved up self-starters, fancying
themselves galloping mavericks in the market place, all of them
developing pronounced limps at the slightest hint of regulation.
How she longed this year for a bona fide blast of warm spring
air.

She glanced around, taking stock of who was
there, who to avoid if she could help it. Friday the place was
crawling with them. She was pleased to discover the blond reading
contentedly at her window seat. Came in often. Obviously from a
more civilized tribe, Lydia thought, as she studied the woman’s cut
of clothes to discern which one.

From…?

Unknown. Mostly rookies tonight, Lydia
lamented, looking elsewhere. Lots of rookies from work infesting
the place. Everywhere she went these days, every year more of them,
each new onslaught more trying than the last. Busy, busy, busy.
Shaking things up, knocking things down, fixing things, things that
weren’t broken. Her rookies, stacking risk upon risk like little
toy blocks, scorning her advice as though they weren’t obliged to
take it, swaggering into happy hour like they owned the place.

Civilization. She sat back in her chair and
drank deeply to the concept.

Lydia Beaumont was only thirty-six and still
climbing, but she felt obsolete of late, frequently lonely in the
new and improved world of international finance. The changes, too,
did not impress her. Things were different, that’s for sure, but
they had gotten worse not better. A whole universe was being driven
now on nothing but bald speculation and baby-faced chutzpah.

A breath of fresh air would be so nice.
She’d love a breath of fresh air.

Love, loved, loving. She had, on an impulse
just yesterday, looked it all up in an old college dictionary: to
hold dear, to cherish, a lover’s passion, devotion, tenderness,
caress, to fondle amorously, like, desire, to thrive in. That one
had appealed to her sensibilities the most, the reference to
thriving, as in, “the rose loves sunlight.” A very nice idea. She
drank to that, too, framing the woman at the window seat in the
wineglass, her blond head of hair an elegant flower stuck in
Frank’s bawdy bouquet. Thriving there alone, amidst the
dandelions.

Love, loved, loving. All kinds of love in
the world. That blond loves her solitude. She loves her book.
Perhaps just as a rose does, she loves sunlight, too, sitting in a
window on Fridays in the waning afternoon light. Loves. Who knows
what else she loves? Is she somebody’s long stemmed rose placed in
a vase on a sunny windowsill? If so, she’s a white rose, all that
blond, the creamy skin. What does mom say a white rose represents?
Uh-oh. Love and her mother and the mysteries of roses! Lydia
laughed at herself and surveyed the working horde.

A barely-thirty crowd again. She was more
and more convinced that it may indeed be a world only for the very
young. There seemed to be nowhere she could go to get away from
them. They dominated her landscape these days, light and shiny and
strangely bold beyond their experience, disregarding reality and
all its real consequences, always skipping out, just at the right
moment, before their wings melted off. She could trust them at
least for that much.

Honor and chastity–a white rose represents
the faithfulness of its giver, or so her mother claimed. Lydia
sipped at the blond in her glass. Perhaps a yellow rose, then. What
does yellow mean? She’d have to ask her mother. Why not just plain
red? Oh, no. She could guess at the significance of that color. No,
not red, for godsakes!

_____

 


Roses and sunlight. Scant little of either
in Lydia’s life these days. Seven PM already. She felt stiff in her
chair, her neck and her shoulders hunched, sore from months of
being cold. She eyed the window seat enviously, the blond still
relaxing there with her mysterious book, posed like it was another
day at the beach, casual, with just a splash of reservation, enough
to ward off intruders.

Stop. Look both ways. Red. Don’t go.

It was smart to be cautious, always wise to
exercise care, especially when it concerned other people’s money.
Only punks weren’t alarmed to lose people’s money. Punks wouldn’t
mind misleading investors. Punks were unscathed by plummeting debt
ratings, by markets fluctuating hundreds of points an hour, by
shortfalls rippling across the globe and eventually hitting land
with the destructive force of tidal waves. Superstorm economics, no
big deal. They were so high above it all. Wouldn’t it be nice to be
able to read a book, Lydia Beaumont wondered, surrounded by a bunch
of savages, to really soar above it all?

But it’s the real world, Lydia reminded
herself, a newly unsettled one, and savages and their mentors
floated above it all. Uncorrected, never uncertain, they rose
higher and higher, dirigibles on hydrogen and all those creative
numbers. She knew them well. She knew they were addicted to the
heights and hooking nearly everyone else they came in contact with;
that they were dealers, dealing out highs with their quarterly
projections of unsubstantiated growth and their wildly inflated
earnings reports. She was always aware of them up there, brash new
rulers of an endlessly expanding universe, to which they alone held
the secret. Or so they implied in their glossy corporate brochures.
They kept her on her toes.

A tangle of wanna-be dancers was putting on
the ritz and making a spectacle of themselves. She laughed out loud
and then scoffed under her breath. There was no stopping them, no
holds barred, she had learned, thinking suddenly of accountants.
Good auditors, too, who once knew better worth–they autographed
everything that fell from the sky, even if they couldn’t read
it.

The blond at the window seat was also
watching the dance extravaganza, the corners of her mouth turning
up as she saw the enthusiasts darting and jerking to a bossanova
they knew nothing about. It was a pretty half smile, the mouth
poised as if there was something right on the tip of her
tongue.

What would she have to say about all this?
What do those lips talk about? Art? The book she read? What kind of
a voice comes out of a mouth like that one? Something soft, Lydia
bet. Soothing and gentle and tender and…sexy? Or was the right word
sensual? Lydia caught the blond’s glance and was startled to find
herself staring at the woman. She shifted her attention
outside.

On the other side of the glass was the
street patio which had long been exorcised of its spirited revelers
by the icy winds. It was nothing but a drab sidewalk in winter.
They had all been dispossessed of it, forced to haunt the interior
of Frank’s Place where they restlessly waited for better weather
and the good things that usually accompany heat.

And tonight, Sinatra had the audacity to
sing of it…of a summer wind…freshly blowing in…from across a
bay…

It was more fun outside, Lydia mused,
worrying her collar. Outside she could stand or pace, swing her
arms, rise and look around her, and eventually, when the mood
struck, as it often did, she could wander off unnoticed, leaving if
she wanted to and conveniently forgetting to say goodbye. In here,
she couldn’t move and if she got up to go, it’d be a big deal. Her
eyes came to rest on the table at the window. Its occupant briefly
looked up again from her reading and casually scanned the crowd
before returning to it.

Beside her a cork popped. A new
bottle. Red. That’s an acquired look, Lydia concluded. Doesn’t want
to seem interested. I do that, too.
More wine? Not interested? Maybe just a splash.

And yet she’s always there, always deeply
invested in a book, always with a glass of something barely
touched, always alone and waiting, apparently for no one. She had
become a familiar landmark at the window. At least to Lydia.

“Hey, what’s a three letter word for–”

Lydia huffed and cut the speaker off.

Calm was finally descending on the room, but
then Sinatra threatened to spoil it all with an urgent song about
Peru.

Now that she was thinking about it, there
was only one night when Lydia hadn’t seen the woman alone there. A
couple had joined her one evening.

Couples…Frank was way up in the air now,
inviting everyone to join him. Fly, fly, fly, she heard him
suddenly singing. Well, why-the-hell not? Let’s do it, let’s fly,
let’s fly away–so then, perhaps the blond had a home nearby?

Lydia absently yanked at the thing annoying
her throat and it was only when she felt her collar come loose, saw
a button pinging free across the tabletop and ricocheting like a
tiddlywink off a sea of abandoned glasses that she came out of her
trance. She had been thinking of homesickness.

“You’re scaring me, Liddy! What in the hell
are you thinking?”

“You tell me, Del. I’m thinking I need to go
to bed.”

“Yeah! But there’s not a decent one left,”
Delilah said, on another trip to the bar. “Joe’s here,” she added
over her shoulder. “Be a big girl.”

“Please,” Lydia replied, holding up her
hand,” or I’ll leave.”

Fly or float your boat to Peru, was Frank’s
best suggestion yet. Actually, it wasn’t a bad idea for a quick
get-away. Llamas are grand. So are one-man bands…and flutes that
toot for you. Peru’s the place, he’s saying. Or any place warm and
sunny, she thought, draining her wineglass. Yes, yes, yes, then.
Let’s…fly…fly…fly…fly away.

Her glass was empty. She attempted to land
it on the cluttered tabletop.

God, how she loved that man. Sinatra that
is. Seemed like he had a song for every season, emptying a heart
full of it, floating to Peru for the winter, moving the rubber tree
plants, having a very good year, anywhere, anytime. She shook her
head and smiled, drunk for a change, and from the table there came
a warning tinkle, glasses clinking as she carelessly deposited her
own beside them.

And then, for the sake of falling, he had
changed his tune again. Frank was telling everyone to take it nice
and easy now. It’s going to be so easy, he was bragging, to fall in
love.

Yeah. Now wouldn’t that be something?

“It’s not healthy, you know.” (Delilah was
back.)

Lydia watched the glass tip over on its
side…the problem now of course is…her work…it was insane
perhaps…she should probably hold her horses…but she felt like
jumping instead. Could it be, she half wondered, watching the glass
head steadily for the edge of the table, but making no effort to
save it, that she was hoping for something soft to land on? It
rolled back slightly and she feared she might have to push it.

An elbow nudged her ribs. “It’s not, you
know,” repeated its owner.

The goblet hesitated then smashed onto the
floor.

Absurd, Lydia murmured, grabbing gently at
the offending appendage. “What?”

“It’s not healthy, I told you.”

“Del…what isn’t?”

“Oh, geesh, Liddy,” Delilah said, taking in
the catastrophe. “That’s very, very unfortunate. And it saddens me.
You shhhall have another.”

“I shhhall,” Lydia mimicked. She raised her
arm and beckoned the waiter.

Table sixteen. The waiter nodded and made
his way over. They were an attractive and lively group, regulars
who like to sing and dance and never broke anything. Not usually,
anyway. He could feel the crunch of glass beneath his shoe, the
woman’s fingers as she slipped a ten dollar bill in his pocket and
whispered, “I’m sorry.” He signaled the busboy with a circular
motion of his hand. “A glass of merlot,” he then said, turning to
Lydia with a smile. “Will that be all?” he asked, now addressing
the table.

“We’re hungry!” the group yelled. “Merlot?
Merlot! I want some, too.” “Can you bring us menus?” “I need a
drink.” “I have no idea what time it is.” “Me, too.” “Bring
everyone some merlot.” “I don’t want merlot, I want a drink.” “Do
you know what time it is?” “I think you’d better bring us a bottle
then.” “It’s early, I think.” “I’m hungry. Can’t we order something
now, or do we need menus?” “He’s bringing us menus.” “What are you
having?” “C’mon, it’s early.”

_____

 


Food. She wasn’t really hungry. She watched
the blond toying with her dessert.

“It’s curious don’t you think, Liddy?” asked
Delilah, her mouth and hands full, gesturing with a chicken bone in
the direction of the window seat.

“She’s a spy,” interrupted someone from
their party, “Is this spicy?” he asked, pointing at Delilah’s
platter. She ignored him. “C’mon, is this hot?” he demanded. She
used a free elbow to push him away.

“She’s not a spy, Liddy. She’s a–”

“How’s everything?” interrupted the waiter,
suddenly appearing behind Lydia.

“She’s a spy,” repeated their persistent
friend as he lunged past Delilah’s jab.

“It’s hot!” she threatened, as he made off
with her platter. Those on the other end of the table cheered the
chicken’s arrival.

“Everything’s fine,” Lydia said, turning
toward the waiter.

“Excellent,” he answered and bending closer
he whispered, “She’s not a spy,” and was gone.

Delilah glanced curiously at Lydia. “What?”
she demanded.

“What what?” answered Lydia, dipping her finger into
the wine.

“What did he say?”

Lydia rubbed the rim of her glass until it
began humming. It tingled to the touch. Half past seven. She should
just go home. “He said I’m the only civilized person at my table
and that I should feel quite proud.”

Delilah draped her arm on the back of her
chair, crossed her legs, and dabbed at her mouth with a dirty
napkin. “Bullshit,” she replied, grinning.

_____

 


“You’re doing that thing again,” asserted
Delilah.

“What?”

“That,
Liddy.”

Nearby, another one of her friends had
noticed it, too. “What…so…yeah…and…” she imitated, sighing
dramatically.

Lydia squirmed at the successful
impersonation. “It must be time for me to go,” she said, checking
the clock once more. Eight PM. “I’m speaking in monosyllables.”

“Nah, it’s early,” said the other two in
unison. They clustered their chairs around hers to began their
weekly critique, starting first with the most-eligibles lined up
haplessly at the bar.

On the opposite side of the room a woman sat
reading in one of the window seats, her long blond hair done up in
a loose knot pierced by a single hairpin to keep it from falling in
her eyes. She had a fine shaped face, smart indications across the
brow line, bright animated eyes that bore nearly all her
expression. The nose and mouth, rendered in sure but delicate
strokes, were countered by pronounced cheekbones and a firmly set
jaw which dignified her looks and made her seem at once both pretty
and handsome. So too, the frailty implied by a pale complexion was
juxtaposed with wide disciplined shoulders and a strong, almost
unbending quality about the neck. The slender rest of her lounged
luxuriously in a chair, her creamy skin complimented by a rich,
dark blue dress that began its long-sleeved tour scooped low at the
collarbones and continued its travels closely tailored to the torso
and hips. In the woman’s lap and along the length of her
outstretched legs, the fabric collected into sensuous little
ripples and its excesses surrounded her in flattering folds. They
slipped over her hips and dripped down her sides, cascading to the
floor in a waterfall of velvet.

_____

 


Nine PM. She really should go home now,
throw some weights around, the dumbbells.

“Liddy? Aren’t you going to say anything?”
Delilah asked.

“No.”

“Don’t you think you’d feel better if you
did?”

“No.”

“Wouldn’t it at least be better to be on
speaking terms?”

“No.”

“But you see him everyday at work. Isn’t it
awkward for you?

“No.”

_____

 


Ten PM. There was no moon at all. A light
drizzle was soaking the city which only served to underscore
Lydia’s ennui. No umbrella, she walked briskly from Frank’s to her
apartment, stopping this evening at every crosswalk, finding
herself waiting at them much longer than she actually needed
to.

She had spent a considerable amount of time
in this city, living in it with her friends, those that she had met
at university like Delilah and the others she had later met at
work. In finance, they were all the same, none of them the type to
sit in Frank’s with only a book for a companion. She sought to
remember the last book she had read. She couldn’t. No books. No
newspapers.

An aching sensation was beginning to creep
in under her coat and clothes. An old feeling, she knew it had
nothing to do with the cold, although the cold certainly didn’t
help. She shivered at the next intersection and set her briefcase
down, pulling her gabardine tight to her chest and conferring with
an amber light. Yellow means worthy, she suddenly remembered.
Yellow roses. Worthy. Didn’t it? Or did it mean yield? She grabbed
the briefcase and ran to the other side.

The only thing Lydia did read were the
financials. Nothing to brag on there. The briefcase felt
exceptionally heavy tonight. Her back hurt. She wished for a warm
spring rain to make the city misty, to cloud it up. This one was as
cold as snow.

Why hadn’t she gone on vacation this
year?

All night deli coming up on her right. She
had a sudden craving for sweets, she realized. All-night deli
coming up on her right. Sweets or a cigarette? When was the last
time she had a cigarette? She lingered undecided at the entrance.
Or sweets for that matter? Her mouth had the aftertaste of wine in
it, sour and woody. Bed was calling. No sugar tonight. She walked
on.

_____

 


Home. Inside her apartment it was warmer
than usual. Downright balmy, like it had gotten at Frank’s. She
turned the heat off and scanned the bookshelf for something to read
and, finding nothing of interest, sighed with disgust.

Why hadn’t she gone on vacation this
year?

The bookcase. Exactly like her father’s with
his tight rows of leather bound editions, none of which she had
ever seen him read. She dragged her fingers over them. Dusty
bindings. Like his, her books never came off the shelf either.

Financial papers on the coffee table. She
cleared them with an impatient sweep of her hand and they landed in
disarray on an otherwise spotless carpet. That accomplished
nothing, she admitted. She stood over the debacle feeling foolish
and wrestled down the overwhelming temptation to reorganize it.

Is there a
problem, she asked herself. Yes, but nothing she could
put her finger on. She contemplated the possibility of a mid-life
crisis and did the easy math. Life expectancy, seventy-two. What a
frightening sum. You do act like a
tourist, she confessed. In any
event, you certainly feel like one tonight. Or a spy, spying on
whoever I am, on the name on the door.

She glared at her belongings accusingly.

The stainless carpet, the curtained windows,
the trophy books, all seemed in tacit agreement. They didn’t know
her anymore either, or why she would be investigating them.

“She’s not a spy,” the waiter had said.

Lydia saw herself in the mirror and stopped
short. Leaving for work in the dark, coming home in the dark, it
was taking a toll on her, she suddenly thought, eyeing the
impostor. She was shocked by the woman’s disheveled appearance, the
missing button on her shirt collar, the rain-soaked coat, the hair
wet and dangling in her eyes. She went up to the mirror and
inspected her eyes. More than just exhausted, there were shadows
beneath them, almost as blue as her irises. Her blue eyes. They had
an unusual gleam in them. She was concerned about it. Not cool, she
muttered, sitting down in the middle of the room as quiet as a
sphinx.

“Excellent,” she remembered the waiter
saying. “Will that be all?”

_____

 


Why did I bring this in
here? Lydia wondered, accidentally kicking her
briefcase as she crossed her legs under the table. Another Friday
at Frank’s Place and her friends were late.

The blond sat at the window seat, engrossed
as ever in her reading. Now and again she seemed to stretch a
little, a slight smile appearing and then disappearing from her
lips. Lydia immediately thought of a cat reclining on a sunny sofa,
about to lick itself.

“May I get you something while you’re
waiting?”

She jumped in her skin.

The waiter smiled.

She blushed. “I’m sorry?”

“A glass of wine until your friends get
here?” he asked.

She nodded and avoided looking at him. He
had a funny expression.

“Red?” he suggested.

“What?”

“Red?” he repeated.

“Red?” (Red?) “Red! Yes, please, that will
be fine.”

Four-thirty already. The girls were supposed
to be there at four. With growing annoyance Lydia saw herself stuck
alone in a bar and looking available, something which she did not
relish.

Regulars were steadily arriving for happy
hour. As they checked their coats at the door they scanned the
barroom hungrily. She visibly registered discomfort whenever one
strutted by and said hello. They all reminded her of Joe.

Only ten more minutes, she promised herself.
This is unbearable. She glanced over at the window seat. A book
sure would come in handy right now. She raised her arm to signal
the waiter and the blond looked over, smiled an acknowledgment and
went back to her reading.

“May I see a menu?”

“Certainly,” the waiter said. He returned
with one a few minutes later.

Whenever she felt irritated she thought of
Joe. An unrewarding habit she had just discovered. These past few
days she found herself thinking of him a lot.

Joseph Rios. Everyone called him Rio Joe,
but she doubted he knew that, not that it would bother him, not
someone who spent as much time as Joe did making himself larger
than life. He had cultivated that persona.

Rio Joe. The stuff of literature. “Good
evening,” came a come-on voice from her left. Oh, please, she
screamed in her head. She put her face in the menu, pretended to
read it. The technique proved surprisingly effective. Talking head
gone.

Tall, dark and handsome Joe. Her junior by
four years. She had met him at work and instinctively disliked him,
detecting something a little too slick and rather illicit in his
style. In a way she couldn’t then explain, he’d given her the
creeps. His interpretation that she was hard to get is what
motivated him to pursue her so ardently. And it was nice to be
ardently pursued. In the end…well…getting is the fun part for a Rio
Joe. The romance left her with the same sick sensation she had
after eating too much chocolate.

Love, sex, heartburn, nausea. This was as
far as she could venture in her mind whenever she reviewed the
matter. But she could see far enough. She knew that he had broken
her heart because it stopped in pain whenever she saw him or heard
his name mentioned. She knew he was not one of her greatest
accomplishments, which is why she refused to discuss the mess with
anyone.

Dear Joe. She had ended it months ago but
still ran into him at work, still in Frank’s Place on Fridays. Only
recently had she stopped trembling at the sight of him. Only
recently had she stopped wanting to lie down every time he was
near. Only recently had she discovered she wasn’t thinking of him
every moment of the day.

Lydia took a deep breath. Only recently, but
thank god!

Another suit strolled by. She put her nose
in the menu again–lunch? Wrong menu. Lydia blamed herself for not
discovering it sooner. Everything’s been out of whack this week,
seven days like this, all gone awry in precisely this manner. She
hailed the waiter one more time and attempted to disguise her
frustration.

“Madam? Ready to order?”

“Yes, but I think you brought me the wrong
menu,” she said, handing it back to him.

“Oh,” he said, taking it from her, “the
right menu at the wrong time.” He pulled another one out from under
his arm and laid it on the table. “Or,” he added with a wink, “the
wrong menu at the right time.”

She felt a tinge in her cheeks again and
turned away without speaking. The clock over the bar read five.
Swell, she thought. So where are my friends when I need them?
Sinatra sang something about being irresponsible, being
undependable. The blond at the window seat, reading. Reliable. That
waiter was so strange. It’s difficult to be alone, Lydia realized.
She was sick of waiting. You can forget yourself, what you normally
do or what you’re supposed to be thinking. Isn’t that old waiter
kind of crazy? Sinatra sang on, singing about irresponsible
madness. Lydia waited.

_____

 


“I told you she’d still be here! Liddy,
you’re not mad, are you?”

“No, Del. I just love sitting by myself on a
Friday afternoon, drinking by myself on a Friday afternoon, eating
by myself on a–”

“Oh, good. You ordered already?” Delilah
slid Lydia’s bread plate away from her and laughed at her friend’s
dour expression. “Oh, come on, Liddy” she said, pushing it back
again. “I hate it when you pout. We were hoping you might mingle a
little. We’re not really all that late and you do look marvelous,
dear. Arsenic obviously becomes you.”

_____

 


Half past five. The furniture around her
scuffed loudly with a life of its own and Lydia was once more
absorbed into the dull but comfortable roar of her table. She
watched her friends coming and going, the girls falling one by one
like flower petals into their chairs, each one exhaling on arrival
about a week’s worth of office air as they landed, the guys
circling like hawks. Happy hour. Another respite. Exquisite nails
tapped on the tabletop to the music. The ladies cooed about that
one’s sweater, this one’s skirt, a new piece of jewelry, who they
had recently run into. The guys heckled. It wasn’t hard to be
distracted–even the blond looked over–at the loud chatter, sordid
details of cubicle life, the funny stories and tales of intrigue.
Gossip, gossip, gossip.

By six, even the waiter was once again
himself, once more the prerequisite aloof that one might reasonably
expect a waiter to be.

Fine. Everything would return to normal,
Lydia hoped, as she glanced about the room and back to her own busy
table. Normal, whatever that is. She turned in her seat to observe
a few of her friends who had snatched up partners from the row of
men at the bar. They were, as Del fondly called it, “doing their
war dance.” World War Two. They were all faking it of course.
Nobody knew these old steps except from imitating classic movies,
but it looked right in the vintage atmosphere of Frank’s Place and
it belonged there with the old songs and posters and dim light.
Warriors dancing.

Things felt right, at last, for the first
time in a week. Lydia smiled back at the blond who then looked
away. More right than wrong, she added, feeling like a pretty close
facsimile of herself again. I am Lydia Beaumont, she said in her
head, studying the profile of the reader, whoever she was. I am
Lydia Beaumont. Whoever she was, too.

Maybe who you are depends largely on who
you’re with?

_____

 


But back in her apartment she discovered,
much to her dismay, that the air was still rarefied, as it had been
since last Friday. She instantly fell into the strange mood again,
the funk that was ruining her, and despaired to think that her
evening at Frank’s had been only a temporary success.

Standing at the foot of her bed, left
unmade for the second time this week, she inspected the solitary
impression that remained in the middle of it. It certainly showed
how accustomed she was to sleeping alone. And it looked odd. Maybe
this was normal, the new normal of her life, regarding normal
things as strange. She wasn’t too comfortable with that.
I’m not sleeping in this bed tonight,
she told herself, and went to sit on the sofa in the dark instead,
avoiding the bedroom mirror as she passed it.

All week Lydia had been distracted by Lydia.
At Frank’s she had tried to overcome herself by concentrating on
the events going on at the table, the free-for-all she usually
ignored. She was glad to be able to focus on something other than
the hum in her head, on her aching back, but now sitting alone in
her apartment like a house guest on the sofa, trying to reflect,
she could scarcely remember a thing about the long evening. All she
could recollect was her friends showing up late, the silly waiter
with his menus, the blond in love with her solitude. In love. In
love. In love. Or was it a self-imposed exile?

Reflect. It had to be at least six
months ago. Maybe longer. But not a year. No, not quite that long,
she doubted. Not more than nine? Could it
possibly have been more than nine months ago that I first noticed
that woman sitting in there? Could be. Ah, I know why. Because
before that, I was out on the patio. Right? I wouldn’t even have
seen her from out there. Right. For all I know she could’ve been
coming in for years without my knowing, if
she only sat inside. All that time on the patio and before then?
Ah, well, before then there was that thing with Joe.

She went into the bedroom to look at herself
in the mirror. She could be coming down with something, going off
into space like this, and her eyes looked funny. She’d see how she
felt tomorrow and take it from there she promised.

On the way back to the sofa she bumped
into the papers she had piled on the floor in one of her new
private compromises. She swore under her breath.
I don’t have what it takes to be alone anymore.
That’s the thing.

The thing. That thing with Joe. She
stretched herself out.

Is this Joe’s fault?

It felt good to get the weight off her
shoulders.

Not having what it takes?

Off her back.

Being alone?

She let her eyes adjust to the darkness.

The longer it takes the
farther you go–she had seen these words scrawled
across the ladies’ room wall in Frank’s Place.

No. Not his fault, really.

She didn’t know who was supposed to have
said it.

The farther you go. She sat up uneasy.

He had never offered her anything.

There was a hopelessness at the thought of
him. She felt it lodged deep in her womb. That was the ache, a
killing consumption.

Ugh. She didn’t know when her loneliness had
stopped being Joe’s fault. She pictured an empty glass falling over
the edge of a table and forced herself to remember the last time he
was in her apartment, showing up late for her birthday, and he had
been with someone else, too. That was no secret, but it was her
goddamned birthday she had shouted as he slammed the door behind
him. She saw her glass of wine whizzing through the air at him,
could hear it smashing against the wall. There was still a slight
stain where it had trickled like blood to the floor.

Her blood, she learned too late. He had been
after her blood, running her through every time he could. At
parties. Behind her back. He even did her wrong in bed. On purpose.
Many, many times leaving her there, for no reason, to be cruel,
that’s all.

The bright light of the kitchen made her
eyes water.

It was overblown. A couple of months in bed.
She had overrated him.

Lydia rose from the
couch. And you never even sent me flowers,
you rat. Not one goddamned blessed rose.

She turned on the living room light, feeling
suddenly redeemed, and searched the room for her briefcase, then
remembering where she had left it and headed into the kitchen.

All week she had been popping in and out of
bookstores, spending entire lunch hours peering at racks of
paperbacks and on Friday afternoon, unable to determine any subject
of interest, she had purchased a Sinatra CD from a street vendor on
the way to Frank’s Place. She took it out of the briefcase and put
it in the player.

The clock on the wall showed midnight, but
Lydia was wide awake, opening and closing the cupboards and
refrigerator door. There was nothing to eat.

She had brought work home for the weekend
with the idea of barricading herself in, but at this rate by Monday
morning she knew she would starve to death. There wasn’t even half
and half for coffee.

“The right menu at the wrong time,” she
suddenly recalled.

“Or,” the refrigerator door slammed shut one
last time, an assortment of items clinking inside, “the wrong menu
at the right time.”

“Excellent,” she said in a voice like the
waiter’s.

The music played.

_____

 


Lydia worked feverishly all Saturday
morning, as if she had an important appointment to keep and might
not make it. She did without coffee or breakfast and by noon she
was absolutely famished.

Lunch time and not a crumb of food. She
grabbed her coat and hurriedly left the apartment.

She entered Frank’s Place alone at about
half past noon. The waiter saw her before she noticed him. She
hesitated at the door. He was waiting on the blond seated with her
book at the sunny window.

Alone.

Lydia had never been to Frank’s for lunch
and it struck her as quite different from the raucous environment
she was used to on Friday nights, a little more subdued than she
had expected.

“Madam,” said the waiter, “how nice to see
you.”

Lydia smiled cautiously. “Thank you,” she
replied, indicating by pointing that she desired a table at the
back of the room.

He held her chair for her, placing the now
familiar lunch menu on her plate.

“I don’t think you’ll be disappointed,” he
assured her.

She smiled the same at him, careful to
remain composed. He had made her feel awkward the night before,
almost like a child. She had not fully forgiven him for it. When he
subsequently returned with a glass of merlot that she hadn’t
ordered she gave him an anxious look, which he utterly ignored.
After that, through the rest of her meal, he acted virtually
oblivious to her presence in the dining room for which she was
exceptionally grateful.

That was more or less how he treated the
patron at the window seat, Lydia observed, as well as the dozen or
so other discreet diners seated in distant places throughout the
room.

She liked how the place felt this afternoon,
even though it was different than how she knew it. There was the
low murmur of contented couples, the muted strands of the music in
the background. The same old songs, she recognized, but only
softer, seeming instrumentally more civilized this afternoon. Same
songs, same lyrics. Maybe a bit more daring.

Warm tones, charming light, peaceful time of
the day.

There were others alone at their
tables. Like her, they seemed satisfied. They talked, ate,
read. But one didn’t feel alone in
this atmosphere. Not exactly. Except if one didn’t want to be
alone.

_____

 


“Do you know what you’re looking for?”

“No, not yet. I was hoping something would
jump out at me.”

Lydia’s searches had led her to the
conclusion that there were basically three topics of fiction: love,
war…or love and war. But
nothing worth dying for is worth living for, she had determined
early in life, so she came up empty-handed.

The nonfiction section held limited allure
for her as well. Its shelves were dominated chiefly with how-to
instruction manuals that explored the gamut of human interests from
abdomens to the zodiac, self-help books that covered a myriad of
ailments and complaints whether real or imagined. Self improvement,
a big industry. These nearly always occupied an area of their own
which was usually located in the front of the store right next to
the checkout.

Bookstores overall had changed considerably
from the last time Lydia had visited one. Now, with their
wall-to-wall carpeting, their quiet reading areas, the out-of-the
way-benches and comfy chairs littered with patrons absorbed in
their seemingly sacred texts, the places more closely resembled
libraries than anything else. Of course, unlike a library, you
couldn’t take your favorite book out. In the end you had to buy
it.

Lydia spent the next week in much the same
way as the last and failed to find anything to curl up with. She
bought another CD.

_____

 


Oh, yes, she hated her job. She hated her
job. She hated her job. There were too many Joes writing Dear Johns
and too many like herself and her girlfriends reading them.
Reading. The same letter, a chain letter, a pyramid scheme of
lovers, loading the dice, moving from table to table, playing it
like the numbers, exchanging commodities, leaving a collection of
precious metals on the bedside. Junk bonds.

That’s the marketplace, gambling over the
limit, like Blackjack. Or Rio Joe.

These are dark thoughts again, Lydia
reminded herself, still at her desk on Friday at four o’clock. One
more time, the phone. Vice President Treadwell. Lydia groaned into
her sleeve. It looked like she would be there a while.

“Hi, Paula. No, not bothering me at all. Oh,
cocktails? You know I forgot all about it. I’ll put it on my
calendar. Nah, I don’t want a secretary, I like to be alone in
here. A while, maybe another hour or so. Okay, thanks, Paula.”

_____

 


Six(ish). Lydia arrived at Frank’s around
six. The blond saw her first and smiled. The song on the juke was
extra special loud, competing with her thoughts. She stood in the
doorway, smiled back and then caught sight of Joe menacing the
place with criminal looks and winking at her. She pretended not to
see him and searched the room for her friends.

“Lydia!”

Her friends finally saw her and they hooted
and howled out unseemly hellos. The seating arrangements had
changed. She wondered how it had happened that they were now
sitting closer to the center, in the blond’s half of the room.
Lydia glanced suspiciously toward the waiter, but he seemed to be
unaware of her. She doubted the woman would be able to enjoy her
book tonight and she grimaced as she made her way through the crowd
to the noisiest table on the planet.

“Boo! Hiss!” came a rowdy greeting from her
friends.

“Very nice.”

“I am shocked, Liddy. Shocked I tell you. I
think you did this to get even with us for last Friday. We’ve got a
bottle…here…oh…ask the waiter for a glass…waiter! Waiter!”

Frank’s was energized in a way that promised
spring was near. Maybe that’s why they were moving closer to the
windows, anticipating summer on the patio again. For days now warm
winds had been blowing in from across the sea. They lingered there,
down by the waterfront, where Lydia could be found from time to
time lost in her lunch hour searches for a good book. The heat came
from down there. She was sure of it. Deep beneath the water it
lurked, perhaps all winter, simply waiting for an opportunity. It
was finally near.

“I don’t know what you’re suggesting,
Del.”

The waiter appeared with a glass and she
thanked him.

“Liddy, sit down and drink.”

She sat.

“Won’t be long now,” the waiter said
cheerily.

“What won’t?” she asked.

“Spring!” he declared, leaving the table
with a broad grin.

From there he went directly to the window
seat. Lydia observed the two of them lowering their heads together.
Not about the menu, their conversation lasted only a few minutes
before she saw him leaving again, the blond casting a furtive
glance after him. What a busy man, Lydia thought. What’s going on?
Nothing, he seemed to be saying. She turned back toward the blond.
Look up. Look up. Yes, smile. Yes! Green eyes. Smile back at her,
fool. Show her you have all your teeth, as daddy would say. Daddy?
What in the world am I doing? Is she naturally blond? Yes,
naturally blond. Accessories? None. No jewelry at all, save a thin
gold watch on the left wrist. Nothing on her fingers, either. No
ring. It was warm in the center of the room, cooler by the wall,
Lydia suddenly noticed. About my age. Beautiful hands. Writers
hands? Lydia studied them wrapped around the book. Can’t tell. Or
was she a musician? Artist? She squinted but couldn’t make out the
title. Green eyes, nice. A navy blue tailored pantsuit. Heels. No,
definitely not an artist. Probably not a musician, either. Who in
the world is this woman? What in the world is she doing here?

There was the waiter again, returning with a
drink that had been sent by the guy at the bar pantomiming a toast
to the blond. No time for a drink. She had a harried look tonight.
Lydia analyzed her face as she paid her bill, collected her things.
One last smile?

Yes. And then the blond with no ring was
leaving, passing near Lydia’s table, the right hip swaying upward,
the left shoulder dipping gently down. She moved rather than
walked. Or flowed–god, the woman flowed just like water! Thirty
fluid steps to the coat check. Lydia trailed her with her eyes
until she was gone and then searched for the waiter.

He was mixing drinks.

I’m out of my mind.
Would it be improper to ask the waiter for that woman’s name?
Was there an emergency or something; why was she leaving? She
should ask him for that woman’s name. Lydia weighed it carefully,
contemplating the vacant table with butterflies, trying to
understand why the room seemed so empty. Was she planning to meet
someone tonight, perhaps? Oh, ask the waiter for her name.
But how would I explain it? I don’t think I could!
What am I thinking?

All this time Delilah had been gabbing away
at her. It was when she stopped that Lydia suddenly remembered her
friend again. She saw her posed with her legs crossed, her hands
clutched around her knees, wearing an insightful smile that Lydia
wished to avoid. She smiled weakly back at her.

The music drifted over their heads and they
sat eyeing each other, jostled in their chairs by people on
missions to the dance floor or the bar. At their own table, their
friends, oblivious, continued to shout and dare and cheer
themselves on.

“You’re being a Neanderthal, Liddy. I really
mean it.”

“I am?” A nervous laugh. “I don’t know what
you mean, Del.”

“No?” Delilah leaned forward and Lydia felt
compelled to do the same.

“Did you know, Dame Beaumont, that here on
earth where most of us reside most of the time, that we are all
perfectly safe from the destructive power of solar flares?”

“Del, I don–”

“That’s because I’m not done. But that if
you were actually to be near one, my dear friend, act-u-al-ly near
one, Lydia…Neanderthal…Beaumont…you’d be dead in a matter of hours.
Huh? I’ll bet you didn’t know that. I want you to think about it
while we both get drunk here. I want you to roll it over in your
mind,” she said, raising her glass, “and I want you to respond in
complete sentences.”

Solar flares…Lydia sipped at her wine
thoughtfully. The window seat was filled once more, this time with
a loud and frolicking foursome. Neanderthal Beaumont, that’s kind
of funny. How should she respond? Probably best to say nothing,
since something clever was out of the question. I’m out of my mind. Is that a complete sentence?
She glanced at Delilah as she filled her glass again. Up at the bar
she saw Joe trying to make her feel naked. It was easy to ignore
him tonight for some reason. Peering back at her from behind the
counter Marlene Dietrich looked as cool as a cucumber in a big,
black and white poster that boldly declared THE DEVIL IS A WOMAN.
The devil a woman? Nah, Lydia doubted it. Pure nonsense. What could
they possibly mean by that? She glanced at Delilah sipping her
wine, waiting patiently. She’d know the answer. Lydia still had
nothing to say. She gazed into Marlene’s steely eyes. There was
another poster beside that one portraying the actress as BLOND
VENUS. Blond Venus. So what’s so weird about that? Isn’t Venus
blond?

_____

 


The women had met and become friends while
finishing their MBAs. Delilah was the senior of the two. Now, over
forty and solidly single, she managed her personal affairs much as
she handled matters at the bank she ran. Lydia, on the other hand,
had never been committed to such a lifestyle. It had simply
developed in that direction with the financial markets her primary
focus in life.

It was in that capacity that she had met an
underling named Joseph Rios, who quickly knocked her out of sorts,
as Delilah liked to put it. Before then, no fraternizing. That had
always been Lydia’s policy in the past. She had made a fatal
exception. Prior to that unhappy event, the two women had seemed
like philosophical twins, stoics, taking comfort in each other’s
company whenever things got hairy, discussing and dismissing
professional or personal difficulties as they occurred. A problem
was a mere conundrum or a ridiculous quandary, never a quagmire
like Rio Joe had become, faithless Rio Joe. The relationship had
made Lydia different, changing her for the worse and even now it
was impossible to be of any assistance to her because she refused
Delilah’s confidence. She could only guess that Joseph Rios had
devastated her friend as months had passed since she had broken it
off and she was still not fully recovered yet. And recovery seemed
nowhere in sight.

There had never been any secrets between
Lydia and Delilah, aside, perhaps, the sticky details of that
tortuous romance, which were easy to guess at anyway, judging from
its long lasting effects. On Delilah’s part, she had shared
everything. One night stands, kinky interludes, pathetic lovers,
even the unwanted pregnancy. The only thing that Lydia didn’t know
about Delilah was that she had to color her hair.

Delilah was now of the opinion that Lydia
had not only become secretive, but morose and morbidly self
reflective, dwelling, undoubtedly, on some supposed personal
defects instead of admitting the obvious, that it had simply been
an unlucky event, becoming involved with a man who was just a
pathological misogynist. It could happen to anyone if you’re not
careful. Which Ms. Beaumont hadn’t been.

The new Lydia Beaumont was troubling to
Delilah. It was unhealthy to be so elusive and joyless. It was
unhealthy not to date. And there were certain moments when Lydia
even appeared tentative, undecided, dangerously suspended in a
state of second guessing. This might happen even if she was only
buying bread or ordering something in a restaurant. And now
speaking in broken sentences. The voice trailing off effect was
absolutely maddening. And that perpetually quizzical expression, as
if all of life had instantly become curious and overwhelming. She
pictured the sudden paralysis that overcame her friend whenever she
happened to lay her eyes on that miserable, miserable man. Delilah
wanted to see her cured of this and she constantly encouraged Lydia
to at least say hi to him, in the hope that being able to do so
would break the spell. But no.

Last week in Frank’s Place–it was a spell
her friend was under and Delilah was sure that she was falling
deeper into it. To her way of thinking, Lydia just needed to get
laid, that’s all, and there were plenty of one-night-easy-overs
standing at the bar. You don’t throw yourself into the fire to
escape a hot pan. Go for the easy conquests. That’s how you get
yourself back into the game. She’d work on this theme all through
Wednesday if necessary. Both of them had taken the day off to go
shopping together and to grab some nourishment along the way.

_____

 


“I ask only that you be articulate and
clever. I don’t care if you talk with your mouth full, as long as
you talk, Liddy.” She glanced at her watch. “Go!”

“Okay, Del. Only four more years till I
retire.”

Delilah counted the words out on her
fingers. “Give me at least ten more.”

“I hate my fucking job. I hate my fucking
job.”

“That’s lovely, dear, just lovely. Have some
water. You must be exhausted.”

Lydia grinned. “Del, have you ever…?” her
voice trailed off as she set the glass down without drinking
anything.

“Try again, Liddy. I probably have.”

Probably not, thought Lydia. Or she’d know
about it.

“I’m going to be frank with you, Liddy. Ever
since that creep dumped–”

“No, no! Please, Del. Not dumped. Come on,
Del. Dumped?”

Delilah took a deep breath. “Walked all over
you?”

Lydia sucked in her air, too. She stared out
the window. “Walked is…well…a little harsh.” She paused and looked
away. “Okay, I’ll admit to walked.”

After awhile Delilah said, “Have I ever
what?”

Lydia considered the question. She couldn’t
ask it now.

“Okay, whatever it is, if I haven’t I would
have. Especially if I were you, okay?”

Lydia laughed and feigned to be counting her
words. “How am I doing?”

Delilah rolled her eyes, “I’d really like to
know.”

_____

 


It wasn’t a huge office, but it had a
floor-to-ceiling window which looked down onto the street. If she
stood at the far right end of it, she could peer out toward the
harbor, midtown if she stood left of center, although there was
another office building directly across the street. She liked to
stand at the glass sometimes and watch the people below. They never
noticed her.

It was a teaser. Sixty-five degrees by three
o’clock. The end of the week and Lydia was daydreaming at her
window. She was thinking of leaving when she heard the door open
and close with a quick click. She turned and was not happy to see
Joe standing there.

“Lydia,” he crooned.

“I’m not going to endorse it,” she said
abruptly. “You know better.” She grabbed her briefcase and began
packing it up for the weekend. She had been surprised Thursday
morning to find his paperwork waiting on her desk, complete with a
cover letter that smelled like his cologne. The odor had
infiltrated her office and it served as a terrible distraction,
which, she was sure, he had intended it to do. She made to leave
and he grabbed her arm as she passed.

“Not once,” he began. He liked her startled
look.

She extricated herself and stepped around
him. “No, so you know better, I said.” She disliked his expression.
“I’m leaving now,” she added.

He blocked her exit. “Not even when I was
screwing you.”

He saw the blood rise to her cheeks.

“You approved of that, didn’t you, your
highness? Screwing your brains ou–”

“Your…these numbers don’t add up…you…” she
stopped and took a step backwards.

He was pleased to see he could still wound
her.

She grabbed the papers from the desk. “You
can’t make these projections,“ she said, throwing them at his feet.
She watched silently as he picked them up, then sidestepped him and
held open the door.

He was wearing his sneer; she had learned to
hate it. “You have absolutely no right to speak to me that way,”
she whispered angrily.

He didn’t reply.

“Get out,” she finally said in a shaky
voice.

He did.

_____

 


C’mon ta my howz, my
howz-ah c’mon…happy hour…I’m
gonna give ya candy…c’mon ta my
howz…ahhh…my howz-ah c’mon…I’m
gonna give ya…everything at Frank’s seemed
normal.

That was reassuring. Lydia fumbled in the
doorway with her jacket, decided at last to keep it on and then
left the briefcase at the coat check instead. She then managed to
collide with the rubber tree plants that lined the entranceway to
the dining room and while her friends watched with bemused
expressions she attempted to right them again. After this, she went
back to the coat check and deposited her jacket.

Starting the journey all over and aware this
time of the hazards, she proceeded stiffly through the aisle of
plants to stand at last and rather stupidly at a now hushed table
of raised brows. She glanced wordlessly from face to face, and then
over to the window seat whose occupant also seemed somewhat
stupefied by the performance. At least she had the wherewithal to
nod with a smile and go back to her book. Whereas, at her own
table, The Land Of Obvious, Lydia’s colleagues sat with their jaws
agog, gaping at her and expecting an explanation.

C’mon ta my howz, my
howz-ah c’mon…someone finally thought to give her a
chair…I’m gonna give ya
candy…she winked at them and smiled
sheepishly…gonna give
ya…everything’s fine.

“Death to the rubber trees!” declared
Delilah.

Everyone clapped and resumed their
conversations.

“What,” she muttered to Lydia, “you don’t
get enough attention?”

“I guess not!”

“You’re flushed. Is that from your stunning
entrance or did something happen today?”

“It was stunning, wasn’t it?”

“It was an abomination unto me and I forbid
you to do it again.”

“I can’t make any promises, Del.”

“Then we shall have to get you a net.” She
handed her a glass.

A net? Lydia laughed, sipped her wine and
picked at the appetizers. Yah! A net. Wouldn’t that be nice? She
realized they had all been seated one table closer to the window
than they were last week and she searched the room for the usual
suspect.

She found the waiter examining the row of
plants in the walkway. Evidently he was satisfied that they were
unharmed because he grinned when he discovered her watching him and
made a rolling motion with his hands as he headed toward the bar.
She stared at the row of glistening plants. They seemed to be
trembling or laughing. She should ask him, ask him about the blond
at the window.

“And now, if Dame Beaumont will kindly pay
attention.”

“Yes, Del, I am paying attention.” She
turned around, surprised to see the waiter already at her
table.

“This comes to you anonymously,” he
announced with an empty face.

(Anonymous? Get out.) She took the small
glass goblet from his tray and swirled its contents.
Yellow–yield.

“Cognac,” he said, still holding out his
tray.

Cognac? Lydia glanced toward the bar. No one
was claiming the gift. (Anonymous, c’mon?) The waiter’s face was
impregnable, the eyes suggesting only that it would be unthinkable
for her to refuse the drink. Friends staring now. She felt
conspicuous. She brought the cognac to her lips and swallowed
it.

Fire. Fire in her mouth, on her tongue,
smoldering in the back of her throat, down into her center. Fiery
sweet. The blond was reading. What a delicious way to burn, Lydia
was thinking. She smiled nervously and cleared her throat.

“A very good year,” the waiter said. He
leveled his tray and she placed the emptied glass on it.
“Excellent,” he whispered, leaving her aflame while anonymous
looked on with hidden pleasure.

_____

 


A clear day…sun’s rising with
Sinatra…ten o’clock and…morning and…whoa, the phone…oh, it’s just
Sinatra…Sinatra ringing on a clear day…daylight and…how wondrous
and…astounding that…the phone of
her being…outshines every wow…she felt
part of…every mountain, sea or phone…she could hear…from far and
near…the phone she never ever heard before…the phone was ringing…on
a clear day…on a clear day…ten in the morning and…she could see
for…ever…the phone…and ever…was ringing…and ever…was ringing…and
ever…and eh…ver…more…click.

Lydia rolled over. The
sun was streaming into the bedroom. It was ten o’clock and she had
overslept. She shot out of bed remembering the work she had brought
home for the weekend and with some trepidation searched the
apartment for the briefcase which she had a sneaking suspicion she
would not find. She was right.

Reflecting back at her in the bathroom
mirror she found a sloppy version of herself and she lingered over
it awhile finally deciding it was sexy. She went out to the kitchen
and loaded up the coffee maker. The briefcase was undoubtedly at
the bar. She picked up the phone, thought better of it and reset
the receiver. The gurgling sound and the smell of the coffee set
her stomach rumbling and she played hide-and-seek with the
refrigerator for a few minutes, then slammed the door in
resignation.

Passing through the living room she followed
the telltale path of drunkenly discarded clothes leading into the
bedroom. She snatched them up along her way and quickly threw them
into a hamper. It was getting to be a bad habit but it didn’t look
like she was going to make the bed today, either. She rummaged in
the closet for something casual, glancing over her shoulder and out
the window to guess at the temperature. Hot, hot, hot. She settled
on a light gray angora v-neck and a pair of black slacks.

Good enough, she said, having arranged
herself into some semblance of order. She looked at her watch.
Eleven. The briefcase.

Probably happens all the time, Lydia
thought, hastily gulping a cup of coffee. She got up from the
counter and turned the coffee machine off. Her financials had been
delivered; she tripped over them on the way out of the apartment.
She held open the door and unceremoniously kicked them inside and
then locked the door behind her. Waiting for the elevator she stole
another look at the time. Half past eleven now. If she walked fast,
she could get there before noon. It wasn’t that far to go.

She ran, walked, ran the fifteen or so
blocks to Frank’s Place and when, breathlessly, she stepped inside,
she congratulated herself.

The waiter smiled that smile of his and this
morning she didn’t mind it.

The blond smiled as well, nodding in
recognition. Lydia hoped it was a good thing that she was memorable
to her, wincing a little at the recollection of her pratfall, the
death of a rubber tree ballet’s premiere performance of the night
before.

She inquired about the briefcase only to
learn it had been given to one of her friends for safekeeping. It
was no longer in the bar.

“A blond-haired woman?” she pressed,
hopefully describing Delilah to the waiter.

“That’s the one,” the waiter said.

That’s all right then, she thought, and when
he asked her if she was planning on lunch, she affirmed, once again
indicating that she would be most comfortable against the wall.

She found the dining room bathed in
sunlight, the window seat aglow in it. Lydia sat shaded in the
shelter of her own table for one and breathed a sigh of complete
satisfaction. It had been such a long time ago, she couldn’t even
recall how long since she had felt contentment. It was the
wholesomeness of the noonday surroundings, she mused over dessert.
It worked like Zen.

_____

 


“There’s someone waiting for you in lobby,”
said the doorman.

“Oh? I bet I know who that is,” Lydia
replied. She found Delilah there, in good spirits, too.

“What’d you fall on your head last night?”
Delilah asked, holding up the briefcase with a wry grin.

“C’mon, Del. I’ll make some coffee.”

In the elevator Delilah asked, “Who’d you
leave with? I haven’t seen you like this in awhile.”

“Don’t I wish. I just ate. Are you
hungry?”

“I brought biscotti. Mmmm–vanilla! Where did
you eat?”

Lydia pushed open the apartment door and
they both entered.

“Oh, just down the block,” she lied.
“Nothing fancy, you know.”

Delilah dropped the briefcase in a chair by
the door. “I tried to call you about that this morning.” She eyed
Lydia. “Jesus, this place is a mess,” she said in horror.

Lydia got the coffee going and then stood in
the living room next to Delilah.

“It is!” she agreed with a hint of delight.
“I’ve been so busy.”

Delilah’s eyes narrowed. “Sit down, Liddy.
We’re gonna talk.”

Lydia sat on the couch. She was not exactly
opposed to it anymore.

Delilah set herself up with coffee and
biscotti on the floor. “Okay. Talk.”

“Del? Just like that? About what?”

“Talk.”

Lydia went into the kitchen, returning a
minute later with her own cup of coffee.

“Out with it, please.”

“I’m thinking,” she said, positioning
herself on the couch. She took a few sips and looked thoughtfully
out the window before speaking. “What do you make of someone going
into a bar alone and just reading, reading all the time?” she asked
without looking.

“Someone going alone?” Delilah knew who. “I
don’t. I don’t make anything about it at all. And you?”

“Tell me, Del. What’s it mean to you?
Objectively. Why would someone do that?”

Delilah whistled and they both laughed.

“Well, if I had to guess, and it’s probably
a pretty good guess, Liddy, I’d say it meant that someone was
fleeing someone else. At least for a few hours, if you catch my
drift.”

She did. She stared out the window again.
That’s probably a good guess.

“I’m going to point out something else
that’s obvious here, Ms. Beaumont.”

“What is it, Del?”

“She’s a woman.”

Lydia scrunched up her face and opened her
eyes wide at her. (And?)

“Liddy…?” Delilah got up off the floor and
sat on the other end of the couch. She ran her hand through her
hair in mild agitation. (Just wide eyes, no words?) Well, she
thought, chuckling under her breath and leaning against the
armrest.

“Well?” Lydia prompted.

“You did fall on your head,” Delilah
answered. She waved her empty coffee mug meaningfully and Lydia
went out to the kitchen and refilled it.

“Why do you say that?” Lydia shouted from
the kitchen. “Tell me why,” she repeated, handing Delilah the mug
and sitting beside her.

Delilah blew across it and stared at Lydia
over its rim. Lydia smiled back.

“Liddy…she’s a beautiful woman. But you can
bet your life she has someone, a woman like that.”

Lydia drummed the pillow with her fingers.
“But she doesn’t wear a ring.”

“Ugh! Wedding rings are not surgically
attached, you know?”

Yes, she knew that. “But, Del, she
never leaves with anyone. She’s never with anyone.” She avoided Delilah’s
eyes.

“Liddy?” came the vexed response. “How do
you know all that?”

How did she know all that? She wasn’t really
sure.

“What are we talking about here, anyway?”
Delilah demanded. “Do I understand what we’re talking about?”

Lydia threw her arms up in the air. “I don’t
know.”

The pouting lips. Hadn’t she seen that look
before? “There’s easier pickings, Liddy.”

Lydia sighed. “I’m not saying that. I simply
find her interesting.”

“Interesting? Let’s try it this way. Have
you ever even talked to her? You know. Hi, my name is Lydia
Beaumont and I’m eager to ruin my life?”

“Ruin my life?”

“Or, hello my name is Lydia and I will not
clean or bathe until you sleep with me.” She swung her arm,
implicating Lydia by her cluttered rooms.

Lydia clasped her hands together and took in
her friend’s amused face. “You think?” she asked. The place was a
mess. She hadn’t bathed today.

“That you want to sleep with her…am I
getting this right? Yes, I think you want to sleep with her. Two
straight women, for godsakes– you’re after the mismatch of the
century, Liddy.”

Silence.

“Besides, that woman’s trouble. I can feel
it.”

“What do you mean? How can a woman be
trouble?”

“How? You’re adorable. Trust me, kid, she’s
trouble.”

“I do trust you. I find her attractive,
that’s all. That’s as far as it goes.”

“Attractive she is. But if it’s a
one-nighter you need, then order it from the bar. They’d be happy
to oblige you, pardner, and you know it.”

She groaned in response.

“That’s my learned opinion, Liddy. Upon
which, I urge you to rely.”

Lydia sighed and went over to the window,
her gaze wandering restlessly over the cityscape. Her drive was
coming back. Out of commission for so long, she had hardly noticed
it was missing till now. Now it was flooding through her veins
again, with nowhere to direct it. Unlike Delilah, she had an
aversion to picking up strangers, had no real knack for anonymous
one-night stands. Even when she was younger she would always back
out at the last heated minute. In fact, she was practically famous
for that. Or infamous, who cares? Under her own pressure she had
found herself reevaluating those apprehensions. She was at times
researching the suits lined up eight to the bar. Her studies were,
at best, inconclusive.

The sun was warm through the glass and she
lifted her face up to it and shut her eyes, the heat of its rays on
her lids, holding them down, heavy and almost contented. They
glistened in the sun, lustrous. She loved sunshine.

“Del, I can’t. I’ve tried.”

_____

 


It had finally reached that intolerable
state where navigating herself through it was as treacherous as a
minefield. The place looked like a college dorm instead of a grown
woman’s apartment and Lydia was too embarrassed to hire a maid.

She stood in the middle of it on a Saturday
morning armed with an array of cleaning products and implements and
wearing a mildly perplexed expression, blue jeans and an old
sweatshirt with faded letters imprinted on the front that read, “I
stink therefore I am.” It was too late for wondering how it all had
happened. She just had to clean it up.

She popped in a CD and began with the living
room because it required the most attention, discovering in and
around the couch a host of items one might find useful in the
kitchen. Forks, knives, a service for twenty, if one didn’t mind
mismatched plates. She stacked everything that belonged to the
kitchen in the sink and continued the treasure hunt, eventually
coming across an unopened letter from her mother bearing a
three-month-old postmark.

Lydia took off her rubber gloves and ripped
it open guiltily. It was the same stuff, a blah-blah-blah written
in the flawless penmanship that all the women of that generation
seem to have, talking in smooth flowing paragraphs about the sorts
of things only those women have time to consider: her lawns, her
gardens, the grandchildren she now accepted she would never have,
as if it was possibly her own decision to make or accept. Lydia
laughed out loud. The woman was relentless. She scanned the rest of
it quickly. Not a mention of her dad. Well, he deserved that. She
pinned the letter over her computer so she would remember to send
the old gadfly an e-mail.

It was amazing how little progress she had
made by noon. In some ways, what with the throwaways standing in
teetering stacks and all, it actually looked worse.

It was just a temporary
phase the room was going through,
Lydia said, trying to bolster herself by using a favorite
expression of her mother’s. She stopped in her tracks when she
heard it– having it come out of her own mouth was a bit
alarming.

Poor mom.

It would be wrong to send her an e-mail, she
decided then. She retrieved the letter from her office and taped it
next to the living room phone instead. She’d try to give her a call
this evening, she promised, as she tied her running shoes and
grabbed a wool hat, heading off late for lunch.

Outside, the cold grabbed at her and, having
forgotten a coat, she thought it best to jog the fifteen blocks to
Frank’s Place. She showed up hot and sweaty and loitered at the
door until the waiter finally recognized her.

“And therefore you are,” he said.

She gave him a puzzled look and started for
her table.

“Madam?” He gestured meaningfully with his
finger at the side of his face and when Lydia failed to comprehend
he took her arm and discreetly led her to the mirror.

She laughed self-consciously at a silly
reflection and wiped off an unflattering smudge of some unknown
substance with the tissue he had offered.

“Do you need a comb?” he suggested
benignly.

The hat. She pulled it off and smiled shyly
as she took the comb from his hand.

“What’s for lunch?” she whispered, excitedly
fixing her hair.

“It’s a surprise,” he said, escorting her to
her table. “Like your outfit,” he teased.

“Oh, my god,” she said, suddenly remembering
the sophomoric sweatshirt and spying the blond turning her head
toward the window, her amusement palpable. “I was cleaning.”

He held the chair for her and she sat
down.

“We see that.”

_____

 


When you have nothing, it’s easier to see
what you need.

In her cleanings on Sunday, Lydia
Beaumont came across an abandoned pair of gold cufflinks and a
light blue dress shirt, both items belonging to a certain
tall-dark-handsome named Rio Joe. She’d be damned before she would
ever give them back to him and risk being reminded by one of those
awful sneers that he had once been the master of
her flame. She deposited them in the
garbage chute and on Monday morning arranged to have the apartment
completely emptied.

_____

 


Weekdays. Fridays. Saturdays. In “a
coupla weeks” the movers had come and emptied her apartment. Had
she thought of the blond in Frank’s Place in quite the vivid terms
that Delilah had expressed? Is empty clean she wondered, bobbing
through traffic like a robin in spring, on her way to lunch. Maybe
nobody noticed her funny walk. The spring in it. Just Delilah.
Crunch. She felt a foot beneath her own and apologized to its
owner. When the red, red, robin goes bob,
bob, bobbing. Where was spring this year? Lydia
thought of Delilah’s warnings. Frying pans and fire. She was
hungry. Starving. Lunch. Perfectly harmless.

_____

 


To her credit she had built many a fortune,
including her own, on being patient and methodical. She never
panicked, she always rode it out. Those were fine attributes for a
financial strategist and they served her well at Soloman-Schmitt,
but they were not much of an asset in the case where she was dying
to meet someone, dying to know their name. In this situation she
was out of her field of expertise, in uncharted territory and
although the waiter seemed somewhat of an ally, Lydia was too
cautious to enlist his aid in such an endeavor. It was prudent to
be cautious, general principles of probability and statistics
informed her that the chances of the blond reciprocating her
affections were slim to none. At least, for the moment, she was in
her world, albeit less than an acquaintance. At least, for the
moment, the woman acknowledged her existence there, smiling,
sometimes even winking, other times mouthing hello over the edge of
her book.

_____

 


Empty. Just a mattress, computer, telephone,
answering machine, coffee maker…Lydia cradled her cup and
contemplated her empty rooms, her next move. Should probably tell
Delilah about this, she thought, smiling at the anticipated
reaction. At least it’s clean, she might say in response. Is that
all she should say?

_____

 


Another cocktail party at the lavish
suburban villa of Mr. and Mrs. Paula Treadwell. Paula decided to
play cupid with a forty-something divorcee who had the paucity of
mind to bring his children along. The unhappy family of
three and VP Treadwell hovered
tactlessly at Lydia’s elbows all night, he with his
my-children-need-a-mother eyes, the children with their
we-already-have-a-mother eyes, Paula with her
he’s-so-wonderfully-stable eyes. Lydia found it necessary to excuse
herself and hid away for more than an hour in the upstairs library,
drinking cognac with a few associates and discussing ad nauseam the
consumer pricing index and prime lending rate. Later, when she got
the nerve to go back downstairs, Mr. Dad reappeared at her side.
This time he told his kids to scram and she spent the rest of her
sorry evening dodging his clumsy innuendo and not so subtle
proposals for “polite sex.” Polite sex? No thanks. Sly Rio Joe had
spoiled her for that, she realized, in a cab at ten o’clock,
heading for home alone.

_____

 


Chief financial strategist for
Soloman-Schmitt, Lydia Beaumont, kept her eyes open at happy hours,
but nothing appealed to her. Nothing in a three-piece suit, that
is. She was up on a shelf somewhere waiting to be brought down. She
knew that, but so what? Get it up, Delilah urged her. She laughed
her off.

The grueling work week seemed somehow
shorter now, less demanding. Still the same nonsense, though. She
stayed on the sidelines of trouble, keeping VP Treadwell
enlightened, monitoring, constantly monitoring illicit things. It
was bound to come to a head someday. When it does we’ll pop it like
a zit, Paula bragged. Fine.

She wasn’t depressed about work anymore,
didn’t mind the empty rooms that greeted her when she came home.
Fridays, Saturdays. She searched her catalogues for new
furnishings, hoping to be moved by the offerings. Moved. She was
moved. But not materially. Move. Moved. Moving.

_____

 


She had been wrongly charmed. This, Lydia
frequently suspected, was the case. This should greatly trouble
her. It did not greatly trouble her. She was deliberately
abandoning herself to a mistaken possibility. That was not good. It
was a fantastic mistake. It felt good. It made her feel strangely
connected to people. She was making a mistake. She was no different
than anyone else. Did it hang off her sleeve? This should greatly
trouble her. It was colossal, fantastic, maybe it even hung off her
sleeve. She looked to the blond to stop it. It was her fault. No,
she didn’t stop it. Indeed, her eyes were always warm. Wasn’t there
a kiss in them? Kisses. Was it real or imagined? Weaker by the day.
Unmistakable. Her head was dizzy. Her head swam. She kept all this
secret. Jesus, how her head swam. Morning, noon and night. Is this
platonic?

_____

 


She did not know what was possible or
impossible anymore. She could not conclusively discount that she
may be in love with the occupant of the window seat. She had no
idea what to do with her apartment. She couldn’t find her CD player
now. She must have sent it off with the movers. She could play CD’s
on her computer. Oh, that’s right. That’s all right then. She
couldn’t swear she wasn’t in love. Thank god nobody noticed or
asked her. She hadn’t told Delilah yet about the furniture. That
she had no furniture! God! Did she know anymore why she got rid of
the furniture? She had no recollection of having possessed that
urge. It had been an impulse. She had an impulse now. To scream
with joy.

_____

 


What had first attracted Lydia to her
penthouse apartment was its large and airy rooms. She had liked,
too, its lack of nooks and crannies, its white undecorated walls,
the hard slate-gray flooring throughout, how the click of her heels
as she walked on that surface pierced the solemn air of the
apartment and traveled into every room. The swift report issuing
back, telling her of the vast emptiness that surrounded her was, at
that time, pleasant and reassuring. It did not speak of isolation
then, but rather of wide open spaces, room to live in, as opposed
to the cramped and cluttered accommodations she had been used to
before.

It was the vast emptiness she wished to
preserve, she had informed her decorator then. He had understood
this, furnishing the penthouse with his sharply functional and
utilitarian sensibilities, the kitchen completely in stainless
steel. Over the large, otherwise sunny living room windows he had
hung serious and industrial looking curtains. Devoid of pattern,
their color was consistent with that of the floor and with the
overall palette, the mostly cold grays of fabrics and metals that
were sparsely arranged throughout her rooms.

That was years ago and Lydia had never
disturbed it, except on one occasion, just a few months ago, when
she had contacted the decorator again, for the purpose of selecting
a rug or “something soft” to put on her hard living room floor. He
had selected an industrial weave “inspired” (he said) by the “mood”
of the place and the color of the furniture and floor. At least it
was soft.

But her interiors had become architecturally
undigestable and now Lydia found her penthouse cold and drab. Its
repetitive emptiness and its nuanced reminders of emptiness were
depressing and uninspiring and she felt on edge there, unable to
relax. She had come to hate the uncomfortable couch, was repelled
by the cold metals and rough fabrics of her chairs, despised the
oversized paintings of polka dots that had been selected to liven
the living room. That was all there was to it. The place, she had
finally concluded, was simply a mockery of life. Emptiness was not
a real life, not what she was after. At least not anymore. She
began wondering about real people and how real people furnished
real homes.

_____

 


Lydia’s decision to redo the penthouse from
the floor up caught Delilah off guard. She had been encouraged to
believe by her friend’s recent demeanor that the crisis had passed
and that she was on the road to recovery from…well, from whatever
it was that ailed her. Delilah gasped into the receiver. Lydia had
emptied the posh apartment of all her furniture except a
mattress.

“But, Liddy. Why?”

“I hated it, that’s why.”

“But you spent a fortune on it.”

“I don’t care about the money, Del.”

“Just a mattress? Liddy! How will you
live?”

“Plus I’m having parquet floors installed
this week!”

“Floors–Liddy! You can’t stay there then.
When will they be done?”

“A week and a half they say. I’m going to do
the rest after that.”

The line was quiet. It was done. She knew
Delilah was accepting it, probably smiling already at the
entertaining picture she had created. Lydia Beaumont, interior
renovator extraordinaire, covered with paint and–

“Liddy, you’re nuts. Get some things
together. You stay here till it’s done.”

“Okay. Tomorrow, though, Del. I’m leaving
for lunch now.”

“Where are you going? I’ll meet you.”

Lydia hesitated. “Nah, meet me at the paint
store, Del. The one on the corner. Yeah, that’s the one. Oh, it’s
no biggee, wait till you see. I’m picking them out by myself, Del.
I’m thinking antiques. I don’t know yet. One piece at a time. I
don’t care. Del…meet me at two. Yes, I have clothes. Two. See
ya!”

Empty window seat at Frank’s. Lydia stood at
the door watching as the waiter sat an older couple there. It
instantly put a damper on her spirits and she wondered elaborately
over the reason why the woman couldn’t lunch today. No clue from
the waiter. He was his typical affable self as he escorted her to
her regular table where she then lingered indecisively over the
menu and unknowingly cast resentful glances over the edge of it and
across the room.

Presently he returned and handed her a
drink. She recognized it immediately.

“Cognac?”

“Yes, cognac.”

“Anonymous?”

“But of course.”

She grinned and took a small sip. “Mmmmm.
And what do you think anonymous would want me to have for lunch
today?”

“Well,” said the waiter, “I can ask for you,
if you give me a minute.”

Ask?

He didn’t give her a chance to take it back.
She watched in bewilderment as the waiter placed a phone call from
behind the bar, watched his amiable facial expressions as he
conspired with the unknown party on the other end of the line. Oh,
no, she worried. No time for this. Had she unwittingly made herself
the object of romantic subterfuge? She downed the cognac and waited
anxiously for him to get off the phone so she could call the whole
thing off.

He was in no hurry.

Fun with food. First cognac and now lunch.
One missing blond. Lydia suspected a connection. There’s a
connection. It’s obviously connected. She glanced at the waiter.
Only he could say. He hung up and with an inscrutable expression
went into the kitchen. She laughed to herself then. Forget asking
him. What if there’s no connection at all? Well. You can’t be
debauched by a lunch, she told herself, the cognac nestling warm in
her empty stomach and slowly going to her head. She settled into
her chair and surrendered.

It was not long after exiting for the
kitchen that the waiter returned to her side delivering with a
satisfied grin a chilled asparagus salad drenched in fresh
raspberry vinaigrette. Finger food. Was she drunk or was there
something suggestive about this? She blushed at its arrival. He set
a fluted glass down beside it and made to leave again.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“Champagne.”

She smiled and shook her head. In deep.
“Thank you,” she said, taking a sip and waiting till he was out of
sight before nibbling at the asparagus.

The lunch entree arrived and was not to be
outdone by a salad. It sat flamboyantly before her. She gulped at
the bubbly and tentatively inspected a French pancake overstuffed
with creamed oysters, dripping with a butter sauce.

She sighed and whispered, “Impressive. And
this is?”

“A crepe, madam.”

Mmmmm.

“Enjoy.”

She did.

The finale came as a bright, reddish
liquid.

“Orange fruit soup.”

Oh, sure. She brought a spoon of it to her
lips and swallowed. Delicious.

“The check is taken care of,” he said later,
refusing her card.

“Oh, my god,” she said wistfully, “I could
get used to this.”

He smiled and without a slip said, “I’m sure
your benefactor will be glad to know that.”

She faltered at the door and he assisted her
with her jacket. The question begged but she didn’t dare ask it.
Instead, she thanked him and stepped outside. It had become spring
without her knowing it. She was hot under all her clothes.

_____

 


“Something warm.”

The clerk brought Lydia another batch of
color chips and she oohed and aahed over olives and mustards for an
hour while Delilah looked on skeptically.

She preferred white or off-white
combinations to greens or yellows and warned emphatically that the
wrong paint will make the space seem too small.

Lydia wanted that.

“If you’re not careful it’ll end up looking
like a Hungarian whorehouse.”

“Hah! I’ve made worse mistakes!”

They spent the rest of the day walking the
waterfront, scoping out the curios and antique shops. In one of
them Lydia found a pair of black netted gloves still in their
box.

“Now where would you wear these?” she asked
Delilah. She was infatuated.

“Ooh, slinky.”

“Silk,” uttered the blue-haired proprietor.
“They are of silk.”

Lydia couldn’t place the woman’s accent. She
had a sly, sophisticated face covered with age spots and wrinkles,
and the overall patina of wealthier days, albeit faded.

She slipped one of the gloves onto Lydia’s
hand.

“For the bedroom,” the woman said in a
sultry tone. “Special.”

The universe contracted and then expanded
again.

“A gift for the woman he wants in his bed,”
she added. “You don’t wear them too long, I don’t think.”

“I thought we were looking for furniture,
Liddy.”

Something for the bedroom…

“I’ll take them.”

The sun came out and Delilah went to greet
it.

“Good luck,” said the shopkeeper as Lydia
was leaving.

The bell over the shop door tinkled as it
closed behind her.

“I couldn’t resist, Delilah.”

“I see that. Now all you need is a dresser
to put them in.”

_____

 


The Dow was barely three thousand when Lydia
had started out, and even that, her father had assured her, was
astonishing. In those days a four or five-hundred-point fall was
considered a collapse and it still made her nervous when it
happened.

Work was a rough ride from Monday through
Wednesday and she spent most of that time fielding panic calls from
jittery investors.

On Thursday afternoon, even though it was
against policy, she turned her answering machine on and left work
early.

She was staying with Delilah and hadn’t been
to the apartment since last Sunday. The contractors had begun the
floor installation Monday morning as promised and she was as
excited as a child for Christmas, even though it was nowhere near
completion.

On arrival, she found only the parlor and
part of the living room done, but she nevertheless beamed with joy
when she saw how it brightened the place.

The foreman kept the men working, though it
was clear they would rather have stood around bragging about their
techniques. He took that pleasure for himself while he cast
predictions about the time schedule and repetitively reminded her
that even when they were done with the actual installation there
would still remain an extensive cleaning and the expert application
of three coats of finish.

“You shouldn’t walk on it for a coupla’
days,” he said.

That was logical but disappointing.

“Specially not with them.” He pointed at her
heels and grinned.

She thanked him and headed back to Delilah’s
just a few blocks away.

“Hey! You’re in a good mood.”

“Del, wait until you see it.”

“I can’t wait. Come and tell me about
it.”

She was wearing a mud mask in preparation
for a dinner date.

“It’s gorgeous.”

“The crew or the floor?”

“Oh, it’s all beautiful, Del. What’s on your
face?”

“Nothing. I’m green with envy, Liddy.”

“Each room is going to have a different
pattern…but I can’t walk on it for three days after it’s done.”

“Oh? Pass me that. Thanks. Can you
crawl?”

“I’m just gonna roll on it when it’s
done.”

“Yah! With no furniture to get in the way.
That’ll be easy.”

“Got to paint the place first, Del. Get
ready.”

“What do you think I’m doing here? Isn’t
this about the same color?”

Delilah left around six-thirty.

“If all goes according to my plan, Liddy,
I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She gave one last look in the mirror.

“If not, I’ll be home later to
masturbate.”

“Del!”

“Don’t wait up!” she shouted gleefully.

The closing door and the now quiet apartment
marked the first opportunity for Lydia to be alone in almost a week
and she inhaled the moment like a breath of fresh air.

Suppertime.

The unrewarding search in Delilah’s
refrigerator brought forth the image of her Saturday feast again
and she worried anew about the empty window seat and what it all
might mean. She opened and closed the cupboard doors searching in
vain for something to eat. Nothing in the pantry, either. Delilah
Domestic she is not. It was foolish perhaps to go too far with
conclusions, she reminded herself about the lunch, as she looked
for the freshness date on a box of crackers. Toss it, she said,
looking for the garbage can. Hungry and nothing but fungus in the
fridge. After all, she really didn’t know anything. The benefactor,
so identified by the waiter, need not be the blond, in which case
it would be smart to stop playing with food and to exercise a bit
more caution. Need not be. That blond.

But who else could it be? A man? What man?
Ugh, a married man. She hadn’t considered that possibility. Would a
married man be that discreet? She pondered it, her head in the
freezer. Nah, wouldn’t a man be confident enough to publicly
solicit her, married or not? Of course, she decided, rummaging
through frozen lumps of aluminum foil. Whereas a woman…a woman
trying to seduce another woman? She thought of the black silk
gloves. She would never attempt it, not even with silk. That would
take balls. Or tits, she laughed, still reluctant to rule it out.
She discovered a triangular shaped wrapper in the back of the
icebox and opened it out of curiosity. Pizza. Lydia cringed at the
idea of it. Knowing Del, she thought, this could be ten years old.
She stuck the slice into the microwave and peered at it through the
glass with as much surety as a student performing a science
project.

Ding!

The food held up under inspection and she
sat down on the couch to eat it. Of course this meal didn’t compare
to creamed oysters, but that was no surprise.

Del was right, she thought, chewing gingerly
and sliding an old movie into the VCR. She must have somebody. The
reason why she wasn’t there on Saturday could easily be that she
was with someone else, somewhere else…

Lydia ruminated slowly.

It was a bit tough and hard to swallow.

And the movie was stupid and the food
sucked.

And the bed was uncomfortable and the sheets
scratched.

And she hated not knowing what to think
anymore.

_____

 


The week closed high at Soloman-Schmitt.
Hopes of a merger. Hopes. Rumors. Fears. And lots and lots of
speculation.

Whatever it takes sometimes.

_____

 


She missed her.

It was proving chancy lately, counting on
Frank’s for glimpses of the blond. She wasn’t there Friday night
nor the subsequent Saturday for lunch and Lydia found that the
vacuum created by her absence could not be filled with anything
else, no matter how exciting it was to see the progress in the
apartment, with all the raw wood seeping through it, filling the
place like the rising tide, no matter how busy she kept herself so
that her mind wouldn’t wander after the woman.

There was no substitute for her Saturday
ritual and she could not go home yet. That’s what she was inclined
to do when she felt like this, lock herself in. Soon, she said,
trying to reassure herself. Soon she could move back into her
penthouse. Soon the woman would return and this time she would
speak to her.

Reconstruction was taking longer than
projected, however, and Lydia was advised by the foreman that the
crew would require another week past the original deadline and that
he was terribly sorry for the inconvenience.

This did not help matters any, but it didn’t
stress Delilah, either, who insisted that she was not put out by
the delay and rather enjoyed having a roommate. It made her feel so
young, she claimed.

That being the case, Lydia affected the most
cheerful impersonation of herself as possible for Delilah, it being
successful enough to prevent any skillful probing, but a far cry
from an actual cure for what she was coming down with.

_____

 


She made it to Friday, but the blond was
still missing from Frank’s Place. Saturday, the same. No more
speculation now, she knew without a doubt that she was in love with
her because without a doubt she was heartsick.

All throughout the following week a
great black shadow hung over Lydia and by that Friday there
remained no activity left which could promise any comfort or relief
from it. The inexplicable disappearance was worse than anything Joe
had put her through. It was almost impossible not to scream out
loud. Moreover, she could tell that Delilah suspected her again and
was once more growing concerned about her mood. There must be something I can do to get over
this, she told herself. Something to alleviate the
angst. But she couldn’t even bring herself to imagine what it could
be.

Twice she approached the waiter, tongue-tied
but nevertheless prepared to ask about the woman. Both times she
lost her confidence and bailed out without a word, cursing her
cowardice all through the subsequent sleepless nights.

She–whoever she was–was gone. And Lydia
Beaumont–whoever she was–had been all wrong in judging the matter.
She was wrong to have underestimated her feelings, wrong to try to
wait out the attraction like it was an affliction she expected to
recover from, wrong to hope it would eventually disappear without
leaving a mark. There was a disappearance all right. She just
hadn’t contemplated this kind of vanishing.

As it was impossible in such closed quarters
to escape from her friend’s oversight, Lydia seriously considered
going to a hotel, but in the end was paralyzed by the idea of
offending Delilah. And although the work was finally coming to
completion there, she additionally berated herself for having
disrupted her life by throwing herself out of her own
apartment.

This negativity was at last fully palpable.
Lydia Beaumont was not herself again and Delilah knew why. She had
seen the abandoned window seat the last few Fridays and the pall it
had cast over Lydia. You didn’t have to be a psychotherapist to
decipher the meaning of that.

It was eccentric, not something Delilah
would have thought she was capable of, but her tastes in lovers had
always bordered on the exotic and she was not impetuous, certainly
never fickle. There was, very likely, no way of undoing this.

She pondered the matter in silence as she
observed the suffering.

_____

 


So close on the heels of a broken heart, the
last thing her friend needed was a full-blown case of love
sickness, yet there it was, as plain as the olive in the martini
she was having with Lydia at Frank’s Place Friday night. The woman
at the window seat still unaccounted for and clearly not
forgotten.

Delilah watched Lydia going through the
motions and letting workplace neophytes rub at her elbows. She
watched her harpooning the olive in her drink, playing
catch-and-release with it until it was finally mutilated, and then
ordering another one, abandoning the first drink, otherwise
untouched. She saw her clamp her teeth when she smiled, talking
through them as if they had been wired shut. After about an hour of
this performance she grabbed her by the arm and led her
outside.

“Let’s go home, Dame Beaumont.”

They walked a few blocks without
speaking.

“I’m sure she’s on vacation, that’s all,”
Delilah stated.

Lydia disposed of it with a silent shrug and
continued counting the cracks in the sidewalks, thinking of the
spring and what on earth had taken it so long. It was nice to not
have to walk home alone, she thought, and she shot Delilah a
thankful glance, but declined to comment on her remark.

“When I was a little girl–”

“I am not a little girl, Del.”

“I know you’re not—let’s stop in here for
some ice cream—you’re a woman in love.”

She was taken aback. “I don’t want any–how
do you know?”

“Because I’m not a little girl, either. Who
doesn’t want ice cream after a martini?” she asked, gently pushing
Lydia inside the deli door.

Delilah decided the flavor and they went
home to eat it.

“I can’t eat. What did you mean, Del? Who
goes on vacation now?”

“Yum–oh, you’re depriving yourself
here–she’s obviously on vacation.”

“Go on, you have it.” She watched Delilah
wolf the ice cream.

“Vacation, Liddy. I’m sure of it.”

Lydia weighed the possibility. It didn’t
make sense to her.

“That never occurred to you, did it,
Liddy?”

(NO.) “What am I going to do, Del?”

“Last bite?”

Lydia shook her head no.

“You need a plan.”

“Plan? How do you plan for this?”

Delilah laughed. “Tell me all that you’ve
done about it.”

“Nothing,” Lydia admitted.

Delilah threw the empty container and the
spoon into her sink. “Oh, really? That much?”

_____

 


At first, though she had no idea how she got
there, it was quite pleasant. It was nice to be alone with just the
gentle slapping of the waves against the little boat. Nice, the
butterflies in her stomach as she lifted and fell with each wave,
the fluttering sound of the solitary sail in the gentle sea
breeze.

And it was so sunny.

But then the wind suddenly picked up and the
ocean swelled around her. There were huge waves now rocking the
boat, each time lifting it a little higher, each wave bringing her
closer to the darkened sky and depositing her harder against the
water.

The butterflies gave way to sea sickness.
The boat jerked from side to side, rising and falling, groaning and
listing. She saw the mast nearly touching the surface, felt the
craft threatening to capsize. And from under the hull, there came a
thud. Once. Twice. At the sides and then below her again. She could
hear it through the wind and waves whipping at her, stinging her
face and body. She flipped over. There it was behind her. Something
was in the water, bashing against her boat, trying to see what the
craft was made of, testing its worthiness.

Something big.

The waves crashed violently over the deck.
She was tossed to the back and clung to the edge there, face up and
drenched. The boat was filling. Over her head the wind tore at the
remnants of her sail. She heard the crack of the mast and the
rigging as it ripped free and the persistent thud, thud, thud of
the thing, something that was circling her beneath the water.

Lydia was damp and inextricably bound up in
her bed sheets when she awoke from her nightmare. It was still dark
and she was not sure of the date or even what time it was.

But it was five o’clock on a Saturday
morning.

And everything was fine.

Just a dream.

_____

 


It was a morning opulent enough to rouse
even the summer gods from hibernation and they woke on such a day
no different than the mortals under their dominion, ambitious and
edgy, eager to exercise their authority.

They stirred and stretched their powerful
arms, reaching far into the brilliant sky around them. They
squinted at their clocks, grinned and reset them, time arbitrarily
altered just for fun.

Just for fun they tickled the universe in
all its sensitive places and made it laugh again. Below them, they
lengthened the day.

If humanity suddenly lurched at the whim of
these capricious fingers, if its endeavors now moved only in fits
and starts, if all its boats rocked free from their moorings, it
was just business as usual returning, the industry of fair weather
gods determined to rule their kingdom and to test their subjects’
mettle. They were going to have fun this year.

The cherry trees were summoned by winged
messengers and together they blasted a bright pink alert across the
city. Indoors the wallflowers glowed and houseplants bloomed,
bursting forth like popcorn. They stretched longingly toward their
windows. The high and low places admitted the sun and displayed
their finest linens. Decorated tables were sent outdoors and stood
at attention on the sidewalks. Silver and gold settings
relinquished their tarnish and gleamed on their own accord.

And at Frank’s Place the waiter opened the
patio.

Lydia Beaumont languished out there Saturday
with zero expectations of the hot new spring. Still, she
appreciated the sunshine. It was warm on her skin, stimulating to
her blood, its heat long awaited. She basked in it, listening
without too much resentment to the birds singing their I love
you’s. She even watched them up in their branches as they flirted
and played tag.

Beside her table, on the sidewalk, flowed a
multitude of fellow sun worshippers, bedecked, as she was, in their
pre-summer best. She admired their flowers, their stripes, all the
seersucker suits marching or meandering to similar churches like
Frank’s or wandering aimlessly, just to show off. She searched
their ranks without meaning to, a habit by now. Searching for her
favorite blond.

She found her, too, her body reacting first
to her discovery, the heart leaping in her chest, the knees going
weak with adrenaline, the arms wanting to lift up in the air, to
hail the woman or hold her or both, the cords in the neck tense
with a restrained yell, a whoop of joy trapped in there. She
watched the woman nearing, those green eyes hidden behind
sunglasses, her own eyes glistening, dewy with desire, the object
of complete desire appearing in the flesh now, in full focus, her
image once more in alignment with the one held so long in her
mind’s eye, emblazoned there. She processed the woman anew, her
synapses fantastically tripping with information, her brain’s
search engine declaring a perfect match.

The blond left the parade and selected the
table adjacent to hers.

The waiter came out to greet her and she
smiled wearily as he held her chair. He lifted the umbrella and she
removed her glasses holding Lydia’s gaze longer than usual.

Delilah was mistaken. The woman had not been
on vacation, that was clear. She was not rested. Her eyes,
typically bright and dancing, didn’t have an ounce of joy in them
today. Indeed, to Lydia, it looked as if she may have spent a good
deal of the past month or so staying up late, crying. She waved
with her book and whispered a soft hello. Lydia mouthed it back to
her, her body leaning forward in a subconscious display of
sympathy. The woman smiled then, laying her book on the table, her
glasses on top of it. Something’s on the tip of her tongue, Lydia
thought. So say it.

The waiter reappeared with his menus and he
read off the luncheon specials while the woman listened distracted.
He seemed uneasy today as did the blond, Lydia observed. She threw
around some scenarios in her mind trying to determine which one she
could use to get herself at that table.

Behind her a commotion sounded in the
street, squealing tires and honking horns. She turned as did the
other patrons to see what was going on.

A yellow sports car screeched up to the curb
alongside the patio. It idled a minute in its own exhaust and then
finally emitted a long-legged beauty from the passenger side who
nonchalantly hung over the open car window as she laughed and
chatted with the driver. After a few moments, she stepped away from
it, turned and began cutting a path through the tables of curious
spectators on the patio. The car exited the same way it
arrived.

She didn’t need such a grand entrance. She
was tall and commanding with exotic good looks, the type of girl
they wrote songs about, that got attention even in crowds. Used to
being stared at, she was dressed perfectly for it, so that you knew
in an instant that her body was as flawless as her twenty-something
face.

She was quite the girl, walking in a gliding
manner as if her feet didn’t actually touch the ground, floating as
if she had wings. As she neared her table, Lydia thought she could
detect a slight snarl in the girl’s smile. It was, she noted,
possibly the only defect in all that astonishing perfection.

“Helaine.”

And a songster sang,
Oh, that shark has…pearly teeth, dear…

Helaine? Out of the corner of her eye, Lydia
saw the blond stiffen.

“Helaine,” the girl cooed in a spoiled
voice, stopping at the table next to Lydia’s, bending to whisper in
the tired blond’s ear, her lips parting into a seductive smile for
her audience…and she shows them pearly
white…for “Helaine.”

Daughter, Lydia hoped. Perhaps just her
daughter?

The blond–Helaine–attempted a smile for the
girl, failed.

Daughter, niece, sister, whatever, no. No
resemblance. Girl too old. Blond too young, too nervous. LOVER.
Lydia leaned back in her chair and took them both in, sighing sadly
at the picture they made. Lovers. Obviously lovers. She now knew
too much about the pretty blond in Frank’s Place. Helaine, she
repeated inaudibly. It rolled beautifully off the tongue. Helaine,
a woman named Helaine, not reading anymore but listening and
looking for all the world as if she was being eaten alive. And not
fleeing, as Delilah had suggested, but probably waiting the whole
time. A beautiful lover, it all made sense. Alone and waiting for
her lover, a pretty dangerous looking thing, but young and
beautiful nonetheless. Well, why not?

Helaine, Helaine, Helaine. Helaine
so-and-so. That rhymes with Joe, Lydia said, kicking herself. What
a beautiful name. A beautiful name for a beautiful woman. And, if
at all possible, the beautiful woman had become even more pale than
when she first arrived. She put her sunglasses on again, grabbed
her purse and glanced briefly in Lydia’s direction before allowing
herself to be lifted from her chair and escorted to the
sidewalk.

Let it be, Lydia told herself as she watched
the girl claiming her prize, wrapping her arms around the pale
woman’s waist, guiding her onto the sidewalk, taking her away, the
blond slowly fading from view, never looking to her left or right,
not once looking back.

Lovers. The couple stood across the street
now, looking like day and night.

Worth waiting for, Lydia forced herself to
admit. A perfect ten.

They stood now on the opposite side of the
street, waiting. The girl raised a magnificent arm above her head,
a cab pulled over, they were gone.

You know when that shark
bites…gone…with those teeth
there…probably for good, Lydia
realized…there’s never…never a trace
of…gone for good.

For good, she murmured, wishing the stupid
song would end. What’s so good about it? She followed the cab with
her eyes until it was swallowed by traffic.

The waiter–where the hell was the
waiter?

The waiter had been missing in action and
suddenly appeared stone-faced at the abandoned table. He dropped
the umbrella and tucked a forsaken book and menu under his arm.
Lydia lifted her hand to get his attention and, neglecting to
smile, he acknowledged her, approaching her slowly, as if carrying
ten trays.

She nodded quizzically at the book.

“Burns,” he said in a flat tone.

“Burns?”

“The poet.”

Burns. She smiled bitterly. Yeah, it sure
did.

_____

 


The week dragged her unwillingly along with
it and Lydia was relieved Wednesday morning to get the good news
that her parquet floors were finally done and ready to walk on. She
had not shared her weekend revelations with Delilah and it suddenly
seemed she could avoid it altogether, if she could just keep up
appearances for a few more hours.

That same afternoon she got word from her
antique dealer that the sofa she had been eagerly waiting for would
be delivered this week.

The sweet old sofa. That was welcome news,
too. Now she could throw herself down in it and cry.

She had been charmed on the spot by it,
lying in it while the dealer went on and on about value and
importance. Value, fine. But she was more attracted to its worn
finish, its threadbare arms and comfortably depressed pillows.
There were ancient stains joyously scattered among its fauna and
flora that whispered of good wine and fine food and it made the
cheerful piece seem alive to her, that if she poked gently into its
soft recesses she could get it to giggle and gossip.

She was in need of its good cheer; it would
be there by Thursday afternoon.

For the rest of the day Lydia undertook to
tie up the loose ends that had accumulated since winter. She came
across Rio Joe’s last cover letter, copied it and put the stinky
original through the shredder.

He had switched strategies on her and all
week she felt him circling again, all week casting her those long
looks loaded with old suggestions. The renewed advance was filling
her with an unwanted tension. She resented him for it and if he
continued she feared an explosion, so she was constantly watching
over her shoulder in an effort to evade him. She was not sure that
she could make it to the weekend.

With that in mind, she closed her office
door, working then without worry or interruption, and mulling
things over until five. After that she hung around putting the
office in order and at six, just before leaving, sent a brief memo
to VP Treadwell. Satisfied, she locked her desk, her files, and her
office door and then left to have dinner with Delilah. Somewhere
other than Frank’s had been Lydia’s only stipulation. She hadn’t
said why.

Armed with the diversion of the floors and
couch, Lydia managed to escape her friend’s careful analysis, as
well as any inquiry concerning her plans for the upcoming Friday
night. Even after dinner, as she packed her clothes at Delilah’s
and chatted, not a single word or emotion betrayed her.

By ten that evening, she was living in her
own apartment again, admiring the beautiful floors, checking her
answering machine, and filling a garbage bag with the outdated
papers that had piled up in her hallway while she was gone.

At eleven-thirty she placed a long distance
call and had a friendly discussion with the person on the other end
of the line.

At midnight she pulled her mattress out of
the walk-in closet where it had been stashed by the workmen. She
was going to replace that, too, eventually. She hauled it into the
living room, threw some sheets, blankets and a pillow on it and
went to bed where she lay wide awake into the wee small hours of
the morning.

In the morning she stayed in her bathrobe
with no plans to go to work. Instead she waited until afternoon
when the promised couch arrived. She had the delivery men place it
next to the mattress and they eyed her funny as they left the
apartment. After that she showered, dressed and put on her makeup,
placing one more call to a midtown address before making herself
some toast out of the stale bread left in her refrigerator.

She had not unpacked her bag from the night
before so there was no reason to fuss. She slung it over her
shoulder, checked to see that the coffee was off and turned her
answering machine back on before leaving the apartment and locking
the door.

In the hallway she took a deep breath,
clutched the map she had drawn and hoped it was accurate.
Downstairs in the lobby, she advised her doorman of her plans and
tipped him handsomely for his confidence. She then proceeded to
walk to a nearby parking lot, stopping to chit chat with a
talkative booth attendant who finally handed her the keys to a
rental car.

It started fine, everything seemed to be in
good working order, there was plenty of gas. She threw her luggage
into the back, put the crude map on the passenger seat where she
could refer to it when needed, pulled out of the parking lot and
hurriedly left town.

She’d send Delilah a postcard when she got
there so she wouldn’t worry.

_____

 


Happy hour and everyone wondered where Lydia
was. They called her penthouse and left loud messages full of the
jubilant sounds of the bar, singing poor versions of well known
songs, hoping that if she was there it might entice her to come
out. It was odd for their friend to be absent, especially now that
the patio had reopened.

The waiter thought so, too. He inquired
twice about her.

A blond woman sat inside reading at the
window seat, nursing a glass of wine. From time to time the spine
of her book fell to the tabletop and roused her from her thoughts.
She would then glance hopefully outside and over again toward the
entrance, but whoever she was expecting never showed up. She left
roughly at nine. Lydia’s friends sometime after midnight.

The waiter closed around two in the morning,
turning the lights out after him and locking the door.

Done for the day. The chairs had been
stacked on the tables. The shades had been drawn. The sign on the
door read “closed” once more. In the darkness, the rubber tree
plants lining the walls trembled ever so slightly. They were glad
to be alone there and proud of their flexibility.


 


THE SECRET KEEPING

 



Part Two:

The Cab


“Everyone is searching for
a tall, dark and handsome stranger…such persons are rare and there
is simply not enough of them to go around…the real Mr. Right is
very likely someone you already know.”-- Dr. Helaine Kristenson,
“Keeping Mr. Right”

 


Helaine knew precisely the moment when she
first laid eyes on her dark-haired stranger and it was not, by
happenstance, in Frank’s Place. The overnight success of her book
the year earlier had proven to be a boon for her private practice
and had enabled her to move out of her small downtown offices and
to take the lease on the larger and more luxurious ones located
midtown in the city’s financial district.

She had always been attracted to the
youthful vitality of this neighborhood and now enjoyed observing
its weekday inhabitants from her twelfth floor window as they
flowed in and out of the city’s heart and rejuvenated its tired old
veins. Weekdays the streets and buildings teemed with their
optimistic activities. Even on the weekends when they had all gone
home she could still feel their energy pulsing from the empty
sidewalks and the high-rise windows.

Helaine had just finished her Friday
with one last difficult session and was trying to unwind in a chair
beside the window, drinking her tea and making final entries in her
journal. The Friday ritual. She had been listening to music as she
worked, Ravel launching A
Boat At Sea, when she
glimpsed the young woman standing and daydreaming in the
full-length office window directly across the street from her. She
put her pen down and counted up fifteen stories with her finger,
guessing by the woman’s elevation that she had probably earned the
privilege of a few quiet moments there. The woman gazed out at the
horizon, downtown, toward the waterfront.

The music played, tranquil in the
background. Helaine stopped writing. The boat drifted further and
further from the shore, dropping its oars and sails. She could hear
the water as it lapped at its sides and feel the cool spray on her
face as the craft bobbed gently in the waves. Behind it she saw a
wake of brilliant sparkles. It spread like a blanket across the
deep blue sea.

The figure on the fifteenth floor was so
majestic on her cloud, so serene in her motionless state, so
elegant in her black dress, that it struck Helaine that she might
have invented her there. She sat stiff in her chair, afraid to look
away lest the mirage should suddenly dissipate. The journal slipped
from her lap to the floor with an important thud, but she didn’t
pick it up.

The woman in the clouds. A ghost ship
perhaps. She wore a tight black dress, stood like a queen in her
window surveying her castle’s defenses. Land and sea. Clear skies.
The boat floated further. She was far more agreeable to contemplate
than the list of irreconcilable differences scattered on the
floor–Helaine kicked the journal aside and pushed her chair back so
she wouldn’t be discovered spying.

On the other side of the world, Dr.
Kristenson’s lover had disappeared on her again, initially to the
catwalks in Paris and from there, according to the rags and dailies
that covered such things, to Milan. She had received only one
postcard from her, from neither of those locations, a hasty
wish-you-were-here scrawled beneath faded red lip prints. Might not
even be her own, Helaine reminded herself at the time, though she
had saved it anyway, putting it in a secret drawer for safekeeping,
safe next to the other similar mementos.

It was not unusual for Helaine to find
herself abandoned, but this time Sharon had left her alone for a
full six months. She saw the placid figure across the way finally
make a move and watched as the woman began to preen herself, using
her window as a mirror.

She had unreasonably high hopes that her
lover would return soon since there was nothing preventing her from
doing so, and she had been making periodic visits to the waterfront
flat in search of her–it was not unlike Sharon to slip back without
telling her and to lay around for days before calling.

The waterfront. Helaine used to like living
there. The woman in the upper window raised her arms behind her
head and tugged at her hair until it finally came loose. It fell
carelessly into her face and onto her shoulders and she let it hang
there for a few seconds before pushing it away with the back of her
hand.

Helaine ached to find Sharon, but the quests
to the flat produced nothing but disappointment and she had
recently resolved to stop going there. She was waiting instead in a
kind of self imposed exile for the phone call that never came,
checking her messages two, sometimes three times a day. Now and
then she even perused the magazines that kept tabs on the
super-model and the other stellar creatures that Sharon Chambers
circled the earth with. She was stung by those exposés, the lover
beyond compare and her tawdry sexual escapades.

On that Friday afternoon Helaine had already
thrown some magazines into the wastebasket when the woman on the
fifteenth floor decided to comb out her hair, bending at the waist,
tilting her head to the left and then to the right as she did it.
It was similar to Sharon’s, dark and silky, but Helaine didn’t
think she was quite as tall as she was. And she was slightly fuller
in the hips, too, with supple, round breasts, which Sharon didn’t
have. Older, though by how much she couldn’t determine. Helaine had
begun to suspect that Sharon wasn’t coming back. Worse even, that
she might never have existed. The woman in black took her time
appraising herself, turning herself around slowly as she examined
her reflection. The dress had a cutaway back. She saw the woman
lift it up, revealing her legs so she could adjust her stockings,
doing each one carefully so as not to rip them. The legs were well
toned all the way up the thigh, not like those of the willowy
model, but more lithe and athletic, as were her arms and shoulders.
And that well conditioned back.

Sharon was a bit of a phantom even when she
was around, Helaine mused.

That she could tell from her chair, the
dark-haired woman had more color than Sharon, but then Sharon spent
most of the daylight hours in bed and didn’t get much sun, not
unless she had to, say for a swimsuit edition. Even then she
preferred lamps in booths over natural light–sunshine was bad for
the skin. Helaine doubted that the sky woman had any real
significant imperfections.

Behind these considerations, strands of
music floated like clouds over a sparkling sea and Ravel’s boat
wandered aimlessly across its surface. Helaine leaned forward in
her chair and felt the sun warm on her lap. In the clouds, the
woman dreamily caressed herself. She was under mistaken
assumptions. Wrong to suppose that the offices opposite hers had
all been vacated for the weekend. Wrong to absently unfastened the
side of her dress and reach into it.

There was, Helaine speculated, always the
possibility that Sharon Chambers had flown the coop. This time for
good. Would that be a nightmare, she found herself wondering, or a
self-fulfilling prophesy?

The dark-haired woman studied her own
reflection, using her free hand to perform an inspection of her
outer garment, running it slowly down the length of her body and
smoothing out along the way the small bunches of fabric as she came
upon them. She patted them down over her rump and tucked gently
around her breasts, her fingers lingering there unconsciously. The
music faded softly in the background, deserting the boat, and
Helaine couldn’t recognize what it had been replaced with. She had
thought then, in a new light, of Sharon’s bedtime stripteases, and
as it usually did, a trill of excitement had gripped her inside.
She felt the blood rush to her cheeks and got up from her chair. It
was that old feeling. But it was not for Sharon.

If Sharon never came back…she was dissolving
in the woman’s hands…it would bring an end to the disappearances,
to the forever waiting…the woman held up a compact and lifted her
face toward the sky as she freshened her lipstick…it would complete
the sorry searches on the waterfront…it would put an end to the
secret keeping...Helaine sighed…she’d be gone, that’s all.

She stood watching the upper window long
after the woman had vanished from it. Gone. The idea tossed around
in her head like a ship on a turbulent ocean. She smiled without
knowing it. Lost at sea.

After a while the woman emerged from the
building below and walked out onto the sidewalk. Helaine followed
the black dress with her eyes for about a block, pleased to see it
stop and enter Frank’s Place. Ah, she said, finally dropping the
blinds and taking in a deep breath. You must be the one they’re all
singing about.

_____

 


When she was not in session counseling her
patients, Dr. Kristenson indulged herself with opera and books and
love poems and the perpetual springtimes of impressionist painters.
She delighted in the likes of Bisét, Colette, Burns, the Brontés,
Monêt, Manét and Sinatra. Sinatra, because he frequently sang about
the weather and about flowers and the sky and the sea and his songs
about women were generally so jubilant.

She was prone to idealism and to romantic
notions that at inopportune moments would sweep her up and leave
her weak inside. Almost forty, she was skeptical of ever conquering
either of those tendencies.

She possessed a tolerant and generous
disposition, was fascinated with people, wanted to see them happy
with the world and personally satisfied. She rarely met a person
she didn’t like. People found her fascinating, too, with her casual
elegance, the warmth in her voice when she spoke to them, her easy
to traverse and sometimes porous boundaries. And her green eyes.
People were always spoiling her about her green eyes.

She had charismatic features, especially the
eyes and, as she discovered early in life, the kind of good looks
that attract both sexes. That was fortunate, she quickly
determined, since the feeling was nearly always mutual. In love, it
was not a matter of preference to Helaine Kristenson. It was simply
that all beautiful things were persuasive. That was the case
whether they were women or men.

Not so long ago she had loved sex, loved
everything about loving. She believed that she had been made for
it, that she had been created for the purpose of intimacy, to love
and be loved in return. She had not been designed a mere object to
own and admire in secret, to fondle in a hidden pocket somewhere or
to neglect after a time and forget someplace on a shelf. She was
meant to be taken up, to be held frequently to the light and hung
intimately around the neck. Her arms and legs were not there simply
for begging. They were intended for grasping and wrapping tightly
about the waist, to be worn around it like a satin ribbon. The soft
thighs were to be slipped between, her sex coaxed and entered like
a glove on a hand.

_____

 


Suppertime. Time to sit at a table at
Frank’s. Helaine would eat dinner there once in a while. Lunch
every Saturday. It wasn’t very far from where she worked and no one
but the waiter ever recognized her.

The stranger was flawless, having her wine
outside with her friends. Helaine watched her from inside in awe of
the low-backed summertime dress. She had treated herself that
Friday, followed the woman into Frank’s. Why not, she had debated,
take her mind off Sharon? It was a most successful distraction.

Nothing is more revealing than the arch of a
woman’s back, Helaine thought, tracing the woman’s spine with her
eyes to where it curved into the backside. This one was quite rare
in that it didn’t easily bend. But that’s not what the young man
circling her believed. Helaine watched as he invited himself into
the woman’s personal space. How he held her captive with his hand
on her waist as she tried to step away from him. He touched her
lightly on her cheek and relentlessly whispered suggestions in her
ear. He was, as Helaine’s friends might say, drop-trow gorgeous and
good-for-the-go. He was, she could see, intent on wearing down the
woman’s resistance. She saw her smile weakly at him and accept the
glass of wine he was soliciting.

Dr. Kristenson knew that the woman was in
conflict over his attentions. The muscles in her shoulders flexed
anxiously at his touch. She was visibly taken aback by his
propositions yet she stood in place where he held her, lost in a
state of uncertainty. An expert, he had dedicated himself to those
ends, had gone to great lengths to create her current confusion.
Helaine knew his type. The woman was a challenge for him and he was
going to conquer her, to prove to himself that he could bend her.
He was going to get that girl, just for the fun of it.

The shoulders, the arms, the back. She
looked strong enough to take it. It would be a shame if he broke
her though, a shame to cast even one cloud over the life of a woman
with stars like that for eyes. Such beautiful eyes.

Her eyes were…?

Blue.

“How’s everything?” the waiter asked.

Helaine hadn’t realized he was standing
there. He smiled patiently. She picked up her book again.
“Delicious. Could you wrap it for me?”

“I certainly can.”

_____

 


Eight months and only a postcard. Typical
her friends told her. She is after your blue blood.

Her blue blood. How blue it was now. “I made
my blood blue, Robert.”

“True,” he replied, “and Sharon makes it
red.”

They laughed together. A swell dinner.

“Be quiet,” chided his wife. She was
relieved to see Helaine smiling. “Why don’t you sleep over tonight?
You look like you could use a rubdown with velvet gloves.”

Couldn’t she? Helaine glanced from Robert to
Kay and then at her plate. Out of the question. Such pretty people
though, smooth as velvet. She studied their almond shaped eyes.
Both hazel. They could be brother and sister. But blue eyes. Blue
were the eyes of a perfect stranger. She looked at her watch. It
was late and she simply smiled back at them.

Two months had passed since Helaine had been
to Frank’s Place for dinner. The dark-haired woman had made her
ail. She didn’t want to see her again. “Stop feeling sorry for me.
I’m a big girl and I ought to know what I’m doing.”

“We don’t feel sorry for you. We’re just
worried–”

“Don’t worry then. Please.”

“Don’t worry?” Robert snorted. “Look at
yourself. You’re wasting away!” Kay put her hand on his arm to
silence him.

It was the truth anyway. So did they think
that she was slipping? Well, wasn’t she? Everyone exchanged
glances. “So you think that I’m only half the woman I used to be?”
she asked, offering a smile in case they took the question too
seriously.

They were silent.

These three had known each other for more
than twenty years. Something was different with Helaine and it
certainly didn’t seem to be age that was killing her.

“Of course not,” Kay answered. “You’re as
beautiful as ever.”

Robert agreed. “If not more.”

Mmmmm. “Well that’s good to hear!” She
wanted to cry. A few years ago, as a friend, she had counseled them
out of their crisis. Robert and Kay falling out of bed, only that
time it wasn’t funny. She had saved them, they said, saved their
marriage.

“But eight months?” Kay’s face contorted
with pain and Helaine looked away.

“Isn’t there anyone? Someone you could at
least, uh, you know?” Robert poured her another glass of wine as he
spoke. “You know what I mean?”

A dark-haired stranger. Helaine stared into
her wine. “You know,” she began, “I like it better when we don’t
talk about this.”

Naturally. They knew that.

“Might there be someone?” Kay asked,
hopefully. “Is there, Helaine?”

“No.”

“No?”

“Of course not.”

They knew she wasn’t lying.

“That’s ridiculous, doctor.” Robert never
liked Sharon.

“Robert–” But neither did Kay.

“Read the last chapter, Helaine. You wrote
it.”

“Robert…you’re ruining the evening,” Kay
warned.

Helaine clenched her teeth, biting the
inside of her mouth and the tip of her tongue–ouch!–the glass fell
from her hand. They watched as it came down awkwardly to the table,
teetered on its base and then set itself right again without
spilling a drop.

It was possibly a good sign, Robert and Kay
were thinking. Not a drop!

Not a drop, thought Helaine. What a bad
sign.

“So then throw it,” Robert said.

“Ooh, throw it, Helaine. You know you want
to.”

“Seriously?” An old college game. Lots of
broken glass. They nodded enthusiastically. Why not? “Where do you
want it?” She picked the goblet up by its stem and rose from the
table, gripping the back of her chair.

“There,” Robert pointed.

Kay cheered her decision. This was more like
Helaine. “You’re lying you know?” she said as she moved away from
the table.

“There,” Robert repeated.

Helaine eyed the spot and glanced at Kay.
“About what?”

“Against the wall,” Robert ordered
excitedly. “Throw it, Helaine.”

“That there’s no one else,” Kay pursued.

Helaine laughed, trying to dodge her. Well,
there is no one else. “You’re sure?” she asked, preparing to throw
a curve.

Robert nodded, grinning in anticipation.

“I’m sure,” Kay said.

Against the wall. “You’ll have to clean up
after me, Robert. I hate a mess.”

“We’ll clean up, Helaine. Throw it.”

It was their glass. It was their wall.
It smashed against the whitewashed brick, a shower of glass and
burgundy red settling in little gleaming puddles on the hardwood
floor. What do you see, she
asked herself as she took in the red-spattered wall like an ink
blot. Robert and Kay cheered themselves on like the old
days.

What did she see? The wine trickled along
the edge of the bricks on its way down the wall. Something
incriminating, she suddenly thought, stepping up to it. Something
sinister. The bright shards of glass glittered forbiddingly at her
feet, bloodied. She saw a menacing shape on the wall, a pile of
bloody diamonds on the floor.

“Helaine?” Kay said, noticing her pallor.
“You’re so pale. Sit down.”

She took a deep breath. “Too much excitement
for this old gal,” Helaine offered. “Will you call me a cab,
Robert? I’d better go home or we’ll be drinking from paper cups
next time.”

He left the room. Kay scrutinized her as she
primped in the mirror.

“Maybe you’re pushing yourself too hard. A
little fun, you know?”

“I know,” she answered. She did look pale.
She turned and smiled one of her emptiest smiles. “There is no one,
Kay. I’m sorry. There just isn’t.”

_____

 


“How did you like it, Jon?” An evening with
an old flame.

“It’s really just a lot of screaming to me.
All those conflicting emotions!” He smiled wryly, tapping his knife
on the salad plate. He hated the opera.

“It’s like that sometimes. The microphones,
I think. No star power.”

“Star power. A must, heh?”

She avoided that. “It really doesn’t hurt
sometimes.”

“I wouldn’t know, Helaine. I’ll wait till I
hear it from you.”

She fixed her gaze on his forehead. “Well,
thanks for coming anyway.”

“Would you have gone alone if I said no,
Helaine?”

She thought to spare him but was too tired.
“Yes, probably.”

He leaned across the table. “Then thanks for
asking me,” he said. He reached with his leg under the tablecloth
and she pulled hers away. “Come back to my place and seduce me,
Helaine.”

She gave a throaty laugh at his dare. “I
wouldn’t want to make a fool of myself.”

“Okay.” He resumed his tapping. “That
bad?”

Dr. Jon! She regretted the direction of the
conversation. It was too late to change it.

“That bad, Helaine? Can’t have a little fun
with an old friend?”

He had gotten old. Around the eyes. She
smiled. “Am I too oppressive, Jon?”

He plunged his fork into a tomato.
“Hardly!”

“Okay.” He was qualified to say so. She
waited for the rest of his opinion.

“That’s your problem, Helaine. You’re
willing to give too much space.” He diverted his eyes when he said
this.

“Oh?” She smiled weakly. “Is that what it
is?”

He was sorry he mentioned it. “Yes,” was all
he managed then. He could feel her foot tapping against the table
leg and he squirmed around in his chair to search for the
waitress.

Too much space, wasn’t that was interesting?
“But, Jon…” she completely despised the discussion, “you asked for
more space.” She had his attention once more. So now they were
stuck with the subject.

More space. Yes, he had. “But I didn’t
expect you to give it to me, Helaine.”

Mmmm. She saw him smile sheepishly at his
confession. There was something charming about it, albeit sad. “You
have such a strange way of complimenting me,” she finally said. She
would have liked to wring his neck and did her best to hide the
notion from him.

He was relieved to have gotten away with it.
“Some of us want our lovers to put up a fight, dear. I would have
thought by now you would have tried that.”

He was implicating her again. Love and war.
She never believed in it and he knew that.

“I doubt it’s what Sharon’s asking for,” she
said at last. “I truly doubt it.”

“You never know,” he said, “seems pretty
classic.”

Gothic really, Helaine thought then. Bad
opera. Maybe there’s too much romance, too many little
self-helpers, lonely hearts and talking heads. Dr. Jon and Dr.
Helaine. We’re all making a pretty good living at it with our
hypocritical oaths and half truths, our little confidences.
Helping? Maybe. But was anyone being saved? She would have liked to
know that for sure. Was it right to profit from this brand new
religion? She eyed Dr. Jon. He seemed pretty content. Obviously he
didn’t feel it was a grim reaping.

“Then what would Dr. Jon advise a sorry case
like myself to do?” The food arrived as a form of salvation, but
she was committed to an answer. “In your own words, not mine,” she
added slyly.

They laughed, uncomfortable with their new
positions.

“Well, you broke all the rules when you
first asked out your tall-dark-handsome,” he said serving up her
words anyway.

“Ugh. So I’m hopeless?”

He jabbed at his food absently. “No, I
couldn’t say that, but it may prove difficult to establish your
boundaries now.”

She smirked at that. “I have no boundaries.
Remember?”

“That’s right,” he said, grinning and
swallowing more than he could chew. “I’d get free of her then.”

“Not ‘work it out’?” she said, this time
eating her own words.

He shrugged. “What’s to work out, Helaine?
Sharon wants everything and you give it to her. Does she even know
what you want?”

She does. “Yes, she knows what I want.”

He chewed pensively. “Well, has she ever
promised to provide it for you?”

He was pretty good. Helaine looked out the
window at nothing in particular. “All the time,” she answered
without turning her head.

Jon fell silent. He blew air through his
nose. “Then you’re a hopeless case.”

They laughed at the diagnosis.

“Good enough. Let’s change the subject,
Jon.”

“A fine idea. You want to talk about my love
life instead?”

(No, not really.) “Okay. And how is your
young wife?”

“Ex-wife,
please.” He smiled pleasantly at her, knowing he had it
coming.

“Ex. That’s what I meant,” was all she said
about it. She let him go on.

“Expensive.”
He sighed, laying his silverware on the plate and casting her his
puppy dog eyes. “Very expensive.”

“You should have taken my advice.” She
emitted a quick laugh, but he scarcely smiled in return. She
regretted saying it, afraid of his expression.

“Really? But, my love, you never said a word
about it. Not one word. In fact, you acted as if you didn’t mind at
all.”

Is that right? It sounded sort of like her.
She offered a thin smile back to him. It was over with, what
difference does it make anyway? She pursed her lips, looking
through him. Didn’t mind? How could anyone have come to that
conclusion? She raised her arm to signal the waitress, speaking in
a constricted voice as she did.

“Well, Jon, you only told me you needed more
space. You never said you intended to marry her.” The waitress
arrived. She faced her. “Water, please.”

“That would have made a difference,
Helaine?” He had revived, seeming to be enjoy this part of the
discussion. “You would have fought then, Helaine?”

Fight, oh brother. Her lovers always seemed
to be after more than love. The waitress came back with the water
and she gulped it. She was thankful Jon was not her lover anymore
and set her glass down with relief. “I only bring it up now because
you asked.” She smiled sweetly hoping to end it there.

“Flatter me, darling,” Jon pressed, “tell me that you minded.”
His eyes twinkled at her discomfort.

She ignored him and pushed her food around
awhile. A half hour later he asked her again, the corners of his
mouth turning up as he pursued her answer. Helaine chuckled
nervously.

The waitress came back with the bill and
they split it. She heard Helaine whisper through her teeth, “If you
hadn’t been lying, Jon, then you would have known the truth,” but
the girl wasn’t quite sure what it meant. The man only grinned at
the blond. He looked like a cat with a mouse.

After the waitress left the table Helaine
extricated herself from the sticky conversation. “I don’t mind
anymore, Jon. Can you be satisfied with that?”

He drove her home and held her at the door.
He had been an affectionate lover and had wasted himself on a gold
digger. She wondered if she couldn’t let him in.

“She is a disease,” he whispered into her
hair, “highly infectious.”

She let him caress her hips without
commenting. He had hands as soft as a woman’s.

“You’re safer in a leper colony,” he said,
kissing her neck.

Lips as soft as a woman’s. “I don’t want to
discuss this,” Helaine said. She toyed with the idea of letting him
come in. “Seduce me, Jon.”

Her perfume was intoxicating. “What are you
wearing?”

She tried to remember. “Obsession, I
think.”

He laughed and held her at the waist,
abandoning his plan. “I wouldn’t want to embarrass you,
Helaine.”

Obsession. She saw the humor in it and
though the idea had left her now she let him kiss her mouth, press
into her body.

He was excited. “Ask me again.”

But she didn’t. It was as hopeless as he had
said.

“I’ll sing at your funeral,” he taunted,
leaving her at the unopened door.

“Hah!” She watched him drive away. Above her
there was no moon at all.

_____

 


None of her friends knew about the
waterfront flat, only that she had once lived there, but not that
she still kept the lease on it or that she had furnished it for
Sharon, to Sharon’s liking, to be used as a home for the wayward
companion.

Helaine stood in the dark of it on a
Saturday evening, once again breaking her promise to not go there.
My friends might be right, she thought. I am terminal. She flicked
on the lights.

It looked the same as the last time,
Sharon’s clothes strewn about it like flotsam after a shipwreck and
as usual the girl had neglected to make arrangements for the place
to be cleaned in her absence.

Helaine clung to the door and sighed. She
had been wanting to cry for days and now she did. It was nothing
but a flophouse, the once beautiful waterfront flat with its
spectacular views. She had redecorated it for Sharon, but this is
how the creature really liked it. An absolute wasteland. She made
her way to the couch. She didn’t know why she bothered to keep the
place. For a lover who was never there?

“I don’t really live anywhere,” Sharon had
told her over dinner, when they first met. “I have lots of friends
and I work for months at a time.”

She modeled. That explained it.

“Then how can I get in touch with you
again?”

“I’ll call you,” Sharon said coyly.

Helaine gave the girl her number.
“When?”

“When would you like me to, Helaine?”

Helaine had hesitated. She didn’t know why.
“Anytime,” she finally replied. It was her first mistake.

Sharon grinned fabulously, pleased with
herself. “I have to go now. I’m late for an appointment.”

“You work nights, too?”

Sharon slipped on her coat. “Sometimes.” And
then she was gone. Helaine paid the tab.

Sharon called late that very evening. “I was
thinking of you,” she purred.

She had roused the doctor from her sleep,
out of her senses. “Ah. And what were you thinking about?” Helaine
foolishly asked. She listened, moved and captivated by the speaker
on the other end of her line, recklessly flirting with her,
slipping under the spell of an obscene call and the power of all
those suggestions. When the girl asked to come over Helaine drew in
her air and said yes. Rules are made to be broken. Her second
mistake.

Sharon came quickly, pleasured quickly and
was ready to leave quickly. Record timing. “When will I see you
again?” asked a tousled blond already in over her head.

“When do you want to see me?”

“Now. Stay for the night.”

Sharon smiled provocatively. But it wasn’t
going to be that easy.

“I’m sorry,” she purred again, “I can’t,
Helaine. I’ll be back.”

“When?”

“Soon,” Sharon answered, pulling on her
hose, buttoning her dress and admiring herself in the mirror as she
put on her lipstick. She turned to face Helaine. “Soon,” she
repeated, stepping into her heels ready to start walking, wearing a
satisfied expression.

“Tomorrow night?”

Sharon’s eyes narrowed with calculation. She
sat down beside her and stroked her breasts until the nipples went
erect, holding them in her mouth, leaving them covered with her
lipstick. “Pretty name. Helaine Kristenson.”

“Thank you. Tomorrow?”

Tomorrow. Sharon leaned against the blond
and closed her eyes, her hands teasing, traveling her creamy flesh,
her tongue tempting the moist mouth, licking her lips. She felt
long legs drawing her in. They might never refuse her, she suddenly
realized, letting them enfold her, lying between them once more.
The blond sighed and Sharon took a quick breath. She was quite a
catch, she told herself. She heard the woman breathing excitedly,
swaying gently beneath her and she wanted to make her come again.
The mouth, the lips, the tongue requested it of her. She felt
between her legs and was stricken by the sound of the woman’s low
cry, her urgent whispers. Her breath tickled her insides, moving
them in ripples of excitement, with a bang bigger and better than
cocaine. Oh, when she moaned like that–it felt just like
falling!

Falling?

She pinned the blond to the bed and quickly
entered her again. It was no big deal to tell the doctor she
thought she might be in love with her. She could take it back
tomorrow. She opened her mouth to speak but the clock beside the
bed informed her she was late for her date and saved her from it.
The blond would therefore never know this.

“No,” Sharon stated when she had finished.
“Not tomorrow.” And then she left.

All Helaine ever knew after that was that
her arms were always empty.

The beautiful waterfront flat, when it was
her place, before Sharon moved in, when it was not yet haunted by
anything. She wept recalling it and fell asleep.

The next morning she cleaned the hellhole,
from time to time stopping in her labors to wonder over a
miscellaneous tie or a checked cotton button-down, a man’s sock,
tie clip, the like. No accounting for the hosiery. She threw them
all in the trash where they belonged and tried not to bother
herself about it. It was quite a way to stay on top, Sharon
Chambers!

Now, alone in the newly clean space, Helaine
weighed the possibility that she might be punishing herself. In the
mirror she saw the puffy eyes, the creases which every year became
more and more important to her features. They were unhappy lines.
Picking up after a messy lover, accepting sloppy seconds, thirds,
fourths. Who kept count? Feeling trashed all the time. Perhaps she
was too old at last. Grays were hiding amongst the blond. She left
them alone.

She had only vaguely considered it before.
The age difference. Over a decade. All their differences. She
picked up the phone and called a cab. It was not a relationship. It
had not become one. It was a series of episodes, but not a
relationship. Mere episodes. Some breathtaking, others, many
others, just too shabby to dwell on. A relationship to some, but
not the one Helaine had hoped for, not the one that had been
promised, not the one which she felt entitled to have by now. It
had all gone into free fall. She heard the cab honking below and
locked the door behind her.

_____

 


The “heart specialist.” The “Love Doc.”
That’s what the public called Dr. Kristenson. She didn’t need her
practice anymore. She could live off reprints and royalties and
lecture fees if she wanted to. Or write another book. There were
offers for that, as well.

But everything she practiced and
preached had gone into Keeping Mr.
Right. So far nothing new could be added. Besides,
there might come the day when the book would fall from the
best-seller list. There would still be her private practice should
that happen.

Rainy days. She was always prepared for
them. She had worked hard and enjoyed doing it, but maybe Kay was
right. Maybe she had pushed herself too hard. Six days a week
since, oh, forever. She was tired.

And in a certain sense the book she authored
made her feel like a hypocrite now. Now that she had reached the
chasm of forty. Mid-life, the hormonal peak, and she hadn’t had sex
in months. Who knew when Sharon might get around to it? A great
abyss spread before her and it grew wider by the day. The great
abyss, at the bottom of it the bracken pool of her love life. She
had written the bible on this. Take your time. Work it out.
Fidelity. Mutual Respect. What a hypocrite! And she was always
eating her own words over it. That didn’t help to restore her
either.

How is it possible to be an expert and still
end up with the same big nothing that drove others to seek her
advice? Shouldn’t she be prefacing everything she said these days
with an I-dunno-but?

Or was it worse than that? After all, she
did help her clients. At least fifty percent of them saved their
relationships. Fifty percent wasn’t bad. Could it be that she
didn’t practice what she preached? Was she in denial? Was she too
laissez-faire about her own needs?

The final chapter, putting your lover on
notice. Hadn’t she done that the last time? Sharon had been gone
then five months without a word and had slithered back to the
waterfront without calling her. Helaine had discovered her there on
one of her midnight searches.

“Why didn’t you let me know?”

“I was going to. I just got here.”

The flat was already in shambles and Helaine
realized it had taken more than a few hours to accomplish that. But
no, she had not pursued it with her. No, she remembered that she
hadn’t. Instead she had struggled not to cry in frustration.

“Five months, Sharon?” Her voice was
squeezed tight. “Why? Why didn’t you call? Or write?”

“Helaine…I was working.” Sharon paced around
her. “I have to work harder than the younger ones. My career is on
borrowed time.”

Oh, we’re on that again, Helaine thought.
Once more she had bit her lip. Wasn’t it right at that point she
had warned her, put her on notice? “But five months Sharon? Who
would wait for you that long? Without a word?”

She would. Even longer.

They locked eyes.

“You would. Even longer.”

She didn’t respond. Helaine watched Sharon
stripping off her clothes.

“How badly did you miss me, Dr.
Kristenson?”

There was a bruise on the perfect skin, on
the back of the arm. It worried Helaine and she forgot to be angry.
She relinquished her position, let the naked woman lead her by the
arm to the bedroom. “Are you all right?” she asked, fingering the
bruise, her clothes coming undone, falling to the floor like autumn
leaves.

“I fell, that’s all. Some of these shoes.”
She licked at Helaine’s throat. “If men had to wear them we’d all
be running around in really sexy high-tops.”

A joke? Sharon had made her laugh. She
didn’t believe her though. The model was too graceful to trip and
it would have been newsworthy if she had. “That’s a pretty nasty
fall.” She said, kissing it gingerly. “Does it hurt?”

Sharon flipped Helaine onto her stomach.
“No,” she whispered into the blond hair. “Where does it hurt you,
doctor?”

Helaine spread her legs and Sharon quickly
satisfied her from behind. Nothing of substance was discussed after
that. Oh, that’s right.

_____

 


Dr. Kristenson sat in her office, the blinds
drawn, thinking, thinking, thinking. It wouldn’t be against the
rules to grab a bite to eat on a Friday evening. It wouldn’t be
against the rules to have dinner at Frank’s Place.

_____

 


“She’s back?” Robert asked as he set the
table.

“No. Why would you think that?”

“I can usually tell, Helaine. You get that
look.”

He got the girl. The one at Frank’s Place.
Helaine knew it by the desperate look in her blue eyes. Desperate
because he was already playing hard to keep. She smiled grimly.
“Oh? What look is that?”

“You know. The one Caesar had.” The silver
clattered beside the plates. “When he said eh you brute.”

“Hah!” She wished her well, hoped she’d
survive her mistake.

“You know what happened to him,
Helaine?”

“Please. You tell me, Robert.”

“He died.”

“Very funny,” interrupted Kay. “You forgot
the knives, Robert.”

“What makes you think I forgot them?” he
said with an affected voice.

They laughed as he headed for the
kitchen.

“How is work?” Kay inquired as she counted
the place settings. “Robert, you forgot a plate, too!”

“The same. Always the same. You
wouldn’t believe the lies that
people lead, Kay.” She circled the table, absently pulling at the
backs of the chairs and pushing them in again.

“You’re so lucky to hear them, though. It
must be great fun keeping all those secrets.”

Helaine agreed. “I love my work.”

“Did I hear Sharon’s back?”

“No.”

“I invited Jon,” Kay said. “I didn’t think
you’d mind.”

The phone rang in the kitchen.

“He’s been very depressed lately,” she
added. “She gets almost half of what he makes, you know.”

Helaine nodded. She knew.

“And I think he’s unhappy with his work,
too.”

Well, that’s because he’s a liar, Helaine
thought. “I’ll talk to him, Kay.”

“I guess it’s all the more reason not to get
married,” Kay said wistfully.

“Or to stay that way if you are,” Helaine
responded.

“I guess that’s right, too. Robert! We need
another plate!”

“Two more,” he announced as he entered the
dining room. He added the extra plates and silverware.

“Who else?” Kay asked.

“Anna called. She changed her mind when she
heard you came alone, Helaine.” He was amused by her
expression.

“Anna?” Helaine repeated, raising her brows
inquisitively.

“Yes. Anna.”

“But Robert, that makes thirteen!” Kay
complained. She didn’t like him meddling and doubted his
strategy.

Helaine took the news in stride and smiled
graciously. “Well, that’s nice. I haven’t seen Anna in years.”

“I know. That does make thirteen, doesn’t
it?”

“It’s like the last supper, honey,” Kay
worried.

“Uh-oh.” He wore an especially irreverent
grin. “You know what happened to him, don’t you?”

“You’re going to hell, Bob,” Kay reproached
with a smirk.

The doorbell rang and he headed in that
direction. “But you can call me Robert,” he said, over his
shoulder.

They watched expectantly.

“It’s God, Kay, and he’s really hungry!”

“She!” the ladies corrected in unison.

“Ugh!” he replied, yanking at the door, “can
you imagine?”

“Happy birthday!” came voices from the
hall.

“Welcome to the resurrection!” he shouted
back. “Shall I hold your coats?”

“He loves these occasions,” Kay said. “We’re
one knife short!”

“I’ll get it,” Helaine offered. She heard
him introducing her as Dr. Kristenson and it was a good excuse to
hide in the kitchen.

“This is Joan and Michael,” he called
out after her. “And that was
Dr. Kristenson,” he said turning to the young couple. They
laughed identically, already.

“Please,” Helaine said, returning, “call me
Helaine.” So they did. Kay called for her from the living room and
she excused herself.

“That is Dr. Kristenson?”

“That’s her!” replied Robert.

The door again.

Kay and Helaine had rounded up more chairs.
“Get the door, Robert,” said Kay between breaths.

“Okay. Get the wine, then.”

A buzzer went off in the kitchen.

“I think the meat’s done, Kay!”

“We’ve both read your book, Dr. Kristenson.”
Another couple, middle twenties, newlyweds. “Please call me,
Helaine.” There was Jon. He didn’t seem too depressed. “Excuse me,”
she said with a pleasant smile which Jon thought was meant for him.
“Kay,” she said, “I think you should check the meat. The buzzer
went off.” The doorbell rang. “Kay,” Robert called, “did you check
the meat?” Kay was pouring the wine. “It’s not done yet. Can you
get the door?” “White or red, Helaine?” Robert went to the door.
“There’s dark beer in the kitchen, Jon.” Jon headed for the
kitchen. “Red,” someone answered behind her. “White, Kay.” A couple
more couples. “Guess who’s here,” Kay quizzed as she poured a glass
of red for Helaine. “Hello, Helaine…” The world’s most impossibly
sexy voice. Helaine knew it anywhere. The door again. She felt a
hand touch her elbow. “Excuse me,” she said to the newest couple.
She couldn’t remember their names. “Hello, Anna,” she said, wishing
this wasn’t happening, “you’re looking quite well,” she added. Anna
smiled, “you look wonderful, Helaine.” “I can’t find any beer,” Jon
complained. “Oh, wonderful,” Kay replied, “ask Robert where he put
it.” “Wonderful?” Helaine repeated, “I haven’t heard that in a long
time.” She reached out to stop Kay. “I think there’s beer in the
crisper, Kay.” Kay nodded. “In the crisper, Jon,” Robert shouted
over his shoulder. “Happy Birthday!” “Gee, I didn’t think to look
there.” Helaine laughed nervously and sidestepped Anna, off to the
kitchen again. Kay cracked open the oven and the room filled with
the smell of lamb. “Mmmmm,” said Robert, “did you see Anna?”
“Mmmmm,” said Jon as he cracked open a beer. “Mmmmm. Yes, I saw
Anna,” Helaine answered. Jon shot her a glance and she ignored it.
“God, you look wonderful,” he said. She smiled gratefully. That’s
twice tonight. She should go while she’s still ahead? “Thank you.”
“Helaine, can you help me with the oven?” She didn’t want to get
burned and hesitated. “I’ll do it,” Jon volunteered. “You know
Stan, don’t you Helaine?” Robert reintroduced the hush-it-up
attorney. “Yes, of course, we’ve met.” She held out her hand and he
took it. “It’s nice to see you again, doctor.” “Please, call me
Helaine.” He nodded politely. “I see you’re doing very well with
your book.” She reclaimed her hand with a smile. “I’ve been very,
very lucky,” she replied. “Indeed,” he said in return. “Excuse me,”
she heard herself saying again. It was too hot in the kitchen.
“Beer or wine, Stan?” “There’s dark beer in the crisper,” said Jon.
“Beer,” she heard Stan decide as she left the kitchen. She passed
through the crowded dining room into the empty living room and took
a deep breath of the quiet. “You’re back.” She was not alone.
“Anna?” She was tired and hungry, a little drunk. Not up to this
right now. “Where’s your cover girl?” Anna asked. Helaine sighed
wearily. “I don’t know. Have you seen her?” she replied. She really
didn’t know where the woman was. Anna laughed. “Actually, I did,”
she said, setting her glass down. “In a recent centerfold.” Her
hand rested on Helaine’s shoulder. “Is that right?” Helaine
answered. She wanted to beg out of this one. “How was she?” she
retorted. Anna felt her slipping away and tugged at her sleeve. “I
wouldn’t know that.” Helaine felt caught and blamed Robert for it.
She attempted to laugh the woman off. Anna kissed her. “What are
you after, Anna?” she asked, casting a glance toward the dining
room. “Why don’t you return my calls, Helaine?” Helaine exhaled.
Impossibly sexy. Impossibly stupid question, too. “Because I wasn’t
sure what you wanted,” she lied. Stupid answer. Anna grinned and
leaned close to whisper what she wanted. Helaine cleared her throat
and stepped back. “Is there anyone else?” Kay shouted to Robert.
“No. Everyone’s here, Kay. Put the food out.” Helaine was starving
and thankful for a reason to leave the room. “No, Anna, I can’t.”
She made to leave. “Couldn’t hurt,” Anna teased. “Just for fun?”
The food was being served. Fun. “I’m sorry, Anna. I couldn’t.” She
left the living room and took her seat at the table, dismissing the
proposition out of hand.

_____

 


“Happy birthday, Robert. Thank you, Kay. I
had a wonderful time tonight.”

“Goodnight, Helaine.”

“Don’t forget dinner, Friday.”

“That’s right, Kay.”

“You pick the restaurant,” Robert prompted.
“Surprise us.”

“Okay. Friday. Goodnight.”

_____

 


Only a woman knows what it takes to be a
man.

There are a lot of theories about her
client’s type of problem. Complex ideas that she can’t agree with.
The question as to whether he has a physical condition has been
disposed of. He does not. What he does have, Dr. Kristenson has
determined, is a very bad attitude. He is a brute and his wife is
beginning to understand that. The idea that he prematurely
ejaculates to deprive a woman of satisfaction is absurd. It would
imply a self discipline that he simply doesn’t own. She privately
believes he is an unsophisticated savage with no self control
whatsoever, that he has always had sex like that and he always will
because he is an inconsiderate misogynist with the mentality of a
thirteen-year-old boy.

His various efforts to “rehabilitate”
himself through extramarital affairs, with prostitutes, herbal
remedies, ancient rituals, vitamins, cock rings, visualization…and
now the exhaustive psychotherapy sessions, have produced no
positive gains, either for him or, more importantly, for his
wife.

He’s had a blast. His wife is almost
suicidal. They have been through five therapists including Dr.
Kristenson. No more sessions for these two.

“But I’m going to continue sessions with
your wife,” she assured the man. That didn’t trouble him. He smiled
like a buffoon. The wife welcomed private counseling as the doctor
had suspected she would and she recommended Dr. Jon to the husband.
Jon had been an everlasting kind of man. Perhaps at the very least
he could give the guy a couple of pointers. She didn’t say any of
that, of course. She simply handed him his card and concluded the
tedious Friday session.

She sat for a moment after they had left.
Beyond the closed blinds of the quiet office she knew a woman
stared out at the horizon. She could practically feel her there.
Sadder probably then she was ever meant to be. Helaine could not
stop thinking about her. Even working with blindfolds hadn’t
helped.

She was alarmed by how much she looked
forward to dinner with Robert and Kay at Frank’s Place tonight. All
just to peek at something she knew she couldn’t have. She couldn’t
believe how jittery she felt inside! The gloom that had been left
from the last appointment shed from her like an old skin and as she
freshened her makeup in the waiting room mirror she thought she saw
a familiar glint in her eye. Ah! She laughed at herself then. This
was the harmless part of an infatuation. She promised, as she
locked up the offices, to keep it that way. She rode the elevator
down to the street and aimed herself for Frank’s Place.

_____

 


“I love it! Like Casablanca in here,” Robert
declared.

They had been waiting for her. “Sorry I’m so
late.”

“Roll out the barrel,” he said, “great
place. Does everyone have a gun?”

She laughed.

“No,” said Kay, “they’re just really happy
to see you, Robert.”

It was raucous tonight. “Overjoyed,” Helaine
added with a wink.

“Better keep an eye on those rubber tree
plants, Robert,” Kay teased. “They’re moving.”

“Rubber tree plants? You’re kidding?
Where?”

“Against the wall,” Kay pointed with a
chuckle.

They all shifted in their chairs.

“Oh yeah. Very nice,” he said. “That one has
eyes for you, Helaine.”

“Which one?” Kay asked.

“There.”

It was the blue-eyed woman.

“Which one?” Kay asked again. “I can’t see
without my glasses.”

Helaine groaned as Robert pointed
conspicuously.

“The pretty one with dark hair.”

“Robert, please…”

“Classy. Do you know her, Helaine?”

Helaine hid in the menu. “Of course not. I
don’t know anybody here. That’s why I like it. Please leave the
poor woman be, Robert.”

They laughed at themselves. They were still
a bad influence on each other. The waiter brought a bottle of rosé
and they ordered dinner.

“Why were you late, Helaine?”

“Oh, just a problem case.”

“There’s a lot of those,” Kay said.

Robert nodded. “Yep. That’s what the courts
are for.” He gulped his wine. “To get at the truth, if it can be
got at. To throw justice at the infidels.”

Helaine chuckled. “Like Christians to the
lions, eh?” That woman was indeed watching them. How nice!

“Well, but only if they’re lying!” He was
pleased with that one.

“You two are so clever, a couple of cynics.”
Kay mocked. “You know her Helaine? She’s lovely.”

Helaine shook her head. “I thought you can’t
see?”

“I can see she’s a professional of some
kind. Smart.”

“Who?”

“The dark-haired woman over there.”

“Are you being obvious enough?” Helaine
laughed. “I don’t think you’re being obvious enough.”

“Nah,” said Robert, twisting his neck.
“We’re like you. Discreet.”

“Yah!”

“You’ll scare her away, Kay,” he teased.

Kay had her reading glasses on. Helaine
pretended to not be there with them. They were unpredictable goofs
sometimes. She grinned at their reflection in the window. Their
bobbing heads.

“No. That one doesn’t scare easily. Look how
she holds her head. A real queen,” Kay declared. “She’s definitely
staring at you, Helaine.”

Is that right? Helaine shot a glance toward
her. Didn’t scare easily? “Nonsense, Kay. Everybody looks at
everybody here. If I had a dollar for every look I got at this
table I’d be rich.”

“You’re already rich,” piped in Robert. “So
you’ve seen her before?”

The salads came to the rescue. “You can’t be
too rich, they say.”

“Or too thin,” he replied. “Eat. I’m wasting
away.”

“Me too,” Helaine said, with a mouth
full.

_____

 


Plink. Plank. Plink.

Helaine fingered the keys of her baby
grand, her one hand wandering peripatetic across the black and
white…all…or
noth…ing…at…plink…plank…plink…the other holding her
head up…half…a…love…never…appealed…to…plink, plank…oh, if your
heart…plink, plink…never…could…yield to…as she sat
slumped on the bench against the piano.

She rarely got the chance to play
anymore. She knew this song, though it didn’t sound it. She was
lost in her journey…than
I’d…rather…have…unaware that the tune was escaping
from her…nothing at all…it had
been in her head for weeks.

Must have heard it at Frank’s Place.

_____

 


After an eternity of foreplay Sharon still
wouldn’t penetrate her and Helaine’s womb had begun to hurt from
aching for it. The excitement in her chest had turned against her,
too, and she felt a sadness there instead, a desire to weep. She
sighed miserably into her lover’s neck and upon hearing it Sharon
stopped what she was doing, rested her weight on Helaine so she
couldn’t get up from the bed.

“Don’t want to play, doctor?”

“Sharon…” Helaine let go of her back and
tried to slide out from underneath her, but Sharon went rigid and
wouldn’t permit it. “Sharon, please,” she said in frustration. Her
breasts were tender and the weight on them was unpleasant. She
shifted her body to throw her off and Sharon grabbed her by the
wrists and pinned her to the pillow. She tongued her stomach,
pushing hard into the belly button and Helaine arched her back and
sighed again.

“Make love to me, Sharon,” she urged. She
felt her biting at her nipples again and defensively jerked them
away from her mouth. “Don’t. Just make love to me.”

“I hate that word,” Sharon warned, biting at
her neck.

“Don’t do this. Why are you doing this?”
Teasing, teasing. She groaned in exasperation. “Make love to me,
Sharon.”

Sharon laughed into the pillow. “That word.
You know I–”

That’s right. Forgot. It had been so long.
“Then fuck me–fuck me, if that’s what you like.”

Sharon let her wrists go. “Like? What I
like?”

“Like. Want. I don’t know,” Helaine
murmured, rolling onto her stomach. “Whatever.”

Every part of her ached. She lay still,
thoughts churning, searching for something better to say. Nothing
came to mind. Between her legs she was quite swollen. She closed
her eyes tight. The brilliant lights. She wanted them off now.
Perhaps she could sleep, sleep away the fog that had settled on her
soul tonight. Beside her Sharon had fallen ungodly quiet. She could
feel the woman’s malice and wasn’t sure where it had come from.
Tonight was bad. It was as if she had been watching herself all
evening. Nothing seemed natural. She put her hand over her eyes.
She hated being speechless.

“How long have I been gone, Helaine?”

“Sharon?”

It had been nine months. Helaine desperately
needed sex. Playing games all night had made it an impossibility,
too awkward. The woman beside her felt like a stranger, an
immovable stranger in her bed, laying motionless and hostile. Why,
she didn’t know. “Sharon? What is wrong?”

No response. Perhaps because she hadn’t gone
to the flat to look for her? Sharon hated coming uptown. Not her
set. Too quiet. “Sharon…?” She listened to the sound of Sharon’s
body snaking across the sheets toward her. The touch of a stranger.
She jumped at the feel of it and waited for her to speak, trying to
interpret her silence.

“Masturbate for me,” Sharon finally said,
lying heavy on Helaine’s back and probing along her sides.

Helaine tried to turn over. “Sharon…no.” A
police hold, or something like it. “Don’t be rough with me. I don’t
like it.”

“Don’t? How long have I been gone, I
asked.”

“Shar–” Harsh hands. “Nine months.“

“Like? Want?” She pushed Helaine’s
face into the pillow. “Whatever?”

“Sharon, you’re hurting me. I can’t
breathe.”

“Love,” Sharon
teased as she leaned into her, “masturbate for me, I
said.”

“Sharon…”

“Or else.”

“I don’t like this. I really don’t.”

Sharon felt between Helaine’s legs.
“Liar.”

Helaine brought her legs together. It was
difficult to breathe.

“Call me darling. You haven’t–open your
legs–called me darling all night.”

Darling? Was that true? All night? Helaine
lay quiet and still.

“Against your will then, doctor. What do you
say to that?”

“I would never forgive you for it.”

Sharon attempted to pry her legs
apart. “Open, darling,” she
whispered, jabbing her chin into Helaine’s shoulder
blade.

“If you don’t want to you don’t have to.
Leave me be, Sharon.”

“That would be darling, Dr. Kristenson.”

Helaine felt her legs giving. “Please...I
said forget it.”

“Spread your legs for me.”

“Listen to–”

“Do it.”

“Sharon, I don’t–” her legs were open
now.

The women lay locked in an ugly silence.

Helaine could hear her Sharon’s rapid
breathing. Hot breath on her back. “Sharon?” She strained to see
her, but couldn’t maneuver it. Sharon pressed down harder. “For
godsakes, Sharon,” she said through her teeth. “Let me go!”

Sharon released her arms. Helaine tried
propping herself up on her elbows and was pushed down again. She
listened behind her. “Darling…?” There she said it. The sound of
breathing, more weight on her back. “Talk to me, Sharon. Tell me
what I’ve done.”

“I don’t want to talk. I’m
concentrating.”

“Concentrating? Please! On what?”

“Fucking you.”

Helaine took a quick breath, exhaled. “Then
at least let me turn over.” More weight. She laid her face back
into the pillow.

“You have such a perfect ass, Dr.
Kristenson.”

Sharon fondled her, running her hand up her
sex. Helaine felt moist on her backside.

“The nicest I’ve had in months,” Sharon
drawled, feeling Helaine’s body stiffen at the offense. She pushed
against her anus.

“Sha–”

“You heard about all that, didn’t you?”

Helaine tried once more to get up and
failed.

“Easy,” Sharon warned, tightening her
grip.

Helaine froze.

“Perfect, Helaine Kristenson.” She licked
the small of her back and entered her in the rectum.

Helaine gasped and tried to fight her
off.

Sharon withdrew and held her down again.

“Sharon, don’t do this to me.
Please.”

“We’ll just take a little ride, Helaine.”
She dragged the blond kicking across the bed and bent her over the
edge of it.

They were both out of breath, the sheets
massed around them.

“You’re ruining me, you know? I can only do
blonds now.”

Ruined. Helaine was silent, her hair
sticking to her neck and shoulders, stuck to her face. She tried to
raise herself. Sharon leaned against her damp body and entered her
once more. She stifled a scream.

“Where are you when I’m not fucking you, Dr.
Kristenson?”

“I’m–this is–I’m–” Sharon had been hostile
ever since she stepped through the door. Helaine tightened. “I’m
not ready for thi–”

“Because you’re too tense. Relax
doctor.”

A flash of pain. Helaine groaned. “You’re
being too–” Sharon pushed deeper inside and Helaine moaned low in
distress.

“When I’m not fucking your gorgeous ass,
Helaine, where do you go?”

There was nothing to grab onto. It was
pointless to answer. Sharon pushed into her and pulled out
suddenly. In, then out again. Helaine put her hand over her eyes.
They were wet.

“Relax your legs for me.”

“Christ–” Her feet barely touched the floor.
She grabbed for the sides of the bed but couldn’t reach them.

“Chill, I said.”

Her arms were falling asleep. “Give me…a
second. I’m–” Her rectum felt full. She felt it begin to move in
spasms. Pleasure for the first time in months. She hated herself
for it. Sharon pressed against her stomach with her free hand and
raised her up slightly from the bed. She clutched at the sheets
around her in protest.

“Did I keep you waiting, doctor?”

“Wai–”

“Did I?”

Helaine’s insides rippled in waves, giving
out without her consent. “What–what do you mean?”

“Waiting for me. I kept you waiting?”

“Waiting,” she repeated. “I–” spasms.
Pleasure and pain. “Yes.” And hatred, coming in waves. Tidal. She
couldn’t prevent it. “Jesus…”
Cries filled her throat, slipping off her tongue and falling from
her lips into the bed sheets. She put her face into the pillow to
smother them. Moans, sighs, cries, Sharon’s favorite. She hadn’t
earned them tonight. “You’re hurt–”

“Then relax for me.”

The pillow was wet. “I…slower…can’t.”

“Call me darling then.”

“Slower. Slower
then…darling.”

Slower. Helaine relaxed her legs. Slow. She
clamped her hand over her mouth. Slow, slow, slow, slow, slow,
slow, slow, slow.

“Love,” Sharon
whispered. “God, I missed you.”

Pleasure. Nine months. Helaine moaned.

“Ahh…you’re a slut, Dr. Kristenson,” Sharon
murmured, kissing her shoulders and neck. “Do it for me.
Masturbate.”

Helaine shook her head.

“Pretend I’m someone else.”

She would not. “Let go of me, Sharon.”

“Never. Did you miss me?”

Her legs were closing once more. They were
forced open again.

“Want to hear some highlights from my trip,
Dr. Kristenson?”

Helaine winced.

No reply. Sharon pushed deeper inside her.
“Lift,” she demanded.

“I…my feet.”

Sharon inched her further down. “Bend,
Helaine.”

“I can’t.”

“There,” Sharon urged, placing a pillow
under her stomach. “Now bend.”

“You’re going to hurt me...?”

“No. Bend for me. Put your knee here.”

Helaine lifted her knee. Sharon pushed. “You
didn’t answer me.”

“You’re–why are you–”

“Say more, like you missed me.
More, darling.”

NO.

“More, Helaine. Then I’ll be gentle.”

“I’m–I’m…more.”

“More, darling.”

“Shar–”

Sharon dropped her weight.

Pressure. Too much pressure. “More,
darling,” Helaine finally whispered, “gentle.”

“Gentle what?” Sharon nudged.

“Gentle, darling....”

Slow and gentle and more.

“Say it, Helaine.”

Her legs ached. “What–more?” She regretted
letting Sharon in tonight.

“Fuck me–say it.”

Helaine buried her face into the sheets.
Pain more than pleasure now. Sharon’s face was close to her own.
She turned away from it. “Fuck me,” she muttered, clenching her
fists.

“Italy. Beautiful country, Helaine.”

Helaine sucked in sharply.

“Italy, dear doctor.”

Pressure. Helaine cried out.

Such a beautiful count–”

“Shar–”

“Warm. Affectionate blonds,” Sharon teased,
now stroking Helaine’s sex.

Helaine let out an anguished sigh, a series
of muffled sobs. Then silence. Sharon held her closer. “So fucking
beautiful. Such a beautiful little–” she backed her body into hers.
“You’re so w–”

“Sharon, Jesus…please…please, don’t talk to
me anymore.” Her arms and legs felt broken. She let them fall
slack.

“Dr. Kristenson?”

Helaine pressed her mouth into her arm and
made a sound in her throat.

“Beautiful,” Sharon murmured into the
blond hair. “Beautiful,” she said again, removing her hand from
Helaine’s stomach and stroking between her own legs.
“Helaine,” she called
softly.

_____

 


When Sharon finally rolled off of her,
Helaine lay for a moment where she was left, no sound, no movement,
then, nauseous and shivering, she crawled back to the center of the
bed and lay there on her stomach, the sheets bunched at her sides
and in her face. On the floor she could see her rumpled clothes,
left where Sharon had dropped them. In a minute she would be able
to stand again, she hoped, and she seriously considered getting
dressed and leaving. Behind her she could sense Sharon hovering,
but she didn’t have the energy to face her. She felt her hands
closing her legs together. She shut her eyes, hid her face in a
dampened pillow and listened to her heart beating in her eardrums.
It sounded like the ocean. The deep blue sea. Maybe she could
sleep. Her sentiments were irreparable though she may not have
known it yet. She hoped that Sharon wouldn’t dare make love to her
now. She throbbed with discomfort. Her clitoris hurt, the desire to
be satisfied there completely gone. Maybe Sharon would leave
instead.

Sharon sat down next to her, waiting for her
to say something. Helaine lifted herself silently from the bed and
stood beside it in a torpor, her color washed out by the harsh
light of the room. She squinted. The goddamned lights. They always
had to be on for this, she thought, avoiding eye contact.
Spotlights for these few-and-far-betweens, these…whatevers. Sharon
slid to the edge of the bed, studying her, and Helaine turned from
her view although from the corner of her eye she could still see
her, watching, grinning indecently, waiting, Helaine was sure, to
make her next move.

All these miserable games, Helaine thought,
measuring the distance to the bathroom. Ten feet. She steadied
herself and started walking.

Sharon stood up, her interest renewed. She
left the bed and followed in after Helaine, washing her hands at
the sink and then blocking the doorway while Helaine quietly
examined her own reflection and avoided her gaze.

The air was thick with bad energy and the
sight of the toppled blond in the mirror made Helaine feel fainter.
She shuddered. There was something sinister about the red traces of
lipstick around the woman’s nipples. Disassociated from her, there
seemed to be three women in the small bathroom and Helaine suddenly
felt trapped and claustrophobic in there, ashamed of her own
silence, threatened by the figure looming in the doorway.

“That was awful, Sharon. What in the world
is the matter with you?”

Sharon shifted in agitation. She looked
poisonous, but said nothing.

“Are you this rough with–”

“Oh, c’mon. Who the fuck is it,
Helaine?”

“Who is–?”

“Don’t give me that shit. Who the fuck is
it?”

Helaine was still dazed and it took her a
moment to fully understand. She stood dumbfounded. How ridiculous
she felt. An image darted into her mind and feeling scandalized by
the suggestion she put it out hurriedly while the specter of a
double standard glared at her from the doorway.

“Sharon,” she said incredulously, “you must
be joking.”

Sharon scoffed. “No, I don’t joke, Helaine.
Is it a man or a woman?”

“A–why would you think that?” Helaine was
eager to get dressed again. She eyed Sharon anxiously. “You know me
better than that.”

“Two hours, Helaine? Two hours before asking
me to fuck you?”

Helaine attempted to pass through the
doorway without commenting, but Sharon stopped her with her arm.
She distrusted her now, stepped backwards. “Why should I have to
ask you, Sharon? Why do I need to?”

Sharon smiled a ruthless grin. “Because I
like it that way.”

“You like it that way? Watching the clock
for two hours and…?” Helaine felt vulnerable in the doorway. Sharon
grabbed her around the waist and she covered her breasts to protect
them.

“He, Dr.
Kristenson?” She pushed the hair from Helaine’s eyes. “Or
she?”

Helaine stared back in disbelief. She had no
desire to pursue it. She extricated herself and slipped past
Sharon, back into the bedroom for her clothes.

Sharon was not about to drop the subject.
“Why didn’t you come, Helaine?”

Why didn’t she? Playing all evening, trying
to counterfeit her orgasm, trying to get her to come without
penetration, brutalizing her– “Why the hell are you here?”

“Why didn’t you look for me at the flat?”
Sharon demanded.

Helaine snatched a robe from the closet.
“Why aren’t you ever there when I need you?” She didn’t like the
sound of her own voice anymore.

Sharon looked triumphant. “I’m here now,”
she said defiantly.

Indeed. Helaine clutched the robe to her
chest and sat down on the end of the bed, wrapping it around her
shoulders. She studied Sharon Chambers, her magazine grin, her
million dollar smile. It was a caricature of the intelligent one
she used to have when they had first met. Sharon had changed it,
enhancing her lips, improving her teeth, fixing everything she
thought was wrong about her. In reality, she had no character left.
It was gone. In its place was now a terrible perfection, the look
of an exotic orchid cultivated indoors artificially, perishable out
of its own glass house and incapable of thriving in a garden. The
sly smile was now just a bit of a snarl. Her smart looks reduced to
nothing more than raw animal cunning.

Character. It seemed Ms. Chambers couldn’t
even distinguish right from wrong anymore. Never apologized.
Helaine stared at her, wondering if it might occur to her to do so,
but Sharon just smiled that crass magazine grin back at her. The
most-beautiful-girl-in-the-world grin.

Tonight Sharon seemed to be wearing that
title with a sort of tired pride. There was something dark lurking
in those beautiful eyes, a look of chilling introspection. Helaine
shivered. She could feel sorrow creeping up in her again. It came
from a heavy womb and flowed into her heart.

“Sharon, I–”

The phone rang in the adjoining room. Sharon
glanced over her shoulder and back and her eyes narrowed with
suspicion. “Shame on you, Dr. Kristenson. You were expecting
someone?”

“Of course not.” Three rings. Helaine rose
from the bed to answer it.

“Why isn’t the machine on?” Sharon
snapped.

“Because I’m here.” Sharon was blocking her
exit. “I have to answer it.”

Sharon beat her there. “Hello,” she said
brusquely, holding Helaine off with her hand.

“Sharon, give it to me.”

“Helaine?”

“She’s a little tied up right now. Who’s
calling?”

“Sharon, give me my phone!”

“Oh, really? Does she need me to call the
police?”

“Who the hell is this?” Sharon demanded.

“Robert Keagan. That would be
esquire to you. Put
Helaine on, please.”

Sharon handed over the phone. “Keagan
Esquire,” she muttered.

“Good evening?” Helaine answered, aware it
came out strained.

“Helaine? Robert here. I see your prodigal
brute has returned.”

“Yes. How are you?” She kept one eye on
Sharon.

“We wanted to invite you out for dinner. Kay
loved Frank’s. But I guess you’ll be in hiding for awhile?”

She could not discuss this now. “You’ll have
to call me at the office Monday. I don’t have my appointment book
in front of me,” she said in a hollow tone. She watched Sharon
pacing like a warrior.

“Uh, I see. Okay. I should call on
Monday?”

“Yes. That will be fine.” She had lost sight
of Sharon. “Yes, Monday then. Monday, Robert. I’ll talk to you
then.”

“I hate that woman. You should see what she
does to you.”

She glanced into the mirror beside the desk.
Yes, she saw it.

“We’re in the middle of something here,”
Sharon interrupted.

“Thanks for calling, Robert. Say hi to Kay
for me.”

“Monday. I will. Talk to you then.”

She put the phone down and turned on the
answering machine.

“He hates me, doctor. Why is that? Are you
having an affair with him?”

Helaine sighed. “He’s my lawyer, that’s all.
And an old friend. I have them you know.” Her taut voice. She
pulled the robe on the rest of the way and tied it. “You cannot
answer my phone. If it was a client–we agreed on that. I do not
interfere in your life. Why are you bullying me tonight?”

Sharon smirked. “You do not have the right
to fuck around while I’m away. I will interfere with that. You can
count on it.”

Helaine was taken aback. “I do
not fuck around. What about
you, Sharon?” She was not herself. “Weren’t you going to brag to me
about your Italian excursions?”

“I did Italy, Dr. Kristenson. How does that
feel? You know about it, I hope?”

Yes, she had heard all about Italy. Yes, she
had caught wind of it and even her friends were talking. She knew
it all anyway, without having to be told or reminded, without
having it thrown in her face. She folded her arms and stared at her
feet.

“You better not be fucking around on me,
Helaine.”

“Sharon? How is it that you can but I
can’t?”

Sharon shook her head and laughed.

“That is what you’re telling me, right?”
Helaine asked. “That I shouldn’t even think of it?”

“I can because I am
the Sharon Chambers. You can’t
because you are the Dr.
Kristenson.”

Helaine saw her grin again and looked
away. It was a sad confrontation, a poor substitute for what she
had been longing. The Sharon
Chambers. She searched the woman’s face for her lover, the one that
had somehow gotten away, eluded the both of them. Could she still
be in there, behind that animal grin? Did she love that animal? Did
that animal love her or did it just like the taste of her? It
smiled back inscrutably.

Demons and skeletons, Helaine was thinking.
That’s her real essence. And ghosts that haunted the creature by
day and night. Here’s a ghost: her father, leaving a wife and a
little one to fend for themselves. Here’s another one: a beautiful
mother. And a beautiful daughter. The Chambers women. They were
estranged. How long now, fifteen years? A mother banishing her
daughter.

Two beauties in the same house, in an unholy
battle for the illicit affections of the same man. It was not the
oddest scenario the good doctor had ever heard about, but it was
still quite tragic. Mother and daughter in a battle, youth gaining
the upper hand, for a suitor who was taking his pleasure at the
expense of both of them. That was Sharon’s cross, an ugly secret
that the press would never hear about. No, not that Sharon
Chambers’ first paramour belonged to her mother, but rather her
broken heart over the resulting loss of her mother’s affections.
Probably the only thing her heart would break over. Ugly secrets,
everybody had them, but here was a secret so secret that even
Sharon didn’t know about it.

A shudder again. Sharon grinned like a skull
does. Involuntary. Of course she did, like a skull hidden by skin,
she was hiding from herself and her secret, masked in a brand new
smile, disguised in a stranger’s face. A smile or a snarl or a
sneer. Who cares as long as it’s different than the real one, the
one she was born with? Couldn’t she be happy now, now that she no
longer bore any resemblance to anyone, now that she wouldn’t have
to see her mother’s face always glaring back at her in the
mirror?

Sure she could, if happiness, like beauty,
was only skin deep.

Sharon’s expression had softened somewhat.
Helaine tried to smile for her. “There is no one, darling. Believe
me. I wouldn’t do that to you,” she assured. “Please,” she said,
signaling for her to sit beside her. “Take this off for me.”

Sharon slipped the robe off, pushed her
backwards into the sheets and pillows. Warily the legs opened again
and Sharon lay between them. Weak from struggling, Helaine draped
her arms around her lover’s neck and, as was customary, whispered
her name to her, sighing it gently into the silky dark hair,
sighing with relief when, without hesitation, Sharon finally
entered her.

It took over an hour for Helaine to orgasm.
Her lover left shortly after that.

_____

 


It was a terminally ill relationship. No
saving it. The middle-aged couple seated before her quarreled as if
Dr. Kristenson wasn’t even there, each adamantly digging deeper
into their positions. She gazed over their heads at the woman who
had just appeared on the fifteenth floor. She was holding herself
as she was prone to do this time of day, standing heroically and
staring off toward the harbor. Helaine sighed with happiness at the
sight of her up there and the sound of it contrasted so sharply
with that of the grumbling couple that they ceased their discourse
and looked at her quizzically. She smiled back as if she had been
with them the whole while and they glanced accusingly at each other
and then waited for the good doctor to speak.

She had written the book on all this, which
they both claimed to have read. If so, then surely they knew they
were in the final chapter. She instructed them to continue their
conversation, avoiding, if they could, the use of the word “you”
all the time. “Say, ‘I feel’ or ‘I think.’ It’s less accusing.”
They tried that for a few seconds.

Their issues were not too exceptional, the
usual garden variety stuff. His wife was his infidel. Her husband
just needed to get over it. Both of them were heavily entrenched
and in serious denial about the unfavorable future disposition of
their marriage. In a way, Dr. Kristenson mused as they picked up
their debate where they had left off, his wife was more right than
he was. He probably should just get over it since she was unlikely
to sacrifice her extramarital meanderings, counseling or not. She
wondered how the woman would feel if he actually did, if he
actually woke up one clear day and took a look around him and saw
her at last, who she really was, and quietly walked away.

Dr. Kristenson kept one eye on the woman up
in the window across the street. Her name, she had learned last
Friday night at Frank’s Place, was Lydia.

She overheard the couple attempting to
discuss some of her theories about “working it out” but, in truth,
it was rather too late for that. He had the right to quit on her
anytime if he could find the strength to do it. She watched Lydia
and listened to their pitched voices, nodding encouragingly at all
the right times, urging them to continue whenever they halted their
discussion and glanced in her direction.

Lydia.

It was the husband who persisted with these
sessions. His perfidious mate only attended in order to placate
him, to bury him alive in false hopes and deceive him into
believing she was trying to reform. It was clear that this would
never happen. She had already wasted a great deal of his time and
good faith in this effort to suspend his disbelief. And his money.
His money was probably the only thing about the man that his wife
still found attractive.

Dr. Kristenson lamented her decision to
follow Lydia to Frank’s Place. Not only because it was
undisciplined and against the rules to do so, but because seeing
the dark-haired woman up close had caused a kind of crisis in her
which had yet to subside.

She rose up with the conclusion of the
couple’s session and booked them for another one the following
week. In her journal beside the entry concerning them she wrote
“impassioned” when what she really meant was “impasse.”

_____

 


She was Lydia. That was all she knew of her. She was
Lydia in the fifteenth floor window of the huge investment firm of
Soloman-Schmitt. Lydia applying her lipstick. Lydia at happy hour.
Lydia with blue eyes. Lydia at Frank’s Place just down the block
where, by coincidence, Helaine liked to eat anyway.

Dr. Kristenson’s day had ended and she was
unsure of what to do next.

_____

 


She was fabulous in bed. If she wanted to
be. But even at the start it was in a distinctly mannered way,
technical and adept, as if she didn’t actually care to touch or be
touched, except in appraisal. Foreplay, too, was a bit of a
performance. She kissed very little, almost never held hands, and
didn’t have the patience for sweet nothings. At times she emoted so
little warmth during the act that it seemed likely she had left her
body completely, was floating somewhere above the two of them,
hanging up there to get a better view of herself, to see how good
she looked at it, or how good she was doing. It was, if Helaine
thought about it too much, unnerving to have Sharon always watching
like that. There was something strangely voyeuristic about it, a
perfidy that went beyond her chronic unfaithfulness.

Still, there was nothing implicitly wrong
with the lovemaking and Helaine was never left dissatisfied. It did
not usually pay off well to criticize a lover so she never did.
Besides every lover was different. It was wrong to compare them.
She was optimistic that Sharon’s quirks would eventually be cured,
was willing to overlook the minor shortcomings.

But in her silent consent their love life
developed into a practiced ritual with Sharon Chambers performing
the rites, a consummate priestess in the bedroom. Lots of bedrooms,
unfortunately. Sex, it’s just sex, she insisted, a necessary evil,
a tool for achievement. Helaine’s objection to her persistent
infidelities was always rebuked with that argument. He means
nothing. She means nothing. Career, career, career. As if Sharon
was the only woman who ever had to work. Helaine had grown tired of
debating it. It was something she was expected to grin and
bear.

Fate smiled on Sharon in much the same way,
permitting her to succeed over it, as well. Her career skyrocketed;
there was now, as far as Helaine could see, no reason for the
promiscuous behavior to continue. Yet it did, as if by a sick
compulsion.

The legendary over-sexed Sharon Chambers.
Her new position: She was simply maintaining her mythical
reputation.

Myth then she would be.

In their bedroom, however, Sharon no longer
desired to be made love to. She only wanted to fuck Helaine. This
version of lovemaking claimed the rest of their sex life and by the
time that Helaine finally came to grips with what had happened to
them it was impossible to change it. As impossible as getting
Sharon to be faithful. Helaine saw herself immobilized, standing in
a falling rock zone, her lover wandering recklessly on a path to
disaster.

Sharon had had a fine day in the sun, better
and longer than most people get out of living. All too soon,
Helaine tried to counsel, it would be over and at the rate the
model was going she would be destroyed by it in the end. She gently
advised her to settle down. But Sharon Chambers did just as she
pleased even when it was unpleasant and regarded every near miss as
the proof of her indestructibility.

The fiasco in Italy had hit all the
international papers even before Sharon had thought to return. Her
off-color comments about the controversy as she was departing from
Rome, suggesting derisively that her critics were guilty of being
“too Catholic,” had bristled a great many shoulders, and,
unfortunately for Sharon, many great shoulders as well. There were
plenty in the industry who didn’t care for the super-model as it
was and she had already begun to stretch her friendships within it
a bit too thin.

Sharon lay low for months before leaving
town again. During that time Helaine watched as she further
alienated herself from the people she needed with her angry long
distance diatribes and equally bizarre conspiratorial accusations.
To make matters worse, she impulsively fired her longtime agent and
she did not know nor trust his replacement. Her extracurricular
activities had earned her the added attention she coveted, but the
press did not drool over her in quite the same way as they used to
and she had frequent run-ins with the paparazzi that now and then
trailed after her. She resented the declassé treatment, offended
not so much by the ugly coverage, but how it hindered her
lifestyle.

That was a surprisingly good excuse for
Helaine to keep a low profile, too. She refrained from visiting the
waterfront flat since she did, after all, have her own reputation
to consider. The handful of clandestine visits that Sharon made to
her place did not accomplish much in alleviating the hostilities
between them and by the time that Sharon had left for California,
Helaine was so fatigued and unhappy that she really didn’t miss her
lover for weeks.

“I’ll call you,” Sharon had lied. “Don’t go
frigid on me, Dr. Kristenson.”

“Don’t worry, darling. It’ll never
happen.”

_____

 


With a prurient expression the good doctor
watched Lydia through the blinds walking to Frank’s Place. She was
shocked to see herself doing this all the time, concerned by
Sharon’s insinuations and the methods she had employed against a
mere suspicion. In the past few months she had gradually come to
the alarming conclusion that, no matter what the circumstances were
between them, Sharon would never permit herself to be replaced.
There would never be a successor. This had been both implied and
expressed in a number of horrifying ways. So it was with great
apprehension that Helaine observed herself observing. And in her
observations this Friday afternoon she had to finally accept that
her heart was not her own anymore. That she did not recognize it as
belonging to Sharon, either. That a foolish thing had happened to
further complicate her life. Something she must run from or reckon
with somehow.

She saw Lydia disappear into Frank’s and her
stomach growled. She laughed out loud at the sound of it. It
actually growled! She was clinical. The hunger was obviously
psychological. Great, and now she was even thirsty! She had to
admit that her throat felt dry. She laughed at herself. It was
almost funny, finding oneself at the mercy of an unheard bell,
seeing herself like Pavlov’s dogs, panting.

It wouldn’t be funny if she fell in love
with that stranger, she warned. Her heart leapt at the thought of
it, stimulated by its own dilemma.

_____

 


Another book signing, another lecture,
another month. And then another. And another. There was every
indication this was the rest of her life. That damn book! Someone
wanted her to write a weekly column. She turned it down. She did
not want to become a household word, her face in every kitchen like
some popular detergent, making the whites whiter or the colors
brighter, getting the spots out of all the glasses. She liked
things as they were, somewhat confidential.

The rest of her life. It could be spent just
like this. Waiting for Sharon Chambers, leering after Lydia so and
so, whoever she was. That could go on forever, she worried. Or
perhaps in a year it would be someone else. Worse, she could take
up the offers of ex-lovers. Go back in time instead of forward. Or
hang in the now, in emotional limbo, until her friends desert
her.

The future. She wanted that to be a woman
named Lydia, as unlikely as that seemed.

Lydia. It had yet to set in with her
tall-dark-handsome that the blue-eyed woman had thrown him off.
Helaine watched smugly as he relentlessly tugged at her chain. She
still wore it, of course, but she didn’t want to be taken prisoner
by him anymore, watching as he flirted with her friends and took
lesser women home, waiting until he got the idea to satisfy her. It
was over before he knew it. He tugged at the chain in disbelief,
pushed at all her buttons, but the woman no longer responded to
him. He had lost her.

Good for you, Helaine thought, watching the
woman struggle with her broken heart. It probably didn’t feel like
it to her, but that was the healthy thing to do. She shouldn’t
begrudge him for the heartbreak, though. A broken heart can make a
woman out of you. If you’re well meaning, it makes you a tender
lover. If you’re not, like poor Sharon Chambers, it makes you hard
and cruel.

But it was a sorry thing to see nonetheless.
It had taken some of the wind out of the queen’s sails. She sat
cheerless with her friends or sometimes stared off into the
distance. Helaine felt her eyes on her sometimes when she sat
reading in the window seat. Just as Kay had said, she was staring
at her, with eyes of a sleepwalker, roaming eyes, something
undefined beneath all that preoccupation.

Fleeting fantasies, Dr. Kristenson realized,
humanity’s cheapest narcotic. Everyone fell victim to them at some
point. Romeo had put the woman up on shelf and in her current state
of mind she felt most comfortable there. She was keeping herself
from him and a world of similar suspects. That was understandable.
She mistrusted her desires now and in repressing them they bubbled
up in unexpected places. If she had too much to drink, she dropped
her guard and there they were popping up in a fantasy. It was,
after all, the safest place to keep them at the moment. Safe
excursions, mental joyrides. Helaine had no objection to being her
vehicle. She let her look as long as she liked.

_____

 


Dr. Helaine Kristenson, not only watching
but being watched, the sleepwalker from time to time searching her,
undressing her with her eyes. Again and again she was stripped bare
by her, until her conscience was hardwired for it, until she could
feel it happening without even looking. She knew by the flustered
expression that appeared on Lydia’s face whenever she looked at her
that she was shocked by what she saw herself thinking, so Helaine
feigned to be unaware. Yes, it was opportunistic, but she was not
going to discourage it. She wanted to be accessible, to pull the
woman under a spell as deep as the ocean, to be as warm and
comforting as a favorite blanket.

Witchcraft. Those fingers through the hair
and subconscious come-hither stares. The young man had left a charm
on Lydia. Dr. Kristenson bet the woman hadn’t expected that to
happen, that he would leave a spell on her, make her wander
restless, leave her heart swollen and ripe for the taking. If she
would ever let herself be taken again. IF. But not by him, though.
That was obvious.

What an unlucky guy to be born such a fool!
Helaine reveled in his misfortune.

_____

 


“Fatal exception? What’s that mean?”

(Computer problems.)

“That’s the third time this week. We should
update this, Dr. Kristenson.”

Four o’clock. Her secretary was hoping to
leave early this Friday. She glanced at her watch.

“Leave it until Monday, Jen.” Helaine was
hoping, too.

“It doesn’t seem to be having any negative
affect,” Jenny offered as she put on her coat. “I’ll look at it
Monday.” She was about to leave when the phone rang.

Exceptions? Yes, Helaine was thinking, they
could be fatal sometimes.

“Good afternoon. Dr. Kristenson’s.” Jenny
shot a look at the doctor. “One moment, please. I’m not sure if
she’s still here…it’s a Sharon Eddlebaum?” she whispered.

Sharon? “I’ll take it in the office. You can
go, Jen.” She waited for the sound of a closing door. “Sharon?”

“Is the
doctor in?”

“Is everything all right?” Gone four months
and a phone call? Helaine had heard very little about Sharon’s
forays this time.

“Calling to see if you miss me,
Helaine. So there.”

Missed her? A little. She swiveled the chair
around and lifted the blinds. Lydia. She spun back, put her elbows
on the desk. “Of course. Where are you?”

“LA. On
contract. Trying to behave myself.
How’s my
favorite blond?”

Helaine hesitated, fighting the urge to look
over her shoulder.

“That would be you, Helaine. I
said how
are you?”

(How am I?) Helaine coughed. (Horny.)
“What’s your itinerary, Sharon? When do you return?” she asked,
casting a guilty look over her shoulder.

“Don’t know yet.
My agent and
all. Busy,
busy.”

Helaine overheard voices in the background.
“Working?”

There was a brief pause.
“Yeah.”

A painfully dissatisfying conversation. She
wished she would come out with it. A phone call. Was she trying to
prove something?

“You going
to be home
tonight?”

(NO.) “What time?”

“Late.”

Late? Of course, where else? “I’ll be
there.”

“I’ll try to call then.”

Try? How unnerving! Helaine’s hands trembled
in acute rage.

“Helaine?”

“Okay.”

“I’ve got
to run, Dr. Kristenson.”

“Where are you staying, Sharon? Don’t you
have a number?”

“I’m leaving here tomorrow night.
I’ve got
to go.
Be home
tonight, Helaine.”

Be home? “Okay.” She loathed herself for
agreeing to it. Where would she go anyway? She heard the click and
a dial tone and slammed the receiver.

Lydia, up on her throne. Helaine dropped the
blinds again. It was becoming a ridiculous battle. Up and then
down. Up. Down.

She took a deep breath. Friday. Hungry.
Thirsty. Etceteras.

_____

 


If she had to guess she’d say it was her
smell she had fallen in love with. The inebriating bittersweet of
her. On her skin. In her hair. Like the flowering plum trees of her
childhood. Childhood in her mother’s garden. Before she was cast
out of it.

And it was the sound of the beautiful blond.
The reckless surrender in her voice, the bedroom voice, her pretty
moans, the helpless orgasms, the drawn out dying when she was made
love to. The resurrection. It was easy to love Helaine Kristenson.
She was a goddess.

Snagging her was, as far as Sharon was
concerned, her greatest conquest.

But Helaine was different last time. Cool.
She suspected her, though she hadn’t discovered a reason for it.
She was not the type for affairs, Sharon knew, but still something
had changed to make her doubt the woman. She couldn’t quite put her
finger on it. Perhaps she had left her too long? That had been a
long time. And of course the coverage. Endless. The blond was very
sensitive to that. Some people were about such things. She was glad
she wasn’t one of them.

It was two in the morning, Helaine’s time.
Sharon dialed her home. It rang once. Twice. Three times. Four?
Five? Where was she? Six? Seven times?

“Hello?”

A sleepy sexy voice. Sharon’s insides
jumped. She listened quietly as Helaine repeated the greeting and
then, without speaking a word herself, hung up.

Good. Her lover was where she told her to
be.

_____

 


Saturday. Half a day at the office.
The damn computer. Something wasn’t working right. Helaine hoped
that Jenny could fix it or the week ahead would be a mess. She
attempted to shut it off. Another fatal
exception. What exactly is a
fatal exception?

Maybe a fatal exception is what happened to
spring this year, Helaine mused along the way to Frank’s Place for
lunch. It certainly was negligent. Rain. Snow. Cold. Not a bloody
sign of it. She stepped into the foyer and took her coat off.

“Ah! Dr. Kristenson.”

She smiled at the waiter, holding her finger
to her lips.

He read lips, she had learned from him.
“Trust me,” he said.

She did.

“This weather–I’ve left something warm at
your table.”

“A body?” she teased.

He laughed. “I’m sorry, no.” He pulled out
the chair for her. “We’ll have to work on that.”

She sipped the brandy he had set out for her
and scanned the menu.

He was taking her order when Lydia walked
in. “Ooh,” he said to Helaine under his breath, “here’s your warm
body.”

Lydia. “You’re bad,” she scolded into the
menu.

“Let’s make her ladyship feel welcome then.”
He tucked the menu under his arm and went to greet her.

Helaine grabbed her book and pretended to be
engrossed with it, sending the woman her most casual smile as the
waiter escorted her to a table on the other side of the room.

Oh, he was sharp. Son-of-a-gun, Helaine
lipped in admiration. He grinned back, pleased with himself, his
silver hair and spectacles gleaming with a fantastic light. She
wondered how far he could go with this and sat back into her chair,
watching from the corner of one eye as Lydia relaxed and sipped at
a glass of red wine, compliments, no doubt, of the patient
waiter.

Lydia on a Saturday, hiding all the way
across the room, against the wall. Helaine cursed herself for the
cable knit and baggy woolen trousers. It was so cold though and she
hadn’t expected her. She waited to see if it would make a
difference.

It did not.

Why was she hiding in the shadows then? Why
not say something to me for godsakes? She sighed inaudibly and
stared out the window without changing her pose. Was it too late to
stop this?

Her food came, served with a wry smile which
she ignored. A fabulous dish of seafood, she eyed it hungrily but
barely touched it. Her stomach was over-stimulated and she felt
strangely self-conscious bringing anything near her lips. She
couldn’t trust herself to that sensation. She felt compelled
instead to lie down and Frank’s was hardly the place for this. The
waiter came back later and she asked him to wrap it up for her,
putting her face into her book, back into chapter whatever. She
must have read it fifteen times today, dumbly dragging her eyes
over the words as if she were suddenly an idiot. What did she
really know anyway? Stupid books. Case studies.

_____

 


Sex, drugs and rock ‘n’ roll, and a few
under-aged prostitutes. Guess who’s in the thick of it?

“Whoweee. Some people sure know how to
live!”

Helaine eavesdropped, cringing as a
blond-haired woman explained it all to Lydia. The story was on
everyone’s lips. Everywhere.

“The super-model, Liddy. What planet are you
from anyway?”

“I wouldn’t know the woman if I fell over
her, Del.”

Helaine was glad to hear that. She sat back
in her chair in relief. She was pressed for time tonight, a book
signing and then later cocktails at the Keagans.

Lydia’s table. They seemed to be moving in
on Helaine lately. She bet that was no accident and searched the
room for the waiter. He acknowledged her and started for her
table.

Lydia. Helaine saw her smile and drop
her head. She was glad the woman had never heard of
the Sharon Chambers. It reflected
well on her. She wished she had never heard of her, either. She
smiled demurely and looked away.

_____

 


Seven o’clock. Helaine paid the bill,
collected her things, and made her way through the crowded bar. She
was going to have to hear about Ms. Chambers all night, she was
sure. The model and her colleagues had created quite a mess for
themselves and, as for Sharon herself, she had outdone even her own
reputation. It was time to make some long overdue decisions.

_____

 


Beep. “Helaine? Where are you? (impatient
sigh) I’ll try back later.” Beep. “I’m coming back briefly. I’ve
got to return in thirty days for–I’m sure you heard. Helaine? If
you’re there pick up. (pause) Shit. Where the hell are you?” Beep.
“I’ll be at the flat by Tuesday (noise in the background). Call me
there.”

Worrisome messages from Sharon. Helaine
erased them and threw herself down on the couch. Sharon, it’s over.
Sharon, I don’t want to see you anymore. Sharon, we need to break
it off. Sharon, I can’t do this anymore. Sharon, I don’t love you
anymore. Sharon, you’re on your own now. Sharon.

The sleepwalker in Frank’s Place was
emerging from her trance. Soon she would be wide awake. Helaine had
worried that when Lydia did come to she might be horrified by how
far she had strayed, but that did not seem to be the case. She
blushed a lot about it, that’s all. At this point Helaine knew it
was simply inexperience holding the woman back. And the lack of
encouragement.

Sharon Chambers loomed like a dark shadow
over her happiness. Helaine realized that she had mismanaged the
entire situation. Had underestimated everyone and everything in it.
Especially herself.

On the couch and off the couch again.
Contemplating the future was proving to be strenuous exercise.
Helaine paced from room to room. There was a mountain of duties she
had shirked or set aside. Doing so had led to a complicated turning
point, a turn which she was in danger of missing if she didn’t
handle the moment right.

She could seduce Lydia, that seemed possible
now, but she didn’t want a backdoor affair with the woman. She very
much doubted Lydia would tolerate being someone’s other woman in
any event. Especially another woman’s other woman. No, not likely.
Ugh! It was a complicated folly and Helaine didn’t relish having to
explain it to anyone. Oh, good faith–one of her own tenets–it was a
lot easier said than done!

She lay on her bed in the darkened bedroom,
listening to the horns and bells and yells of the world just
outside her window. It was as if they had decided to throw a party
and everyone was invited. She wanted to run outdoors and join them.
Shout at the moon and count the stars in the sky. Fall down.

Falling, just like children in the damp,
night grass. Sixteen, she fell like this. Eighteen, she fell.
Twenty. Thirty. Forty and falling. Falling in love to the ground,
or in a back seat. She remembered the sensation, love with boys so
young their bodies were still as smooth as girls. Girls. Pure love
without hesitation, without a contract, rolling in love in the
grass and all around her the starry skies of youth to hide and seek
in. Joy without prescription, before her body hardened to the
natural feel of it. Seventeen’s joy. Lifting herself up in the
brand new night and day. And twenty-one again. Wandering in
yesterday’s dawn, peering from it unafraid at green, cloudless
horizons, the twists and folds of them looking just like unmade
beds. Forty. A blue moon was recalling morning and playfully
tugging at her night sheets. Forty. Her life lit up like a torch,
burning the darkness away.

We all fall down. Helaine Kristenson knew
she had fallen like that again. She could smell the grass around
her, feel the dew on it where she lay staring up at the moon. Forty
and the moon was blue. She couldn’t change it back even if she
wanted.

It was necessary to face Sharon. She had to
confront them both with reality. She would, of course, omit any
mention of Lydia. There was no point in it. Lydia was exactly the
type that Sharon Chambers would want to eat alive. That had to be
avoided at all costs. The tiger and the lady. Helaine smiled grimly
at the prospect.

Tuesday. That would be the day. She was
resolved to it. She would never again have to see herself searching
the waterfront. Never.

She undressed and studied her body in the
mirror. Not much had changed since she was last in love. She
couldn’t remember when that was. The gods had treated her well in
the meantime, she acknowledged gratefully. Her face? Well, it
seemed to have gone a bit sallow. Some wrinkles. Tired eyes. The
skin was no longer perfect. Perhaps Lydia hadn’t noticed these
things. She stared apprehensively into the looking glass, straining
to see what the blue eyes saw, no longer worrying about anything
else.

_____

 


“We have to talk.”

“It’s no big deal, Helaine. It’s not true
anyway. I don’t do children.”

“No, I really need to talk to you.”

“Helaine, not now.”

“When?”

“I just got a message–I wasn’t supposed to
leave jurisdiction. We can’t talk about this now. I’ve got to go
back to LA.”

“LA? When, Sharon?”

“ASAP, they said. I’ve retained an attorney.
Helaine…I don’t know when I’ll be back. My new agent quit.”

“I’m too old for this.”

“Helaine…”

“Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“Helaine, I know you’re upset…it’s a
mess…I’ll talk with you when I get back.”

“Sharon, it’s more than that. We need to
talk now.”

“More than what?”

“I can’t do this anymore. I simply can’t. Do
you know how old I am?”

“How–No, actually I don’t.”

“I just turned forty, Sharon. FORTY.”

“Forty? Listen to me. I did not have sex
with minors. I know how you are about tha–”

“Listen to me. I don’t care anymore and I
don’t want to hear about it. Not from you. Not from the press.
Certainly not from my friends.”

“I see…so you’re having a mid-life crisis on
me. Is that it?”

“At least, Sharon.”

“Let me come over. I’ll make it better.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Helaine?”

“It’s too late for that now.”

“You’re seeing someone!”

“No.”

“We’ll work it out. Your words. When I come
back.”

“I want to see–if you can see people, I
can.”

“No, Helaine, you can’t. I need to know
you’re waiting. You can’t.”

Silence.

“I’ll be back in less than two months.”

Two more months? “What do you want from me,
Sharon?”

“That’s simple. You.”

“This relationship is not acceptable
to me.”

“We’ll work it out I said.”

“I don’t want to.” Helaine’s voice cracked.
“It’s too late.”

“Helaine…let me come over.”

“Seven years of this nonsense. I don’t want
to see you, Sharon.” She sobbed it.

“Helaine…Hel-aine…”

“Don’t! Don’t do that to
me.”

“Helaine, I have to catch my plane soon. If
I don’t then they’ll say I’m a flight risk. I’ll be living in the
LA county jail if that happens.”

(Where you belong.)

“Helaine? Helaine, we’ll talk about this
when I get back.”

Silence.

“Please…I can’t do this now, Helaine. When I
get back, we’ll fix it.”

“Sharon…”

“I’ve got to go. Everything will be fine.
I’ll call you from LA.” (click)

“Sharon?”

_____

 


There was no end in sight to the scandal. No
word from Sharon in LA.

_____

 


“She’s a contagion. They should quarantine
her.”

Neither Helaine nor Kay disagreed. They
glanced at each other and back to Robert.

“I still have the floor?” They usually
stopped him from venturing too far with this subject. “Okay…you
should give her the boot and send her walking down some other Joe’s
runway. They say she owns a place in LA County.” He raised his
eyebrows skeptically. “Did you know that, Helaine?”

No she did not. “Is that right?”

“Robert.” Kay was ready to intercept but
Helaine urged him to continue.

“Go on. Where else?”

“It’s not clear. They’ll find out though. It
all comes out.”

Helaine was visibly disturbed at this idea.
“Let’s hope not,” she said.

Kay and Robert looked identically
concerned.

“What’s she worth?” Robert asked. “Do you
know?”

Helaine shrugged. “She’s a spendthrift and
she’s always got legal problems. I wouldn’t know.”

“And she’s probably got a house and a lover
in every port, like a good little sailor.” He watched his friend’s
face but there was no reaction.

“A place in LA,” Helaine murmured. “I should
have guessed it. I really need my head examined, see if
everything’s working all right.”

Robert was surprised by her declaration.
“Helaine, I swear you look radiant tonight,” he said. “How can that
be amidst all this nonsense?”

“She’s in love,” Kay blurted.

Helaine laughed.

“Don’t laugh. I’d recognize that look
anywhere. You’re in love.”

“No more Sharon?” Robert asked.

“Wait a minute. I think we’re ahead of
ourselves a bit. I merely suggested that I need my head examined.
Now I’m in love?”

“You need a professional,” Kay teased.

Mmmmm. She heard her pulse in her ears. “Who
do you recommend?”

Robert was catching on. “Someone you don’t
know.”

“A perfect stranger?” Helaine pressed.

“Know any?” asked Robert.

She did.

“Why not a perfect stranger?” Kay answered.
“Everybody does it.”

“Cheat, you mean?”

They fell quiet.

“Guys?”

“Well, how could it be cheating?” Robert
asked. “Don’t you read the papers? Could there be anyone who hasn’t
heard about this crap?”

“Robert’s right. Who could blame you?”

“Sharon.”

“You’re kidding!”

“No, I’m not. She’ll never let me go.”

“Have you even asked?”

Helaine fidgeted in her chair. “Yes.”

“Is that it? Is that why you’re still with
her?”

“She wants to work it out she says. You
know, I’m uncomfortable spilling my guts like this.”

“Yeah, but Sharon’s not. Your guts anyway,”
Robert added.

“What am I saying? I have no guts.”

“Helaine! Don’t say that.”

“You’ve got guts all right, but their filled
with a worm. One that stretches from here to California.”

“Okay, Robert. That’s enough. Let ’em spill,
Helaine.”

“There’s nothing to spill, believe me.”

Robert snorted impatiently. Kay nudged his
arm with her elbow.

“Then how’s sex?”

“Rough, Kay, I hate it.”

Robert fell silent.

“Helaine? You owe it to yourself then.
There’s nothing to work out.”

“Kay…I know.”

“And what about the other person? Do they
know how you feel?”

“I never said there was another person.”

“But there is, I can see it. They don’t
know?”

Helaine chuckled low. “Kay…” She couldn’t
finish it.

Robert grinned.

“Go on,” Kay urged.

“They…umm…they don’t know. No…I don’t think
so. I am in no position for them to know. How I feel, I mean. You
know?”

They laughed out loud.

“Boy, I’d never want to see you on a witness
stand. You’d ruin yourself,” Robert said with relief. “You are in
love, Helaine Kristenson? Yes or no, please.”

“I don’t know how it happened.”

“There you go again. Your witness, Kay.
She’s in love. With whom, we don’t know, except that it is no
longer Sharon.”

“That’s all there is, I’m telling you.
That’s all,” Helaine repeated.

“I’m assuming they feel the same way when I
ask, do they know about Sharon?”

“You’re good, Kay. I can only guess that
they feel the same way. We do not speak. No, they don’t know about
Sharon. She hasn’t even heard of her.” She regretted that last bit
of information.

“Your witness, Robert.”

“No, no. You’re doing much better than you
think.”

“I don’t know why you can’t trust your old
friends–”

“No, it’s not that, Kay. I’m forty now. It’s
not the same. There’s no guarantee the woman would…uhh…she’s
straight anyway.”

“So you’ll stay with Sharon instead of
taking a chance. Besides, straight?” Kay rolled her eyes. “I’ve
never heard of such a thing.”

“Dr. Kristenson is afraid of looking like a
hypocrite I think,” Robert offered.

“That is true. I admit it.”

“So Sharon says she wants to work it
out–which is absolute bullshit you know–and you have no say?”
Robert asked. “I don’t understand this.”

“It’s complicated. I can’t explain it.”

He didn’t like the sounds of that.

Neither did his wife. “What are you afraid
of?” Kay asked.

Afraid? Yes, afraid. Of everything. “I don’t
know. Maybe I don’t want to be alone.”

“Right,” Robert muttered, “that would be so
different than now.”

“How long?” Kay asked.

“Sorry?”

“How long have you been in love with
her?”

Helaine smiled. She was tired.

“Your witness, counselor.”

Robert took over. “Let me get this right.
You’re in love with someone who doesn’t talk…neither of you have
spoken to each other…Sharon knows?”

“No.”

“Hmmm.” He shifted in his chair. “Would
there be something if Sharon would relinquish the throne?”

“I think so, but she won’t.”

“Helaine, I can’t stand it! Who is this
person?” Kay was frantic.

Helaine held up her hand. “It’s a mistake I
made…with a little help. But it’s impossible now. Sharon insists on
working it out.”

“You don’t owe her that.”

She sighed. “I can’t do both.”

“So you tried to tell her it was over.
That’s when she said all this?” Robert asked.

“Yes, before she returned to LA. My little
flight risk.”

“Look, I can tell you right now she’s going
to be tied up with that matter for quite some time. She could even
get time. She’s in no bargaining position, Helaine. Let her go,
don’t even discuss it. She’s defending a criminal record now.”

“What does it make me if I do that?”

“An honorable woman throwing in the towel.
Give someone else a chance.”

“But it won’t look that way, Robert.”

“Who cares?”

“She does,” Kay interrupted. “Helaine, this
woman…not like Ms. Chambers?”

“Not a bit.”

“Tell me more.”

“There is no more. It went too far as it
is.”

“How far?” Kay pressed.

“We’re following each other like a couple of
school children.” Helaine was surprised she had said it like that.
It felt good.

“Oh!” Kay gasped. “How fun!”

“It’s not fun. It’s exasperating. My gonads
are swollen.”

“Hers too I’ll bet,” Robert said. “Straight.
Best kind, my dear.”

Helaine groaned. “I wouldn’t know.”

“Maybe Sharon will go to jail,” Kay said
dreamily.

“Prison,” Robert corrected.

“I don’t want her to go to prison. I really
just want her to go away.”

“You’ve got to rethink this affair thing,
Helaine.”

“Tread lightly,” Kay warned him, “and
remember who you’re talking to here.”

Helaine went to rescue him. “This
woman…she’s not…it couldn’t be an affair. She’s isn’t the type. If
she found out about Sharon Chambers–”

“Well, we’re not trying to be wily, but
people do feel differently after they’ve been, you know, seduced.
More amenable, if you catch my drift.”

She caught his drift. “That would not be the
case here, I can assure you.” She put her hands on her knees.
“Sharon will not let me go, so that’s the end of it.”

“There’s something you’re not telling us,
Helaine,” Kay said. “You’re being so secretive.”

Not telling? That Sharon is hostile,
aggressive and by now quite desperate? That she was afraid of how
she would react? “Robert, the situation has become a complicated
mess. I don’t know how it got this way. The woman I’ve–her
existence is making it worse. It’s my fault and I’ll have to fix
it, but I’m not going to have an affair. I’m not going to let
Sharon turn me into a liar and a cheat.”

_____

 


The lease on the waterfront flat. If it
wasn’t still in her name Helaine could be technically free of
Sharon. But what was the right thing to do about it? It was not
possible to transfer title, management had informed her, and they
would not consider leasing to Sharon Chambers on her own
application in light of her current circumstances.

The lease. It looked bad from a legal
standpoint. She knew that much. That’s why it was a secret. Robert
would be furious. Saying it just evolved like that would not be an
adequate explanation to an attorney unless you qualified it by
saying that you were on drugs, or you had a low IQ or you just had
a frontal lobotomy.

The waterfront flat. A real nightmare. She
brooded over it at Frank’s on Saturday and–god!–Lydia appeared in
the entranceway.

They exchanged glances as the waiter seated
her in the middle of the room.

Helaine felt a come-on expression
taking over her smile and put her book up to her face to hide
it. I’m in trouble here, she
realized. LYDIA. And the goddamned waterfront flat. And a way too
flamboyant albatross around her neck. She felt eyes all over her
and gave in with an aching sigh. It was hers to lose now. A
once-in-a-lifetime offer. With strings.

_____

 


It was clear that Lydia had made up her
mind, was anxiously waiting for a sign from Helaine. Someone had
finally made a decision in the matter.

Helaine saw how it had transformed her from
an otherwise cautious and reserved woman into a funny valentine,
one that tripped over herself and wore dopey expressions and a
chronic hapless grin. Neither woman knew what to make of this
reaction. They exchanged looks of bewilderment over it, but neither
said a word.

They sat on their fences senselessly, as far
as the waiter was concerned.

_____

 


“You do that,
Dr. Kristenson, and
I’ll ruin
you.”

“Sharon–” (Sharon’s back and she’s mad.)

“Ruin you! Do you understand me?”

Yes, she did. “You’re threatening–”

“Not threatening. Promising, Dr. Kristenson.
I promise you I will make your life an absolute fucking
nightmare.”

This was worse than imagined. Helaine took
the nearest chair and collapsed in it. “Sharon, my god, you can’t
keep me this way.”

“You don’t think so? I’ll bet I can!”

Couldn’t she? It probably happens to people
like me all the time, she suddenly realized. Blackmail. She didn’t
know what to say.

“Feeling enlightened, darling?”

“Sharon…do you want…you need money?”

“No, Helaine, that’s not it.” (Long pause.)
“I’m coming over and you’re letting me in.”

This was getting even uglier. “I’m…even
though I…Sharon…what I said…?”

That’s your problem. I’ll be there in twenty
minutes, MY LOVE.” (click)

_____

 


“Harry, is anything wrong?” She had just
spoken with the head waiter an hour ago.

“No, Dr. Kristenson. Her
ladyship is
enjoying your
cognac and
wonders what
she should
have for
lunch today.”

“Oh, Harry.” She put her head in her hands.
“Harry, do I do evil?”

“No evil can dwell in a temple as fair as your own,
my dear.”

No? She felt under a great weight of it
though.

“Aren’t your intentions honorable?”

They were. But what good was that?

“Oh…see how she hungers. What should
she eat?”

She laughed into the receiver. “I feel
certain you’re going to suggest oysters. I just know it.”

“You’re right. The
works then?”

“Harry, don’t let me do wrong here. I’d hate
myself forever.”

“You do
wrong to
leave her
hanging. You’ll anger the gods,
Dr. Kristenson. Not
to mention
all the
other obvious
consequences.”

“I’ve explained this as best as I can.
Surely they see my plight and will show mercy.”

“Any sign of it yet?”

“Of what?”

“Mercy?”

“No.”

“Then what does that tell you?”

_____

 


Ego is the harshest taskmaster.

Dr. Helaine Kristenson is a self-made woman.
Technically that should mean that only she can destroy herself. She
has just faked another orgasm to get her lover off her back and
lies in the prison of her bed. Of her room. Her jailhouse. Her
keeper is getting dressed, closing the door behind her with a loud
satisfied click. There seems to be no escape from this and time,
though appearing to stand still, is actually flying.

Helaine is letting it all slip through her
hands and she knows it. The gods aren’t angry yet, but they fast
grow frustrated. The mirror on the wall looks back unhappily and is
dissatisfied with her choices. Her values are appalling it says. A
woman has been left hanging, suspended in limbo without a sign.
Soon she will realize this.

A reputation is spared. A private life
shattered. What does it add up to?

The sheets on the bed cling to her body like
ropes and chains. They smell of misplaced passion, of defeat, even
fear. And the mind is not at peace reclining there. It throws
itself at the walls and wails like a caged beast.

_____

 


Aw, there was someone else. Of course there
was. What else could explain the difference in Helaine? When had
she ever complained of being too sore to have sex? When had she
ever lain limp in her arms, a dead fish in bed? When had she ever
been unable to orgasm? When had she ever been anything but thrilled
to see her?

“I can assure you there is no one.”

“That’s impossible.”

“Ms. Chambers, I’ve been tailing your blond
now for months and I’ve never seen her with anyone. She goes to
work, goes home, now and then eats out. Even the theater–alone, I’m
telling you. She’s a real bore if you ask me. Works all the
time.”

“Don’t you believe it. How about her
patients? Could it be a patient?”

“What, in her office? I’d have to bug it.
She doesn’t seem the type anyway.” The detective eyed Sharon
curiously. “Classy broad, you know?”

She nodded. Probably not in the office. But
where then?

“I have to tell ya’ I’ve never seen anyone
cleaner. Usually, you know, it’s right out there. Not too secret.
Not as secret as people think, that is. A couple days and bang, you
got ’em. Shoot some photos. Run to the bank.” He fell silent while
he pondered the super-model’s motives. “Or whatever,” he finally
added with a blank expression.

“Where does she eat?”

“Different places, but usually down the
street from her offices. A place called Frank’s.”

“Usually? How usual?”

“Well, she hasn’t been in awhile but it used
to be Fridays and Saturdays. Dinner or lunch thing. Alone.”

“Why did she stop going?”

He laughed. “What am I supposed to do, go up
and ask her?”

Sharon was flustered. He had nothing. He was
a jerk. “You’re telling me that Dr. Kristenson has no life? You’re
saying that she works, eats and sleeps? That’s it?”

“Alone,” he emphasized.

“Well, that’s just bullshit,” Sharon
blurted. “You keep your eye on her. There’s something going on and
I know it. You keep watching. You’ll see.” She rose from the chair
and glared at the man behind his desk. The shabby digs he called an
office. The cheap suit. She despised the operation, but she was
certain that her blond had strayed. She threw him a wad of cash and
headed for the door. “Call me when you find out. I want to know
everything about him.” She hesitated at the door. “Or her,” she
added with a snarl. “It could just as likely be a her.”

The detective whistled under his breath as
she slammed the door. “You’re probably her only dirt,” he said,
once he was sure his client was out of earshot. He took out the
file photo of a smiling Helaine Kristenson and propped it up
against a coffee mug. She was easy on the eye at least, if boring.
Respectable. He didn’t expect to find a thing. Actually, he
privately hoped he wouldn’t. He didn’t like Sharon Chambers. She
was much prettier in pictures. A little too lean and mean in
person. And there was a predatory look in her eyes he didn’t care
for. He wondered about the blond as he looked over his notes and
poured over the slim contents of her file. It struck him as odd,
the super-model’s exploits on the front page news and yet her
obsession over the private doings, if you could even call them
that, of her upstanding lover.

Upstanding broad. Had he missed something?
He truly doubted it. How could something be going on if you’re
always alone? He had gone into Frank’s for a look-see and saw
nothing amiss. The good doctor reading a book with her dinner,
close by to work. A gal’s gotta eat for Pete’s sake. Only ever
spoke with the waiter, a man about sixty with a wedding ring. Oh
really, c’mon! Maybe she’s having a platonic affair with the
waiter! What kind of trouble could that get her in?

Trouble. That’s what everyone who came into
his office was making. What kind of trouble could this woman get
into? How’d she get involved with the likes of Sharon Chambers
anyway? That’s a good question. He had not been able to figure her
out. A bookworm? A prude? He leaned forward to study her photo. Was
there something in the eyes? He rarely saw them, the woman always
hiding her face in a book. He brought the photograph to his face.
Is it in the eyes? Is that’s why she hides her face, less trouble
that way? He made a mental note to take a closer look at Dr.
Kristenson next time. Maybe even sit nearby.

Jealous Sharon Chambers. He grinned,
squeezing her wad of money in his hands. Must be a good reason for
it. We’ll see, maybe it wouldn’t be so dull after all, hunting the
smiling blond in Frank’s Place, just to see if she really does
stray, hunting her like a dog for Sharon Chambers who was so sure
she had or would. He took the photo from the file and threw the
rest into a drawer.

Dr. Helaine Kristenson, if you’re so hot to
trot, it ain’t gonna do you any good to hide your face now. You’re
already in trouble. He stashed the money in his coat, took one last
look at the smiling photo and tucked it into his breast pocket.
Yeah, you’re probably up to something. Don’t let me catch you at
it, though, or that Chambers dame’ll eat you alive.

_____

 


“Sharon Eddlebaum, Dr. Kristenson.”

Helaine turned abruptly from the window.
“Here?” she asked.

“No, on the phone. That’s twice today. You
didn’t call her back?”

“Tell her I’m with a client.”

Jenny started for the door.

“Jen?”

“Yes?”

“How does she sound?”

“Irritated, I’d say.” She took in Helaine’s
worried expression. “Is there anything I can do, Dr.
Kristenson?”

Helaine glanced toward the window. Lydia
stood up in the clouds across the way, staring this time at the sky
instead of the favored waterfront. She paced slowly, vexed it would
seem. Helaine had an idea as to why. She hid behind the blinds and
watched her on yet another hopeless Friday.

I was a machine
once, she was thinking. Absolutely humming. A creature like that one I could have had
three, four, five times in a night and never be tired. Now I stand
here sore and old. A rusty machine driven into the ground. Out of
fuel. No steam. She saw the woman adjusting her
hose. You beautiful thing. I wouldn’t know
what to do with you if I had a book showing me how.

“Dr. Kristenson?”

Helaine stepped back from the window, her
hand over her heart. That was the truth of it. She was breaking
down.

“Thank you, Jen, but I don’t think so. It’s
nothing you should be bothered with.” She sat at the desk wearily,
Jenny still standing at the door with her puzzled face.

“You’d be surprised what I can get
accomplished,” Jenny offered again.

Helaine smiled. “Just tell her I’m too tied
up right now.”

_____

 


She woke the next morning on her
consultation couch, the white silk pantsuit an ocean of wrinkles.
It was a clear day and she rose up and looked around her in dismay.
The sun streamed into the office and she knew it was late morning.
No Saturday appointments, she remembered that much.

In the waiting room mirror she got a good
look at herself. She could see just who she was now, the pale
imitation of what she used to be. She was a mere pelt thrown on a
floor for someone to walk on, stretched across a bed, something
luxurious for them to lay against. A floor length. She fixed her
hair, wiped off yesterday’s lipstick. A pelt like the one she had
purchased seven years ago with the once and to be Sharon Chambers
wrapped inside it, soliciting her from the catwalk with bedroom
eyes, the girl in the fur, nude beneath it, asking her to dinner
and leaving her with the bill. Wasn’t that just like Sharon,
leaving her hanging all the time until now when she knew it was
over she couldn’t keep her hands off? Wouldn’t give her a moment’s
peace.

She hated the woman in the mirror. What had
she done with that coat? She had put it in a closet, another secret
keeping, because she was afraid to wear it in public. Didn’t want
to be spit on. She laughed an awful laugh. It had been perverse
from the start. These past few months worse than anything. Afraid
to be seen in public, to be spit on. She had allowed herself to be
converted into a toy in order to preserve her reputation. Now she
was being mauled to death by a shark! That’s certainly what she
felt like, a plaything for a dangerous animal. She would be ruined
either way.

Sharon had been called back to LA. She was
to leave this afternoon with her entourage of lawyers. Plea bargain
if they could. Otherwise she was destined the status of a sex
offender with all the limitations that came with such an
undesirable title.

Another awful laugh. She was a sex offender
as far as Helaine was concerned. How she came to be that way even
Dr. Kristenson didn’t know for sure. A lack of self discipline
perhaps. A spoiled lifestyle.

She was supposed to meet her before she
left, but she had no plans to be her sendoff. She wanted to see
Lydia instead. Just to look. She was in no condition to do more
than that.

_____

 


Helaine Kristenson and Sharon Chambers were
rarely seen in public together, if at all. They sat quietly in a
cab headed for the airport on Saturday afternoon. Helaine’s lunch
at Frank’s had been interrupted. She hadn’t expected Sharon to go
there and wasn’t even sure how she knew about the place. She
silently reviewed the devastation.

Lydia had gone pale at the sight of Sharon.
Obviously she hadn’t contemplated that possibility, the possibility
of a Sharon. That would most likely be the end of it, Helaine
realized grimly. The finality of it was like a weight on her chest.
In her mind she played out alternative interpretations, but they
all ended with the same reasonable conclusion. It was pretty clear
who Sharon Chambers was to her. Sharon had played it to the hilt
for the onlookers and Helaine knew by Lydia’s mortified expression
that she understood what she was seeing.

Strangers, who cares, but Lydia? Helaine had
to keep herself from screaming. It was a nightmare come true. What
a miserable ending.

“Do you have any idea what kind of stress
I’m under?” Sharon complained.

“I was working late. I fell asleep on the
couch in my office. It happens sometimes, Sharon.” She stared out
the window.

“Why haven’t you returned any of my
calls?”

Why? “My work is backing up on me.
Anyway…you know how I feel.”

“I know how you feel and it doesn’t matter
to me.”

Helaine shot a look at the cabby. He didn’t
seem interested in their conversation.

“I can find you anywhere, Helaine. What are
you up to?”

Helaine sighed. “Working, that’s all. Where
are your bags?”

“I’ve sent them ahead. Along with the
attorneys.”

“Can you drop me off at my place?” Helaine
asked.

“No, ride with me there. Talk to me.”

Talk? She couldn’t think of a thing to say.
She felt Sharon’s eyes on her, on her face, her body. It was an
unpleasant cruise. “When is your flight?” Small talk.

“Two.”

Helaine glanced at her watch. A quarter past
one. “I’m not going in with you.”

Sharon laughed. “The esteemed Doctor
Kristenson.” She slid her hand between Helaine’s legs.
“Slumming?”

“Sharon…it was your idea to hide…this is not
appropriate.”

“No?” She pulled her hand back and grinned.
“Was it ever?”

“I don’t know.”

They fell silent again. Helaine watched the
cab pass her street. She threw her head back and closed her
eyes.

“I don’t know what to expect this time,”
Sharon said, out of the blue. “My lawyers are going to try to
bargain community service. First time offense. We’re hopeful. Lots
of celebrities get off that way.” She waited for a response but the
blond just sat with her eyes shut. “I’ve…you know I’ve got a place
out there. Did you hear about that?”

Helaine nodded.

“But I don’t know what to expect.”

Silence. Sharon sighed. “And I’m pregnant
again.”

Pregnant again. Helaine had nothing to say
about any of it. Lydia had seen her with this woman. It was
probably true that she wouldn’t know her if she fell over her, but
that was hardly the point. She had seen her with a lover, a
beautiful young woman. It was over. She knew it.

“I’ll never let you go,” Sharon stated as if
reading her mind. “Never.”

Helaine sat up and folded her hands. “Am I
suppose to be flattered by that?”

“I don’t care if you are or aren’t. I want
you to know, that’s all.”

“You want–what do want from me, Sharon
Chambers. The Sharon Chambers?
Don’t you get enough jollies without me?”

“I certainly try. How do you get your
jollies without me?”

Helaine let out an impatient
breath. I long after strangers.

“All of this is about my career. I’ve told
you that before.”

“All of this?” Helaine faced her now. “This
is good for business, Sharon? All of this? I’ll tell you what all
of this is about. It’s about my blood, which you have acquired an
appetite for.”

Sharon leaned into her face and kissed her
hard on the mouth. Helaine pushed her away and wiped her lips off
with the back of her hand. She saw the cabby’s eyes in the mirror
and looked away without speaking.

“Appetite…I like that,” Sharon said.

Helaine ignored her.

“You are fuckin’ gorgeous, doctor.”

“There are other gorgeous women in the
world, as you know.”

“None like you.”

“You know, I’m…I’m not your…you really need
to grow up. That’s your biggest problem. You’re not twenty-three
anymore, I’m not thirty-three. We’re–”

“Who is it, Helaine? Who do you want to fuck
so bad?”

Helaine glanced at the cabby again, saw only
the back of his head.

“Hmm? Who’s after you? I’m not stupid you
know.”

Helaine wanted to stop the cab. “Nobody’s
after me,” she replied weakly.

“You’re lying. I know it. I wonder if they’d
feel the same about you if they knew about me.”

There was no reply.

“Hmm? Would they think you were so fucking
sweet then?” She saw the blond tremble. Was it rage or was she
going to cry? “I’ll squash you both. I swear it, Dr.
Kristenson.”

Helaine banged at the glass divider. “Let me
out,” she ordered the cabby and he pulled over to the curb. Sharon
watched silently as Helaine handed the fare through the slot. “I’ll
walk,” was all the blond said as she slammed the taxi door.

Sharon checked the time. “The airport. I
can’t miss my plane.”

_____

 


It was the sudden heat that had tipped him
off to the potential of the day. The waiter had felt trouble
blowing in the air all morning and had braced himself for it. The
arrival of Dr. Kristenson after a long and notable absence, Lydia
diligently waiting for her outside on the street patio. He was sure
it would have something to do with them. He hesitated and stood
poised inside the doorway, alerted by the sound of squealing tires
and honking horns, and waited to see what trouble would look
like.

He recognized the leggy woman right away.
Magazines and billboards. And front page gossip. He had a bad
feeling about that paper doll. He strained to read her lips as she
spoke with the driver of the yellow sports car she had just emerged
from, but he was only able to catch bits and scraps of her
salacious remarks. She was putting on a show, building up the
audience. The main attraction.

He was quite sure whose table she would be
heading for. He studied the blond, waiting for her response. Out of
the corner of his eye he observed Lydia. She looked on the
unfolding event completely clueless, oblivious to what was just
about to hit her. In fact, trouble slithered to within ten feet of
her table before she actually saw it.

Fortunately it was all over before it began.
Sharon Chambers simply threatened through her teeth to make a scene
and the discreet Dr. Kristenson got up instantly and left with her,
leaving everything behind but her purse.

_____

 


Standing on the sidewalk, twenty blocks from
home, Helaine stood trembling with rage and an indescribable pain
filled her chest. She hoped it was a heart attack but didn’t feel
lucky enough for such a prognosis.

It was a warm day and she was dressed for it
so she decided to walk back to her brownstone instead of being
stuck in another cab. What she would do when she got there she
didn’t know.

She would return to Frank’s next Friday and
explain her situation. What’s to explain? There was no explanation
needed. It is what it appears to be. Even worse than that.

She thought of Sharon’s threats. She thought
of Harry’s warning. She thought of a disappointed face.

The afternoon passed into night, the night
into another day. Day after day the same agonizing, until it was
yet another weekend. Friday, but the woman was not there. Not
across the way, either. A week and then another week. No way to
explain. No setting things right again. No return to status quo. No
Lydia.

Harry spoke very little about it and it was
better that way. Helaine knew she had screwed up. There was no
remedy for the pain.

_____

 


Lydia had wandered off the beaten path into
a lightly wooded area on the private side of the pond. She sat
against a young birch, hidden from view in the ferns and cattails,
and stared longingly at the water. She had no suit but it was
eighty degrees and she was toying with the idea to skinny dip.
Above her on the path she had just heard voices but they soon faded
away. She was just about to strip when she suddenly heard the
unmistakable sound of lovemaking coming from an area not far to the
left of her. She froze against the tree, afraid to be discovered,
and then slumped to the ground and lay there, hoping it would end
quickly and quietly considering her options if it didn’t.

After more than ten minutes of this,
curiosity got the better of her and she raised her head and peered
across a sea of ferns. Two women in the thick of it, not more than
fifteen feet from her hiding place. If she got up to leave now they
would know she had seen them. If she stayed any longer she was a
peeping tom. She put her head down on her arms and closed her eyes.
She would have to wait them out, it would be too difficult to
explain otherwise.

Two hundred miles. Lydia had driven that far
to get away from something like this, away from thinking of it all
the time, but even here in the wilderness...she heard the frenzied
sobs and gasps of orgasm and glanced at her watch. Fifteen minutes.
She lifted her head and studied the woman’s motions, resting her
face on her arms again. It was genuine. She was close enough to
them to see their glistening skin, the patches of sunlight that
camouflaged their nakedness.

Three weeks in retreat and now this bringing
it all back to her. Two women. The baths, the wraps, the massages,
the peaceful walks. Lydia’s troubles had seemed to peel away from
her, one by one, like dead skin. The trouble with work, with–she
had put it all out of her mind, she thought. Now here she was,
lying face down in the woods, ambushed, the problem assaulting her,
descending on her through the music of another woman’s pleasure,
the song of it rippling across her spine, the weight of it heavy on
her shoulders, holding her in her place, bending her down beneath
it, into the soft earth, ferns, moss. Into a bed of moss she went
lonely, terribly lonely, only half of something she wanted to be,
maybe because of it, only half of what she used to be. She felt the
ground give gently under her and the scent of moss and of
bittersweet filled her nostrils. She could hear the woman call out
her lover’s name, crying low when answered, could feel the tickle
of her own hair against her cheek. It was an unbearable sensation.
She pushed a lock of it away from her eyes and exhaled a long and
unhappy breath.

Above them sounded the shrill protest of
woodland tenants. Disturbed from their routine, they abandoned
their perches and screamed warnings and epithets at the intruders.
Unrequited! Unrequited! Unrequited! Lydia was convinced that’s what
they yelled. The lovers obviously heard nothing of the sort. She
cursed them and checked the time–thirty minutes–debating whether or
not she could crawl the twenty or so yards to the footpath without
being noticed.

Ten, perhaps, but not twenty she realized.
It was too far to go. She turned over on her back, inconsolable,
and stared up at the sky through the canopy of birches.

It was a perfectly clear day. She still
wanted her. A sigh of frustration slipped free from her and she put
a hand to her mouth to prevent another.

“Yes, there,” an excited lover instructed.
The next words were choked.

Lydia heard a muffled response from the
other woman.

“Mmmmm,” came a quick approval.

She felt her heart jump and scolded herself
for it.

The woman’s voice raised up and then died
down once more, settling into a seductive whisper of encouragement.
It was followed by a low moan that drifted skyward to the treetops,
which was soon chased by another. She could imagine Helaine here.
Standing in the hot sun. Sitting in a window seat. Lying in the
woods. Making love with her lover. Oh, it had not gone away at all.
She shut her eyes and brought her hands to her ears, but it was too
late for that.

She was a hopeless case. She saw this
perfectly. That she was running, hiding, trying to block out
anything that might remind her of Helaine. Moans and cries carried
on the wind and taunted her. She wished to become numb again,
impervious to the inspiration they sparked in her and castigated
herself for wandering so far from the trail. Why the ladies had to
pick this spot she hadn’t a clue. She checked the time, sighed into
her hands, closed her eyes.

She was at the beginning once more, the
genesis, and once more trapped in the void, hopelessly lost now
between an elusive heaven and an immovable earth. The depth of who
she had been, Lydia Beaumont, was gone forever she realized,
staring up at the sky. She admitted that something dark and
formless had taken her place, as dark and formless as a body of
water and on that water she could see the spirit of a goddess
moving, her wake disturbing the surface, rippling on it, like goose
bumps on skin. She could see the light, a reflection.

Shouldn’t she just say it was good?
Shouldn’t she divide herself from this darkness? Call it a day?
Call it a night? Yes, but then what of the morning? What of
evening? She groaned low. Her heart was a firmament. She wanted to
throw it across the water like a skipping stone, a shooting star,
let her flame divide the water, gather it all in one place, that
she might have dry land. Safe land, fertile and yielding.

Wouldn’t that be good? And then the only
darkness would be the sky above her at night, full of stars for
wishing and for the signs of the zodiac, or to happily mark the
seasons, the days, the years. Darkness then would be good, too,
simply a place for the sun to sleep at night or for the creatures
of the earth to rest in until morning. Creatures like her. And a
goddess. A goddess must have sleep, too.

Another scream. Lydia felt she should
applaud the lovers at this point. Wood nymphs. Lydia marveled at
their stamina and listened for the climax.

Listening, she thought maybe it was just as
well the blond was not available. How could she have made her happy
like that? A minute or an hour, it’s probably a question of
experience. Perhaps she had been spared by the gods at the last
minute. What did she know about such things anyway? There’s no book
on that, she bet. (Sobs and gasps through the ferns again.) Is
there?

Ten minutes, maybe fifteen. One orgasm, that
was all Lydia was used to getting, even from Joe. Clever Joe. She
rolled over on her stomach and stared through the greenery at the
two women, now kissing, now embracing, their stomachs touching.
Breasts, lips, arms, palms, thighs. Cognac? Oysters? How exactly do
you make love to a woman?

The lovers were trying to stand. Whoops.
They were kneeling again. Lydia was finally able to see their
faces. That one she had met last week. She had noticed that she
wore a wedding band. The other one had just arrived. Both about
forty-something, good shape. They had either known each other
before or…? Lydia scoffed ruefully. Nah, they had just met. She
dropped her head down and undertook to memorize the patterns of
moss as she rested on her elbows, contemplated her mistakes.

She who hesitates. It should be our tryst in
the woods she thought grudgingly. Us scaring the birds off their
nests. She had hesitated, that’s for sure. More than hesitated, she
had lollygagged, as if she had all the time in the world. She could
at last admit it, ridiculously stranded as she now found herself to
be. Out of her league, an entirely new experience: incompetence.
Why, she had never even spoken to Helaine, didn’t even know her
last name. Was there a whole universe of ready-wear women simply
for the asking? Could she possibly be the only woman in the world
who hesitated?

It seemed possible. She couldn’t imagine
Delilah being so inhibited. She should have confided in her sooner,
told her what really she wanted. Why hadn’t she? Because I don’t
know what I’m doing–I’ve never pursued anyone, let alone a woman.
She took stock of the last six months. Look how I screwed the whole
thing up, she lamented silently.

She pictured the twenty-something
living doll that had materialized as Helaine’s lover. That woman
would never hesitate. Which is why she has
her and I don’t. Which is why I’m stuck out here in the woods like
a sex-starved maniac watching other women have a good time.
She thought about that, her thirty-six-year-old heart sinking
like a wrecked ship to the bottom of an ocean. No, being bold
wasn’t the only reason. Helaine’s lover was also young and
beautiful, a perfect ten.

Then why do you make eyes at me? Why were
you always alone? Why were you so miserable the last time I saw
you, acting like you wanted to be near me?

Laughter in the woods.

The ladies were finally getting dressed,
doing that clumsy dance that people do when putting their clothes
on hastily. There was the sound of clinking belts and zipping
zippers. The final touches. Licks and promises. Just for the record
Lydia glanced at the time. They were heading her way. She lay low
in the underbrush and made herself as small as possible as they cut
across the ferns, passing within six feet of her on their way back
to the path.

“I’m walking funny,” the married one
announced.

Lydia held her breath as they walked by
giggling and whispering.

“That’s because you’re greedy.”

“You’re so right.”

“I hope we weren’t in any poison ivy.”

“Wouldn’t that be something to explain?”

“Imagine what Charles would say. Isn’t that
his name?”

“Charles!” They squealed at the mention of
Charles.

“What are you doing for dinner?”

“You.”

“And what’s for dessert?”

“Me.”

They reached the top of the knoll near the
path, their voices trailing off at last. Lydia lay quietly for a
few minutes before sitting up. Eventually even the birds were still
once more.

Lydia stood up, brushed herself off and
considered the water. It was hard to gauge the distance to the
other side of the pond, but it was certainly quicker than the trail
and it would rule out running into the ladies who were sure to be
taking their time, strolling leisurely, being satisfied with each
other. She tied her sneakers to her waist and waded in.

_____

 


Back in her room, Lydia changed for dinner
and scheduled a facial. It was nice at the spa, but she should
think about leaving soon. She regarded the rendezvous in the woods
as a setback of sorts and it made it seem rather pointless to
continue hiding out.

She sat in the dining hall trying to
formulate a better plan and reddened when the wood nymphs appeared
in the doorway, looking a lot less casual in their evening attire,
yet nonetheless interested in each other. She would never have
guessed just by looking at them, but then she was willing to admit
that she was a neophyte at these things. She would never have
guessed it of Helaine, either.

Helaine so and so. Yeah, it was time to go
home. Lydia had a life to live.

_____

 


“In love there is no east and west; no North
and south. And there are no distinct borders or boundaries for
dispute. Rather there are comfort zones and these must at all times
be respected.”

 


Dr. Helaine Kristenson, “Keeping Mr.
Right”

 


Check this out, observed Dr. Kristenson. The
way he’s sitting, she could tell he was wearing one of his wife’s
things under his clothes. Look how stricken the woman seems
today.

Dr. Kristenson selected a benign expression.
Best to be diplomatic about it.

Dr. K: (clears her throat) How would you
like to begin today’s discussion?

S: Don’t ask me. I am not the one having the
problem.

Dr. K: Okay…?

M: (deep drawn out sigh) Dr. Kristenson, I
just want a normal life. Like it was before. I want him to be (long
pause; he is glaring at her; she is trying not to look at him) to
be a normal husband. A normal man.

Dr. K: We seem to be backsliding on this.
Can you each describe what has happened since we last met? (She
looks from one to the other.)

S: Nothing, doctor. Nothing at all!
She’s got too many hang-ups. You know what you are,
M? You’re a rigid fundamentalist. And
you’re oppressing me with your hang-ups. (crosses, uncrosses his
legs; he has recently taken to wearing her undergarments and wants
her to have intercourse with him when he is in drag)

Dr. K: Let’s bring it down a
bit, S. Would you like to
respond to that, M?

M: I’m sorry Dr. Kristenson, I’ve tried.
(she is obviously depressed) I feel ridiculous. I can’t help it.
(she won’t look at him at all now) I feel (long pregnant pause)
ugly.

Dr. K: (passes on that one, waits for the
husband’s response)

S: If she loved me and respected my needs
there wouldn’t be a problem with it.

M: If you loved and respected me then you
wouldn’t need to wear my things!

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/3054
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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