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I shoved my suitcase into the apartment with my foot and called, "Alex, come help me!" Hearing the barely suppressed annoyance in my voice, I forced away my disappointment that he hadn't met me at the door even though I'd called to let him know I was on my way and added, "Please? I've missed you," making my tone sweet so I wouldn't ruin the moment I knew was coming.
My soon-to-be-fiancé appeared and took the tray of cups and cookies from my hand, and I set down my carry-on bag and stood drinking him in like I'd been thirsting for years. I'd only been away two weeks, but we'd never been apart that long before and I'd missed him beyond anything I could have imagined. With his lean-bordering-on-skinny body dressed in jeans and a black t-shirt, and his blond hair cut in a new style that no longer hung over those brown eyes I'd written terrible poetry about in high school, he looked perfect to me.
Or at least, he would have if he hadn't clearly been awkward and uncomfortable.
My heart melted. Of course he was. I felt the same way. We'd been dancing around the 'will we get married?' question for ages. I'd brought it up a few weeks before my trip and he'd said he still wasn't sure, but his nervousness when we'd talked on the phone during my absence had told me he'd decided. He knew I'd say yes, of course, but still, proposing had to be nerve-wracking.
He held the tray before him like he was offering it to me, but I didn't want my coffee yet, and I didn't want him drinking his iced coffee, a drink he'd never asked me to buy for him before, either. I wanted him to propose so I could say yes and cry a little and then we could snuggle on the couch and make giddy plans for our future.
But he didn't seem about to get down on one knee in the hallway, so I said, "Should we go sit in the living room? Oh, and I like your hair."
He turned away. "Thanks," he said over his shoulder. "How was your flight?"
I followed him into the living room and said, "Fine," saving the stories of my seat-mate who'd apparently bathed in a vat of spoiled milk and my 'fruit platter' snack which had been nothing but a blackened banana to tell him later when we'd exhausted the wedding discussion. "The conference went great. Anna and Gary should be thrilled. Tons of new business. And my parents say hi." Since the conference had been held in Vancouver, not far from where my parents had moved when Dad retired, I'd taken a week of vacation to visit them before returning to Toronto and Alex.
He sat and plucked his drink from the tray, and I sat next to him and waited. He didn't speak, though; instead he clutched his drink so tightly the lid popped off and iced coffee splashed over his stomach.
I leaped up and grabbed the paper towel roll from the kitchen, and he took it from my hand and said, "I'll clean up in the bedroom."
He disappeared, and I sank onto the couch again and shook my head, unable to hold back a smile since he wouldn't see. The poor guy, so adorably nervous.
As I waited for his return, I looked around the apartment and noticed the bookcases that flanked the TV. Not a single book or DVD out of place on the usually cluttered shelves, and somehow he'd managed to organize them so they looked far less crowded. True, he'd left a few empty spots that didn't look the best, but he'd obviously tried. He must have spent the entire two weeks cleaning. What a sweetheart.
He reappeared, wearing a fresh shirt I hadn't seen before, and I smiled at him and said, "You really cleaned up this place, didn't you? Thanks."
Instead of the cheerful "you noticed" I'd have expected, his face turned red and then pale.
My excitement about his upcoming proposal and exhaustion after the long day traveling gave way to confusion. He wasn't acting like himself at all. I took a more focused look at the bookshelves and realized something. "You didn't just clean up. You got rid of a lot of stuff. Those shelves look..."
I'd been going to say they looked amazing, but I trailed off when I saw they actually looked empty of anything that wasn't mine. Alex's collection of Stephen King novels, his Star Wars and Star Trek DVDs, even the picture frame with shots of him and his buddies on various camping trips... everything that belonged to him was gone.
I turned toward him, but before I could speak he sighed. "I didn't want to tell you right away. I was going to let you rest first."
Six weeks ago we'd celebrated my twenty-eighth birthday and our 'we've been dating half your life' anniversary on the same day. He was as familiar to me as my own face in the mirror. But as I stared at him I saw a stranger. "Tell me what?"
He took a long drink of his remaining iced coffee, then set the cup down on the coffee table. My coffee table, from my parents' old place.
He picked up the cup again without speaking and I looked around at the other furniture, terrified of what I'd see. Sure enough, anything that could reasonably be considered 'mine' was still there, and everything else was gone.
New haircut, new shirt, even a new choice of coffee... his stuff removed from our apartment... he hadn't even hugged me... the tray of drinks held in front of him so I couldn't hug him...
I turned back, to see him still sucking down his drink as if his life depended on it, and I knew. I could barely breathe, like he'd taken the oxygen from the room along with his belongings, as stunned as if he'd thrown a million iced coffees in my face, but I knew.
I managed to say, "You're..." but couldn't finish. I had to be wrong. He couldn't be leaving me. We hadn't been sure about marriage but we'd been so sure about us. We'd been together forever and we were staying together for another forever. That was the plan.
Apparently the plan had changed, because he set his empty cup down on the table and stared into it then said, "I have to go."
No part of his voice or demeanor suggested a temporary departure, but I clung to that possibility anyhow. "For a little while? For work, or..."
He raised his face and looked at me, and his expression held something I'd never seen from him before. Pity. "Andrea. Forever."
I had a necklace in my jewelry box with those exact words engraved on it, his gift on my eighteenth birthday. He seemed to have forgotten. I had to remind him. "But I love you. And you love me. We're going to get married. Don't go. Please."
He looked at me without speaking, but his eyes said far more than I could stand. We weren't getting married. Not even close. I loved him, yes, but he... he was leaving, and nothing I could say would stop him. He'd always given me everything I wanted, and I'd thought I did the same for him. He'd said I did. We'd been perfect for each other. I couldn't understand, so I said, "Tell me why," in a voice that sounded nothing like mine.
He did.
Then he left.
And I didn't leave the apartment for the next three weeks.
I spent hours that first evening, my first night as a single girl since I really was just a girl, huddled on the couch I'd bought us with my first real pay check. 'Us'. There was no 'us' any more.
No tears. I was too numb, and too busy replaying everything he'd said, using the few details he'd given me to guess at all the ones I masochistically wanted to know, and struggling with all the questions I hadn't asked.
Where did you meet her?
What does she look like?
You're really leaving me for someone you've known for three months?
Why is she better than me?
Don't you love me?
Actually, it was probably just as well I hadn't asked that last one. I was horribly afraid I knew the answer. He'd basically given me the answer, when he'd dropped that so awful "I love you but I'm not in love with you any more" line on me like a bomb. What the hell did that even mean? Other than that he didn't love me like I loved him.
He'd stood up to go after saying it, and the terror that flooded me made me grasp for something, anything, to make him stay. "But what if you sleep with her and it's terrible?" I spoke without thinking but as I did I realized this whole thing could be nothing more than his need to sow a few wild oats since I was the only field he'd ever plowed so I kept going, words tumbling from me. "Then you'll come back, right? I'll take you back, I will, Alex, just come back."
Until his face turned pale and his eyes shifted away from mine like I was physically repelling him, it hadn't crossed my mind that he might have cheated on me. His reaction hit me like an airplane landing on my chest, and I whispered, "You have. You already... Right?"
He launched into the textbook "I'm so sorry, I never meant for this to happen" crap.
I barely heard him over the buzzing horror slinking through me. He'd slept with someone else. I'd never have thought him capable even of kissing another woman and he'd gone so much further. I didn't know him at all. Fourteen years with him and I knew nothing. Knew nothing, had nothing, was nothing. When I couldn't cope another second, I said, "Just go. Get out."
"Will you be okay?"
I laughed, again using someone else's voice. Someone frozen and stunned and not remotely amused. "Like you care. Go."
He closed his eyes and turned away, then left without a backward glance or a single word, not even needing to take a bag with him since my business trip had given him the perfect two-week packing period. In that two weeks, he'd ripped my life to shreds.
I'd stood frozen until I couldn't hear his footsteps any more then dropped onto the couch. I hadn't moved for hours, and still didn't want to, but my bladder would be ignored no longer.
I pushed my exhausted body to its feet, feeling like I was riding around in the body instead of it being mine, and dragged myself to the bathroom. As I washed my hands, noticing dimly the absence of Alex's toiletries, I also noticed the presence of something new.
A black ponytail elastic sat on the sink's edge.
I only used gold ones because they blended better with my hair.
She'd been here.
Rage blew away my numbness, and I grabbed the cleaning supplies from under the sink and scrubbed the bathroom to within an inch of its life and mine. Using enough caustic chemicals to clean an airplane's toilet to eat-off-the-seat condition, I scrubbed and sweated and swore until not a single corner or grout line remained unmolested.
It didn't help, though: I still blazed with fury and disgust. He'd brought her here. We'd picked the place together, and every item in it had, I'd thought anyhow, been about us. About our relationship. And he'd brought her here. That bitch had been in my apartment.
And my former boyfriend hadn't noticed that in fourteen years I'd never let a black elastic touch my hair.
I started in the front hall, and for the next countless hours I worked my way through the apartment and removed every possible trace of Alex and her. My hands were soon red and sore, my professional neutral beige nail polish chipped and several nails broken too, but I couldn't stop. I couldn't fix anything else, but I could at least give myself a clean place to live.
To live alone.
My cell phone repeatedly signaled new messages, and a few phone calls came in too, but I ignored them all. I couldn't talk to him right now. Whatever he wanted, he could bloody well wait until I'd finished scrubbing out my anger.
When I did finish, my body shaking and exhausted and my rage for the moment tamed by my terrible fatigue, I collapsed to the freshly vacuumed sofa with my phone in hand, bracing myself to see what Alex had to say.
Then I decided not to. Nothing he would say could make a difference, unless he said he'd changed his mind, and somehow I doubted he had. I couldn't bear the idea of hearing his voice if it wasn't saying he was coming back to me.
Instead, I turned off the phone and headed to bed.
I didn't get there, though. I stopped in the bedroom doorway, studying the bed I'd stripped and made up with fresh sheets and a newly washed comforter, and couldn't bring myself to climb in. She might have been in it. They'd had two full weeks where they knew I wouldn't walk in on them. They could have been sleeping in our bed every night. Probably were.
Yes, and they were probably making out on the couch and having sex in the shower and doing unspeakable things on the kitchen counter. Nowhere here was safe. But the idea of leaving and going to a hotel was utterly overwhelming so I forced myself to squeeze past the laundry hamper by the door and slip between the sheets.
I lay in the dark staring at the ceiling. Still no tears. The whole thing felt unreal, like a bad dream. A nightmare I would wake up from soon.
Please. Let me wake up.
*****
I had a few bouts of fitful sleep, but none after three o'clock in the morning when I thought of the things I'd said to him. I'd been replaying his words and actions over and over, and they were bad enough, but my own sickened me. I'd begged my cheating boyfriend not to leave me. Worse, I'd offered to let him try out his new girlfriend then return to me if he wasn't satisfied. "Take her for a test drive, honey, then come back to the old reliable ride waiting at home."
And God help me, if he'd walked into our bedroom at that moment I'd have taken him back in a millisecond.
I hated myself for it with a depth that made my stomach clench, but I couldn't help it either. I'd loved him for so unbelievably long, and every single element of my life was inescapably tied to him. We'd been 'Alexandandrea' forever. I didn't know who 'Andrea' was.
Except that she wasn't what Alex wanted. Which meant she was nothing worthwhile.
He'd told me his new woman was the opposite of me, and I hadn't been able to bring myself to ask exactly what that meant. I hadn't wanted to know, hadn't wanted to picture her. I still didn't but I couldn't help wondering. Taller, darker, bigger? He'd always joked about how I was too short and delicate for him. At least, I'd thought he was joking. Now I didn't know.
It probably wasn't just physical either. Was she more fun than me? Less focused on work, more outgoing? A better flirt? Of course, a brick wall was a better flirt; I hadn't ever learned how since I'd never even tried to see if I could catch the eye of anyone but Alex.
I couldn't stop dwelling on all my possible imperfections, and on how clueless I'd been not to know. There must have been signs. I had missed them. So much for female intuition. Of course, I'd never been the intuitive type. Like the good data analyst I was I focused on facts. And the facts were that my boyfriend had cheated and I hadn't had even an inkling. But there had to have been signs.
I examined every insignificant detail of the weeks before my trip, trying to understand what I'd missed and why he'd decided to cheat, and when my alarm finally went off at six it was a relief. I'd shower, go to work, and let myself forget for at least a few hours. Nobody else knew yet, so I could hide from it.
But it didn't work out that way.
As I headed for the bathroom, I passed my phone, which seemed almost to be pulsing with Alex's messages from last night. I tried not to think of them, and actually turned the shower on, but then couldn't resist any more. I had to know what he'd said.
Nothing, as it turned out.
The messages and calls the night before weren't from him.
The first text was from my cousin's wife. "You okay? Give me a call if you need anything." Sweet, except that she lived in New York and probably couldn't do much for me in Toronto. But we almost never talked, so how had she known to contact me now?
I didn't get that question answered until a few messages of shock and condolence later. Anna, who I'd reluctantly friended on Facebook after she'd called me into her office and said she wanted to be friends with her subordinates, made it clear with her text.
"See you and Alex are no longer in relationship on FB. Hope it's a glitch and not for real! See you tomorrow."
Had he...
I flipped open my laptop and logged into Facebook, and my fingers froze on the keys as the sight of so many wall postings smacked me in the face.
He had. Barely ten minutes after he'd left, he'd changed his Facebook relationship status to 'single' and unfriended me. Since his profile had wide open privacy settings because he liked being found by anyone from his past who cared to look for him, even unfriended I could see that he'd set his status to 'Offline for a while', leaving me to answer the shocked questioning of our friends and family. Charming.
At least he wasn't listed as in a relationship with her; I didn't want to know who she was.
I closed the computer without responding to any of the posts. What could I say?
Everyone knew. There was nowhere for me to hide. I wouldn't be waking up. This nightmare was real.
The tears I hadn't shed last night now overwhelmed me and I sat sobbing as every word he'd spoken to me in the last fourteen years became suspect. Had he ever really loved me? I knew he'd lusted after the big-boobed girls back in high school, but then all the boys had. Maybe most of them still did. How would I know? I'd always felt secure though, because I'd been sure Alex did want me despite my more fragile proportions, and certainly after we'd gone through university and into the work world together I'd figured I was his type after all. But now...
My cell phone received another message, and I shut it off. I couldn't talk to anyone. I would have told them all, of course, eventually. But now everyone knew and I couldn't do anything but accept their condolences and try to explain what I simply didn't understand. I'd thought we were perfect together. Forever.
I'd been wrong.
I simply hadn't been enough for him.
That thought, of course, just made me cry harder, and I gave in. I cried until I had nothing left, then picked up my poor drained husk of a self and headed for the shower. I needed to get ready for work.
With my hand on the bathroom doorknob, I reconsidered.
Alex and I didn't work together, but we did work in the same group of buildings, frequently running into each other in the shared coffee shop even when we hadn't arranged to meet. I could bump into him today. What the hell would I say if I did? As if my red swollen eyes wouldn't tell him enough. And what if he was with her?
Not to mention all the people, from both of our companies, who knew us and now no doubt knew we were no longer together. Juicy gossip traveled fast, and I'd spend my day cringing away from everyone, afraid of breaking down under their sympathy. Or worse, of seeing in their eyes that they'd known about Alex's affair all along. Poor Andrea, so gullible. The last to know.
I knew I should go to work. Anna expected me. After a conference I always had to debrief her and her useless tag-along co-boss Gary. Plus I had tons of people to follow up with from the conference. And Alex would win if I stayed home.
Even so, I couldn't do it.
I emailed Anna and explained that I'd picked up a bad cold on the plane trip home and wouldn't be in. Since I knew she knew about Alex and I didn't want her to realize he was the reason I wasn't coming in, I added, "Unfortunately, that wasn't a Facebook glitch. Alex left me yesterday. I'll be fine, though."
I did consider pretending the breakup had been mutual, but I didn't know who he'd confided in and I felt enough of a fool already without lying and getting caught. I wouldn't get caught on the cold thing, though, since my crying had me easily as stuffed up as a cold would have and Anna's horror of germs would mean she'd be glad I'd stayed home, so that lie I sent off.
Then I went back to bed.
When I woke up later that day, I made myself post a generic "yes, we've split up, yes, I'm fine, no, I don't need anything" message on Facebook and then shut it down with relief. I didn't want to talk to anyone. I did respond to the email from my poor shocked parents in Vancouver, who'd been informed of the breakup by Alex's equally shocked parents, so they'd know I was alive but otherwise I ignored the text messages and phone calls and emails.
I appreciated people's concern, of course, but only dimly. Mostly I hated it. I hated the need for it, I hated the hint of 'about time you guys broke up' I sensed in some of the messages, and I utterly despised the single friend who told me that now we could go out man-hunting together. I didn't want to hunt men. I had Alex in my sights and I wouldn't look for anyone else.
All I did that day was look for him. I roamed his Facebook page over and over, went back through three months of his inane Twitter posts, and searched the apartment from one end to the other for anything he might have left behind that would give me a clue as to what I'd done wrong. I found nothing, but I looked until I was crying too hard to see then collapsed on the couch until I calmed down enough to search again.
Tuesday morning, after another sleepless night, I only thought for a minute or two before sending Anna an email claiming my cold had worsened so I still couldn't come in. I knew that the longer I stayed home the more likely it was that everyone at work would realize I was hiding from the Alex situation, but I couldn't make myself care. The thought of running into him was unbearable.
Since I hadn't found anything useful in my online and in-apartment stalking on Monday, I spent Tuesday typing everything I could remember from the last few months into what eventually became a fifty-page Word file. There had to be something. I'd done something.
When I collapsed in tears after a few hours of fruitless recollection, I had a shock of awful realization.
No, there did not have to be something. Maybe it wasn't what I'd done, it was who I was. If he just didn't want me any more, then nothing I could do would change it.
I forced that thought away the second it hit me, refusing to allow it to take root. Not an option. He had loved me. He would love me again. I would find the key.
Wednesday, I told Anna that I would let her know when I felt well enough to come back and promised I would start working from home. I didn't promise how much, though, so I set aside an hour morning and afternoon for work then spent the rest of the time thinking and analyzing the Word file I'd made, though I was often crying too hard to read it.
Two friends called and left messages that afternoon, since I didn't answer the phone, offering to come over and keep me company. Sweet of them, but I couldn't imagine having to talk to anyone so I sent text messages and claimed to feel better on my own. They made me promise I'd let them know if I needed anything, and I promised even though I knew I wouldn't. The only thing I needed was the answer to what I'd done wrong, and they couldn't give me that. I had to find it myself.
Every aspect of my life had been built on Alex. He was my first and only kiss and boyfriend and lover, my best friend and confidant, and without him I felt like the core of my life was gone and the weak outer shell was far too shaky to stand alone. I was too shaky to stand alone.
I would get him back. I had to.
But I couldn't figure out how, because he wouldn't talk to me. I'd kept myself from trying to contact him on Monday and Tuesday, but on Wednesday I'd realized that I'd only managed that by assuming he would contact me, even if just to see if I was okay. He hadn't, and maybe wouldn't, so I did. Over the next few days I reached out in every way I could find: I sent him text messages, phoned him, emailed, mentioned him on Twitter. By Friday I was ready to send him a carrier pigeon, because nothing else had worked. He'd cut me out of his life completely.
But the difference was, where I had an empty core, he had the new woman, about whom I knew nothing. My earlier 'I'm better off not knowing' attitude had worn off and I was desperate to find out what she had that I didn't. Because if I knew I could get it and then get him back.
After the week at home, and a weekend spent re-analyzing everything I'd found that might give me a hint about her, I didn't even consider going in to work on Monday. My poor eyes were so red and swollen from the still-constant crying fits that I'd never be able to make myself look decent, and I couldn't face the unfeeling crowds on the subway and the faked sympathy of my coworkers and bosses.
The second week passed much like the first. I didn't cry quite as much, but that only gave me more time to obsess and analyze. I found nothing about her, and next to nothing about him, but I couldn't give up. I slept a little more, sheer exhaustion taking me over, and my work ethic began to make me feel guilty so I began spending more time on my job, but every free moment still went to the desperate struggle to find an answer.
As my third week of unproductive hermitage neared its end, I realized to my surprise that I could continue like this indefinitely. Since I'd often worked from home two or three days a week, Anna and Gary seemed to be all right with my never coming into the office. We talked on the phone and over email whenever they needed me, and as if by mutual consent we never mentioned Alex. It looked like I could keep working from home at my current pathetic pace until I retired. Only thirty-seven years to go.
Things were stabilizing on a personal level too. The messages, which I'd continued to ignore, had peaked in the second week but now there were hardly any new ones. People had moved on, back to their own crises, and Alex and I were no longer of interest.
He was still of supreme interest to me, though. I was briefly certain that he regretted leaving me, based on the 'so shouldn't have done that' message he posted on Twitter early in the third week. Though that later turned out to be a reference to a burrito-eating contest, I still felt sure he also harbored regrets over what he'd done to me. How could he not?
I knew I wasn't supposed to obsess over my cheating ex. The right response, as I'd learned from years of watching romantic comedies, was to go out and find a new man, preferably either the ex's best friend or his arch rival, or both, until the ex smartened up and came back. But Alex's best friend was married with four kids, and he didn't have a rival that I knew of, and I didn't want a new man anyhow. Though I hated myself for being so weak, I wanted Alex and I would figure out what I needed to do to make that happen.
I hadn't gotten far, though, by Friday of my third week at home. Difficult to plan to fix your life when you don't know what you did wrong. I hadn't eaten much over those weeks, too busy crying and thinking, but I'd still finished all the food in the house, and as I sat awaiting the delivery of the pizza I'd eat for the next few days I again went through what little I'd discovered.
From the sounds of things, he was going to work and hanging out with his friends and doing all of his usual activities, just without me. How come his life was going on as normal and mine had stopped dead? Easier to be the dumper than the dumpee, I supposed.
The intercom buzzed and I let the pizza guy in. To my surprise, though, when he arrived at the apartment he wasn't the usual guy. Alex and I had been ordering pizza nearly every Friday night for the four years we'd been in this apartment and it had always been delivered by the same short round bald man. This guy was short too, but skinny with dreadlocks and a scraggly beard.
He handed me the pizza box and I said, "Where's the other guy?"
"Bob?"
I shrugged. "The usual guy. Short, bald..."
"Bob." He clutched at his chest, making a mock agonized face. "Heart attack."
My own heart skipped a beat. "Seriously? Is he okay?"
"He will be, they think. Not going to be around for a while, though." He shook his head. "He thought he just had an upset stomach, and he happened to ask at one of his deliveries if they had any antacid. The woman he asked was a nurse and she figured out what was wrong with him. From the sounds of it, if he'd driven off he probably would have died in the car."
"Wow."
"Yup. One tiny decision changes everything, eh? Anyhow, that'll be twenty-two fifty."
I paid, but I didn't eat. Instead, I sat on the couch and thought about what he'd said. One tiny decision. If Bob had handled that 'indigestion' differently, he'd be dead. At some point Alex had met her for the first time, and if he hadn't let himself meet her for the second and subsequent times we'd still be together. If I hadn't stayed home on that first day, I wouldn't have become the tragic recluse I now was. The most minuscule change could shake up every aspect of your life.
I needed to be my opposite.
I could do that, if I took every last one of those little decisions in life and flipped them around. I'd thought Alex and I were perfect together and I'd been wrong, so I clearly couldn't trust my intuition. So I'd do the exact opposite of what it told me. When I wanted to say no, I'd say yes. When I wanted less, I'd ask for more. When I wanted to wear a sweatshirt and jeans, I'd pick out a skirt and heels instead. I'd try everything I'd never tried before. I'd become a whole new person.
And then Alex would come home.
I wasn't proud of how much I, a supposedly strong modern woman, wanted Alex back, but I couldn't help it. He'd been in my life forever and without him I felt weak, like half the oxygen had been sucked out of the air I was breathing: I could survive but I couldn't possibly thrive.
I picked up a slice of pizza, the same food I'd been eating every Friday night for years, and realized I hadn't been thriving for a long time. Alex and I had slipped into something not so much a rut as a mile-deep trench. I hadn't noticed since it had happened so gradually, but I could see it now and he must have seen it too. He'd clearly become bored with me. With us.
So. I would make changes, perk up my life, and then Alex would take me back and everything would be fine. Back to the way it was.
But what would I change first?
I ate my pizza and looked around the apartment, figuring a physical change might be easier than changing myself. I needed to do that too, but one step at a time.
Nothing jumped out at me in the living room, so once I'd finished eating I took my dishes to the kitchen then began touring the apartment in search of a place to begin. When I walked into the bedroom and tripped over the laundry hamper, as I did nearly every time I went in there, I knew my first change. We'd put the hamper right inside the door so it'd be easy to get the clothes out to do the laundry, but it partly blocked the doorway and constantly falling over it frustrated me. Time for it to move.
I tried various spots in the room and eventually tucked it into the closet. It could have gone in the empty section where Alex's clothes used to be, but instead I put it under my hanging dress shirts so it wouldn't be in Alex's way when he came home and unpacked. Lots of room for it on my side, and the few extra steps to fetch at laundry time wouldn't be that taxing.
Besides, I'd handled the laundry since we moved in together, so those steps would never have taxed him at all. Funny that I hadn't realized that before. I had been stumbling over the hamper, annoying myself, when I could have relocated it at any time.
As I turned to leave the room, I saw the place where the hamper had been, now open and no longer a hazard, and though it was a tiny and stupid change my shoulders relaxed and a little flutter of pleasure skipped through me. I'd made a change and it had made a difference. He and I had actually fought once about that ridiculous hamper, since I'd hated tripping over it, and now when he came back there'd be no reason to fight.
I left the room, then went in and out of it a few more times to enjoy the wide-open space again, then settled onto the couch to plan my next change. That one had been so small and yet it had made a significant difference. If I did something a little more major...
I didn't want to rearrange the bookshelves even though Alex taking his stuff away had left awkward empty gaps, because when he came back I'd want him to fit that stuff right back into those gaps. So it'd have to be something else.
The apartment was getting dark, though, which made it hard to find changes. I turned on a light, and familiar exasperation filled me.
Alex had chosen a dusky gray paint for the living room because he'd seen it in a magazine and thought it would look elegant. I'd agreed, and it did in fact look elegant in the magazine's sun-drenched pictures. But our apartment faced north and got hardly any sun. Turning lights on didn't add much warmth, so even brighter the room still felt cold and unwelcoming instead of elegant.
I could change that. I could make our living room inviting.
But what color to use?
My immediate reaction was to ask Alex for his opinion, but I grimaced and pushed that away. Kind of the point, not asking him. Not that I could.
I studied everything in the room, taking my time. The furniture's dark brown upholstery and the light oak hardwood floor looked nice with the gray paint. What else would suit them? A pale green, maybe. Or a light brown in the same kind of color as the furniture. Or I could splash out on a rich deep purple. A shock, but maybe a good one?
I didn't know. My chest tightened in frustration. I didn't know, and I had to know because if I couldn't even make this tiny change I had no hope of changing enough to get Alex back.
That thought forced me to my feet. The home improvement place down the road was open until nine, and it was barely eight o'clock. I would go get some paint and then spend the weekend refreshing the living room and revamping my life. I changed the fuzzy pants I'd put on after my morning shower for jeans then headed out, filled with a teeny spark of enthusiasm and an unreasonable amount of terror.
Once at the store, though, the enthusiasm flickered and died, leaving only the terror behind. The wall of paint chips loomed over me, taunting me. "You can't make a decision, can you? Not even something as simple as this. Pathetic."
It was pathetic but I couldn't. All the ideas I'd had at home now seemed ridiculous, and the huge variety of color choices paralyzed me.
The crowd paralyzed me even more. I would have assumed people would have better things to do on a Friday night than shop for home improvements but half the population of Toronto seemed crammed into the store and after being alone for weeks it was overwhelming. I was constantly bumped and pushed aside as I picked up and discarded sample cards over and over, making and breaking a thousand decisions, horrified at my inability to choose and my desperate desire to call someone, anyone, to make the decision for me.
Who could I call, though? Alex was obviously out, and I'd discovered to my sadness that many of the women I'd thought were my friends were actually our friends and Alex seemed to have custody of them. None of them had contacted me after the breakup and I hadn't bothered reaching out either. The few women who had offered me their company and support were possibilities, but I'd never responded and so couldn't imagine calling them now to say, "So, what color of paint should I get?"
I didn't want to anyhow. At twenty-eight years old, I had to be capable of picking paint.
Didn't I?
What was my favorite color anyhow? I couldn't even answer that. Alex had loved grays and browns, especially on me, and I'd gone along with it. My wardrobe was full of them. But now I wasn't sure that I'd ever liked them. I wasn't sure who I was any more.
A vibrant aqua blue? A washed-out yellow? Black, dull and lifeless?
Or wallpaper? Maybe I should--
No. The thought of trying to choose a pattern and color, of staying in the crowded store surrounded by people for that long, was too much to bear. It would have to be paint.
I scanned the paint chips until a soft pale purple caught my eye. After all the brown and gray in my life, purple would be a big change, and at the moment that was the closest to a decision that I could get. I had the store clerk mix me up the paint and fled.
I managed to get home before I burst into tears, but it was close. I'd known Alex and I had interwoven our lives to an amazing degree, of course, but how could we not have? We'd been together through nearly all of high school, all of university, and all the time since. But if someone had asked I'd have insisted I was still my own person, still an autonomous creature.
An autonomous creature crying over paint. An autonomous creature who didn't know her own favorite color.
I had to rebuild everything. I couldn't continue with what I had. Because I didn't have much of anything any more.
After crying myself to sleep, I woke the next morning feeling more positive than I had since Alex had left. Okay, the paint choosing thing had been a bit of a disaster. More than a bit. But I had bought paint, and I'd even thought to pick up brushes and rollers. Sure, everything in my life had changed, and not by my choice, but I could still take control. I could put together a new life for myself. Better, stronger, more focused on what I liked and what mattered to me.
My self-pitying thoughts of the night before, my belief that I had nothing left, seemed silly in the light of the new day. Of course I had lots left. I had my job, and my clothes and books and CDs and DVDs. And...
Nothing else came to mind. I had physical things, but barely anything in the social realm. No real friends, no boyfriend, no family nearby...
I started to feel down again but rather than let myself sink into the sadness I decided to paint. Knowing I should lay down newspaper and carefully tape off the baseboards and window frames first, I instead just got the furniture and a few hanging pictures out of the way and launched into it. Another reversal.
Tears filled my eyes when the first strokes of paint hit the wall. Alex had picked that color, and I was obliterating one of the few things he'd left behind. But I blinked hard and kept going, because I had to, and soon had one full wall covered.
Standing back and staring at it, I tried to decide if I liked it. More important, would Alex like it? I didn't want him to come home and hate what I'd done with the place. It was definitely a lighter and brighter color than before, far prettier, and much girlier. Did it work, though? I thought maybe, but I wasn't sure.
I'd never thought of myself as a particularly indecisive person but since Alex left I'd been the queen of the wafflers.
"Do you like your paint, your highness?" I said out loud, then laughed at myself, laughed for the first time in weeks. It felt good.
I gave the rest of the walls their first coat and then took a pizza break before applying the second coat. Finished, I went out for a walk to get a little paint-fume-free air. The day was cool for mid-June, and I walked fast to keep warm. When I returned home I felt a million times better, my body energized and my mind relaxed.
I opened the door, and the sight of the living room multiplied my mood by another million or so. The paint, which had appeared more blue when I left, glowed purple in the sunlight sneaking through the half-open window blinds, and the room felt bright and fresh and happy. More like the room in the magazine that had made Alex pick the gray paint. He would like this, I was almost sure of it.
I dropped onto the couch and looked around, feeling surprisingly proud of myself. I'd made a change and it was a good one. Small, but good. I was on the right track.
Time to move it up a level. Though I so didn't want to, I would go to work on Monday, and I would go every day that week even though I didn't usually work in the office daily. My freak out at the home improvement store made it clear that I shouldn't be alone much longer.
But I'd so much rather be alone than see Alex. Not that he'd want to see me either.
That made me think, and I opened my laptop and checked his company's web site. They did have another location, and maybe...
Relief filled me. Alex had transferred to the other location, a good twenty minutes by subway from my building. I almost certainly wouldn't see him.
I might see his new woman, though. One of the few things he'd told me was that he'd met her at work. But I had no idea what she looked like, except that she was my opposite and on at least one occasion she'd used a black hair elastic, so unless she was wearing an 'Andrea, I stole your man' t-shirt I wouldn't have to worry about her.
Thinking of clothes made me wonder what I should wear on Monday. Going back to work after three weeks off, when everyone knew why I'd been away, was monumental. People would be looking at me. I needed to look good.
I checked out my closet but found myself yawning within moments. Being so short and tiny, and blonde to boot, I'd gravitated to highly professional clothing so people wouldn't assume, as had happened to me when I was twenty-three, that I was in the office with my dad for 'bring your daughter to work day'. Black and brown and gray suits, blouses in white or black, sharp creases, no curves, nothing soft or relaxed... my closet was all business. Even for work clothes, surely there was room for a little flexibility. A little reversal of my usual looks and styles.
I would go shopping tomorrow, and I would find myself three work outfits that fit my body and shook up my life.
*****
After breakfast and coffee while admiring my new living room, which had taken on yet another different but pretty color variation in the early morning light, I was at the mall when it opened at ten. It wouldn't be so busy then, and I could ease myself into seeing people again.
I generally hit the same three stores whenever I needed clothes, but this time I roamed the mall and window-shopped and went into whatever store seemed the most unlike me. I did need to look trustworthy and solid, since no company wants its data analysis done by someone in a Pooh bear sweatshirt and track pants, so I stayed out of the casual stores and the ones clearly targeted to teenagers. But otherwise I went everywhere I'd never gone before, and even ventured into a teenager-type store when a hot pink blazer in the window caught my eye though I just knew I'd hate it on me.
"I'll take it," I said to the gum-chomping store clerk, surprised at myself but unable to deny that the blazer fit me perfectly and would add a much-needed dash of color to my wardrobe.
"There's, like, a skirt that goes with it." She pointed to a very few inches of matching pink fabric.
"Thanks, but I think that might be a bit short for me."
"Yeah, maybe."
Her tone said "definitely", and I wanted to fight back but I couldn't since I'd started it. So I made myself fight back. Reversals everywhere. I had to keep reminding myself I wasn't being myself any more. "Actually, I'll try it on."
I'd nearly need a bikini wax every time I wore it, but the surprised look on the clerk's face when I came out wearing it made me feel good. I didn't buy it, though: I'd never wear something that short.
I struggled with that as I wandered from store to store. Should I buy it anyhow? What exactly were the parameters on this project? I couldn't flat-out reverse everything I did, or I'd be eating when I was stuffed and denying myself food when I was starving. The point was to shake things up, change my life and change myself too. Do things I'd never have done before. Well, I'd never have bought that skirt, so...
After I went back and bought it, fighting back a giggle at the clerk's grudging, "Looked good on you," I carried on through the mall. A gorgeous brown dress, soft and flowing, caught my eye, but I looked away because I had enough brown and shouldn't be getting any more. I needed to be my opposite, and brown wasn't opposite.
I pushed the dress from my mind, which took several tries since it really had been pretty, and kept shopping, and besides the hot pink outfit I soon had a pale purple long-sleeved dress made of some lovely soft fabric with a full skirt that grazed my ankles, an ivory cardigan so soft I couldn't stop myself reaching into the bag and fondling it every chance I got, and a cobalt blue pullover.
I'd never tried bright colors like the pink and blue, afraid I was too pale to be able to stand up to them, but by making myself test them out I found that in the right shades they made my eyes so much bluer, and instead of 'pale' my skin looked creamy and soft. I'd stayed away from pastels before since Alex didn't like them, and I'd never bought anything white, either, afraid it would get stained. I promised myself I would wear that gorgeous cardigan constantly and not stress over its possible damage.
They were all gorgeous, but with the exception of the pink skirt also professional. I didn't have to wear suits to work; I'd been doing it to make myself feel more grown-up. But maybe I didn't need that any more?
As I tried on a green dress, standing in my bare feet because my cheap black flip-flops made the dress look ridiculous, I realized that maybe I didn't need my high heels any more either. I hadn't worn anything less than a three-inch heel to work in years, since I felt I had more power and presence with a few extra inches of height. But I didn't like them. They never fit me properly, no matter how carefully I shopped, and my feet ached every night after work and often during the day. Did that mean they weren't right for me?
The green dress needed a bigger bustline than I could supply even with ten padded bras, so I changed into the purple dress and headed to the nearest shoe store. My usual heels called to me but I resisted and instead tried on pair after pair of shoes I'd usually have ignored.
In most cases, ignoring would have been the right move, but I found an amazing pair of black sandals with a low thin heel that were somehow both sexy and work-appropriate, then fell hopelessly in love with suede flats in a stunning shade of teal. I didn't have anything teal in my wardrobe, and usually that would have been an automatic no, but I loved those shoes so much I bought them anyhow then continued cruising the mall to try to find their match.
I found it in the drugstore, of all places, in the nail polish aisle. I generally wore pale gold or neutral pink, to keep up my 'professional corporate woman' image, but when I spotted a teal nail polish in the exact color of my new shoes I couldn't resist. Those sorts of colors always screamed 'teenager' to me, but in some ways I'd be back to being a teenager again if I didn't get Alex back. A twenty-eight-year-old teenager. I hadn't dated, or flirted, or any of that stuff, since I was fourteen, and barely even then. I had a lot to learn.
But no, I didn't, because I would get Alex back. No question.
"Can I ask you a question?"
I turned, startled. "Sure."
The man smiled, a dimple forming in his cheek. "My sister sent me to buy a pink nail polish that's shimmery but not glittery for her high school graduation tomorrow. I'm hopelessly lost. Do you have any idea what she means?"
If a woman had asked, I'd have been able to discuss the merits of the different pinks available without a second thought. But this cute man left me tongue-tied, and I shook my head and said, "No, sorry. Maybe the cosmetics counter can help?"
His smile was less bright than before and the dimple didn't make an appearance. "Maybe. I'll ask. Thanks."
He left, and I bought my nail polish, avoiding the cosmetic counter so I wouldn't see him again because I felt like an idiot. I was halfway home before I realized he might have been trying to pick me up. I had no sense of those things. I didn't know if I ever had, but fourteen years of not caring whether anyone else wanted me had put whatever instinct I might once have possessed to sleep more thoroughly than a thousand mugs of warm milk could ever manage.
When I got home, feeling miserable about all I had to learn, I hung up my new outfits and immediately both my closet and my mood seemed brighter. The beautiful brown dress lingered in my mind but seeing all the brown in my closet told me I'd done the right thing leaving it behind. I was trying to reverse everything and more brown simply didn't fit with my new life.
My dark clothes huddled together at the back corner, sending nervous glances at the shiny new intruders, but I wanted them all to work together so I pulled out a few of my old standby work outfits and spent a good hour trying out all possible combinations with my new pieces. I made a chart to make sure; I didn't want to miss any potential way to spice up my life.
The irony of using an analysis technique to make my life more open and free didn't escape me, but in the end I was glad I'd done it, because the new blue sweater made great friends with my dark brown dress pants although I'd never have expected that and wouldn't have tried without the chart. The teal shoes gave a kick of color to my most monochromatic outfits and I liked it, and also liked how the black sandals made my feet and ankles look great while still being more comfortable than my old heels. Neither pair was perfectly cozy, though, so I would keep looking. The perfect-fitting footwear for me was out there somewhere, and I'd find it.
I adored the pink blazer, which somehow went with nearly every bottom in my closet, but I couldn't help feeling I'd made a mistake with its matching skirt. It hit me about six inches up from my knees, and though I thought my legs looked good in it I couldn't imagine myself marching into work wearing it. Or sitting down at work wearing it.
Well, not all of my reversals would be successful. This might be my first mistake, and I'd have to accept that there'd probably be more. Can't make a whole new self without breaking a few eggs, or flashing a few coworkers.
I didn't sleep well Sunday night, too afraid of every last thing in my office building reminding me of Alex, but slipping on the purple dress and new sandals made me feel better. Every time I caught a glimpse of the lovely pastel fabric, or felt it swishing about my legs, I remembered that I was my opposite now, stronger and more confident, and I could survive whatever memories tried to attack me.
On my way to work, I was surprised to get several smiles from random men and to have one of them offer me a newly vacated seat on the subway instead of taking it himself. I'd never had even a first glance from guys on my way to work, never mind a second one or any sort of interaction. Was it the clothes, or that I had my hair down loose around my shoulders instead of in its usual braid or updo? I hadn't changed my appearance to get a random man, of course, and I did wonder whether Alex would like my new look as much as these guys seemed to, but I couldn't help enjoying their validation. I didn't do anything about it, except blush and look away, but I enjoyed it.
I didn't enjoy arriving at work, though, where the sight of the glassed-in coffee shop where Alex and I had had lunch together a few times a week for four years hit me hard. Would we ever sit there again? My hands began to sweat, and the handle of my briefcase slid within my grasp.
I took a deep breath and set the briefcase down, pretending to read a note by the front door about upcoming maintenance or something and 'absently' rubbing my hands together to dry them off. You can do this, Andrea. The girl in this dress can do this. Think of those lovely teal shoes. And your new sweaters. They believe in you. Get going.
Imagining my clothes in the closet cheering me on, waving their arms if they had them and stomping their soles on the floor if they didn't, made me smile, and I picked up my briefcase and walked toward the elevators, passing the coffee shop without looking.
"Andrea! We didn't expect you today, did we?"
I smiled at Anna. "I figured I should come in since it's been a while. And I'll be here all week. If that's okay, of course."
I expected a smile back and an "oh, of course!" response, but instead I got a furrowed brow and a "well, yes, it's just..."
"Just what?"
It turned out to be 'just' that they'd let someone else use the office space I usually occupied. Before I'd left for my business trip they'd been talking about hiring another analyst since my work load was pretty intense, and while I'd been gone for the trip and for freaking out over Alex they had gone ahead with that and she, Tina, was now a full-time resident of my former part-time space.
I couldn't help feeling sick that they'd let her take it over without even telling me about it, but I did my best to hide that. And then I remembered the reversing project, and stopped hiding it. "I'm surprised, I have to admit. I'd have thought you'd make sure we both had space, and also that you'd mention her to me."
Anna blinked. "Well, actually, yes, you're right. We should have. I'm sorry. But hey, how about the small conference room instead? It never gets used."
No, because while it officially held four people, Anna and I had done my last performance review in there and we'd both admitted feeling claustrophobic. But as my own work space? Basically a private office, albeit a tiny one? "That would work. I'll drop my stuff off there and then I guess I should meet Tina."
Anna nodded, then cleared her throat as I turned to go.
I stopped and faced her.
"Are you all right?"
My immediate inclination was to sweep it all under the rug, so instead I said, "Well, I wasn't for a bit, but I am now. The whole thing with Alex was a big shock and it did mess me up for a while, but I've got myself back together." Sort of. But I wouldn't share my ongoing sadness and confusion with my boss so I gave her my best confident smile. "And I'll be here every day this week, so you'll be able to see for yourself."
Anna smiled back and her shoulders dropped. "That's good." She checked her watch. "We've got a staff meeting in a minute. We've started weekly ones just to get everyone going in the right direction at the start of the week. Drop off your briefcase and then get to the big conference room, okay?"
"Sure," I said, trying not to sound surprised that my boss, who had always hated staff meetings in general and pep-talk-style ones in particular, was now holding a weekly meeting.
When I entered the conference room, my other boss Gary was sitting laughing with a woman I didn't know. Bigger and taller than me, she had thick red hair which tumbled to her shoulders in a riot of curls and waves and she wore the green dress I'd decided against at the mall because it didn't suit me. It suited her, though. She had the curves to fill it out and clearly also the confidence to carry it off.
Alarm bells went off in my head, and a voice inside me, sounding like one of those calm-voiced 'three seconds to detonation' announcers from a disaster movie, said, "She's your opposite."
No. Please, no.
Gary looked up. "Andrea! Didn't expect you today."
Nobody had, apparently. But here I was. I let my hands brush over the soft skirt of my purple dress for courage and gave him a big smile, pushing aside my worries about the woman. "Figured it was time I came in. More than time." I turned the smile on the redhead, determined not to show my fear. "I'm Andrea Forsythe. Nice to meet you."
She stood and held out her hand to me, so I had to cross the conference room to shake hands with her. As I did, she said, "Tina Cameron. I've heard so much about you. I guess we'll be working together."
She was my opposite, at least physically, but the alarm bells began to subside as I thought about the dates. Alex had met his new woman at work months ago. Tina hadn't been working here when that would have happened. Relieved, and trying not to think about the possibility that she'd simply been in the coffee shop downstairs and their eyes had met over some stale donuts, I said, "It'll be great to have someone helping out." Helping out. Not taking over.
"I'm excited about all the possibilities here. And you got to go to the conference last month, didn't you? Lucky beast. I've wanted to go for years. I hear the keynote speakers alone are worth the cost of admission. Who'd you hear this time?"
Gary gave her a smile I could only describe as fond. "You'll know soon enough. Andrea always gives a full report after conferences." The smile faltered. "Eventually, anyhow." He turned to me. "How are you?"
The tone made it not just a social question, but I wouldn't have thought he meant it that way anyhow. "I'm fine." I made my voice as clear and strong as I could. "I had a rough few weeks but I'm back now and ready to go. No question."
"I'm glad," Tina said before Gary could respond. "I've been looking for a few of your files. Could you walk me through your filing system after this?"
She sounded so sweet and innocent I was positive she didn't realize she'd basically accused me of being disorganized. I almost let it go, but then reversed. "Well, sure. It's alphabetical, though, by client name. What couldn't you find?"
Her cheeks turned a faint pink. "I... Gary asked on Friday for Sizzlewitz or something and I couldn't find him in the files."
Gary laughed. "Sorry, that's on me. It starts with a T, of all things. T-C-I-E and then a bunch of other letters in apparently random order. No worries, Tina, I should have told you."
She gave him a grateful smile, and I made a mental note to watch her. I didn't need her making me look bad, and I felt sure she'd be trying to take the conferences from me. So far, not so keen on my new coworker.
Anna arrived then with the rest of the staff, and after they'd all greeted me more awkwardly than I'd have liked she said, "All right, let's get down to business. Why don't we start with a status update from everyone?"
Going through the nine other analysts took a while, and I was surprised that rather than being bored I felt uncomfortable in the presence of so many people. I'd become so used to staying at home, acting however I wanted, and on three occasions I started to blurt out random thoughts as they crossed my mind. I only managed to stop myself on two of them, unfortunately, and my "Hey, that's a new phone, isn't it?" comment to Gary in the middle of Tina's report raised a few eyebrows and earned me a nod and a finger-to-the-lips shushing gesture from Gary.
Tina wrapped up, then smiled at me. "So, now you can talk. How'd the conference go?"
I cleared my throat, feeling silly after my outburst and sensing that the group was still wondering about me. "It went well, actually. My presentation was very well received, and I had at least ten people say they'd be contacting Anna or Gary for possible new contracts."
"Six have so far," Anna put in.
"Great. I'll follow up with the rest this week, and--"
"You haven't yet?"
I turned to Tina, surprised. "Well, no. I've been away. Plus I usually wait at least a few weeks after conferences to give people time to get settled back into their jobs."
She made a thoughtful face. "I've always followed up right away to make sure they don't sign with someone else. But different strokes for different folks, I guess."
The mental note to watch Tina got circled in red. "So far it's working for me, so I'll keep it up," I said, making sure my voice stayed light. "Other than that, I'll post my session notes on the shared network folder like usual so anyone who's interested can read them, and... and I think that's about it."
I ground to a halt in a way I never had in a real presentation and winced inside. So much for giving a good impression. My coworkers had almost never seen me present; I didn't usually give conference updates to everyone, but just talked to Anna and Gary upon my return, since they'd never been the 'whole staff' meeting types before. Tina's influence, perhaps?
She smiled at me. "I'd love to have coffee with you later if you have time, pick your brains about everything that happened there." She sighed. "Someday maybe I'll get to go."
Gary gave her that mushy smile again. "You never know."
I held my face still with an effort. I'd always been the one to go to the conferences. I had contacts there, and made new connections for the company every time. Sending Tina would be like starting all over again.
A cold shiver ran down my spine. I'd been gone for three weeks, gone with increasingly pathetic excuses. Had they decided to start again? Was I about to lose the only part of my life that Alex hadn't ripped apart?
I'd have to wait and see.
No.
The meeting drew to a close, and as everyone began to leave I said, willing my voice not to shake, "Anna, Gary, could I speak to you for a minute?"
Tina looked back, clearly reluctant to leave, as she exited the room, but at last it was just the three of us.
I took a deep breath. "I owe you both an apology. Being gone for so long is inexcusable." I turned to Gary, who was looking surprised, probably because I'd never been the 'lay the cards on the table' type before. "I know Anna knows about my recent breakup. Do you?"
He nodded. "And I'm sorry."
The sincerity in his voice made the back of my throat tighten, but I swallowed hard and pushed the emotions away. "Thank you. I guess it's obvious that I didn't take it too well, but I am far better now. I want you to know you can rely on me."
Anna nodded, and she and Gary exchanged a glance. I'd never seen one of them make a decision without the other, and even then they made as few decisions as they could. My dad always said a committee was ten men doing the work of one, and I'd amended it for Anna and Gary: they were two doing the work of none most days. They'd both been around forever, remnants of the previous ownership of the company, and while they weren't going to be fired they'd never be promoted either. They coasted through their days, and it occurred to me that my absence had probably made them make more decisions, take more actions, than they'd liked.
Gary nodded at Anna then said to me, "We're glad to hear that. To be honest, we've been concerned about the October conference."
Not as big as the May one, but still vital. I hated to say it but had to ask, "You were considering sending someone else?"
"Tina," he said, confirming my worst fears. "You know she's excited about the possibility."
Before I could tell him I was excited too, he said, "But if you're able to go you're by far the best choice." He glanced to Anna for confirmation, then continued after she nodded. "So we'll send you."
"Thank you."
"Thank you for being so open. It makes it easier to be sure you'll be able to handle it."
I frowned. "You were doubting me that much? This is the first time I've been anything but completely reliable."
"True, but we can't afford even a single screw-up at conferences. As long as you show us you're completely fine now, we'll keep sending you."
No pressure.
*****
I spent the rest of the morning working and trying not to worry about whether I'd soon be replaced by Tina, so when she showed up at my makeshift office a bit before noon and said, "Want to have lunch?" I wasn't exactly in the mood to hang out with her. But since I didn't want to go I made myself accept, while wishing I'd left a loophole in the reversing project for annoying new coworkers.
She suggested the coffee shop downstairs, and while I hated it I knew I needed to get over the memories of me and Alex so I agreed.
As we waited for the elevator, she said, "I love your toenails."
I looked down at the teal polish visible through the straps of my new sandals, which were a little tighter than I remembered and leaving painful dents in my flesh. "Thanks. It's not my usual color choice but I like it. Too bright for my fingers, though."
She held out a hand tipped with pale pink nails then slipped off one of her green shoes to show toenails the color of my cobalt sweater. "Trust me, I get it."
I smiled, willing myself to like her. I'd be working with her, after all, and if she was trying to take my job being nice might make her change her mind. After all, she'd asked me to lunch and that had to be a good sign.
Walking into the coffee shop hurt, since nearly every table had been used by me and Alex at some point, but I made myself keep moving. Rather than my usual sandwich and salad, I scanned the list of hot food and picked the macaroni and cheese I'd heard others rave about but had never tried because I didn't like waiting for it to be dished out. Then I found an iced tea instead of my standard bottle of water and joined Tina and her salad at a table.
"You're lucky you can eat stuff like that," she said, poking at her lettuce. "I'm so sick of vegetables but it's the only way to keep my weight down. I bet you've never had a weight problem, right?"
Did not being able to keep weight on when I was nervous or upset count? I didn't own a scale, but the fit of my favorite jeans suggested I'd lost at least a few pounds since Alex's departure. I made myself smile. "Add it to the list of things you hate about me."
Without smiling back, she pulled out her phone and began punching something into it.
I stared.
She looked up and burst out laughing. "I wasn't doing that! I keep track of my food in here. And I don't have a list. I don't even know you."
I smiled, relieved. "So the list will wait until you do?"
"Yup." She set the phone down. "Nah, I don't think I'm going to hate you. So, tell me about Anna and Gary. They seem sort of..." She waved a hand, searching for a word.
I waited. I wasn't going to jump in and maybe say the opposite of what she'd been thinking. That wasn't the kind of reversal I had in mind.
More hand-waving, then she said, "Clueless?"
I tipped my head from side to side, agreeing without saying the words, then explained how they'd come to hold their jobs. When I finished, she said, "This is great. I don't know how to fit into a place if I don't know what's happened in the past. How long have you been working for them?"
"Four years."
She nodded, then looked uncomfortable. "They said something about your boyfriend. I guess you'd been together a while?"
"Fourteen years."
She dropped her fork. "Fourteen years with one guy? Didn't you get bored? Weren't people saying you'd spent too long with him? I've never made it to fourteen months."
I shrugged, not liking the hint of 'you're boring enough to spend that long with one guy?' in her tone. "I didn't plan it, it just happened. And yeah, lots of people said that, especially since we were fourteen when we got together. But I didn't care. We were really good together and--"
Tears rushed up and I bit my lip, horrified. I couldn't cry. Not here. Not with her.
She gave me a smile, sympathetic but somehow distant. "They say it takes half the time you were with someone to get over him. No wonder you're not exactly joyful just yet. Let's talk about something else. Yes?"
I nodded, still fighting back the sudden emotion. We had been good together. I'd thought we'd been amazing. Then the rest of what she'd said hit me. Seven years? If I didn't get Alex back, it would take me that long to get over him? I wouldn't be ready for another relationship until I was thirty-five? "I have to wait seven years to be over him?"
She grimaced. "Hope not, for your sake, but it's always been pretty accurate for me. But then, my relationships don't usually last longer than a pair of cheap summer sandals. Which reminds me, where'd those shoes come from? I like."
I told her, and we chatted easily as we ate our lunches. I found myself liking her more than I'd expected. While I still felt like something of an impostor with my flowing dress and funky toenails, she didn't know I'd been different before. I could be myself, my new self, with her. Good thing I'd forced myself past my initial distrust.
When we were putting our trays on the rack, I spotted a woman I'd seen many times before but had never had the nerve to speak to. The tall elegantly curvy brunette always wore fascinating jewelry, and on multiple occasions I'd wanted to compliment a piece but had thought she'd think I was weird. This was a prime reversal opportunity.
I told Tina I'd be back upstairs in a minute and approached the woman, who was busily sorting through a bin of chocolate bars, hoping she'd be wearing something worthy of comment. Sure enough, a gorgeous heavy silver bracelet hugged her right wrist. "Um, excuse me?"
She turned to me, eyebrows raised. She looked so polished that I'd always assumed she was older than me, but up close I could tell we were about the same age.
"I, um... I love your bracelet. You have the best jewelry."
She grinned. "Thank you, I try. This one's hiding a secret."
"Oh, yeah?"
She eased the strips of metal apart and showed me a tattoo of vines around her wrist. "My boss frowns on ink. I've had it a year and she has no idea. Long sleeves or bracelets every day."
I laughed with her then said, "Well, it's gorgeous and camouflaging. Double duty."
"I do love my jewelry. I'm Wendy, by the way."
"Andrea."
She held out that bracelet-adorned arm and we shook hands.
"Nice to meet you."
"You too." Though it terrified me, I added, "Would you have coffee with me sometime this week? It'd be nice to have another friend at work."
She gave a startled laugh. "I love that you've got the guts to come right out and ask like that. If you'll teach me how to do it, then sure."
First, have your boyfriend of fourteen years dump you...
*****
Thrilled with my success at chatting with Wendy, I decided to take an even bigger step.
On the subway home, I would talk to a man.
I'd never looked at anyone but Alex in a romantic way, but without him I was in the land of 'every man is a possibility'. I didn't want to be there. But so far there'd been no sign that I'd ever get Alex back, or even speak to him again, so I would force myself to speak to a strange man now when it didn't matter so I could do it someday if it did. I'd panicked when faced with the cute man at the nail polish display, but maybe if I made the move myself it wouldn't be as awkward.
Wrong.
It was a trillion times more awkward.
I surveyed the people standing around me in my subway car and found a suitable target just a few feet away, reasonably good-looking and not wearing a wedding ring. The last thing I wanted was to interfere in someone else's relationship.
As we lurched along, I devised my plan. I would ask him for the time, and then I would compliment his watch or phone or whatever I noticed about him. If that was the end of the conversation, no problem. Getting one started would be enough for now.
The subway train paused at the next station, and when it began to move again I made my move too. "Excuse me, do you have the time?"
He glanced at me then at his watch. "Five forty-five."
"Thanks. Hey, that's a nice watch. I like how it... um..." Tells time? I couldn't think of anything to say about his plain stainless steel watch.
He looked into my eyes. "Don't bother."
"Don't bother what?"
"Don't bother me. I've spent all day listening to women beg and whine for crap, and I'm not going to spend my trip home listening to you do the same thing."
"I'm not asking for anything! Except the time. I just wanted to be friendly."
"Well, don't." He turned his back on me.
I stood stunned, then realized a pack of teenage girls across the subway car were snickering to themselves. The people nearest me were silent, but the air seemed to ring with their thoughts of, "Oh, the poor girl. How humiliating. She must feel awful."
They were right: I'd never felt so stupid. My cheeks burning with embarrassment, I clung to the pole in the middle of the car and stared at my feet, trying to ignore the girls' laughter and mentally begging the train to hurry up and reach the next station. It finally did, and though it was nowhere near where I wanted to be I bolted in horror.
I sat on a bench on the subway platform long after the train had gone, feeling sick and shaky, trying to talk myself out of my embarrassment. I hadn't done anything wrong, or even anything pushy. The guy's weird response was his problem not mine, and those kids shouldn't have been laughing at me.
It was all true, but I still felt awful. I wished I hadn't fled the car. I should have stared those girls down until they felt as uncomfortable as I had.
I shut my eyes and sighed. How, exactly, would that have helped? They'd still have thought I was pathetic.
Which I wasn't. I opened my eyes, took a few deep breaths, and told myself I wouldn't let that jerk's behavior control me any more. I'd made a big step. Sure, it hadn't exactly gone well, but I had made myself speak to a complete stranger. A man. I'd done it once, and I could do it again. I would do it again.
Though I totally didn't want to, I vowed that I would do it that night. I would spend the evening out and about Toronto striking up conversations with ten strangers, five men and five women.
Ten felt like an enormous number, but on the bright side it would keep me from going home. Alex and I had always had dinner at home after work then watched television and snuggled on the couch until bed time or until we decided to go to bed very early and not sleep, although now that I thought about it we hadn't spent a work night that way for quite a while.
Sadness at that flooded me, but I took deep breaths until it passed. Yes, maybe I should have noticed our sex life going south, but we'd still slept together once a week or so, even right before I left for my trip, and I'd known we were both busy so I hadn't thought much of it. Regardless, he shouldn't have cheated. He should have told me what he wanted from me.
I knew what I wanted from me at the moment, or at least what I wanted for me. Going home to the empty apartment tonight would be the toughest alone time I'd had since he left since it was such a break to the routine, and I wanted to protect myself from that. I'd do it tomorrow, but for tonight I didn't want to face it. Chatting with ten strangers would be far less painful and good for me.
So I took myself out for dinner, to a restaurant I'd never tried before, and afterward scanned the street for possible strangers to talk to. When I spotted the adorable fat black cat on a leash, I knew I'd found a great place to start.
"Your cat's gorgeous."
"Thanks," the man said, and the woman added, "His name's Buckingham, but we call him Big Buck."
"I can see why." I squatted. "Hey, Big Buck. How're you doing?"
He studied me with inscrutable green eyes then yawned.
I looked up at his people. "Can I pat him?"
They nodded, and I ran my hand over the thick plushy fur, trying to smooth it where the purple harness around his neck and chest had ruffled it. As a kid I'd been desperate to get a cat but my parents hadn't believed my fervent statements that I'd clean the litter box every day. Probably smart of them, given the disastrous state of my bedroom most of the time. Alex didn't like animals in the house so we'd never had a cat either. Now I found myself wondering what my lease said about pets.
I said over the cat's purring, "I didn't know you could leash-train a cat."
The woman smiled. "He thinks it's his idea. That's the only reason it works."
We talked for a few more minutes, and the woman offered me her card in case I decided to get a cat and wanted help training it. I accepted, we all smiled at each other, and I mentally marked one of each off my 'talk to strangers' list. A nice easy start.
After my experience on the subway I wasn't sure about approaching single men, but as I wandered I offered my assistance to two men with matching 'I love Toronto' t-shirts and French accents who were studying a map and muttering to each other. They were so delighted when I helped them find their hotel that they insisted I take a coupon they'd been given for a free slice of cake at a nearby bakery.
While eating said delicious cake, I started a conversation with three women at a nearby table who were also indulging. When they mentioned they could burn it off at their bellydance class I stretched myself a little further, refusing to worry if they thought me pushy, and asked when and where. Theirs was the advanced class, but they cheerfully gave me the information about Friday's beginners class and I promised I'd go. I'd never been a dancer, though people assumed I was because of my thin body and small build, and the sexy nature of bellydance made it seem like the scariest possible place to begin. So I would begin there.
They left, and I finished my cake then waddled out into the street, stuffed solid. Moving slower than before, I was passing a jewelry stand when I saw a man with earrings in both hands and a confused expression. I cleared my throat, pushing away the memories of my awkwardness with the nail polish guy and the jerk on the subway, and said, "Trying to make a decision?"
He looked up. "Trying and failing."
I smiled. "Who are they for?"
"My girlfriend."
He didn't hesitate to say it, and I liked it. This one wouldn't assume I was after him, or be after me. "Just for a present, or is there an occasion?"
He sighed. "Her grandmother died last night. I know earrings can't fix that but she's always liked the jewelry here so I thought..." He shrugged helplessly.
The back of my throat tightened. So sweet. "I'm sure it'll help. And it's nice of you. So, why these pairs?"
She'd apparently said one was pretty the last time they'd been by, and the other was a perfect match to a necklace he pointed out, which she'd bought from the stand a few weeks back and wore often.
"Then I say the second pair."
"Really? But I know she likes the other one."
"True. But you also know she likes the necklace, and this way she'll know you noticed the necklace."
He considered this then said, "I get it. And I'll get them. Thanks."
I smiled. "No problem. I hope she loves them."
"Me too. Hey, thanks for the help."
I smiled again. "My pleasure."
Moving on, feeling proud of myself for helping and for stretching my wings, I realized I only needed one more of each gender to complete the task I'd set. To my surprise, I didn't want to stop yet. With every successful contact, the memory of the subway guy became less painful.
So I spent the rest of the evening roaming around and chatting up the populace of Toronto, eventually finding myself in an impromptu learn-to-crochet class in a yarn store. The owner was about to show someone else how to do it when I walked in, and I said at once, "Can I try too?"
At first I had no idea what I was doing, but then the starting chain began to come together. The other woman grew frustrated and left fairly quickly, but I stayed for an hour, meeting more and more women as they arrived for their regular Monday 'knit night' and having a wonderful time. By the end, I'd lost count of how many women I'd talked to and I had a good start on a beautiful teal cotton scarf for spring and a deep love for a hobby I'd never even considered trying. I'd had a friend in university who knit, and Alex had carried on like it was the weirdest 'old lady' hobby ever. He'd probably feel the same about me crocheting, but he'd have to get used to it because I liked it. For someone lacking in creativity like me, seeing the ball of yarn gradually becoming an actual object and knowing I was the one making that happen was fascinating.
When the store was about to close, I bought enough yarn for my cotton scarf and more for a winter one and a few more crochet hooks and a pattern book, and was heading for the subway station when I realized I still needed to find another man to talk to. I'd gone well over on the woman side, but I'd only racked up four men.
I went to Starbucks, since talking to men on the subway hadn't worked out so far, and bought myself a caramel apple concoction I'd always wondered about. It was delicious, and I sat sipping, lulled into a daze by the flavors, until I noticed a man waiting for his drink and looking at me. He didn't seem to be seeing me, though.
I drew up my courage and said, "Hi there."
He blinked and his eyes focused on me. "Hi. Sorry, was I staring?"
"I think you were looking through me."
He grimaced. "Probably. Sorry. Hey, can I ask you something?"
I nodded, and he said, "If you were looking to buy a pair of shoes online, would you prefer a site called 'Shoes Galore' or 'Exclusive Shoes'?"
I rested my elbows on the table and looked up at him. "Depends. Do I want something cheap and cute or something special?"
"Let's say something special."
"Then the second one. For sure. The first one sounds like a discount place. 'Exclusive Shoes' makes me picture a store with mostly empty floor space and a few gorgeous things on display."
He nodded slowly. "It doesn't feel like maybe they won't have what you want?"
"Maybe a little. But if they do have it, I feel like it would be perfect."
The Starbucks worker handed over the man's drink, and he thanked her then turned back to me. "And thank you. My business partner's been pushing for the first one, but I was leaning toward the second myself but didn't quite know why. I like your reasoning. My partner will too, and we'll make the site look classy, like those stores you were talking about."
I smiled. "Sounds like a plan."
He set down his drink then pulled a business card from his wallet, wrote on the back, and handed it to me. "We expect to be running within the month. Email me at the address on the back and I'll give you whatever pair of shoes you want."
"Thanks, but I didn't really do anything."
He laughed. "You gave my newest business its direction. Counts as 'something' to me. Have a good evening, gorgeous."
And he was gone before I could do anything but blush.
I finished my drink slowly, thinking. Back in high school I'd been more sociable than Alex but over the years I'd adapted to his homebody ways. Tonight had shown me I still liked chatting with people, and I was good at it too.
Before I could change my mind, I pulled out my phone and fired off an email to the bellydance class instructor asking if I could join in on Friday. I'd loved those women's energy and I wanted some for myself.
Back at work the next day, I realized my life was splitting into two parts. Outside work, I was doing nearly everything the opposite of how I usually did it. Sometimes it felt strange, and I kept being slapped by how much I missed Alex, but still I was enjoying learning about myself and what I liked and wanted. If asked I'd have said I already knew all my preferences, but I was constantly surprised by how many of 'my' preferences were actually Alex's.
At work, though, my routines enveloped me like a too-heavy blanket, both cozy and suffocating at once. But I couldn't change everything at the office. The structures I'd set up over the years worked, and ruffling them up just for the sake of it made no sense.
I carried on with my same old tasks, watching as I went to see if there were any little details that I could change, until Gary arrived at my conference room. "Doing all right in here?"
I looked up and nodded. "It's a little small but it's fine."
"You're not that big yourself so I guess you're in proportion to it."
He laughed. I hated jokes about my size but forced a smile because he was my boss. The smile faded, though, when he added, "I really like that jacket. Am I allowed to say it's sexy?"
His tone said he wasn't really asking, and I knew I wasn't supposed to answer. I was supposed to simper and say thank you. But an unexpected anger zipped through me and I answered. "Not really. And if you think it's too sexy for work I won't wear it again."
He took a step backward as if I'd pushed him. "I didn't say too sexy, I just... look, I'm sorry. I won't bring up your clothes again. She said... I just thought..." He shook his head. "It's a nice bright pink, that's all. Cheers up the office."
I felt bad for making him uncomfortable, but then calling my jacket sexy had made me uncomfortable so I figured we were even. I made myself smile, though, not wanting bad feelings between us. "Cheering up the office is a good thing, right? I'll wear the jacket whenever it seems like the place needs some cheering. Deal?"
His smile seemed as forced as mine had been. "Deal."
He left, and I leaned back in my chair and sighed. He wasn't being a slimeball, not really. He was just complimenting me. Why had I felt such a strong need to shut him down?
Past clothing discussions with Gary flashed through my mind. The time he'd teased me about a skirt I'd bought that turned out to be slightly see-through. I'd never worn it again, not even with a slip, because I'd been sure he'd remember and tease me again. The time a coworker had commented on how I always wore high heels and Gary had said, "Plus it makes her calves look great," after I'd explained that I felt too short otherwise. Not to mention the silent ones, the many times I'd caught him staring at my chest or felt his eyes on my behind as I walked away.
I hadn't consciously thought of any of those when he'd mentioned my jacket, but on some level they'd all come together inside me. That was why I'd felt the anger, why I'd had to shut him down. My intuition knew it was necessary.
I'd thought I had no intuition. Maybe the reversing project was proving me wrong.
*****
"No mac and cheese today? I thought you loved it."
I set my toasted club sandwich on the table and sat down across from Tina. "I did. But I'm doing this..." Did I want to tell her? I wasn't sure. "...thing."
"Okay," she said, her face solemn. "Whose thing? Is he cute?"
It took me a second to realize what she'd said, then we laughed. "Nobody's thing, trust me. It's a... reversing project, I guess. I take the little things, and the big ones too, in my life, and do them differently. I figure I need to change myself and this seems like a good way."
I also hoped it would get me Alex back, but I didn't want to say so and sound desperate. He'd been gone for nearly a month and my pain had barely begun to heal. I still found myself expecting to see him when I walked into the apartment, still had to stop myself filtering every decision and action through how he'd see the situation. I hated it but there it was. I'd gone straight from my parents to Alex and I'd never been an adult in charge of myself. I didn't even know how. All I knew was that I needed to be my opposite and the reversing project seemed like my only chance.
"And now I seem drawn to what I need to do. Talking to people who need help, responding differently to comments, that sort of thing. I'm picking up on stuff I didn't see before."
"That makes sense."
"It does? How?"
She shrugged. "It's all that law of attraction stuff, isn't it? What you need comes to you when you need it and you just have to take it."
That wasn't how I felt at all, but before I could say so she said, "It's a neat idea. How'd you come up with it?"
I told her about Bob the pizza delivery guy's near-fatal heart attack, and she shivered. "Stuff like that's so creepy. See? He could have asked any of his customers but he asked the one person who'd know how to help. It's exactly the same thing."
I nodded, and she said, "And I guess you could probably use a fresh outlook on life, right? Given... recent changes."
"Yup. So far it's been working pretty well. I've tried a bunch of things I'd never tried before, talked to a lot of people... but it's tiring too."
"You're trying to reverse everything, right?"
"Mostly. I'm hardly going to go be a hooker just because I've never done it before."
She laughed. "Yeah, probably not a great plan. Have you thought about changing fewer things but making them bigger ones?"
"Might work. The really big ones are tricky, though. I mean, I wouldn't move to a new apartment just for the sake of moving."
Tina went on but I was lost in my own mind, surprised by what I'd said. I hadn't even thought of it, but I could. I could move, not for the sake of moving but for my own good. I could pick up and relocate my life, and it might be a lot nicer than staying where Alex had dumped me, staying with all those broken memories that made being at home at night painful.
"Right?"
I blinked. "Sorry, I was thinking about moving. What did you say?"
"I said I couldn't stay in a place where I'd been with an ex. So maybe we're on the same page there."
"Could be." I'd think about it later. "But besides that, I don't think I have any big changes I could make."
She picked up her drink, said, "New job?" and took a sip.
I shook my head. "I'm happy." Except maybe for Gary. But even he wasn't all that bad.
"But it's been years. Not wanting a change yet?"
"Nope." I felt uncomfortably sure she wanted my job, so I decided to be clear. "I'm happy. I'll probably tweak a few little things, use green pens instead of blue or something, but this is where I want to be." One area of constancy in an ever-reversing life.
She smiled, not looking like she'd hoped I'd march out of the coffee shop and quit on the spot. "Cool. I can see why. I like the job too. So, listen. Can I join the reversing project?"
"How could I stop you?"
She laughed. "Guess you couldn't. But I was thinking we could do it together."
My immediate inclination was to say that'd be great. I had to say that, didn't I? Where did I get the right not to let her take part in it? "You know what? I'm not sure."
She looked surprised.
"Sorry, I don't mean to be rude. It's just, it was just me from the start. Give me a second to think about whether I want to keep it that way. You can do it yourself, of course, but whether we do it together..."
She still looked surprised but she said, "Hey, no worries. I need to grab a coffee. Want anything?"
I declined and she left, and I sat thinking. Did I want to share it? I could have told her how embarrassed I was by the subway jerk, and then also shared the fun of talking to the couple with the fat leashed cat. The bad parts wouldn't seem so bad when we laughed over them, and the good parts would be even better. Plus, even with my occasional fears, which didn't seem to be based on anything significant, that she wanted my job, I liked Tina and it seemed that she liked me. We could become good friends by doing this together. Other than Wendy, with whom I'd had a few coffees and was gradually developing a bond, Tina was my only real friend at the moment.
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