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“North (Take II) is a series of vignettes linked by Alex's 

acute sense of self. Like pearls on a string, each moment, 

separate from the next but a part of a whole, has shaped 

this woman’s life.

Some recollections are poignant. Some are sensually 

evocative and tender. Others are strong in their simplicity, 

real in the universality of the emotions they depict.”

Kris Madden

“C.C. Saint-Clair's language is as luminously evocative as 

it is solid and sensuous.”

Suzy Kendall
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1

THE CAGE

I brace myself, both feet on the bottom step, and feel my stomach mus-

cles contract as I peer into the dark room ahead. Eyes narrowed, I dis-

cern the rhythmic patterns of light carved out of dense smoke by the 

half dozen strobes rigged above the dance floor. Stagnating, stale air 

trapped above the throng of women gathered here on this sultry Friday 

evening swirls on itself, forever expanding against the ceiling.

Surrounded by the Happy Hour crowd, and standing to the left 

of the doorway until I get my bearings, I try to look inconspicuous. The 

Cage is in full swing. I draw in another lungful of thick air, already less 

offensive than the first. Weird how quickly nostrils acclimatise to musty 

smells.

“Here goes nothing,” I whisper, setting my body in motion 

towards the bar already spotted at the other end of the crowded room. 

I am an infrequent visitor to these places, to gay bars, to 

‘Women Only’ watering holes, and being here brings back the memory 

of those other joints I used to peer at from a distance, blushing at the 

bouncer’s good humoured spruiking. In those days, I was only brave 

enough to smile shyly at her in answer to her harmless calls before

walking further away.

Those bars were, as required by the city zoning laws, all locat-

ed in the Red Light District of San Antonio. That was many years ago, 

but the apprehension I feel, here, now, as I move further into The Cage, 

has been untouched by the passing of time, and the thought that I am 

resorting to this foray in the hope of meeting a kindred spirit fills me with 

gloom.

A conversation I had had with Tamara, shortly after we’d met, 

comes back to mind. We were not at The Cage then, but in one of these 

seemingly seasonal pool and dance clubs that survive for a while then 

close down, only to reopen somewhere else, as bleak as ever.

I had pushed my chair back against the scaly black wall to bet-

ter survey the room. On the formica tabletop, Tamara’s fingers were 

drumming a rhythmic tattoo. After a few minutes of quiet observation, I 

had gestured for her to move closer.

“Gee... darling ... Am I glad you’re here or what!” Recognising 

the need to clarify, I added, “I mean, glad that we are, you know, as in 

here together!”



She had looked at me quizzically, a Cheshire cat kind of grin 

gleaming in her cat-green eyes. Bringing her ear closer to my lips, she 

waited for more. Her freshly washed hair was a bouquet of fresh scents 

as it brushed past my nose. Touched by the gentleness of her manner, 

I deposited a soft kiss on the round curve of her ear before speaking 

directly into it.

I knew that what I had been thinking was totally un-PC. So, as 

she pulled her ear away from my lips to look at me, I wasn’t surprised 

by the frown of disapproval that had her dark eyebrows all screwed up.

“But honestly,” I added, somewhat defensively, “have a look 

around!” It’s such an awkward sensation, that of shouting to say some-

thing that’d be best whispered, all the while knowing that, provided the 

music didn’t stop abruptly, no one would hear, possibly not even the 

one being shouted at. It’s about as gratifying as shouting from under a 

glass bell.

“Tam, seriously. Assume I were here on my own ... footloose 

and fancy free, right?” I paused. She nodded, waiting for the rest of my 

thought. “Which of these women would ask me for a dance, you think?” 

She lifted her head to look at me quizzically and I brought my lips back 

to her ear. “I’d rock up to … which one, you think? Pick one for me, go 

on!” I shifted uncomfortably in my seat before adding wryly, “It is … how 

it’s done, isn’t it? You do … either wait for something to happen, for 

someone to come over and talk to you … or you take that first step … 

yourself, yes?”

“Yes, ‘ere like evriwerr,” she replied, mimicking my French 

accent. “You eether wait, possiblee a very long time, or you take ze first 

step yourrself.”

It was obvious she had found my question amusing though she 

would’ve known it was genuine. She nodded to confirm her words, that 

cat grin on her lips and in her green cat eyes.

Wonderfully liberated and so mentally together, I suspect, from 

the moment of her birth, thanks to Laurel, her cosmic mother who 

brought her up on board a huge schooner called Black Night, Tam did-

n’t understand the concept of anyone being a wallflower in a women’s 

club. And being so young, neither had she had time to mutate into a 

Venus Flytrap, poised to pounce on the lonesome who, like me tonight, 

occasionally stray into bars in search of a simple, silent connection with 

other women.
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Tam was young, young enough for me to call her ‘baby dyke’ 

when I needed to bait her. For younger women, it seems that such sim-

ple matters as to whom, when and how to ask a stranger for a dance is 

a spontaneous thing, not one to get all worked up about. She cringed 

neither at the possibility of a refusal from the woman herself nor in 

anticipation of an icy glare from overbearing friends or a ‘threatened’ 

lover. To someone of Tam’s age these, when they occurred, were sim-

ply signs that she had come across a moment that was not meant to be 

explored further. Nothing personal.

If it doesn’t flow, just move on, she’d often say about a variety 

of things. Cosmic hints on what to pursue and what to leave alone.

So, to humour me that night back at the club, she had turned 

sideways to casually study the faces and the antics of the women seat-

ed around us and those lined up by the bar.

“Quite a few happy ones around here tonight!” she shouted in 

my face. Near our table, three women in full party mode had begun a 

kind of shadow boxing game. All three, visibly drunk, were unaware of 

the space they were taking up in this crowded corner of the bar. Others 

walking past had to weave and duck under flailing elbows and fists to 

avoid having their drinks spilled.

“Hope none of them’s planning to drive home,” Tam said, 

unfussed by the sound of shattering glass and shrieks of drunken exu-

berance. All three women had just collapsed on top of a table and lay 

on the floor in a tangled mess of human and wooden legs.

Tam had simply exclaimed, “Three down! But there’ll be a few 

more casualties ‘fore the night’s over.” She rolled her cat eyes in mock 

anticipation of more slapstick fun. Then, she returned her attention to 

the women gyrating under the spotlights, her own dark head once again 

bobbing up and down with the beat. After a while she brought her atten-

tion back to me, sliding her chair closer to mine. “Good turn out for lil’ 

ole Brisbane! Really jumpin’. Last time I came here, it was more like 

someone was holding a wake. Pretty depressing, that was.”

This makeshift bar, opened only on the first Friday night of the 

month, was depressing. More like a high school cafeteria than a con-

vincing club, it was decorated with a sparse array of insipid parapher-

nalia. Faded posters proclaiming Dolphins Need Peace Too, Sisters 

Reclaim the Night hung on the walls, alongside the old No Still Means
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No favourite, and crudely-printed Spit Sisters in Concert leaflets were 

strewn on a long table advertising their upcoming Queensland tour.

Clusters of women sat at tables, each looking mournfully 

around, secretly hoping between sips of warming beer. Hoping for 

something to happen, for something to change around them, as noth-

ing seemed about to change inside them. The dance floor was empty 

but swirls of cigarette smoke rose and rose. Searching, searching.

“That night wouldn’t have been a good one for loners,” Tam 

added. I chuckled, imagining myself there, not a loner, but on my own, 

all pumped up for that big courageous step on the wild side of Briz-by-

night, only to be greeted by the anti-climactic, near-empty room and the 

skimming covert glances of women. “But … to get back to what you 

said earlier about being happy that we’re here together,” Tam finally 

added. “Absolutely! Happy and smug is how you should feel.” She 

paused, eyes crinkled mischievously. “Better yet, Al! Not just happy. 

More like thankful!” Pleased by my mock outrage, she hammed on, 

“Thankful for having me by your side ... Me, cute, cuddly, clean, vibrant 

and so totally lovable as I am!” She was leaning very close to my face, 

her lips almost brushing mine. Still grinning, she added, “Seriously,” and 

brought the rum and Coke to her lips. “I’d have to say there’s really no 

one here I’d picture you with. Not your kind of crowd.” She reached for 

a cigarette inside my silver case and handed it to me. I accepted it but 

wasn’t ready to light up, not while our mouth-to-ear conversation was 

going on. “But then again, you could walk right past Ms Internal Beauty 

herself and not even notice her,” she chided. “You’re not observant 

enough, Al. Not at all. And you’re not people curious. Not like me. So, 

the way I see it, you’d just better keep me around a bit longer.” She ran 

a gentle finger along the corner of my lips then. “Whaddaya say, huh?” 

Reaching for my hand, before I was able to tease her back, she lifted 

me off the chair, propelling us towards the dance floor.

Sigh. Tamara is already a fading memory. More than one long 

year is now all stretched out flat since she boarded that London-bound 

plane of hers. Admittedly, getting on a plane had been her plan long 

before we had met. And so, earlier in the evening, I had come home 

from work, pottered around the house listlessly, patted the cat, tried to 

read a while before deciding that the time had come for me to check out 

the scene and be brave about it. I felt I needed to get on with this incur-

sion into The Valley, Brisbane’s red light and drug district, on my own,
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without the insulating company of my friends, not even Selene’s. And 

now that I’ve stepped into this crowded club, my anxiety about ventur-

ing into it solo is totally substantiated, I just know it is. I’m the only 

woman here on my own, that much is immediately clear. All right, Alex, 

I encourage myself. Get a grip. Look pleasant. Keep on walking. Look 

casual. Thatta girl.

The bar is, of course, tucked away, on the far side of the 

crowded room. So I swerve around and past the higgledy-piggledy 

arrangement of tables and women huddled together.

“One Hahn Ice, please,” I say pleasantly to the long-haired 

woman behind the counter. I think I’m smiling. I feel like I am. She cer-

tainly is not. Maybe she’d rather be elsewhere. Maybe she’s straight, 

hired for the night along with the glasses and the bottles behind her. 

Maybe she’s wary of this endless throng of lesbians who jostle for her 

attention. Avoiding eye contact might be her preferred way to discour-

age unwelcome contacts. She reaches inside the misty glass door. In 

one deft movement the cap is off, tossed into a bin, and the bottle is 

slapped on the cardboard coaster she’s slid in front of me.

Won’t be much comfort, I think, looking at the frosty bottle. 

What I should’ve ordered is a double Dimple on the rocks. Should’ve 

taken a taxi, too. And now I have to hold on to this blasted bottle, no 

matter what. No way to leave it unattended. Not to go to the loo, not 

even to get up to dance on my own. Breathe, Alex, breathe. I reach for 

my cigarette case. Time to light up. Deep inhaling, even if of tar and 

nicotine, has got to be good for something. OK, I’ve made it this far, 

might as well chill and blend. Somehow.

A look to the left: large brown eyes, dark, tumbling curls, 

straight nose, high cheekbones, all belonging to a woman visibly intent 

on making her square coaster spin on one of its corners. Italian origins, 

maybe. Interesting face! I sneak in a mid-range look at the whole 

woman. On a stool, side-on to the bar, left elbow on the counter, she 

selects another coaster, perhaps assessing its spinnability.

Mmm. Not bad. I check myself in time. Bad girl, Alex. Values all 

wrong. Damn patriarchal conditioning always surfaces! A woman is a 

woman and every woman is beautiful. So there!

Just as I’ve about decided that maybe I could attempt a franker 

contact with the dark-haired woman, another, until then out of sight, 

perhaps searching the floor in between patrons’ shoes for stray coast-
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ers, straightens up to full height and wraps her arm around Coaster 

Spinner’s waist. I sigh, then remind myself that I’d never have 

approached the woman, anyway.

For want of different stimulation, I wander back to a recent con-

versation I’ve had with Mayanne. There we were, mother and daughter, 

sitting on the verandah, taking in the beauty of the last sun rays as they 

glistened low down over the river’s rippling skin. By the time pink wisps 

of clouds had begun striating the late afternoon sky, Mayanne was still 

actively refusing to acknowledge my views on ‘femininity’. She still 

believed them to be induced by my ‘woman- centredness.’ My mother 

finds that jargonistic euphemism far more palatable than that distaste-

ful ‘L word’ she still can’t wrap her lips around, not even after eighteen 

years of trying. Moreover, she’s convinced herself that my being a dyke 

is the reason I’m not interested in feminine ploys, such as wearing lip-

stick and letting my fingernails grow long.

Deep down, she’d like me to look like I might still be interested 

in reeling in a male; one who, mother is still adamant, once I allowed 

myself to fall in love with him, would undoubtedly make me happy and 

give her a grandchild.

“While there’s still time,” Mayanne often reminds me. True, at 

thirty-six and a half, my biological clock is tick-tocking towards a slow 

wind-down and clearly, too, a desolate old age.

“Maman, lipstick is not only messy but I’ve already told you, 

subconsciously it works the same way on males as the engorged … uh 

… as the swollen vagina of female baboons in heat. No, c’mon, Mum, 

don’t go funny on me.” She had dropped out of eye contact. “Picture it, 

will you, and tell me why I’d want to strut around with my … uh … with 

my labia drawn bright red on my face, huh? And not even facing the 

right way.” I don’t think she got the humour of what I’d just said and I 

didn’t explain it more clearly but, though I was talking gently, I wanted 

her to sense I had reached saturation point. “Maman, let’s talk about 

something else, shall we?”

Amiably, my mother had sat back in her rattan armchair. I 

grinned at her over a contained sigh of relief, suggesting another cup 

of coffee and, as conversation replacement, I offered her the latest 

instalment on my latest teacher-student bout.

The teacher is me. The student is Paula, an immature and 

resentful sixteen year old who carries an enormous, father-inherited,
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chip on her shoulder. Then, there’s Damien, rebel without a backbone; 

one of the boys I’m actually quite fond of in my Year 12 English class. 

Or did Mayanne prefer to hear about my most recent frustrations with 

Mrs Potter-Smith, my incompetent Head of Department who makes 

more gaffes in one week than others would manage to fit in their entire 

career? Then again, we could also talk about the motion to strike for 

twenty-four hours that’s just been voted in by seventy-two percent of 

the state’s school teachers.

“Une gève?” Mayanne said, wide-eyed, “A strike is serious 

business, isn’t it?” I watched her rummage in the pantry.

“Well, yes. It’s serious all right but so are the needs we’re try-

ing to address.”

“What are they after then, your colleagues? More money and 

what else?” The kettle whistled. Two teaspoons of coffee powder driz-

zled into each of our bone china cups. “For us, it’s no longer as simple 

as that. It’s really … a desperate bid of sorts – ”

“A strike’s a strike, non?” Carefully, Mayanne poured whistle-

hot water on the dark brown pile of fine grounds. “What about all those 

1500 students who will come to your school to find the … the gates 

closed?”

I looked away, past my mother’s face and into the garden. The 

poinsettias’ crimson heads were darkening quickly now that the sun 

was setting beyond the line of waterfront villas. All was still: the river’s 

skin, the cocos palms, even Mayanne’s usually agitated little dog, 

Gypsie, lay still, curled up on a cushion.

I would’ve liked to be sitting on the grassy slope that delineates 

the garden and watch the river dull just before home and garden lights 

give it the sparkles it will wear until the houses, themselves curled up in 

the darkness, go to sleep. I would’ve liked to be alone and I would’ve 

liked to be silent.

“Ah, mais maman, it’s not the way it’s going to happen,” I said, 

switching on soft-glow kitchen spotlights. “That strike’s already been 

mentioned in the Courier-Mail. Parents know it’s been voted in by the 

vast majority of –”

“Fine, but on the actual day –”

“The actual day of the strike is already public knowledge,” I per-

sisted. “The media are getting a lot of mileage out of this decision to 

strike. They’ll undoubtedly narrow their focus on our demands as the
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day approaches. What we’d love to know is whether the press will por-

tray us like Fagin-like paycheque-grabbers who couldn’t care less 

about the students or whether they’ll help by highlighting the class size 

and literacy and numeracy issues the government needs to address.”

Mayanne had sat our second cups of coffee on the silver plat-

ter. I let her decide between the verandah and the living room, thankful 

that she returned us to the verandah.

“Bon, d’accord, parents will know that classes won’t be held on 

that particular day but what will they do?”

“About what? What will they do with their children on that par-

ticular day? Is that what you’re asking?” I queried defensively.

“Well, yes, Alex. If I were a working parent, yes, that’s what I’d 

be asking about.”

“Maman, don’t you, too, go confusing us with a government-

funded babysitting agency. I mean, there are times when it really feels 

like that’s all we are in the eyes of the commun– ”

“Alex, what are parents supposed to do with their children on 

that day?”

“No idea, Maman. That’s not our problem.” And then I had a 

genial idea, “Maybe they can take them off to work with them and show 

them off to their colleagues.” A grin broke on my mother’s face but, on 

behalf of all thirty thousand plus teachers who had voted in favour of a 

strike, I added righteously, “We do take the pastoral care thing serious-

ly, Maman. Of course we do.” Silently, she stirred the coffee in her cup. 

“But if, in the long term, parents want the best for their kids, then they 

need to organise themselves differently on that particular day. One day, 

Mum. It’s only one day we’re talking about. Shouldn’t really be much of 

a life-altering moment.” I picked up my cup from the silver tray and 

carefully brought it to my lips.

The lone mirror dance ball rotates on its axis, silver sparks run over the 

walls. I take another sip of beer and lean back against the bar. 

Suspicions confirmed; my reverie hasn’t kept me away from anything in 

particular. Poor Mayanne, I can’t help but think. How she’d hate to see 

me here, waiting for … waiting. No, not waiting. Wishing, simply wish-

ing for someone, preferably someone nice, with whom to start up a con-

versation. And maybe a friendship. And maybe, why not, a protracted 

friendship that’d develop into that unexpected, elusive something else,
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something like a relationship. Ah, that happens, yes, I remind myself, 

but only when one is not looking. Not when one is desperate. Well, 

there you go! I knew I should’ve stayed home. At the moment, liking nei-

ther myself nor my space, I return my attention to the dance floor.

Jerky movements syncopated by the white strobe light. Bodies 

trapped in a robotic trance. Teeth bared. Elbows against ribs versus 

hands high in the air. Gelled hair plastered on foreheads. Shaved 

heads bob up here and there. Feet shuffle. All uniformly wound up, 

except for two women. Face to face but apart, they dazzle each other 

with a rather dated approximation of Madonna’s Voguing.

“Hi there, stranger!” Nasal pitch in my ear, I startle. A face in my 

face. “How’s my favourite Frenchie coming along?” To cringe or not to 

cringe? “You been hidin’ or somethun’?”

“Hi … Lew.” Jarred out of my blank state, I recognise her, a 

friend of a friend. It all comes back to me. Lew is known for her endless 

tales of bad luck stories about her series of departing lovers. They 

come, they look like they’re looking to settle, she’d moan, but ‘fore you 

know it, they’re pissin’ off again.

“Well? How‘ve you been keepin’, then?” she asks. 

“Hibernating … mostly,” I answer, non-commitally, not yet sure

how I feel about having her at the bar as my unlikely companion. “But, 

tonight I’m catching up with the real world. Here I am, out and about.” 

That’s my attempt at levity but Lew isn’t the one to whom I’d choose to 

reveal the depth of loneliness that’s woven itself inside too many empty 

hours - evening into night, night after night.

“What d’ya mean, the real world?” Grey muzzled ferret face 

moves in closer to mine. “Who needs the real world when you’ve got 

that brunette babe keeping you warm, hey? What’s her name again?” 

She waves her hands in front of my face. “No, no. Don’t tell me. Sam. 

Yeah? Sam?”

“Tam. Tamara.” Smiling a tight smile, I add in spite of myself, 

“She’s in Europe at the moment.”

“In Europe?” Lew’s impressed by the news. Thin, dried up 

pursed lips. “Still? So what’s she doin’ there then?”

Good question, that one. Lew’s out for gossip and she wants to 

know what I’d like to know. I don’t know what my young ex-lover is 

doing in Europe. Not since I cut her loose. Not since I sent her the Dear 

Jane letter. Not since I suggested that, being so young and all, and out
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there with plenty of time on her hands and no return date on her plane 

ticket, she should really make the most of her freedom and explore … 

all the sites. When Tamara failed to acknowledge that letter, I took 

heart. It proved, didn’t it, that she would’ve dropped me anyway, from 

overseas, sooner or later. Not necessarily so, my friends had said.

I blink at Lew. Nicotine-stained teeth smile back. A conversation 

with her will yield little comfort, but I need to go along with it anyway. 

I’ve already spent enough time in this joint, talking to myself with noth-

ing better to think about but work and my mother. I need to admit that 

I’m actually relieved to have this old, street-wise dyke with me for a 

while. I already blend better with the surroundings. I can entrust my 

warm beer to Lew while I go for a pee. She’ll save me my stool too. 

She’s my timely camouflage.

Lew looks at me sideways, eagerly awaiting her morsel of gos-

sip “So? What she doin’ there while you’re here?”

“Well ... Uh ... you see ... Tamara’s only twenty-four, right? So 

… anyway … months before we even met, she had organised herself 

for a long trip overseas. No fixed return date. A backpack and a couple 

of addresses of people she could look up once over there. And there’s 

her father who lives on a boat somewhere in Cornwall.”

One day, Tamara had announced there was something about 

our relationship that she wanted to explore further. So she had post-

poned her departure indefinitely. I was most impressed. And very much 

in love with her. But, departure postponed is not departure cancelled. 

And so another day, some thirteen months later, she had woken up in 

a state of panic. Trapped! Entrenched at twenty-four.

I had been quick to remind her that the decision to postpone 

had been hers entirely and though I did say I’d love her to stay, I also 

bought her a pair of newfangled, state-of-the-art trekking boots, proof of 

sorts that it wasn’t me forcing her to stay. But it was only a matter of 

weeks until I helped her shove her belongings into a large canvas bag 

and a red backpack, and I drove her to the airport.

Near the line of trolleys, the red backpack leaning against her 

thigh, she cradled the tote bag like an oversized teddy bear. In the 

rearview mirror, I had watched her wave and I waved back. In the 

rearview mirror, I watched her get smaller and smaller until I rounded 

the first corner. Then it hit me: I had to pull over to the side of the road 

to let the pent-up tears well up and spill over, totally unimpeded.
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Leaning against the bar, Lew seems to be following the frag-

ments of the story I’m sharing with her. A long swig of lukewarm flat 

beer floods my throat. She smiles her ferret smile, sharp little yellow 

teeth, though she has made her eyes go all soft.

Time out. Time for a cigarette. Time to dislodge the tightness in 

my throat. One long drag. The smoke fills up the honeycomb alveoli of 

my lungs, flushing out the dusty sediments that suffocate me when I’m 

alone. When I’m alone or when I think of what else I should have done 

with or about Tamara.

Lew’s waiting. She’s looking at my hands, at the one that’s 

holding the bottle of beer against the inside of my knee.

“Unusual,” she says, pointing at my rings. “Where’d ya get that 

one?” Her index finger is pointing to my Star of David ring. More than 

happy to talk about something belonging to the distant past, I tell her 

how I had come across that very old ring. How it had seemed totally 

misplaced, lost, amongst the assortment of ancient looking knick-

knacks a Bedouin had displayed on his Berber saddle blanket.

A group of five friends and I were somewhere south of Gardaia, 

a holy medieval town in the middle of the Algerian desert, built from the 

sand of the dunes that have both threatened and protected it for cen-

turies. There, it still sits tucked right among the dunes, forgotten by 

time, in the middle of nowhere. A mystic town made of sand, sealed off 

at sundown by enormous nail-studded wooden doors, as the Muezzin’s 

haunting chant floats over the stillness of the desert. Gardaia is a 

citadel. No stranger is allowed to spend the night within its walls.

Around a soft sandy bend he had been, a solitary Bedouin. 

Head wrapped inside the sparkling whiteness of his sheish, one side of 

it draped loosely across his dark face and tucked under a fold, he was 

evidently not a Touareg.

We had come upon him, squatting in front of his treasures of 

wild boar teeth pendants, red coral embedded deep inside heavy silver 

ornaments. There were crescent-shaped scimitars inlaid with semi-

precious stones, colourful camel-hair weavings, liquid sunlight trapped 

inside balls of amber, ancient tea pots with long curved spouts and 

many dents, and an assortment of intriguing vials full of their secret 

magic. In the middle of nowhere he was, where not even a blacksmith’s 

rhythmic, ringing blows, not even the bark of a desert dog, not even the 

flap of a wing broke through the total silence that cloaked the tawny
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round-backed dunes. Nothing in sight but meandering sand. Just us 

and the cantankerous beasts we had rented for our two-day bivouac, 

some ten kilometres back. Just us and him and the silence of century-

old ridges of ever-shifting sand.

Very early that morning as we had broken camp, the blue still-

ness of the desert air beyond Gardaia’s sand ramparts had silenced us, 

too. As soon as we had gotten there the night before, we had begun 

talking in hushed tones. I signalled to the others that I wouldn’t be long.

Leg over saddle, I jumped on to the sun-baked sand. Yee-ala, 

the camel, growled and snorted. I had nicknamed my irascible mount 

‘Yallah’, not to be confused with Allah, as it would’ve been most blas-

phemous of me to call an ugly and nasty-tempered beast by that name. 

Be that as it may, that trisyllabic sound was the only trigger the camel 

would respond to, the only way to urge it forward with its long and loose 

swaying gait.

Fastened by an intricately-carved silver brooch, the Bedouin’s 

dark burnous fell over his shoulders to fan at his bare feet. He didn’t 

speak. He didn’t move. A stone statue squatting at the edge of a blan-

ket. A penance perhaps performed in the name of Allah but, there, on 

the rug he had thrown over the sand, off to the side of his eclectic boun-

ty, a very old silver ring. On its flattened face a crude Star of David had 

been roughly carved, scratched directly into the metal.

I thought of Mayanne, my Jewish mother. And I thought of my 

grandfather who used to read the Kiddush before partaking the 

Sabbath evening meal.

“Blessed art thou, O Lord our God,” my grandfather would 

intone in deep Hebrew tones, “King of the universe, who bringest forth 

bread from the earth.”

An impulse to rescue that ring from the clutch of Arab dunes 

overcame me. Had anyone rescued its Jewish owner from his Jewish 

destiny? I wanted to know. Even from where I was standing, I could tell 

it was a man’s ring. Too simple in shape, too roughly carved, even for 

a nomad woman. I decided it had belonged to a simple man. Perhaps 

he had melted and molded it himself. I could almost see him shaping 

and hammering this ring into shape around a finger-sized stick of olive 

branch. I pointed to the ring that glinted dully under the morning sun. 

The Bedouin didn’t move. Reaching inside the side pocket of my 

trousers, I pulled out a handful of coins.
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I carefully laid them side by side where the Bedouin could see 

them gleaming on the rough weave of his blanket. Again, I pointed to 

the ring. He remained immobile. Immobile and impassive but his eyes 

were bright, brown and deep as if inserted between the thick folds of his 

sheish.

Carefully, I picked up the ring and held it in the palm of my 

hand. It glinted weakly. I waited for the Bedouin to say something, to 

gesture something. His deep hawk-like eyes followed my movements. 

I straightened up, silently announcing my imminent departure. He 

remained as still as a sand pillar. I closed my hand over the ring. The 

ring safe inside my fist, I slowly led the camel by its bridle. When I 

looked back, the side-wandering ripples of the sand had swallowed the 

Bedouin. Stillness all around. The only sounds were the muffled plod-

ding of the camel’s hooves over thick sand.

Aware of Lew’s eyes on my face, I rub the ball of my thumb 

over the roughly-carved lines that intersect each other to form the Star 

of David.

“No shit? An Arab, just sitting there? Wow!” Lew scans the 

room. “So, tell me!’ she starts again. “When’s Tammy comin’ back 

then?” Persistent Lew. “Due any time now, I bet.”

I sigh. “Well ... no. Not really.”

“Hasn’t settled with another bird already, has she?” Lew is try-

ing to read me.

“Well ... no, I don’t know that she has.” I avert my eyes as a 

pang of something, a pang of insecurity perhaps, rises from deep below 

my rib cage, but I need to go on if only to bring this conversation to clo-

sure. A short flame strikes out of the lighter. Another cigarette lit, anoth-

er deep breath sucked in. “You see, we had planned on meeting there, 

in Europe, to spend New Year’s Eve together, in Paris … but at the last 

minute, I decided not to go … so she thought I had lost interest.”

Tam had been partly right. I had realised that any closeness 

with her would always be fraught with bouts of her panic followed by 

some other mad plans to bolt, to test her freedom if only, maybe, to 

come back later.

Another swig of warm beer, another puff of acrid smoke, hop-

ing that one or the other would dislodge the knot that has formed too 

quickly inside my throat. I sigh wearily as my fingers run through the 

bristles of my hair.
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“But, she’s the one who took off in the first place!” interjects 

Lew.

Yes, Lew, but that’s not the point. A sip. A drag on the cigarette 

filter.

“I mean, you were both like two peas in a pod, the both of 

youz,” Lew is adamant. “Shit woman! I bet you could’ve talked her out 

of that trip, if you’d tried.”

That’s not the point.

“Strange thing to do, leaving like that. She was happy with you, 

wasn’t she?” Lew is more indignant than questioning, so I smile at her 

through volutes of smoke. Too many memories are welling to the sur-

face. Anger. I should’ve managed the entire situation differently. My 

friends thought so, too.

One deep breath to readjust my thoughts as I readjust my posi-

tion on the stool. My back is beginning to stiffen. Stand up, stretch. 

Again, Lew scans the room. She looks at her watch. Satisfied that she 

has most of my gossip, she’ll soon be on her own way, and I’ll be free 

to fold inwards once again, free to deal with re-awakened pain, free to 

repair the tear around my heart.

Loosen up, girl. Give in to the music a bit. Move with it. Drag on 

that cigarette. Close your eyes.

“So, how ya feel about her now?”

“Ah, look, Lew, it’s total history by now. That was over a year 

ago. Too much time’s gone by. You know how it is.”

“Yeah,” she nods, “Yeah, I know.”

Looking for a distraction, I glance around the room absent-

mindedly when, from the corner of my eye, I spot a woman making her 

determined way towards us. Our eyes meet from a distance. She 

smiles as the gap closes between us.

Uh, uh … She’s coming this way.

Her dark hair is matted in the fashionably unkempt West End 

style.

If it’s for a dance … no dance. Too late for a dance, Too late for 

tonight. Time to go home. Be pleasant though, I remind myself. Be nice. 

Say no … gently.

Clumsy thoughts race through my mind as the gaping jaw of 

the tiger tattooed on the young woman’s forearm moves to encircle
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Lew’s neck from behind. The old dyke squirms sideways to kiss the 

nose ring of whoever this black-clad, tiger-tattooed woman might be.

The newcomer swivels Lew by the shoulders. “Hey, Lewie, you 

about ready to go?” Lew cranes her head back to me and winks, “Don’t 

worry, mate. Hang in there. You’ll be right.”

“Oh, absolutely,” I reply to the back of her head as, propelled 

by the one who must be her new lover, her much younger new lover, 

they weave a path to the exit door. Time to do the same, Alex, I tell 

myself. Shift gears, woman. Make tracks back to the crib.

As I gather my silver cigarette case and the lighter I notice that, 

to the left, Coaster-Spinner and friend have been replaced by another 

couple. The shorter of the two, the one facing me, sports a wonderfully 

luxurious mane of russet hair, alive with coppery and gold threads, alive 

even under the harsh light of the bar. Even her freckles have come out 

to play. Cute, very cute, I smile inwardly as I sneak a second look at the 

woman. Very cute indeed, but again … so young!

Fiddling with the now-empty beer bottle, I discreetly take in the 

white rumpled shirt open low on the pale throat, the black waistcoat and 

the baggy jeans that accordion over the woman’s heavy soled shoes. 

At second glance though, the youthful face morphs into a facial tight-

ness, a hardness set around eyes and mouth.

Intrigued, I shift again to observe the couple, just enough to 

also take in the woman’s companion and I understand the woman’s set 

face. If I had someone spitting venom at me like that, if I had someone 

shaking a podgy finger in my face, I, too, would be closed and hard. But 

again no, I wouldn’t be tense because I can’t imagine I’d be hanging 

around her at all.

The young woman must have sensed my curiosity. Her eyes 

flick across my face like a lizard’s tongue. She shrugs, runs a pale hand 

through the burnished hair but turns the other woman protectively 

towards her, away from my inquisitive eyes. My obvious conclusion is 

that she’s not looking for a rescue opportunity. OK. Not my problem. It’s 

not my night to rescue any damsel in distress. So, let’s just get a wrig-

gle on and make tracks. Hit the road, Jill! Too much fun for one night at 

The Cage.

I edge towards the exit, brushing past women on all sides. 

Strange, really. If I dematerialised right here and now, I wouldn’t be any 

more invisible than I am at the moment. I mean, it’s not as if I’d been
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expecting anyone to hold my hand, to go out of their way to do the Big 

Sister thing, inviting me over to their table, me, a stranger, and making 

me one of the fold, or anything like that.

“S’cuse me. Just trying to go through.” Did I miss a sign nailed 

to the door that might have read: WARNING: WOMEN ON THEIR 

OWN WILL BE RENDERED INVISIBLE IMMEDIATELY UPON 

ENTERING THESE PREMISES!

Pressed from behind, nose almost buried against the jacketed 

back in front of me, I can smell the leather of the woman’s jacket. An 

odd thought: Sandra, a staffroom colleague. Why am I thinking of 

Sandra?

I clarify my thoughts: Someone like Sandra, a gentle, accom-

modating woman who might have decided that tonight would be the 

night. Tonight would be the night she’d confront a sexuality she’s been 

repressing for far too long.

Tonight, while her friends think her tucked in bed with a glass 

of warm milk, an apple and the latest novel in the series of Ms E. 

Radford, P.I. with attitude, this woman will venture into a lesbian bar for 

the first time. Maybe even into this club, as there aren’t too many to pick 

from in Brisbane.

I can almost see that woman, head bent, having furtively 

walked past on dozens of occasions, each time with her heart in her 

shoes, pretending not to be mesmerised by the triangular hot-pink neon 

sign. Surreptitiously, though, she’d look at the women who went inside, 

momentarily bathed by the pink glow that filled the stairwell from above.

Tonight, for that woman, there’d be no more hanging around 

the corner pretending not to feel the beckoning pull of the entrance 

while pretending to be engrossed by the discarded foils and empty bot-

tles that litter the pavement.

Tonight that woman who is not unlike Sandra, my colleague, is 

in control. Tonight she will unveil herself to herself but, earlier, she 

would have braced herself, desperate for the Dutch courage necessary 

for such a monumental occasion but wanting to meet the moment 

sober, totally in control, because that first night out is her debutante’s 

ball.

Heart pounding against her ribs, a sinking feeling in the pit of 

her stomach, cold sweat under her blouse, I imagine that she, too, will 

inhale a first gulp of foul air at the bottom of the staircase. She, too, will
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bravely make her way to the bar, the difference being that this woman, 

unlike me, might shy away from direct eye contact, too afraid of what 

she might actually see. After all, she has read and heard so much sick 

gossip about gay clubs and the promiscuous and perverted men and 

women who frequent them.

This woman will breathe in deeply, she will gird her loins and 

she will make a beeline for the closest bar stool, like I did, because 

even for me that stool was more than a stool. It was a minuscule island 

of security. And, should she find a vacant one, slowly like a little girl at 

a scary film, she will begin to breathe more easily. She will begin to look 

around. Her first night out of the closet!

“Uh … sorry. I’d like to get through.”

A megadose of the invisibility I’m experiencing here might 

make someone not unlike Sandra, my colleague, retreat, possibly per-

manently, to the solitary safety of her bed, to the unthreatening sensu-

al coolness of Ms E. Radford P.I., gumshoe extraordinaire, who is never 

portrayed in bed with a man. Never in bed with anyone. Just like her-

self. But as Damien, that likeable Year 12 student of mine, would say, 

though not about that, ‘This whole thing sucks, Miss.’

Whether one’s first night out of the closet or, as for me, some 

eighteen years down dyke road, I agree with young Damien: this scene 

sucks big time.

“It does suck.” I spoke out loud but who’d have noticed? 

Cool air on my face brings with it the smell of car exhausts. Leaning 

against the wall near the entrance, a woman, another young one, 

stands alone. This one’s head is covered with what might, at first 

glance, pass for a two-month growth of woolly hair that stops straight 

and level with her ears. The bottom freshly- shaved half of her skull glis-

tens in the pink glow of the neon triangle sign.

Since the woman’s back is turned to me, I give myself permis-

sion to pursue my inventory of her. Two entwined female symbols, no 

doubt bought at The Women’s Bookshop, dangle from the tip of one 

earlobe while the outside edge of her ear is outlined by the metallic fas-

teners of another five … no, six studs punched in side by side. The 

curve of that same ear is ringed by a gold ear-cuff. Her oversized, 

washed-out T simply reads: AVENGING WOMEN.
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Someone calls out across the street. The young woman waves 

in reply.

“Ida!” she calls back.

The woman on the other side of the street waves back. The 

half-shorn one turns to pick up a hand-woven bag she had dropped at 

her side. I continue my inventory: dark complexion, pronounced nose, 

heavy eyebrows softened by the glint of rimless glasses and the ubiq-

uitous nose loop.

Fascinated, I look on while her companion waits for her to cross 

the street. I pull another cigarette out of its silver case and, as I bend 

forward to shelter the flame with one cupped hand, my eyes connect 

with the Mexican sandals that partially cover her feet. Black Lycra bicy-

cle shorts. A tattoo stands out on the back of her calf, long and wide. 

Not Celtic.

Once across the street, both women lock in a tight, full-bodied 

embrace. I suck on my cigarette. I imagine my mother’s reaction if I 

were to introduce someone, not unlike this half-shorn young woman, as 

my lover:

“Salut, Maman! This is … Shara.” An exotic name made up for 

an exotic stranger. “Thought the two of you should meet and huh … and 

learn to appreciate each other. Maman?” A chuckle bubbles and 

escapes between my lips. Relieved to find my pink Jeep, yes it’s pink, 

apparently untouched by the destructive boredom of the young males 

known to roam the area, I beep off its alarm. Eyes still stinging from the 

smoke downstairs, but eyes crinkled in mirth, I fasten the seat belt and 

turn on the ignition.

*****
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THE AGE OF INNOCENCE

Stomach knotted loosely around lead butterflies, I push the front door 

open, ears still echoing with the last dregs of music trapped just below 

the thin membrane of my eardrums. The familiar squawk of welcome 

greets me through the morose veil that’s woven itself around me. The 

sound of the Jeep’s engine must’ve woken up Anjo, my little Siamese, 

or maybe it was the scraping of the key penetrating the lock that had 

signalled my return. She looks at me with lavender blue eyes. Surprised 

by my unresponsiveness, she wrinkles her brown snout to let out a 

more raucous mrawk.

“I hear you, Anjo. Chill, girl.”

I pour milk in her saucer, and to let her know that I still care, I 

ask, “And so, little rat face?” Half-squatting, in a hurry to get that done 

before coming to me, she laps her milk. “Missed me? You have, haven’t 

you?”

Gently, I muss the cream fur between her chocolate ears. Who 

was it again who sang that real loneliness is not having even a pet to 

welcome you home at the end of the day? At least I have my cat. Little 

pants fit little behinds, as my mother often says. Want little, need little. 

The frying pan, bowls, plates, mugs and glasses that have accumulat-

ed by the sink over the last few days throw me dirty looks.

Defiantly, I warn them, “Not now! I’m tired. No, not tired; wrung 

out. Sad. C’mon, Joey, let’s leave that kitchen to itself. Nasty stuff.”

Anjo weaves herself in and out of my shins while she consid-

ers the leather pouffe nearest us. She jumps on it and curls up. I con-

tinue towards the bathroom.

The hot staccato jets of steamy water slowly dissolve the burning tight-

ness that’s crept to the base of my neck. Willing my shoulder muscles 

to unknot their knots all the way down to the small of my back, I close 

my eyes and lean back into the soothing, cascading water.

Myriads of rivulets gather momentum as they race across the 

furrows made by tightly shut eyelids. I feel each one as, sliding down 

the sides of my face, out of control, they find a premature end to their 

run. Others, gliding on furry, invisible filaments, shamelessly explore 

the inner recesses of my ears, flushing out the last specks of the dusty 

ringing.



Unseeing, unhearing, my thoughts run backwards, back to the 

beginning of the long fork in the road I chose many, many years ago. 

My thoughts lead me away from the spot where I stand above the drain 

hole of a shower recess, somewhere in the western suburbs of 

Brisbane, Australia, escapee that I am, a soldier runaway from The 

Cage. They pull me back to the crucial moment that’s shaped my life.

*****

A presence by my shoulder. “Hi! I’m Ann. You’re Alex. You’re the 

exchange student from France.” I turned to look into a smiling, round 

face but remained nonplussed by the suddenness of the approach. I’ve 

never reacted well to being ambushed and there I was, cornered 

between the industrial-sized icebox and this girl who had materialised 

out of nowhere. Don’t want to know how she knows my name. Don’t 

care. Just want to get my fudge ice cream out of the huge freezer and 

make my way back to the dorm.

“I’ve read about you in the Longhorn Gazette,” she said. Head 

down, I fiddled with the opening mechanism of the heavy lid. “You know 

… the campus rag?” she added, undeterred by my lack of interest.

Prattling strangers have always annoyed me. For example, 

why can’t hairdressers just get on with the job at hand, huh? Snip, cut, 

trim, layer, blow dry, that’s all I need from them, not to be made to feel 

like I’m answering a series of questions for a dating agency. You’re 

going clubbing tonight, then, to show off your beautiful new hair? they 

ask, suggesting that anyone getting their hair done has to hit the town 

or do something really sexy, just to show the world that we can afford 

the totally irrational cost of a haircut. And more questions. So, yeah, on 

your free time, what d’you like to do? Are you into any kind of social 

sport at all? Do you read? All I’d like to do is close my eyes and while 

the time away inside my head till they’re done. You’re going to UT? is 

another staple question. I am the right age and I probably look like your 

run-of-the-mill co-ed. So, what’s your major? Where are you from? I 

think I detect an accent. They all want to know where I’m from and how 

long I’ve been in the States. That’s just so lame.

So, switching on the I-don’t-feel-like-talking-go-away set of 

non-verbals that, already then, had become second nature to me, I 

reached inside the cold box and rummaged around, searching for a
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Fudgecicle ice cream among dozens of other flavours. Actually, I had 

quite forgotten all about the interview given only a few days ago to 

some dude enrolled in a journalism class. He thought that an article on 

the one resident French chick on a campus that was 40,000 strong 

might be something ‘different’ to print in the Texas Longhorn college 

paper. He thought that might give him an edge over the other students 

in his class.

Personally, I would’ve thought that hanging out at Blue Mother 

and scoring a post-gig interview with Jerry Jeff Walker or Waylon 

Jennings might’ve been much more relevant to a bigger chunk of the 

university crowd, as Blue Grass already ruled supreme with those of us 

who were big time into alternative Country music.

Until the newcomer had mentioned the Gazette, I’d been 

unaware that the student rag was already out.

“Uh, yes … well … French … yes, but not ‘exchange’,” I made 

myself answer. “Haven’t been ‘exchanged’ for anyone.” With a shrug, I 

added, “Not yet anyway. Came here of my own free will.”

Yes. Got one! I tossed my find from hand to hand, to keep my 

fingerprints from sticking to it. Only then did I turn to face the girl who, 

I knew, had hung around.

Short, blond and perky, she leaned against the wall, watching 

me with blue porcelain eyes that smiled easily. She had obviously been 

waiting for me to finish fussing with my ice cream, waiting for me to look 

about ready to carry on a sensible conversation.

Albeit belatedly, an obscure impulse prompted me to explain, 

“Uh, yes … I’m from Nice. Southern France,” I added, remembering the 

American habit of specifying the state after the mention of each town. 

Ab i lene, Texas . Bos ton , Massachuset ts . Jackson, 

Wyoming. Shenandoah, Virginia. Brewton, Alabama. Iraan, Texas. In 

Texas, particularly, there seemed to be many towns, particularly very 

small and dusty ones, population seven hundred give or take a few 

souls, named after famous, glamorous namesakes from somewhere 

else in the world: Paris, Texas. Athens, Texas. Who knows, just 

because I’d never heard of it, there might still be a little Nice, Texas too, 

somewhere in this vast land of the Blue Bonnets, of broken hearts and 

empty bottles of booze, if the songs were anything to go by, this land of 

spindly dust devils and wide-snouted tornadoes.
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By then, of course, my fingertips were properly stuck to the 

base of the frosted wrapper. “I seldom eat ice creams. It’s just…” I tried 

to explain as I tore off the top of the wrapper with my teeth. Feeling 

somewhat more at ease than before, I snuck a cautious look at … 

what’s her name again?

“I’m Ann. Maybe we can start all over again now that we’ve 

both got what we were looking for.” Her grin made me frown in puzzle-

ment, but only very briefly. Though I hadn’t noticed it, she was holding 

a partially-sucked Fudgecicle in her hand.

“Never mind,” she grinned. “I crave them, too.” Porcelain blue 

eye crinkled again as she licked her lips clean of the brown sticky 

cream. “Downright addictive, I reckon. Been hooked on them, in that 

exclusive, almost fanatical sort of way, since my freshman year.”

I smiled and found myself speculating about this co-ed’s poten-

tial as a friend. She was, after all, about my age. At seventeen and a 

half myself, and mid-way through my first year at uni, I speculated she 

wouldn’t be older than nineteen max. And I was aware that my earlier 

reticence was slowly dissipating, melting almost as quickly as the ice 

cream against my tongue. That inherent insecurity around strangers 

went back all the way to my childhood. Even back then I knew that 

much about myself.

Freeze-frame: Nice, France – I’m six years old. The park. 

Peering from behind my mother’s skirted legs.

In spite of her best efforts to disengage me from the blue cloth 

of her skirt, I stubbornly refuse to join in the game.

“Look,” Mayanne says, pointing to another little girl slightly 

younger than me. “See? She’s just got here with her mother and 

already, see? She’s playing with the other children. Go on, Alexandra. 

Go join them.”

I remember having answered her with a resolute, “Non! J’veux 

pas! I don’t know them,” as I had retreated further behind her to better 

avoid the hand I knew would propel me forward, out from the protected 

space and in front of her, too far forward to dare cringe back. From 

there I’d have had to move forward and come to the notice of the other 

children. I’d have to go well beyond my comfort zone then and play with 

them. Well, I would have gone through with the motion of playing, as I 

often had to in those days, but what fun the other children derived from
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their games was totally lost on me, and only managed to make me 

more anxious about my inability to join in, to blend.

And so, at almost eighteen years of age, I had yet to master the 

art of walking up to someone in all simplicity and engage them in a con-

versation, like Ann had just done. Why can’t I just roll up to someone, 

even now, with a casual, “Hey … what’s up? My name’s Alex. Been 

here long?”

Conscious that I should make an effort, and taking a lead from 

every hairdresser, I asked somewhat stiffly, “What’s your major?”

“English and Special Ed,” she answered, pink-tipped tongue 

licking all that remained of her ice cream, the fudge-smeared stick. 

“You,” she continued, “it’s English Lit and Spanish. That’s what the arti-

cle said. Bit strange, if you ask me … For a foreigner.” She added seri-

ously, “English Lit. I mean, I’d have thought that a major in something 

else, or in French, since you’re French … Wouldn’t that be easier?”

“Easier? Uh, yes, probably … but not as challenging.” I lowered 

my gaze, afraid I might’ve sounded nerdy, and met her blue porcelain 

eyes. I liked her eyes, they were quick to smile. I didn’t want this girl to 

find me either pompous or cold, so I blushed. And before the blush had 

receded, I was in a kind of silly mood, an exalted sort of mood, a mood 

that turned my feet around and made me walk backwards on the path, 

backwards and uncharacteristically light-headed until the path led us 

back to the campus dorm.

Later that afternoon, Ann confided she had accosted me on 

impulse. She had noticed me, the new girl on the sixth floor of the dorm, 

her own floor. Then she said she’d seen me riding around on my blue 

Schwinn, surprised that I’d be riding a boy’s model.

She had overheard other girls on the floor talk about the 

Frenchie and how stuck up she was. Ann had thought them a tad too 

categorical. Three semesters of dorm life already under her belt made 

her a veteran of the snapshot, boxed-in view of the world proper to 

many co-eds who didn’t have any reasons to think out of their square. 

Party till you drop. Find the man of your life. Get him to give you a ring. 

Make him jealous a couple of times to test his love. Get him to marry 

you before he changes his mind. You can always get a divorce later. 

And oh, yeah, get in a few mid-term papers, too.

Ann, who felt comfortable enough with most of the girls on her 

floor, had guessed that the girls’ simplistic judgement of the newcomer
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was most likely due to a knee-jerk reaction. The new girl on the block 

hadn’t yet gushed out to them a torrent of torrid little sex lies … of sex-

ual history, meant in the strictest confidence, of course, but full of omis-

sions and exaggerations, just the same. Girl talk in the dorm. The price 

of bonding.

Ann was aware that the friendship groups in the dorm were 

formed mostly around a similar taste in ‘jocks’ or Red Necks, pizza top-

pings, music preferences and of course, how far one ‘went’ into the 

uncharted, promiscuous waters of college sex. Furthermore, if the 

Frenchie hadn’t asked anyone’s help to entrap a football-playing babe, 

if she hardly ever bothered to play cards and hang with them in the 

lobby, or if no one knew how much money, real or fictitious, her parents 

had in their bank accounts, well, of course she’d be sidelined in less 

time than it’d take to explain why.

Later on that afternoon, Ann had admitted that the veil of quiet 

secrecy that she thought she saw floating around me was her motiva-

tion to, sooner or later, engage me in some kind of conversation.

“To see if I’d been right all along,” she explained a little sheep-

ishly, eyes focused on the bowl of popcorn at our feet on the Indian rug. 

Apparently, she too, felt little in common with many of the other girls on 

her floor. “Boyfriends and how many ‘hickies’ we’ve managed to score 

the previous night at the drive-in, and the race to his ring, any ring, well, 

first his high school ring, then, his engagement ring. They are topics 

that keep them going endlessly.”

“Yes, I’ve noticed. Not quite the kind of thing I can really get 

into.” I blushed. “I mean, not just yet.”

Ann had looked at me, a question in her blue-blue eyes, but 

she held on to it, preferring to recount how a few days ago she had 

seen me in the lobby about to be kissed by Number 3 of the Longhorns 

football team - Ray-Ban-handsome John Dillon III and his fresh face, 

blue eyes bordered by Betty Boop, blond-tipped eyelashes - the quar-

terback. Well, well, she had thought. That should get the others talking.

I remembered his bear-like grunts, earlier that evening, as he 

had struggled first with my seat belt before struggling with the buttons 

of my shirt. I remembered, too, the sharp slap that rang against that 

freshly-shaved cheek of his and the hard feel of his chest against the 

palms of my hands.
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“Ah … Shit … Look, if you’re not in the mood … Could’ve said,” 

he had muttered.

I had been about to ask him what might have led him to think I 

had ever been in the mood for a front seat fondle, when John Dillon III 

added between gritted teeth, “Forget it!”

“Yeah … sure. Tell you what, John, you take me back to the 

dorm or I call a taxi from over there. Either way!” I had spoken calmly, 

pointing to the KFC shop across the street.

John Dillon III had been pleasant while we had cheered the UT 

basketball team onward until the total defeat of the MIT visitors, pleas-

ant too as we had shared a hot apple pie and ice cream at Ma Austin’s. 

Pleasant until the pawing bear act in the front seat of his black Capri 

V8. I could afford to be forgiving.

Once in the dorm lobby, I could afford him a Fare-Thee-Well 

kiss on the cheek. But John Dillon III had turned his head, just a frac-

tion, so that my goodbye kiss had landed on his lips. The oldest trick in 

the world. Probably still works every time.

It was at that moment that Ann had walked past, noticing the 

cage he had improvised around me, arms outstretched on either side 

of my head, palms resting against the wall behind me. She had had to 

wait for the lift to the sixth floor, and she had caught the flash of con-

tempt that, she said, would’ve hit him ‘almost like spit’.

She had watched on, as I had shoved his left arm aside to 

stride towards the stairwell. She had noted the anger that had reddened 

his face as he had glared back at me across the sea of couples, some 

of whom were also parting for the night, but longingly, lovingly, regret-

fully.

“Tsk, tsk,” she clicked with her tongue. “Don’t know what they’re 

like in France,” she explained, “but UT jocks don’t like to be treated like 

that. Never. And certainly not in public. Imagine the loss of face! One 

bad trip for the dude!”

“Nah. I can’t possibly imagine what a guy might feel. And not 

one who jumps a girl just ‘cause he’s got an itch that needs scratching. 

Not on. I’m not at all interested in thinking how he might think or feel.”

Hands waving close to my face, Ann had cried a Whoa, girl, 

chill! that had made me self-conscious and I had blushed again.

She had looked at me quizzically. Much later, she confided that 

she had initially felt sorry for my quarterback.
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“Imagine. A date with the only French girl on campus and he 

wouldn’t even have a teeny-weeny little hickey to brag about to his jock 

friends.”

She assumed that he would probably tell them I was frigid. At 

the same time, she had thought that little incident could ultimately be 

damaging to me, the new girl on campus, to my dating prospects and 

to my acceptance by the dorm girls. And so, almost instantly, Ann had 

decided to take me under her wing. She was after all one year older.

“So, where are your parents, Alex?” she asked. 

“South America, Peru. Won’t go home until Easter.” 

Ann thought how she’d feel so terribly lonely if she knew her

own family to be so far out of reach.

“I’ll take you home with me. Next month. Labour Day weekend. 

Whadda you say? You’re in?”

Something about her easy manner made me feel buoyant, like 

energised. Awareness flashed across my mind. I realised that I did want 

to spend time with her, with Ann, with my new buddy. As much time as 

I could, but I only nodded laconically. “I’m in. Yeah, why not? Could be 

fun.”

Ann had a thing about my French accent, cute but weird. “The 

funny thing is,” she had decided by the end of that first evening as we 

had sat cross-legged on her bed, “it’s the way you do the syllabic stress 

thing that’s weird. Like the way you say bu-lahnce,” she over-pro-

nounced to make her point, “instead of bah-lance. Or what you said, 

just now … uh, what was it? You don’t want too much … in-tee-macy 

with guys? That how you said it?” I shrugged. “In-tuh-macy. Short sec-

ond syllable as in intimate, Alex. The rest of your pronunciation’s fine, 

though.” She grinned, visibly happy with her diagnostic. “Tom will love 

you to bits.”

Tom? She had kept me so busy with her relentless flow of 

questions that I had hardly had any time to ask her any of my own. 

Weird though, weird how that boy’s name had ricocheted high on the 

sixth floor of the dorm and had bounced around Ann’s small room.

“Who’s Tom? Your boyfriend?” I had realised, too late, that I 

didn’t really want to know anything about this dude, Tom.

A few weeks later, Ann decided the time had come to share 

with me one of the many simple solitary pleasures she derived from life, 

that of walking to the epicentre of a large field of tawny wheat and

26

C . C . S a i n t - C l a i r



spreading a quilt over a sun bleached patch of ground. And that day, 

she invited me to lie next to her on the quilt, tucked out of sight behind 

the softly blurred line of the horizon.

Under the hot Texan sun, Ann would feast on plump, overripe 

figs, on Florida mangoes, on slices of watermelon. She’d spit the dark, 

glistening seeds as far as she could, well beyond the quilt’s edge and, 

there, in the middle of nowhere, she’d let sweet juices run down her 

chin, smear her cheeks and stick to her fingers. And that afternoon, 

eyes closed, face uplifted so that the passing breeze would dry her 

face, she softly said, “See, Alex, if it hadn’t been for me, you’d never 

have known about this major, totally free, pleasure in life.” A flat water-

melon pip landed on my thigh. “Even if you’ve actually been all the way 

up to Machu Picchu and down again.”

I grinned.

*****

The showerhead is still splashing hard, but now only tepid water. Wow! 

That’s been one long shower. I open my eyes to press out the watery 

blur. Dripping hair, dripping face, dripping hands, I pull the bath towel 

off its rack.

Odd how memories, like cold embers, can flare up and over-

whelm us, olfactory and tactile sensations all intact. Preserved, no mat-

ter how long they’ve been relegated to the ‘no need to reopen’ drawer. 

No matter how long they’ve lain dormant. It had been years since I had 

let those tender moments of my sexual awakening travel upstream.

Ann is the one who awakened me to another pleasure that 

went far beyond the enjoyment of the sensual pleasure associated with 

sitting in the middle of a field, teeth biting, lips burrowing inside a juicy 

slice of mango. If it hadn’t been for her, just as she said, I might’ve gone 

on travelling the world, blindly overshooting the fork in the road that 

already lay at my feet, the fork in the road that would soon lead me to 

love her as a lover. To love women as lovers.

One of the few simple pleasures in life, that’s what she had said 

then. And some eighteen years later, invisible in the steamy mirror of 

the bathroom, but wrapped inside the folds of a candystriped bath 

towel, I’m pleased with the double entendre.
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I wipe a part of the mirror with the corner of the towel to better 

peer into the glass. It is simple to fall in love with a woman, yes, but 

maintaining that love intact is a lot more difficult. My reflection in the 

mirror sighs back at me. Time for bed.

I coax my scrubbed body to remain loose a little longer. Like a 

stretched elastic, it snaps back into its habitual tightness. One foot 

tucked under the other knee, the crook of the left arm shielding my eyes 

from the moonless night trapped above the bed, I give in to the spi-

ralling pain that’s outgrown its nucleus. It weaves ever-expanding rip-

ples around the right lobe of my brain. It tightens its grip. A dog barks 

and it barks again. Unanswered, its bark slides into a forlorn howl.

Ann said she could no longer think past the exhilaration, the 

total sense of freedom she felt when we were alone together. We had 

become almost inseparable best buddies. Only lectures and her dates 

with Tom, the boyfriend, kept us apart.

During the in-between hours, we studied together; she’d test 

me ad nauseum with her sets of ink blots, and I’d read her the Thurber 

and Dorothy Parker stories I had to deconstruct for the following lec-

ture. One day, I came across a Marjorie Barnard story, The Persimmon 

Tree. Wanting to share the text with Ann, I brought a photocopy back to 

the dorm. As I read it to her, I felt something move inside me. And I 

blushed. Later, much later, I found stories like The Beautiful House, The 

Last Leaf and The fire. I brought them home to read to her. Only by 

then, I didn’t blush anymore.

We had moved in together, still on the sixth floor of the dorm, 

but in a double room. When we were not cooped up in there studying 

and chatting late into the night, we’d ride our bikes to the nearest B & 

R ice cream parlour for a tub of Rocky Road. Or, following a shower of 

rain, we’d go out for a walk and splash each other in the fading twilight, 

kicking up the warm rain puddles left behind by the little tornadoes.

On lecture-free afternoons, we’d cavort in the open air, rolling 

around on Ann’s quilt spread wide among swaying stems of bleached 

wheat, thrashing around in mock wrestling matches, each one heaving 

hard against the other, each struggling in earnest for the position of the 

victor straddling the vanquished.

On one such afternoon, because I had allowed Ann to wriggle 

from under my legs that had her pinned to the quilt, she had perched 

atop my hips, strong hands still pinning my wrists down. Protected from

28

C . C . S a i n t - C l a i r



view by the fuzzy line of our swaying, sandy-coloured horizon that 

smudged into blues as it met the open sky, our joyous shrieks were 

acknowledged only by passing crows.

My legs had been strengthened by many a skiing holiday in the 

Swiss Alps with my mother, but the years Ann had spent working with 

her father on their ranch had given her upper torso a strength uncom-

mon to city girls. Our bodies responded to the unadulterated pleasure 

of being young, healthy and with each other.

It was then that she had looked into my eyes, peered into them 

for the first time. “Not green, not brown.” She brought her face down a 

little closer to mine. “Not hazel. There’s bits of gold flecks all around.”

I lay pinned beneath Ann’s legs, unable to shield my eyes from 

the dark-blue pull of her eyes. Her face had moved too close to my own. 

My nipples had hardened even before I became aware of the tips of her 

sun bleached hair. It felt as if each, independently from all others, were 

toying with the thin cotton weave of my shirtfront. I had become very 

still. All that had happened in a couple of fleeting seconds.

That afternoon, on that quilt, in the middle of a wheat field, was 

the first time ever I became aware of my clitoris. I became aware of the 

warmth that was pulsing over it, around it, inside it. I was seventeen 

and a half. My very first moment of sexual arousal. Straddled by Ann, 

my best buddy.

I did move under her. I had to move under her. I had to shift, to 

ease away the shimmery-white sensation that was too unfamiliar to be 

truly pleasant. Ann had returned her gaze to mine. She made herself 

heavier across my hips as if she had stopped supporting some of her 

weight with her thigh muscles. The tip of her tongue darted between my 

lips as quickly as she sprang to her feet pulling me up with her. Not to 

her.

Inside my bed, eyes closed under the crook of my arm, I still remember 

how I had had to squint against the ache of desire that had ripped right 

through my belly. How she had cocked an eyebrow at me, how neither 

one of us had spoken during the ride back to the dorm. How my mud-

dle had begun.

My muddle had been about Ann, of course. About her face. 

About her body as I had seen it so many times, under the shower, in

29

North and Left from here
(Take II)



the bathroom or when we all skinny-dipped at The Hollow, with Tom and 

the others.

My muddle was about her small apple-shaped breasts, about 

her wiry body. It was about the gap in her front teeth and it was about 

the violet-changing-blue of her eyes. All that muddle kept me awake at 

night while she slept, breathing softly, in her own bed. It kept me awake 

long after Tom’s after-shave and body scents, washed out of her hair, 

had dried up at the bottom of the shower recess.

At other times, I’d lie in my bed, waiting as I had never waited 

before. I’d wait in the dark, waiting for her to return from her drive-in 

dates with Tom whom she was seeing more often than before. I’d wait 

for her to tiptoe back inside the room as per her habit, so as not to wake 

me.

I’d wait for the soft sounds she’d make while undressing. I’d 

wait to catch a glimpse of her as she’d sneak into the crack of light 

released by the bathroom door before she closed it behind her.

Then would come the ever-gnawing question related to my 

muddle. Could I ultimately trust her, Ann, with my secret? Would I ever 

be able to tell her I loved her? I felt that, for her, that suspended 

moment in the middle of the field had been a slip of sorts, something 

not meant to have happened. Something that didn’t mean anything. I, 

too, knew that thought, though neither of us had broached the subject. 

What was there to talk about anyway, huh?

Later, some two weeks later, while I was still teetering on the 

brink of a disquieting and unknown place, Ann confided that she, too, 

had had to close her eyes, that afternoon, against the delicious glow 

that had spiralled most unexpectedly. She said that she had had to look 

away from my eyes and look into the sun till it made her eyes water. 

Unlike me, though, it wasn’t the ripping spread of desire that had caught 

her unawares, because such surging desire she had already known 

many times. What had caught her unawares was that she was ‘wanna 

make love’ turned-on with me, her buddy, not with Tom, her boyfriend.

The first time we were able to talk about that afternoon of inno-

cent wrestle, my epiphany in the middle of the sun-bleached field, Ann, 

almost nineteen, was a very boy-oriented girl. Making love with Tom in 

the back of his car was their reason for going to the drive-in.

She had sat cross-legged on my bed as she spoke, hesitantly 

at first, of sparks that had ignited further sparks, as sparks do. She
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clumsily but valiantly explained the flash of surprise as she had recog-

nised her need to press against me, to part my lips with her tongue, to 

slip her hand under my shirt. When she had opened her eyes only to 

be drawn closer by what she’d call my ‘lion’ eyes, she said she just had 

to kiss me. Too quickly she had added that, of course, she knew it was 

all wrong.

I short-circuited while listening to her. I was truly pulled apart by 

two equally strong needs. I was truly ambivalent. My first urge was to 

lean into the few inches that separated us and hush her with a kiss. My 

second first urge was to agree falsely that, yeah, it had been a bit 

wrong, but no harm done, right!’Actually, in retrospect, I must have had 

a third need, that of saying nothing, that of doing nothing, that of turn-

ing myself into a pillar of salt because it was what I ended up doing. 

Nothing heroic like tumbling her over onto the bedspread, nothing as 

irreparably daring like straddling her in earnest, nothing daunting like 

saying, ‘Look, Ann thing is ... I’ve been thinking about it ... you know… 

a lot and well, the thing is … I love you.’ Oh, no. I didn’t have that kind 

of courage then and I don’t know that I’d have it now.

Coming on to straight women has never been my forte. Mind 

you, to be fair, I haven’t allowed myself a lot of practice either. The cou-

ple of near-misses I’ve had with straight women kind of taught me two 

things: the male that’s probably attached to any one of them can very 

quickly become dangerous; straight women can break a dyke’s heart 

just as easily as another dyke can, so … no need to over-expose 

myself to pain.

“It’s happened just this once, right,” Ann had said, cupping my 

chin so she could better see my eyes, my lion eyes as she’d called 

them, as if lions didn’t all have amber-coloured eyes. “It’s only hap-

pened, just this once. And so quick, it can’t be a big deal thing, right? I 

mean, it’s not like we’re, you know … weird or anything, right?”

“Right,” I had agreed, as bits of quicksilver gathered in the pit 

of my stomach, “It doesn’t mean we’re weird or anything.”
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Some days later though, one afternoon actually, while I was trying to 

have a nap, Ann flopped on to my bed, head to toe, as she often did. 

We were both liquified by the seasonal Texan heat and the oppressive, 

sodden quality in the air held me pinned to the mattress. I had been try-

ing to pinpoint the source of barely visible meanders of sweat just under 

my skin, as they slid sluggishly from my chest down through the flat 

plane of my stomach and I had watched the tiny puddle as it formed in 

the hollow of my navel, but I had given up. Through thinly-veiled eye-

lids, I focused fuzzily on Ann who, naked body loose under the damp 

weave of Tom’s basketball top, didn’t look sleepy at all.

The loose cloth clung to her skin in patches, like the partly-shed 

skin of a large gecko, even if geckos don’t shed. Ann’s legs were 

stretched out limply, her feet, in well-practised familiarity, close to my 

shoulder. The large ceiling fan was busy rearranging the swirls of thick 

air that clung to each of its blades and I shifted my weight slightly to the 

left. I became drowsily aware that my hand had come to rest on Ann’s 

shin. Undulating thoughts shimmered through my belly. My hand stayed 

there. I lapsed into a dreamy torpor.

The wheat field. The quilt. The sun and the passing crows. I 

sucked the watermelon seed clean of its flesh, poised it on the tip of my 

tongue and blew it on its course. The seed arched upward before 

beginning its descent, landing on the ridge of Ann’s exposed collarbone 

as she lay, facing me on the quilt, her face hidden by her novel.

“How many times have I asked you to stop spitting these things 

everywhere?” she demanded, startled. The stern tone of the words was 

softened by the amused smile she was trying to suppress as she raised 

herself on one elbow, to better face me.

“Hey, girl, don’t blame me. You’re the one who taught me.” 

Drawing the most out of her Texan drawl, she answered, “Don’t

ya give me lip, Frenchie, or I’ll whip your ass real good!” She had 

already lay down her book and looked ready to roll towards me. But she 

didn’t. Instead, she called the next shot with a mischievous smile.

“You know what you’ll have to do now, don’t you?” I looked at 

her, about to ask, And what might that be? but instinctively, I knew. And 

with that knowledge came the sudden flash of desire. I held that ache 

tightly trapped inside my clit, to better contain it. Ann’s dark blue eyes 

held mine. They were smiling, warm and safe. I did not look away.
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You see, that wet little seed had landed right where I had been 

wishing I could kiss her. Right on the soft, pulsating skin that led to the 

base of her throat. Time slid the moment into a parallel timeline.

Ann rolled back onto her face-up-to-the-sky position, tanned 

throat exposed to the soft rays of the setting sun, but I knew she was 

watching me. Perfectly still, I imagined that it was a tantalising warmth 

rippling through her belly that held her pinned to the quilt, as she 

watched me lean towards her.

On my hands and knees I came close to her. I wanted to press 

the length of my body against hers, but I didn’t. Instead, my face alone 

moved closer to hers, so near to hers that her features blurred. My lips 

fluttered against her cheekbone. She closed her eyes but arched her 

neck ever so slightly, allowing my lips to nuzzle the salty hollow where 

the watermelon seed had left its tiny, wet imprint before it fell on the 

patchwork quilt. Inquisitive, the tip of my tongue slid over her collar-

bone, tasting her skin for the first time, drawing as I went, silent sym-

bols of love too quickly snatched dry by the breeze.

“You’re tickling me, you wus!”

Ann tried to untangle herself from my encircling arms. In that 

heat-induced moment that was running in a parallel timeline, Ann’s 

laughter rang at a higher pitch than usual. She lifted her face to better 

meet my lips and, very gently, she kissed me on that very special place, 

I had once told her, no one had ever kissed me: in the little dip high on 

my nose ridge.

*****

Tom, a.k.a. O.P. short for Overgrown Puppy, as Ann had recently taken 

to calling him, intruded in my thoughts.

Whilst she was still going out with him, I had detected a subtle 

shift in the manner in which she referred to him. In the same obscure 

way that a blind person feels the contour of things, I could tell she was 

no longer as clear about her feelings for him as she had been only a 

few days ago. Maybe it was the fact she spoke less often of him, that 

she generated less phone calls to him, that a couple of times even, she 

asked me to say she was not in, not around the dorm, not available. Not 

available to him, I remember thinking, but not in a hurry to move away 

from me, as I knew she had settled in for the evening.
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Maybe, too, it was because she came back from her dates ear-

lier than she used to. Maybe it was because last Wednesday I over-

heard her tell him over the phone that she had too much cramming to 

do to see him on the weekend. Yes! Our first Saturday night together! 

The thing is that I knew the reason she gave Tom for staying in was 

phoney. I just knew she was cancelling him to spend an uninterrupted 

weekend with me. I felt it so strongly I didn’t even ask her why she had 

fibbed to Tom.

Later, when O.P. called, as per his habit, to wish Ann a good 

night, I sensed an edge in her voice that had never been there. She 

was beginning to feel claustrophobic around him. The ground had shift-

ed between them. His heavy male body would be heavier on her, no 

longer allowing her to breathe freely. His arms made her a prisoner of 

his embrace. His after-shave and bodily scents had become overpow-

ering.

One morning, from inside the silver face of the mirror, while Ann was 

writing a letter to her sister, I saw her sit up as if she had had a sudden 

idea, an epiphany of sorts. I looked at her while, mechanically, my fin-

gers kept on winding a long thong of red leather around the length of 

my braid. Over and under, they aligned inch after inch of that thong, not 

needing me engaged in that habitual process. Rich strains of classical 

music, heavy taffeta and thick velvet notes, padded the air inside our 

room.

“That’s not right!”

I frowned. Like a rescuer might peer at a thickness of shiny ice 

to better see the face trapped below, I peered more closely at Ann’s 

face in the mirror, searching it for clues.

Cross-legged on her bed, one hand holding a pen, a yellow 

writing pad in the other, a bowl of old popcorn between her knees Ann, 

until her outcry, had seemed at peace with her decision to catch up on 

her correspondence. Jaylene, her older sister, had just had her first 

baby; a little, very little, possibly too little premature baby girl named 

Shanann, partly after the baby’s godmother, Shanon, and partly after 

Ann, the baby’s aunt.

The bowl of popcorn toppled on its side. “Tom!” she exclaimed. 

Gruffly, I asked, “What about him?”

She tried to unscramble her thought. “It’s … I …”
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“What about the dude?” I asked again, shellacking my words 

with a lightness I didn’t feel.

“He’ll be around at six ... and I was just … Look … I don’t want 

to see him. I don’t want to see him. Alex!”

“Why not?” I left Ann’s face in the mirror and lowered my eyes 

to the tip of the partially-bound ponytail I was still holding in my left 

hand.

“He loves me, you know!”

“And?” Suddenly clumsy, my fingers no longer remembered 

how to tie off the thong. A weird tightness was constricting my brain. 

Ann continued thinking out loud.

“I don’t know. I don’t know why I’m feeling that way about him.” 

My stomach churned. She didn’t know why she was feeling that

way about him? Despair.

“Mom says he is perfect for me, even Dad says so.” 

That’s because he needs a big, beefy son-in-law to help him

with his ranch. I kept my back turned to her, but when my breath 

became too shallow to be any good to me, totally unable to tie off the 

thong, I pulled on its end and the ponytail twirled free of it. I shook my 

hair loose. Right near the hairbrush, the key chain glinted at me. I had 

to get away from the suffocating air in the room. I needed to get away 

from Ann. Her lack of insight made me angry and my own silence made 

me angry. I needed to get away before I screamed at her what I had not 

yet acknowledged.

“Another fuck in the back of his car, Ann,” I spat irrationally, 

“and you’ll be all sorted out.” I stopped, too late, aware of the depth of 

her turmoil. “You’ll figure it out, Ann. It’ll be OK.” Careful to avoid her 

eyes, I added conciliatorily, “I’m just taking the bike for a spin.” I fiddled 

with the silver cat dangling from the key chain. “Catch up with you later.” 

I felt like a shit for walking out on her that way, but that was the best I 

could do. The best I could do until the moment I could let go of my 

dream-wonderings. Until Ann and I, somehow, subliminally aware of a 

pivotal moment not to be missed, banded together to make our thing 

happen in real time.

*****
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How the months had flown – already eight since Ann had cut O.P. loose 

like a party balloon.

“Darling, we’re late. I’ll get your coffee.” Curtain rings slid the 

length of the rod above the window. Morning light flooded the room. I 

screwed my eyes shut. “But then, ya’ll have to get up. Absolutely. Not 

negotiable.”

The door closed behind Ann. I opened half an eye but shut it 

again quickly. Saturday morning. No lectures. She’s mad! I rolled onto 

my stomach to bury my face into the pillow and use it to muffle the 

sounds coming from the radio in a neigbouring room. Who can possi-

bly listen to that, first thing in the morning? I grumbled sleepily. What’s 

her rush anyway? The door to the bathroom slammed against the door-

jamb. If I curl up under the shee –

“Alex, we need to be out of here in twenty minutes.” 

I mumbled into the pillow. “Why?”

“The deal was: we connect with Joan and Peter by 10.00. and 

some seven miles beyond The Hollow. There’ll be a sign. They’ll show 

us the way to the waterfall. But the deal is if we’re not there by 10.00 

it’s ‘cause we’re not coming and they take off without us.”

The pillow being gently but firmly pulled away from my face, I 

had no choice but to unscrew my eyelids and perk up. Ann’s breath flut-

tered against my ear.

A warm, velvety whisper. “So, Sleepy Head, whaddasay, huh? 

You want to drink this here coffee that I’ve made just for you … or d’you 

rather … like, wear it?”

Uh, uh. She’s not fooling anymore. Ann had, already once, 

called my bluff and had aimed a ball of Rocky Road ice cream right 

smack at my chest where it had splattered in cold globs that, though 

they had tried to cling to my shirt, even before I had figured out what 

had happened, had slid all the way down to plop messily on my bare 

foot. Her father had taught her to aim and shoot rocks and guns, like a 

boy. I moved to turn on my back, to show her my goodwill when my 

elbow connected with something hard.

“What the – ”

Suddenly wide awake, I squirmed out of the path the brown liq-

uid was cutting across the sheet. “What the fuck happened?”

On her haunches by the bed, dissolving in a fit of laughter, Ann 

was gasping for air. She looked at me through wet, porcelain blue eyes
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and the more I squirmed to avoid the wet patch on the mattress, the 

more she grabbed at her sides.

“Oh, lil’ dawrlin’,” she drawled, “I … only asked … if you... want-

ed... to wear it,” she hiccuped, “but you didn’t really have to!” More 

laughter rolled down her cheeks. Though still gasping for air, she 

added, “Don’t be angry … I’m sorry. Look … let me clean … you up.” 

She got up and sat on the edge of my bed to better avoid the damp, 

already cold patch.

“Should’ve made it a small cup of coffee,” I grumbled, tugging 

at my stained pyjama top. Ann wiped her eyes with the back of her hand 

in that particular childlike gesture of hers that I liked so much. She 

talked to me not unlike a mother to a petulant child.

“Come on, sweetheart … let me clean you up.” I looked down 

at her strong hands. Her fingers fumbled with the half dozen beads that 

were fastening the Chinese style top of my pyjama. The delicate cream 

of the silk was now mottled with light brown patterns of wetness that 

stuck to my skin. Ann risked a grin. She knew I was not angry, only seri-

ously pissed off.

“You forgot all about the picnic, Dawrlin’ … didn’t you?”

I bent my head closer to hers. She had just washed her hair. I 

inhaled. “Mmm. Totally.” I nuzzled the back of her ear.

I gazed at the side of Ann’s face and smiled at the mere sug-

gestion of lines that would one day network their way above her strong 

cheekbone. Fleetingly, I imagined her when she’d be old, like in her thir-

ties, and I smiled. She’d look just fine. She’d make a very fetching thir-

ty-year old. My tongue licked the corner of her eye.

Ann had become aware of the change of mood that had taken 

place within me. She moved her forehead against my lips as they 

moved towards her smooth temple and brushed the baby-fine hair that 

grew there, at the edge of her grown up hair. My breath moved towards 

her ear and settled there, poised and titillating. Ann sighed. Cupped 

inside my hand, her nipple hardened. She pressed her cheek against 

mine, eyes closed and trusting. With love on the tip of my tongue, I 

caressed the silky area of her temple.

*****
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The dream-penetrating beeps of the alarm clock jars me out of the 

nighttime journey back to how it had all begun, back to how I had 

become a dyke some nineteen years earlier and had never looked 

back. This morning though, in that queen-size bed of mine, Ann’s 

sleepy body isn’t curved against mine.

Traces of last night’s insidious migraine still lurk between brain 

and bone, but with Anjo fed and happy, the dirty dishes still by the sink 

but with new companions, I’m on my way to school, weaving in and out 

of the congested suburban streets before connecting with Ipswich Road 

and its rumbling cortege of vans, large trucks and sixteen-wheeler rigs.

Having inadvertently awoken, last night, a particular memory, 

that of my first love, I’m not quite ready to shove it back where old mem-

ories gather dust probably inside a damp fold, deep within my heart. 

Besides, I can’t just let go of those college days without revisiting that 

fateful day when the mean and spiteful world caught up with the 

teenagers in love that we were.

The Tower clock had just rung five times high above the tree-

tops. I had just finished lectures and was walking back to the dorm.

“That wind’s totally maddening,” I muttered, shuffling towards 

the base of the towering high-rise dormitory. Medusa style, long strands 

of hair whipped about my face. The City of a Thousand Winds, that’s 

what this town needs to be called. Hands jammed inside my jeans 

pockets, back hunched against the gusts of violent wind, I visualised 

Ann’s timetable, as it was, taped to her bookshelf, wedged between the 

wall and a magazine photo of Annie Lennox’s face. No late lectures 

today. I smiled.

I slipped in a disk and Wilhemina Fernandez’s splendid voice 

filled the room. In any shared quarters, total privacy is too often a rari-

ty, so I took advantage of the empty bathroom we had to share with two 

other co-eds in the adjoining room, and enjoyed a steamy shower, 

knowing that Ann would soon be back in our room and that quietly, 

quickly, just long enough for the both of us to reconnect in private, we 

would lock the two doors that led into our room, one from the bathroom 

and one from the hallway.

Once satisfied that each had survived the gap imposed by sep-

arate lectures and the myriad of real world ‘gotta do this’ and ‘gotta do 

that’, we’d be ready to slide back into the agitation that prevailed on the
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sixth floor, until nighttime when we would again lock both doors and fall 

asleep, one tangled up around the other. But where was she now?

It wasn’t like her to be late, particularly since we had arranged 

to go to the early screening of Desert Hearts at the Union theatre. A 

short spasm of apprehension tightened my insides. What if Tom had 

ambushed her again? The last time that had happened, only some two 

weeks ago, Ann had again made him promise not to do that ever again. 

She had urged him to remember the good times, if he wished, but more 

particularly to move on with his life.

When, in the early days that had followed the split, Tom had 

tried to browbeat Ann into admitting that she’d been screwing around 

behind his back ‘with some mangy, cock-sucking redneck’, she had 

been able to look him squarely in the eyes and deny his accusations. 

However, because she hadn’t been able to give him a convincing rea-

son for her rejection, he was still both bitter and resentful. I continued 

pacing up and down the width of our room, the length of the corridor 

and the middle of the foyer. I was worried about Ann. To hell with O.P! 

I grabbed my flack jacket off the bed and ran into the wind, back 

towards Guadaloupe Street.

The mad gusts had not yet relented. I breathed in deeply and 

held the cool air inside my lungs till it burst out. And again, this time let-

ting the trapped air escape slowly through a tight opening between my 

lips. I breathed in deeply until all negative thoughts of Tom were flushed 

out of my system, almost to the last one. I sighed. It’ll all be OK. He’s 

not a bad dude. We’ll soon be together, nice and tight. I grinned. All 

tucked up deep in the heart of room 613.

At last, supple body braced forward against the violent gusts, 

hair whipping madly about her face, Ann emerged from a bend in the 

path. I pulled both hands from my pockets and hastened to meet her.

Through a curtain of tangled hair, we peered at each other, the 

blond strands of one reaching for the windswept dark tangles of the 

other. All tension immediately ebbed away from my hunched shoulders. 

Her face was fresh, wind-whipped but happy. She’s O.K. Nothing bad’s 

happened. My gaze moved upward a fraction and sank directly into her 

dark porcelain blue eyes. I sighed in relief. Her lips shaped a kiss and, 

surreptitiously, she blew it towards me.

Back to the storm, Ann kept up with my longer stride, just as she had 

the day she had ambushed me, in the cafeteria, by the industrial size
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ice cream freezer. Then, it seemed to me that the only thing we had to 

share was a serious Fudgecicle habit. Now we were in love. Now, for 

all intents and purposes, we were living together.

The air inside the foyer was warm and dry but charged with a 

different energy. Young women everywhere, chattering with friends, 

books still under their arms, others in a fast moving line in front of the 

soft drink machines, while more lay on their stomach in front of the large 

television screen. More girls, obviously on their way to the basement, 

carried baskets heaped with dirty laundry while others, rollers pinned to 

their skulls, readied themselves for their dates. Nothing unusual at all 

in this hub of activity.

Ann moved away from me as she waved to a cluster of co-eds 

crowded around the popcorn machine. Being discreet about our secret 

was just something we had to do. We both understood that, no big deal. 

So, I walked up to the elevators and pressed one of the two buttons. Of 

course, almost everyone, even girls we didn’t know personally, knew 

that Ann and I were roommates on the sixth floor. Best buds. One of the 

lifts arrived. It was empty.

I groaned in relief, leaning sideways against the grey, metallic 

wall of the cabin. Ann snuck in just as the doors were about to shut. She 

leaned against them and grinned.

“Hey, the night’s ours, Alex.” Instinctively, I made to move 

towards her but she shook her head at me. Elevators that stop at every 

floor are not safe for lesbian lovers. “It’s Tom again,” she whispered, 

moving side on to the sliding door to get a little closer to me. “I’ll tell you 

all abou– Fuck!” Transfixed, eyes wide open, she closed her mouth.

“Hey! What’s up?”

I followed her gaze and I saw them. Both large. Both pink. Both 

on crepe paper. My own eyes rounded enough to roll out of their sock-

ets but my chest turned to ice. A haze of nothingness settled over my 

own numb brain.

Both posters had been taped to the inside of the cabin doors. 

One read:

Beware!

Lesbians live on the 6th floor. 

Pussy suckers! Puke!

The other said:

Co-eds, yes.

Co-AIDS not OK!

40

C . C . S a i n t - C l a i r



The burning sensation that thawed the ice in my chest ener-

gised me out of the numbness. With rage in my fingertips, I reached for 

the signs and ripped them off the doors. A layer of grey paint came off, 

too, attached to the strips of tape that had held them in place. I crushed 

them both into tight balls. A quick glance at Ann confirmed that she, too, 

was back in control of her emotions - at least, in control enough to cross 

the lobby, in control enough to reach our room. The lift doors slid open 

once again. Our floor.

As of one mind, we stepped out of the cabin and into the lobby 

where an exuberant group of card players, surrounded by half a dozen 

onlookers, had already begun the evening’s rounds of Toothpick Poker. 

Normalcy prevailed on the sixth floor. I moved forward till I was almost 

level with the group. Maybe they don’t know. My right hand lifted itself 

in a casual wave, still clutching a ridiculously small ball of pink paper. 

They don’t know. It wouldn’t be any of –

A sucking sound came from the left, from somewhere inside the 

card-playing group. I hesitated, unsure. Another slurping sound fol-

lowed by another and another. Then I knew who knew. I knew, too, what 

the little slug feels like every time it comes out in daylight. It feels like I 

felt then, it feels like a snail minus its shell!

*****
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A WOMEN’S DAY MARCH

Loosely wrapped in a terry cloth bathrobe, hair still damp against the 

back of my neck, I sit at the computer ready to attempt the daunting 

task of putting down on paper something, anything, that might engage 

my mind … differently.

The old Stormy Night by the Mystic Moods fills the background. 

The tapping of taped rain is not for once, not tonight, melodically off-

setting the forlorn whistle of that lone train. It and the recorded shrill 

siren of an ambulance and the lone dog barking only combine to height-

en the agitation that’s been methodically, but ever so slowly, sharpen-

ing its fangs inside my living room, inside me.

The Brisbane sky, like a humongous sieve, is letting through a 

tropical downpour. Instead, cords of water slide silent against the win-

dowpanes of my study where I’ve taken refuge against a restless, 

manic sort of irrational anxiety.

I knew I should’ve climbed on that roof and cleaned the gutters. 

They are congested and the overflow cascades over the edge. But 

again, I imagine more than hear the hissing, sloshing spray under tyres 

as they part water on the black bitumen outside the waterlogged gar-

den. I feel damp and soggy. I feel as if it’s been raining for the prover-

bial forty days and forty nights, though it’s only been three since the 

wetness has either poured or slithered down the outside walls. I know 

I should rejoice for the farmers and I should rejoice for the cattle and I 

should rejoice, too, in the name of all that grows. OK, reality is that I’m 

neither carrot, nor wombat, nor cow, nor farmer and I happen to hate 

the rain. Uh, not true. I hate this rain because I hate the headspace I’m 

in.

Fingers poised on the keyboard, I’m still searching for the way 

to embark on an anecdotal account of this day’s outing – the Women’s 

Day march. Why bother? Well … I’m bored, right? Scattered energies. 

So what’s a good woman to do when, neatly arranged in their labelled 

folders, worksheets and handouts needed for all of next week already 

lie sleeping through boring dreams of, one day, awakening young 

minds. Neatly arranged, too, but on the other side of the desk, a pile of 

exams is ready to be returned, come Period One. Annotated in student-

friendly green ink, not red, I can just tell these responses are all 

slumped at the thought of being shoved carelessly inside folders come



class time tomorrow. I know, too, that too many of my students care 

only about the mark, not the process, and as such I know they will hard-

ly glance at the carefully considered comments I have intended as so 

many blueprints to their improved performances.

Oh, pl-ease! Bring back the good old days. Do a Jay Gatsby for 

us! Wind back the clocks. Not necessarily back to the days when love 

had to be the focus of a lifetime but, closer in time, back to the days 

when teens still thought that learning was a continuum and that the con-

tinuum was par for their course. Please, someone, take us back to the 

days when teens thought they actually had to produce something of 

some quality before even hoping to score a pass. I sigh, as my fingers 

begin to cramp up above the keyboard while I search for that meaning-

ful something that will upshift my brainwaves. One positive thought for 

now, though: Young Damien will be happy. His response, one of the few 

for which he met the deadline, has scraped through in the mid C range.

8:06 a.m. said the red digits of the alarm clock, a totally uncivilised hour. 

Ah, but it’s a Sunday morning. Yes! And on that most satisfying of 

thoughts, I rolled towards the middle of the bed to better relish the 

moment. The march! The Women’s Day March! That new thought jolt-

ed my sleep-fogged brain. I promised. The enormity of what I promised 

Selene, very late the previous night, flooded back. I had foolishly 

assured her that I’d be there to meet her, at the Roma Street Forum, 

and that I’d march with her band of ‘wimmyn’.

It’ll be good for you, she had said. Out of bed early, doing 

something for the cause, spending the day around gorgeous wimmyn 

… C’mon, Alex. What better way to spend a Sunday, huh?

I had capitulated without too much of a fuss. OK. I’m in. I’ll even 

help carry the banner, I had volunteered at the time, infused with the 

energies that had bubbled upwards from having participated in the 

painting of a long banner.

Fingers tap-tapping on the keyboard, I smile as the events of 

the night rush back.

Seven or eight women on all fours: Selene’s West End friends 

and us, seriously not West End.

She: doing what she can to keep her teenage girls away from 

drugs and pregnancy and having to live miles away from the CBD to 

find housing affordable to a single, blue collar, dyke mother.
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Me: teacher with a comfortable income seeing as, instead of 

two teenagers, I only have one cat to provide for. I live tucked away, 

west of the city, miles west of West End, in one of the conservative but, 

for me, strangely comfortable parts of suburbia. Be that as it may, 

Selene had taken me over to Marg’s place for finger food, a few gob-

lets of red wine, invigorating conversation and, of course, amidst pots 

of green and lavender fabric paint, the creation of a rather long banner 

in honour of the next day’s march. Each did her best to stay within the 

confines of the outlines drawn on the canvas cloth.

Some four hours later, ‘The Banner’ was left to dry. Marg who 

had brought her homemade, piping hot vegetarian pizza, found us look-

ing at our creation beatifically. The large letters glistened wetly against 

their white background. WEST END WITCHES SAY NO WORLD VIO-

LENCE.

“Gee, aren’t you all the proud mothers tonight!” Marg said, as 

she slid a tray onto a converted coffee table. In a former life, it had been 

the bottom half of a forty-gallon tank. “You look as if you’ve just hatched 

the award-winning Emu egg.”

She had gazed fondly at all of us and our laughter broke the 

silence. The banner may not have been truly award-winning material 

but the glow of unity that bathed all of us had lingered on throughout 

the night.

Earlier this morning from inside my bed, I could hear the rain 

bounce off the gutter and spill onto the deck, just as clearly as I can 

now. That settles it, I thought. They’ll cancel the march.

Feeling justified in my reasoning, I had stretched and rolled one 

way then the other till I was properly cocooned inside my sheet - a 

chrysalis postponing her moment - and all set up to drift off again till 

later, till I was ready to reconnect with the world out there. The palm of 

one hand drifted over my stomach, over a breast where it lingered a 

moment just before my eyes snapped wide open. Selene’ll be there. 

She’s gonna march, no matter what.

Fingers paused above the keys, I grin. Selene, my best buddy. 

The working class feminist par excellence. A lesbian separatist, she’d 

say about herself. She had been concerned about this year’s anticipat-

ed low number of marchers and I had promised that I would be there to 

march by her side ‘for the greater good of all’. Fist punching the air,
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wide-eyed and grinning like a child, she had replied with a sharp Yes! 

that she had made trailed off into a sharp hissing sound.

Gotta get up! Now! I leapt out of bed. On the other side of the 

door, chest puffed out, slender cream-and-chocolate-tipped tail neatly 

wrapped around her front paws, Anjo was patiently awaiting the first 

cuddle of her day. I stooped just low enough to tweak a chocolate-

coloured ear.

“Not now, Joey. I’m in a hurry. My shower first, your food next.” 

The tip of her thin tail sliced the space in front of her paws. To mollify 

her, I added, “And then, a cuddle.”

Anjo mrranked a throaty protest.

Quickly washed, quickly dried, quickly brushed, quickly 

dressed, quickly attentive to my little cat’s needs, skipping breakfast 

and making do with only a cup of coffee, I made it to the Roma Street 

Forum with some ten minutes to spare.

The rain had stopped a while ago but as the area came into 

view, my heart sank. Selene had been right and the early morning rain 

hadn’t helped. Only a few clusters of women were scattered on the 

grassy slope.

Silver case plucked out of my back pocket, I cracked the lighter 

wheel, inhaled and grimaced. The lining of my throat was still raw from 

the previous night’s nicotine abuse, but I winced knowingly. A couple 

more puffs and the rawness would be anaesthetised by the smoke.

I spotted the sloping terraced lawn and headed for a little 

height, knowing that I’d never have the nerve to stroll up to anyone, 

plop down with a simple, Hi, I’m Alex, and seal the whole thing off with 

a casual observation about the return of the rain.

Below, on the concrete apron, a couple of women were con-

necting the P.A. system. At least, this time, no one’s left it behind. I 

chuckled, remembering the last do we had attended and how Selene’s 

round, brown eyes had sparkled with conviction as she had reminded 

me that whatever women groups tended to produce didn’t need to be 

‘mainstream glossy-slick’ to be valuable.

“What’s not right in your judgement, Alex, is that you offset 

these things against patriarchally inherited values.”

Woh! Stop typing. Breathe. Listen to the rain a bit. Selene. Yes, 

I do understand my friend’s reasoning, but I can’t help but think her 

point of view amounts to a major matronising cop out. The music’s
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stopped in the livingroom. Never mind. It only heightened my anxiety 

level anyway with its worrisome night sounds. Anxious about what, for 

chrissakes? Never mind that either. Better get back to that typing, the 

one sure way to disengage my brain. Disengage from what? Never 

mind all those questions, Alex. Get back to your typing!

Fingers poised above keyboard.

Ultimately, some twenty minutes later, as a replacement micro-

phone had finally materialised out of somewhere and the show was 

about to begin, she and I had agreed to disagree.

“You’re getting off lightly for now,” she had said, poking me in 

the ribs, “but hey, I’m not finished with you, yet.”

“All right, but you’ll be gentle about it, won’t you?” I pretended 

to quake in my boots.

From my vantage point atop a retaining wall I spotted Marg, 

Jan and most of Selene’s West End gang. All right! I watched them stop 

and chat with some of the women they passed by. And I spotted the 

banner too.

Trees, short for Theresa, a perky redhead who had recently 

died her hair green to better match her nickname, was holding the ban-

ner neatly folded under one arm while Mia, her twice-removed ex, car-

ried the long poles. All seemed about to fall into place except for the 

rain-shy marchers who were excruciatingly slow to fill the area.

Mia sighed. “It’s going to be a spectacular no-show.” 

Clouds  in all shades of grey were regrouping heavy and low

above the tower of City Hall.

“It’s not just the rain we have to worry about.” Chin tilted 

towards flashing red and blue strobes, Marg replied, “I’ve noticed. 

There’s more policemen down there than marchers.”

Indeed, many Police cars, flanked by big white motorbikes, 

were strewn purposefully across the street on standby.

“Yeah, and guess what’s missing?” I joined in. “I spy with my lit-

tle eye … not a single…?”

Trees looked around but, with a hot pink bandanna worn gypsy-

style low on her forehead and tied in the back, Jan answered first. 

“Police chicks, right? Not a single one in sight.”

“Right.”

“Really sad, that,” Jan muttered as she and Marg unfurled last 

night’s creation. “A fucking disgrace for a Women’s Day march.”
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“Are there any wimmyn in the Queensland police force?” ques-

tioned a voice behind me.

I wheeled around just as Selene’s arms brought me against her 

chest in a tight hug. “So a woman true to her word, huh?” she grinned. 

“You’re outta bed, all dressed and looking gorgeous and it’s not even 

10 a.m.”

On her head sat an awesome green cowboy hat from which 

dangled a little witch astride a broomstick. Great day out for the weird-

est headgear, these marches are, I thought, very much aware of my 

own rather lurid beret.

“I know there’s at least one surviving woman on the Brisbane 

squad,” I volunteered. “She’s been in the police force for some fifteen 

years.”

“Well … You’d better be nice to her next time you see her.” 

“There’s more of them now than ever before but the only ones

I ever come across are doing the totally shit jobs.”

Trees joined in our little banter. “What, like checking out the 

parking meters and doing traffic calming near road works?”

“That’s about the size of it, yeah.”

Marg tapped the crown of Selene’s amazing green stetson. 

“Oh, c’ mon, Sel. Don’t you go all politic on us, huh. We’ll start an 

inquiry. We’ll demand to be given the breakdown of responsibilities by 

age, rank and sex, huh? If it’s not a woman friendly spread, we’ll lobby 

but … later. For now, it’s party mode. You’re in?”

“Of course, I’m in.” Selene tipped the hat backwards. “Couldn’t 

find a lavender and green one on such short notice,” she grinned in 

mock apology. Though always putting on a brave face in public, Selene 

was desperately trying to mend her broken heart.

It had been upon their return from a wonderful 4x4 trip to the 

remote and rugged area of Kakadu undertaken with Julie, her lover of 

three years, that Selene was presented with a ‘fait accompli’. Julie 

wanted out of their relationship. Julie had begun an affair with another 

woman weeks before the planned trip to the national park, but to a gob-

smacked Selene, she went on to explain that she had not had the heart, 

no pun intended, to bring herself to tell her that they were finished. She 

didn’t want to upset their travel plans, Julie had said, or spoil the 

moment, once in that unique and endangered area of world heritage. In
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short, the trip Selene had believed to be the first of many with the 

woman she loved deeply had turned out to be the last.

“A womyn can’t do that to another. Not ‘womynly’ possible, 

Alex, is it?” she had asked through gritted teeth the day she shared the 

news with me. The pain of her betrayal made her spit the words. “My 

lover would know not to play sick games like that, surely. Not once she 

figures out that she’s fucking about with my trust! That’s a guy thing to 

do, that – No, I’m fucking wrong here, too.” She squinted to get a bet-

ter grip on her thoughts. “Don’t you see, Alex? When a man finds a new 

pussy, he just don’t look back. You’re dumped. You grieve. You get over 

it. It’s almost … it’s surgical, clean. Blokes just don’t keep on screwing 

you over and over again out of … of what? Kindness and love? Oh, 

fuck! Gimme a break!” She had slumped deeper into the armchair and 

I let her be. “The way she’s gone about it is like … it’s like one silence 

at a time, uh … one untruth at a time. Like slowly poisoning … uh … 

yeah, well, slowly poisoning what had been a good relationship. A work-

ing relationship. As good as pouring cyanide up stream, you know, 

that’s what she’s gone and done to us. To me. And what’s worse is that 

somehow I must’ve allowed her to bloody well do it without even know-

ing. And still now, I’m letting her poison what’s left of me every time she 

calls. To make sure I’m awright, she says. That’s twisted.” Selene had 

whipped a hand to her eyes and sniffed quickly before returning to me. 

“Wimmyn like her, Alex, they’ve got to be a … a fuckin’ curse for the rest 

of us.”

Selene’s highly idealised view of women in general, of the ‘sis-

terhood’, of dykes more particularly, didn’t allow for extenuating cir-

cumstances in regards to female to female treachery. However, the 

women she put on a pedestal, I had already tried to explain to her, all 

had to have feet of clay.

The nature of the (human) beast. Yeah, well … OK. Time for a 

nicotine break. Funny that, how a smoke’s already jumped in between 

my fingers, filter facing the right way. Will have to give them up … soon. 

Oh, great! That and what else that I’m already not getting, huh? Crack 

of the lighter wheel. Maybe if I used fire sticks instead of lighter – 

Inhale! Hold! Good girl. A slow exhale. Gee, that does feel better. 

Breathe again.

I had challenged her again during what had become our inti-

mate Friday night ritual conversation. “Aren’t we all, women included,
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so many by-products of the same warped society we’ve all grown up 

in? I wish all little girls were raised in a cocoon like, you know, like in 

that film and while they incubated they’d absorb something that’d make 

them immune to … to all the crap that challenges our limited under-

standing of goodness and authentic behaviour. That crap, it even pre-

dates any of our aware memory, but you know all that, so …c’mon, Sel! 

Get real and drop this women-are-born-enlightened shit. Women are 

great, we’re great, but as a species, we’re just as fucked up as the rest 

of humanity.”

Selene pointed to the cotton beret I had chosen for the march. 

“I see you‘ve come prepared.”

When did I ever buy this very bright, tie-dyed affair? On second 

thought, forget where, the real question being, Why did I buy it? Tap-tap 

cigarette against ashtray. Must’ve had a thing, way back when, about 

crocheted purple rays that fade into lavender to melt into hot pink swirls 

via circles of dark green.

“Past the colour and swirls, I can’t remember why I even 

bought the thing.” I flattened the beret closer against my head. “Must’ve 

been unconscious. You know, like maybe I thought that all these 

colours would somehow even out my uh, let’s just say my preference 

for — ”

Selene finished my thought for me. “For pretending that what, 

if you don’t look at people, people can’t see you?” I frowned, but 

pleased with herself, she added, “Well, Honey-babe, invisible you just 

bloody ain’t.” She reached for her economy sized pack of Longbeach, 

flipped a cigarette out and patted her breast pocket for a lighter. Brown 

eyes smiling above the tiny flame, she added, “With or without that 

damned thing on your head.” And off she trotted towards a familiar new-

comer. Squinting through the smoke, I lit up my own cigarette, unsure 

as to what to make of Selene’s off-the-cuff comment.

Nearby, Jan was busy cutting thin strips of green ribbon for 

each of us to add to our marching badges.

Mine said: The Battle’s Not Over Yet. Marg, the one among 

us who had made it her personal campaign to expose covert anti-

female bias through language, had a somewhat more confronting text: 

Call Me Cunt. Don’t Call me Bitch. In very small characters the punch 

line: Better yet, don’t call me anything.
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Finally, the long-awaited announcement came through the 

tinny crackle of a megaphone. “To all marchers! Listen carefully to the 

following. Form two orderly files on the footpath. Do not walk on the 

bitumen! Keep off the street!”

We looked at each other, eyebrows arched. Jan shrugged. 

Trees wanted to know how the hell the marchers were to

spread their banners if we all had to walk in two lines the width of the 

footpath.

“Just you watch,” Jan answered cryptically. Selene winked at 

me. Mia moved in closer to Trees, her twice-removed lover. “Look at 

those dogs, will you?”

“You mean the Laurel and Hardy cops down there?” Marg 

quipped.

“I didn’t say pigs, Marg. I said d.o.g.s. These dogs right here.” 

She pointed to a canine couple that, leashes dragging, was

ambling nearby. The labrador-mix sported a green bandanna tied 

around its neck, while an almost matching green rubber visor shielded 

the other’s eyes. Necklaces fashioned with dangling pipe-cleaners, lots 

of them, green ones and lavender ones intertwined, each twisted in the 

shapes of female symbols, adorned their necks. We all nodded in 

appreciation.

“Fair dinkum dyke dogs, those. Real cute.”

Heavy above our heads, billowing grey clouds were lumbering 

across the sky. They rolled, roiled and bulged as, weightlessly, they 

merged and separated into quick successions of massive shapes in 

shades of soot.

“Australia calling France! Helloww?” I blinked. Selene’s face 

had appeared right in front of mine, framed by her own two strong and 

capable hands. Tamara would have said those were wonderful dyke 

hands.

“Well, hey, loss of consciousness does happen when one’s 

sleep deprived. Didn’t you know that?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Selene singsonged. “Call for sympathy all 

you want, girl, but don’t you forget it’s for a great cause, that early morn-

ing sacrifice of yours.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I singsonged back, just as the loud speak-

er crackled anew.
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“Banners exceeding six hundred and ten centimetres in width 

will not be permitted.”

Selene shot a finger in the air. “Fuck that!”

The rest of us looked at each other in dismay. Our banner, flap-

ping proudly between its poles, was twice the permitted length.

“Six hundred and ten centimetres. That’s so fucking precise.” 

“It’s like, so male.”

The policeman droned on, “Dogs, even those on leads …” Mia 

giggled. Trees snorted. “All dogs must be kept out of the march!” 

Protest burst from several clusters. “Marching on the bitumen will not 

be permitted.” More protest and whistles went up as the list of verboten 

actions was spelt out.

Selene gestured to the officer barking into the megaphone. 

“Never mind the dude in blue,” she shouted to cover his voice. “We’ll 

start off like good little kiddies. Let’s humour ‘em for a while and check 

out how it pans out after a few minutes, right?”

Oh! I began fretting at the thought that she might be expecting 

me to break the law, any law, let alone two, even if they stunk like those 

about having to stay on the footpath and not being allowed a free 

choice in banner width. Selene moved in right close to me and took my 

hand. “It’ll be awright, Alex. This is Brisbane, not New York. See,” she 

teased, “no mounted police anywhere. Just pigs on bikes. And it’s for 

the good cause.”

A couple of police cars were waiting, impatient blue and red 

orbs whirling silently. The crowd contracted in an attempt to shape itself 

into the compulsory files, but no one seemed willing to head the 

cortege.

“C’mon, then!” Arm outstretched, index finger pointing to the 

lead position, Selene urged us forward. “Pole position. That spot’s for 

us! We roll!” She gripped my hand to drag me along as I reached for 

Trees’ fingers. Marg and the others fell into step behind us.

Not being confrontational by nature, and totally aware of my 

lukewarm interest in politics of any sort, a second Oh! of dismay round-

ed my lips. The truth: that was my first march ever, and being out there 

so totally visible jumped my brain waves into the might-short-circuit 

mode: heart pumped faster, eyes opened wider, adrenaline kicked in. I

breathed in the best I could and peered ahead. Marg
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and Trees had moved in front of us. Shadowy letters bobbed in 

front of my eyes:

Even read front-on: WITCHES SAY NO was all our limp, rolled-

to-size banner had to proclaim to the gawkers aligned on the opposite 

sidewalk. Selene tightened her hand on my sweaty palm, punched the 

air with her other fist, all the while grinning like a child at the fair. Right 

behind us, the Reclaim the Night mob had also moved into position.

Ultimately the procession found its marching pace but not 

before the ominous black clouds split open. Since the early morning, 

they had been adding bulk with each of their woolly reshapes. We got 

drenched in less time than it took us to position what sheltering devices 

could be improvised, anything from pamphlets to socialist newspapers. 

KOSOVO IS NOT OVER and EXCISION IS NOT CIRCUMCISION 

painted on cardboard, BAN SEX TOURISM, WAIL FOR THE VEIL, all 

went up as shields against the torrential downpour.

Some of the women huddled together, squeezing themselves 

between thick cords of pelting drops. Toddlers and children splashed in 

the quickly formed puddles. Dogs wagged their tails. Even grandmoth-

ers kept on pushing their daughters’ children in their prams. Green, 

black and red paint running down from our cardboard signs trans-

formed us into a somewhat feral-looking mix. The storm shredded the 

sky with mighty streaks of jagged lightning, electric hues in shades of 

bile – counter notes to the flashing police strobes.

Everyone was exhilarated by the cocktail of togetherness and 

the suggestion of violence that emanated from the silent males in uni-

form who, Glock in holster, the thrumming bulk of their huge motorbikes 

between their legs, herded us back on to the sidewalk. We chanted, 

blew our whistles, drummed our drums harder and louder. The thunder 

clapped and clapped again before belching a cavernous rumble.

The line in the sand had been drawn. The rain would not relent, 

and the hovering police presence that whirred quietly alongside the 

expanding, contracting, breathing cortege of women and children that 

we formed, would not go away, but we would neither be cowed by one 

nor subdued by the other. Up Yours, is basically what some two hun-

dred of us were saying, both to the elements and to the Queensland 

Police force.

“This has got to go down as the wettest Women’s Day March 

in living memory, right?” I spluttered.
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By the time the procession had rounded the fourth bend in the 

course traced by the lead police car, our banner had risen full width 

above our heads. Like a child who knows she is getting away with 

something forbidden, Selene relished the moment before it would be 

taken away from her. She winked at me. This feminist-separatist-work-

ing-class-dyke-mother-of-two was having the time of her life. She linked 

arms with Mia on her left and me on her right. “Isn’t this fun?”

“It is fun. A lot,” I replied.

OK, let’s wrap this up. Enough typing for one night. My fingers 

have already found the pack of cigarettes right on the other side of the 

mouse. Groan. I seriously need to wrap my head around the idea that 

these things are truly foul. Yeah, well, one day at a time, huh? 

Acrid smell fills my nostrils. I inhale and, feeling smug about the day’s 

events, I lean back against the chair. Who would’ve thought it, huh? I 

ask myself, squinting through volutes of smoke. I was actually happy 

out there today. My first march ever. There I was, lil’ ol’ me, one woman 

among so many who had finally turned up. Them and me, strangers to 

each other, strangers and yet sharing in … something.

*****
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DIANA

“Ah non! Merde alors! Not another corny plot!” I shout at the ceiling, 

barely resisting the urge to hurl the book at it. Anjo opens her Siamese 

violet eyes and blinks, tail twitching quizzically.

“Bloody asinine!” I sit up against the pillow. Anjo looks at me 

from her curled up position on the empty side of the bed.

I’m really sick of lesbian novels in which ‘beautiful-young-dyke-

meets-equally-attractive-older-woman’. All it takes is one glance across 

a crowded room. In the plot in point, the magnetic attraction takes place 

in a department store, two days before Christmas: how much more 

crowded does it get, huh? Anjo flexes her delicate front paws, curls and 

opens them again and again, kneading invisible dough. She’s making 

it very obvious that she’s not about to involve herself with my little 

upset.

“So, what have we, really, got here?” I can’t resist muttering to 

myself. An older woman senses someone’s stare; she turns around to 

locate its origin. Her steel-blue-grey eyes lock into those of a young 

sales girl. Puzzled by my muttering, Anjo fixes her violet eyes on my 

face, while her brown, snake-like tail whips the air. “Yeah, right on. Even 

you agree it’s corny,” I tell her softly. “But, wait, there’s more.” I quickly 

scan a few pages. “Ah, here they are, sitting together in a cosy little 

restaurant, sipping the ole Chianti and involved in a silent, deep and 

meaningful conversation taking place inside each other’s eyes. P-

lease!”

Why is this pulp getting to me so? Am I so desperate for some-

thing like that to happen to me, while knowing it bloody well won’t? I 

reach for Anjo’s furry chest. A low purr vibrates through her ribcage. 

Sigh. Breathe, I admonish myself. I let go of that childish resentment 

and a chuckle bubbles upward. Who, me, chuckling?

Diana, exciting Diana, dances in front of my eyes as glorious as she 

had been in the flesh!

Diana Von Fahlan - perfectly at ease inside her body - the type 

of woman who looks gorgeous in faded denims and gorgeous in a 

designer gown. So gorgeous in both that I had been unable to decide 

which clothed the real Diana, and so I had concluded that both types of 

apparel enhanced equally strong facets of the same woman.



Des fois, c’est vrai, I finally come to agree from the middle of 

my lonely queen sized bed. There are moments, rare moments when 

something unexpected can happen. And, occasionally too, reality can 

rival fiction.

“Yeah,” I sigh dejectedly, “But that was so long ago. In another 

life.”

In a way it, – the older woman / younger woman thing – had happened 

in another life, in sun-drenched Mallorca, home of the magnificently 

convoluted century-old olive trees, a land where it never snows but 

where the ground covers itself in a white mantel of almond blossoms. I 

had been teaching at the island’s Escuela Internacional de las Baleares 

for a couple of years already by the time Diana made her grand 

entrance in our staffroom.

“Folks, sorry to interrupt your lunch break,” the Principal, Señor 

Vasquez, had announced grandly, “let me introduce to you … Diana 

Von Fahlan. All the way from the Big Apple and … via Rio.” The tone of 

his voice had made me wince for, in his excitement, he sounded as if 

he were introducing the winner of a beauty contest. “… here to take up 

Mrs Butterworth’s place in the Chem Department. As you know, Mrs B 

is already on her way to Canada ... the lucky devil.”

I remember having glanced at the handful of teachers scattered 

around the room and, to my surprise, I noticed that a couple of my male 

colleagues had already put down their sandwiches, while others had 

momentarily disconnected themselves from the bits of lettuce or pasta 

that still dangled from their forks.

It became obvious from where I was standing by the espresso 

maker that my male colleagues would, indeed, have found it difficult to 

find their mouths as long as the newcomer kept leaning nonchalantly 

against the doorjamb.

Diana had a long mane of fashionably-tousled, sun-streaked 

hair spilling over her shoulders and over the electric-blue silk of a 

blouse that was opened lower than the unwritten rule prescribed for 

teachers. Amazing what difference a button less can make against gor-

geously-tanned skin.

Her legs were sheathed in a pair of white skin-tight jeans. Soft 

suede loafers matched the electric blue of her shirt. A scarf of iridescent
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material designed to flutter in the lightest of breezes was draped loose-

ly around her neck to hang in diaphanous folds.

To be totally honest, I, too, might have had to put my sandwich 

down, if I hadn’t already eaten it, for Diana, that day in particular, afford-

ed us a most sensuous vision. I immediately thought of our male stu-

dents who were going to approach the study of chemistry with a most 

ardent fervour. And then I tried to remember how long a leave period 

old Eileen Butterworth had bought herself.

From where I stood, fiddling with the coffee machine, I watched 

as Diana’s eyes roved from one face to the next, a pleasant but fixed 

smile on her lips.

“And here we have Alex Delaforêt. Alex teaches mostly 

English. She is French and she is our youngest staff member, by far. 

Alex, Diana.” The principal’s introduction, though I had been readying 

myself for it, caught me in the middle of scooping out a second meas-

ure of coffee grounds. So, I turned towards the newcomer shaping a 

polite smile. Our eyes met not quite across a crowded room but cer-

tainly in a crowded and suddenly very hot room.

Anjo’s looking for a cuddle. Gingerly, she walks on to my belly, 

little paws sinking, to settle under my chin.

“Really, little one! Isn’t three-quarters of a queen size bed 

enough for you anymore?” I mumble into her fur already under my nose 

in a fait accompli. Choosing to ignore me, she tucks in her paws and 

closes her eyes. Her low purring vibrates from her throat to my chest. 

“Oh well,” I sigh resignedly, “I guess that settles that.” The soft vibra-

tions intensify. I close my eyes. Nothing happening here so what the 

hell, let’s go back to Palma de Mallorca, uh?

So there I was by the coffee machine, caught off guard by the 

stranger’s frank open face. “Hi there,” I said, a little too quickly, return-

ing my attention to the making of my much-needed cup of strong cof-

fee. By the time the machine finished spluttering the brew in the demi-

tasse, Mrs or was it Ms Von Fahlan, I wondered, had already been 

whisked away, led further into the depths of our school, by the effusive 

Señor Vasquez.

“Hot damn! What have we got here?” John, the Head of 

Chemistry, had finally found enough voice to verbalise what most of us 

would’ve liked to say. “I volunteer. I’ll be her official guide around the 

place, yes!”
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“Down, boy!” Another male voice joined in. “Don’t you go for-

getting how busy you are preparing for your in-laws’ visit and all. Get it, 

John? In-laws? Ring a bell?”

“Don’t you worry about that. I can handle that and initiate gor-

geous Diana to the nuts and bolts of the Chem. Department. And, oh, 

yes, she might need a little help getting the Senior class up to speed for 

their A level exams and– ”

“Yeah, sure. Dream on, Johnny boy.”

“Oh, give us a break, will you? I mean, I can still look, can’t I?” 

“Hey, it’s not for me to say,” Dan giggled, “But if I were you, I’d

check with my wife first.” 

“What a tan!”

Tim, the only other young teacher on our staff broke in. “I won-

der if that tan of hers is– ”

“Don’t waste time wonderin’, Timothy, my boy. Tell you what. I’ll 

be sure to find out for you.”

I shook my head, totally bemused at the general surge of 

testosterone that had all my hitherto respected colleagues talking like 

juveniles.

“Must have stopped in Ibiza along the way!”

I looked across the room and Raquel, one of the Spanish 

teachers, caught my look. She rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “Boys will 

be boys,” she remarked, loud enough to be heard. “Or should I say, 

even older men who should know better still don’t know that the time’s 

come to away their toy.”

“Oh, there you go. Acid Tongue strikes again. Just because 

you’re–”

Raquel warned, “Don’t you go there, John Barnes.”

I tried to block out the men’s boorish comments and the nerv-

ous, embarrassed giggles of my female colleagues who felt cut off by 

this sudden display of testosterone. Instead, I brought back the vision 

of this Diana person as she had appeared, wholesome and feline-like, 

leaning against the doorjamb.

Alex, don’t be silly! I admonished myself. A totally splendid, 

totally sexual dame if ever there was one! But a very, very het one no 

doubt. How old? Early thirties was my first guess. Older woman fanta-

sy stuff. I drew in my bottom lip to contain the soft blush that was creep-

ing up my cheeks. The only difference, I realised, between me and my
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male colleagues, buoyed out of their customary casual but profession-

al demeanour, was that I had remained silent.

I went back to my empty classroom, preferring its silence to the 

guys’ ongoing speculations regarding Mrs Butterworth’s replacement. I 

flopped on the chair and glanced at the semester planner already 

opened on my desktop. I closed it but I picked up a pen. Absent-mind-

edly, I watched it glide across the page, leaving behind a trail of sensu-

ously-convoluted doodles that vaguely enclosed the space formed by a 

capital D.

“Salut, Alex!” The accent was impeccable. Clipped syllables. The ‘u’ 

pronounced through tight, rounded lips as opposed to the loose-lipped 

Anglo rendition. The ‘t’ was silent as most ending consonants need to 

be in French and the ‘A’ in my name had been kept short, while 

American tongues usually start it off as an aborted yawn as in ‘Aahlex.’

I wheeled around to face the voice. Diana was standing in the 

doorway, watching me through aquamarine eyes. A large but oddly 

compact straw basket dangled from long, woven straps of indigo 

leather that hung from her shoulder. Native craft from … elsewhere, I 

thought. But again, maybe not. There was a definite designer look to 

that understated straw basket.

“Tu viens prendre un pot au yacht club?” she asked in perfect 

French.

I looked at her blankly. A drink in the middle of the day? 

“C’est l’heure du déjeuner, tu sais. Lunchtime,” Diana

explained, as if I had lost track of time.

“Ah, non…” Just as I was about to add, But thanks all the same, 

the thought of a tall glass of sun-yellow Ricard, of dewy droplets run-

ning down the frosty glass, of sitting on the white and blue striped deck 

chairs of the local Yacht Club, of facing the sea and, mostly, of being 

with Diana, all beckoned me as intensely as the shimmering mirage of 

an oasis does the parched desert traveller.

I pushed away from behind the desk. “Hey, why not?” I heard 

myself replying.

“Why not, indeed. There’s enough time for one slow drink at the 

terrace.”

White sails. Cool shade under the blue sun umbrella. The gen-

tle lapping of the sea against the boat hulls. The tinkle of riggings as
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they swayed above the smooth wavelets. A white wrought iron table for 

two. Seagulls the colour of the sky on overcast days. Yes, indeed, why 

not? What a wonderful idea this is, I thought, as I reached for the cool-

ness of the glass that the white clad waiter had just set down next to a 

little plate of Mallorcan olives.

Anjo is twitching on my chest. I open my eyes. “Off you go, 

then.” I scoop up her warm little body, kiss her brown snout and gently 

place her down at the foot of the bed.

I retrieve the novel discarded earlier, flip a couple of pages to 

find the spot where I had stopped reading and try to focus on the print-

ed words. Nah. Mallorca’s better. Let’s stay there a bit longer, at least 

in the Diana chapter, as I remember it … that one’s not fiction! Lights 

off.

*****

Though initially I had felt I should beg out of further lunchtime drinks, 

Diana and I had made it our little ritual to meet at the Yacht Club at least 

once a week.

She spoke little about her family but it became clear that her 

mother had been a mezzo soprano of some fame who, though she no 

longer performed officially, was still remembered by a large group of 

devotees around the world. Possibly, Diana suggested, because she 

had retired from opera at the height of her career, apparently without 

offering any reason that would have satisfied her fans. So Diana’s 

mother, Milla by her first name, still lived in Berlin under her maiden 

name. Mr Von Fahlan, Diana’s father, was in the import-export business 

and commuted between New York, Rio, Paris and Berlin. I concluded 

that his activities must be very profitable as they allowed him to main-

tain a chalet in downtown Chamonix, in the French Alps, and a villa on 

the neighbouring island of Ibiza. Both, Diana had explained, were 

staffed with a butler, a chauffeur, a cook and a couple of household staff 

all year round on the off-chance that anyone from his immediate circle 

of friends or business associates might drop in and need to make them-

selves at home,

“I guess that by the time I’d reached my late teens, I figured out 

that the one thing I needed to do for myself, the one thing my parents’ 

wealth couldn’t get for me, was to find an anchor.” I had looked at her
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somewhat perplexed. She explained, “Studying Chemistry, that’s the 

anchor I needed. Teaching would be my no-nonsense achievement. 

The one thing that no one else could legally obtain for me.”

Her mane of long, tousled strands of hair reflected the light in 

a way that was the definitive palette of gold. As such, it never failed to 

catch the eye of the passer-by as surely as the still water angler’s 

shrimp fly attracts the salmon. I was fascinated, both by the air she had 

about her, and that reckless spontaneity that belied the fact that she 

was, indeed, older than I had first thought. Ten years older than me. 

Admittedly, I was equally fascinated by the effect she had on people, 

even women, and even more by the fact that she seemed impervious 

to it.

Most of the time, unless a male became too insistent in his 

need to invite himself to our table, she usually didn’t seem to notice that 

yet another one had begun circling like a fly around a pot of honey. With 

a closed but polite smile, a slow shake of the head and a dismissive 

flick of the wrist, she would douse his ardour as efficiently as the prover-

bial cold shower.

“It doesn’t matter, Alex,” she’d say, with a slow shrug and 

another loose wave of the hand. “They don’t mean anything.”

“Of course they do … mean something. I do know the one thing 

that’s very much on their mind when they look at you.”

The thought struck me that Diana might ask how I, a woman, 

could possibly know what these guys had in their male brain. Would I 

then own up to the thoughts I entertained about her, particularly at night 

and in the solitude of my bed – would I do it sheepishly or brazenly? 

Would I admit that if these men longed to lie by her side and let their 

hand feel the smooth firmness of her thigh, to slowly caress the tawny 

skin of her back and let a hand brush against her nipples then, I, too, 

understood those cravings.

If at least one of their thoughts wondered how her golden hair 

would feel cascading through their fingers, then, that thought was mine 

too.

If they visualised their mouth gently pressed against hers, the 

tip of their tongue, shy against her own, then yes, I understood that 

yearning.

I understood but I stopped short of admitting that my desire for 

Diana was similar to that of these males in heat, but one night, I did stop
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to analyse my feelings for her. Already then, I recognised the image that 

came to my mind, that of a tight wad of paper, edges already curled up 

by glowing rubies of ember that, I had no doubt, would eventually reach 

close to the core of the wad … before getting smothered.

I was absolutely fascinated by the unaffected sensuality that 

emanated from this woman, even as she casually slouched at the ter-

race of a cafe clad in a pair of faded jeans pulled down over tan desert 

boots, her slim body loose in a baggy tee-shirt. What else seduced me 

was the manner in which she talked about topics that were close to her 

heart.

We had many animated conversations about the convoluted 

intricacies of Taoist and Buddhist philosophies, the succession of 

karmapa reincarnations since the twelfth century, the Tibetan concept 

of the ‘tulkou’, those spiritual masters who choose to reincarnate to 

keep alive the teachings of Buddha, the core of the Kagyupabut. But by 

far she was most passionate about the on-going fight of the Tibetan 

people, Le Peuple des Neiges, as she called them, to survive the 

relentless genocidal plans of the Beijing government. Basically it was 

the combination of unbridled, unaffected sensuality and her passion for 

serious issues that, for me, worked as such a potent aphrodisiac.

The day came when, at short notice, Diana invited me to 

accompany her to Ibiza for the weekend. Why not? Why pass up the 

opportunity of ‘doing’ Ibiza, in style? Once, just once, I could forgo the 

‘Pension del Mar’ near the little fishing port where I booked a room, dur-

ing most Easter and Christmas holidays, and stay with her at her 

father’s villa.

Once on the hot tarmac, barely out of the little twenty-seater 

plane, I watched her scan the area while wrapping handfuls of her hair 

around each other. She briefly rummaged at the bottom of the large bag 

that I had discovered was a Javanese-inspired split cane and timber 

artefact. Unable to find anything better suited to the purpose, she skew-

ered the soft mass of tangles with two yellow Bic pens. She waved. 

Reclining against the hood of a gleaming silver-blue Jeep parked a few 

yards away, a young man waved back. Diana sauntered towards him. 

Ramon and Mr Von Fahlan’s Renegade. Not quite yet old enough to be 

a collector’s item, that Jeep had a powerful, rugged-toy look about it. I 

was in love with Diana but I lusted after that vehicle.

“Holà Ramón.” She waved. “Que tàl todo?”
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“Bien, Dianita, muy bien. Y Usted?” Though he had replied to 

her informal greeting formally, his grin flashed white and genuine 

against his tanned cheeks. As she came level with him she reached for 

his face on tiptoes and left a quick kiss on his cheek.

“Que tàl guapo?” ‘Handsome’ she had called him and hand-

some he was.

Ramon was in his late twenties, lean and wiry in the loose flo-

ral shirt that flapped in the gentle breeze, keeping the heat off the tar-

mac bearable. His body was perfect for a jeans photoshoot; long legs 

and a peach shaped bottom poured into a well-worn pair of dusty 501s.

“Acabo de limpiar el Jeep para Ustedes. Està como nuevecito.” 

The sexy ice-blue Renegade had just been washed in a corner

of the hanger and, indeed, it looked like new, still dripping water from 

its under carriage.

“He’s a bit like a member of the family,” Diana explained a little 

later, while the four-wheel drive bounced us along a very corrugated 

path through the scrubby hinterland. “I don’t see him very often, with all 

my comings and goings,” she said, alluding to the travel bug that her 

father’s money allowed her to indulge in, “but over the years, I’ve 

always enjoyed his company. I mean, whenever I’ve been able to 

spend time at the villa.” She pulled a wild strand of honey-coloured hair 

away from her eyes. “My father trusts him. He’s made him the overseer 

of the property. Doubles up as chauffeur, too. He loves this Jeep and 

the Merc that’s kept at the Madrid airport.” I arched my eyebrows in a 

silent question. “Ramon flies over there to chauffeur my father around 

when he’s in town.” She cast a glance at Ramon’s profile and smiled. 

“A boy with toys.” The Renegade lurched cliff side, our knees touched.

Another loose tendril settled across Diana’s mouth. She pulled 

the window flap down to keep the wind out of the back seat area. “See, 

one day my father was walking in downtown Caracas. He came across 

a young boy. A Favellas kid.” Diana raised her voice to be heard above 

the jeep’s noisy, low revs. “He was selling shoe laces and envelopes. 

Mangy like a stray cat, head lice and all. For some reason, he followed 

my father all the way home, like a lost kitten …God … this trail’s … get-

ting worse.” She grinned, visibly enjoying the ride over the rough ter-

rain. “And so, after a while my father let him run simple errands for one 

of his groundsmen. And when the boy came of age, my father helped
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him migrate here, to Spain.” A seaward lurch. Diana braced herself, one 

hand on my thigh. My heart cartwheeled.

“Dos kilometros y pico de este rompe cojones before the 

house,” Ramón explained as he changed to a lower gear. “Only a cou-

ple kilometros, not long. Some part are better … not so … moving 

around,” he volunteered in Brazilian accented English.

“He’s very handsome … Quite the stereotypical Latin lover 

many women would kill to spend a night with.”

“Ah, yes.” Diana replied, the corner of her mouth turned up in 

amusement. “There’s always a local maiden in the village who’s madly 

in love with him, who becomes murderously jealous of the Valencianas 

or Madrileñas who come here … in search of the sun-surf-sex combo. 

Isn’t that so, Guapo?” She reached forward to pat his shoulder.

“Claro! Life, she is for that … if you’re lucky.” His eyes were 

shielded by dark aviator glasses, but the vibrating rearview mirror 

framed his pirate smile. He didn’t mind being the topic of Diana’s con-

versation. “He plays a mean guitar, too,” she added, before turning her 

attention to the sparkling bay that glinted through occasional breaks in 

the tree line.

I snorted. I, too, knew well the sensual, some times torrid, com-

bination of sun and surf. Even at night when senses are electrified by 

the mysterious darkness of the sea, by its lapping of the sand. But since 

the day Diana had walked into our staffroom, filling in for old Mrs 

Butterworth, all my thoughts of lustful frolic, be they by day or night, 

always revolved around her.

So, Ramón steered us through sand ruts, over thick pine tree 

roots until, some time later, he swung the Jeep into a wide circular 

driveway. He jumped down from the cabin, made a move to open 

Diana’s door but her boot was already on the chrome side bar and I 

was right behind her. So Ramon swung our overnight bags over a 

shoulder and strode towards the arc that led to the front courtyard, the 

gateway into the villa.

He half-turned in my direction. “Cuantó tiempo se quedarán 

aqui? How long your stay here … at this home?”

Diana replied for me. “Only long enough to have you serenade 

us at least once, and to enjoy Margarita’s tapas, por lo menos una vez. 

She’s still with us, isn’t she?” Both her hands were, once again, trying 

to restrain her hair with the improvised Bic prongs.
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“Claró que si. And her tapas are the best between here and the 

Malaga of where she come.” He flashed white teeth. “Esta noche, 

tonight, I play you the guitar. After the dinner. Mientras, que 

aprovechen! “ He spun on himself, arms wide enough to encompass 

the sky, the villa, the luxuriant garden and all around. Enjoy! he had 

said.

Enjoyment began with the luxury of opening the full height of the wood-

en shutters of the room which Maguitta, our ‘lady in waiting’, had ush-

ered me into.

“Su dormitorio, Señorita Alexandra. Your room.”

Beyond the shutters; a panoramic view of the glistening 

Mediterranean Sea. Not a building in sight, not a bungalow, not even a 

cabin. Only the sea, the deserted strand of golden sand. Pine trees to 

the right, pine trees to the left. The hot sun above the whitewashed ter-

race, and the surround sound of invisible cicadas making summer time 

tunes with their wings.

So Diana and I walked down a sandy trail, through the pine 

trees, to the beach. We set our sarongs side by side and lay face up in 

silence. Only the sound of the waves and that of a distant gull distract-

ed me from the hot ache of desire that had, once again, begun stirring 

low inside my belly. I made myself hold it in for as long as it took to feel 

the first burn of the sun on my skin. I held it tight inside me until the first 

beads of sweat pooled inside my navel. Then I got up without looking 

at Diana. I walked to the edge of the sea. I closed my eyes. I felt the 

sea lick my toes. I felt it swirl around my ankles. Warm. Soft. 

Languorous. I opened my eyes and ran to submerge myself in its soft 

swells.

Some time later, after a cold shower, a nap in the bedroom that 

adjoined Diana’s, and another cold shower, I found her sitting on the 

terrace watching sails tack far from the shoreline. Conchita, Margarita’s 

youngest daughter, brought us two glasses of chilled, crisp Mallorquín 

white wine on a platter.

The sun floated briefly on the horizon then dipped into the sea. 

For an evening out, Diana drove the Jeep to the tiny fishing port of 

Ibiza. Leaving the cluttered streets to the shrill revs of mopeds and sun-

inebriated youths, we walked to bobbing little wooden boats painted in 

green, white and red for the most part, and an occasional trim of blue.
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She chatted here and there with the old fishermen who sat on low 

stools, patching up mile-long volutes of blue netting with gnarled and 

callused fingers that were as nimble as those of their lace-making 

wives. Their tired sea-burnt eyes focused on what, at first, might have 

appeared to be a vision. A frown, a doubt, and then the swarm of 

naughty delights that even old men imagine when face to face with a 

gorgeous woman, further creased the weather-beaten crags on their 

faces.

I strolled through the evening market stalls of cowhide hats, 

beaded necklaces and olive tree steak plates. I admired a couple of 

bowls carved from roots. Hand-painted kites and tooled leather belts 

rivalled with the general assortment of mementoes one could feel 

momentarily passionate about, and I felt passionate about two fine hair-

combs carved out of honey-coloured olive wood.

A while later, Diana and I were sharing a plate of Calamari 

Piquante and a little carafe of Rioja red at the terrace of the old Bodega 

del Puerto, and watched the last of the little boats set off for their night 

of fishing, faroles ablaze. Floating lanterns in the distance, they were. 

Onboard, the fishermen would be waiting for the fish to come to the sur-

face to investigate the light. They would scoop them up in nets. The big-

ger ones would get harpooned. I closed my eyes to make a silent wish. 

Then, eyes open, I chose one little boat that had already reached the 

particular place in space where the sky and the night become one, and 

I blew my silent wish to stow away onboard.

“Hey, Diana. Look what I got.” Heart pounding with a juvenile 

sort of anxiety, I set the two combs near her hand on the rickety side-

walk table. She looked away from the little boats, looked at me before 

following my eyes to the space between her glass and the candle that 

had been stuck in a bottle. “Hair combs, right? From that stall over 

there,” I said, twisting unnecessarily to point in a general direction 

behind me. “They’re for you.”

Diana smiled that arresting smile of hers, aquamarine eyes 

gleaming in the candlelight and, with the familiar movement of both 

hands, she coaxed the shiny mass of loose strands over one shoulder, 

proceeding to smooth the silky bundle over her collarbone. There, it 

draped itself like a golden python, but already awaiting the tiniest of her 

movements to slide back slowly, almost as imperceptibly as the snow 

melts or the grass grows, one silky strand at a time, until all of it had slid
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off her shoulder. That’s where it’d be the happiest, that hair of hers, free 

to shimmer, free to move and sparkle down the length of her back.

“For me, uh?”

“Yeah … It’s just that they’re a bit more up-market than these 

two plastic pens of yours,” I explained clumsily, pointing at the combs. 

“That’s really not what they were designed for, you know. I mean, the 

pens.” The burn of a blush hot on my cheeks, I watched Diana’s fingers 

skim over the smoothness of the wood. I watched her forefinger follow 

the elegant curve of each long sculpted tooth. “No matter what, not 

even your mass of hair will ever turn Bic pens into designer items.” 

Cheekbones burnished by the day’s sun and smoothed by the warm 

glow of the candle, Diana chuckled, and in lieu of a thank you, she 

wrapped her hair again around one wrist, then the other, the better to 

coil it loosely on itself near the top of her head, before harpooning it with 

my combs.

One day, back at the Palma Yacht Club, long before that weekend at 

her family villa, I had commented on her hair. She had snuffled a little 

and shrugged her shoulders dismissively. “Nothing a very good hair 

cutter can’t do, Alex.”

As she had explained it, Diana went to the hairdressers only 

three or four times a year. But when she did, she’d only visit a 

Maximilian Gynt Hair Studio. As per the wishes of the master himself, 

there existed only twelve such salons, one in each of the capital cities 

of the Western world. And there were only three Gynt-accredited cut-

ters in any one studio, though a squad of them made all-expenses-paid 

house calls, not only to exclusive condo-dwelling divas, but also 

onboard private jets and yachts at sea. So, to humour me, Diana had 

gone on explaining, all the mystique – once over the fuss of getting an 

appointment on a day and time that more or less suited – was simply 

about the Gynt cutter knowing how to ‘aerate’ the hair. “And that’s a 

long and tedious process by which each wisp needs to be cut at a par-

ticular angle. Cut and layered differently from all others. So, for the poor 

cutter, it’s almost one hair at a time, unevenly, up and down the length 

of the hair. I mean, it takes hours.” Her hair reached well below her 

shoulders. “The aim of this minor form of torture for the both of us,” she 

joked, “is for each individual thin strand to catch the light, any light, in a 

manner that conventional cutting or layering cannot even approximate.
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Et voilà.” Hamming it up, she had let her hair drop like a golden hood, 

and shook it in such a way that it followed the movement like a field of 

wheat ripples in the breeze. Another shrug of the shoulders confirmed 

the simplicity of it all. “It can just hang that way for some months. And 

in between cuts, if it gets to me, hey, I just trim off the annoying bits 

myself. No big deal.” That afternoon, Diana had paused, to look into my 

eyes. “Now, chère Alexandra,” she had said seriously, “isn’t there any-

thing more worthwhile you and I could talk about, huh, besides my 

hair?”

Caught off-guard, I had shaken my own dark hair. “Uh … no, 

not really … ” I had hesitated on that half-truth. “I mean we can always 

talk shop and … ” I prayed that Diana would be happy doing just that 

and that she’d stop looking so directly into my eyes. The urge to plas-

ter empty words over the odd silence that had settled above our table 

must’ve been triggered by a poorly-timed instinct for survival. “So, 

yeah, how are your best boys standing up to their A level prac?”

Returning her attention to the sailboats tethered to the bollards 

embedded deep into the concrete of the marina, Diana had let the 

question ring hollow. My heart so thudded inside my ribcage that it had 

made it impossible for me to think of an alternative rejoinder. By the 

time she returned her eyes to me, Diana was smiling a gentle smile. 

She had stretched on her chair before suggesting that we should, per-

haps, call it a day and get stuck into our respective piles of mid-term 

exams. I had dropped her off at the flat she rented not far from there, 

but as I sat staring at the copies stacked and waiting for feedback, I 

knew I had missed an opportunity to come clean with Diana.

I knew that I had let that opportunity go by because I had been 

too embarrassed, too scared to broach the infatuation, the lust, the 

desire I had been harbouring for so long already. For the past eight 

weeks. Then it dawned on me that if Diana had given me an overture 

into the topic, however discreet, it could only have been because she 

had seen right through me. And she had seen right through me 

because I had been childishly transparent. “Oh, shit! How totally embar-

rassing.” How to ever dare face her again?

Anjo shifts at the foot of the bed. Drowsy, she rubs her front paw behind 

an ear.
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It had crossed my mind that Diana might have already indulged 

in same sex dalliances and why wouldn’t she? I had seen enough 

women, strangers for the most part, hover around her to engage her in 

conversation. But more to the point, I suspected that on the occasions 

Diana might’ve felt that way moved, she wouldn’t have gone about it 

say, as a bisexual might, perhaps, by falling in love and embracing that 

alternative lifestyle, if only for a period of time. I imagined that for Diana, 

such instances, if they ever happened, would amount to no more than 

any of the other self-indulgent impulses that peppered her life. I just 

couldn’t imagine her staying put. I couldn’t imagine her staying in love. 

Weird how I imagined that a night of love would only amount, for her, to 

another way of seizing the moment, a moment only measured in hours, 

not in nights. Even if with a woman.

What, in hindsight, I think was equally weird was how, at the 

time, I didn’t stop to wonder what impact I might have had on Diana, 

herself. I didn’t think about it then, but later, much later, when it was all 

over and far too late to repair, I realised that the reason why I had found 

it impossible to admit to Diana my feelings for her, had to have been 

because I didn’t think, even for a minute, that she could’ve been 

remotely attracted to me. And why on earth not? Talk about a flagging 

ego! The other thing is that I, already wearing my heart on my sleeve – 

a most annoying habit I have yet to shed – was very clear about the dif-

ference that existed for me between making love and having sex. I 

clearly knew I didn’t just want to have sex with Diana.

So, although the wish I had placed on the furthest little glow-

worm boat aimed at the moonbeam had been for the exhilarating sex-

ual tension - that just about made me sick with anxiety - to remain until 

I had to say goodbye to her, paradoxically, I had also wished to be 

strong enough to resist it.

Now that the Diana episode is only a memory, one that would 

have lain totally dormant if it hadn’t been for that new novel I had picked 

up before going to bed, I can see that the wish I had made that night, 

as the little boats made their way towards the moonbeam, had been 

oddly masochistic.

As much as I wanted to touch Diana, to explore her smile with 

my lips, with the tip of a finger, with my tongue, with the ball of my 

thumb: as much as I wanted to run my hand over the plane of her stom-

ach, over her breasts, down her back to caress her butt: as much as I
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wanted to bury my face in the tangled softness of her hair and also lick 

the salt from the golden triangle of short curls that I knew glistened 

between her thighs, I knew I didn’t want her just for that moment.

Eventually that night at the little port of Ibiza, we had left the rickety 

sidewalk table to walk side by side, in silence, through the climbing cob-

blestone streets of the village, almost quiet, as it was in those nights 

that predated the charter-invasion of the drunken rave youth culture. 

We made our bumpy way back in the Jeep to Villa Solidea in between 

lines of pine trees and the undulating, lampoon-speckled, black mass 

of the sea.

At the time of that weekend away, eight weeks had gone by 

since Señor Vasquez had brought Diana into our staffroom. Any day, 

Eileen Butterworth, somewhere in Canada, would begin organising her 

return to the International School of Mallorca and resume her duties 

there. Diana, who was not interested in the constraints of full-time 

teaching, was quite looking forward to moving on, this time back to 

Berlin.

Milla, her mother, was unwell. At first it had been a cold, then 

this cold developed into something akin to bronchitis. More recently, 

however, her enflamed throat had all the symptoms of laryngitis. 

Unable to breathe freely, Milla was also unable to sing, not even to her-

self and that, more than the fire in her throat, distressed her no end. So, 

at the news of her mother’s lingering illness and sagging mood, Diana 

had resolved to spend some time in Berlin with her.

If the winter weather proved tolerable she’d stay there for a 

while. If not, she’d head back to Tibet, her reasoning being that if she 

were to be cold and uncomfortable in incessant German drizzle and 

greyness, she’d much rather go back to Lhassa. There, she’d not only 

feel the pure bite of the cold in the valley below the mountains but also 

share the ash-gray landscape coloured in shades of volcanic lava with 

the Snow People. There was many a time, she said, when she’d much 

rather walk ten kilometres to share a meal of butter tea and tsampa with 

the nomads of Bakor than have a daiquiri at the fashionable Metropol, 

in Berlin.

Oh, how I envied her that freedom! Even as the young adult 

that I was then, I already knew that my freedom could only be negoti-
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ated around full-time teaching because my idea of freedom was cum-

bersome.

My freedom would never fit in a backpack. Mayanne always 

said that, even as a child, I was like a little ant, unable to go anywhere 

without a big bag laden with many things, most of which I never used. 

Later on, the big bag of my childhood transmuted into very large suit-

cases and half a dozen trunks the size of sea chests. My envy of 

Diana’s freedom brought home the realisation that, each time I relocat-

ed in pursuit of my own sense of freedom, I needed, already then, the 

service of movers, insurance of various sorts, and associated expen-

sive unpleasantness.

At thirty-six however, Diana’s essential possessions still fitted 

in a couple of large tote bags. Her only personal memento was Wally, 

a twenty-centimetre, ginger-coloured, curly-haired teddy bear. Wally 

always looked grumpy. He had been a farewell gift from her best buddy, 

way back in her primary school days.

One hand on the gear stick, the other firm on the steering 

wheel, in full control of the revs, Diana was humming. The sandy ruts, 

roots and partially exposed rocks slipped under the Jeep’s headlights, 

under one tyre at a time as we drove back to the villa.

Body momentarily loose the better to meet the bumping and 

jarring, I speculated about the private demons that kept Diana moored 

in that jet-setter’s vagabond lifestyle of hers. Was it the fear of respon-

sibilities that latch on to one as barnacles on the keel of a boat? Was 

that what was keeping her on the road, under the guise of an overly-

developed wanderlust? Or was it simply the fear of gathering moss, of 

feeling prematurely old through immobility? I couldn’t say for sure, not 

even after so much time spent with her.

Though braced, hand against the dashboard, to absorb a new 

set of hard lurches, I was able to relax inside the cabin. Safe by her 

side, cocooned by the darkness and by Julio Iglesias’ softly poignant 

cries for his ‘Manuela’, I let myself go into more private thoughts. Why 

do so many of us in the world insist on tying ourselves up in all sorts of 

knots to make money that we’d much rather not have to work for, 

because the process is so often unrewarding? What remains after 

taxes of one sort or another, we spend on items too large or too small 

that we don’t necessarily want, let alone need, in the absolute sense of
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the word? Par for the course, I mumbled to myself. And which course 

would that be?

Diana’s forearm brushed my thigh as she downshifted into first 

gear. Her profile was clear and sharp because the moon, full and unde-

terred by the loud revs of the engine, was watching us creep along the 

trail. An earlier conversation played itself inside my head.

“Diana?” We had just finished a quick lunch on the large ter-

race of my little flat. “I have one of these trust-type sorts of questions I’d 

like to ask.”

“Ask away … I’ll answer what I can.”

“Well, it’s about how differently we lead our lives, you and me, 

in terms of … you know … the big picture.”

“Mmm … that’s supposing I even have one of these big picture 

plans in my head, huh? All right, what’s the question, Alex?”

“Right. Maybe it’s private but, look … how much do you really 

rely on your parents … I mean on their money?”

Diana chuckled. “Alex, for Christ’s sake, have you forgotten 

that I work just like you? At the same place as you, actually? And guess 

what I’ll do when you drop me off tonight? I’ll be making a great big dent 

in that great big pile of exams that’s been piling up on my night stand.” 

Diana did her most focused work on or in her bed. No way I could, I’d 

fall asleep. Eyebrows knitted, she had looked straight into my eyes to 

add, “I work and, like you, I get paid for it. What’s with the question?”

“Well … I mean … it’s not really about when you work.” I hesi-

tated, well aware that I might be trespassing, “It’s more about how you 

manage when you don’t work. Like when you jet off to Paris to find a 

Maximilian Gynt salon or to Sarawak to check out the natives and buy 

yourself a new beach ba – ”

She interrupted, “Or buy a couple of designer labels whenever 

I happen to be in New York? Ah …yes, Alex, beware the dilettante,” she 

croaked mockingly. “Well, look, the truth is that I don’t just fly to Paris 

just to get my hair done or to New York for a Lacroix. Really, Alex!” She 

picked at a little piece of chewy bread. “Actually, from here, I wouldn’t 

even have to go very far. There’s a Gynt in Madrid. Ah, and in Berlin, 

there’s one a couple of blocks off Bismarck Strasse, my mother’s 

street.” I nodded and shrugged to suggest she had acquitted herself 

well and I was sorry I had even asked.
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“No, it’s all right, Alex, I don’t mind, but look it’s really not as 

weird as it seems. When I take off for a third world country, the flight 

might be expensive but once there … you eat what you grow, what you 

barter for, what you can carry … to share. And all your possessions fit 

under your hammock. And that includes … a LBD number from Saks all 

rolled up in the bottom of my backpack, just in case I need it once at the 

first civilised outpost. Like say, I’m swept off my feet by an equally dil-

ettantish guy, why not an Ambassador’s … son, right? And, there he 

wants to treat me to a five star dinner on board a barge on the Mekong, 

I’d need to look the part, agreed?”

The lump in my throat kept me from answering, so I nodded 

again. I could so easily imagine her, them, Diana and the Ambassador’s 

ravishing wife. I could so easily imagine them Morse-coding sexual 

vibrations at each other in a candlelit, Moët-swilling, diamond-spangled 

night straight out of a Mills & Boons, dyke erotica setting, on the 

Mekong river. That is until, quiet as a mouse, the sampan tillerman top-

ples headfirst into the water, the arrow protruding from his neck almost 

invisible in the darkness. That is until the cloth canopy above Diana and 

the ambassador’s wife bursts into flames.

‘Oh, Diana! It’s the DFW,’ would cry the ambassador’s wife. Her 

hand would fly to her breasts. ‘They have used you to get to me,’ she 

would say, her hand on Diana’s arm, restraining her. ‘Nawabi and 

Suliman won’t stop at anything to get to my husband. Not at anything. 

Do you understand? They are not … Christians, Diana.’

In my imagined plot, the splinter group, Dayak Freedom Wing, 

more often referred to in hushed tones as DFW, had once again picked 

up the woman’s scent, the scent of the ambassador’s wife, and if the 

freedom fighters couldn’t get the US Ambassador himself, then they 

would make her bring him to them. The woman’s obscene penchant for 

blond female travellers, they knew, would give them the means to 

destabilise the US presence in the area. Ransom. Mutilation. Torture. In 

what order? The warlords had differing ideas, but one thing for sure –

“Hey, Alex? Hellooow!” Eyebrows scrunched up, Diana had 

looked ready to shake me awake. Either that or ready to slap me back 

to life.

I had blinked and straightened in my chair. “What? Hey to you, 

too.”
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“So? What’s the real question you have about my big picture, 

then?”

“Uh … right. Okay, let’s imagine you’re in Sabah, right?” You’re 

looking for the ambassador’s wife, I almost added, “So you’ve trekked 

yourself to death through kampongs, highland rain forests and up 

through the pinnacles of Kinabalu. You’ve spotted a few orang-utans. 

You’ve shared a corner of a longhouse on stilts alongside a family of 

hills people. You’re well past finding it weird that in the absence of sew-

erage, it’s the pig under the hole in the floorboards that processes what, 

elsewhere, we flush down a pipe and, by now, you’re feeling downright 

homesick. The thing is that one of those big proboscis monkeys has 

taken off with your money pouch. You’re broke. Who’s going to bail you 

out?”

“Traveller rule number one, Alex: keep your valuables to the 

minimum, keep them flat, out of sight and firmly secured under your 

clothes. Only keep a few coins or small bills handy so as not to attract 

attention to yourself… should a passing monkey get the wrong idea.” 

Diana was winding me up, but figuring I had deserved it, I only gave her 

a weak little smile. “Seriously now,” she continued, looking directly into 

my eyes, “You want to know who’d bail me out? Well, I’d say the same 

people who’d bail you out.” She had seemed disappointed more by the 

naiveté of my questions than by their insinuation. Pushing her chair 

away from the table, she continued, “Parents. That’s what parents do. 

They bail their kids out. Or would your parents leave you stranded on 

the other side of ‘civilisation’?”

“Of course …they wouldn’t,” I answered grudgingly. “As long as 

they had it in their power to help me … yes, they’d … bail me out. In 

fact, one of Mayanne’s favourite refrains is that a mother, why she per-

sists in excluding fathers, I don’t know, but anyway, she says that a 

mother is responsible for her progeny from pre-birth to post-burial. 

However, she is quick to add, and that’s for my benefit, that a child’s 

obligation to her parents only really kicks in at the onset of their geriatric 

years and, at worse, that only spans a mere twenty odd years.”

Diana had smiled quickly but I could see she’d been following 

her own thoughts. “Look, Alex, I know what you’re driving at. The truth 

is, I could even bypass my parents altogether. I’d only have to place a 

call to Kurt … Kurt Krüeger, my father’s financial director–”

“So where’s the bypass?”
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“He’s also my godfather. I could call him, even call collect from 

a phone booth, day or night. I could tell him exactly what I needed. And 

regardless of what it is, I’m sure it’d soon be either faxed or mailed to 

the nearest AmEx branch or hospital or wherever I say. And that’s real-

ly what you’re asking about, isn’t it?” She had paused. “I agree, that’s 

where you and I are different.” Pensively, she had rolled another piece 

of bread dough into a marble-sized ball before adding, “But you know 

… I’ve always been able to manage without the cavalry, even in far 

away and different places. And I do have my own anchor.”

She reminded me of the decision that had led her to become a 

Chemistry teacher. It had been born out of a conscious decision to 

avoid drifting, as is often the case for offspring of the very rich. Diana’s 

pedagogical commitment was a means to anchor some of herself, 

weeks at a time, into an everyday existence. “You see, I know exactly 

how much I need to save. I also know from experience how long any 

savings will have to last … and therefore how long I need to stay put in 

any one place before taking off again.”

How that freedom had made me feel trapped! And I was still so 

young, back then. It should’ve been my wake-up call, while I still could 

be awoken, shaken out of any middle-class aspirations. As I listened to 

her, I felt prematurely pot-bound by growing roots, but subconsciously 

I must have known that I was lacking the oomph, or was it the inspira-

tion, to shed the comfort of middle-class bills. Diana had picked up on 

my thoughts. “Okay, so something inside you tells you that you need to 

work ten and a half months every year for the next thirty-one years or 

so. And lose a third of your hard-earned dollars in income tax. That’s 

cool.” Her tone hadn’t been sarcastic. “But that, on its own, could make 

for a terribly boring person a couple years down the track.” She paused 

to sip her wine, softly smacking her lips against the tang of local red. 

“But the thing is that in spite of your self-imposed, or maybe condi-

tioned, middle-class stability … I sense there’s a pull from the opposite 

point of your compass, as well.” I nodded warily. “I suspect you’d love 

to cut loose and that your secret ambition is vivre en marge de la 

société, in an alternative lifestyle of sorts. And I suspect too, that 

maybe, just maybe, you wouldn’t mind cutting loose and fly away with 

me. Like in a couple of weeks.”

A sudden heat flushed my cheeks. Yes! I’d love to have the 

courage to take those risks. Yes, I’d love the courage to say, ‘Hey give
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me a couple of months, huh? Just long enough to wrap up a few things. 

If Berlin’s too wet for you, how about we hook up at Lhasa? Let’s paint 

it red by night and by day explore the concept of Renunciation as the 

means of saying yes to life.’

Diana had continued her argument, seemingly unaware of the 

contradiction her words had triggered inside me. “But you’d know 

what’s best for yourself, right? You’re twenty-six and fully formed.” She 

paused, perhaps to give me the opportunity to reconsider, rebuke or 

refute, but I didn’t. I was too weak to defend the soft option to life I had 

chosen for myself. And again Diana’s insight, “You already know that 

you will never cut loose, don’t you, Alex?” Was she goading me? “What 

you’ll do is every so often, you’ll pack up all your goods and chattels 

only to recreate, not reinvent, the same aspects of your life somewhere 

else. As years go by, you’ll do that from inside more and more cubic 

metres of furniture and exotic mementoes, paintings, rugs, and plants 

and pets that will keep you from venturing too far and maybe never 

coming back. It will probably work for you, but I simply couldn’t … ever 

do life that way.”

“If I hold on to my middle-class preoccupations, as you say, it’s 

because I already know that one day I’ll be old. I’ll be forty. Some time 

after that I know I’ll be sixty.”

“Woh, slow down, will you?” Diana had exclaimed, shaking her 

head, “ Okay, me, I’ll be forty in a few years, but it’ll be at least another 

forty years before I turn sixty.” She had stopped there, visibly pleased 

with the cleverness of that last remark and what it suggested about our 

contrasting approaches to life.

“The thing is … ” I started wanting to make my own point, “ … 

if I wanted to spend my wages now and live in the present, like you do, 

I, too, could live like you do. I could even splurge and buy myself a 

Renegade, just like your father’s spare toy.” I had been secretly lusting 

after such a Jeep ever since I had set eyes on the chunky toy-like vehi-

cle, still dripping after a wash, on the Ibiza tarmac.

“Too macho. You’d do better behind the wheel of one of those 

sexy British classics. Spoke wheels and all.” The earnest smile that had 

accompanied Diana’s remark had lit up her face like that of a little girl 

plotting something deliciously naughty.

“Yeah, well … whatever.” I had answered testily. “But my point 

is that I, too, could flit here, fly there, go anywhere, and work only when
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I needed, if I didn’t have to save for my old age.” I ran the palm of my 

hand over the breadcrumbs scattered over the tablecloth. “But I’d feel 

so terribly guilty doing it. There’d be no joy in it, and that’s probably 

because of the way I’ve been wired from birth. And so, what compels 

me to feed the middle-class thing is the fear of a sad, uncomfortable … 

retirement.” God, I had almost said ‘old age’. “Of course, I, too, will 

inherit from my parents,” I continued. “I’m their only child and they’re 

rather well off. But I guess it’s been drummed into me that, apart from 

what I may inherit, I really need to do what I can for myself.” There, I 

had said it. “So yeah … you’re right. I’m not going to sell my flat. And 

I’m not going to dump my belongings on the steps of La Lonja, over 

there.” The cathedral’s spire pointed above the clay rooftops of the old 

town. “And yes, you’re right,” I stammered. “It’s like, uh, I don’t have 

what it takes to … uh … to fly away with you.”

Diana would have been aware of the full circle I had drawn 

around myself. “Alex, what would you like me to say? We’re like a Venn 

diagram. Totally different and yet on so many points we overlap. I’m not 

going to disown my parents, am I? I’m not contemplating taking the vow 

of poverty, either.” She brushed away the breadcrumbs in front of her 

plate before leaning forward on her elbows, “Alex, look at it from a dif-

ferent angle.” She paused and sipped her wine thoughtfully before 

embarking on her final argument. “Pretend for a moment that one day 

you are the lucky winner of a two million dollar jackpot; simply by filling 

in a Lotto coupon, right? Happens to people every week. Not only 

would you have ample money to play with in the present, but better yet, 

that ‘old age’ that worries you so much would be comfortable for sure, 

right?”

I nodded. “Y-yes, and?”

“But, of course,” she continued, choosing to ignore my ques-

tion, “you wouldn’t have done anything to earn either that wealth or that 

comfort in old age, right? No sacrifices, no hard-earned savings. You’re 

with me?” she asked, checking that I hadn’t tuned out.

“I’m with you.”

“Right.” She flicked across the tablecloth the marble of bread 

dough she’d been kneading and flattening and kneading some more. It 

landed on my lap before rolling off to the ground. “So, tell me what 

you’d do then.” I opened my mouth to speak. “No, I’ll tell you,” she
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insisted. “You’d take the money and run. You’d say thank you and call 

it your good karma.”

“Okay, okay,” I conceded. “I get your point. What you’re saying 

is that you’ve already come into your good karma.” I tried to control the 

wistful tone of my voice. “You’ve come into it from birth.”

Flamenco strains rippled energetically around the cabin. I opened my 

eyes and became aware of the changes in the terrain. The pine trees 

were more sparsely planted now. Roots and ruts were no longer hard 

and unyielding under the tyres. Villa Solidea wouldn’t be far now.

Diana turned the volume down. “Alex,” she called out softly, 

“Alex … d’you realise that eight days from now I’ll be handing my desk 

back to Mrs Butterworth?”

I would’ve liked to reply with something light and silly like, Hey, 

for some kids and teachers, that’s bound to put a stop to a lot of wet 

dreams, you know, but more than the blush already hot on my cheeks 

at the thought of my own Diana-driven fantasies, it was the flat tone of 

her voice that kept me from a casual rejoinder.

The sea was there. My lantern-boat would have already 

dropped anchor somewhere amongst the flock of glowing lights that, 

like seagulls bobbing on a swell, had congregated at the furthest point 

of the sea. I watched Diana, though she kept her eyes fixed beyond the 

headlights, surprised that she would have been thinking about her 

departure at the same moment I had. “Yeah, I was just thinking about 

that too … You know, about the end of your contract and all.” I said hon-

estly, but gingerly, too, as if walking on hot coal. “I mean, I thought 

about that … earlier. So it’s good, yes? Moving on and all that.”

Though the radio whisper sounds were too low now that we 

were once again silent, neither of us moved to pump the volume back 

up. The speedometer needle oscillated between three and five kilome-

tres an hour. The night sky peered through the trees.

“I … I don’t know,” Diana replied after a while. She swept her 

hair back away from her forehead. “Uh, yes. Of course, it’s cool. I was 

just thinking out loud.”

“You keep on doin’ just that, my lil’ Honey-Bun,” I drawled out, 

jokingly. “You’re my chauffeur for the night. No fallin’ asleep at the 

wheel. Not even with the excuse that we’re only doing some six kilo-

metres an hour.”
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Our silence settled once again inside the cabin but the quality 

of that silence had been altered.

“Tell you what. Soon as you park this here machine, the race is 

on. To the sea. Better yet, I’ll race you into the sea.”

Diana kept on peering beyond the headlights, but I could tell 

she was grinning. “Girl, you’re on! Ah … and by the way, that’s what I 

… like, one of the things … I like about you.”

“What is? I mean, what’s that one particular … thing … you like 

about me?”

“Well ... I don’t know. It’s not just the one thing, really. I’ve 

enjoyed our times together, you know. A lot.” She shifted into third gear. 

“But there’s this duality in you that I find … interesting. Paradoxes, no 

doubt, from conflicting previous lives.”

“Previous lives, huh? Well, I wouldn’t know about that.” Gently 

mocking her contrived choice of word, I ventured, “What I find … inter-

esting about you is that you do exactly what you need to do to be inside 

your life, right into the present. You don’t just watch it go by.” Ahead, the 

Villa Solidea was glistening under a mantle of fairy lights. “Hey, we’re 

home,” I said, pointing out the obvious.

Diana turned off the ignition. From the terrace came the sound 

of a guitar strummed by pensive fingers. She switched off the head-

lights. I looked towards the beach. The flock of lantern boats had drift-

ed parallel to the coastline. I pushed off the chrome side-step, and 

before Diana was even out of the cabin, I was tearing towards the surf, 

propelled by the need to be physical, to thrash around. To breathe. To 

float on my back. To close my eyes. To focus on the sound of water 

whooshing against my eardrums, and only on that. I heard the muffled 

pounding of Diana’s boots on the sand only a few metres back, a cou-

ple of strides behind me. She overtook me but the sea already wrapped 

around our calves brought us down in a great splash.

“Now … Alex … ” Diana said, spitting salty water sideways. “As 

a teacher … you should know that cheating to get a headstart is not a 

nice … thing to do, right?” She slipped under the water, but immediate-

ly shot upwards, smoothing her hair away from her forehead.

“Well?” she asked pointedly. The deep open V of Diana’s khaki 

shirt focused my eyes on her glistening throat. The wet cloth clung to 

her breasts. The mermaid of my childhood dreams. No, better than that

- the adventurer of my adult fantasies.
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With her hair flattened by the immersion, my eyes found it eas-

ier to focus on the structure of her face, on her high cheekbones, on the 

wide space between her eyes, on her lips, wet and smiling. And then, I 

could not not notice her breasts, nipples erect under the cotton weave 

of her shirt.

Oblivious to my roving eye, Diana asked again, this time with 

the tone of an admonishing teacher, “So, young lady, what have you got 

to say for yourself, uh?”

Pitifully aware that I couldn’t just stand mid-waist in the water 

and gaze at her forever, I attempted a rejoinder. “Well it’s like the old 

saying …The one that says, Do as I say, not … well, you know.” 

Tiptoeing on the soft sandy bottom, I bobbed up and down with the 

swell. “So, what you gonna do about –”

Diana once again ducked under the surface, pulled me under 

by the ankles. Thrashing and spluttering, I went down. Our bodies 

briefly tangled together and I thought of Ann back in the wheat fields of 

Texas, I thought of how I had desired Ann, too, keeping my desire 

secret. I remembered how we used to play-wrestle out of sexual ten-

sion. In an instant, my secret desire for Diana rippled hot and strong, 

low in my belly. The moment passed, though, without either one of us 

having said anything louder than the whisper of the pebbles at the 

water’s edge. Feeling awkwardly inept, I turned my attention to the 

churned up sand that had crept inside my clothes, inside the crotch of 

my jeans, against my neck, inside the collar of my shirt.

I unbuttoned my shirt, slipped it off my shoulders and watched 

it pool between us like a carmine petal of seawater. When it became too 

waterlogged to float anymore, I wrung it free of water and slapped it 

over one shoulder.

“Hey,” Diana called out softly.

I stopped breathing. Caught in the moonlight, the roundness of 

her breasts had the sheen and smoothness of caramel. Her nipples 

were erect under the caress of the breeze. I swallowed to crank-start 

my breathing. She had unbuttoned her own shirt and it wanted to float 

away from her.

Toes dug into the shifting sand, I could’ve touched her from 

where I was. I could’ve moved closer, much closer, but I didn’t. Instead, 

I flopped backwards into the sea and squeezed my eyes shut.
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In the darkness behind my eyes, skin to skin, Diana was 

against me, naked, her back against my breasts, her hair draped over 

a shoulder in a heavy coil, the nape of her neck offered to my lips. 

Softly, as softly as the breeze, I caressed her breasts, a nipple. Supple 

and firm, it rubbed against the palm of my hand. I tasted the salty water 

trapped inside the whorl of her ear like inside a seashell and Diana 

made herself heavier inside my embrace.

I cupped her breasts. My hands glided over them. Over one, 

then the other. The palms of my hands, delighted by their weight, by 

their plump softness became bolder and moved against her ribs, over 

her stomach. I felt the soft, yielding hollow of her belly button under the 

ball of my thumb. My hands glided over more of her.

My heart pounding against her shoulder, her hip curved hard 

against my splayed fingers, her butt pressed against my thighs, I had 

to glide lower. My craving for the caress of her curls, for the silken – A 

deep-throated groan escaped from my lips.

Oh, fuck! Did she hear that? Alarmed, I thrashed into a splut-

tering upright position only to let myself sag and sink into the swell, cli-

toris seriously on fire, heart thumping too fast and disoriented by too jar-

ring a break from the heat of my fantasy.

When I did come up for air, Diana was still standing only a cou-

ple of metres away from me. “You need to do that more often, you 

know,” she said.

“Do what?” I grumbled, senses erratic with frustrated desire, 

senses irritated by my real-time inaction. “What? Float on my back and 

splutter?”

I was totally unimpressed with myself. Why didn’t I just breach 

what little distance still separated us and grab her, huh? Why didn’t I 

just topple her, right there and then, in the warm ebb and flow of the 

sea? Why couldn’t I just make myself do that, huh, instead of fantasis-

ing about touching her, wet and glistening, as she stood only an arm’s 

reach away from me? What the fuck was wrong with me?

“Yeah, floating on your back, that’s nice, therapeutic and all,” 

she said wiping her face with two hands, “but I meant the whole thing. 

Play in the sea. Get dunked. Float half-naked in the moonlight. You 

should let yourself go more often. That little child inside you needs to 

feel free, to come out and play.”
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Groan. “Yeah, right.” The fire of desire shifted, daring me to 

interpret her words as a dare, but what, at the time, I really wanted the 

most was for that desire to dissipate in the surf. I really needed that just 

as I needed to go to Diana, to lay my hand on her collarbone and rest 

my thumb in the hollow at the base of her throat. I needed to be closer 

to her so that she’d cover my lips with her own. Oh! Is that what it’s 

about? I asked myself. I can’t make myself take that first step? I just 

can’t risk the humiliation of a rejection, not even that of a rebuke.

When Diana reached for my hand over the swell, it didn’t dawn 

on me that she, too, may have been waiting for me to take charge. It 

didn’t dawn on me because I knew, I just knew that someone like 

Diana, someone who is so into the moment, someone like her makes 

things happen. Someone like her doesn’t wait for someone like me to 

decide whether it is safe for the little snail that I am to cross the high-

way.

So Diana held out her hand and I took it as she led me back to 

the sand. I willed my hand not to tighten around hers. It would’ve been 

so easy for my hand over hers, to tug a little, to bring her closer, to lie 

her down on the wet sand and make love to her. Stay cool, I admon-

ished myself. It’s just not worth it. She’ll soon be on her way, out of here 

on a jet plane and you’ll be stuck here, all on your own … with a bro-

ken heart.

Diana let go of my hand. We wriggled back into dripping wet 

shirts. With hers simply tied in a knot above the navel, she was one of 

those gorgeous James Bond girls – statuesque, golden – stepping out 

of the sea.

Somewhat empty, somewhat pleased with myself, I thought of 

the little lantern boat. My wish for the sexual tension to remain but me 

to not yield to it had just been granted.

After a quick shower, I made my way to the terrace. Ramon was still 

making love to his guitar, his long and sensitive fingers making the 

strings vibrate till they gave him all the languor they had to give.

A free-standing crystal candelabra cast gleeful sparks all 

around but most particularly on the marble-topped table that had been 

set for two, in a corner facing the sea. In the distance, the smattering of 

fishing boats was a handful of wicks alight in the depth of night.
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“Aquí estan! No les han comido los pescadotes?” asked 

Ramón jovially, fingers flat across the strings of his guitar.

“Nah, all’s well. We’ve just made it back from the port,” Diana 

replied behind me. “Not too late for your music, Ramonitó? And 

Margarita’s tapas?”

“Claró que no. A mi, la musica me tocá siempre.” The music 

always played him, he said. “Y la Margarita, ya viene. She see you … 

on the beach. She bring now the best tapas you ever eat,” he said to 

me. “You see after first bite.”

And so it came to pass - midnight at Villa Solidea. 

The following morning I woke up early and opened the shutters for a 

view of the sea. First, my heart lurched, then I thought of our colleague, 

Dan, back at school, and how he had speculated about whether 

Diana’s tan was an all-body one, and how he had bragged about being 

the one most likely to find out firsthand. Well, I grinned, maybe I should 

put all of those horny dudes out of their misery. Maybe I should be the 

one to confirm that Diana’s tan was, as we say in French, undeniably 

and totally integral – flawless from head to toe. There she was, splen-

did in profile, lying on her stomach, face turned to the sea, hair in one 

gold braid twisted on itself, totally amber, totally golden. Only the soles 

of her feet, immune to tanning, remained pink.

I had intended to quietly soak in the vista without approaching 

her but she had become aware of my presence on the terrace.

“Morning, young Alex. How was your night?”

“Slept like a baby. This place is so great, Diana. A parcel of par-

adise, really.”

“Ah yes, indeed.” Leaning on her forearms, she half-raised her-

self the better to look at me. Her breast, even in profile was full, firm and 

golden all over. “And you know what?” she continued, “Because I’ve 

done absolutely nothing to deserve this parcel of paradise, every day I 

thank the cosmos for that special karma that’s allowing me to access 

this and all the rest, uh, you know … through my father. But, between 

you and me,” she lowered her tone, “Alex, I bet it’s all thanks to the 

many incarnations that have preceded me to earth, you know, to their 

spiritual enlightenment and all that.”

I chuckled, recognising the topic of an earlier conversation on 

my terrace, back in Palma, during which I had, in vain, tried to make her
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guilty of the crime of enjoying the freedom allowed her by her father’s 

wealth.

Some time later that morning, I did ultimately get to run my 

hands along Diana’s finely-muscled back and feel the smoothness of 

her sun-warmed skin against the palms of my hands. But only because 

she had asked me to apply some sunscreen to her back.

“Alex! For chrissake, ease up! This is not meant to be a pum-

melling massage,” she mumbled, face hidden in the crook of her arm.

Monday morning came around too quickly, too early. It found me deal-

ing inefficiently with familiar tasks while, in a classroom nearby, Diana 

was preparing to pass the baton back to Eileen Butterworth, too soon 

due to return from Canada.

Diana’s plan was to go back to Ibiza, come Friday, to wait out 

the Tuesday flight that would take her to the mainland. From Madrid, 

she would then hop on a connecting flight to Berlin. We had already 

made plans to spend her last night in Palma together, when a fax 

arrived from her father. Mr Von Fahlan, on his way to Argentina, had 

had his itinerary organised in such a way that it allowed him a one-night 

stopover in Palma for the sole purpose of connecting with his daughter 

with whom he had some rather urgent family matter to discuss. So, 

Diana faxed him back to confirm that she’d love to catch up with him, 

that she’d go directly to his suite at the Palma-Athena, and that would 

be around midnight. Her father, she explained, having to conduct his 

business across different time zones, did not keep normal father hours.

And so, we had our last dinner at El Farol, the oldest bodega 

on the oldest wharf: hearty red wine and only the prize catches of the 

day on the menu; succulent oysters, crabs, enormous prawns and lob-

sters, all at prices the locals could afford. Cab drivers used to whisper 

this address to their passengers, friendly ones, and over the years the 

word of mouth had spread. El Farol had become the unpretentious café 

where the rich and fashionable rubbed elbows with the working class 

on their night out. The crusty old timers, black berets pushed back on 

their heads, had learned to become philosophical about the invasion of 

what had once been their best kept secret.

El Farol’s décor consisted of enormous wooden wine ‘barriles’, 

large posters of past and upcoming bullfights pinned amongst fishing 

memorabilia. Huge crab pots and coloured glass ball floaters trapped
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inside loops of thickly knotted rope and nets hung from the ceiling while 

dry jamón ceranó pig thighs hung in tight rows above the winding count-

er.

We sat in a corner, at a rickety table. Our conversation had 

started with Diana explaining that she still didn’t know how long she’d 

stay at her mother’s before accepting the offer a friend of hers had 

made of letting her use his flat while he, himself, would be away from 

Berlin.

Spearing a prawn with the teeth of her fork, she had confided, 

“I love Milla to bits, but, you know … I guess it’s like with most mothers. 

After a few days I feel claustrophobic.” Diana began separating, one at 

a time, with the point of her knife, the circular scales from the flesh.

“Is she the type of mother who’ll try to fatten you up first before 

attempting a matchmak–?”

“Absolutely. She’ll organise Gertie to cook all my favourite dish-

es. And she’s not so sick that she won’t want to throw a party or two to 

which she’ll invite So-and-So, rich, handsome, recently divorced … 

Just in case.”

Peeled and cut in half, dainty morsels of prawn disappeared 

between Diana’s lips. “She’ll want to take me around to her old haunts, 

too - the operas, the new one and the historical monument one. Then 

we’ll go shopping at her fave boutiques. But, look, Alex. A nous,” she 

offered, holding up her glass.

I chinked mine against hers. “ As you say, To us.”

“And then,” Diana continued, “she’ll make sure I visit Aunt 

Frieda and my other relatives. Well,” she shrugged, “that’ll be cool for a 

week or two.”

“And then?”

“I’ll probably move to Jorge’s flat.” 

“How far from your mother’s place?”

“Well, you see, Milla’s flat is quite close to the Opera, in 

Bismarck Strasse. Jorge’s is … totally on the … wrong side of the 

tracks, if you know what I mean. But it’s a bit like your place.” Aware of 

the potential for a gaffe, she added, “Quaint and warm with a beautiful 

rooftop view, just like yours. But his, it’s a loft really, it’s not in the old 

town.” And we went on chatting like the good friends that we had 

become during the school term.
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Our conversation remained simple and fluid, but eventually it 

became apparent that neither of us was doing much eating. More than 

an hour into our dinner and we had only picked at our paella. I knew the 

reason for my loss of appetite: in too short a time, I’d be hugging Diana 

for the last time.

“Hey … don’t forget that, besides catching up with Milla, the 

other highlight of that trip back to Berlin,” she emphasised the word, “is 

that I’ve already scored myself an appointment with the master cutter 

himself - Maximilian Gynt.” The corners of her mouth turned up in a lit-

tle grin of self-derision that crinkled her nose.

“Mmmph. Glad to hear.”

Sparks of sexual tension crackled around us, at least around me, while, 

once again, poised on the edge of something enticingly forbidden, I 

invoked the wish I had made that night in Ibiza as the little glowing 

boats had set off towards the moon’s beam. At the same time, from the 

far wall, the imperceptible movements of the clock’s hands filled me 

with apprehension. The countdown to our farewell was down to two. 

Only two hours before Diana disappeared through the gleaming revolv-

ing doors of the Palma-Athena to hook up with her father.

That evening, I used the strength of the wine to uncoil the lead-

en knot of anxiety that had begun disturbing my acceptance of Diana’s 

imminent departure, not only from the island but from my life. I had to 

work hard to remind myself not to spoil the present by bringing forward 

feelings that, while Diana was by my side, still belonged in the future. 

Moments later, something on the table top caught my eye. The wood-

en surface, polished smooth by the passing of years and the legion of 

plates that had been slid across its surface, also carried numerous ini-

tials entwined, and hearts pierced by arrows, carved there by the mul-

titude of lovers who had preceded me at this table. Oh! So sweet, I 

scoffed privately. Seconds later, though, the irrational childish urge to 

immortalise this moment too, mine, there with Diana, had all but over-

powered me.

I thought about etching our initials on the only corner of smooth 

wood that had remained virgin, right where my right wrist naturally 

came to rest. That thought fast became a fixation, a craving. That 

minute area, not much bigger than a postage stamp, beckoned me. 

Surreptitiously, I rubbed a fingertip over it as if, it alone, could accom-
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plish on my behalf the deed I dared not. And the plastic clock on the far 

wall whisked away more time, minute after minute after minute, while 

all I wanted was to put time on hold. With so little of it to spare, I sug-

gested a walk, deeper into the wharf along the deserted piers and jet-

ties.

The moon was bursting with light. The stars were shining 

brightly. Away from the hub, the trail of voices had lost tone and mean-

ing to blend into a dull din.

Shoulder against shoulder, in silence, we walked along the 

empty docks until one of us suggested we sit for a while and just watch 

the sea breathe.

I sat astride a little barrel. Diana settled her back against the 

wheel of a wooden cart. The cool breeze coming in from the open sea 

played in our hair as it played with discarded bits of netting. The reflect-

ed image of the moon trembled among ripples of glowing amber and 

polished coal. Sitting up on the barrel, quite pleased with my willpower, 

I inhaled the night air. I had made my wish happen - I had been strong. 

My mind had prevailed over desires entertained by my body. The magic 

moments when we could have made love were gone for good. I had 

travelled safely to the other side. I looked up. The moon stared back. 

So, okay, I was safe, safe from rejection. Safe and sad. Safe and 

empty. Safe and full of regrets.

Far in the distance, bright but minute, mere sparks off the float-

ing moon, the local flock of lantern boats had begun their night of fish-

ing. Diana scooted closer in to sit on the coil of rope at my feet. We did-

n’t speak, but as she settled her back between my knees, I rested my 

hand on her shoulder. When she covered it with her own, a hot prickly 

sensation made my eyes water. I blinked. The watery feeling became a 

lump in my throat but still we sat in silence. And from the nearby cathe-

dral, a lone bell chimed eleven times.

Diana shifted sideways between my knees. First, she rested 

her chin on my knee, then she looked as if about to whisper without dis-

turbing the quality of the moment. I lowered my face towards her the 

better to read her lips, and I saw it. I read it in the tightness around her 

eyes. I read it in the awkward half-smile that I had not yet seen on 

Diana’s lips. I read it in the way her hand slid against my thigh. She 

wanted me. Faster than light, that old, that hot, shimmery sensation
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spiked low in my belly. My fingers moved to her moon-bleached tan-

gles. Our lips found one another.

It was then that my brain short-circuited. To this day I have no 

recollection of the intervening time it took for that shy, inquisitive kiss to 

turn into a luscious, no holds-barred embrace.

Entwined together on the gritty concrete of that pier which had 

been soiled by years of sun-dried fish guts and scales, we were raven-

ous. All sense of decorum, all sense of appropriateness lost, we were 

electrified.

Her tongue was warm. My mouth melted around it. Against the 

nape of my neck, low against my back, hard around my hips, her hands 

were strong. Over my face, near my mouth, on the inside of a thigh, 

over my stomach, her hands were gentle. They had me humming on 

high voltage.

I cupped her breast. It was warm. It was full. It was very soft, 

so soft I wanted to nuzzle and lick, nibble and rub all at the same time. 

I closed my thumb over her nipple to stroke it. I felt it harden between 

my fingers. Made brazen by the rub of that nipple against the palm of 

my hand, I roamed across her back, over her ribs, over her stomach. I 

felt the soft, yielding hollow of her belly button under the ball of my 

thumb. In an electrified glide, way beyond my control, my hand floated 

over the white veil of her slacks, over her sex and hovered there, tan-

talisingly close, almost feeling its shape already. Diana pressed herself 

into me.

“Oye niñas! Que no se puede hacer eso aqui! Que se vayan!” 

Luststorm interrupted.

Doused by a man’s harsh voice, we blinked into the yellow 

beam of a flashlight. Bodies taut with desire, hungry and on fire, hearts 

too high on adrenaline, fingers tingling, mouths desperate to suckle but 

senses skittling to a halt, we blinked at the night watchman doing his 

rounds.

“Vayanse!” repeated the man, shouting for us to go away, 

shouting that we couldn’t do that here. “Que cojones! Que no se puede 

hacer esas cosas aqui, coño!” He waved his weather-gnarled hands to 

shoo us away.

I shift under the sheet. Deep inside this large bed of mine, with only a 

cat as bed partner, the memory of these moments in Palma de
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Mallorca, a lifetime away, still makes me warm and tingly. Diana! 

Exciting, luscious, wonderful Diana.

I sigh again in the darkness. This sigh is about that other 

moment, that of the last minutes that preceded her actually walking 

through the gleaming revolving doors of the Palma-Athena. Something 

out of a totally bad script.

I still remember the acute mix of embarrassment and interrupt-

ed desire that had solidified inside me while the night watchman had 

hovered above us, too close, big rubber boots too close to our feet, his 

lantern swinging above us, feasting his eyes on what he could see of 

Diana’s breasts, most of the buttons of her flowing white shirt undone. 

Torn maybe.

“Ahora coño! Que viene la policia!”

Diana spoke in gruffly-accented Spanish. “Que se vaya tran-

quilo, viejo! Ya esta! Ya nos vamos!” We’re going, old man. Nothing 

more to see.

We had brushed fish scales and other desiccated bits off our 

crumpled clothes and still he had stood by, haranguing us, watching us. 

When I next turned around, he had switched off the flashlight,

but his shape was still clearly discernible by the light of the full moon. 

He was leaning against the wooden cart, watching us scamper way, 

one hand jingling inside his pocket.

At the entrance to the wharf, a taxicab was lying in wait for his 

last fare. When I climbed in, a cloying self-consciousness climbed in 

with me. A freeloading entity, it settled between us.

Once ensconced inside the taxi, it was not the realisation that 

my repressed desire had had, after all, the better of me that made me 

feel so terribly sick in my stomach. It wasn’t even the thought of my 

imminent separation from Diana. No, it was even worse than that. It 

was all about the night watchman’s intrusion, it was about him and the 

way he had jerked us around.

My despondent, sick feeling was also about that man’s sordid 

leering, and how I had let him make me feel dirty and depraved. Even 

proud and fiery Diana had been muted. Even she had silently slunk 

away under his glare that was nothing but lecherous and repulsive. It 

was about the ugliness of his intrusion at a moment when we had been 

so totally vulnerable.

Twelve chimes from the cathedral’s belfry.
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We felt too wretched to talk during the short ride along the Paseó 

Maritimó to the hotel where Diana, in anticipation of her morning flight, 

had already dispatched her tote bags. What grains of time did remain 

were not enough for us to assimilate, digest and laugh away the watch-

man’s grotesque interference.

How I would’ve liked to jump out of that taxi, find him where he 

would undoubtedly still be, against the wooden cart masturbating over 

his image of us, over his image of Diana’s exposed breasts, over his 

lewd fantasies of cunt to cunt sex. How I would’ve liked to feel casual 

about what had passed, easy enough to suggest we should remember 

this night as The Night of the Watchman. I would’ve liked to laugh the 

moment away. I would’ve liked to laugh one last time with Diana.

What would we have laughed about? Well, we could have 

laughed about how his eyes had actually popped out of his head. How 

his tongue had darted, no, not darted, more like how it had lolled 

between his old and shrivelled lips. We could’ve giggled, too, about the 

massive hard-on he should really be thanking us for, because at his 

age, such a rise might be getting more difficult to achieve with his tired 

missus who’d probably much rather he’d leave her alone, or with the 

wharf prostitutes’ ministration, and so on, but we didn’t laugh about any 

of that.

Inside the silent cabin, the dimly-lit mileage counter clicked 

away the seconds, as it clicked away the minutes. Soon, at any 

moment, Diana would be striding inside the hotel lobby, her Javanese 

bag casually slung over her right shoulder. I knew the proud and com-

posed look she would offer to the staff, starched and formal behind the 

massive reception desk. In turn, they would pretend not to notice any-

thing particular about the woman who was asking for messages in her 

name and a key to the presidential penthouse.

“Ah, Ms von Fahlan. Yes, of course. Mr von Fahlan did say … ” 

They would whisper later about the rumpled state of her outfit,

the dark smudges on the otherwise immaculate white linen, and how 

she held the breast part of her shirt somewhat scrunched in the one 

hand. Could it suggest some missing buttons? And why would such a 

young woman, so attired, walk out of the night with any buttons miss-

ing, huh? Huh?

So many years later, my question is very different from theirs. 

It goes along the lines of, How could someone like me begin unravel-
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ling such an emotionally charged occurrence while the cabby’s meter 

was ticking away the seconds faster than the cents?

Of course, one useless aspect of hindsight, forgetting for a 

moment the lessons it can teach, is that it never fails to come after the 

moment has passed. But what, after so many years, have I learned 

from that episode? I was a young dyke then, now I’m an older dyke. 

Once a dyke, always a dyke. Doesn’t work that way for everyone it 

seems, but it sure worked that way for me. I have become more com-

fortable with my sexuality, perhaps because in the intervening years, I 

have added numbers to my list of lover-related experiences. Diana, not 

even my lover, appears as a mere number 3 entry after Tashinka. I also 

have a lot more aplomb in life in general, and yet as I snuggle more 

deeply under the sheet, I can’t help but wonder what, if anything, I 

would handle differently today, if I were to find myself in a similar situa-

tion. Say with another colleague. Basically, I am still shy. I’m still intro-

verted and I’m still far too self-conscious. That adds up to the fact that, 

at any given time, I’d still much rather follow someone else’s move than 

initiate one myself, even if it means no remorse but plenty of regrets. 

It’s all about the fear of disclosure.

The Cage - my most recent night out on the scene - has con-

firmed that, hasn’t it? It’s confirmed that I still can’t take that first step. 

Tamara had spared me missing out on her by taking that first step on 

my behalf. She’s the one who came to me in a women’s bar; one of 

those that only function on the first Saturday of every month and have 

about as much atmosphere as a rented church hall. Tamara liked to say 

how she had seen this woman, me, on a stool by the bar and how this 

woman was looking so underwhelmed, so detached from what was 

going on around her, that she just had to come over and chat me up.

From inside my bed, I have to chuckle at the memory because 

I know I wouldn’t have made the task easy for her. I didn’t like 

strangers. I didn’t like chitchat. I didn’t like the idea of being picked up. 

I still don’t, but, at twenty-two, Tamara was very cute and she spoke 

with an amazing deep-throated British accent. ‘My name is Tahmahrah,’ 

she had said. And she had looked at me with clear green eyes.

I sigh again, because my thoughts are returning me to that 

moment when the Palma taxi pulled into the circular driveway and 

stopped in front of the grand-looking doorman who was guarding the 

gleaming brass and glass revolving doors to the lobby. And the way I
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still see it, that too short a ride along the sea front boulevard robbed us 

of one last conversation, one very different from the many others Diana 

and I had shared.

The way I see it, silence, prolonged silence, would have forced 

that dialogue if nothing else did – a totally honest dialogue through 

which each would have disclosed, each would have discovered the 

other’s raw thoughts about remorse and regrets, about fears and exhil-

aration, about discovery, self-doubts and conventions. But the door-

man, like a chameleon in a gold-braid-on-royal-blue camouflage mode, 

all puffed up with his own importance, had already reached for the cab 

door with a gloved hand. With a stiff bow from the hips, he invited Diana 

to step out.

“Señorita, por favor.”

Diana and I clumsily reached for each other’s hand. 

Reflected inside the rearview mirror, there was curiosity in the

cabby’s eyes.

One hand still on the door handle, there was the ceremonious 

rigidity of the doorman in waiting.

I know damned well that neither would’ve meant anything to 

me, and even less to Diana, if we hadn’t felt - for separate and intimate 

reasons - disjointed from the inside. She did eventually dismiss the 

doorman.

“Ya esta bien, gracias.” Quick smile and nod.

The man bowed his head but only moved back by a couple of 

steps. Diana turned her back to him and, head stuck back inside the 

cabin, she whispered, “Alex … hey. You take care of yourself. Please.”

I almost cried right there and then because the tone of her 

voice was all wrong. Not at all Diana’s. Not at all the woman of the 

world, confident tone, the only one I had ever heard. The words she 

spoke, I could tell, had had to struggle just to come out.

She dipped her knees further to bring her face level to mine still 

inside the cab. Her lips kissed mine. It was a brief kiss but it was a kiss 

long enough for me to dissolve all over again around her tongue and 

reach for her face. Then she drew back and stood upright. Then she 

held my hand briefly and, just as I was about to push off the back seat, 

she let go of it. She wheeled around on her heels, waved over her 

shoulder and I watched her stride, in the manner anticipated, towards
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the revolving door. She was back inside the persona of Ms Diana Von 

Fahlan.

The doorman pushed the cab door shut on me. 

I had to let her go for she had already gone.

“A donde, Señorita?” The cabby’s question came to me muf-

fled, as by a pillow. “Señorita?” he repeated, perhaps thinking I didn’t 

speak Spanish. “A dondé?” The man wanted to be told where to go.

Being in the mood I was, I thought of a couple of ways I could 

oblige him, but I simply gave him my address in the old town. “Calle 

Angeles, por favor. En la ciudad vieja.” Take me home, James.

The cabby dropped me off in the old town, at the entrance to 

my street, too narrow to allow for cars, only wide enough to allow for 

two donkeys passing. Wearily, I climbed the four flights of winding stairs 

to my apartment.

Once inside the thick stucco walls, I let myself droop in a cor-

ner of my terrace, high above the roof tops, level with the spire of La 

Lonja, the cathedral, in the distance. And there I stayed watching the 

sky until it changed colour. Until the neighbouring church steeples 

emerged out of the dawn. Until they were aglow with early morning light 

and the night’s stars had all been washed away. My wish had not come 

true and I was hurting. Time - we had run out of it.

And here I am, so many years later, alone in my large bed, my little cat 

curled up at the foot, eyes closed under the crook of my arm, still feel-

ing Diana’s physicality. I can feel, too, the hunger of her kiss and the fire 

in my belly as she had moved against me, and the dissolving heat of 

her tongue against mine. Again I feel that god-awful disjointedness. And 

it’s still from the inside.

In Palma, during the days that had followed Diana’s departure, 

I resented the sticky, raw, acute sensation of being locked away in an 

airtight pocket of helplessness, dazed and gasping for air. I resented, 

too, the precipitated chain of events that had spoilt our farewell, just as 

much as I resented the voice that replied from inside the coolness of 

Villa Solidea, once I had mustered the courage to call, that la Señorita 

Diana was not there.

The voice was not Ramón’s and whoever it was had asked 

suspiciously, “Peró quien la esta llamandó?” Who are you?
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“I’ve just told you. My name is Alex and I was at the villa, with 

Diana, only six days ago and I had dinner with her, here, in Palma, last 

night. Dondé está?” The man at the other end of the phone reiterated 

coldly that la Señorita was not in. When I asked to speak to Ramón, 

Ramón, I was told, was not there either.

Sheets of crumpled paper made mountainous peaks in my 

wastepaper basket and had spilled onto the floor. Words on paper, cold 

and flat, set in the very ink that trapped them as they hesitantly danced 

over the blues lines of my writing block. By the time I had reshaped the 

alphabet to suit what my heart needed to say, I knew it was too late. 

Diana would already be in Berlin, somewhere off Bismarck Strasse. The 

moment had passed and I had to let it go.

“And all because of glances exchanged across a crowded staff 

room,” I sigh from under the sheet pulled over my head. Anjo shifts at 

the foot of the bed. I must get some sleep! I reach to turn off the bed-

side lamp. A thud on the carpet - the fiction earlier this night has just slid 

onto the floor.

Since Tamara’s departure, I never feel ready for bed before 1 

or 2 a.m. and of course, every morning, as the penetrating alarm beeps 

startle me out of deep sleep, I drag myself out of bed, a gritty, unpleas-

ant sensation behind my eyelids. How could it be otherwise after night-

long tussles with insomnia? When was the last time I actually bounced 

out of bed, invigorated after a good night’s sleep? Do people actually 

do that, I wonder, the bounce-out-of-bed thing, or is it a spin, a myth 

generated by mattress manufacturers?

I turn the light back on. The little cat, all curled up on herself, 

opens one lazy eyelid. I’m wide awake, might as well get up. Might as 

well make myself a cup of coffee.

On a rocking chair facing the garden, warmed by the soft 

orange light of a halogen lamp, I peer into my watchface and smile at 

the superbly detailed holographic visage sealed underneath the crystal

- a meticulously executed replica of an eighteenth century cameo -

Tamara’s last gift before she boarded her London-bound plane.

“She’ll watch over you,” she had grinned, pleased with the orig-

inality of her gift. “Get it … Watch?”

The young woman’s profile is turned demurely. Thick hair, 

loosely gathered in soft curls, cascade, over the sensuous curve of a 

shoulder, bare and smooth. I peer more closely at the creamy face
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etched out of holographic ivory. Nostalgic expression emphasised by 

the languid upturn of her lips, these lovely features had belonged to a 

young woman who had once lived and loved. I wish I had known her. I 

wish I could talk to her. To tell her what? Not to tell her anything, only to 

ask.

Lovely Lady, I would ask, is this secretive smile for your dear 

passionate friend? Is it for the one you dreamt of running away with that 

you commissioned this cameo? Did you ever dream of sitting on a 

stone bench beside her, in a neat little orchard deep inside the 

Devonshire countryside, to watch the storm roll in over the valley before 

retreating to the warm security of a lovely thatched-roof cottage?

Gentle Lady, I imagine great logs crackling in your fireplace. 

Tell me which of you would lull the other to sleep. I imagine a brocaded 

counterpane made by her hands, for you, to cover the bed she had 

hoped, one day, to share.

Again, tears gather in the back of my throat. Get a grip, Alex. A 

squishy lump has just formed at the base of my throat. A sip of coffee, 

hot and searing, and another. I can’t afford to wallow in this loneliness.

“It’s been so long.” I hear my whisper. “How many more 

weeks? Or years of not having a lover? Of not having a partner?” Why 

the fear in my tone? Is it about the fear of already having made love for 

the last time ever and not even knowing it? Or is it about the fear of pos-

sibly dying alone, one day, why not in the bathtub? Is it about the fear 

of never coming to terms with long-term solitude?

I slump in the armchair. It’s been over a year now. Christ knows 

it’s not really the sex that I miss, though of course that matters an awful 

lot, I know that. It’s such a wonderfully lusciou– Never mind that, Alex! 

I have to rebuke myself. I have to order myself to NOT go there. So, 

O.K. it’s also about the affection, the closeness, and the sharing. All the 

things I’m hankering for. That and the sense of belonging – of knowing 

there’s a woman out there who loves me and cares for me in a unique 

and intimate way, her way. And that way is the way that works for me.

A quick wipe of the hand across my eyes. Tears always make 

me uncomfortable at the best of times and I know that if I’m teary it’s 

only because I’m feeling sorry for myself and feeling sorry for myself is 

an unwelcome, unhelpful state of mind for me, or anyone for that mat-

ter, to be in. My mother, Mayanne, always said so. And so, she’s always 

discouraged that weakness in me.
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To this day, each time reality, turning contrary to my expecta-

tions, causes me anguish, sadness or self-doubt, Mayanne only has a 

few words of advice. Alexandra, ma chérie, she says, pick yourself up 

and soldier on, bon sang. Oh, and don’t forget to lift up that chin of 

yours!

Damn it, Alex! I sniffle. Snivelling won’t get you anywhere. More 

tears well up behind my eyes. Lift up that chin and pick yourself up! 

There’s no one else who’ll do it for you. Mother’s right about that. 

Fingertips pressed against my eyes, I rub out the diehard, runaway 

tears.

A release, I do remind myself, even one as brief as a summer 

storm has to be good for something. Oh, right! Like what, huh? Another 

sniffle. Like, it empties the clouds and lets the sun shine through. And, 

I persist, here’s a fact; tears are the best eyeball cleaners. I need more 

than that. I need something … uh … something spiritual like … Yes. 

Something like the Spaniard belief that goes along the lines of, Mañana 

abré la puerta a la esperanza and Mañana sera otró diá. Well, yes, 

damn it! Tomorrow is always another day. Great wisdom there! Ah, but 

like every other day, it’s always a day opened to hope, right? A day 

when everything is possible, when anything, particularly the most unex-

pected thing can happen. Nunc coepi – Now I begin. One last sniffle 

because three or four sniffles, I feel, are within the limit of anyone’s 

healthy self-indulgence. Quién sabé? I wonder. Indeed, who knows, 

huh, what tomorrow holds? Even if, one thing for sure, it won’t hold a 

Diana? Absolutely! I sniff back one last covert sniffle.

Tilted inside the palm of my hand but directly into the light, the 

sparkling emerald that hangs around the graceful neck glints at me. A 

smile, a weary little smile, plays on my lips. I’m now aware of Anjo’s 

weight on my bare foot.

“Wish I knew your trick.” I stroke her creamy fur. “Look at you -

a tiny, furry island of self-sufficiency.” Pure purring contentment, I muse, 

secretly wishing to be reincarnated as a cat in a dyke household. “OK, 

little one. I’m done.” Anjo dangles limply from under my arm. “Feeling-

sorry-time is over, girl. Off to bed.” Head craned towards me, she 

mrwanks throatily. “Yeah, yeah. That goes for me, too.”
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Easier said than done. Inside the bedroom the stale heat, remnant of a 

muggy day in the high 30s Celsius, makes the bed appear hot and that, 

in turn, makes the prospect of sleeping that much more remote.

As I undress for the second time tonight I can’t help yet anoth-

er sigh, but this time one of resignation, as I shrug out of the Tunisian 

robe I’d been wearing. It billows to settle around my feet like a collapsed 

rice paper lantern.

The panels of sliding glass that lead to the sundeck reflect me, 

as I stand there in the middle of the room, undecided and naked. I’d like 

to let in the cooler air of the night along with the heady fragrance of 

frangipani and jasmine blossom. The idea of sleeping with the door to 

the garden wide open is very tempting. How safe is it, though? Another 

sigh of resignation, another shrug. Even if the neighbourhood peeping 

Tom doesn’t get me, I reckon, the mosquitoes will. Tails wins, I’ll have 

to make myself sleep in this hothouse of a bedroom.

Slowly, ponderously at first, the long blades of the ceiling fan 

begin their rotation. Quickly they gather speed. A flutter swirls over my 

toes before widening its circular reach to cool my forehead. Another 

thought – What if one of those metallic blades should snap off from … 

uh, from something like metal fatigue? I chuckle, feeling silly. OK, but 

what about the fan’s rotating head becoming unscrewed? I mean, it 

could happen, right? A Courier-Mail headline prints itself out of my 

thoughts:

Unscrewed Fan Blade Decapitates Sleeping Woman 

“Oh, for chrissakes!” I flop on the bed. Still body. Still thoughts.

Sleep. That’s the theory.

Hot and restless, I turn over again. Arm bent over my eyes, flimsy bar-

rage against the horde of negative thoughts piled one on top of the 

other, itching to wedge sideways into my consciousness, I make myself 

lie immobile, ears trained on the regular monotony of the fan’s hum-

ming patterns. White noise, is it? Around and around go the blades, 

less than two metres above my head. I concentrate on the swirls of dis-

placed air, on the cool caresses each whirring rotation leaves on my 

bare skin as it catches my eyelashes and the fine hairs of my arms and 

thighs. Each blade sweeps over one breast then the other before its 

feather lightness moves over my stomach and over my pubic hair. As 

mindless as a merry-go-round, round and round goes the fan. God
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knows I’m not feeling sexy tonight, but my nipples harden anyway. A 

picture floods the sockets of my eyes.

I see a sea rolling gently beneath me. I bring the sea into a 

sharp focus, a tight focus. I am an eagle gliding on air streams. The 

immensity of the sea shrinks to rise and meet me. Displaced waves ruf-

fle and dip. The sea’s skin crawls towards an invisible shore. I am the 

eagle. Hypnotised by the myriad of diamond-headed crests that clash 

within it, I hover above the patch of translucent water. Sparkling 

dervishes race up and down and round and round its surface. They 

jump and skim the shimmering swirls of gently churning water. The 

Shimoon, warm wind of the desert, is playful. Playful for the moment.

*****
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REMINISCENCE

Here I am, once again fiddling with the heavy gold ring that had been 

my mother’s for many years before she passed it on to me as a senti-

mental gift on my thirty-fourth birthday. A surreptitious glance at my 

watch confirms that my mother and I have been at this conversation for 

over half an hour and, yet, feeling guilty for having tuned out, I return 

my attention to her.

“Permets-moi de dire que … all these freaky women, the ones 

with the freaky haircuts, rings through their noses and tattoos every-

where, they’ve got to have it all wrong. Elles sont à côté d’ la plaque.”

OK, so my mother is not into tribal urban trends. I can live with 

that, but whereas some mix their metaphors for no particular reason, 

she mixes up her languages when the argument she’s been mounting 

is gathering momentum. When she’s thinking too fast about too many 

things that we both know are likely to annoy me big time.

“Elles et aussi the butch ones with the big bottom. Tu vois 

lesquelles, hein? Huge breasts, huge bums, hair cut like men … 

Wrong, terribly wrong, they are, if they think they’re helping ‘their 

cause’. You see, Alexandra, it’s ta cause, too. Yours, as a … as a ‘gay 

woman’.” My mother likes rabbit ears around words. Neat and con-

tained. But besides that, I really thought she might actually use the L 

word, but no. I don’t suspect she’ll ever graduate to using the words 

dyke or queer either.

“Maman, I really wish you’d — ”

“Alex, ma fille … ” Here goes the matronising emphasis of our 

blood tie to better suck me into her argument. “I’m telling you, Alex, they 

do you more harm than good, ces femmes. A lot more.”

She wrongly interprets my silence and her thoughts keep her 

on track. No fading out, no meandering allowed. “They shouldn’t speak 

publicly in the name of ‘the lesbian community’. If they spoke only for 

themselves, I guess, yes, that’d be fine. But the public can’t différenci-

er, it can’t differentiate them from ‘others’ like you.” Another set of rab-

bit ears. “You’re not like them at all, thank God for that, I mean, it’s 

already — ” Her hands move to shoo away an invisible something. 

“Never mind.”

I know what the invisible something is. I know it goes along the 

lines of; it’s already bad enough that I should be a dyke. It’s already bad



enough that I shan’t give her any grandchildren, not even one teeny-

weeny little baby to bounce and burp but, thank god, I look ‘normal’. 

That’s pretty much what my mother really wants to say. My rabbit ears, 

though.

“But the ones who don’t know you, Alex, all your colleagues …” 

What my mother means is; the ones who do know me but don’t know 

that I’m a closet dyke. “They see these women out there and they think 

that all … all women ‘like you’, you know, gay women, carry on like the 

Mardi Gras people.”

So, OK, Mayanne, my otherwise lovely mother, has got her 

knickers in a twist while recounting a TV news segment on an appar-

ently colourful group of queers from the Gays and Lesbians for 

Adoption group.

Lately, I must confess to having lapsed in regards to the atten-

tion paid to news viewing. Whether I have viewed the segment with 

eyes open and brain in neutral, or have not viewed it at all, I cannot say 

for sure. The bottom line is that I’ve totally missed out on the segment 

obviously filmed, my mother had explained, for a nation-wide audience, 

maybe even an international one, in front of Parliament House, in 

Canberra, our national capital.

I concluded from my mother’s comments that, unlike me, these 

women were not trying to blend into the background fabric of main-

stream tolerance. More power to them, I say, because I truly envy the 

freedom such women have for themselves. They are women who aren’t 

afraid to wear their lifestyle and their political views as I do my ironed 

shirts and slacks.

In my defence, though, I could say that my footwear could give 

me away on any given day. That, and the fact that I don’t wear any 

make up, and yes, let’s not forget the hot pink, Ramón-eat-your-heart-

out Jeep that I drive, yes after all these years.

All the same, though, I say more power to them for being out 

there attending rallies, for waving our flag about and bringing on a rain-

bow consciousness that helps turn prejudices around on my silent 

behalf, even if I’m not, but not at all, contemplating adoption.

The topic of Queer Visibility is one of many landmines when it 

comes to discussing my sexuality with my mother. It’s just that, when 

I’m not in the mood for an all-out verbal tussle with her, I can some 

times avoid stepping on them, as I know where they’re planted.
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As it is, this afternoon, this afternoon being at the tail end of a 

draining day at school, itself at the tail end of a sleepless night, I’m not 

up to reminding her, yet again, of the political importance of visibility. 

The more out there, the better, I’d argue, but don’t fret, Mum. I don’t 

have the stomach for it myself.

My cop-out is that I don’t feel it’d work for me, honestly, not 

while I teach in a state school, a conservative one at that, in the state 

of Queensland.

My only wish for this late afternoon coffee chat with my moth-

er, on her verandah, being to while away the time till she runs herself 

aground, it’d be pointless to fuel her pet bone of contention with fresh 

input on the topic of the mainstream’s stereotypical perceptions of our 

community.

I won’t even share with her the memory of Khi, short for Vikhi -

two times nine months my lover though her image has just popped up, 

clear as a bell, inside my weary little brain.

Two times nine months, indeed. A double gestation period 

hyphenated by a break-up amounts to the only relationship ever from 

which I’ve walked away totally unable to derive anything positive. Not 

even in the learning sense. Not a thing to gnaw at, not even for my 

shadow self.

Khi and I broke up a first time, but I, still young as in under thirty, some-

how thought that through effort and goodwill even a leopard could suc-

cessfully change its spots into dots. And so I had returned to Khi’s bed 

only to realise that, in spite of the insecurity-driven angst that had 

plagued me during our six-week-long break-up and the different pain 

that had plagued her during that same period of time, nothing would 

change; that is nothing that mattered.

Khi, perhaps because she was older than I by some ten years, 

quickly reverted to the two roles most natural for her; that of the tall and 

strong PE teacher and that of the unquestioning feminist, totally sold to 

her interpretation of the feminist doctrine. Hellow!

All six feet of her bristled with energy, vehemence and 

adaman– My ears prick up. My mother has stopped talking. Khi fades 

away. Mum’s looking at me. From under knitted eyebrows, her warm 

brown eyes search my face.
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“I am listening, Maman.” It’s only a teeny-weeny lie because, 

though I’m not truly listening, I can still bump along the broad lines of 

her discourse because I know it so well from having heard so many 

variations on its theme.

Falsely reassured that her wayward daughter is perhaps, after 

all, coming to understand at least some of her motherly wisdom, my 

mother needs little more than a shaky nod from me to get back to 

speaking her truth in a manner that’s neither that of a soliloquy, nor that 

of a speech, and that doesn’t quite amount to that of a monologue 

either.

The thing is that I’d mistakenly assumed that, when Khi had 

fallen in love with me, it had been with the lot, as they say here in 

Brisbane; with the outside of me and the inside of me, a package-deal 

of sorts. An inside-outside, what-you-see-is-what-you-get, type of thing.

I glance again at my mother. Her expressive face is for the 

moment calm. She is immersed in her own reflections. She’s talking 

from the heart and to the point but that conversation on perceptions and 

in-your-face-sisters returns me to the ripples that had lurked, quick to 

emerge, below the surface of my relationship with Khi before they 

swelled into a destructive wave of mutual resentment.

What happened is that as soon as we got back together the 

second time around, Khi began to object to the way I dressed and to 

say things like, “You know you don’t have to dress like that here. I 

mean, look at my friends. You’re so … European, Alex.”

I had reminded my lover that I was European and that was 

because I was French. I was French because my parents were French 

and I had grown up, if not necessarily in France, always in French-

speaking countries, not in Australia where I had migrated only a couple 

of years earlier.

As a by-the-way, I could’ve added that it was politically suss of 

her to deride any expression of my cultural background and so on, but 

I didn’t. Not then. I did, however, remind her that it was the very way I 

looked that had attracted her to me in the first place, and how!

Khi had been as attentive a new lover as any woman could 

hope for. She’d pick me up after work to wine and dine and movie us 

almost to death. And for some weird reason she’d insist, during the 

courting period, on picking up the tab each time. Sometimes I’d indulge 

her, sometimes I wouldn’t.
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When it came to making love, what Khi lacked in terms of imag-

ination she made up for by sheer stamina. She could hold her breath 

for very long periods at a time and I had absolutely nothing to distract 

me from the magic of her tongue. At other times, she’d leapfrog naked 

around the bed just to make me laugh, and jump on the bed to squat 

on my face when she’d had enough of that. She was, after all a six-foot 

PE teacher still in the prime of life.

Khi played the guitar beautifully, too, and wrote me songs that 

she’d sing at women’s dos. Strong lyrics about love, the essence of 

womanhood and some woman-I-know-you-because-you-are-me 

insightful stuff.

Her acoustic guitar was old and battered when I fell in love with 

her so, for our six months anniversary, I bought her a new one. That 

solid top Ibanez was the most expensive gift I had ever given anyone, 

but then again, I was only twenty-six. Not only that, but I was sure I 

loved Khi just as I was sure Khi loved me.

Anyway, one day out of left field, she was making me compare 

my dress sense to that of her friends’.

“I do look at your friends, Khi.” What I said after that was defi-

nitely meant to add fuel to the fire of our argument but I was not in the 

mood to abridge any of it. “I look at your friends and all I see are non-

descript old T shirts, right? What else I see is hair here and hair there 

and hair everywhere. But what hair is on heads just sits there, short and 

just like … there. No flair, Khi, no individuality, no imagination inside that 

tribe. Conformity at its lowest degree of appeal, that’s all I see. But, hey, 

that’s all cool by me. Some of these women like Steph and Jo and Toni, 

I mean, they’re just lovely. Considerate and warm and really together in 

their head and all. So look, Khi, I’ve got no problems with them or any-

thing about them, just as long as you don’t expect or hey, demand, that 

I make theirs my new look for the next 2 or 10 seasons! Right?”

I never got to understand what Khi could find objectionable 

about the bright, and loose shirts I used to wear then, as I do now. I had 

a multitude of those. A red one, a black one, a turquoise one, a hot-pink 

one, a white one, but also a green one and a lavender one, my all- time 

favourite. Then, of course, came the purple jeans and green jeans, and 

the red jeans and the black jeans, admittedly all bought in Madrid as a 

stock of clothes to take to Australia, and perhaps they were too bright, 

not sedate enough to belong to a genuinely dedicated feminist. On sec-
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ond thoughts, I might’ve had an easier time with Khi if I wore singlets 

and long flowing indian cotton skirts, but I didn’t, still don’t, do skirts. So, 

on the nights when I felt it best to retreat to the single bed in the spare 

room that was officially my bedroom in Khi’s house, I’d toss and I’d turn 

and I’d churn over an overwhelming feeling of injustice and helpless-

ness. Not a good blend, that one.

I did manage to extract from Khi what, about my clothes, made 

her jump so much and it all boiled down to the fact that my dress sense, 

she thought, made me too visible. Visible was her euphemism for 

attractive. And ‘attractive’ seemed to imply, “ … sexy to entice males.” 

No wonder it had taken her so long to let that out in the open.

I remember having looked at her, stunned. “Males? What 

males?” Khi knew my story. She knew I had been unrepentingly queer 

since my relationship with Ann at college. “For chrissakes, Khi! How 

can you fucking say something like that, huh? About me?” I was fuming 

angry. “Seriously, how can you?” It’s about at that point that I totally lost 

my temper. “Men you say? Really? Well, man, fuck you!”

When the line of Kohl pencil I used to apply became objection-

able too, when the wearing of my ostentatious rings was construed as 

signs of covert flirtation, and when my shaved legs and pits amounted 

to subversive behaviour against the feminist dogma, I threw in the towel 

a second time.

What I hadn’t realised, what Khi didn’t tell me, was that she had 

internalised her tribe’s views. Many born and bred, older Brisbanites 

suffering, I’d say, from a serious insularity complex, had cast me in the 

role of Khi’s inconsequential French little play toy, not as a woman 

worth getting to know in my own right. Khi, they felt, would tire of me 

soon enough and come to her senses. One point for Friends, zero for 

Lover.

The drop in my mother’s voice signals the end of her diatribe. 

Infused with the clarity of her own reasoning, she leans forward, the 

better to peer at me. I blink as she asks, “Don’t you see?”

I nod that I do see but it’s hard to pull one over my mother. 

“Mais enfin, Alexandra, what’s there to not see?” She looks at

me pointedly. Aware that I need to wind up this conversation, drive back 

home, feed Anjo, grab a bite to eat and tackle a class set of Year 11 

essays on the power of persuasion, I glance at my watch. Groan. I opt
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for the line of least resistance and encourage her to conclude the con-

versation she’s led so successfully and single-handedly.

Speaking evasively, “I do and I don’t,” is the best I can do. 

“Bon, d’accord, I guess you, ma fille, have got your reasons for

hedging your bets, but the way I see it, every moron in the street, male 

or female, needs to be educated.” I nod again. Mayanne continues, 

“Educated, Alex. Not given ammunition, tu comprends? They’ll always 

find plenty of that on their own.” She crystalises her next statement. 

“He, she, they must not be encouraged to think that a gay woman is a 

kinky lady who’s like that because of a lack of … of other options. Et toi, 

you should never go along with whatever it is that makes the world out 

there, like that segment on the News on … what was it again? Ah, yes, 

adoption … Well, you shouldn’t be in on anything that suggests that 

your lifestyle makes you look weird. Many will say if these women look 

the way they do, it’s because of their repressed inverted ‘sexual disor-

der’.” Her hand on my knee. “But it doesn’t have to be that way, does 

it, Alex?”

*****

The phone rings, wrenching me from a restless, dream-cluttered sleep. 

“That’ll be Sel,” I mumble, suddenly remembering the previous

night’s arrangement. I roll onto the far side of the bed. The green digits 

of the alarm clock flash 9.30 a.m.

Selene’s cheerful tone just shrivels up my eardrums as her 

Good-morning-to-you-Sleepy-Head ricochets inside my ear. Something 

has made her chirpier than usual.

“Hi there,” I drawl.

“First, my friend, don’t forget the barbecue tonight. I called 

Marg to make sure it was still on … what with the weather and all.”

“Mmm.”

“So hail or shine, every one’ll be there, Alex. That means you 

too. No piking out this time. We kickstart the thing at six.” A pause. “Oh, 

yeah, it’s at Orleigh Park!”

“So that really means 7 p.m. ... feminist time, right?” 

“Buddy, we’ll have none of that!” Her tone is falsely reprimand-

ing. “But yeah, you could rock up at 7p.m.” She remembers that burst-

ing a gut to get to a do on time, only to wait around aimlessly for it to
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start late, makes me irrationally cranky, so she adds, “It’ll all stop being 

a problem for you once you manage to get rid of the patriarchal frame 

of reference you have for … just about everything. Ya know like… punc-

tuality, a slick delivery, gloss and all that crap.”

I sigh. “Hear me moan, will ya! It’s too bloody early to be ver-

bally abused, don’t you reckon? Not fair either,” I added grumpily. I can 

get away with it. She doesn’t get upset like, I suspect, most everyone 

probably does. It’s as if my European intensity annoys some and 

threatens others. Not Sel. Sel is centred. “You know damn well I have 

not even had a first cup of coffee. And besides, my real gripe is really 

about – ”

“I know, Alex. Your gripe is about having to chat to people you 

don’t know well. That spins you out big time.” God bless her. She knows 

me warts, and all, and still cares.

“Dead right! I’d love to be like you, spontaneous, ready to smile 

and get involved and bond with the sisters out there but it’s just not hap-

pening for me.”

The door to the bedroom moves inward to reveal Anjo’s choco-

late little paw reaching from underneath it. She’s heard my voice. She 

wants a pat. She wants her breakfast. I pat the bed at my side. She 

jumps up and walks up to my nose. I scratch her between the ears. 

They twitch, she blinks and one step backward, two forward, she sinks 

her paws into my stomach, mmmmph, to finally settle in the V of my 

legs.

“Girl, don’t you go whipping yourself about it! So what if the trib-

al power thing doesn’t cut it for you? So what if your second chakra 

never quite took off and if your primary fear’s rejection … huh? Alex? 

You still there?”

A while back Selene had decided that my introverted nature 

had to be due to something that jammed during my toilet-training years. 

When she found out that I had never been given a nickname, that even 

as a toddler I was only ever called Alexandra … well! That explains that! 

she blurted. A definite sparkle of vindication had made her brown eyes 

shiny. From inside my bed on this lazy Sunday morning, even over the 

phone, I’m not going to argue the point.

“How do you expect your kundalini to soar all the way up to 

your seventh,” Selene had again argued favourably, “while you’re not 

shedding any of your ‘energy debris’ and what with your energy field
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having first been depleted by the old You’ll-Never-Amount-To-Anything 

inspirational mantra that your parents wove around you - that’s an emo-

tional violation … and then what with your physical rape … Well, Alex, 

it’s almost a bloody miracle that you’re so … so together.”

Together in my own way, I had almost added at the time, but 

deep down, I do prefer thinking that my reticence at mingling, at meet-

ing, at getting involved is only due to a deep-seated insecurity. Sel’s 

clarified it all for me. Besides, it’s quite true that my kundalini energy 

isn’t spiralling, that much I know. I’m not at all ready to make peace with 

celibacy. I’m not at all ready to sublimate my need for a physical 

orgasm, one that’d be brought about by the combined power of two. 

The do-to-yourself-as-you-would-do-unto-another doesn’t quite provide 

me with the same release.

Selene is still talking inside my ear. “Right. Well, look. In gen-

eral, spontaneity is a good thing. It certainly wouldn’t hurt for you to 

practise a little bit of that … occasionally, but anybody in their right mind 

would love you to bits just the way–”

I cut in. “Oh, yes! Please! Gimme more of that unconditional 

love-talk, Sel. Music to my ears. But, seriously now, just kick me under 

the table and say something like, ‘Hey, Alex, lighten up!’ if I forget. 

Deal?”

A chuckle. “Look, don’t sweat it.” A moment of hesitation. “Be 

any way you want just as long as you don’t jumpstart a conversation 

about the Brisbane Mayor, the Queensland Premier or federal politics 

on immigration, right? They’re all my gripes so don’t you go stealin’ my 

thunder — ”

“As if!”

“Right. Well, bloody posturing cocks and that handful of help-

less wimyn in their dressed-for-power suits, I reckon that’s just where 

their power begins and ends, right? In front of their mirror at the begin-

ning of the day. They’re as totally dependent on the political males in 

their cohort as the unemployed on their dole cheques — ”

“Sel, take a breath!”

She snorts into the mouthpiece. “I tell you what. I’ve got a topic 

for you to kick around at the BBQ tonight. Should you survive the first 

three minutes of it, this is guaranteed to deflect attention from you alto-

gether and keep everyone else arguing around the table.”

“Hello, Sel? C’mon! I can come up with my ow — ”
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“Sure you can, but what you want is to stir things up so that 

there’s no room left for that piddly chitchat that gets up your nose so 

much. So, what about throwing the topic of rape open for discussion, 

huh? Like whether the term ‘rape’ should be applied to men ‘raped’, as 

is the common expression, instead of ‘sodomised’ by inmates while in 

the nick, huh? Or … even touchier, should ‘rape’ be the term used in 

regards to little boys abused by paedophiles. That’ll get everyone into 

flame-throwing but a great time will be had by all. Whaddaya say, Al?”

“Honestly, Sel,” I grunted, “I don’t understand why even the 

feminists have an issue with safekeeping the word ‘rape’ for violations 

made to women. Maybe it’s me, but back entry penetration has a name. 

It does, doesn’t it? And violation of one’s person through the vagina is 

strictly female prerogati — ”

“Hey, girl, don’t tell me about it. Let’s save it for tonight, but — ” 

“Sure thing.” I’m so desperate for that first cup of coffee that I’m

quite ready to hang up. If I had a cordless, I’d already be in my own 

kitchen, taking Selene’s voice with me, watching the dark liquid drip into 

one of my bear mugs. “So, why don’t I — ”

“Alex?” Her voice booms through the telephone wire. “Al, aren’t 

you a bit curious as to why I’m calling you so early?”

“What, besides to tell me about the BBQ? You’re right, I thought 

that could have waited till after breakfast, my breakfast not yours but … 

so thre’s more to this call, is there?”

“You could say that, my lil’ darling. Yes, there is. There definitely 

is.”

“OK, but fast forward, will you? I am dying here. By the way, 

shouldn’t you have a hangover or something after last night?”

“3 a.m., it would’ve been by the time I crashed but, baby, my 

head’s real clear. Clear and ringing. Clear in luhv, Al. You hear? I’m in 

luhhv!!!”

I sit bolt upright against the pillow. “Say again?!”

The night before, the two of us had dinner in a quaint Italian restaurant 

in the Valley, the forever seedy part of town, the red and pink light dis-

trict of Brisbane.

We sat on rickety wooden chairs and regularly peeled our fore-

arms from the old and sticky plastic tablecloth. We talked about last 

month’s Women’s Day March. Selene talked about femocrats, her sub-
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verted adjective for women who spun a mislead brand of feminism. 

Beware the woman who has a teeny-weeny bit of clout, Selene would 

often rant with fire inside her round brown eyes. Many of them are giddy 

with that tiny power. Not only that but, the ones I’m thinking about, they 

consider their self-worth and their purpose greater than ours and 

plough right through the rest of us. Only one diff between those femoc-

rats and men, and it’s that men can pretend they don’t know any better.

Selene and I talked about love, too. About old love, that is, as 

we’re both out of love at the moment. We’re both unattached but 

Selene is unattached and pissed off with her ex, while I’m unattached 

and simply lonely. I have no reason to be pissed off with Tamara, but 

there have been times during the year when I felt pissed off with myself 

for having let my pride and my fear of losing her decide, on my behalf, 

that precipitating a split between us was in my best interest. Duh!

Be that as it may, last night Selene and I talked about old love 

but maybe only to reassure ourselves that our lives had not always 

been as love-bare as they have been for months. The pizzas were pip-

ing hot, the crust thin and crispy, the topping thick and deliciously 

gooey. The wine gave us the inward glow essential to a long and ani-

mated conversation. Then, feeling at the same time frisky and in need 

of physical exertion to help along the process of digestion, some time 

after midnight we walked to the nearest women-only night spot. No, not 

The Cage, but one we know had booked the Homogirlz, a band on tour 

from Sydney.

Once seated at our new table, fresh drinks in front of us, we 

surveyed the night’s gathering, did a little chair-groove to the music 

before turning to each other, eyebrows raised.

“Check out the lead guitar,” I shouted close to Selene’s ear. 

She grinned her best Cheshire cat grin. “I am.”

The lead guitarist was young, wore skin-tight jeans and a white 

shirt open on a bra of black lace that matched the silk bandanna tied 

loosely around her throat. She and her red guitar, slung low against her 

pelvis, moved as one. The cherry on the cake was that this very sexy 

young person actually played a mean guitar.

I liked the undulating curtain of soft blonde hair that fell over 

half of her face. I liked how she flicked it back with a throw of the head. 

Her vitality kept us both absorbed in her stage antics. When the band 

reached the end of their set, Selene turned towards me. The glint in her
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eyes, the side-way toss of her head towards the stage were easy to 

interpret. She was suggesting that we should introduce ourselves to 

Susie-Quatro-Eat-Your-Heart-Out. The jukebox had taken over where 

the band had left off and made it too difficult to have a conversation, so 

I simply shook my head in a silent ‘no’.

When, a fair while after she’d gotten up for a pee, Selene had-

n’t returned, I assumed she had connected with any one of her many 

friends, but when she did reappear, totally flushed and grinning like a 

dork, I knew she had bumped into something a lot more exciting than 

an old acquaintance.

She flopped on the chair across from me and licked her lips 

greedily. “Guess what?”

“No idea.”

“Girl, I’ve been dancin’.” 

“So?”

“So?”

“Yeah, so? What’s the big deal?” 

“I danced with J.”

“OK. Happy for you, but who the hell is … Jay?” 

Selene repeated somewhat dumbly, “J? S’er name, Alex!” She

was pointing at the empty stage. “The guitar player! J, only the initial. 

She said it stands for Jane but she hates that name ‘cause it’s also her 

mother’s. So she only ever goes for J.”

“Hot deegadee damn!” I yooped, fist punching the air. “How 

d’ya manage that, you sly fox?”

She shook a cigarette out of its pack and lit it with a trembling 

flame. That and the way she sucked in the smoke told me my buddy 

needed to settle either her nerves or her heartbeat. Maybe both.

Selene gulped again at the smoke. “Well, it was like, really 

weird, Alex.” Another puff. “There I was … ” She exhaled thoughtfully 

between rounded lips. “Ya won’t believe how it happened next.”

“Try me.”

“OK. It goes like this: here I am waiting by the janes when 

someone else joins the queue right behind me, right?”

“Right.”

As she explained it, out of the corners of her eyes, she noticed 

the latest arrival to the queue. Well, Selene insisted that she probably
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wouldn’t have noticed the newcomer at all, as she had her back turned 

to her, if the woman had not been so skittish.

So, at first, Selene focused on a couple of mysteries that 

remain to be cracked on behalf of the female clubbing population of the 

world.

Mystery #1: Why are there never enough loos to accommodate 

women who on average, as everyone knows by now, pee more often 

than men -- much less often behind parked cars and shrubs - and who 

take longer getting zipped back up.

Mystery #2: Why don’t we, women, get back in our jeans as 

fast as the guys do?

That was the exact question Selene was pondering when she 

turned around. It was her, Selene had blurted, once back at the table, 

brown eyes larger than a possum’s. Her? I asked, slow on the uptake. 

Who’s her?

As it turned out, ‘her’ happened to be the cute guitar player. 

And it is she who, apparently unable to control her restlessness in the 

slow moving queue, had asked Selene for a dance, full bladders 

notwithstanding.

That was so cool. Real cool. Really good. I was happy Selene 

was happy. That much I knew and yet a little worm of envy had reared 

its ugly little pin-sized head. What if I had gone to the loo, too? In a 

world of interactive choices, how, if at all, would the ‘moment’ have 

been different if it had been me behind Selene, the last one in the 

queue till the newcomer joined us? Oh, please! What a truly lame thing 

to be thinking! I shook the ugly worm out well before it had a chance to 

make itself comfortable in my frustrated little brain. I pulled Selene off 

her chair and propelled her towards the dance floor.

I had assumed she would be keen to follow-through and recon-

nect with the young woman at the end of her next set but that was not 

the case at all. Once the buzz of that chance encounter had subsided, 

Selene said that, no, she wouldn’t go out of her way to engage the 

musician and that what she’d do was stay put right where we were and 

keep on dancing with me till we got fed up with it and went home.

Actually, I shouldn’t have been surprised by Selene’s reticence 

at sticking her neck out any further. She had repeated enough times 

that Julie, taking off with her lover in the way she had, dumping her like 

a discarded piece of furniture, had knocked the stuffing out of her. What
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she meant was that she had let Julie’s moves rob her of her self-confi-

dence, a self-confidence that, judging by what remained of it, even on 

the other side of the shredder, would have appeared totally flame proof. 

Be that as it may, Selene was adamant that she had not had enough 

time to heal properly and that, until she had, she’d be no good to any-

one. The one major difference between Selene and me was that, unlike 

me, she was not yet ready to get back on the starting blocks.

More than a year had gone by since Tamara had left for Europe 

and if something about her being there, enjoying the sites, and me 

being here, lonely in Brisbane, still chafed, it was a decision I had made 

all on my own that precipitated the break up that created the chafing. In 

deciding to cut Tamara free, I had wrongly obliged my pride and pride 

makes a cold bed partner. Mine, unlike Selene’s, is a wound that’s total-

ly self-inflicted, but one that only needs a stranger to kick-start my heart 

and share my hearth. Sadly, I have come to realise that I no longer han-

dle solitude like I used to. In fact, I handle it so badly that I really can’t 

stand it. Not anymore.

Selene’s lighter wheel grinds near the receiver. In the silence 

that follows I hear the long drag she sucks through the filter before 

exhaling in my ear.

“So, Sel, what’s with the big luhhv statement? I’m struggling 

here.”

“OK, here goes.” Her tone was measured. “Alex, you remem-

ber when we said goodnight outside the club and I walked you to your 

car?”

“Mmm …”

“Well... I hung around for a while, you know, just looking at the 

moon and stuff.”

“Mmmm …”

“Well, when I did get back to my car, J ... She was there like, 

leaning against my car, having a fag.”

“Leaning against your car?” I ask too quickly. “Now, Sel, you 

need to help me here. You tell a perfect stranger on the dance floor that 

you drive an arthritic, non-vintage, grandmother of a car that only has 

three working gears and no wipers and, assuming that’s relevant info to 

share with anyone on the dance floor, that doesn’t scare her away?” I 

have to chuckle. “Seriously, how did she know that old heap that’s held 

together by patches of rust was your car?”
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“Alex, she didn’t. She didn’t know it was my car. She was just 

cooling down … outside, in the night air.”

The serendipitous nature of the incident finally dawns on me. 

“Lucky there weren’t that many cars left in front of the club, huh? So, 

what did you do then?”

“Well, she peeled herself off the bonnet when she saw the keys 

in my hand and asked if it was my car. When I said, Yep, sure is, She 

said, Good.”

“Good? Just … good?”

“Yeah … and she offered me a fag.” 

“And you took it, I hope.”

“Hey, do fish have scales? Of course, I took it. Like, it was not 

my brand or anything, but I mean … Twice in one night, that babe’s right 

there in my path. What’s a good woman to do, huh? So I tell myself I’m 

not so tired that I can’t hang with her for a while and smoke one of her 

sticks, right? So … we chatted. She’s really down to earth, really, and 

she’s not that young, you know.”

“Cool. If she’s old enough to drive and vote, heck!”

I draw in my bottom lip. That old pain-in-the-ass feeling has 

returned. What if I had walked Selene to her car? What if I had stopped 

to look at the moon on the way back to my car? What if it had been on 

the bonnet of my Jeep the musician had perched herself? The fact that 

my car had been parked further up the block for one, and that I would-

n’t have been impressed, at least not immediately, by any stranger sit-

ting on the bonnet of my car for two, does not alter my small-minded set 

of what-ifs. Oh for chrissakes! I sigh again. How shallow can one get, 

huh?

“Al, you still lying down, comfortable and all?” Selene asks eas-

ily.

“Half reclining and totally desperate for coffee, but — ” 

“About  the B.B.Q. tonight … J said she’d rock up at about

eight.”

OK. The truth is that I’m happy for Selene and the truth is that 

the babe is on tour from Sydney and, I presume, is only spending a 

short period of time, perhaps even only a few days, in Brisbane.

“So you’ve invited her to — ”
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“Nah. I didn’t do any such thing. Didn’t have to. That’s the 

whole karmic thing, Alex, don’t you see? It’s like all along she was 

gonna be there, at the thing — ”

“How so?” What have I missed this time?

“You won’t believe it, Al, but tonight’s do … it’s really for them, 

for the Homogirlz.”

Right. I have missed a link somewhere.

“Look, Al. It goes like this: When Jen passed along the invita-

tion, I didn’t ask why the barbecue. It’s like, I just assumed it was anoth-

er Women For Democracy bash or a fund raiser for the Migrant Centre 

or something like that, you know, the usual.”

“And … it’s not?” I ask suspiciously.

“Well, no, it’s for them. I mean for the Homogirlz. It’s a farewell 

sort of thing before they move on to Lismore. That’ll be the last leg of 

their Queensland tour.”

“Well hell!” I’m as flabbergasted as I sound. “A third coinci-

dence lined up just for you. You must have scored high on the Good 

Deeds list, Sel. It looks to me like it’s good karmic payback time.”

Selene giggles. “You’re not wrong. ‘Bout time, too.”

When she hangs up, I feel depleted and on edge. Anjo is still 

curled up between my legs.

“It’s exactly what I was saying a couple of nights back, Anjo. 

About Diana and me in Mallorca. Things do happen. Well, they can 

happen. Any time. Anywhere. To anyone.”

*****
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IT WASN’T LUST

Tucked awkwardly inside one of the bentwood rocking chairs, glass of 

red wine resting on a low-set table, Selene sits facing me as she leads 

us into yet another conversation on love, on wounded love - old love. 

The amazing thing is that as old as these wounds may be, they are 

obviously still as tender as the pinkish skin that grows over embedded 

pieces of shrapnel.

Our conversation had uncharacteristically opened on a fresh 

love segment focused on J who had trespassed into Selene’s thoughts 

some three weeks earlier but, as is often the case, the destructive drag 

of a painful past proved to be a greater magnet than any optimistic 

present can ever hope to be.

“Actually, right this moment, I don’t really need to go on raving 

about J,” Selene had said, shifting her weight inside the rocking chair. 

“Tonight, I’d rather tell you about Kerry, my first dyke relationship - pure 

friendship that one was.” She had already mentioned Kerry, of course, 

as I had mentioned Ann, my own first love, always in passing. “You see, 

we’d been friends for a year or so before anything sexual happened 

between us and … ” Hands splayed in front of her, torso curved inward, 

her non verbals suggested theirs had been an uncommon approach to 

sexual intimacy. “Yeah … the usual chain of events is more like, you 

meet a woman, you do a couple of dates, you whip yourself into a 

female-in-rut-sort-of-frenzy, can’t wait to get in the cot, but that’s OK 

‘cause you’re so in luhve and consenting adults and whatever. You both 

get your rocks off, you say you love her and her you. That’s then fol-

lowed by a stretch of time usually spent trying to get her to see life 

through your own glasses, while she tries out more ways in which to 

make you fit inside her life, like the square peg in a round hole.” She 

sighs and sips her wine thoughtfully. “See, one main difference is that, 

with Kerry, we didn’t say ‘I love you’. Didn’t need to.” She anticipates my 

question. “We just knew we did … love each other. That happened 

when we acknowledged we were great friends. That meant the exact 

same thing. Saying we loved each other would’ve been a … uh … a 

tautology? Zat the right word?” I nod, she smiles back, pleased with 

herself. “Always wanted to fit that word somewhere but … anyway, the 

way I see it that’s where all difference lies, Alex, and that makes it all 

the difference in the world. I’ve learned since, many times over, that



love and sex can’t be that good if there’s no real friendship on which to 

build and share. And I mean real,” she reiterates, perhaps sensing me 

somewhat underwhelmed by her pronouncement. “Alex, what I’m talk-

ing about goes beyond just feeling comfortable with each other. Even 

goes beyond enjoying each other’s company and sharing murky old 

pains. I reckon it’d be too bloody simple otherwise, wouldn’t it? And 

how’d you explain the high failure rate, huh?” The question being pure-

ly rhetorical, I simply nod. “Aren’t we all kind and totally lovable? Each 

one of us in our own right? I mean women in general. But then, of 

course, with Kerry and me, came the day when we had to face the big 

deal question that really shouldn’t have been much of a big deal at all.” 

Selene shrugs as she reaches again for her glass. “It went like this: 

What harm can there be in our making love together, is what we asked 

each other. It wouldn’t count, would it, as we were both into guys. You 

see, back then I’d never been with a woman and neither had Kerry. I 

mean like, you know, that was ages ago. Eighteen, twenty bloody years 

ago… but that don’t matter none.” She pauses to sip the red wine. 

Knotted eyebrows suggest she’s attempting to organise her thoughts 

more coherently.

“Look, it’s all a bit convoluted. It’s all like twisted in my mind, 

like it’s difficult to start unravelling such powerful stuff … memories.”

“Hey, it’s OK. There’s no rush. Besides, I’d really like to hear 

the unabridged story. C’mon, tell me all about you and Kerry.”

Selene unfolded her legs only to cross them again, but the 

rocking chair lurched dangerously forward before righting itself. She 

didn’t seem to notice. “Righteeo, but you see, with Julie, it was nothing 

like that. Not just ‘cause she dumped me in that cold, male copycat sort 

of way. With Julie ... it was the same as with all the others after Kerry 

and that’s my point.” OK, so Selene is still bitter about the way her ex 

took off with the new lover she’d been screwing around with behind 

Selene’s back. “The hurt’s always there, isn’t it, deep down. Gets cov-

ered over but it’s still there, a bit like the pine box inside a grave. Can’t 

see it but that doesn’t stop it from being there. A busted relationship 

always has one victim for sure. Sometimes two but, most often, only 

one and that’d be the one who’s been left behind. The old abandon-

ment thing. Not an accurate yardstick by which to measure anyone’s 

true attachment but … yeah … painful crap when it happens.” There is 

hurt in her eyes. Her hand, chafed by the strong leather-dye remover
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she has to scrub with at the end of each day, is clasped around the 

glass nursed in between her knees. Beyond her in the rocking chair, the 

sliding door to the sundeck holds nothing but a faintly distorted reflec-

tion of the two of us speckled by candlelight flickers.

“Hold on,” Selene starts again. “I’ll start from the beginning. 

First things first.” She feels for the pack of Longbeach that had slipped 

on the floor and hands me the crumpled crushproof pack that had not 

travelled well in the back pocket of her jeans. “Want a fag … ?”

I shake my head. “Got my own, thanks.” Can’t inhale Selene’s 

full-strengths properly, not any more than I can hold in a toke which I’ve 

only attempted a couple of times, each attempt having been punctuat-

ed by a totally embarrassing and totally painful larynx-stripping cough-

ing spell. I reach for my flat silver case.

“OK, so that’s how it goes,” says Selene as a great cloud of 

smoke swirls between us, softening her freckly face, prematurely aged 

by the harsh Queensland sun, as effectively as a gauze veil. A much 

younger Selene, skin all soft and taut, sits in the rocking chair facing 

me. She surprises me with her laugh.

“What’s up?”

“I’ve just remembered where my black suspender belt might 

be!”

“What the — ”

“No, I’m serious, Al! I’ve just remembered. Kerry … I bet that’s 

where it’s ended up.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me, Sel,” I throw in, quite looking for-

ward to a little tale of raunchy lovemaking. “A suspender belt … goes 

missing for eighteen years and — ”

Earlier that evening I prepared a lovely fish dish. Before that, 

Selene had helped me wash up the old stack of dirty dishes that had 

been languishing by the sink, but that was only to make room for new 

ones we would be dirtying over dinner. In between syncopated banter 

about work, her children, my students, wymmin’s music and absolutely 

nothing politically strenuous, we’ve been steadily sipping on the wine 

since seven o’clock. So I say, “Oh yes, please! Tell me more about that 

wildly erotic side of you, Sel Baby! Reveal all!” In vino veritas as the 

clock chimes midnight.

“Easy girl! Easy does it!” Selene answers playfully, “Yeah, well, 

it’s like I had one of ‘em suspender belt things, them and an almost
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matching pair of lace knickers … oh yeah, and a very, very sexy black 

lace push up bra.” Bright brown eyes shiny with excitement, and an ear 

to ear grin make it clear that hers is a pleasant memory.

“Okay. To each her own!” I mock, dubious of the overall effect, 

but hoping Selene will linger a little longer inside the moment she has 

just opened up for us. “What I really want to know is why my buddy … ” I 

point at her chest, “yes, you, some eighteen years ago lost her … her 

garter belt to a ravishing young spunk going by the name of Kerry.”

That particular night, Selene explained, she and Kerry had 

gone to a mixed group encounter evening and Kerry had looked ever 

so fine and proper in a “groovy Indian chiffony outfit that was almost like 

gauze, and underneath I could see … well, everyone could see her 

underwea—, uh, her under garments, right? What with them being 

black and all.” Selene’s face lights up again, Cheshire cat-like, as she 

gets into the replay mode; feeling, seeing, almost tasting the moment 

all over again. “Wooeee!” She looks at me, suddenly concerned with 

the entertainment value of her story. “It’s like you had to be there to real-

ly get it,” she explains apologetically, “I mean the full picture. You see, 

these types of awareness-raising groups were all the rage — still are, 

of course, but now I’m staying right away from them. I just don’t think 

enough of the women who are right into these groups are really gen-

uine when it comes to altering learnt patterns that can only generate 

toxic energy fields. What turns them on seems to be the touchy-feely 

New Age gloss those things tend to have about them. As if there’d be a 

sign claiming ‘instant spiritual health awarded to all who enter these 

premises’, you know what I mean? Take Julie, she’s right into all of that 

stuff … the herstory stuff and the moonlight meditations and the mas-

sages and a little Reiki here and a little Shiatsu … ” Selene’s voice 

drops as she droops. “Yeah,” she concluded wearily, “I’ll rest my case 

on that count. Anyway, there we were, Kerry and me, back then, 

already right into the solstices, circle dancing, and all that. I mean, 

gawd!” She spreads her hands away from her breasts to better encom-

pass the entire schmaltzy business. “Anyway, that night, it was a ‘shar-

ing party’ which meant that we all had to share something with the oth-

ers. Share, as in a memory, right? Wow! So Kerry had smoked a cou-

ple of joints in the garden just before we’d hopped into the car, that was 

for Dutch courage, but that’s why she had all that racy gear on under-

neath. I was only wearing my usual gear like a denim boiler suit and a T.
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Anyway, by the time we got to the place, Kerry was as high as a kite.” 

Chuckle. “I remember the evening began with a musical segment which 

was meant to tune us to the right degree of communal openness. 

Worked wonders on Kerry.” Selene’s grin widens enough to light up the 

living room. “Worked so well, she just stood up in the middle of the cir-

cle and began undoing her blouse.” I can’t resist a chuckle of my own. 

I’m getting right into Sel’s story, easily imagining Kerry, though I’ve 

never even seen a picture of her, getting down right down into the swing 

of things. “I mean, like she danced around, sliding one sleeve down 

over her shoulder, then the other, throwing her top to the ceiling.” 

Selene pushes herself out of the rocking chair to shimmy to a tune only 

she can hear.

“Go, woman!” I whoop. “Roll them hips! Oh yeah! Honey, you’re 

good!”

“And there goes my sassy, racy black bra flying overhead.” She 

grabs a tea-towel abandoned earlier on a nearby pouffe and slides it 

forwards and backwards between her thighs in slow, lewdly suggestive 

upward glides.

“Ride ‘em, cowgirl!” I’m laughing so hard my sides are splitting, 

but Selene is intent on her performance. “And my black undies almost 

get looped over the ceiling fan and … ” Out of puff, she flops on the rug 

quite startling Anjo who, totally oblivious of our carryings on, had been 

enjoying a post dinner nap.

“Oh, it’s okay … Joey! Come here … for a pat.” Somewhat out 

of breath, Selene rolls on to her side to reach a little chocolate paw. 

“See … we were already together … by then … but the true new nature 

of our friendship was very much under wraps. Actually … to be perfectly 

honest,” she adds, face blushing unexpectedly, “it was also under the 

blankets, over the blankets, against the fridge, and on top of the friggin’ 

washing machine!”

“What, no swinging off chandeliers?” I ask with mock serious-

ness.

She shakes her head vehemently. “I’m scared of heights.” 

Eyes misty with glee, we giggle like teenage girls at a slumber

party before grinning at each other somewhat more pensively, remem-

bering private moments of old fun-love as they had fossilised in our 

minds.
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Selene deflates on a sigh. “Where’ve I put my fags, then?” she 

asks, to cling to the familiar. She pats her shirt pocket. “Ah … she was 

stoned, my Kerry was, and I was … so stunned …. By the time I man-

aged to bundle her into the nearest bedroom, like out of sight, right? all 

she still had on her was her long, almost transparent skirt. Absolutely 

beautiful she was. You really should’ve seen her, Al.” Off goes the cel-

lophane wrapper on the new pack of Longbeach. Selene’s thumb flips 

up the blue lid. Pulled between thumb and index finger, off slides the 

protective foil. A tap of the fingers on the butt of the pack entices out the 

first reticent cigarette. Swiftly lit on a deep inhale. A long pensive breath 

of pale blue smoke wisps and twists on itself before slowly losing 

shape. “The group, they weren’t at all into anything alternative beyond 

the vaporising of essential oils, burning incense and hugging trees. 

Nothing hardcore at all, right, and to make matters worse, it was a 

mixed group, don’t know if I said that before, but yeah … at least a third 

of them were men … Feminist men, mind you.” Another chuckle. “Quite 

sweet really, but I reckon a man’s a man and I just knew that more than 

one would’ve gone all stiff watching Kerry. Anyway, hey, one thing led 

to the other and we ended up making love, raunchy, passionate love.”

I ask incredulously, “What, sound effects and all? At a straight 

gathering?”

“Absolutely, girl. Wild and totally delirious. Totally full—on.” 

Selene shakes her head but the childlike mirth that makes her eyes 

shine like river-washed rocks remains. And I can almost see her as she 

would have been that other night some eighteen years ago, in love, 

happy and seriously flushed.

“When we came out, like a long while later, everyone was still 

sitting around, pretending they’d been playing their bloomin’ instru-

ments, like you know, non stop and hadn’t noticed a single thing.”

“Playing what?”

“Well, their music instruments. Like mine were the tablas and 

Kerry had her own set of hand aboriginal clap sticks that some woman 

at the Health Centre had given her and … ”

“And what? Did they clap or something? I mean, the people, 

when you came out of the bedroom?”

She shrugs the group away as she reaches for the glass of 

wine poured earlier and holds it against a breast, not unlike a heart
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shield. I take it that there is more to that story than lusciously lusty care-

free romps in the sack.

“It was Kerry who came on to me at first.”

It suddenly occurs to me that beyond this raunchy reminis-

cence, Selene is wanting to reveal something important about herself 

and about this relationship that was her sexual initiation into dykedom.

Her voice is deep, dreamy and comes from far away, from the 

secret place she had once shared with her lover. “We’d share books. I’d 

show her some poetry I’d written over the years, like not even my old 

man knew I was writing … anything. Can you believe this? There I was, 

seven years married and I had never once trusted Tony with the 

thoughts that I’d build into my poetry. I mean, what I wrote about in 

those days was not sex or anything like that. It was only about life and 

thoughts around that kind of stuff, and yet I just didn’t feel … Anyway, 

I’d be drawing too, and Kerry would be lying next to me, reading her 

own stuff, writing to me or writing for herself. She used to write beauti-

ful stories for when her little boy, her little Peter, would be able to read 

them himself. Whenever one of us came across something that could 

be shared, we’d read it, write it or draw it for the other. The baseline in 

that relationship was all ‘bout sharing at a true level. You see, Alex, 

what I’m saying here is that all that was in place well before we started 

rolling around in the sack.” Selene looks at me intently. “That’s the point 

I’m trying to make here. That’s how we knew each other before any-

thing ever happened. Not back to front as it’s been for me ever since. 

Like, get our rocks off, mutual sexual gratification and all that, and after 

that try to arrange me and her into a genuinely deep and caring part-

nership. Pig’s ass! That don’t work.” Pensive, she looks down at the 

Malachite ashtray she’s laid on her lap. “But hey, truth is I used to sneak 

a look down Kerry’s shirt, I mean … long before we even kissed.” 

Selene grins like a child remembering her favourite dessert treat. “She 

was so delicious to look at, I mean, even as a married woman I felt that 

strange stirring every time I was alone with her. The weird thing is that 

I had never before thought that I might be a dyke. Or more to the point 

that I needed to acknowledge that my sexuality was not what I had 

assumed it to be for all these years.”

Fiddling with her pack of cigarettes, Selene nods to herself 

absentmindedly. She’s on her own, loose memories colliding with each 

other, tugging at her senses, making sure she feels their presence and
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returns to the main track she’s rediscovered under the dust of time. “In 

actual fact, I was attracted to Kerry before I recognised her as the 

woman who lived across the street. S’ truth. I used to see her at the 

markets, like at Paddy’s and sometimes at the Health Centre. She used 

to do some volunteer work there, like me. At that point in time, I was 

extremely locked up inside myself. So I never even tried to talk to her.” 

Selene’s voice trails into nothingness and a soft moan escapes her lips. 

She gazes into the ruby glass still cupped inside her hand. I light two 

cigarettes and hand the full strength one to her. She sits up, propping 

her back against the bookshelf and nods a silent thank you.

“You see, Alex ... the two of us, we were actually married. Not 

only that but I’d already had Little Bob and Chloe was already at kindie. 

Yeah … an early starter, that’s me. So what I knew, deep down in my 

heart, was that I was a feminist, a radical feminist but a married one 

and, as far as I knew, a straight one. See, I didn’t know that about 

myself, not then. I mean I was still kinda young and innocent. Nah, 

young and silly as hell. Happy with my little ones and Bob was a decent 

bloke in his own sort of way. Thing is that one day, I found a copy of 

How to Suppress Women’s Writing. Kerry would read me the Diaries 

of… Shit, what was her name again?” I lean forward in my rocking 

chair. “No, no ... don’t tell me. Anna, no … Anais Ninn that’s who and … 

uh… Under a Glass Bell. But she also had ‘Even Cowgirls Get the 

Blues’. I didn’t know why she kept asking me how far I’d reached in the 

plot. Then one day I just knew, didn’t I, that I had reached the part she 

was waiting for me to reach. Oh, my! I still remember that day. Anyway, 

after that, when she’d massage my neck, my hormones were all jumpin’ 

every which way. That ache and the raised heartbeat pumpin’ away. 

Wow! Sooo strong and mad. It was … wild! Beyond … well, just beyond 

everything I had ever felt. At the time, though, it was like I wanted to run 

as fast as I could, away from her. Because of the bloody husbands and 

all. And the kids. And this … it was so like incredible, so not like me at 

all. So confusing.”

Pensive, Selene pauses to drag on her cigarette, trying to focus 

on the essence of what she needs to say, here, now. “Actually, Kerry 

was pregnant when we first met. It was some three months before we’d 

even made love for the first time that I helped her give birth to her little 

Peter. She’d insisted on a home birth.” Selene closes her eyes and 

leans further back into the rocker. “Anyway, her Dee, I mean, you know,
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her de facto, he wasn’t even her husband and he was a real jerk, unem-

ployed, insecure and totally not deserving of her. But hey … so what 

happened was I had fallen in with the true friendship thing while I 

helped her with her breathing exercises. She had picked me as her 

partner for the exercises as there was no way she’d get Bob to roll up 

on time and be any use to her. So there we were, holding hands and 

looking into each other’s eyes without giggling or anything, just like we 

were instructed to do, right? And what followed was like... mind blow-

ing”. Moaning gently, Selene closes her eyes again. “It was like two 

metals burning together, fusion. I no longer knew which hand was hers, 

which was mine. It’s the strangest thing ... the strangest feeling that had 

ever happened to me.”

Selene takes another sip of wine and a final drag on the ciga-

rette that has burnt itself between her fingers. “Months later, but soon 

after the night she got carried away at the group thing and did her strip 

show, someone left a graphic message for Tony, my old man, at his 

workplace. It was one of these anonymous messages you only see in 

films. That was bloody terrible what happened when he came home 

from work.” A long sip of wine, another cigarette pulled out of the blue 

and white pack retrieved once again near the rocking chair, before she 

glances at me. Before she turns her attention to the grind of the lighter’s 

wheel. She brings her knees to her chin. “Short and sweet, don’t you 

think. That’s all the message said. Your woman’s shagging someone 

else’s. Anyway … before that god-awful day, you see, we used to walk 

arm in arm down Boundary Street, thoroughly carefree, keeping step 

with each other, I mean like two married chicks, you know, unaware of 

the ‘perverted’ game they were playing.” Selene snorts derisively. 

“Innocence is bliss, sure is, but you can always count on some fucker 

to bring on reality and the whole thing comes crashing down like a 

satellite hurtling down from outer space. That’s what I reckon. Anyway, 

before any of that happened, Kerry would often take my hand in hers. 

We’d hug all the time. And hey, one day, that was it! What was always 

meant to happen finally happened.” From behind a cloud of smoke, she 

continues. “We could no longer deny ourselves! Simple as that! So the 

day had to come when my old man went off to work, and hers went out 

to place a bet at the TAB, collect his dole cheque and check up on his 

mates at the pub, when Kerry phoned. She simply said, ‘Come over. 

Now. No don’t ask what for. Just come … now. No … no … the baby’s
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fine. Just come.’ And she hung up. So I scooped up Chloe who was 

playing on the floor and carried her in my arms to get to Kerry’s even 

faster.

And there she was, across the road, waiting for me by her 

downstairs laundry area. I walked through the old creaky back gate and 

straight into her arms. My Chloe got a bit squashed but that was okay. 

Kerry led me upstairs, the sun was streaming inside her neat little 

house. She had wild flower bouquets in every corner. I even remember 

what I was wearing, it’s mad really, beige chinos and a black T shirt that 

read a mouthful. Something like, Close Encounter Of The Worst Kind: 

A Feminist Femocrat.” Selene shakes her head slowly as she releases 

a little puff of air. “Already way back then I had this thing about women 

who play hardball with the sisters instead of helping them … upwards. 

You see, Alex … ” Her voice drops to a whisper, to a whimper. “Kerry 

had touched me. No one had ever touched me that way, Alex. No one 

has touched me that way since.” Cat-like, she stretches out of the rock-

er.

For the first time since she began that story, Selene meets my 

eyes full on. She’s fully returned to the here and now. “The way that 

woman touched me, you see, it wasn’t just about … lust!” A little grin 

kicks up the sides of her mouth. “To be honest, though, it’s not at all the 

way I look at J, right? With J, once again, it’s all about lust and only 

about lust. How can it be any different, for her and for me? We don’t 

friggin’ know each other, right? All I know is that she’s hot and it’s back 

to the old saying about the spirit being willing but the flesh being weak, 

right? Well, with J, I’m weak … at the knees.”

I crinkle up my nose. “Don’t you go giving me too much infor-

mation, Sel. I’m still trying to do the ‘strong’ thing by staying away from 

quick-fix Band-Aid affairs. Great time in bed but the aftermath just does-

n’t flow. So you know my resolve. I’m not going anywhere, not anyhow, 

not with anyone, not till I know there’ll be more to it than a release of 

sexual tension. What you said earlier is totally right. You’ve hit the nail 

on the head.”

Selene and I fall back in a companionable silence, each in our 

own thoughts, and I think how words come a lot more easily to me than 

actions or, more to the point, lack of. Maybe I should take up medita-

tion. Vedic? Tantric? Oh yes, let’s bypass the common variety genital

124

C . C . S a i n t - C l a i r



groping and access some of that Divine energy! Groan. Words, more 

words.

“Sel? Coffee?” 

“Yeah, great.” 

“How strong?” 

“Strong!” 

“Coming right up.”

We both need a little separate space before our conversation 

can take another tack. In a way, I am glad that Selene, too, has expe-

rienced a depth of raw emotions, even if only once, even if those 

moments, for her as for me, came followed by many zeros on the emo-

tional price tag pinned to each one.

“You know,” I call out from the kitchen, “the closest I think I’ve 

come to what you’ve just described is with Tashinka. First, I fell in love 

with her name, right? I thought it was so exotic, but then I fell in love 

with the woman herself.” But, I wonder, mid-way between the pantry 

and the whistling kettle, did I love Tash … as in, Did I truly love her as 

Sel has loved Kerry or had that too, been mostly about desire? Lust in 

full bloom. Desire cut off prematurely is like a rosebud severed from its 

stem. A yellow rosebud, yes, just like the one I deposited inside 

Tashinka’s pigeonhole, wondering if she’d ever guess I was the one 

who had left it for her to find and know. I think it’s true that romance cut 

short by outside interference is often saved, however painfully, from a 

banal ending. Saved forever from a mediocre denouement. Oh jeez, I 

groan inside the pantry, why do I belittle the past when I don’t even 

have an emotional life in the present?

“What she wrote, I mean Tash, it’s really lovely,” Selene calls 

out from the living room. “Quite touching actually.” What Selene is on 

about is a dreamy narrative about a cottage tucked deep inside the 

Black Forest of Bavaria, the place of Tashinka’s childhood memories. 

Selene read the piece last time she came around.

Swirls of hot water splash inside the glass beaker. One, two, 

three and four heaped spoons of ground coffee. Plunger snug against 

the waterline, looming hard against it, just waiting to sink it to the bot-

tom.

“Two strong ‘uns comin’ right up!”

From where I stand at the kitchen counter, waiting to force the 

plunger through the resistance of the water, I watch Selene pick up one,
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then another of the inch long ivory miniatures that stand at the edge of 

a bookshelf.

Head bent, she lays each figurine against the palm of her hand 

and runs a tentative finger over the carefully carved folds of clothing.

“What’s with the characters under each of their little feet?” she 

asks, peering at the tiny ivory soles.

“It’s a signature. The name of whoever did the carving. Would 

be quite dead by now.”

She looks up, somewhat alarmed. “How so?”

“Well, unless I’ve been told a big fat lie and wasted a bit of 

money on them, each of the figurines is estimated to be about one hun-

dred and twenty years old. They’re kimono buttons.”

“Oh!” She flips one of the miniatures on its stomach. “Neat, the 

holes in the back for threading. Bet they wouldn’t have been found on 

any street peddlers’ kimonos, though.”

“No, probably not.”

Selene carefully replaces each miniature exactly where she 

had found it and pats her breast pocket for another cigarette which 

reminds me that our ashtrays need emptying. Plunger down.

“And hello, young Tamara.”

I don’t need to turn around to know what Selene is looking at — 

a simple black and white portrait of Tam’s vibrant, youthful face framed 

in silver leans against the back panel of the bookshelf. Clear almond-

shaped eyes grin back, cheeky and frank.

This framed photograph of her stands where it does simply as 

a validation of my past. Nothing much to do with Tamara herself. No. 

Not anymore. The presence of that photograph in the furthest corner of 

the bookshelf, and away from the sofa, is purely symbolic. It reassures 

me that my life has not always been as empty as it’s been for the past 

year. In fact, I now realise that the memories that have surfaced these 

last few days, sticking to each of my empty moments like chewing gum 

to the sole of a shoe, serve a similar purpose. Inside the beaker, the 

waterline resists. It doesn’t let the plunger through.

“Cute, very, very cute,” hums Selene.

As usual when I’m tired, my thoughts are all over the place, 

jumping like a sheep dog over woolly backs and what’s in my mind now 

is that I think that the mind can resist changes but only for so long 

before caving in. Sooner or later a change ploughs through, dislodging,
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disturbing what semblance of stability has woven itself through our days 

to better insulate us from our lacking. Great thought that, no doubt, but 

I’ve no idea why I’m thinking it.

“Plunge, you mongrel,” I whisper under my breath. Down goes 

the disk, flat as a Frisbee. The plunger squeegees down against the 

curve of the glass pressing through the water to trap and flatten the 

brown mass at the bottom of the beaker. One mug for Sel, one mug for 

me.

Stretched out on the sofa, mug in hand, I blow on the dark surface and 

peer at the tiny ripples that crinkle its skin. Storms in teacups, basically 

that’s all our love dramas amount to and, yet, each one leaves on us 

the subtle but nasty and permanent imprint of a bruise. Take my rela-

tionship with Tashinka for example. We fell in love, for want of a better 

expression, and we got trapped by circumstances in a way we had 

never envisaged.

“Hey, Sel?” She’s still roaming around the living room. 

“Remember how last time you asked what had happened with Tash and 

me?”

“I remember.”

“Well, if you’re in the mood for a longish sort of story, why don’t 

you slip in the old Leonard Cohen CD? Should be there, somewhere at 

the bottom of that tower over there. Haven’t played it for … for a long 

time.” I blow a smooth hole right in the middle of the mug to tease all 

smoothness away from the dark surface. “The old Suzanne album. 

That was her favourite one.” I slurp tentatively, checking the tempera-

ture of the coffee. A long sip. Hot. Strong. Bitter. Head back against the 

sofa, I look blankly through the glass door that slides between the night 

and us.

“Okay … ” Feet tucked under, I balance the mug and ashtray 

on my lap. Selene snuggles back inside her rocking chair. “As it is, I 

saw her almost as soon as I arrived at the school where I had scored 

my first posting as a teacher. The American International School of 

Algiers, no less,” I clarify jokingly.

“A bit of a mouthful.”

“AISA, for short. So there I was with the Principal showing me 

around the grounds and, at some stage, we passed by the basketball 

courts. He explained that the team playing on the far court was the
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school’s pride. An old basketballer himself, he felt particularly protective 

of the boys who were so deft with the rubber ball.

“Unbeaten, three years running. Our very own A Team, thanks 

to Mrs Jennett over there.”

“Impressive record that, three seasons in a row,” I agreed, but 

what I was most impressed by was the PE teacher, Mrs Jennett, who 

was putting the teenage boys through their paces.

“The Principal pointed to her and said, ‘She’s Head of our PE 

Department.’ And, as if it were an important piece of information, he 

added, ‘Ashley Jennett of CIT Consultants is her husband.’ You should 

have seen her in action, Sel! The boys were all a good head taller than 

she was but her feet danced around the four boys involved in what 

looked to me like a One on Four. She had a bandanna tied around her 

forehead. A grey and green bandanna, it was! Oh, the details I remem-

ber so many years later!”

Aware of the nostalgic smile on my lips, I reach for the mug. 

“So there we were, the Principal and I, looking in the same

direction but not seeing the same thing. The woman’s hands hovered 

above the ball without seeming to touch it. You know, like a magician 

guiding the floating ball above a scarlet silk?” Selene nods. “Just like 

the magician, she made the ball go up and down and around, defying 

kinetic energy and gravity. The boys’ arms flailed dangerously close to 

her face, chests and elbows crowding her, forcing her to redirect with a 

spring of the toes and a swing of the torso, while the ball remained pro-

tected by her shoulders and arms. Her slender arms bulged slightly at 

the level of the biceps. Tiny white shorts. A navy blue singlet trimmed 

with white, that’s what she was wearing that day.” I can tell Selene, too, 

has Tashinka dancing in front of her own eyes; dodging, dribbling, 

dunking, although all the visual details are re-arranged inside her mind, 

maybe like a identikit image of Tashinka, recognisable as her but not 

her at all.

“We would’ve been standing there for a good five minutes, the 

Principal and I, when the bell rang. ‘Jennett’, as I heard the boys call 

her, let herself drop on to the court in pretended exhaustion, but not 

before aiming the ball in such a way that it passed between the knees 

of the tall teenager closest to her before rolling out of the court. Sweaty 

faced, he pulled her up to her feet and she slapped his large, out-

stretched hand in a High Five. She ripped off the grey and green ban-
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danna to wipe her face with it before waving in our direction. The 

Principal gestured a silent applause in her direction. I, on the other 

hand, would have liked to shout, ‘Bravo! Bravo,’ in acknowledgement of 

her maestria.

I already knew, then, that I wouldn’t want to stay long in that 

grey and filthy city that had become Algiers. It had long ago lost the 

sparkling whiteness of its architecture that, outlined against the blue of 

the bay, had earned it the name of Alger La Blanche, a jewel along the 

Mediterranean Sea. That was before Algeria wrought its independence 

from the colonising clutch of France. In recent times it had become a 

place where an extremist Fundamentalist interpretation of the Koran 

had spilled over from Iran and Iraq. Hardly the place for a woman, a sin-

gle Western woman at that. President Chadli was in power and his form 

of dictatorship had already set Algeria apart from Morocco and Tunisia, 

its neighbours.

In this particular Muslim country, older women wore a full-bod-

ied white veil that covered them like a sheet, leaving only a gap wide 

enough to allow a one-eyed vision of the world through which they nav-

igated. And though younger women were, at the time, exempt from 

wearing the veil, Algiers was certainly not the dream city for any 

Western woman, even less for a single one and less again for the 

young dyke I was. Throngs of leering, unemployed males spilled out of 

cafes at all hours of the day, to squat sidewalks in bee swarm forma-

tions along every main artery of the capital city. And by 7 p.m., the law-

abiding residents obeyed the curfew imposed by the government in an 

attempt to weaken resistance to its politics.

Tashinka has just appeared in front of the bookshelf, transpar-

ent and ephemeral, interrupting my thoughts. I smile at her ghost.

*****
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WAS IT LOVE

Having sensed a presence at the far end of the pigeonhole area, 

Tashinka Jennett looked up from her papers; our eyes met. I smiled, 

she smiled back with that wide smile I had already noticed once, earli-

er in the week.

“Hi, I’m Tash Jennett, PE,” she explained, pointing to the silver 

whistle hung by a red leather thong around her neck. “But B-ball’s my 

true love.”

She opened her left hand to reveal a round chrome stopwatch 

cradled inside her palm. “Tools of the trade,” she added with another 

easy smile. “You must be the new English teacher… the French one.” 

The touch of humour creased the corners of her smiling eyes. She 

peered into a couple of pigeonholes but the way I stared at her dumb-

ly compelled her to explain further. “John, the Principal, he sent out a 

memo to say that, this year, we’d be gaining only one new staff mem-

ber, a French woman. A young one. Young blood for the English depart-

ment, is actually what he said.” The woman shrugged. “It’s only an edu-

cated guess that you’re likely to be the … the young blood he was talk-

ing about.”

I nodded. The cascade of shiny dark-chestnut hair gently 

brushing the top of her tanned shoulders attracted my eyes like a mag-

net. And then came a strange mix of questions and commands bound 

together. “First things first,” she said seriously, “Our next Staff vs. 

Students game is on Thursday, straight after school. You play ball?”

I almost stuttered. “Uh … Désolée. No, not basketball. Not any 

ball, really.”

“Ah … Too bad for our side.” She moved towards the photo-

copier and rested her hands on its hard plastic cover. Just as I was 

about to blurt out something totally irrelevant, just to see her smile 

again, she added softly, as if thinking to herself, “Good hands, though. 

Long and strong.” Her own hand, the one that still held the little chrome 

stopwatch snugly inside her palm, was pointing index first at my chest. 

I was not conscious that my hands, surely to muffle the thumping of my 

heart, had flown to my chest pressing against it the leather compendi-

um I had been holding all along.

“Uh … well… It’s just that…” Come on, Alex, I silently urged 

myself. Come on! “My father’s hands… That’s according to my mother.”



Duh! What a totally lame thing to say! At least, I could feel that my lips 

had finally arranged themselves into something that could pass as a 

smile. A pinched sort of a smile but a smile nonetheless.

As empty of wits as a vending machine out of stock, I turned 

towards the bank of pigeonholes and set to the task of locating my own. 

“If you’re looking for your name,” the PE teacher said, pointing

to the rows of wooden cells, “they don’t follow a strict alpha order.” I 

must have looked flustered. “Why don’t you try the bottom row since 

your name would’ve been added only recently. There!” Her index was 

pointing to the extreme right of the penultimate row. “Delaforêt. Right 

next to Winterson, that figures. Sounds as French as it comes, 

Delaforêt. Got to be you.”

“It is me. Thanks.”

What caught me off guard was the aura of energy that radiated 

from the woman and perhaps, too, the playful attention she was paying 

me. And I still hadn’t introduced myself properly. Then again, she 

seemed to know already quite enough about me.

When I turned around, Mrs Jennett, the B-ball jock, had already 

loped out of the door. Oddly disoriented, I moved across to the large 

window for a patch of blue sky on which to tether myself, and drew in 

my bottom lip.

One floor below, a basketball under her arm, the woman was 

crossing the lawn. She stopped in mid stride as if someone had called 

her name. My heartbeat fluttered. Had she sensed me looking at her? 

She turned around, looked up and hesitated. My heart stalled, but with 

a shrug she resumed her walk to the gym at the other end of the path. 

I watched her pull out the green and grey bandanna that had been dan-

gling from the back pocket of her shorts. Go, Girl! I whispered, as she 

disappeared through the double glass doors.

*****

During the course of the ensuing weeks a mutual affinity drew us 

together, Taskinka and me. She was the only female in her department, 

and although there were other women in mine, I was the only one still 

in my early twenties. In both cases, we were the odd ones out and a 

companionable bonding developed between us to the point that, at any 

time during the school day, each of us knew where to find the other, be
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it in a classroom, a staff room. In Tashinka’s case, two other locations 

came into play: the gym and centre court.

Sometimes during a spare lesson, I’d perch on the concrete 

wall bordering the basketball court and watch Mrs Jennett put her stu-

dents through their paces. Towards the close of the session, she would 

let the students drill on their own and she’d sit next to me, happily dis-

cussing the progress of her ‘killer dudes’ – she only coached the top 

players and the top players were all boys. Most girls, she had 

explained, just don’t develop the fascination for rubber and leather balls 

that boys do. Nothing much to do at all with aptitude, it’s more about a 

lack of genuine interest. She discussed, too, the fear factor some of her 

players had to overcome to ‘better get in there’.

According to her, there was no room for personal boundaries 

when out to win, even if B-ball was a no contact sport. If you’re worry-

ing about your personal boundaries, that means you play as if with an 

invisible inner tube around the waist. No way, then, you can be in your 

mark’s face. No way you can be out there, sweat against sweat. That 

woman’s words almost inspired me to get in there and kick ass. Only 

the fear of looking totally dorky trying to land a basket kept me quietly 

seated by her side. It all made good aggressive sense and though I, a 

mere girl at heart, was as much a simpleton in regards to B-ball as to 

all other sorts of balls, I enjoyed listening to her as we sat side by side 

on the little concrete wall overlooking her turf.

During lunch, we had fallen into the habit of meeting outside my 

classroom and from there we’d follow a donkey trail that meandered 

through empty fields, parallel to the edge of the school. Pale grey don-

keys and brown goats, usual to the North African countryside, populat-

ed the low hills that surrounded the school. There, we’d sit on clumps 

of spindly grass, bask in the midday sun while we ate our lunch. There, 

seemingly miles away from civilisation, we’d gossip about the network 

of people we knew. We’d talk, too, about mutual life experiences, but 

best of all we’d swap stories of the Short Story genre.

Tash’s penchant was for the Russian writers while mine lay 

elsewhere. So after a few weeks, I tried her out on O. Henry’s The Last 

Leaf and took heart when, at least overtly, she disapproved neither of 

Sue or Joanna’s women-centred conduct nor of their motive. I gave her 

a copy of Marjorie Barnard’s, The Persimmon Tree, an ideal platform 

from which to broach the topic of my own sexuality. I could have read
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out loud short but sexy tales of lesbian love, too, but instead I retreat-

ed to the safe humour of the Dorothy Parker stories.

The thing was that above everything else, just as the Principal 

had said the first time he had pointed her out to me, Tash was ‘happily 

married to Ashley Jennett. The J in JIT Consultants.’ She was a happi-

ly married woman but there was more - she was also the mother of two 

gorgeous little boys, Niko and David. And even when we were alone, 

surrounded by patches of stringy weed, gnarled olive trees, and pale 

rocks, I steered clear of conversations of a sexual nature. The events 

back in Texas, back in the women’s dorm were only a nineteen-

months-old memory. Ann, in those days, was my ex-everything - the 

only ex I had to my name so I often mentioned her, but as my ex-room-

mate, as my other very special friend back in the States.

I’d often imagine scenarios revolving around my self-disclosure 

to Tash but I was held back by the possibility that coming out to her 

might mean that I could lose access to her. How can one accurately 

anticipate a person’s reaction to homosexuality, I’d often wonder, never 

having had to come out to anyone but Ann. To be honest, though, what 

hamstrung me the most was the knowledge that beyond disclosing my 

sexual orientation to Tash, just for the hell of it, there was, perhaps even 

more importantly my simmering attraction to her. Might that not compli-

cate the aftermath of a full on disclosure? Besides all that, there was 

something inherent to my lifestyle in Algiers that made me even more 

fearful of possibly losing Tash’s friendship. Indeed, how would I, then, 

endure the limited setting of my life in this city where literally thousands 

of unemployed males of all ages littered the sidewalks and filled up the 

cafes over bottomless glasses of sweetened mint tea. Algiers is the 

capital city of a Muslim country where any western woman is typically 

seen as a ‘capitalist whore’.

In those days, in Algiers, even if most western block countries 

had already decided it was no longer politically judicious to be repre-

sented by a fully staffed embassy, most did maintain a more discreet 

presence in the form of a consulate. Those were still early days, but 

already the government in situ had begun a swing towards an extrem-

ist sort of fundamentalist mindset. The Polisario had begun kidnapping 

and killing foreign hostages, including catholic priests and nuns. Gossip 

had it that it might only be a matter of months, two years at the most, 

or perhaps as soon as the next day before the American School of
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Algiers would have to be shut down to ensure the safety of staff and 

students.

As a young ‘infidel’ woman, the safest form of after-hours enter-

tainment was to hang around with the duty-free-Johnny-Walker-loving, 

incestuous clusters of expatriates. They were mostly males, except for 

their ubiquitous secretaries, and most worked as coopérants, French 

advisers sent over by their government with the view of helping the 

local white-collars improve the country’s infrastructure. The rest of the 

resident foreigners were a part of the diplomatic corps. Most of them 

had relocated with their wives and wife-swapping, though I prefer to call 

it husband-swapping, was rife.

As it was, I was already trying to avoid such gatherings, but 

when one has little choice but to become a part of a vulnerable foreign 

community abroad, one has to be prepared to … be diplomatic and 

abide by the rules of the circuit. With President Chadli moving the coun-

try away from an equitable western-styled Family Law Code to lean 

towards a non secular emphasis on the shari’a, the Muslim divine law, 

anyone could be locked up under charges of anti-government plotting 

trumped up by little bullies hiding behind thick moustaches and fake 

aviator glasses. Foreigners were not exempt, passports were confis-

cated, and a friendly contact with someone, anyone, working inside a 

consulate, in whatever capacity was not to be scoffed at. Having said 

that, I knew I had most likely already burnt my bridges with the Nigerian 

Embassy.

As Tash and I lay on the grass in our usual lunchtime mode, my 

shoulder against hers, I told her about the ambush that had been set 

up for me, the previous weekend, by the son of the ambassador of 

Nigeria.

There he was, Olu Obasanjo, his father’s Harvard-educated 

only son, resplendent in his multi-coloured robes, short cylindrical cap 

askew on his close-cropped hair, hard and already heaving against me

- me already pressed hard against a massive bookshelf in his father’s 

study. I had followed him there willingly, intrigued by the rare Nigerian 

artefact Olu had been most enthusiastically telling me about - Oh yeah!

Tash cracked up laughing when I mimicked how his lips and 

very pink tongue had searched sloppily for a breach to the other side of 

my lips and teeth obstinately kept pressed together. I did manage to 

push him back and escape his pawing, but not without letting, “Harvard,
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maybe. Educated–only half so,” trail behind me like a defiant standard. 

I hadn’t been frightened by Olu’s pawing only totally put off by it, as in 

a house milling with diplomats from the various embassies and con-

sulates, I had little more to fear than what had actually happened.

As it was, the Jennetts also were great entertainers. Their din-

ner parties provided me with the only truly enjoyable evenings I was to 

have while in that city. I had to admit, if only to myself, that the two of 

them, Tash and Ashley, complemented each other rather well. Both 

were generous hosts, always eager to celebrate with friends. Both were 

endearing in their easy approach to life and Tash had soon made me 

one of the family’s regular friends. Early on, I guessed that she and 

Ashley enjoyed an open marriage but it was hardly a Quantico secret. 

All the Jennetts’ friends seemed to know that Luca Scalondro was 

Tash’s lover – a very Italian, very charismatic lover. Luca was married, 

too, but his wife was watching over their children’s schooling back in 

Milan. Ashley seemed OK with his wife’s arrangement and Luca was 

present at most of the dinner parties the couple threw on the rooftop ter-

race of their Moorish mansion by the sea.

Very soon after I had become a regular at the Jennetts’ dinner 

parties, though I had never witnessed any public display of an intimate 

nature between Tash and Luca, usually seated at the dinner table 

across from her and slightly to the left, I had simply sensed he was her 

lover. The sexual energy I had picked up between them travelled 

through me as tendrils of electricity that would coil and uncoil, at times 

making breathing difficult. I was one lovesick puppy!

One day, in the middle of our sun-bleached field, two hundred 

metres away from the school, and seemingly àpropos of nothing: more 

like we say in French, à brûle pourpoint, Tash asked if I had sussed out 

something about her and Luca.

“Like what?” She had looked at me quizzically, wondering 

whether I was as blind or naïve as I pretended. I gave in under her 

scrutiny. “Like whether I’ve guessed that the two of you are lovers?” 

She smiled almost shyly. Eyes averted, cheeks red from blush, I grunt-

ed, “Well, it’s not like it’s a well-kept secret or anything. So, yeah, I 

noticed.”

“I was sure you would … eventually! I’ve been waiting for you 

to ask, you know, the usual questions like why. And like, how does
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Ashley cope. And how I manage two men in my life, etcetera. But you 

haven’t said anything so I thought that maybe … ”

Tash turned away from me and looked at a purple wild flower 

just to the left of my knee. The lean of her head made her look pensive. 

“Why aren’t you curious about it, Alex?”

Was that my cue to say that it was not so much about my not 

being curious but more about my not wanting, but not at all, to hear how 

good she felt in his arms and how his animal charisma was such a turn 

on and how – No, I really didn’t want to know about any of that. Just the 

thought of his large hands, of his heavy, hairy chest crushing her made 

me feel nauseous. I opted to breathe in slowly because, unless I admit-

ted the delirium I felt every time she scrutinised my face in that partic-

ular way of hers, nothing I would blurt about Luca would be contextu-

alised.

Those months in Algiers yielded neither great joy nor unhappi-

ness. They just went by one at a time, the focus of each being my daily 

lunch time alone with Tash, the only time I ever had alone with her. 

Besides, there already was a use-by-date stamped on the weird situa-

tion I was in - weird, on the one hand because of the nighttime restric-

tions placed on foreigners, more particularly on western women, and on 

the other, in terms of the feelings I kept concealed from Tashinka, the 

friend I so desperately wanted as a lover, as my ‘older’ woman.

I already knew that, even if the American International school 

were to remain operational, teachers and students not at risk of becom-

ing pawns in the local political struggle for power, I wouldn’t seek an 

extension on my teaching contract. I wanted to leave Algiers to dissi-

pate the exalted longing I felt for Tash who was aware of my plans to 

leave the country as soon as the school year was over. Algiers, she 

agreed, was not the place where someone like me was likely to find 

anyone worth getting excited about. OK, so my heartthrob was neither 

omniscient nor infallible.

“So, anyway, Ashley doesn’t mind my having a lover,” Tash 

continued, obviously thinking that I needed an explanation as to why 

Luca was a welcome guest at her husband’s table, “that’s as long as 

we’re both discreet.” Oh yeah, I thought wryly, if all Ashley’s after is dis-

cretion … well, hell … I could give him all the discretion he needs. No 

problems there! “It’s the classic scenario.” The drop in Tashinka’s voice 

made me look up. “His mistress lives in Lyon but that’s really all I know
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about her. Never asked. Don’t really want to know.” She paused, eyes 

downcast. “His initial acceptance of Luca is a tacit admission of his own 

affair.” I was surprised to see her rub her thumb against index finger, a 

tiny mannerism that I had noticed, though it occurred infrequently, indi-

cated a discomfort of some kind with whatever conversation was ongo-

ing. “At least, let’s give him credit for being equitable about it all, right?” 

She nudged my foot with the tip of her crosstrainer. “Regardless of what 

he gets up to, I mean, he could try to keep me under lock and key, right, 

as my husband.” She smiled a little smile that made me want to fold her 

tightly against me and rock with her in silence. Instead, I clumsily tried 

a little pun.

“True. I guess that, as your husband, Ashley could certainly … 

try to keep you under wraps. Under wraps, get it?” I grinned at her, only 

hoping to make her smile a real smile. “In this, a Muslim country with 

strong fundamentalist proclivities, your husband could get away with it, 

I mean with ‘wrapping’ you inside a veil and, yes, he could actually toy 

with the idea of slapping a chastity belt across your butt and, yeah, 

throw away the key. Theoretically quite possible, you know.”

Tash laughed out loud. I wanted to kiss that laugh. I wanted to 

feel for its source somewhere under the flat muscles of her stomach. Or 

did it come from her heart, under her small breasts? Or was the source 

of that laugh under the satin of her right temple? I could have touched 

that spot. I could have kissed that spot from where I sat, my shoulder 

leaning against hers.

“Ash is a good man, you do know that.” She was looking seri-

ously into my eyes. My heart swelled up. “When he’s home, we’re 

happy together.” She continued emphatically. “We really are and he’s a 

marvellous father to the boys. Oh, by the way, my dear little friend, I do 

happen to know that my husband is genuinely quite fond of you.” A new 

blush crept up my cheeks. Was this her round-about-way to suggest 

that I should commit to honouring her husband’s fondness of me by 

only thinking of him positively? Under the hot skin of my face I felt like 

a moth trapped inside a globe lampshade. “He and I are good friends, 

Alex. You’ve seen it. We have a lot of fun together. On s’aime bien, tu 

sais.” When she pushed an errant strand of hair away from her eyes, I 

imagined it was to better look into my own. “It’s just that somewhere 

along the way, we stopped believing that it had to be all or nothing: the 

monogamy thing or no thing, you know, as in blast the whole family
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thing to … well … to smithereens. Finally, it boiled down to not throw-

ing the baby out with the bath water … ” Maybe because I remained 

silent, maybe because she felt the need to confirm what she had just 

said, if only to herself, she reiterated, “We are still a family, you see, no 

matter what.”

“Et les p’tits, Niko et David? What’s in it for them? Or is their 

‘innocence bliss’ as the sayin — ”

“Oh, yeah! They’re perfectly happy as long as they have Ash 

coming and going around them and Luca’s good fun with them, too, 

though he doesn’t do a lot with them … ” Hell! Why would the dude 

come over to play nanny to the boys when he can do the old doctor-

and-nurse thing with Tash, huh? Let’s be real. “They see us together … 

talking, yes, playing cards for toothpicks, but … nothing that’d worry 

them. We’re all grownups and … discreet.”

Ha! I, too, could play Toothpick Poker! Well, I reconsidered on 

the spot, what I don’t know I can always learn. That’s if the motivation’s 

right.

“Ideally, c’est vrai, it’d be easier for them if Ash and I were 

exclusively together. Sometimes I think they would feel the difference.” 

She sighed and stretched her legs in front of her, crossing ankles. The 

message semaphored by her non-verbals, though relaxed enough, 

seemed to be saying, That’s that, and that’s to be endured as neatly as 

possible. “They’re still so young, even David … he’s only nine … ”

Words are my friends - they rescue me out of otherwise diffi-

cult, introspective situations. Words help me reason things out. I reason 

so well that I usually end up making sense of my reasoning. Unfailingly 

though, whatever sense I make to myself stems from an invariable god-

forsaken web of insecurity through which I end up confirming my 

beliefs, albeit in a convoluted sort of way. That, in turn, provides me with 

a two-pronged confirmation I’d really, deep down, like to do without: I, 

unlike most everyone I know, am not worthy of being loved, not really, 

not deeply, not by anyone, not even by my mother. I, unlike most every-

one I know, am never allowed to get away with anything. It is my vis-

ceral belief that every emotional attachment I manage to form twists 

itself around to bite me on the ass.

Desperate to extricate myself from this taxing hand-tied-

behind-back sort of conversation with Tash, I proffered a little sarcasm. 

“Actually maybe you and Ashley do have the secret to marital …
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longevity.” The whole arrangement didn’t seem the least bit blissful so 

I made sure I kept my tone neutral. “Maybe that kind of … tolerance is 

what it’s all meant to be about, I mean the marriage thing.” Tolerance, I 

thought, throat tight. Would Ashley’s tolerance ever stretch a tad 

beyond Luca? Far enough to deal with my love of his wife? Oh yeah, 

for sure, I almost scoffed out loud, that’d be providing she didn’t have it 

in her to respond in kind and provided he could tease the notion in his 

mind and dress it up in all manner of male-generated erotic fantasies. I 

snorted. Tash looked at me. I sniffed to blend the snort into the sort of 

throat clearing ‘mmrr’ that is often meant as a lead into a wise pro-

nouncement before absorbing myself in the study of one of the pale 

rocks near where my hand rested on the drought-dry, chapped ground. 

She thinks I’m cute. She likes my company. I shifted away from Tash to 

move closer to the rock to which I was addressing my thought-mes-

sages. She likes my stories. I make her smile, full stop. It’s like I’m her 

little sist —

Her voice interrupted my negativity. “You might be right, Alex. If 

one chooses to stay married … that’s always an option worth consider-

ing. Risk it and go against the established norm or throw in the towel.” 

Oh, honey! Yes, p-lease. Talk to me about the established norm! The 

pale rock squatting impassively near my right hand understood what I 

meant. “But, … ” Tash continued, nudging me gently with a bump of the 

shoulder, “the question is really about how much you actually under-

stand such things, Alex … considering you’re only almost twenty-two, 

never been seriously involved and … ” She paused to better focus her 

thoughts. Well, hell, can’t help it if I was too young to cotton on to the 

Beatles live from Penny Lane. Should I remind her that I had been 

there, quite out of my diapers, by the time ABBA did their thing? Never 

had a crush on any of them though. Too much make-up, too much glit-

ter and two males too many. Tash didn’t allow me time to fine-tune my 

cool retort. “And visibly, you’re keen neither on marriage nor sex.” 

There, I first thought, finally a pronouncement on the matter of my sex-

uality.

Later, I realised that the pronouncement had been more an 

indictment of my apparently passive libido than any conclusion she may 

have reached on the pulse-raising topic of alternative sexuality. I had 

struggled with myself not to blurt out: Hey, Tash! Have another look at 

me, won’t you? I’m twenty-one and a half, yeah, but there’s more to me
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than that. Look again. I’m full-grown and I’m a lesbian. Oh, and by the 

way, Tash, I’m in love with you. Really, totally in love with you. I love 

you, Tash Jennett! I sighed on the understanding that I’d probably spoil 

my own momentum by following through with a shy: Can we talk about 

this? Tash? instead of stepping right into her personal boundary zone, 

just like she drilled her basket-ballers to do. After all, she’s the one who 

states categorically that you can’t get into your mark’s face until you are 

sweat against sweat. Her words. Heart against heart, is what I’d say. 

I’m easy; one doesn’t preclude the other. Mmmmph.

“That’s true, I don’t know anything about married life. Too 

young. Said so yourself and not much is going to change that while I 

hang here, in Algiers.” Eyes avoided, I added dryly, “Oh, I forgot, there’s 

always Olu, the Ambassador’s number one son!” High on my self-

defeating roll, I continued humourlessly. “Needing to remain married 

has never been my major preoccupation.” Did I sound as flat as I felt? 

Just in case, I cryptically added, “With a little luck, this kind of choice, 

to stay or not to stay married will evade me forever.” Tash looked at me, 

puzzled by the remark, and was about to reply when the end-of-lunch 

warning bell ripped above our open air sanctuary. I jumped up and dust-

ed the seat of my trousers.

Tash handed me my lunch box. “Alex, hey. Come to the beach 

after school.” I looked at her, eyebrows furrowed. “Don’t frown like that,” 

she said, thumb and index finger pinching her eyebrows together to 

mimic my frown. “It’ll be good, you know, la plage, a little late afternoon 

sun … I’ve promised the boys we’d stop there on the way home.” She 

pressed on, cutting off what little escape route I was about to cul-de-sac 

myself into, “Oh, say yes, Alex.” Her tanned fingers were gently cupped 

over my shoulder. “A little swim’ll do you good. You don’t see much of 

the boys anyway. They’re usually either playing with Aziza, or asleep, 

whenever you come over.” She pulled the grey and green bandanna 

from her pocket and shook it loose of its crumpled creases. “Look, got 

to go. I’ll stop by your classroom on my way out.” She searched my 

eyes. “Just sit tight and wait for me,” she added, totally unaware of the 

minor tremor these last four words triggered inside me. She tied the 

bandanna tightly around her forehead before sauntering off - long, 

brown legs, very short white shorts, arms loose, the round chrome stop-

watch once again dangling from her hand and gleaming at the end of 

its red thong.
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I stood, still as the doe that has smelled a danger her eyes 

have not yet identified. Her shiny black nostrils inhale the breeze. The 

tips of her ears flick through the silence to the vibrations of the air clos-

ing in on her. Like her, I held my breath. Why the image of this doe, 

frozen in mid-stride, flanks heaving, processing invisible clues, snap-

released by the report of the rifle? Why the image of a bullet in slow 

motion, a heart-seeking missile already on its way? The shrill sound of 

the second bell ripped through the still life that had forced itself inside 

my heart, around my lungs, squeezing the breath out to take its place.

*****

Weeks went by and that first afternoon at the beach became a Friday-

after-school ritual. Tash and her boys would catch up with me, usually 

there first, on the same patch of sand, still baking-warm from the sear-

ing midday sun. We’d share a little picnic of French baguette - crusty 

and golden on the outside, fluffy-soft and white inside - a chunk of 

wicked Calabrese cheese striated by more than a reasonable number 

of blue veins, spicy salami, Coca-Cola for the boys and deliciously cool 

rosé for us, poured in plastic tumblers. Smooth ripples of the sea 

lapped at our feet. Fishermen were already rowing towards the tiny inlet 

of El Gardaoui, tucked beyond the spit of land to the left. Tash’s little 

boys were happy, running knee-deep in the water, splashing each other 

with sprays of sun droplets. Their glistening brown bodies radiated 

good health and unbridled energy. The life!

Then, on a particular afternoon, as I lay perfecting the pose of 

a sand lizard busy absorbing the sun’s warmth, I heard playful shrieks 

and the cushioned thud of little boys’ heels pounding towards me. The 

gleeful shrieks stopped suddenly and I assumed David and Niko had 

already kicked into the invasion-of-Al’s-space mode that had become a 

part of our ritual. Any moment now, the little one would land on my 

stomach while David would attempt dragging me by my big toe. So that 

afternoon, as I had on previous occasions, I remained flat against the 

sand, tummy muscles taut in anticipation of little Niko’s lunge.

A shadow darkened the light beyond my eyes and hovered. 

Puzzled, my eyelids fluttered. Raising myself on one elbow and squint-

ing into slanted sun, I was surprised to see Tash moving towards me, a

142

C . C . S a i n t - C l a i r



finger across her lips to keep her little sons at bay till her bare feet were 

planted on either side of mine. Breath caught inside my throat.

Tash’s elongated shadow was weightless across my legs, my 

stomach, my breasts. She smiled at me, allowing her shadow to lie over 

my body a moment longer before kneeling down, her knees on either 

side of mine. Time suspended. I couldn’t hear the surf, I couldn’t hear 

the birds that lived in the scrubby dunes nearby. I couldn’t hear the 

boys’ play. Then with a twist of the hips, Tash flopped at my side and 

pulled a bright Aegean-blue beach towel out of her backpack. Sound 

returned to my ears. The boys already at play in the water. Only a tiny 

handful of seconds had been lost, but they were never to be found. I 

returned my attention to Tash who, by then, was staring out to sea, fur-

ther away than where her boys were chasing each other with sprays of 

golden light. The corners of her eyes were crinkled against the glare.

I dropped back against the sand, trapping the fiery orange glow 

of sunlight under my eyelids. A tap on my shoulder. The pungent smell 

of blue cheese under my nose, cool and firm brushing against my lips. 

I sat up. My lips closed around the little morsel and the tips of Tash’s 

fingers. Heart pounding, eyes widened, a sudden shimmer of desire 

ripped through me. Tash held my gaze for a very brief moment before 

returning her attention, first to her boys, and then to the spreading of 

cheese on fluffy white bread. The moment passed unacknowledged by 

words.

One morning soon after, as I closed the gate to the garden, I 

noticed a rosebud that had split open its green envelope during the 

night. I broke the yellow bud off the stem, a sharp thorn sliced through 

the fleshy part of my finger. I sucked it, thinking that the thorn had done 

well avenging the rosebud.

Once in the staffroom, I surreptitiously placed the nectarine-yel-

low rosebud inside Tash’s pigeonhole. On and off during the morning, 

Tash’s voice bounced up from the nearby courts and into my class-

room. Has she found it? was the question blaring inside my head while 

I struggled with the concept of exposition. Actually, it was not with the 

concept itself that I was struggling, but more on how to shape a focused 

explanation of the concept while my mind was definitely elsewhere 

engaged. Had she gone to her pigeonhole as soon as she got to 

school? How would she even know I’m the one who left the bud there 

for her to find? What if she thought it was from someone else? From
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whom? That thought skittled unpleasantly through my mind. Who else 

would give her a rosebud, huh? Everyone knows she’s a married 

woman, for chrissakes! Like a tongue that seeks out that little gap at the 

base of one’s teeth to toy with it, I imagined her bringing it out into the 

light. I imagined her lips shaping my name. I imagined her frown of puz-

zlement. Unsure but not unknowing. I imagined her knowing I was the 

one who had left it there - for her - but not knowing what to make of it 

once she had it in the palm of her hand.

I wanted to imagine a fuzzy awareness tracing a thought about 

me as shimmery as a snail’s trail across her palm. And I wanted to 

imagine an awareness, a fleeting awareness that’d be too quick even 

for her to grasp. I imagined that awareness as frail and as light as the 

dandelion down blown by a child’s breath. But as fleeting as it might be, 

I wanted that awareness to leave behind it a tiny sensation, a sensation 

of puzzlement, of wonderment even. Just enough of a prickle to make 

her listen for the fluttering of the butterflies that played above the trails 

she would travel during her day at school.

I imagined her suddenly feeling simultaneously silly and vul-

nerable. “This is crazy,” she might say. “Merde! What’s it got to do with 

her, anyway? Why am I thinking about Alex?” Then the absurdity of this 

moment, as I had imagined it, came spiralling down on me. Of course, 

she wouldn’t guess the rosebud was from me. How could she? I mean, 

it’s not as if I walked around with a bush of yellow roses in tow.

As it turned out, we didn’t meet for lunch that day. She didn’t 

drop by my classroom either. I, then, glumly set about imagining per-

fectly logical reasons for her absence – something to do with one of her 

staff. Something to do with a student. Something to do with a colleague 

or even something to discuss with the principal. Something to do with 

one of her boys or why not with her husband? Nothing stuck because I 

just knew that, even if she had had an emergency to deal with, she 

would’ve found a simple and straightforward way of letting me know not 

to wait for her. Dark bats of anxiety flapped about my classroom as I 

went through the motions of teaching the last lesson of the day.

The three o’clock bell. I could now go home. The students 

scampered outside. I quickly sorted through the papers I needed to take 

home, made to leave my classroom to stop dead, or just about, by the 

door. Tash and Walker, the young PE exchange from Canada, were 

companionably making their way along the path that led towards the
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Administration block. Her long legs seemed longer, shapelier by com-

parison to those of the male at her side. Did Tash think the yellow rose 

had come from him?

After a restless night and an uneasy dawn, I arrived uncharacteristical-

ly early to school and went straight to my classroom to begin, I had no 

idea why, a compulsive session of paper shuffling. From the right side 

of my desk to the left, I shifted piles of student notebooks. From the bot-

tom of other piles to the top I rearranged handouts that lay, oblivious to 

my efforts, crumpled corners poking at odd angles. I remember how I 

had been glaring at those piles, seriously tossing up the idea of sliding 

them all into the nearby bin when something made me look up. My 

heart belly-flopped and latched on to something on the inside of my 

throat. Tash was framed by the doorjamb, her tall frame silhouetted by 

the strong morning light from outside. I gripped the edge of the desktop 

with both hands.

I was used to her appearing unannounced inside my class-

room, but that morning, I sensed that something had shifted and I 

dreaded the worst.

I noted the grey and green bandanna already in place around 

her forehead, the thumb hooked through a belt loop stitched on her 

shorts. Ready for a rumble.

She detached herself from the doorjamb. Purposeful strides 

brought her forward till the hardness of the desktop against her thigh 

stopped her. She leaned above the corner of the desk and glared at 

me.

Brain short-circuited, I remained as still as my breath. I was 

aware that the door to the classroom was open, that students would 

begin gathering nearby in pretend readiness for their first lesson of the 

day. I looked away from the rectangle of light and back at Tash Jennett 

whose lips moved as if to speak. Instead, she shook her head as if 

caught off-guard by a basketball in full flight. When she pushed herself 

away from the desk, I thought she was going to leave and I remained 

welded to my seat, riveted to the desk, mesmerised by the energy that 

smouldered all the way through her silence. And then, she leaned in 

close, so close to my face that hers had become blurry. “I saw you 

inside the bathroom mirror. This morning, Alex. Dis, tu comprends? You 

understand what I’m saying?”

***** 
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Later, much later that day, Tash explained to me that she had never had 

to look in the mirror to wrap a towel around her damp hair. Yet, earlier 

that morning after her shower, she had felt drawn to the mirror to check 

that the towel folds were properly centred on her head. Instead of her 

face being reflected back, she said that she saw me, mouth turned up 

in an enigmatic smile. My eyes had been there, too, in Tash’s mirror, 

set, she said, in my ‘usual frown of concentration’. And it was at that 

moment that a sudden understanding had sliced through her, invisible 

and silent. It had made her tremble. With sweaty palms, she had 

gripped the wash basin.

Tash stopped talking. The quiet in the classroom hummed with 

the flapping of too many questions I was holding back. When she 

looked at me, I had the fleeting image of a child at the movies, of a child 

who was afraid to look squarely at the screen, of a child who watches 

the scary bits from behind her fingers. No matter how frightened, 

though, this little child still wants to see.

I stood up. My lips brushed the skin of her forehead. I have no 

recall of how her skin felt against my lips, but remember the three words 

I whispered against her forehead. I thought these words, however little, 

would go a long way towards addressing the sum of her confusion.

“I love you.”

She moved away from me but I saw her body soften. I felt her 

sigh more than heard it - the tension that had gripped her, clone of my 

own, was waning.

“And me?” she whispered. She repeated, “And me? Do I love 

you too? You.”

You. The way she had spoken the word made it sound like an 

identification that had to be made calmly and deliberately, though 

Tash’s ‘you’ was also one of relief inlaid among the erratic beats of her 

heart. It was the same ‘you’ with whom I would greet a familiar face 

who’d been knocking on my door well past midnight, scaring me half to 

death. I couldn’t answer her question so I closed my eyes to better 

breathe in the quality of the moment. I had so often wished for the 

essence of that moment to happen but like the weekend gambler, I 

never really thought that Lady Luck would bring it in for me. Tash’s cool 

fingertips were exploring a tentative path along my cheekbone and 

upward towards my throbbing temple.
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“What a story,” Selene exclaims, pulling me out of my memories. I blink, 

struggling to regain awareness of my surroundings. The music has 

stopped and I don’t even remember Suzanne playing. It’s raining hard 

against the window panes.

“Yes,” I answer through a croaky tightness in my throat, “It 

was.” The curtains are billowing inward, desperate to reach us, tucked 

as we are inside the candlelit darkness of the living room. I need to get 

up. I need to shake off the ghost emotions that are clinging to me from 

the inside. Outside the trees are swaying, teased by a summer storm 

that’s come, as they do this time of the year, out of nowhere.

“Quite a storm out there.” I need to lessen the awkward silence 

that I feel thickening between us. “How long’s it been going on then?” 

The rain slides against the windowpanes in thick watery braids.

“Not sure.”

I linger on the edge of the living room, forehead pressed 

against the coolness of the sliding door. The curtains flutter loosely 

around me. I need to separate from the past that, only a few seconds 

ago, was so vibrantly alive in my mind.

Why have I started on this story anyway? Why now? Hadn’t I 

already padlocked that cache where painful memories are always kept? 

Hadn’t I done it as, more than a year after that classroom conversation, 

I had been begging Tash to do the same, to lock away, permanently, all 

memory of us and never to let it rise again.

You go back to them, I had urged. No, not for Ash, no, but for 

the boys. They need you even more than you need them. But, Tash, lis-

ten! Once you’re back on that plane, once you’re back with your boys 

… you’ve got to promise that you’ll never go back in time. Promise me 

that you’ll never let those memories get the better of you. Cut us loose!

More than a year after we had last been together, back in 

Algiers, we had met up again in a room, in a Parisian hotel. Tash had 

looked at me, eyes large and misty, shaking her head vehemently. Al, I 

can’t make that promise.

So I became more adamant. That’s exactly what I’m going to 

be doing, Tash, I mean the moment you go through that door. I’m going 

to padlock this whole thing, deep, deep inside me and I’m going to pre-

tend very hard that I don’t even know it’s there. It’s … it’s … about sur-

vival. Emotional survival, Tash, you hear? Promise me, là maintenant. 

You must.
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Her lips quivered and she turned away from me. Je sais bien 

que j’ pourrai pas. It won’t work, she had whispered. I’ll never be able 

to do that. Despondently she had flopped back on to the bed. But, okay, 

she nodded very slowly. I’ll go back to Ash. I’ll go back to the boys. I’ll 

do that, but for god’s sake, don’t also ask me to forget you’ve ever hap-

pened into my life. Don’t also ask me to forget how much I love you.”

Our rooftop room, in the old district of Montmartre, was level 

with other rooftops of anthracite black slate, level with the neighbour-

hood’s church steeples that pointed up to the dull night sky but we did-

n’t have any appetite for such a glorious panorama.

Kneeling behind Tash, I swept back her hair away from her 

forehead. My lips lingered over her temple. When my thumb across her 

eyelid brought back a tear, I came around to kneel between her knees 

and kiss each of her closed eyelids. And though my heart was laden 

with love for this woman, it was then, from inside that hotel room high 

over most of Paris, that I began the differently painful process of lock-

ing her, the feel of her, the smell of her, the memory of her away in that 

place from where I would never allow her to escape.

I was young, only twenty-two. I didn’t know how else to deal 

with the situation. I thought a mind-over-matter strength of will would do 

the trick and it did … mostly … eventually. Yet, so many years later, 

here she was back in front of me, so real that even Selene had seen 

her, vibrant and beautiful and torn.

I pulled away from the hard coolness of the glass pane and 

drooped back in a corner of the sofa. “So anyway, back to that period, 

back in Algiers, back to the day Tash had stormed into my classroom 

having just realised that she had fallen in love with me. You with me?” 

I asked, though I could tell Selene was intent on knowing the full stretch 

of my affair with Tashinka, wife of Ashley Jennett. “OK, so later that day, 

Tash drops her boys back home after school, leaving them in the care 

of Aziza, the woman who handled all manner of things around the 

Jennett household. We had our first private moment on a rocky outcrop 

somewhere on the point, facing the open sea but sheltered by a line of 

spindly trees and shrubs.

“So there I was, finally able to gaze into her eyes,” I tell Selene. 

“For the first time since we had become friends, I didn’t have to justify 

my presence at her side by thinking of yet another story to share with 

her. We were the story. ‘Oh god,’ Tash sighed, tightening her hold
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around my shoulder; ‘How long have I been fighting this? It feels so 

good, Alex. Tu sais?’

‘Oui, je sais.’ Indeed I knew. I stood tight-close to her, eyes 

closed, just feeling the length of her body against mine, the hard 

smoothness of her shoulders and the long taut planes of her biceps 

gliding slowly under the palm of my hand until she broke away from my 

touch. I startled, somewhat puzzled, and watched as she rummaged 

inside my bag until, triumphantly, she pulled out the tobacco pipe I used 

to smoke, in those days, after sundown.

My pipe-smoking habit tended to generate a most basic sort of 

curiosity. I had taken it up during my last year at uni and some two 

years later, it often stopped people in mid-sentence. There was some-

thing in those days that seemed to rattle them about the juxtaposition 

of woman and pipe. I suspect that I could have simplified it all for them 

by wearing my hair short and my fingernails clipped but altering my 

appearance just for the fun of smoking a pipe unnoticed was, by far, too 

big an ask. So there was Tash, who had seen me smoke it on numer-

ous occasions, with my briar pipe in her hand.

“No, look it’s OK. I don’t need to smoke — ” 

“I know but I’ve watched you light up so often — ”

“Too many times, probably,” I mumbled, quite heady enough to 

give up my nicotine habit for the next ten years provided I could spend 

them at her side.

“No, that’s not what I mean,” she corrected. “What I mean is 

that … like I’m just now realising how long there’s been a connection 

from me to you.” She looked thoughtful.

In a flash, I returned to the last party at the Jennett’s and saw myself, 

right after most of the guests had left the dinner table, tucked into a cor-

ner of the large sofa, feet curled up under me, the incandescent bowl 

of the pipe warm and snug inside the palm of my hand.

I remembered how I had held on to each puff before releasing 

it slowly, silently, expelling highly suspect spikes of jealousy, for Luca 

was still there at the dining table, still animatedly entertaining Tash and 

her husband with a loopy story about how, earlier that afternoon, he had 

fallen off a Jetski with the darn thing circling around him, so close, too 

close to safely grab it without losing a toe, until something or other had 

happened. And there he was, as glorious as a preening peacock,
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squeezing all the entertainment value he could out of his mishap. I had 

breathed in, too, the sensation of her hand comfortable on my forearm, 

as it was on Luca’s, even in front of Ashley - false companionability 

nonetheless accepted by all.

Each time I had inhaled deeply, the strong Dutch tobacco 

would bite, first my tongue, then the lining deep inside my throat and, 

each time, I’d exhale much more than spent smoke. On other occa-

sions, though, it was usually her that I’d inhale with each breath. There 

had been many a time when I had breathed in of that strong tobacco, 

so much, so deeply, too quickly, that I had felt quite dizzy as a result.

“At home,” Tash said, “when I’d see you bring out your pipe, I 

often slid an ashtray your way. But I’ve come to realise that sometimes 

I’d also watch you light up. I’d watch you through that first cloud of fresh 

smoke. Other times, I’d smell the vanilla aroma across the room and 

though I probably went on with whatever I was doing, I was also, I 

realise it now, very much aware of … you, of where you were at the 

time. Then, too, I’d watch you fiddle with that little poking tool of yours 

whenever the pipe died out on you, and you didn’t expect it to, and 

you’d pull an awful face. You said it tasted real bitter then.” She rubbed 

the ball of her thumb against the small wooden bowl of the pipe. “D’you 

know that I never even touched your pipe till now? Today … every-

thing’s so different. Having kissed … being close to you … uh, I mean 

this new feeling … Before,” she laboured on, meaning before she had 

stormed in my classroom earlier that day, “before, you were Alex doing 

… whatever Alex did. But … now —” She stopped, eyes brimming over.

“Tash. What? Tell me … please.”

“J’sais pas. Can’t explain,” she sniffled. “It’s so … it’s so … ” 

“I know. It is.”

She brushed the tip of her nose with a finger and eyebrows fur-

rowed, she clamped her jaws so tight, the little muscles there got all 

bunched up. I imagined the grey and green bandanna tied around her 

forehead, a psychological edge, as she squared herself ready to face 

the battle raging inside her: Tash, my Tash, woman in love vs Mrs 

Ashley Jennett, loving mother of two.

The following morning, the first thing to catch my eye as I stepped 

inside my classroom was Tash’s bold handwriting scrawled across the 

top corner of the blackboard.

150

C . C . S a i n t - C l a i r



Today, it said, is the 3rd of April! What a beautiful day it is! 

Inconspicuous as it was, I knew exactly what to read inside this 

message; namely, that the previous day’s heart-stopping moments had 

neither vanished during her sleep nor left her queasy as, too often,

dreams do.

On my desk, something that hadn’t been there before: a deep-

green cactus as velvety as a young buck’s antlers. It stood taller than a 

handspan, fleshy and proud in a hand-painted pot adorned by the 

graceful sweep of Arabic characters. A newly awoken desert flower, not 

long burst out of the smooth round curve of the palm, gave it a glorious 

crown. I didn’t look for a note of explanation, a signature, as none was 

needed.

One afternoon, soon after the first ‘outing’ of our feelings, Tash had 

rocked up to me. “Dinner at seven. My place. Your favourite dish,” she 

had whispered in conspiratorial tones. An oh-my-god rush of anxiety 

instantly faded the smile on my lips.

“What? Alex, wait, wait!” she had urged. “Ash won’t be there. 

Won’t even be anywhere near.”

Did she mean not even at the end of his conference, business 

dinner or wherever he would be at the time? Where will he be? Till 

when? Then what?

From the other side of the nebula that had me all fuzzy, more 

words crawled inside my ear. “ … and spend the night.” Spend the 

night? Who? Where? How?

“Is that the best news or what!” Tash cupped my chin. “Alex, 

breathe, will you?” She looked at me as she did little Niko whenever he 

forgot how to knot his shoelaces. “You do remember he’s a consultant, 

don’t you?” I nodded. “You do remember that he often goes away on 

business trips, yes?” I nodded. “You do remember that many of his 

déplacements are often organised at the last minute, non?”

“Tash.” I struggled to contain the weird euphoria that was final-

ly flushing the muddle right out of me. “Tash, you’re telling me Ashley 

will be out of town — ”

“What I’m trying to tell you is that he’ll be out of the country for 

five days. Look, his secretary’s just booked him a seat on Air Algérie. 

Return flight from the Paris airport: Sunday, 6 p.m. local time.”

“So … you and I are — ”
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“Going to spend the next four and a half days together.” 

“Too easy!” Deliriously happy, I made to lift her off her feet, but

she spun me around instead and held me in a straightjacket sort of 

embrace, my back close against her breasts, her hands crossed over 

my wrists, gently pinning them over my stomach. Not that I was plan-

ning on going anywhere in a hurry.

A major shift had occurred in me since I had last had dinner at 

the Jennetts’. On that occasion, as we so often had in the past, we had 

played cards, drunk whiskey, swapped anecdotal gripes about work 

and the three of us had laughed together with Niko and David weaving 

and careening in and out of our adult space.

I felt a different woman now, no longer Ashley’s pal because, 

though he didn’t know it yet, I had become his rival. Days of innocent 

fun à trois could no longer be.

In those days, I was renting a downstairs room in the house of 

the school’s bursar. There was no way Tash would risk my sneaking her 

inside my room and, Algiers being the type of Muslim city it was, there 

was no way Tash and I would risk checking in at a hotel. On the one 

hand, being unescorted women in out-of-the-way places often lead to 

public humiliation at the hand of fundamentalist zealots, rape or even 

death, depending on the zealots’ zeal at supporting their interpretation 

of the Koran’s suras that touch on the morality of women. On the other, 

either one of the two international hotels frequented by the myriad trav-

elling diplomats and coopérants would, undoubtedly, prove a trap of an 

entirely different sort.

We couldn’t have gone further than the reception desk without 

one of us being spotted by someone who knew us, together or sepa-

rately - one of Ashley’s many commuting business contacts, school col-

leagues or acquaintances picking up visitors and guests – which meant 

that I had no other choice than to spend my first night alone with Tash 

at the Jennetts’.

So … what happened is that Tash gave the maid, Aziza, some 

time off until the morning and she served our dinner on the great rooftop 

terrace that overlooked the sea. Oh the luxury, the sheer indulgence of 

being able to watch her totally unabashed. I could even see the can-

dles’ flicker inside her eyes, Sel. I really could!

We began in the way all first-time lovers begin. We let our fin-

gers shyly at first, brush against each other … That was before I
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became bold enough to trace the curve of her lifeline, the contour of her 

palm, the broken dashes of her love line and kissed the fleshy pink 

pads of her fingertips. I caressed the springy softness of the thin vein-

welts that meandered down from her wrist to twine over the back of her 

hands and, “Whoa!” I sit up to breathe better. That night had happened 

some twelve years ago already and yet, like a warm wave, desire for 

Tash fills me up from the inside, contracting to a shimmery ache some-

where below my navel.

To accompany the lamb that Mohammed, Aziza’s youngest 

brother, had cooked Mechoui-style on a spit, Tash had brought up a 

bottle of chilled Gris de Boulaouane, a rosé imported from neighbour-

ing Morocco. Right after dinner, she went downstairs to check on her 

children already in bed, already asleep, and finally the moment came 

when we knew we were alone, totally alone and all around us could be 

put on standby. Finally, we were free to … to make love.

From inside a carved Kabile chest that was plonked by the 

entrance to her rooftop paradise, Tash grabbed a couple of light camel 

wool blankets and I let her clumsily lead me to the very spot that had 

already become my favourite nook on the uppermost part of the 

Jennetts’ terraced rooftop by the sea.

I had retreated there many a time when the thought of Luca, 

downstairs, so much closer to Tash than I would ever be, squeezed the 

air out of … well, you know … It was a weird, totally irrational jealously 

sort of thing and it was making it hard to breathe. I mean, I’d see them 

together, even with Ashley around, everyone chummy around their little 

secret, all the while knowing that she’d never … like, be with me the 

way she was with Luca.

The reality of it is that I was so convinced that she and I would 

never have a secret, not even one to keep secret, that I had never set 

out on … on a proper sniffing out of what possibilities I could have 

exploited to my advantage. So on those nights, whenever I needed 

fresh air, I’d just get up to that rooftop to huddle right into the recess that 

faced the open sea and I’d just sit there. I’d sit and I’d think and I’d 

smoke my pipe and when I was all thought-out and felt better about my 

place in the cosmic world, I’d go back downstairs. You see, Tash never 

came looking for me on that rooftop. And yet, that night, she led me 

exactly to the spot where …
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That night the tide was in close, the moon was full and the sea 

glistened under the caress of its pale beam. That night, all that I had 

only dared in the air-locked privacy of my thoughts … all that became 

real.

We made love, bodies melting, warm and slick, till we fell 

asleep cradled in each other’s arms. My last awareness - Tash’s hand 

resting against my ribs and the little tremor that had taken possession 

of one of her fingers.

Early at dawn, we were awoken by the cadenced rhythm pulsating from 

the goat-skinned drums beaten onboard tiny fishing craft. They were 

scattered out there like bobbing seagulls on a navy-blue sea but 

already drifting back towards the shore after a night of torchlight fishing. 

After a sleepy, then languid, then aroused, then totally fiery embrace, 

we dosed off again until other sounds, homestead sounds all unfamil-

iar to me, startled me into full alertness. The world had not stopped 

spinning while Tash and I, like children at play, had improvised with our 

hands, our tongues, our hips, our fingers, our legs, our skin even. We 

were both finally free to explore our desire of the other.

Once back inside her clothes, she was somewhat composed 

and she went downstairs to the boys’ room, hoping not to bump into 

Aziza, not just then.

The moment she left my side, it was as if the gentle warmth of 

the morning sun had given way to a frosty winter sky. Though he was 

miles away, thoughts of her husband melted cold over my skin like so 

many snow flakes. I was aware of him as Ashley Jennett, husband of 

Tash Jennett, father of two, more than at any other time by far. So, 

knees tucked under my chin, I stayed huddled a while longer in that tiny 

corner of the world perched above the edge of her sea.

After breakfast, Tash and I gave the boys a piggyback ride 

down to the beach and, little feet pounding hard behind us, they raced 

us back to the morning coolness of their house. Had they been sur-

prised to find me in their kitchen so early that morning? I never got to 

find out.” I pause in my story to look at Selene. Eyebrows arched high 

on her forehead, she nods at me. She wants me to continue. So, what 

happened is that we’d share love with each other whenever we could: 

brief moments alone after school sometimes, during more of Ashley’s 

absences at other times. Our access to each other was restricted but
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we … we managed. He did have to fly frequently to Paris so … yes, we 

did manage though always on the cusp of being discovered. And then 

came that … that awful, god-awful night.

I am aware the storm has passed outside the living-room walls. The tell-

tale sound of tyres sloshing past and the breeze blowing the curtains 

towards me have drawn me out of this reverie. The cigarette I must 

have lit, absentmindedly, a few minutes ago, dangles from the filter, its 

self-consumed grey length curved into a dry arc that looks very fragile.

Vaguely aware of Selene’s move forward, I blink, focusing on 

the ashtray she’s sliding under my hand. The last part of my story is that 

which contains the pain of the pleasure-and-pain combo and I’ve kept 

this particular moment of my life as disconnected from me, as one who 

is barely aware of something blurry, glimpsed through the window of a 

moving train.

“You see, Sel, rightly or wrongly,” I begin by way of explanation, 

drawing inverted commas in the air, “I’ve always been happy with the 

relative ease with which I’m often able to ‘close’ the door on whatever 

could pose a threat to … to my psyche. Certainly when I was younger, 

I tried not to hang around stitching and un-stitching, over and over 

again, situations that had a strong heart-pain potential. It’s only recent-

ly that hindsight and a vulnerability to the past have become a new pas-

time of mine,” I add derisively. “Not a particularly useful one, I might 

add.”

“Yeah, well, me,” Selene sighs, “I’ve never been able to leave 

anything alone once the thing’s wormed its way inside my head, you 

know, like the worm inside the apple, or … like the worms that … that 

worm their way through the pages of a book. An old one. Old like me.” 

She tried on a grin. It didn’t fit. “Alex, d’ya mind if I make us another 

mug? One for you?”

“Oh, yeah, sure. I should’ve made some quite a while back. I 

guess I got too stuck inside that story. Sorry.”

“Oh no, girl. No apology needed. It’s like I can almost see this 

Tashinka woman. I’d kinda like to know how it all ended, though. I 

mean, what with the bloody husband, Ashley, right? He’s gonna come 

into the picture, isn’t he?”
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“In a big way. So, yeah, the plot’s not original in the least. A bad 

script, bad scenario, bad film. Totally predictable, but only when you’re 

on the outside looking in.”

“Great cast, though.”

A short puff of air through the nostrils, is all the reply she gets 

until, eyes closed against the intensity of the flashback, I can start 

again. “That episode is all bad, I mean the end part is all bad, but in a 

way … in those days, I was alive. Totally introverted but alive. I lived 

through all sorts of emotional highs and fell head first into each of the 

troughs that followed, but I felt things, you see. My heart was alive. And 

those memories of, you know, Diana in Palma and Tash in Algiers, Ann 

in the States and even Khi, in Brisbane, even with all the angst that 

trailed afterwards … Sel, what really gives me the creeps is that now 

I’m stuck remembering old tunes instead of creating new ones. I’m like 

an emotional has-been. And it’s like all those other times, they enlarge, 

like on a big screen, what is my here and now reality - a scarcity of emo-

tions, of feelings. I’m so really, really frightened that the void, the empti-

ness I’ve been feeling for the past, what, two years since Tam left will 

never be replaced by … anything new, by anything exciting. I’m petri-

fied at the thought that it’ll just keep on swirling on itself, whirl around 

me and … strangle me in my sleep.”

“Oh, that’s okay,” Selene calls back from the kitchen. I hear 

mischief in her voice. “We’ll just grow old together. Like sisters, like 

spinsters.”

I can’t refrain from adding weirdly, “Separated only by the thick 

layers of our respective cobwebs.”

“Mmm … yeah. Something like that.”

“But you, my friend. You’ve just found J, our Guitar Woman!” 

The kettle sighs in its corner of the kitchen, releasing its own

head of steam. If only it were that simple for us humans.

“For now, yes, I have her. And also for now, one coffee coming 

up! Just as you like it. Strong enough to put hair on your breasts. Might 

as well empty those ashtrays while I’m at it. You know, my plan is to 

stick on a couple of patches like, next week, and see if this Nicobate 

thing is any good. Too many fags can’t be all that good for us, you reck-

on? So … you feel up to the rest of that story?”

“Can do. I tell you what … ”
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“I’ll tell ya something first.” She rounds the kitchen counter, set-

ting a mug in front of me. “You know, Alex, I’ve read somewhere that 

one don’t function real well, in ‘ere,” she taps her temple, “on less than 

eight hugs a day. That’s to do with feeling loved and comforted, lubri-

cating the heart before the brain can do any proper thinking. So … what 

I reckon is that you’ve been runnin’ yourself dry for quite a while 

already! Com’ ere!” She opens her arms and, making myself smaller to 

be better enveloped, I step right into her hug.

*****

The rain of the previous night has washed away the dust and every leaf 

in the garden has been restored to a pristine greenness. Dew-like drops 

of moisture still cling to their last moment of glory before evaporating 

back into the atmosphere from where they came. The sun is warm 

above our heads.

I slide the wooden platter closer to Selene. “Here, have anoth-

er croissant. They’re a lot nicer warm. You know what? Every time I 

have croissants for breakfast, I remember the mornings when I lived in 

Paris as a child. Sometimes my mother would give me a few francs to 

buy a couple of freshly baked ones on my way to school. Seven thirty 

in the morning, in winter; darkness and bitter cold all round until I 

arrived within smelling distance of the boulangerie Victoire.” I close my 

eyes and lift up my nose in the air, searching for traces of that comfort-

ing, childhood olfactory experience. “Oh, the glorious smells that came 

out of that bakery. So I’d eat one while keeping the other warm in my 

coat pocket. The tiny flakes of broken pastry would catch on the tips of 

my woollen gloves, though. A bit messy that was.”

“And lil’ Alexandra ended up with stale smelling gloves and 

then she’d worry about it for the rest of the day,” Selene rejoins chirpi-

ly.

I nod above the rim of my mug. A big brown bear and a little 

golden one stare at me from inside the ceramic – a present from Jessie. 

My friends know of my fondness for grizzlies so I often get bear mugs, 

bear cups, bear calendars and other bear things from them. “Them 

were the good old days.”

Selene chuckles, tearing off the second corner of her croissant. 

“For sure. Mind you, even indifferent days have a way of becoming
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good old days. It’s a funny thing that, about memories. They have a way 

of reshaping themselves … differently.” She bites into the flaky pastry. 

“Nostalgia, hey?”

“Nostalgia, yes.”

“So, in the name of nostalgia then, you OK to tell me how your 

thing with Tashinka ended?”

“Y - yes.” I hear my hesitance. “Oh, what the hell! It’s just that 

it’s such a ... Never mind! Where was I?”

“I think Ash-the-man is about to make an entrance.”

“He is. You see, he didn’t mind Tash’s involvement with Luca, 

her Latin lover, but when he caught a whiff of our relationship, it’s like 

he flipped. Sharing his wife with another male was something akin to 

what the male lions have to do in the Savannah, you know, relinquish-

ing a little territory to a younger one, provided he knows his place and 

all that. Sharing her with another woman, that, he couldn’t fit in any 

game plan. To make matters worse, his wife was in love. He knew she 

was not just filling in blanks through sexual gratification and for the first 

time, he felt that the open marriage deals they had been keeping would 

no longer be enough to keep her inside that status quo.”

“Ah, yes and the children!” Selene’s tone is sarcastic. “Think of 

the vile influence their mother’s depraved lifestyle would have on them!” 

A dab of butter on a piece of croissant.

“That too. Anyway, about the night in question. David and Niko 

were already asleep in their tent. Tash, the school secretary and her 

husband, my landlords - the bursar and her husband - other friends of 

the Jennetts’, everyone’s teen kids and I were seated around the camp-

fire. Someone was strumming the inevitable guitar, a woman’s voice 

was humming softly, but most of us, thoughts loose and unfocused, 

were in a contemplative mood brought on by the crackling heart of the 

fire. I was suckling my pipe, pleased with the comforting warmth of its 

bowl against the palm of my hand. Tash was seated on the sand, direct-

ly across from me, arms crossed on her knees, visibly mesmerised by 

the hypnotic dance of elfin flames cavorting along the logs laid at the 

heart of a bright fire. The glow emanating from the flames had blushed 

her cheeks a tawny hue.

“There’s a car coming down the path,” a male voice called out. 

“Anyone expecting a visitor?”
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I glanced at Tash. She hadn’t stirred. Lost inside the flames’ 

dance, she didn’t seem to have heard.

“Hey, Tash … “ said someone else. “Helloww!? It sounds like 

Ashley’s Rover, doesn’t it?”

A pulse was already at my throat. I glanced at her a second 

time, willing her into action, into quick thinking. Slowly, she pulled her 

eyes away from the heat to face the dark side of the hill. She listened. 

A white beam appeared and lengthened, pushed against the darkness 

by the rasping sound of a car engine. Her jaw muscles bunched. Her 

collarbone rose and fell slowly. When she ran a hand through her hair 

I knew she, too, had recognised the particular whirr of her husband’s 

workhorse. Our eyes locked. I caught the slight shrug of the shoulders 

and the set of her jawline, but also the rub of the index finger against 

the inside of her thumb. That tiny, almost imperceptible gesture gave 

away her discomfort with her husband’s unexpected arrival. As far as 

we all knew, Ashley was not due back from Paris for another two days.

“Yep, that’s old Droning Dora all right,” is all Tash replied. 

“I  watched on as the four-wheel-drive came through the last

shoelace curve in the trail that would bring it to the flat sand entrance 

to our campsite. You see, our little group had gathered in this particu-

larly scenic sand dune area of the coast to celebrate the near-end of 

the school year before we all went our separate ways for the summer 

holidays, with me not returning to the school. The Jennett family was 

booked on a flight to Bavaria, Tash’s homeland, and I would be on my 

way to Mallorc — ”

“What?” Selene interjects incredulously, “You were goin’ to 

leave the woman? Leave her there with her husband and piss off?”

“Well, yes, but not like I was abandoning her or anything. I 

mean, she had to go on that holiday with her family, right, with the boys 

and … and I did, by then, have a contract to start at the American high 

school of Mallorca, come September. But the beauty of it all was that 

Mallorca is only a stone’s throw away from Algiers and the plan was that 

… later, she’d find a way to connect with me there and — ”

“Oh, right. To be together … better … later.”

“Well, yes, what we needed was time … More freedom to just 

explore each other and more time to … to assess. You see, we hadn’t 

had enough ‘unrestricted’ access to each other to really decide about 

any long-term objectives. And besides, there were the children.”
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“Ah yes, the boys.”

“Yes, the boys. And the husband.”

“So, okay, let me guess what made Ashley roll up unexpected-

ly to that camp site.” Selene’s face is grim. “Nah, I don’t have to guess. 

I know exactly what his motivation would’ve been.”

“Anyway … the spell around the camp fire was broken … so 

everyone began drifting towards the vehicle, calling out greetings and 

playful banter of one sort or another. And though he had parked old 

Dora in the shelter of a dune, Ash kept his headlights trained on the 

campfire for what felt like an unnecessarily long time, trapping Tash and 

me inside the beams.”

“No shit!”

“No shit. That’s when I knew … So everyone slapped hands 

with him and all that then he walked over to Tash who had remained by 

the fire, an inscrutable expression on her face. He gave her a hug. She 

patted his shoulder. I heard him ask after the boys. She said they were 

well and asleep. Then he walked around the fire to sit on a rock, right 

next to me, though he could’ve picked anywhere else to sit. It’s at this 

point in time that I realised something was about to come down. I tried 

to engage him in a little conversation about the two-hour drive he had 

just had from Algiers, which normally would’ve been a light-hearted 

process, but his gruff, monosyllabic answers made it clear he didn’t 

want to play my game.”

“But what was Tash doing while all this was going on?” 

“What  could she have done? If you visualise the setting …

there wasn’t much she could’ve done and remain discreet at the same 

time, what with the others beginning to drift back towards the fire. 

Anyway, after yet another silence, Ashley held out his hand, gesturing 

for a puff from my pipe. I refused.”

Selene looks perplexed. “Why the hell did he want a puff from 

your pipe? It’s not like it’s a joint — ”

“No, it’s not and he had never asked before. So, anyway I 

explained to him that my pipe was not something I felt comfortable 

sharing with anyone, that it was a personal object. ‘A little like a tooth-

brush’, I remember saying.”

“Why would you even have wanted to?” Selene is feeling can-

tankerous. “Why, indeed, would you want to humour such a rude and 

insensitive male?”
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“Sel, Ash was a friend and he had never been either rude or 

insensitive. But beyond everything else, I just couldn’t let him hold it. 

The thing is that this pipe had become the symbol of the connection 

between Tash and me. On its bowl, she had etched a little cottage. It 

was clearly tucked among trees. It had shingles and rocks on the shin-

gles to keep them down when the storms rolled through. ‘A Bavarian 

cottage,’ she had said. She had etched a forest in the background and 

a bush of roses, ‘Yellow ones,’ she said, on either side of the tiny door. 

Sel, on the bowl of my pipe, she had drawn the cottage of our dreams. 

The place where we’d be happy and safe, forever in love with each 

other. I couldn’t let Ashley put his hands around it now, could I? No 

way.”

“Right, so … that’s the cottage she wrote about, yeah? In those 

pages you showed me last time I was here?”

“Yes, spot on guess. So there I was desperate to avoid any 

more eye contact with him, desperate to avoid a confrontation and try-

ing to rivet my eyes to the flames instead, when he wrenched the pipe 

right out of my hand and threw it right into the fire!”

“You got to be joking!” Selene’s hand has flown to her mouth, 

her eyes are rounded with anticipation. “Then what?”

“Well, besides watch the … the mouth piece, you know, the 

plastic part melt and the bowl burn, I don’t think I would’ve done any-

thing. But Tash had already jumped to her feet and before anyone could 

even think of stopping her, she had reached through the edge of the 

flames where it had landed and had snatched it back. Our cottage had 

been saved. She had it … in her hands.”

“Bloody hell!” Selene exclaims, in awe at Tash’s heroic gesture. 

“What a woman! And then?”

“Uh, then she just came around the fire, ignored her husband 

altogether and gently placed the pipe on my lap. Then, without a word, 

she went into the tent. I didn’t think she’d be staying there long but I had 

no idea what I needed to be doing next besides keeping my eyes on 

the flames to avoid making eye contact with anyone. Thing is, she 

emerged a few seconds later, a sweater dangling from her hand and 

resumed her place by the fire right across from me, and as if nothing 

had happened, she just resumed her own vigil of the flames.

“The whole thing had been over in a matter of seconds, but 

everyone had seen … everything. Though most of the people who had
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come with us on this camping trip had known the Jennetts for years, it 

was obvious they didn’t know how to process what had just happened. 

No one said a word. After a few minutes of awkward silence, they 

attempted casual banter but the mood had been too dramatically 

altered for anyone to pretend nothing had happened. And soon, as 

slowly as ghosts drifting back into the shadows, they all retreated to 

their tents. Much to my relief, without a word to anyone Ashley, too, got 

up, pensively, I thought. I watched him walk towards the surf. You see, 

I knew Ashley was not drunk. I knew he was neither a violent nor an 

irrational man; quite the contrary, but I also knew that he knew about 

Tash and me and I just knew he wouldn’t be leaving it at that.”

Selene is comfortably reclining on the deck chair, a plump 

bunch of grapes balanced on her stomach. They’re still glistening wet 

from their wash. “And then what?” she asks. “I mean … what did you 

do, you and Tash?”

“Tash spoke first in a syncopated sort of way. The gist of it was 

that she needed to find him. She thought that once alone with her, he’d 

tell her what his problem was and she’d be able to deal with it from 

there. ‘If he knows,’ she said to me, ‘if he’s figured out … about us, then 

I need to find out … exactly what he does know.’ She was calm, grave 

but calm. ‘Alex, please, remember,’ I remember her adding, speaking 

straight into my eyes, ‘Ash is not a bad man. It’ll be all right.’ All I could 

say back was to her, ‘Be careful.’ And thumb hooked in a belt loop, she 

took off in the general direction Ashley had taken only moments earlier. 

I watched the faded blue of her jeans recede into the night and I regret-

ted not having been quick enough to add, ‘Tash, I love you’. I thought 

about running after her but I didn’t. A few seconds later she had disap-

peared on the other side of the dune.”

“Gawd, that must’ve been so terrible.” Selene is emphatic. “You 

would’ve been feeling as bloody helpless as a … ” She shakes her 

head slowly. “Oh my! Watching her go... all alone into the night ... and 

feeling that the others back in their tents would be, like, whispering to 

each other and listening for sounds … ”

“Oh, it was tense all right. And so public. But she was right. At 

that stage, there was nothing I could’ve done to help out bar wait for the 

return of one, or both, separately or together and take my cue from that. 

So that’s exactly what I did. I sat back on my rock, skewered a marsh-
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mallow and … Well,” I respond to Selene’s look of disbelief, “I couldn’t 

just sit there and do literally nothing, now could I?”

“Oh, so, your lover takes off through the dunes to find her hus-

band, possibly unhinged, and you roast a marshmallow?”

“What? Would a wiener have been more appropriate? Yeah, 

well,” I shrug, “I roasted the bloody thing to death and it caught on fire. 

Not much joy in that, but after a while, I spotted their pale shapes in the 

distance.”

“What were they doin’?”

“Talking, I hoped, as opposed to shouting. Couldn’t really tell. 

Then, Tash’s shape became clearer. She was coming back to the 

camp, alone.”

“Wow. That would’ve been such a relief!”

“Say that again!” I sigh. “The thing is that what I really, really 

wanted to do was run up to her, hug her, topple her over with kisses but 

something stopped me. Something like the thought that maybe Ashley 

was still watching us. So I let her walk right up to the campfire and I let 

her choose her own space once there. What she did was kneel right 

next to me, back straight, hands flat on her jeans, speaking with her 

eyes fixed on a point somewhere behind my left shoulder.

“Ash … what’s happening with him is that he’s having second 

thoughts about our … about the way we’ve been doing our … our … 

married life,” she began hesitantly. “Actually, what he says is that ... I’ve 

moved away from him … too far and … ” she looked at the fire, “and 

that some ‘weird thing’, that’s what he said, some weird thing has come, 

like a … uh … like a wedge, between the two of us.” I looked at her, 

heart frozen in mid-beat. “The point is that he doesn’t want us … uh … 

that’s him and me … He doesn’t want us to go on with the … What did 

he call it? Ah, yes, ‘our marital flexibility’. He wants us to be a family … 

like … like every other family.” She paused. I waited.

Nerves raw, all systems on alert, I steeled myself against the 

breaking news that she and I were through. Cancelled. That was it. I 

just knew I was about to be dismissed, my love affair with her relegat-

ed by husband and wife to the unenviable status of the anecdote that 

got the Jennetts back together as a happy nuke family. Except for the 

dog. They didn’t have one.

“Second-guessing what Tash was about to say was easy. 

Game’s over, Alex. My foregone conclusion went along the lines of This

163

North and Left from here
(Take II)



is it. This is where you get off. On the strength of that, I anchored my 

eyes to the liveliest part of the fire and, unblinking, I willed my eyeballs 

to dry up, shrivel up to the size of olives and burst into flames. Breath 

faltering, blood pulses rushing at my temples, I braced myself for the 

words with which Mrs Jennett-reborn, my lover, would send me pack-

ing.

“So he’s asked me to terminate whatever it was that … need-

ed terminating,’ she said very quietly. She said she hadn’t thought to 

ask him about his own arrangement back in Paris. But, if he wanted to 

challenge the status quo, then, she figured his lover would have to go 

to. ‘Right? It’s only fair, isn’t it?’ she asked seeking confirmation while 

toying with a blackened twig. The tip of her twig slashed at the flames 

nearest her.

“You see, from what she had confided during one of our many 

lunch-time conversations, though she had never felt moved enough to 

ask her husband, Tash was convinced that while she was having her 

affair with Luca, Ashley was conducting one of his own, each time he 

went to Paris on business, with a woman who met him there. And it was 

only fair that, if she was going to break off her extra-marital involvement 

then, so should he. ‘Alex,’ she said. When I heard her call my name, I 

saw the stamp of cancellation, already cut out from a rubber base, 

already painted red and totally definitive. Like on my old passports. 

Cancelled. Block print across my face. ‘Alex?’ Tash was tugging at my 

sleeve. Reluctantly I looked up, disoriented by the little girl’s smile that 

was on her lips, ‘Now … the truth is … I don’t want him going all faith-

ful and self-righteous, do I? No, not now, I don’t.’ She slid her body clos-

er against mine. ‘Alex, regarde-moi! Look at me. I don’t want him get-

ting ideas of tightening up our marital bond. Not now. Not anymore, but 

he’s asked me to ‘terminate’ my involvement with Luca.” Nerves tighter 

than racquet strings, my eyes snap to hers. With Luca? The rush of 

blood battered my temples.

“You see, Sel, I had been under the impression, the very clear 

and definite impression that she had already terminated her liaison with 

Luca. She told me she had cut him loose soon after our first beautiful 

night on her rooftop terrace. She said she had cut him loose and that 

was back in April. So, when I heard her words, worse than the thought 

she had lied to me about that, for over two months, was the thought that 

I had been sharing her, not just with her husband but with her Latin
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lover. And that thought made me gag. She grabbed me by the shoulder, 

forcing me to look at her.”

“Alex? What is it?” 

“Luca?” 

“What about him?”

“Oh for chrissakes, Tash. You said you had called it off. I trust-

ed y — ”

“Oh, darling, Alex, please! Listen, I have stopped my thing with 

Luca. Alex?” Her hands were tight around my shoulders.

“You did?” Thinking fast and straight was by then well beyond 

my control. “Uh … so what’s Ashley on about, then? Look … Tash — ”

“No, you look. Breathe! Listen, Alex. I haven’t told him I broke 

up with Luca, OK? Question is, Why didn’t I, huh? Why didn’t I tell my 

husband I had finished with Luca, just so I could give myself - totally -

to our young Alex? Alex as in Alexandra! Woman!” I blinked at her. 

“Look Alex, it’s about you, all about you, but Ash doesn’t know that. You 

are my lover. Ash doesn’t know I’m not seeing Luca anymore, so he 

thinks I’ve finally fallen in love with him. And if there’s one thing I know 

Ash has never seriously contemplated, that’s the possibility that I’d ever 

fall in love with any of my lovers. And, Alex,” her hands tightened some 

more around my shoulders, “he was right. One hundred percent right. 

I’d never have left him for any of them. And that’s why he’s so beside 

himself now. He’s scared. He’s just realised that the plot he’s been fol-

lowing for so long has been … changed a while back and now he wants 

me to call my lover off. Except that he doesn’t know that Luca is already 

history. He doesn’t know, yet, that it’s you I love.”

“So — ”

She grinned. “So, I told him I was going to call it off. As good 

as done, right?” She cupped my chin.

“Call what off? Tash!”

“Alex, please. Don’t zone out on me!” she shouted as loud as 

one can while in whisper mode, “you’re not listening. I’m telling you, you 

are my lover.” Present tense. “It’s all about giving Luca up. Now. Months 

after the event. You know he’s back in Italy. Been there for over a week 

already, right? He’s been called back and will work from their main 

office in Rome. Ok, so Luca did call home one day when Ash wasn’t 

home and he did ask me to say bye to Ashley and to thank him for … 

whatever but, I didn’t bother. The thing is that between one thing and
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the other, Ash doesn’t know that Luca’s not coming back. It’s not like 

they are really chummy or anything. I mean without me in the middle, 

those two … Anyway, look, I can give Luca up, right? Just because my 

husband has asked. It’s as good as done.” She lifted my chin. “Get it? 

Alex?”

A blast of relief dried up my panic. I sat up. I needed to breathe 

deep and slow. I needed to ground myself, but all I could feel was 

ashamed of myself for having doubted her. We both remained silent for 

a while, pensive, listening to the rhythmic pounding of the waves until 

her hand settled on my thigh. I squeezed it tightly and blinked away 

tears of … of everything. I made myself listen quietly while trying to rec-

oncile Ashley’s burst of quiet anger, clearly directed at me, with his new 

found resentment of Luca.

“Look, Alex, Ash has been away a bit lately and I thought it best 

for us, you and me, not to officially strike Luca out of the picture. In 

terms of Ash, that is.”

Warily I asked, “Et il est où maintenant?” Tash tapped the 

sandy ground with her stick, “Ash? He’s out there, just walking on the 

beach, clearing his head.”

“Out where, Tash?” I asked, brutally aware of the impenetrable 

night on the other side of the fire.

“Out by the surf,” she answered with a dismissive shrug. “He’s 

always done that, walk by the surf when he’s upset.”

“Tash,” I whispered, “how can you be sure he hasn’t back-

tracked too, like you have, huh? He might be … real close, close 

enough to hear us.” Though I peered into the night, I was unable to see 

anything beyond the halo of firelight. Totally rattled, I had to ask, “And 

then what?”

“What? For tonight?”

“Mais oui … for now. What’s going to happen next?” I asked, 

suddenly drained, just wanting the whole night to wind itself back into a 

neat little roll and grow mouldy.

“He’ll be driving back to Algiers.” 

“Tonight, like … now?”

“Yes, when he feels … calm enough to drive back. It’s a rather 

long drive … you know that. He probably won’t even stop by … here. 

His keys are still in the ignition. That’s his habit. That’s what he does 

with his keys, always has. Tell you what,” she said. “Let’s take a couple
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of blankets out there. Grab a sweater. The night air’s quite cold away 

from the fire. It’s … nipply weather out on that big dune.” Arms folded 

across her small breasts, she looked at me with a slow grin. “Let’s get 

away from here ... from the tents.” She reached for my hand and held 

it between both of hers. “I need to be with you, closer, while we decide 

what needs to be done ... together, you and me.”

“Sel, I was so relieved, at so many different levels, that I let 

Tash lead me away from the camp, not thinking to ask her what she 

thought of Ashley throwing my best briar pipe, our cottage, right into the 

fire until, almost as an afterthought, she added, “Oh, by the way … Ash 

asked me to … uh … to apologise … for him. You know, about the pipe 

thing.”

The pipe thing? That’s all it had been, a pipe thing? I looked at 

her sideways. “Yeah, sure,” I drawled, “but wasn’t that a totally weird 

thing to do?”

Tash nodded. “Totally out of character. That’d make it a weird 

thing for him to do, yes. Very.”

*****

“Well, yes, right at that particular moment, we left it at that but later on, 

Tash and I would’ve gone over that moment more carefully … for sure.” 

“Look, I’m sorry. I wasn’t there, obviously, but gawd, the 

thought of him … Anyway, so what happened next?” Selene urges me

on, a cigarette waiting be lit already dangling from her lips. 

“Okay, okay! It’s coming but I do have to set the scene, don’t

I?” I reach for one of my own brand, slowly taking time to sort out the 

ensuing chain of events that have led to the part where the pain is still 

alive, even after so many years. The part where the pain becomes the 

price claimed for what pleasures have already been had.

“So here we were, on the crest of a sand dune, facing the 

pounding surf,” I fiddle with my lighter, clicking its lid open and shut with 

my thumb. “One blanket over the sand, one blanket on top of us against 

the damp chill in the air and there we were trying to make sense of 

Ashley’s outburst … ”

I’m still not ready for that. I have to stop here. I have to inhale 

deeply before going on. I need to let the peaceful breeze that’s passing 

over the sundeck find a way well below my ribcage. These damned
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cobwebs need to go now, forever disturbed. “Suddenly, out of nowhere, 

Ashley was there, looming above us, dishevelled, mouth twisted in … 

into a snarl. We hadn’t heard him pad across the soft sand.

‘Bitch!’ he shouted and as quick as an eagle spearing its prey, 

he snatched the top blanket off us. Right then, I understood that his ear-

lier blah blah about Luca had been a ploy with which to better snare 

Tash! He had tricked her into a false sense of security. He did know 

about us. Or rather what he didn’t know for sure, he had jolly well 

guessed. And he was sure he’d find us naked under the blanket. He 

wanted to find us naked under that blanket.

“Like an idiot, like a mad idiot he stood there, legs apart, leer-

ing at our fully clad bodies. And that, the fact that he had made a fool 

of himself, intensified his rage.

‘You! Fucking bitch in heat!’ he shouted at me. As I attempted 

to sit up, he lunged at me and hit me across the face again and again. 

Pinned between his thighs I felt his knuckles crack against my cheek-

bone. I still remember the pain, white and blinding it was. Tash was 

shouting, ‘Ash! Stop this! Ash! You gone mad? Ash!!’ Then she was on 

her feet and grabbed hold of his collar. She had him in a choking grip 

to pull him backwards, to pull him off me.

“I remember being mesmerised by the veins swelling under his 

chin and the button, one of the buttons of his linen shirt, a mother of 

pearl button, I can still see it. It had been ripped off and I watched it 

glance off his chest. As in slow motion it dropped on to the crotch of my 

army fatigues. I scrambled on all fours to disengage myself from his 

legs, but though his head was still in a vice, his fist smashed against my 

right ear. Tears of pain welled up and I think I blacked out, if only for a 

few seconds.

“Tash’s voice reached me, muffled. I couldn’t make out her 

words, but I knew she was shouting at him. The two of them were 

thrashing about in the sand. She had managed to drag him backwards 

and away from me. They both were trying to lever themselves into an 

upright position, impeded in their efforts by the struggle of the other. 

The thing was obvious. It wasn’t so much with her that he was fighting, 

he was mostly trying to disable her to get to me. I remember running up 

to him to throw hands full of sand directly into his face and that bought 

Tash just enough time for Tash to — ” Tears, as I blink into Selene’s 

face. Other tears. A croak in my voice. I know I need to stop and yet,
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“You know … this was the second … ” Voice warbling on tears swal-

lowed. I need to plod on. “For the … the second time in my life … I felt 

I might die … there, strangled on the spot … at the hand of … of an out-

of-control male.” A quick wipe of the wrist across my eyes. I need to get 

up.

*****

“The violence,” I begin again, “the frenzy of it all, the palpable hatred, 

the sand spraying everywhere! It was horrible... I’m sure he had 

become … as they say in court, you know … temporarily insane. I’m 

sure he was seriously trying to kill me.”

Selene has noticed the renewed tremble that travels from my 

fingers to the tip of the cigarette. Take a puff, I order myself. Inhale 

some more. Hold that breath. Smoke that pain away. Make it burn 

inside your throat.

Once again I am trapped in a whirlwind of bitter resentment. 

But then again, Alexandra, I remind myself, you’ve been lucky. Other 

women continue to have a male’s fist slammed into their face: a hus-

band’s, a boyfriend’s, a de facto’s … for one reason or another.

I hold up the mug Selene has brought back from the kitchen -

a healing brew. “Instant comfort just like in the ads.”

She’s not about to get sidetracked. “The bastard,” she spits out 

between clenched jaws. Her radical-feminist distrust of men is, for the 

moment, vindicated. “No womyn’s ever totally safe … not from any of 

them, you know that, don’t you?”

“I … uh … let’s just say that often they’re not, no.” I blow my 

nose loudly. “Actually, I’ve just …” I sniffle, “I’ve just read a piece in 

Time magazine about how, still today, at the end of this century, a 

woman incurs the most risk at the hands of the men whom she most 

trusts. It’s nothing new, of course. My point is that I’m amazed that this 

should still be an ongoing issue.”

“And that’s from childhood to death. Sometimes literally, too. 

Even brothers, you know. They’re now thought to be more active in 

incest than fathers have ever been.” Heated up, she leans against the 

decking ropes. I sip my coffee in silence, feeling too drained for the 

moment to get into ardent feminist rhetoric. “Even nice ones like this 

Ashley dude. You see, Alex, even you have felt that power, their power,
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the power every man has to maim, kill, destroy … if he wants to and 

simply because he can. See? That’s the bottom line. Ultimately, the 

choice is totally theirs. To cross that line or not. To apply that extra pres-

sure or not. On the trigger, on the aorta, with a knife or a wrench … ” 

she shrugs, “ … same diff.”

“I don’t know that it’s really a choice they make on the spot, 

though. Not when they’re in the paroxysm of rage. But yeah, he didn’t 

... Ashley didn’t but he could have ... if it hadn’t been for Tash. I mean, 

if it hadn’t been for her strength, for her ability to physically restrain him 

till he was so exhausted he couldn’t stand up anymore.”

“Well, yeah. There’s always that discrepancy in terms of mus-

cle mass, explosive power etceteras but the violence thing, that’s got 

nothing to do with any of this. It’s about control — ”

“Or lack of,” I redirect, grinding the cigarette into the ashtray set 

at the foot of the lounge chair. The acrid taste remains shellacked on 

the back of my tongue.

“Yeah. You’re right. They snap. It’s like what you said, you 

know, ‘paroxysm of rage’. Like animals in fight mode. Tunnel vision. 

They lose all self-control. Down the enemy any way you can.” Selene 

squints into the sun. “I think it takes a special kind of woman to get … 

so carried away with the moment that she will want to kill.”

I nod. “Either an unusual woman or one who’s been abused for 

so long that the day comes when she, too, snaps. But that’s different 

again.”

“But they don’t always kill. Remember what’s-her-name Bobbitt 

and how she sliced up her husband’s dick while he was asleep. D’you 

remember what the court’s pronouncement was on that?” I shake my 

head thinking I should look up. Surely that woman’s gesture deserves 

to be enshrined. “Neither do I, but with a little rewriting that night’s 

events could be fleshed out, s’cuse the pun, and passed down to gen-

erations of feminist toddler girls. I reckon that it’d make quite an 

empowering fairytale.”

“Absolutely.” I feel better now. I want to finish what I’ve begun. 

It’s my way of controlling the spiralling vortex of memories unleashed. 

“Back on that dune, he had me pinned face down, right into the sand, 

nostrils clogged, a hand pressed against the back of my head. He clear-

ly wanted to grind me into that sand. He wanted me to eat it, to breathe 

it in. I had only one thought: keep those jaws clenched and those lips
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riveted shut, no matter what. Whatever Tash did to him made him let go 

and he fell backwards, just long enough for her to lift me up to my feet.” 

‘Go, Alex! Vas-t’en! Damn it! Now!’ I just stood rooted to the

spot. She came up hard against me. ‘He’s … !’ she hissed. ‘Go!’ 

“See? She knew!” Selene exclaims.

“So, she pushed me out of the way sharply, while she kept a 

watchful eye on him, now propped up on his elbow, surveying us, a 

mad snarl twitching on his lips.

‘You! My friend!’ he spat. ‘Goes to show! A fuckin’ lesbian. 

Should’ve guessed from day one.’ A mocking, throaty chuckle, ‘The 

freak and her pipe! And I trusted you with my wife!’ He fell back against 

the sand. ‘My fuckin’ wife’s fuckin’ a dyke! Ma femme!’ he shouted, 

beating his chest with his fist. ‘Salope!’

“I just stood there, dazed, as good as blind … gritty sand 

crunching between my teeth. He let out a raspy, deep-throated grunt as 

Tash grabbed me brusquely to shove me forward … so hard that I fell 

over and rolled to the bottom of the dune.”

I look down at the new cigarette I’ve just lit. The breeze blow-

ing from above the rustling treetops fans the incandescent tip. One long 

drag expelled through pursed lips. I summon that sand dune. I want it 

to manifest right here in front of me, dwarfing even the house in this 

quiet suburban garden - a photo montage in its early stages.

Tawny curved back, cool under my bare feet. The pale finger of 

the moon rides its crest. Soft underbelly. The surf roars, sprays and 

crashes at its base. Unable to leave Tash up there alone with her hus-

band, I crawled inefficiently back up the loose sand, careful not to be 

spotted. I had to be near her, even if I was of no use to her. I had to 

watch and make sure she was OK.

Selene breaks in, “The husband, he was right, you know.” The 

sand dune disappears, the swimming pool reclaims its space. She’s 

pointing at my chest, “You had not been given permission to screw his 

wife. Luca had that permission, not you. You didn’t play by the hus-

band’s rules. You, a mere woman! All pipe and no balls! And here you 

are threatening his marriage. It was so strong that he had felt it, even if 

Tash hadn’t said anything. Even if she, herself, wasn’t yet aware of any-

thing beyond the present. He had felt that difference in her, a difference 

that no male lover of hers had ever come close to doing … to him. It’s 

the humiliation of it all, according to rules of men kind. That’s what

171

North and Left from here
(Take II)



made him lose the plot, not a sense of righteousness, not even a new 

interest in family values. Not even renewed love for his wife. That’s all 

self-deluding excuses, not valid reasons for any of what he did. Gimme 

a break!”

“Probably right.” I pause to find the right words. “What stirred 

him up was the fear of losing it all, of losing her, yes, but not to ‘dick 

power’. He would’ve known how to deal with that. But the words he 

spewed at me, that night, made it all very clear. It was all about me hav-

ing perverted her ... me, the filthy lesbian that I am.” I’m aware of the 

anger that’s risen again inside my throat. Stand up, Alex. Stretch. Break 

from that.

Funny the thoughts that come in out of nowhere: in the midst of telling 

Selene about the sand dune drama, I had a flashback of Tashinka: her 

long, lovely body at rest after we’d make love.

I had often been struck by the way she could doze off after 

lovemaking, only catnaps really, before we’d hear David and Niko gal-

lumphing downstairs returning from their after-school play with Aziza. 

Their high pitched squeals had us jumping back into our clothes, but-

toning buttons, zipping up zips, fluffing up hair and smoothing out tell-

tale creases that only adults would bother noticing. Then we’d paste, 

like still-wet subversive posters, an air of normalcy over our still-racing 

hearts. So, one of the things I most loved about Tash was the contrast 

between her awake self, taut and feline, radiating energy, and her trust-

ing, little-girl sleepiness after we’d make love.

And here I am, so many years later in this suburban garden of 

mine, in Australia, of all places – who could’ve predicted that? and I’m 

feeling the ghost of the loss of her and the ghost of my distress at the 

time. Here I am feeling emotions I had successfully, until now, kept 

locked inside a cache deep inside my mind, a cache from where none 

of my memories should ever awaken.

What’s not a ghost, what I’m feeling more acutely, through each 

visitation from my past, is the current absence of sexual intimacy. It’s 

the longing for sensual tenderness, for a togetherness based on trust, 

it’s all of that that has me all choked up. It’s all about the what-ifs and 

the near-successes and the near-misses and it’s about not having any-

thing greater to care about than just myself and my little Siamese.
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I set the steaming cups of coffee on the deck table and notice Selene’s 

uncharacteristic quietness. I don’t want silence, not now. I need 

sounds. I need cluttered thoughts and a rush of words.

“See, I couldn’t just walk away from that dune and just … wait. 

So I stayed there, flattened against the sand, not daring to breathe. You 

should’ve seen them in the moonlight. At each other, like two bobcats, 

grabbing and tearing and thrashing in and out of each other’s grip. Tash 

matched his every move. You see, she was slightly taller than him and 

though he was more powerful all around, she was more lithe and agile. 

She was like a relentless panther backing away only to grapple at him 

from another angle.” The fingers of my right hand have begun a nerv-

ous tap-tap on the armrest. I curl them up into a fist. “Towards the end, 

they were swaying like two drunkards ... dazed like two boxers … only 

an arm’s reach away from each other.”

Their shouting, their grunts became mutterings, loose bubbles 

barely reaching their mouths. An eternity later, drained of every ounce 

of energy, of every ounce of breath, they both collapsed on the sand. I 

could hear them pant and gasp for air. By then, I knew that nightmare 

was over. Nothing, I thought, no matter what unfinished business 

remained between the two of them, nothing will be as terrible as that.

“I let myself cry silently. The realisation of what had happened 

was as crushing as if the dune had collapsed right on top of me. I was 

nauseous. I just felt … sick.”

The kettle is whistling faintly in the kitchen. I must’ve turned it 

on absent-mindedly. A great big sigh heaves my chest. “So, Ashley 

dragged himself away. And then, the beams of his Land Rover swept 

back up the trail to disappear behind the hill. I stumbled the rest of the 

way to Tash. She was there, sprawled on the sand, eyes closed. Blood 

from her nose and cheekbone cut a crimson meandering track through 

the sand that clung to her face. It looked like a feathery caterpillar trac-

ing that side of her mouth. She sensed movement. Her eyes snapped 

open. Quick as a snake, she was up on her knees.

‘Alex … it’s you … I thought he was … ’ She grabbed at my 

hand, fell back on the sand, pulling me down with her. And so we lay 

there crying separate tears together: tears of relief and ebbing fear for 

me, and for her, perhaps bitter tears for what of her life had so suddenly 

become ugly and forever broken. Then she sat up. I remember how she 

wiped her nose on her gritty sleeve and winced. She held me in her
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arms and we rocked back and forth, faces hidden from the moon by the 

shelter of the other’s arms. Then she looked into my eyes and asked, 

‘Ça va?’ I nodded. I was OK. From inside her jeans pocket she retrieved 

a handkerchief and shook it free of sand. She brushed it lightly over my 

cheekbone and I pulled back in pain. Sand’s really not nice, not on 

bruised skin, it’s not. We saw the red stain on the handkerchief at the 

same time.

‘Shhh … it’s okay, darling,’ she said to quieten my panic at the 

sight of my own blood. I remember how, ever so gently, she turned my 

face towards the moon to better look at it. ‘Let me see. Ah … merde.’ 

She groaned, then clicked her tongue in annoyance. ‘Alex, écoute, 

you’re OK, but you’ll need a couple of stitches.’ That was my turn to 

groan.

The crack of his knuckles on my cheekbone; the signet ring I 

had helped Tash choose for his fortieth birthday. Poetic justice, he’d no 

doubt say.

‘I’m so sorry. God! What a mess.’ Her voice was shaking with 

emotion. ‘How could he do that to you — ’

With still trembling fingers, I brushed a strand of matted hair 

away from her cheek. I didn’t dare touch any part of her face for fear it 

would cause her more pain. ‘And to you.’

‘I’m his wife, so – ’

‘And so? What right does that giv – ’

‘Please, not now, Alex,’ she said wearily. ‘Look, we shouldn’t 

spend the night here, together. Look, it’s best if … I think you should go 

home … tonight, now. Come morning, someone’ll give us a ride back 

… you know, me and the boys. Awh, for god’s sake!’ she muttered 

through clenched teeth, ‘Why? Why this? Why like that?’ In a brusque 

gesture, she brushed the back of her hand against her face and we 

both stared at the red smears on the back of her hand. ‘God! How do I 

even begin to explain … anything, huh? Can’t say I walked into a door 

on my way to the toilet. Not here, I can’t,’ she said in a frail attempt at 

humour. ‘Not any more than you can. Oh, Alex! When Susan sees you 

… she’ll just know that whatever’s happened here had to do with us and 

Ash.’ Susan – the school’s bursar, my landlady, asleep, hopefully, in a 

nearby tent.

‘She’ll know that when I’m not around come morning.’

174

C . C . S a i n t - C l a i r



Tash rubbed the inside of her thumb. ‘The boys … The boys … 

Niko, he’ll think something awful’s happened to me –’

‘It has.’

‘Keep that hanky pressed against your cheek … Comme ça,’ 

she said, preferring to show me how to wad the handkerchief into a 

tight ball and keep it pressed against my cheek, over discussing. ‘I 

mean, that’s once you get on the highway,’ she added with an unfo-

cused little smile. Until I got out of the hills and to some extent, even 

beyond them, I’d need both of my hands to steer and shift gears.

When I asked her where, come morning, she’d get dropped off, 

she shook her head slowly, eyes on the worn rubber tip of her 

Converse. ‘Home. I have a home to go to.’

It’s then the thought struck me. ‘Tash, you’re not really thinking 

about staying at your place, are you? You’ll just be dropping the boys 

off … Surely!’

She remained silent, index finger rubbing the inside of her 

thumb. Then she looked at me, eyes brimming.

‘Alex … it’s the boys. I can’t just … ’

‘Tash, they’ll be fine with him, Niko and David. They’ll be safe. 

It’s you who can’t stay there,’ I pleaded. ‘Not before the two of you can 

… talk about this. About … tonight.’

‘I … I’ve got to go home. He might … You don’t understand. He 

might … It’s a Muslim country, Alex. The law of this country will give him 

every right to … ’

“Sel, I did what she was urging me to do. I took off in my old 2 

CV. I left her alone on that deserted goat trail, alone in the middle of the 

night. Alone to explain and mop up. Alone and totally vulnerable to … 

to everything. She looked so … lost as she sent me away with a pre-

tend smile painted over her sand grit and bloody smears. She was right, 

of course. Come morning, everything would be awkward enough with-

out me there, but leaving like that, in the middle of the night … I remem-

ber thinking, while I was waiting at the emergency ward for someone to 

look at my cut cheek … I remember thinking how I had left her, a little 

girl dazed and dismayed, a shattered doll’s house at her feet. It was … 

I don’t know … I can’t even begin to describe the horribleness of it all.”

By the time I made it back to my room at Susan’s, the bathroom mirror 

reflected a dark shadow well on its way to spreading from a puffed out
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eye and across the skinned ridge of my nose. Under the piece of 

gauze, my cheekbone was seriously lop-sided and inlaid with a blood-

encrusted gash. The skin, a freakish shade of yellow around the stitch-

es, was too thin and taut, already tugging at the dark threads. Feeling 

the fingerprints already bruising on both sides of my neck, I wondered 

how to explain them to my landlady. What about Tash’s face? I worried. 

Where was it throbbing the worst? Then it dawned on me that, more 

than her face, it’d be her heart that’d be throbbing worst of all.

*****

Selene’s movement, her pushing a steamy mug of coffee towards me, 

pulls me away from the soft ripples on the surface of the pool. “You’ll 

tell me … what happened afterwards, won’t you?” she asks softly. 

“Can’t leave me hangin’ … not knowing. Like, the whole thing would’ve 

been so hard for her.”

How to explain the silence, the day-after-day lack of news? 

How to explain my fears for her safety? How to explain the impossibili-

ty of finding out anything without risking compromising her?

Not many private homes in Algiers had a phone. She did, but I 

didn’t dare dial the Jennetts’ home number. Susan, the bursar, didn’t. I 

had no way of knowing what had come down upon her return home 

with the boys. They, particularly Niko, would have fretted tremendous-

ly, unsettled by the marks on their mother’s face.

As far as Ashley was concerned, I didn’t know for sure that, 

come Monday morning, he had gone to work. I had no way of telling 

where he might be and, after the nightmare in the dunes, anything 

seemed possible. Remember, too, that I was due to take off for Spain 

and the Jennetts were booked on a flight to Germany. All was meant to 

happen within the first week of our holidays. The only thing I knew for 

sure was that if Tash wasn’t attempting communication, it had to be 

because Ashley was making it impossible for her to do so.

Then one day, my last day in Algiers, some four excruciatingly 

long days after the sand dune drama, there was a long brown box by 

the garden entrance to my room. My name. Her handwriting. I felt … I 

don’t know … exhilarated by a rush of adrenaline and the hammering 

of my heart. That was at the thought that she had actually dropped by 

and, yet, I was numb … empty, upon the dawning that I had … missed
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her. Anyway, inside the box was one lone sunflower, its huge furry face 

fringed with bright yellow petals. Tash grew them in a corner of her ter-

race and I had fallen in love with them, with their ramrod vigil, with their 

beaming faces always staring straight into the sun.

‘It’s a very Leo flower. Comme toi,’ she had once said, alluding 

to the fact that I was an August baby. ‘Perfect for the August woman 

that you are.’

“And then, underneath the big flower, I found a very heavy, very 

ancient, brass door-knocker. I knew instantly that she had intended it 

for the door of our imaginary cottage, the one etched on the bowl of my 

pipe - our cottage tucked deep inside the Black Forest of Bavaria. 

Underneath it, the sheets of paper she had folded at the bottom of the 

box – the descriptive narrative you’ve already read.”

A yellow rose bush by the door. A big lazy dog asleep by the fire 

place. An attic where vestiges of the past … slept under a thick veil of 

… undisturbed, age- old dust. I press against my closed eyelids to dis-

pel the vision, just as I keep them closed to better remember.

On the little lines that run upward and away from your 

eyes, she had written, I see a brook curling lazily 

around glistening rocks and reeds.

In your fingers, slender, tanned and strong I 

see trees: fir trees and cypresses.

I close my eyes; in your voice I hear a cottage 

of stone and cedar beams with large, flat rocks on the 

roof to keep the shingles in place when the storm rolls 

over the valley. An unused path follows a ridge of wild 

flowers up to the threshold.

The heavy brass doorknob, rounded and smoothed by 

many hands, is an invitation to mine to push open the 

door. Your voice leads me beneath the three windows 

sheltered by the roofline. Their crossed panes open to 

the south and to a profusion of yellow flowers. A wood-

en staircase, polished to a soft sheen by the passing of 

years, leads me to the attic. The attic, where no one 

ever goes anymore, is always locked but the long rust-

ed key hangs above the thick door, nailed to the main 

beam.
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Through dusty beams of filtered light, vestiges 

of memories rise, ghost-like under the gossamer veil of 

undisturbed cobwebs. Here, dark riding boots, parched 

leather saddles, there, a multitude of worm-bored 

books spilling out of wooden trunks, my Viennese 

easel, hats, to the left, near the shrouded rocking chair, 

a wild assemblage of hats mingle with some of your 

gnarled walking sticks.

Home woven memories they are, like the fairy-

tales passed on beside the fire while the wind whistles 

through the chilled night.

As we go down, my fingers follow yours along 

the dark glossy scars of the oak handrail. The panelled 

den on the left smells of leather and wood. Only oak 

logs are fit to burn in the little fireplace of this private 

corner; that’s the way it has always been.

Your eyes beckon me to a brown and white 

dog with sad droopy eyes. She is sprawled on the 

faded cushions of a great sofa - somehow, it is under-

stood that she has earned this privilege. We only pre-

tend annoyance when she refuses to budge. She 

feigns the same as she grudgingly relinquishes the 

cushion - to plump her tired body on the old carpet 

thrown on the hearth of the river-rock fireplace.

Down goes your voice and I follow it, through 

to the kitchen. There, under the old pot-bellied stove, is 

the box in which the wood is stored. Thick chunks on 

the right, kindling sticks on the left - in the hollow hatch 

always kept open, our black cat is asleep.

The back door is framed by the window, the 

strawberry patch and the cascade of yellow roses, and 

frail peach and apple trees mingle with cedars and 

other sturdy trees - their names, I am, now, unable to 

remember, except for the Bavarian brühe.

Next to the wall of thick russet ivy, a young 

cherry tree in bloom reaches for the sky. Beside it is the 

neffle tree. Its old trunk bears welts carved in its bark –

April 3rd say the welts above our initials. Its fruits are
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forever sunshine yellow. You and I are the only ones 

whose tongues have tasted their exquisite, sweetly 

sour juices.

Animals run freely here; a dignified nanny goat 

follows a much less dignified but precious, black kid, 

shiny from ear to hoof.

A spotted cow with large, damp, brown eyes 

chews noisily while Chestnut’s foal, unsteady on his 

elongated legs, ponders the meaning of balance. No 

hens, no ducks in sight but they must be somewhere. 

I know that on this corner of land, on bitter winter 

nights, though unwelcome, the resident fox knows not 

to be fearful as he sneaks in and out of the coop for his 

supper.

My home. Your home. Only in our dream. 

She hadn’t signed it. She didn’t have to.

Sensing Selene’s eyes on my face, I look away from inside my memo-

ries.

“What? That was all there was?” she asks, incredulous. “She 

hadn’t written anything, you know, like about what was happening in her 

— ”

I can’t help but smile a sad little smile. “Oh, there was a note all 

right. A brief one scribbled in a hurry. It said that Ashley had threatened 

to tell the boys about their mother’s ‘perversion’. And that just in case 

she had thoughts about leaving the country, either on her own or with 

the boys, he had hidden her passport and as things stood, he could’ve 

had her arrested at the airport for kidnapping his children – that’s if he 

wanted to. She had been right, you know, when she sent me away, 

when she said she couldn’t leave the boys alone with him. Already then 

she knew that … in Algiers, that kind of thing could be arranged quite 

easily. That, or forbidding her access to the house once the boys were 

back inside. She added that she didn’t doubt her husband when he also 

threatened to have his British lawyer begin whatever paperwork would 

be necessary to start an injunction against her on the grounds that her 

overt ‘lesbian tendencies’ made her an unfit mother. I mean, maybe 

nowadays that sounds incredibly over the top, but back then, back 

there, yeah … Ashley could’ve made all or any of these things happen.”
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“The bastard!” Selene blurts out. “That’s emotional fuckin’ 

blackmail!”

“It was.”

The tika-tik-tika-tik sound of the cleaning robot inching along 

the side of the pool keeps me connected to the moment.

“Her note hinted of the lengths to which she had had to go that 

day, to escape her husband’s form of house arrest just long enough to 

quickly drive over and drop off her package.”

“So none of that had changed her feelings for you?”

“Well, no, not her feelings as such, but her ability to do anything 

about them had altered the plans we had made to connect in Palma. 

Anyway,” I add, now quite keen to finish off the retelling of this saga, 

“that was the last I heard of her until about a year later, at my new 

school. One day, I got a letter from her — ”

“Hang on,” Selene interrupts. “Are you saying you heard noth-

ing from her for over a year?” I nod. “Did you ever see her again?”

“I did. She had rented a post office box on the off chance that I 

‘still cared enough to reply to that first letter,’ and some six months later 

we met up in France. Her husband had been transferred to there from 

Algiers, and he was back in the head office in Paris.”

“And so?”

“And so we ended up spending one short week together … in 

Paris.”

“Yes!” Selene punches the air. “I bet you didn’t see much of the 

Louvre, huh?” She grins from ear to ear, brown eyes glinting, her head 

already full of romantic visions of deliriously lusty lovers holed up in a 

hotel room somewhere in the old district.

“We didn’t make love.”

“Ah, what?” Eyebrows furrowed in disbelief. “Say again! Like, 

one week, even if it was only daytime stuff, one week of daytime stuff 

in Paris, with luscious Tash, the two star-crossed lovers reunited 

against the odds, and you didn’t — ”

“That week was one of six days, they did start very early, mind 

you. Like at 7.30 a.m. she was already at the door with a bag of 

absolutely deliciously warm croissants. But, no we didn’t make love. 

Instead we sublimated our lingering desire. It felt strangely … appropri-

ate, even if somewhat contrived. The reality of it all was that … nothing 

had changed … not in her life, it hadn’t. She still had the same two, still
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very young, boys whose lives she didn’t want to upset. And the same 

oh-so-nice, but potentially very difficult husband whom she still thought 

irreplaceable when it came to her boys’ wellbeing.”

“Oh, right. The mother guilt trip! Gawd! Really! Had either of 

you two wymyn ever heard of seizing the day?”

“Well, yes and we had seized it, back in Algiers. With disas-

trous consequences! But the thing is that on the day before I was due 

to fly back to Palma, she … she said she couldn’t … go on the way she 

had.”

“There! I knew it!” Selene exclaims, as I thought she would, 

always ready for happy endings to ‘wymin’s affairs’. “Hallelujah! But … 

like, why?”

“I really hadn’t anticipated her swing around, but the gist of it 

was that the previous night, while she had tossed and turned unable to 

find sleep, she had had this notion that we absolutely owed it to our-

selves … to explore what had been so brutally … aborted in Algiers. 

That it would be sinful to sabotage it ourselves. That something had to 

give. That she simply couldn’t keep on sitting on a fence.

“Two possibilities: either the boys came to live with us some-

where, anywhere. Or, if that was too much to ask of the twenty-three 

year old that I was, then she’d do a mother’s ultimate sacrifice and 

entrust them to their father, risk it, knowing full well that if she did that, 

she’d stand to lose them until they were old enough to decide for them-

selves what to do about their estranged ‘lesbian’ mother.”

“Wow, girl! It’s like … heavy! That’s a harsh trip to land on you, 

out of the blue, after so long! Two kids in tow or have her on her own 

but partially like, hollow from missing the kids.”

The afternoon I set about to convince Tash that neither plan A 

nor B would work out, that day turned out to be the absolute saddest in 

my life.

“So … you just like, sent her away?” Selene’s tone is tainted. It 

clearly indicates that I’d let the side down.

“Well … not as dismissively as that, but, yes, ultimately, that’s 

what it boiled down to. Except that I sent myself away, right? I actually 

had to get on a plane in order to leave her. That’s what I felt I had to do. 

The thing is that, though I hadn’t been involved with anyone since 

Algiers, I had somewhat distanced myself during the year I hadn’t heard 

from her, so that extra little emotional distance was enough to allow me
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to be more … more rational. Up to a point. So, I made her promise to 

bury us, the memory of us, all memories of us, somewhere deep inside 

her … deep inside her mind … forever. To never let us out. To never let 

us loose in her thoughts.”

“Right.” Selene smacks her lips in appreciation. “It’s still a great 

romantic story, that one. Too bad about the ‘happy’ ending that’s not 

there.”

“No, not romantic, Selene, just plain hard. Mothers … I always 

feel they can’t make those sort of sacrifices, not without feeling they’ve 

compromised things for themselves, for their kids and their lover.”

“Some wimmyn can,” Selene persists.

“Maybe some,” I concede. “Anyway, it’s all water under the 

bridge now,” I say, needing to wrap up this particular slice of my life.

Selene picks up on my mood. “It’s only ever water under our 

bridges.”

*****
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FUN AND GAMES

I walk into the staff room and go directly to my desk, dropping the pile 

of books with an intended thump.

“Is it time to go home yet?” I ask. Most teachers have already 

come up from their classrooms for the lunch break and, as anticipated, 

a wistful chorus answers the throw-away question.

“Not quite!”

“Three periods down, another one to go, girl!” 

“Well, at least it’s Friday!”

“Thank God for that.”

“Have a cuppa, dear. Put your feet up for a few minutes.” A typ-

ical Lynne suggestion. I pat her bony shoulder as I pass her desk on my 

way to the urn. Coffee powder heaped at the bottom of the mug, I hold 

it under the tap, already anticipating the hot comfort of the drink. The 

gurgle of an empty urn precedes a short and angry spray of steaming 

water that splatters dark brown stains of coffee powder. A muttered 

“Shit!” escapes under my breath. Have a cuppa dear, I mouth silently. 

Easier said than done! I glance at the round plastic clock fastened on 

the murky yellow wall and sigh. Not enough time to wait for the urn to 

reach a fresh boil and drink that coffee without scorching every taste 

bud I might have to my name.

Sandra, my favourite colleague - plumpish and auburn-haired -

is frantically rifling through a pile of files.

“What’s up?” I ask but, as a terrier digging for its bone, she 

won’t be side-tracked. A few seconds later, however, she throws up her 

hands in despair.

“I’ve lost the darn thing! I can’t find it and I absolutely need it for 

period four!”

Sandra is our token mature aged, first-year-out teacher who 

also happens to be a chronic misplacer of things. Only a couple of days 

after her arrival at this, her first school, the whole show had already 

become too much for her.

It was one day after school that I noticed her slumped on a 

chair in the back row of a deserted classroom.

“Sandra? Whassup? Can I help?” I had asked at the time. 

“No, you cannot help! No one can! All this has been a terrible

mistake,” she snapped, though tears were clearly brimming. “I should



never have made this career change. Ted was right. I’m not cut out for 

this.” She gestured to the rows of empty desks around us, “Too old!”

I had suggested a cup of coffee and a chat. Sandra is older 

than I by some ten years, but I had already clocked twelve years of high 

school teaching to her two months. What happened then is that we 

ended up doing our in-school prep together so that I could help her map 

out different strategies and present her handouts, far too crowded for 

the very limited attention span of today’s average student, in more stu-

dent-friendly format – large font, short text, no more than four questions 

per sheet.

One day, though, Sandra declared that she didn’t want to ‘pre-

pare a single frigging thing. Not today. Not now!’ Instead, she wanted to 

talk about the dismal reality that awaited her every day she came home 

from school: four children, three not her own, to raise and to love and 

not differentiate; the father of the three children who were not hers, who 

by 8 p.m. regularly had drunk himself into a stupor. Sometimes the stu-

por was a quiet one, sometimes it was not.

“Oh, it’s not that bad! Really, Alex,” she had countered, too 

quickly ready to absolve her husband. “Ted, he’s not a violent drunk. He 

… passes out, that’s pretty much it. Sometimes, yes, he can be a bit 

loud and I always worry about the neighbours but …. It’s the girls, most-

ly, you know… the housework they generate, the homework that they 

don’t want to do, all the typical teenage mood swings and problems … 

My boy’s already grown up, you see. He’s doing his first year at uni. 

Ted’s girls, they’re still in high school. It’s such a great responsibility and 

they don’t even like me much … Well, the poor things, they do miss 

their mother and … ” Sandra pasted a pale smile over a big heaving 

sigh.

Now, her back to me, she’s taken her rifling to a different pile of 

files. “Hey, Sandra,” I tell her backside, “Can I help?”

She shakes her head in silent reply.

I let myself sag more heavily into the desk chair. Another so 

called ‘lunch break’ spent without the lunch and without the break. I 

need to stretch out my legs. I need to kick off those stupid little shoes 

and wiggle my toes. Should’ve worn my boots, any ones. My mother 

thinks that I need to try harder to soften my looks.

She likes to harp on that not everyone, specifically no one in 

my professional environment, needs to know I’m a dyke - though
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Mayanne doesn’t use that word - and while I often feel like retorting, 

‘And why the hell not?’ I don’t, because I do know why not.

The homosexuality of a State school teacher, once exposed, is 

something that the Union lawyers have always found too hot a potato 

to defend successfully anywhere in Queensland. And, if truth be known, 

I don’t wish to make any headlines. More to the point, I don’t wish to 

have any warped teen trump up a vexatious claim against me – a nasty, 

all invasive, below-the-belt way of getting back at a homosexual 

teacher for … a bad mark, a negative comment on a report card or god 

knows what else. And that is definitely not the type of spice I need to 

add to my life but, then again, I’ve never had what it takes to swing into 

full camouflage mode either. Just the thought of lipstick lips, powdered 

cheeks, the hair, the matching earrings, the nail polish and the skirts 

make my toenails curl. I do try, a bit, when it comes to footwear though, 

but my feet object, strongly, whenever squeezed into ‘girl shoes’, low-

heeled slip-on, feminine little numbers.

“Ms Delaforêt?”

I look up. Lynne is by the door. “There’s a young man here, 

who’d like a word with you.”

Moan. I straighten up on the chair and look through the open 

door. Damien Walters, one of the boys in my Year 12 English class, is 

standing in the doorway, the customary hangdog expression on his 

face.

“Lousy timing, Damien, my boy,” I mumble, easing my feet back 

into the narrow little red shoes. As his eyes meet mine, Damien straight-

ens his six-foot frame out of the slouch that had him draped against 

doorjamb, as if pinned to it.

“Damien? What’s up?” I know what’s up. He didn’t turn in his 

thousand-word essay on Representation. It was due last period, just 

before lunch, and that oversight qualifies him for an automatic E-, the 

lowest mark possible by Australian ratings.

“Uh … about my essay … Miss,” he begins, eyes sliding down-

wards. “I have a problem you won’t believe.”

“Try me, Damien. What kind of situation would I not be able to 

believe?” I ask lightly.

He and I have already had many similar conversations during 

the two years he’s been my student, but the thing is that when all is said 

and done, the expectation that each student should meet his or her
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deadline, unless something truly unsettling has happened the night 

before, really boils down to a matter of equity, not personal subjectivity. 

Which leads to the fact that today, I will not bail him out. The other fact 

Damien needs to internalise today is that Sucker is not permanently 

written on my forehead. His fingers tease the edge of his school tie. 

Freckly knuckles, pale tufts of russet hair. Deep chestnut and soulful 

eyes float back towards mine.

“Okay, Damien, shoot! Tell me all.” I actually like this long-

legged, wiry boy. Close to seventeen, his blond hair is matted into a sort 

of Rasta mop. The silver stud, a very pointy one, that pierces his bot-

tom lip rivets one’s eyes to his mouth, and on and off, I’ve caught myself 

wondering how this young man manages to kiss intimately without 

grazing anyone’s chin.

In spite of his little spike, Damien seems as gentle towards the 

world as he is soft on himself. I wouldn’t say he is spineless but he 

seems totally unable to kick himself into any sort of purposeful action 

when it comes to academic rigour. The cultivated hangdog look that, no 

doubt, works for him.

“Well … I don’t have one to hand in. I mean … not anymore.” 

I watch him shuffle his Great Dane puppy feet and stub the toe

of one black leather shoe against the concrete. “What do you mean, 

‘Not anymore’?”

“Miss, look … it goes like this. Here I am visiting my mum at the 

hospital, she’s been there for a while and, it’s like I was showing it to 

her … last night, right? She was real happy with me and all … and … 

but before I knew it … I don’t know, it’s like the nurse or someone 

must’ve chucked it away while we were at the cafeteria or somewhere. 

It’s really true, Miss. Fair dinkum,” he adds earnestly.

As I watch the big lad arrange his face in an altar boy’s expres-

sion, I can’t help but be touched by so much innocence. “Well, Damien,” 

I finally say, pushing myself away from the door way, “I suppose it could 

be worse.” A sparkle of relief flashes across his brown eyes. I suggest, 

knowing that the Walters family lives across the road, or close enough 

to, that he might want to trot over to bring back any of his drafts he can 

find and have them on my desk by four o’clock.

“My drafts?” he says slowly, as if he were wrapping his tongue 

around an alien word.
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“Well, yes, your drafts. That way I’ll have a fair idea of the argu-

ments you put together and of your expression, vocabulary,” I shrug, 

“you know, the usual. Surely, whatever you have on those drafts will 

amount to a lot more than the E- stipulated by the school’s policy 

regarding due dates missed, seeing as you don’t have an extension 

from the H.O.D.” The hangdog looked morphs into a surly expression, 

the little muscles on the side of his jaw bunch and unbunch. The spike 

glints under his lip. “But, hey … ” I suggest with an enthusiasm that we 

both know is hollow, “you can always try your luck directly with her, with 

the H.O.D.”

“That so sucks big time!” he mutters, thankfully quietly enough, 

as I turn back to the staffroom. Damien, my lad, some things do suck 

big time, but that’s not one of th— The beeping bell brings yet another 

lunch hour to a close. Sandra flies past me, a paper in her hand.

“Found it!” she exclaims.

Sweet. I’m happy she’s happy but really, I’m tired and cranky. 

“Who needs a break anyway, huh,” I grumble, picking up the materials 

needed for the lesson ahead, “when it’s all about fun and games?”

Briskly, I weave my way along the verandah in and out of the throngs 

of students who are content to stroll to their last period class. Tonight, 

as on most Friday evenings, it’s dinner with the gang somewhere in 

West End. Simple, no fuss, no mess. Should be good, though I’ll have 

to make amends for having been a bit slack lately, particularly with Kate 

and Jessie, my good friends. It’s just that I haven’t made myself as 

available to them as I normally would. What with having met Selene 

and me getting all caught in my other lives — ”

Ah, there we go again. Paula! Within sight of my classroom I 

can’t help but spot the girl seated on the verandah railing, one storey 

above ground, something she damn well knows the school considers a 

dangerous practice.

What to do about her? Last week’s meeting with her father had 

yielded nothing but more power for her: the power to flaunt her coarse 

rudeness while shunning any responsibility, and the mere sight of this 

harsh, pasty-faced girl now makes me uncomfortable. That’s something 

I know I have to reverse but, let’s just say that in regards to this partic-

ular student, I’m struggling.
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Her father was totally adamant; Paula feels there’s a personal-

ity clash. He’s totally right, there is. A one-sided clash: his daughter has 

decided she does not like me.

She doesn’t like me because she thinks she’s worked out that 

I’m a lesbian. She won’t know for sure until she finds me hitting on 

some new blood down at The Cage which she can’t do on two counts. 

One: she’s too young to get in. Two: me? Hitting on … anyone? I don’t 

think so. But then again, Paula, as any of the fifteen-hundred students 

enrolled at the school, may well have a friend who has an aunt whose 

neighbour has a friend who does frequent The Cage and … the fact 

remains that one afternoon while walking to my car as she was walking 

to the bus with a boy who might’ve been her boyfriend, I overheard her 

answer, “Yeah … suits a dykemobile.” All he had said, pointing to the 

Jeep parked nearby was, “Nice! Hot pink!” All much too close to my 

comfort zones.

The thing is that Paula has a nasty brand of survivor intelli-

gence and, like the felon who knows not to leave behind any incrimi-

nating evidence, she, too, knows exactly how far she can push the 

envelope and leave me with only a fistful of ‘intangible perceptions’ that 

would be as good as impossible to defend. And so Paula uses her per-

verse, sly bitchiness as a battering ram, persistently attacking my 

patience, my reasonableness and what limited authority I have as a 

teacher in a large inner city State school.

I glance at my watch. Thirty minutes into the lesson and it’s clear that 

Paula is neither reading the play, Miller’s Crucible, nor is she jotting 

down any notes from the whiteboard diagram-in-progress relating to 

the concept of Witch-hunting.

I’m totally aware that I am letting myself be distracted by this 

sixteen-year- old who has, so far, ignored my non-verbal requests for 

either attention or participation. So, what else is new?

I do know I shouldn’t let myself be distracted by her. I do need 

to circulate closer to her area of the room. I could move away from the 

board and let a student take over the jotting down of the class’s brain-

storming. I could certainly set that up, but I’d rather not. One: because 

my feet hurt more inside my silly red shoes when I walk than when I 

stand. Two: I’d rather not move any closer to the girl than where I am 

at the moment, half a classroom away.
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“Yes, Sara?”

“That kind of stuff, like in The Crucible, pointing a finger at oth-

ers who are innocent, it only works when the majority is, like so afraid 

of something, right?” A giggle erupts from the back. Paula’s hand cov-

ers her mouth. Sara continues undeterred, “Afraid of them or maybe if 

they want something that the witches, huh, the others … if they want 

something that minority has like — ”

“Oh, yeah! That’s so not likely, Sara.”

“Sara, please, hold on to that thought a minute, huh? Paula?” I 

say quietly, moving towards the centre aisle. “Please, instead of deni-

grating what Sara is saying, you could add a little to it. Something intel-

ligent that would — ”

Chin tilted defiantly. “You calling me dumb, Miss? You saying 

I’m not smart?”

Jessie made me an aquarelle for my last birthday. Me, tall and 

strong, arms outstretched to the sun, feet planted firmly on a pinnacle 

high above a landscape of craggy red soil. Close to the horizon, a lake 

of beautiful water. Me, as high in the sky as the eagle flies. Me, soaring 

and gliding through invisible air streams.

“Paula, just drop it,” someone retorts as I hold on to my visual 

for a breath longer. Many students would rather not have Paula in the 

class but be it from fear of retribution or in obedience to a teen code of 

honour, students hardly rat against another, not to teachers, not to a 

Deputy. No one wants to be a dobber.

“I think it’s like greed,” John adds, unintentionally buying me an 

extra second, “or envy would work for some, jealousy for others, but 

there’s the fear factor, too. It’s the fear of what’s different — ”

Ponytail Jenny raises her hand and blurts out, “Oh, yeah … like 

gay guys, they get picked on a lot.” Groan! A chair scrapes, a giggle 

breaks out, Paula has two fingers stuck down her throat as if gagging. 

Jenny turns away from her but persists. “Uh … the way they get 

bashed, that’s the witch-hunt thing, isn’t it?”

“That might be more about discriminatory, anti-social behaviour 

but, certainly, if the aggressors felt that they could directly benefit from 

flushing out — ”

“Thing is, we don’t want anything from them, do we now?” 

Paula. “Even you, dude,” she turns to John, “I bet even you wouldn’t 

take anything from a gay boy, would you? That’d be so sick, right?”
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All conversations, on or off task, have become muted. John is 

red from the bottom end of his Adam’s apple to the root of his ginger 

hair.

Time to bite the bullet. “Paula?”

“Hey, I’m just saying, right? I’m participating, aren’t I?” she cries 

unnecessarily, eyes wide, cheeks blotched by her own impudent brash-

ness. “You can’t get up me for that!”

The girls in her pack turn to each other and giggle more or less 

overtly. “Oh, girlfriend, that is so totally gross out!” Group giggle.

I click the cap back on the whiteboard marker to lay it quietly on 

the desk nearest my hand.

“Paula.” Slowly, absent-mindedly almost, so as not to freak out 

anyone by turning into a ranting caricature, foaming at the mouth, 

screeching like a witch on Halloween night, talons lightning fast inside 

Paula’s thin throat, I move deeper into the rows of desks. “On the one 

hand, I’m pleased to see you are taking an interest in this discussion. 

On the other, the way you are going about it is somewhat ... distracting, 

to say the least. Besides, it’s downright inappropriate. Right?” I’m only 

one row and three desks away from the girl rocking on the back legs of 

her chair. “So, here is what I would like you to do.” Her pasty face 

scrunches up around the eyes. I bet she’s thinking I’m about to send 

her outside. No idea why she would, as it’s something I rarely ever do, 

and do only when a student who appears to have lost a grip on things 

might actually hurt someone if cooped up in a classroom. Even a chair, 

if hurtled, can do its share of damage in a crowded environment. “I 

would like you to take your books with you, Paula, and sit at that desk 

over there. The one over to the side and closest to the door.”

Ladies and Gentlemen, it’s show down time at Skirmishville! 

Will she, won’t she move? If there’s only one cartridge of paint inside 

either of our tommyguns, I can’t say for sure that it’s already inside 

mine, ready for the hammer to kick its butt. I move diagonally towards 

her row.

“Why should I?” comes the reply.

“Come on, Paula. I am simply asking you to change seats. No 

big deal!” Private conversations start up around the room but the 

threads of constructive brainstorming hang in the air, untied.

A male student calls out, “C’mon, you dag, give it up!”
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Paula viciously snaps back. “What’s the big deal, Butthead!” 

but she gets up from her chair, banging it against the desk as she col-

lects her notepad and text. Too early to call victory, however tiny it may 

be. I know from experience that a lull is not likely until the student, 

whether pissed off or otherwise, is seated and quiet.

Hands in pockets, I return my attention to the board and the 

aborted listing. “Okay, so let’s recap the few points already made, shall 

we?”

“Stupid bitch!”

The silence in the room works as an echo chamber. I wheel 

around the words spoken too loud, like through clenched teeth. Time is 

briefly suspended as the students hold their breath. Paula flops sullen-

ly in the chair and drops her stuff carelessly onto the desktop closest to 

the door.

Thank goodness the staff room is momentarily empty. I’d rather not 

share my period four highlight with anyone, except perhaps Sandra, if 

she were there. These classroom episodes are almost impossible to 

retell intelligently, partly because of the dry and cumbersome nature of 

the I-said-she-said, I-did-she-did. Ironically, these moments are like that 

loopy moment between you and whoever that’s too difficult to unpack, 

the one that makes you say: Oh, girl, you should have been there. It 

was just so freaky!

I slam my compendium on a pile of books and reach into my 

slacks pocket to retrieve the whiteboard marker and a couple of pens. 

I look at them, gripped inside my fist. The resentment I’ve managed to 

keep in reasonable check, so far, will stay pent up no more!

Flung across the desktop, pens and marker skittle over the 

wooden surface to cartwheel, drop to the floor and slide out of sight. My 

hands tremble. I feel light-headed. Too much tension released too 

quickly.

“Ça alors! If that doesn’t top it all!” Palm of hand slamming 

against a pile of copies to mark. “Get me outta here!” I rave out loud. 

“Why do I have to put up with such crap, huh? Why? Damn it!”

On the threshold to the staff room, arms laden with books, a 

question mark on her round face, Sandra is poised in mid-stride. It’s all 

so fucking absurd. A ripple of uncontrollable laughter rises from my 

belly to bubble inside my throat. Tears roll down my cheeks - repressed
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emotions of all kinds converge at the same bottleneck and spill over. 

Tear-stained, I motion to Sandra that coming in is actually safer than it 

looks. Isn’t it Selene who says that a good laugh, a deep, side-splitting 

laugh has got to be better for the heart than sex?

*****
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FRIENDS

Most of the patrons have already left the restaurant and our little group 

is likely to be the last one out. Congealed bits of salmon fettuccine cling 

to my plate and it’s now Kate’s turn to buttonhole me.

“I hear what you’re saying, Alex, but let’s go back to that week-

end at Maleny, you know, the Women’s Music Festival? You’re with 

me?”

I nod, remembering the circumstances and how Kate and 

Jessie had been so dismissive of Selene, but I don’t think it is that fias-

co Kate wants to revisit tonight, some three weeks after the event. In a 

way, their avoidance of that particular moment suits me just fine. 

Tonight, I’m really not up to taking on either one of them, let alone the 

combined power of two, on the issue of elitist attitudes.

I had invited Selene, whom my other friends hadn’t yet met, to 

drive up to Maleny and spend the weekend there with us. The idea was 

to catch some good vibes at the Women’s Music Festival while sipping 

on the beer, bump into old faces - blasts from the past - ferret around 

the smattering of fashionable antique shops and art galleries to flush 

out yet another must-have doodah or that cosmically-enhanced piece 

of earthy pottery.

I was well aware of the potential risk involved in exposing my 

‘outsider’ to the group but by 9 p.m. on the day that preceded our 

weekend departure, I had dialled Selene’s number feeling that, surely, 

Kate and Jessie would give my new buddy a fair go. For sure they’d 

warm up to her. For sure they’d know to make an exception and not dip 

into their easy-handy array of classist assumptions, all nicely colour-

coded like carpet samples inside a salesperson’s kit.

Why is it, I’ve been pondering since that weekend away, that 

the working-class woman is made to become invisible by middle-class 

women, themselves, for the most part, aspiring to an upper-class sta-

tus likely to elude them forever? I’ve seen it happen many times. Here’s 

how it goes: once isolated from her own, the woman just fades, and 

fades, some more until most everyone at the dinner table can pretend 

that she’s never been there in the first place. Selective blindness? A 

case of, What you don’t look at, you don’t see? As in, What you don’t 

see is not really there? Neat trick, I’ve concluded, if one is into magic.



Mind you, Khi’s friends, way back when, had done the same to 

me though the situation was reversed. They were the working class 

women from a working class background. They lived in cottages built 

some twenty years earlier for the working class and they had rendered 

me invisible. They had gone about it exactly the same way as Kate and 

Jessie had in regards to Selene. Oh, and let’s not forget my solo foray 

at The Cage. There, too, I had felt totally invisible. Oh well, maybe it’s 

not a classist thing at all. Maybe it’s only a ‘women’ thing. Maybe it’s 

bigger than that. Maybe it’s only about carelessness. A carelessness 

towards others, any other, whose scent we don’t immediately recognise 

as ‘ours’. Right!

Anyway, tonight being the evening that’s flowed seamlessly 

from my anything-but-stellar wrinkle with Paula, tonight the six of us are 

seated at a different table in the little restaurant in the West End of 

Brisbane where we often meet Friday nights, a ritual that kickstarts the 

weekend.

I move my chair backward before meeting Kate’s coffee-bean 

eyes still bearing down on me. An ex Phys. Ed teacher who has rein-

vented herself as a lecturer, out of professional habit, she is not going 

to speak until her audience is attentive, and for now, her audience is 

me. Obligingly, I stop fidgeting to look at her.

“You remember that Sunday morning?” she asks. “When I 

came to your room … at the motel? I’d come up to run our lunch plan 

past you, but you said you wouldn’t be staying. Something about … 

things that couldn’t wait, back at your place.” Uncharacteristically, Kate 

looks around the table for confirmation.

“Yeah! Before we knew it,” chimes Pin, “you were already in 

that pink truck of yours, bags and all.” Pin is one of my ex lovers. Before 

Tamara. After Toni, after Gina. I don’t want to see Toni anymore. Gina 

was absolutely gorgeous in a very cuddly sort of way but she and I had 

as much in common as a tie to a scarf - there was no need to keep in 

touch. I can’t see Tamara because she’s still in Europe. I see Pin, but 

only on such occasions as tonight – Friday night dinner with the gang 

or at someone’s else’s party.

“True, I did leave early.” I exhale a thin ribbon of smoke. “So … 

what about it?” That Sunday morning, back at the motel, I didn’t feel like 

hanging around anymore. Selene had driven off before the end of din-

194

C . C . S a i n t - C l a i r



ner the night before and I felt all talked out. I felt hemmed in. I felt dis-

connected from these women, my friends.

I’d like the waitress to collect all our dirty plates now. I’d like her 

to take them away. I’d like the white lace tablecloth to be empty of dirty 

plates. I reach for my cigarette case.

“Hey … you’re a free woman. You come and you go … but what 

I’m saying is that it’s not like you to pass up on lunch with us. 

Particularly not while we’re away together.”

Kate and Jessie should damn well know why I cut short that 

weekend away and I really don’t want to revisit that moment. I wish I 

still smoked the pipe. If I still smoked a pipe, I could hem and haw and 

look thoughtful. I could buy myself some thinking time while I puffed and 

fiddled with the bowl.

“ … not unless you are … uh … otherwise … busy.”

I connect back to Kate. Her thin eyebrows are raised in mock 

suggestiveness. Everyone grins knowingly while, from behind pale 

smoke, I shake my head. I won’t let myself be dragged into revisiting 

the argument we had that night after Selene had driven off into the 

night. And, surely, Kate can’t be wishing to return us to that moment – 

a definite low point in our communication with each other. Close to 1 

a.m. it had been, and after a night of sipping, first champagne, then red 

wine, then Cointreau, with me feeling seriously outraged by the way 

she and Jessie had gone out of their way to blatantly ignore Selene to 

the point of rudeness.

To top it off, I was also totally pissed off because I felt, I, too, 

instead of staying put till morning, should’ve stormed away in the mid-

dle of the night, blurred or not. Could it be that for Kate, that alcohol-

and-adrenaline-fuelled verbal battering had only amounted to yet 

another storm in a tea cup, and that she still needed me to have a rea-

son better than righteousness for not wanting to hang out with them, 

that Sunday morning back in Maleny?

“Mmff. Believe you me; a warm body in the cot waiting for me 

to get back to Briz … that is not one option worth considering. Not in 

the least.”

All the same, Kate had to conclude lightly, “Well, be that as it 

may, we all had a good time anyway … but the point is that … Alex, we 

missed you.”
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Oh. And what am I supposed to say to that? This collective con-

cern is making me uncomfortable. Tonight, I should’ve stayed home. 

Again.

“The point is … ” Jessie breaks in, “only a couple of weeks ago, 

you said that you had been feeling lonely.”

Who me, lonely? How could I say that when last night again I 

fell asleep curled up with Tashinka? Tashinka, Diana, Tamara, Khi, Ann 

… so many nighttime companions!

“The way we see it, you know, all of us … ” The tilt of her head 

to the right includes Kate and Jen. “You, being lonely … surely, it’s got 

to be because you can’t see the forest for the trees.” Her tone rings 

more like an accusation than an observation. I straighten up on the 

chair.

Jen, Jessie’s lover before Kate, is looking straight at me. I think 

Jen may have made a couple of overtures during the last few months 

but status quo prevails – I’m not sure her invitations to drive to Bribie 

Island for a spot of fishing, for me to enrol in the Swiss ball class at her 

local gym, or for us to go bushwalking on any given weekend were 

overtures. And, I think she can’t say for sure that I turned her down, as 

opposed to her suggestions that a healthier lifestyle might be good for 

me. “Jessie’s right,” she says. “It feels as if you’re quietly moving away 

from us.”

I can’t procrastinate any longer if only to spare everyone from 

piling it on any thicker.

“Look, uh, I … I appreciate your concern. I mean everyone’s.” 

Eye contact. Pick up a teaspoon. “You all are … ” Search for its point of 

balance on the tablecloth. “You are my friends, I know that, you know 

that.” Oh, that is lame. Real lame. “Coffee, anyone?” I signal to the wait-

ress, not one who I recognised.

She jaunts over to our table. “Coffees, ladies?”

“The usual, everyone? That makes it … uh, five flat whites and 

a double strength black, thanks.”

Jessie rejoins, “In her case, that doesn’t mean less water. What 

she wants is double strength caffeine.”

Sharon’s turn to provide the waitress with an explanation she 

doesn’t seem to require. “Alex, she’s French.” The waitress nods, 

smiles and scribbles on her pad. She’s noticed the dirty plates. Deftly, 

she piles them one on top of the other until, six storeys high and bris-
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tling with cutlery, they become a cumbersome arrangement balanced 

over her wrist. I breathe more easily now that the dirty plates are gone. 

There’s something about them, about dirty plates left laying about, that 

I find totally … distracting. Come Christmas morning, crumpled ribbons 

and once-glorious wrapping, torn and scattered at the base of the tree, 

makes me feel that way too.

“Okay, Alex. Now … don’t you go thinking you’re off the hook. 

And don’t you even think of a tangential way out of this conversation.” 

Kate brings us all back to her agenda. “You were about to say … some-

thing?” the inflexion is sarcastic. It’s all very clear that she’s decided 

that tonight’s the night she’ll have me explain myself to her, to everyone 

gathered around the table for the last supper of our working week. No 

amount of procrastinating is going to lull her off-road.

I tap the cigarette butt against the ashtray. “Well … look … it is 

simple really,” I begin thoughtfully. “At the moment, not one of you, 

together or separately, can give me what I need … to bounce up.” Ok! 

There! I’ve said it. Don’t look at Jen. She might suggest Swiss ball ther-

apy all over again. “But, hey … I am not shutting you out. It is not what 

this is about.” Pin glances at her watch but everyone else seems ready 

to wait me out. “It is not like I am moving out on you.” I feel like a par-

ent ushering her child into kindergarten. I’ll be back, my sweetie, don’t 

you fret. Sadly, I’m not even going anywhere.

Five friends, all waiting for me to explain why I’ve been avoid-

ing them. The thing is, I didn’t make it to our Friday night dinner last 

Friday night. I hadn’t made it to our Friday night dinner the week before 

that either. So … what’s my problem? Why am I not being assertive 

here? Why am I not telling Kate to drop the inquisition? Why am I not 

telling her, them, that I genuinely don’t feel like explaining myself? Not 

to anyone. Not tonight. Tonight, I simply feel vulnerable and teary.

“Look … ” I begin again. “It is not like I am physically lonely. It 

is not like I need … company.” An insidious tightness is creeping on the 

inside of my throat and it’s making me over-swallow.

The waitress is back with a tray laden with our cups of coffee. 

“Flat whites?”

“And the strong black?” she asks, looking at me.

I nod, but aware of the tremble of my bottom lip, I drop eye con-

tact. What the hell is wrong with me? I berate myself. Must be PMT 

time. Start again. “My … problem is … sort of … more of an emotional
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nature.” Say what? “I feel trapped in … like in a desert of the heart, uh 

… inside my heart.” Sounds a bit weird but that’s a start. “Like all dry 

and arid. And the whole thing just keeps on stretching far beyond the 

horizon.” Except for my heart that’s shrivelling. I twirl the spoon in the 

dark liquid though I don’t take sugar, before looking up. What if it’s 

already all cracked, my heart, like the soil of … of a dry riverbed. 

Somewhere, anywhere in … uh … in Somalia? I look up as Jessie 

steals a knowing glance towards Kate who puckers her mouth in a cryp-

tic acknowledgement.

“Alex, Honey, I know exactly what’s gotten over you!” A naughty 

smile softens Sharon’s otherwise austere face. “What you’ve got is sex 

on the brain!” Sweet Sharon, Pin’s current lover.

If sexual feeling towards ghosts of the past counts, yeah, I do 

… have sex on my brain. Big time! “Sex is the last thing on my brain,” 

I reply flatly, unable to do better. It’s true that sex is not usually, not that 

much, on my brain. Sharon grins sheepishly. “Hey … if sex was fore-

most on my agenda … Ok, Ok I will tell you something … I did, for a 

while, consider putting a classified in Queensland Pride.” Five pairs of 

eyes regard me suspiciously.

“What, like a personal ad, like to meet someone?” 

“Hundred percent. Here is the text … I mean, the text I would

have put in … if I had gone ahead with the plan.” I screw up my eye-

brows in concentration and put a hand over my eyes to better see the 

words I’m about to string together. “OK … it goes like this:

Sensual and sincere Leo … ” Pin clears her throat. “No, come 

on!” I say, good-humouredly. “I am a sincere sort of gal … most of the 

time, no?”

“Oh, absolutely. Sincere but not steadfast.”

“Well, that’s OK, then. Right, here’s the rest. D.T.E. hazel eyes, 

short salt and pepper hair … G.S.O.H … W.L.T.M, “ I spell quickly, hop-

ing I’m getting these abbreviations right, sporty lesbian 30 year old … 

for romance. Dark eyes … Dark hair preferr — ”

Sharon’s eyes are rounded “Gracious me,” she exclaims, “I’d 

need a dictionary before I even considered a repl — ”

Pin cuts in too quickly. “You’d be wasting your time. You’re 

blonde, Sharon.”
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“Alex, s’cuse me … ” Jessie breaks in, visibly quite amused by 

something inside her head. “Do tell me you haven’t been quietly lusting 

after that chick in, what was it called again — ”

“Liquorice, right?” Kate is referring to the soft porn, liquorice-

sweet plot we watched at our last slumber party, all of us plus a couple 

of other women, sleeping over at Sharon’s, eating buckets of popcorn, 

lounging in our silk boxers and tees, and sipping on Orgasms made of 

Cointreau and Baileys.

“Yes, Liquorice, but nah … it’s just that blonde hair has — ” 

Jen’s fingers rake through her short black hair before settling on the 

saucer in front of her where they begin to worry the little rim. “Come on, 

guys, if you don’t stop interrupting, you will not get to hear the really 

soppy stuff. Now … does that fit me or what, huh? Listen: Long drives 

into the sunset. No dawns, please. Must like sleeping in.” A little chuck-

le rises from the group.

“It fits,” says Jen. “No one who knows you well should try to get 

you anywhere before midday.”

“Ah, give me a break, will you. Eleven is OK. Eleven is fine. I 

can do eleven. Now listen, the rest goes like: Classical music full blast 

Sunday mornings. That’s good, yes? That is something I really, really 

love and yet, I don’t … not usually … Anyway, what else I would have 

stipulated is along the lines of: Non-scene. That’s essential. No lipstick. 

That’s essential too. No Y fronts — ”

“Oh, Alex, really,” Kate chuckles. “That’s blatantly exclusive, 

you know!”

“You bet! The deal is: no front-loading, no kangaroo pouch 

allowed in my bedroom, right? But, hey, anyone into basic cotton, no 

frills, that comes in women’s sizes … and is not a liberated lesbian 

must-have-replica of the man-thing … yeah, well … cool.”

Good humouredly, Sharon follows her line of thought. “So … 

how do you finish off one of these ads? Sincerely? Cheers?”

“What? To sign off? Well … I would probably add, Not A.L.A 

and leave it at that.”

Jessie and Kate clap. Sharon, visibly unfamiliar with personal 

classifies, wants to know more. “Not ALA … which means what?”

“A.L.A? All Letters Answered,” I grin. “Not, in the case of my 

text.”

“So why didn’t you go ahead with your ad, then?”
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Ah, yes. Back to tonight’s agenda. “Uh … well … I am not real-

ly up to meeting anyone, not just yet. It can keep till I am ready, the text, 

I mean.” I look down, worried by the sudden tingling under my eyelids. 

Another sip of coffee. “My priority, especially now,” I explain carefully, 

“is to … just lay low, take stock of my past … experiences and … and 

get a better feel for what might lie ahead.”

“Yeah, for sure, Alex.” Jen grins, “No need to rush into anything. 

Just trust that there’s that one babe out there, all ready and waiting 

somewhere in your near future. I mean when your future… uh … ”

Sharon volunteers. “Where the future becomes the present?” 

Jen seems a little agitated. “Something like that.”

“Hope you’ll know to seize the day, when that future-to-present 

thing kicks in,” quips Jessie. “And don’t be so bloody-minded next time.”

Bloody-minded? Me? 

“Take risks.”

“Give up a little control.”

“Yes. Live in the present! That’s the only way to go.” 

“Whoa! Go easy on me, all of you … Right … thanks for the

free advice.”

Sharon’s brow is furrowed in concentration. By the time Pin had 

introduced her as her new lover, she had already had the terrible motor-

bike accident that left her partially disabled and hearing-impaired. In the 

middle of that first conversation, the night we met her, Sharon had 

exclaimed, “Jeez! Your lips have an accent! Do you … have one? An 

accent?” and everyone had thought the whole thing terribly funny.

Tonight, as our eyes connect through a thin swirl of smoke, I 

see a knowing smile in her eyes, a smile that is gentle and supportive. 

I smile back but quickly lower my eyes to the wine bottle whose life has 

been extended as a candleholder.

Very much aware of the tension curled inside my jaw, I bring 

the cigarette once more to my lips. Do I really need to share more than 

the outer edge of my thoughts with anyone? Once more, I sense 

Sharon’s eyes. I notice, for the first time tonight, the faint shadows that 

smudge the inner corners of her eyes. She would’ve been lip reading 

non-stop for the past couple of hours, and she had told me once that 

the concentration she has to expend during such conversations is often 

quite draining. She had told me, too, that the silent movement of lips 

usually carries at least as many clues as spoken words. So, again I look
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away from her, unsure as to what meaning she might be construing out 

of my silences, out of the tightness of my jaw, out of my fidgeting. Out 

of my lips’ non-verbals. I can’t help but worry that she’s already picked 

up the inner dislocation that I’ve only cared to share with Selene.

One reason I’ve been so awkward about letting it all get an air-

ing is that I really, really don’t want my current floundering to dispel the 

image my friends, the ones who’ve known me the longest, have of me.

‘Alex is focused.’

‘Have known her for years. She’s emotionally stable.’ 

‘She is self-contained and self-confident.’

‘Alex is detached. Doesn’t get caught up into things.’ 

Their perception of me, I know, is tainted by what I’ve learned

to project ever since my early teens to better protect myself. Basic sec-

ond chakra stuff – of the not-so-enlightened variety. And this, now, 

should be my cue to worry about the discrepancy between projection 

and real feelings. I should worry about it. I will, just not tonight. Tonight, 

I don’t want to explain, I don’t want to justify, I don’t want to analyse to 

better redirect anything. Tonight, it’s like I’ve already said, I should’ve 

stayed home.

When it comes to Pin, my once-removed lover - her perception 

of my ‘self-confident detachment’ used to be a thorn in her side.

Our relationship ended on the anniversary of our first year of 

living together. It came to a close after an endless series of soul-search-

ing and after-dinner-port-slugging sessions on the patio, sometimes 

involving Kate and Jessie as mediators between our dysfunctional 

behaviours, sometimes not.

The problem with Pin is that she’s never understood that our 

differences should’ve remained just that - personal idiosyncrasies – that 

should’ve been left well enough alone.

I had this idea at the time that, could we stop focusing on each 

other’s triggers, the both of us might find ways in which to move con-

structively around whatever bits of shrapnel we reinforced in each other

- under them and above them. Why not as freely as Selene had moved 

with her Trish on and around washing machines and fridges, if not quite 

through them? By the end of that first year however, our differences had 

proliferated to the point of having become a Canadian beaver-quality 

barrage that effectively stopped everything from flowing downstream,
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even the one aspect of our relationship that had been truly satisfying – 

the sex.

Pin and I had spent a lot of time in bed. More specifically, we 

just about lived in it after work, on weekends, on weeks off work. Green 

grapes and cheese, tubs of vanilla ‘n’ raisin ice cream laced with 

Butterscotch and Frangelico liqueur kept us focused. Sometimes, too, 

we’d have the liqueur without the ice cream. Sometimes we’d spread 

the liqueur and the ice cream on parts of the other’s body in such ways 

that neither spoon nor fingertips would have been of any use. Then, 

too, Pin had a penchant for a certain toy of the not-fluffy variety that, 

nonetheless, sported rather small rubber flaps akin to rabbit ears. And, 

girl, did those rabbit ears tickle Pin’s fancy. Her clit as well. That’s one 

teaser that needed to be fed Eveready batteries, but the little rabbit ears 

only got to come out and play once my tongue and my hands and my 

fingers and my lips had brought her to orgasm … each in turn.

What, in counterpart, she did for me was bring on, each time, 

a single orgasm, but one of the most powerful variety I had ever expe-

rienced. With Pin, my orgasms came in waves. Actually, they came in 

a set of two waves - one smallish, followed by another that always 

broke and shattered from the depth of my sex to rip, curl and ripple as 

so many splintered iridescent little tongues of electricity. White and 

shimmery behind my eyes, they spiralled outwards deep inside my 

belly, all the way down to my toes to leave me predictably breathless 

and vulnerable. Ah, yes, the old ‘control’ - the one thing I needed to 

regain quickly, unable as I was to just lie there, blissfully spent and 

humming. I’ve never understood why my body responded so powerful-

ly to Pin’s tongue play but … yes, it’s a real shame we couldn’t just 

overlook all the rest and … hibernate forever in our big bed.

At some stage, I’m not sure which, Pin decided that I was like 

an exotic greenhouse flower – ‘exciting and lovely but high mainte-

nance.’ My retort had been along the lines of, ‘Even the humble daisy 

won’t thrive in the wrong conditions.’ Ouch! That hadn’t gone down well 

at all.

Our boil, too tender to touch, had to be lanced. Pin and I had 

gone our separate ways - I, crossing paths with Tamara and she -

beginning what was to be a short career towards the higher echelons 

of Male Incarceration within the Queensland Prison System. There was
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a time in Pin’s life when she thought that maximum security inmates 

needed her, as their Director, to embark on the way to redemption.

“Alex?” I look at Jen. “Just a thought. Maybe you’re spending 

too much time alone doing whatever it is you’re doing.” Jen thinks that 

emotional sustenance can only come about by sharing with others. 

She’s right. I share with Selene.

Why don’t I just tell them that I really don’t spend that much 

time on my own? That I do see Selene, my new friend, a lot? Quite a 

lot actually. Surprisingly often, actually.

“Well, since I last saw you guys, since Maleny, I have enrolled 

in a beginners Chinese course at the uni. That sucker is turning out to 

be a lot more time consuming than what I had envisaged. What with the 

hundreds of characters, all with their dianrs, like the branches and 

stresses and then the multiple intonations that alter … ” I shrug my 

thoughts into another groove. “To be honest,” I begin almost in spite of 

myself, “what really scares me at the moment is the definite possibility 

that I will never find either soul mate or partner. At least not while I 

remain in Brisbane!”

Caught unawares by my own words, I straighten up on the 

chair. Tonight, I hadn’t meant to open that Pandora’s box either. In fact, 

I thought I had altogether stopped thinking about ever leaving Brisbane. 

Jessie rolls her eyes towards the heavens.

I imagine she’s thinking, Here we go again. We have, indeed, 

explored that topic a few times already but that would’ve been what, 

maybe a year ago. Already back then, she and Kate had been adamant

- whatever was out of kilter inside me here would be no different any-

where else. They’d have me believe that the grass is not necessarily 

greener anywhere else. Phooey!

“Alex,” Jessie begins flatly, “if you need to do the personal 

growth thing, you might as well do it right here where you have friends. 

Stands to reason. I mean, really!”

“This has always been your tack ... ” There’s a chink of exas-

peration in Jen’s voice. “If things don’t work out, you just pack your 

bags, a lot of them, buy yourself a plane ride to some country or other. 

Reinvent the wheel all over … ”

Oh, what? This is all fucking hearsay! She and I have never 

had that one-on-one kind of conversation! Who’s feeding her the lines, 

then? Not Pin, Not Jessie, no, but Sharon … maybe.
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Selene pops into my mind. Selene, and how I’ve already 

shared so many intimate thoughts with her though, technically, accord-

ing to my way of thinking, I haven’t known her long, only a few months. 

A few months as opposed to Jen’s three or four years. Not that long by 

anyone’s count. Well, go figure, huh?

“She’s right, you know.” Sharon gives credence to Jen’s pre-

tended knowledge of me. “Besides, nothing will be different … any-

where else. You do know that.”

Kate needs to redirect. “OK, so now you don’t wish to perpetu-

ate the cycle that’s led to the demise of what you had with Tamara. 

Cool, but — ”

“What do you mean?” I look up, puzzled. “What does that 

mean, ‘Led to the demise of’ … of what I had with her, with Tamara?”

“Oh, Alex, p-lease! It means how you pushed her away. I don’t 

mean by letting her fly off to Europe. I mean by cancelling your plans to 

meet her over in Europe. And how you were to fly back together from 

Paris. Hellow!”

Pin breaks in. “Yeah, it all boils down to control. You needed to 

feel you were calling the shots. Just to make sure you weren’t leaving 

yourself high, dry and vulnerable! Could get messy, that, for someone 

like you.” Ah, yes. The fear of not being one hundred percent in charge 

of what’s happening to me. Back to the control issue. But hey, that’s hit-

ting below the belt, that. Classified, for-your-eyes- only information.

“Look … “ I answer Pin, “this really is not what I need to hear 

right now. OK? I appreciate the … your … Let’s just say I’d rather you, 

you all, dropped me as a topic of conversation. Not just for now but until 

further notice!” Head cocked, the waitress turns towards our table.

“Look, let’s just stick to why I may still want to leave Brisbane,” 

I hear myself add in quick conciliation.

“Oh, we know all about that, Alex. You want to discover your 

French roots. It’s been on your wishlist for quite a while now.”

“True! So what?” I hadn’t meant to snap but yeah … I should’ve 

stayed home tonight and because I didn’t, I now need to wrap this up 

before I make a greater mess of everything.

“Anyway,” Jessie continues, “the point is that it was your deci-

sion to cut Tam loose.”

“OK, maybe. Yes. But … enough already!” The clicking of cup 

against saucer brings Sharon’s eyes back in focus, though she remains
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silent. Silent but watching. I flick the lid of the cigarette case. Only two 

left. Instead of lighting up, I fiddle with the heavy gold ring I wear on my 

middle finger. “It is not Tamara whom I miss. It has nothing to do with 

her. What is more to the point is that since I have been on my own, I 

have decided to not have any more … false starts.” My knuckles are 

tight and swollen. I tug at the ring to slide it off. “Serial, short-lived 

monogamy is great. High adrenaline stuff. A little self-disclosure, an 

attempt at discovering that exciting other. It is all a manic sort of rush to 

legitimise the sexual gratification that is to come. Then, it’s fireworks 

galore for as long as the honeymoon period lasts and … and that is all 

I have ever known. So I figure the time is ripe to spin the thing differ-

ently. I need to … to … grow up. To grow up and - or to grow older.” 

Leaning forwards on the tablecloth, eyebrows knotted, unsure as to 

which is most accurate, I ask, “Anything wrong with that? — ”

Radio contact interrupted. Not a single crackle on the line. Only 

Kate clearing her throat very quietly and Sharon’s chair scraping the 

floor tiles. Off to the side, the clinking of cutlery: the waitress is ready-

ing the room for tomorrow’s lunch trade.

Eye contact pretty much interrupted too.

Across a hand-span of white lace, I roll the ring off with one fin-

gertip then the other. I watch it roll unsteadily over the weave.

The waitress is moving towards our table. Her proximity breaks 

the spell. Jen beckons her over.

“I’ll pass, but a coffee for you, Alex?” Into her glass she tips 

what remains of the red wine.

“Sure thing, yes. Thanks.”

Bogged in a web of finely woven cotton, the ring my mother 

gave me for my last birthday has dropped to its side. I, too, am bogged. 

I feel heavy. I feel flat. I slide the ring back on my finger.

Conversation is slowly resuming but too quietly: Kate to Jessie, 

Pin to Jen. Sharon is once again focused on my face. I know she knows 

I feel fragile. Not in control.

“I guess what frightens me the most is the possibility that the 

rest of my life will still be meted out in … moments,” I begin, surprised 

by the sound of my own voice, surprised, too, by the odd timbre in it.

Jen turns away from Pin. Kate turns away from Jessie. Sharon 

nibbles a piece of leftover focaccia. A slight quiver has taken a hold of 

my bottom lip. I must really be pre-menstrual. Jessie shakes her head
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a fraction, just enough for Kate - and me - to notice. She squeezes her 

partner’s hand in a silent acknowledgement of something or other.

“Oh, look, never mind,” I start again with a tilt of the chin. “I 

guess it’s all about having a birthday in a couple of months time.” With 

a brittle smile, I add, “Fact: I have never felt that old. Fact: never been 

that old, either. Not ever!” Aware of the evidence of that remark, I strug-

gle to make more sense. “What really frightens me is knowing that, 

should anything happen to me, something very simple like slipping in 

the bath tub and knocking myself out, or being electrocuted by ... by the 

toaster, why not? No one would notice, not for quite some time. No one 

would even worry. Not you, I mean … not any of you. Not even my 

mother. In fact, she wouldn’t know to worry until one of the Deputies at 

school decided to check up on my absence from work and call her – 

next of kin – the only other number on my personal file.”

Weariness sits heavy. The momentum of the conversation is 

truly gone. Everyone around the table looks tired; faces drawn, make-

up faded, blouses and shirts creased. Any moment now, we will disap-

pear into the night, leaving lipstick on cups, fingerprints on glasses, 

wine stains, crumbs and crumpled napkins on the lace tablecloth, and 

an ashtray full of butts in accordion.

The waitress is back with our coffees. Quickly she places the 

cups in front of us and resumes the folding of napkins now that she’s 

finished setting the adjacent tables for tomorrow’s trade.

I pluck one last cigarette from the case left open on the table 

and smooth its sides before placing it between my lips. A flick of the 

lighter and I quickly inhale. As I look away from the incandescent tip, I 

notice Pin pensively drawing invisible symbols on the space in front of 

her. It’s now close to eleven. Like a damp cloth around us, separately, 

we wear the moments of the working week that’s just finished, and the 

night’s conversation weighs against our chests like a lead apron. We all 

need to go home and yet silence sits in the air and we sit with it like so 

many Judy rag dolls.

Dully, I watch the waitress shape the crimson pile of starched 

napkins into crisp little fans. She glances wearily at us and then looks 

at her watch, tilts it to make sure. She, too, wants to go home. She 

wants to get back to her own life. I raise my hand to catch her eye. She 

picks up the signal, I gesture for the bill.
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“So, Alex,” Kate breaks the silence tightly. “What are the 

options you are really considering?”

“From where I stand, there are three options: one is celibacy … ” 

“Did I hear the C word? Oh … Alex!” It’s not that Pin has for-

gotten that, for all intents and purposes, I’ve already been celibate for 

over a year, it’s just that she hasn’t forgotten the speed – her word - with 

which I hooked up with Tamara.

“Well, you asked. So I am telling you that I have considered it. 

A permanent commitment to myself only. That would certainly be a 

focusing experience.” Everyone laughs. “What little I understand of the 

concept of celibacy, of deliberate sexual abstinence, seems to be about 

reaching within to validate oneself.” I pause, before adding engagingly, 

“So, I could drop out of my Chinese course, right? and take up the study 

of Tantric sex instead.” Silence around the table. “Uh … Joke! You’re 

supposed to laugh.” Sharon puffs. Kate grins. “Should that fail, though, 

there is always flagellation. That’s another option. Joke again! Come 

on, liven up everyone!” I lift the white cup as for a toast before bringing 

it to my lips. “Seriously, wouldn’t I be better off being a little island all to 

myself, huh? You see, it is not so much the sex as the companionship 

that I miss.” My eyes meet Pin’s and, for some reason, her little rubber 

rabbit-eared vibrator pops to mind. Well, yes, masturbation would pro-

vide some release. I should ask her what she’s bought to replace that 

rabbit-eared thing of hers, as surely, it’d be … totally spent by now. Nah. 

Don’t go there. “There is another option, not that innovative either — ”

“Well, scrap that idea then.”

“Nah.” I stab the cigarette in the ashtray and begin to intone 

zombie-like, “I will do my best to avoid negativity. I will practise the 

‘anger not’ concept of Reiki. I will state my affirmations each time I look 

in a mirro — ” Sharon puffs again. I smile back, happy to get her feed-

back. “And I shall find my personal centre of power. Then, I shall inter-

nalise the concept of impermanence as I watch mould grow in between 

the shower tiles.” The stodgy cloud of goo that’s hovered above our 

table seems to be clearing. “So what do you reckon, huh?”

Everyone’s non-verbals thaw a bit just as Sharon gives the sig-

nal and we do the usual scurrying for the bill and aim for the street.

Rummaging, as I am, at the bottom of my bag for the car keys, 

I am suddenly enveloped by arms - Jessie’s.
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“Look after yourself, Ally! And keep us in the loop, huh? We do 

care … a lot about you.”

“Sure... I know. Thanks.” Still wrapped inside her hug, I feel 

tears well up under my closed eyelids. She tightens her hug around my 

shoulders.

“I am fine, Jess. It’s cool!”

Once beyond the restaurant awning, we all hug each other 

under the fine drizzle that’s come out of nowhere. Yet another little 

cloudburst.

Then it’s Kate’s turn to whisper, “Just don’t go making any rash 

decisions. Take your time.” Raising her voice just a little, she adds, 

“Remember our barbecue party … two weeks away?” I nod. “Well, if all 

goes according to plan, Jessie will have a surprise ready for you, so 

don’t get there too late.” Then, holding me at arms’ length, she adds 

with a proud smile, “You know what she’s like when she’s got a surprise 

planned! Worse than a little kid!”

“It’s on a Friday night, isn’t it?” 

“Yep. The fourteenth.”

“Right … well … can’t get there before around nine. Chinese 

lecture till 8.30. but, yes, I promise … I won’t stop anywhere along the 

way. Scout’s honour.” I cross my heart.

“That professor of yours must be a real dry stick.” Kate flips up 

the collar of her jacket. “It’d never dawn on me to run any of my lectures 

on a Friday night. OK, drive carefully now.”

With a final wave of the hand, I watch as the two couples and 

Jen make their way to their respective cars. Sharon, Pin and Jen, hold-

ing hands likes girls in a schoolyard, Kate and Jessie side by side, a lit-

tle more circumspect, but still walking too close to each other to be just 

friends.

I walk towards my own vehicle parked around the corner. The 

rain is now needle-sharp on my face.

“So much for a night of light entertainment,” I mumble, fiddling 

with keys and lock. In the driver’s seat I slump, forehead against the 

steering wheel. A moan escapes my lips. Startled, I grip the steering 

wheel with both hands. Another four-wheel drive rounds the corner. I 

close my eyes against the glare of its headlights. And I sit, drained and 

still, with my eyes shut.

*****
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THE SURPRISE

“What’s involved here is a sound that results from labialization.” I look 

up from the intricate eight-stroke character I’ve just finished drawing, 

bold and darkly intriguing. Professor Rogers goes on explaining, “The 

term labialization comes from the word labia - meaning lips - therefore 

it stands to reason that — ”

Labia, Liz. The thick black felt pen draws clean sweeping stems 

and dianrs on my page, as I grin a sly grin. Sure to catch at least one 

spark of connivance in someone’s eyes, I glance up at the smattering 

of women’s faces seated in the horseshoe configuration of desks. 

Plenty of labia here, I grin some more though not one of them seems 

to be on my wavelength. Bad girl, Alex. Visibly, mine is the only dirty 

mind in the room. Must be all these repressed sexual thoughts that my 

ghosts trigger wonderfully well but cannot assuage. Or maybe I’m cruis-

ing underspeed and am looking for a little diversion while everyone else 

is intently looking at the tall middle-aged man, rigidly standing in front 

of the blackboard, left hand balled inside his jacket pocket. The con-

centration inside this room is always so palpable that I’ve concluded 

that each of the Professor Rogers’ words must be providing my fellow 

students with so many proverbial pearls of wisdom. Overall, this has to 

be the most humourless group of students I’ve ever come across. 

Discreetly, I watch the students around me as their eyes travel the tight 

line to Professor Rogers’ lips and back to their notepads. This is only 

first semester Chinese, for crying out loud, I’d like to shout, we’re not 

attending a United Nations’ symposium on the ongoing hell of female 

excision, or the equally ongoing stoning to death of women in some 

Muslim countries! That would, indeed, justify total attention and gravity.

Tonight, as at the end of each lecture, we will gather our notes 

and clutch them tightly to our chest, avoiding eye contact with each 

other as we would contaminated surfaces. Mirror images of each other 

and automaton-like, we will waft silently through the doors and, like 

moths, we will drift deeper into the night in search of the next bright 

lights. For me, tonight, the bright lights will be by the pool at Kate and 

Jessie’s.

Some twenty dianrs and radicals later, the lecture is over. I tuck 

my notes into my backpack and aim for the already deserted hallway. 

The party at Coolaroo Crescent will be gathering momentum. Can’t say
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that, right at this moment, I feel much like a party. Truth be known, I’d 

rather, again, curl up under the eiderdown and read over tonight’s lec-

ture notes while the links are still fresh in my mind. “Perish the thought,” 

I admonish myself. Next thing I know, I’ll have the darn little radicals 

plastered above the bed, against the ceiling. The last thing to focus on 

as I fall asleep, the first thing to smile at as I awake.

I spot the woman symbol and an arrow stencilled at the end of 

the hallway. Yes, I need to make time for a pee before heading for the 

western suburbs. My view is that it’s poor form to rush to the loo the 

moment you get to someone’s place.

I push through one of the yellow cubicle doors, hang the back-

pack on the hook and, knickers down, wearily flop on the seat. Multi-

coloured graffiti on the partition walls; that, I like. Loo graffiti is another 

great way to stay abreast of current thoughts on current topics. Time for 

a quick scan. Neat letters, evenly spaced.

Life’s but a game of pinball. We are the ball. Once ejected 

into the world, we bounce from pillar to post, sometimes cush-

ioned, sometimes not. Sometimes hitting jackpot and ringing 

lights, sometimes not.

M.

Cute, that. Right up my alley. Wonder what this M for Marie, 

Michelle, Martine, Mary is like, in the flesh … So to speak. I peer more 

closely at another black scrawl and squint before it makes me wince. 

Not trusting my eyes, I blink before reading it out loud.

No fat chicks. Shoot them. Don’t root them.

I can’t believe I’m reading this here! In the women’s toilets, for 

chrissakes! What’s such an ugly mind doing on a uni campus? Teeth 

clenched, eyes sliding over other messages, I rest the back of my head 

against the cool Marblelite partition. Something about dental dams 

being damned indeed, about the war on wimmin - that’s more like it -

and something else I can’t quite decipher about, I think, a cunt-sucking 

device and, ah yes!

Wanted: warm, sensitive, fun-loving, intelligent, groovy 

partner: only women need apply.

A woman after my own heart who’s restoring my faith in the 

gentleness of womankind. Jeans hitched back up, belt buckled, I’m now 

ready to leave this place of higher learni — Oh, fuck! There’s another 

one.



All lesbians should be lined up against a wall and shot! 

Especially the ugly ones!

That’s one real scary bit of dysfunctional brain connections! My 

god! It’s not even an Ultra Right perspective, it’s just plain … plain 

what? I rummage in my bag to retrieve the thick felt pen bought to draw 

elegant Chinese characters and, I, who have yet to leave my first graf-

fiti anywhere, run the black nib over and over the foul words, the vile 

thoughts. The nib slides and gets caught on the peeling paint and splin-

tered wood. Again and again, I run it across the words, the lines, until 

they disappear, forever censored, gagging under a thickness of opaque 

black ink. Anger properly released, I scrutinise the shredded felt tip.

“Sorry little guy! All for a good cause.”

The Jeep stands alone in the deserted car park. It’s Friday night. Party 

time in the suburbs. Direction Swann Road. Tony Childs’ strong and 

hard voice fills the cabin.

The heartbeat of ‘Womb’ thumps through the speakers. I signal 

left and change lanes. The loosely woven ribbon of red taillights draws 

the Jeep forward and, hands loose on the steering wheel, I let myself 

sink more heavily into the seat.

Yesterday, when I finally got home after school, I decided to 

indulge in the insulating warmth of a bubble bath. In total silence, I 

soaked there a long time, tucked to the chin under a duvet of thick white 

suds. Later I dragged out a bottle of Chivas and grabbed the photo 

album from the built-in closet in the guestroom to revisit fragments of 

my French past.

“Look, aren’t these wonderful?” I had asked, initiating a little 

conversation with Anjo. The little Siamese had been nudging my elbow, 

determined to curl up into the hollow made by my crossed legs. I was 

looking at a close-up of roof tiles made of baked clay, aligned neatly, in 

repeated rows on uneven rooftops. The powerful zoom had brought the 

half dozen roofs together and the picture was an exercise in geometri-

cal patterns in the absence of perspective. Moss covered some of the 

tiles in deep velvet green, while daring, scraggly weeds unevenly fes-

tooned others. Another picture showed a panoramic view taken from a 

vantage point, somewhere beyond Eze Village: a cluster of century-old 

houses clinging to a cliff face while further down and away, a sea of
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deep cobalt glistened under the sun. The panorama was framed by the 

gnarled and dark branches of olive trees.

“This is the South of France, little one! Isn’t it beautiful?” The lit-

tle cat’s lavender-blue eyes followed the tap of my pointed finger on the 

picture.

Gee ... I wish I were there! I’d rediscover the tiny villages 

tucked away in the hinterland behind Nice. I’d seek out cobblestone 

lanes. I’d buy a baguette, crispy and still warm from the afternoon bake. 

And a saucisson and a bottle of red. I’d have a picnic, all by myself, in 

the middle of a meadow full of red poppies and wild daisies. Or, I’d sit 

on the bank of a river and watch a craggy fisherman patiently instruct-

ing a little girl, his grand-daughter perhaps, in the art of still water fish-

ing. Around midday, I know they’d sit on their low folding stools, casse-

croute in hand, exchanging secrets against a drooping curtain of 

Weeping Willow branches. Vin rouge for the papi, the grandfather, and 

Grenadine for the little girl ... just as it had been, once, a long time ago 

with my own papi.

Flick on the blinker. Turn left into Fig Tree Pocket. That evening 

back at my place, I eventually stood up quite abruptly, upsetting Anjo 

who squawked in protest. “Yes!” I shouted, punching the air. “This is it! 

That is what I have to do! Wow!”

Those photographs had helped me work out something very 

important. I had to go north and left from here, from Australia, and go 

back to France! Once there, I can see it clearly now, I’ll connect with my 

father whom I haven’t seen for years and with my grandparents who are 

ageing too fast now. Then, hey, I might catch up with Tash if she still 

lives there. And with Sophie, too, that other ex of mine, the only French 

one, who’s only ever lived in Paris and who’s kept our correspondence 

going for over ten years. Yes, back to France, but not just for a holiday! 

Let’s do better than that, let’s make it a sabbatical of sorts.

I’m going to absent myself from my life here.

Later that evening, I had gone over to Mayanne to share my 

decision with her, and we had a quiet cup of coffee on the verandah that 

faced the river, the moonlight river.

“Alexandra,” she had said, not unpleasantly, “when will you 

ever settle down?” I grinned and shrugged. “I’m not disputing your deci-

sion to go back to France as such, but this life of yours is so restless,
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so cold even with you having to make enormous decisions all on your 

own, year after year!”

“Woh, stop here, Maman. Don’t get carried away. You know 

very well that, in the broad lines, I do love the life that I have made for 

myself. Don’t you go playing me the martyr.”

“Yes, of course, you enjoy what you do, in the broad lines, as 

you said. Darling, what I’m talking about are the in between, more sub-

tle moments of your life. Like when you’re alone, at night. Like now, 

when you feel you have to go to the end of the world to find what’s been 

missing all along. Won’t you ever consider giving a man a — ”

“Maman! Please, don’t do the Jewish mother thing on me, 

huh?” I interrupted, my defences immediately rising. “I love you, you 

love me. I respect the way you’ve chosen to lead your life, so how about 

you reciprocate, huh? Fully. No holding back. Starting now. I am too old 

for anything else from you. What do you say, huh?”

She had shaken her head at me. Then she took my face in 

between her hands. “Daughter, I will try. But you know the hardest thing 

will be my missing you while you’re away.” Soppy, real soppy but real 

sweet too.

Indicating left. Slow down over the bridge and into Yallambe 

Road. In retrospect, I think that Paula’s ‘Stupid bitch’ episode, though 

not that dramatic in isolation, had been the last straw or, as we say in 

French, ‘la goutte qui fait déborder le vase,’ which loosely translates as 

the one drop that makes a vase overflow. The harsh, husky strains of 

Tony Childs’ voice and her Many Rivers to Cross fill the cabin. One 

such little river I’ll have to cross tonight is letting Kate and Jessie in on 

my decision. I did try telling Jessie about it earlier over the phone when 

I rang to see if there was anything they might want me to pick up on the 

way, but I had chickened out. This is the type of news that’s best bro-

ken face to face.

The window flaps are down and, though spring is definitely on 

its way, the night wind still carries a chill. I feel fine. I feel good. The 

music, the quasi deserted streets and the feeling I like of sitting high 

above the bitumen behind the wheel of my pink Jeep, all that has com-

bined to flush away the nastiness of earlier in the women’s toilets. 

Aren’t some people real sick, though?

Slow down. Rear view mirror check. Indicate right and into 

Bounty Street. Scattered thoughts. I wonder if there’ll be any new faces
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tonight. Any interesting new faces. Someone to chat with. Maybe even 

flirt with a little. Hellow! Reality check, Alex! I don’t need that anymore. 

Hey, it’s me about to take off on a jet plane. In any case, I grin to myself, 

there’s never any new faces at any of our dos. It’s only ever the in-

crowd, our in-crowd.

“And, even if there were,” I remind myself, in a repeat-after-me-

tone, “here, there or anywhere, even once in France, I need to be clear 

about one thing: I will never capitulate to the temptation of a quick-fix 

Band-Aid type of affair. Right? Right! No matter how cute she is, right? 

No matter how exhilarating and delicious the rush.” Flick the blinker one 

more time, then left into tree-lined Conargo Street. I will not jettison the 

past but I will keep it under tight reins and learn from it. I will not let it 

run away with the present. Oooh, sounds good, I chuckle to myself, but 

what does it really mean, huh? Something to explore later on tonight.

I swing the Jeep slightly to the left and into Coolaroo Crescent. 

Oh, gee, that’s a lot of cars out there! Even some I don’t recognise.

Levered one foot on the side step, I retrieve my backpack from 

the passenger seat, grab the bottle of red cabernet before slamming 

the door shut. Alarm beeps. Party time!

“Oh, and what is that going to be about, then,” I mumble, 

remembering the surprise Jessie has planned for me. Why a surprise? 

I begin to fret. They know I’m not big on surprises. I don’t, really, don’t 

like surprises.

From the back of the house and over the hedge come the wild 

geese-like cackles of a party in full swing. As per usual, it’s being held 

in the cabana, around the pool. I’m not quite ready to jump in. No, not 

just yet. I’ll go in through the front door knowing the house will be quite 

empty. Oh, I forgot to say my affirmations on the way here. Too late 

now.

The smell of garlic bread wafts from the oven. Through the 

expanse of the glass wall, I see clusters of women seated in cane arm-

chairs and on the grass while others are perched on bar stools inside 

and around the cabana. Big turn out tonight. What’s the special occa-

sion, then? Not a birthday, that much I know. Not an anniversary, that’d 

be in October … My throat tightens a little as I realise that, indeed, I 

have lost a degree of intimacy with Kate and Jessie. Come a time, only 

a couple of months ago, I would’ve known exactly why they wanted to 

throw a party tonight. In fact, we probably would’ve planned it together.
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I straighten my spine and peer at the women on the other side of the 

pane.

The soft glow of candles set on free-standing candelabras soft-

ens the faces, strands of fairy lights glint through trees and shrubs. The 

pool, still as if under glass, has a dark icy blueness to it. It looks cold 

and quite impenetrable. That’s for now, I remind myself. It never fails, 

there’s always at least one, usually two or three women, who some-

times even unintentionally end up spitting water in a clatter of screams 

and squeals.

I’m not yet ready to immerse myself in the glowing hub of 

champagne bubbles and joviality. Like a reticent swimmer testing the 

water with one big toe, tonight, I need to let my senses adjust to the 

atmosphere before becoming a part of it. “It’s been one fucking long 

day,” I sigh, forehead pressed against a cool glass pane.

“Peeping Toms … they’re not allowed … neither inside nor out-

side.” I spin around. “And that also applies to Peeping Janes. Hi.”

The proximity of this unfamiliar voice, more than her words, has 

jerked me out of my private little space. All I have to focus on is dark, 

cropped hair cut unevenly. Smoky blue eyes. Smooth pale skin. And not 

a word comes to my mind. My mind’s blank. I’m blank too.

“You’re Alex ... aren’t you?” asks the young woman who has 

just said something about Peeping Janes. Oh, how embarrassing. 

She’d be thinking I’m new here and … I wish she wouldn’t look so … 

straight on, so straight into my eyes.

“Uh … look … Maybe I’ve made a mistake,” the dark-haired 

stranger now adds hesitantly. Her voice is pleasant. I hear her and I see 

some of her. I cannot look at her as I’d like to because she’s still too 

close to me. No idea who she is. “I’m sorry,” she starts again, uncertain, 

“It’s just that Jessie … You fit Jessie’s description of her friend, of Alex 

… a woman who’d be getting here around this time. Around nine.”

“Uh … hey … No, I’m the one who’s sorry,” I say, stepping back 

a little and finally coming to my senses. “You caught me off guard, that’s 

all.” Perfect white teeth smile wide. “I was … you know … day dream-

ing. Uh … no, not true. I was more like, trying to get into the mood, uh 

… party mood.” Extending my hand towards her, I add, “I am Alex. I just 

got here … Only a few seconds ago. Around nine, like Jessie said I 

would. I’m always very punctual. Predictably so. Obviously.” The firm
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palm of her hand fits squarely into mine. “And you are?” Might she be 

Jessie’s surprise?

“Oh, yes, I forgot. I’m Sie.”

“Glad to meet you … Sigh, is it?” She nods, still shaking my 

hand, then realises she should’ve let it go by now. “Oops, sorry!”

We both laugh a little self-consciously. Our hands separate. I’d 

like to make her feel easy. Well … she was looking very easy, as in 

pleasant easy, until I made her feel awkward.

“Would you like a drink? It’s not champagne but … ” I say, 

showing the bottle of wine I’m still holding clenched inside my fist. I’d 

love a cigarette too. Not just yet though, that’ll have to wait.

“Sure. Good idea. I’ll get some glasses.” She turns towards the 

kitchen cabinets and opens the first little door. Only dinner plates. She’s 

far enough away now for me to see more of her. I notice her shoes 

straightaway: the shiny navy blue leather, the yellow saddle stitching 

above the thick rubber soles, the laces extending up under the jeans. 

The next cabinet door opens to reveal, as I knew it would, cups, 

saucers and coffee mugs. Getting warm now. She opens a third cabi-

net door and stands on tiptoe to reach the last two wineglasses that 

remain on the top shelf. She is fully extended now. Nice body – wide 

shoulders, slim waist, firm behind. Must work out. Wish I’d kept it up. 

Should’ve paid more attention to Jen’s Swiss ball workshop. I open the 

second drawer to pull out a corkscrew.

Abruptly, a voice invades my inner ear. ‘Here, there or any-

where,’ it says with my voice, ‘not even in Europe will I ever capitulate 

again to the temptation of a quick-fix Band-Aid type of affair.’ And the 

voice warns, ‘No matter how exhilarating and delicious the desire!’ I 

avert my eyes. Faded blue jeans above the Doc Martens are coming 

back towards me.

“Here,” she says, grinning as she holds out the two glasses, 

“the last two.” She gestures outside to the women gathered around the 

pool. “Do you want to join in? Jessie’s at the BBQ and Kate’s — ”

“No, not just yet. In a little while. I’m perfectly happy right here.” 

Gee, Alex, nicely spoken. Just like some predatory dyke. As I look away 

from the cork in which I’m about to sink the screw I see that she’s grin-

ning … at me. Still grinning, or grinning again? The satisfying pop of the 

cork released gives me a pretext for a grin of my own. Slowly, steadily,
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I pour the wine into each glass held tilted between my fingers of my 

other hand.

“Chin-chin.” I make the standard French toast, clinking my 

glass against hers.

“Santé, Alex.”

“Well, santé, indeed!” Now I am curious. “Where did you learn 

to say that?”

“I did French at uni. And I’ve travelled a bit. Where did you learn 

English?” She blushes. “Oh, I … I didn’t mean that you didn’t … It’s just 

that Jessie said you were French, so … ”

Engaging. Very … cute. “I guess I’ve travelled a bit, too. 

Actually, it’s a bit of a long story.” I have no intention of elaborating.

“I like long stories.” She sees I don’t believe her. “Honestly. I 

always have.” Smoky blue eyes smile earnestly. More than cute. An 

interesting face. Not beautiful. Better than that. Charismatic. Sigh? Is 

that a name like Serendipity and Hope or Zenith?

“Well, okay, Sigh … It is Sigh, isn’t it?”

She nods, “Sie short for psy-chedelic. Don’t laugh now,” she 

admonishes playfully. “That’s my mother for you. By naming me Sie, 

S.i.e,” she spells with her finger tracing the letters on the counter top, 

“my mother thought I’d be blessed with a fun, trippy kind of life. You 

know, the seventies thing that just keeps on repeating itself?”

“As in, ‘Have a groovy trip, Baby’? Well, that’s a great name all 

the same” No, no, Alex, don’t say it. Don’t say, ‘It suits you.’ P-lease!

“Anyway, it’s your turn. You were going to tell me something 

about you,” she reminds me, obviously not dying to join the party on the 

other side of the glass wall.

“Well, the short version goes like this. My family and I moved to 

the States when I was twelve but I was born in France. Actually, I was 

planning – ” I stop. Was planning. Was, Alex? Not am planning? “I 

thought I might go back there for a while.” A slow blush creeps upward 

to my cheeks. I turn to face the glass wall that separates us from the 

pool.

Sie’s reflection is caught in the glass pane. She’s behind me, 

bathed in the soft glow of the kitchen light. She’s immobile, close 

enough to touch me. I inhale deeply before turning to face her. “You 

know how, sometimes, one day you have this absolute conviction that 

you need to do something or other, something important — ” I stop.
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She’s still listening, eyes smiling gently. “And then, the next day, you’re 

no longer as sure.”

“Sure I know. That’s called Life. And the best way to do life is 

to keep life nice and fluid.”

*****
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Dear Reader,

You have enjoyed North (Take II) and so it is my pleasure to introduce 

the opening pages of its (stand-alone) sequel, Benchmarks, available 

from www.ccsaint-clair.com in its new format - a free and downloadable 

serialisation.

Warm regards 

C.C.
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Benchmarks 

C.C. Saint-Clair

Set in the Montmartre district of Paris, the French snowfields, and the 

Riviera, Benchmarks is a lyrical meditation on female desire focused 

on an ultimately unattainable release.

“Benchmarks: the wrong circumstances, the right person; how many 

of us know this situation? I do! I never want to experience these emo-

tions again, but life isn’t something that anyone can ever totally control. 

C.C. Saint-Clair has the ability to evoke emotions and feelings - pow-

erfully!” J.M. Wright

“Sensual, evocative prose. The desire that draws Alex and Adrienne to 

each other is palpable but, so, too, is the brutality and raw injustice that 

Saint-Clair has fragmented around it.” Madeleine G. Sorrento
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Baie des Anges

Even the sea reflects my unease. Her crinkled skin folds and unfolds 

itself in frightening coils of deep emerald. With all her might she hits 

against the dark rocks that stand in between the violence of her 

assaults and the beach. Each wave shatters itself against the unyield-

ing surface, surrendering its water in an upward release, multiple offer-

ings to the deceptively empty blue sky, multiple gestures of penance.

The wind sweeps the sand with erratic strokes that leave it sur-

prisingly smooth under the million mist-like plumes of sand spray that 

run and dance a mad dance on its flattened back. Invisible grains of sil-

ica whip the legs, graze the skin, search for my eyes, even behind the 

protective screen of my glasses. They crack between my teeth.

Further ahead, diminutive dunes try to give themselves a 

shape but the wind, master of their destiny, slashes and whips and 

blows their efforts away. Forever in a state of perpetual search for our 

definite mould, I, like them, bow my head as the capricious wrath of the 

wind-god plays havoc on the beachfront.

I would like to know that I irk him, that maddening wind. Like a 

child intent on leaving gummy footsteps on the glistening kitchen tiles 

on which his mother has just rearranged the patterns left by her mop, I, 

too, take pleasure at the sight of my prints as they trail behind me. 

Streaks of translucent clouds emerge from behind the Alpes Maritimes 

range, beautiful, even from afar in its cloak of glistening ermine, shiny 

snow cover under the frail winter sun.

I breathe in the sea wind. I trap it inside my lungs to purify 

them. I am airing myself from the inside, all the while knowing it will take 

more than this force nine Mistral wind, the great tormentor of the 

Mediterranean Sea, to dislodge the knot of anxiety that has curled itself 

inside me.

Will I ever hear from you. 

*****
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Paris, 10 January 

Alex,

Last night, ta première lettre. It was all alone in my mailbox. I 

can’t keep from answering. But only this once, if you don’t wish to get 

involved in a correspondence.

I felt you pull away, I understand why; I should do the same but 

I can’t. How could you move away, just before you left, from our whirl-

wind of conflicting emotions?

Your bouquet of tulips has exploded in its own fireworks similar 

to the one I’ve experienced during the last ten days.

I hope you won’t find me either over the top or too forward, but 

I’ll be honest and say that our incomplete physical contacts have left me 

totally unsatisfied and my imagination is, well, all over the place. You, 

you don’t write about things like that and yet you leave me in a strange 

state of sexual limbo. I don’t know if I should be ... euphoric or melan-

choly. The thing is that even my neighbourhood feels different now.

You’re ready for a new chunk of life in France, in Nice. Maybe 

I’m already a ghost in your memory. I imagine you, still walking by my 

side with those long strides of yours, used as you are to less busy side-

walks and open space, face to the sky. From what you say, too, the 

people of your town in Australia don’t walk their dogs much through 

downtown streets. I imagine that not being wary of what one might step 

on would be liberating to anyone’s stride. I remember how you looked 

up at the eighteenth century facades and their slate roofs as they line 

the avenue to the place I only know now as our parc Monceau.

They’re very beautiful, but I had stopped seeing these facades 

a great many years ago. Had I ever seen them the way you did?

Alex, if you still wish for us to stop writing know that, at the very 

least, I won’t forget any one of our moments. I was ecstatic, energised, 

electrified during those unexpected ten days. You thought I was 

adorable; I adored you. Never forget any of this. At least, hold on to it a 

little longer. Will this letter disappoint you? I’ve learned yours by heart. 

I learn you a lot faster than I ever did English, and with so much more 

pleasure!

As it is, I had heard a few little things about you, as told by 

some who had known you, in different times, in different places. 

Sometimes Sophie, my Sophie, would show me a letter she’ d just 

received. When she brought Elisabette into our little group of friends,
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quite a few years ago now, it was clear that Eli still held fond memories 

of you and her in Spain. But of course, she could still give a mean ren-

dition of how you’d dropped her for a younger one. I guess she was 

young and vulnerable at the time. Nineteen was she? Si jeune. Either 

that or we’re getting old. Well, I am getting old. No, I can say that bet-

ter; I was getting old until I came across you. Now, as I said, I’m ener-

gised.

Anyway, during that first evening with you I discovered another 

Alex, first-hand: an Alex whom I haven’t yet been able to absorb at 

leisure. And might never.

My past, such as it is, my roots and my experiences, have 

always been my sustenance, my level-headedness. They gave me 

inner strength when faced with chaos. So I hope that, as in the months 

ahead, too, they’ll come to my rescue. Anyway, the point is that this 

incomplete feeling in regard to the short time spent with you, already 

part of my past, only makes me long for more. I kiss you.

Alex, je t’embrasse with infinite tenderness. 

N’oublies pas trop tôt.

Adrienne
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In a flutter of wings, white with light; stick-red claws guiding their land-

ing, seagulls fly in to pick at the crumbs abandoned on bleached roof 

tiles of the beach bungalow below. The air vibrates, tormented by their 

graceful, frenetic wings. Facing the sea of the much photographed and 

filmed Baie des Anges, in Nice, I now see it already alight with the 

sparkles that will later scatter upwards towards the night sky. I find you 

on this, the first page of a very thick notebook, wanting to share this 

moment of beauty with you, my pen as channeler.

Ever since Sophie, and you, Adrienne, accompanied me to the 

airport for the last leg of my homecoming journey and my eyes lost 

sight of you around the bend of that dreadful satellite corridor, you have 

remained by my side.

Ironically, as the plane inched towards my almost forgotten rel-

atives, already on their way to welcome me, one of the two major rea-

sons for the twenty thousand-kilometre journey, reunion with them no 

longer filled my heart and mind. The mixture of apprehension and joy 

that had been with me since I had made up my mind to break from my 

life in Australia was no longer focused on them, during that one hour 

flight from Paris to Nice.

I was already full of you, my heart constricted by dread and guilt at 

the thought of you. You, the lover and partner of my long-time friend, 

Sophie, a friend with whom, good year, bad year, I had maintained a 

friendship, though mostly through the peaks and troughs of an endur-

ing, intercontinental correspondence. Yes, you, Adrienne, the love of 

her life I had read about on numerous occasions during the past ten 

years! You, still unknown to me until a few days ago.

“Let me introduce you to Adrienne. Addy, pour les copines!” With these 

innocuous little words, Sophie brought you into my life in a way none of 

us could have foreseen.

She was so happy to finally have us acquainted with each 

other, to introduce me to the woman who had made her happy and 

secure for the past decade. She had not changed much; she still car-

ried on in that larrikin way of hers and had not lost any of her strongly 

accented Parisian intonation. I knew she could still keep her audience 

of friends spellbound when she sang Piaf. And as Piaf, she was still as 

thin as the tiny resilient birds that carry the same name. I had been 

happy to read in her letters that she had finally found a comfortable
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niche within a trusting relationship, she, to whom life had not often been 

kind. Not until it had brought the two of you together.

With a twinge of guilt as I hugged her, I remembered that more 

recently I had stopped reading her letters thoroughly. I was happy 

enough, by quickly skimming her lines, to know she was well. What I 

had retained was that she was happy with you, a woman of sound char-

acter called Adrienne, a lawyer specialising in international law, and 

that Sophie, herself, enjoyed a relative harmony within her own profes-

sional framework.

I would merely glance at the pictures of the two of you she 

would send at the end of each of your summer holidays. I had not con-

sciously focused on any of your traits and would have found it impossi-

ble to recognise you, had you not been by Sophie’s side.

And so we met. You, a Parisian femme d’affaires; the cut and 

style of your clothes gave that away at first glance. Friendly, warm; your 

eyes gave that away as we shook hands. I had no other thoughts 

except the wish to sit down and fight off the encroaching jetlag with a 

tumbler of whisky on the rocks and immerse myself in the syncopated 

start and stop conversations of friends excited to be reunited and eager 

to reconnect.

Elisabette, Eli as she now wants to be called, was there, too, 

with Isabelle, her new lover. In fact, the poor things had had to leave 

the warmth of their bed and each other at dawn to greet me at the 

Charles de Gaulle airport en provenance de Tokyo. And Eli had 

arranged to let me have her little flat all to myself for the length of my 

stay.

“I spend most of the week nights at Isa’ s anyway. She’s got a 

movie channel. We just love watching films in bed, all cuddled up. So 

no big deal,” she had written at the time my trip to Paris was still at the 

planning stages.

Women connecting, sharing memories and anecdotes, 

cocooned by the wood panels of the little alcove where Sophie had sat 

us, cocooned by the lace of drifting smoke and the din of Parisians 

socialising in the brasserie Chez Lipp.

Now that all possible grudges lay buried under the gossamer 

layer of time, Sophie, Eli and I were exhilarated by the proximity of each 

other. We were reunited like the survivors of a shipwreck: happy and 

relieved the count was right, that everyone had survived the passage of
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years with only minor emotional wounds, either already healed or well 

on their way.

You all pressed me for more details of events that I had 

penned, possibly absent-mindedly, in my letters to Sophie. Humdrum 

day-to-day stuff: a little on school life and its inherent ‘modern’ prob-

lems; usually very little on my private life except the occasional admis-

sion to loneliness, on a particularly low day. Sometimes a couple of 

pages would not have been enough, as I tried to be convincing, or 

rather was convinced that I had finally found love. So, now, months or 

years later, through the smoky gauze of Chez Lipp, cobwebs and mem-

ories were lifted on request, from the pages of my heart, and revived.

And then: “...to chase the monotonous grey of our little Parisian 

lives,” as you put it, you asked about Australia. So I explained how, 

some three days earlier, I lay floating on my Lilo, liquefied by the thirty-

three-degree post-New Year heat, comfortably living in the Western 

suburbs of Brisbane. So comfortable, in fact, that one day I had had the 

sudden urge to break that stifling comfort and had applied for an unde-

termined leave of absence from work to come back here, back to 

France. My aim at the time had been simple; I had had a sudden crav-

ing to rediscover the little but beautiful country that France is and, at the 

same time, discover the handful of relatives I had once known, on my 

father’s side. Him included.

And the moment came when the ticket booked on QANTAS 

months earlier needed only the final good wishes of one last celebra-

tion with my good friends. I was toasted, hugged, farewelled and waved 

at, till only the deserted corridor tugged at my heels. The final boarding 

call had forced a hasty conclusion to the last minute advice and rec-

ommendations friends always seem to have for the one who strays 

away from the safety of the flock on the wings of a big white bird.

*****
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Paris, 18 January 

Alex,

Te voilà. Well, here you are ... closer to me when I place an empty white 

sheet of paper in front of me and superimpose on it an image of you. A 

one-way conversation is better than nothing. A good friend of mine used 

to say: little pants fit little behinds. I have my own understanding of that 

line and yes, it fits the occasion.

Yesterday, your letter was waiting for me, amongst many in my 

mailbox. I spotted your handwriting as I flipped through the bundle. The 

truth is I was looking for it. I had been waiting for it, you see. Though I 

desperately wanted to tear it open while waiting for the lift, I couldn’t. 

Sophie was right next to me. She had picked me up from work and was 

going to spend the night, as she normally does two or three times a 

week. Many years ago, you see, we agreed that neither one of us real-

ly felt absolutely compelled to a life under the same roof... with anyone. 

By then, I already had my apartment and she had hers. I loved mine 

and she loved hers and so we agreed that there was no need to sell or 

rent off either one of them. There was no real call for us to always be 

thrown together, all the time and forever. But we do spend at least half 

of the weeknights together, in one apartment or the other. And of course 

every minute of the weekends.

I always love having her pad around in my flat, but last night I 

resented her presence. That scared me. That had never happened 

before. The urge to tear that envelope open scared me. It was not rea-

sonable. I didn’t want to sneak it into the bathroom. I didn’t want to read 

it in a hurry. My distress at knowing I wouldn’t be able to read it, with-

out betraying it, or you, or me, scared me too.

Imagine, if you can, the inexplicable exasperation in which I 

slapped our breakfast together the next morning. It was only once 

inside the over-crowded metro compartment that I reached inside my 

coat pocket. The inside one. Ah yes, you did like my green coat. How 

appropriate then, to have made it, as opposed to any of my other coats 

or jackets, the guardian of our secret.

Careful not to poke the old woman jammed against my arm, I 

tore the envelope with my teeth as discreetly as possible, one hand 

holding on to the overhead strap while the other extricated your folded 

letter, my heart lurching in rhythm with the carriage.
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Mon dieu, the state I’m in today! Two grey eyes set on the rim 

of Sophie’s large breakfast cup; she asked if you had remembered to 

leave us your father’s phone number in Nice. I nodded that you had, try-

ing hard to focus on the tiny trails of butter that were forming on either 

side of the blade, as I ran the knife across a piece of toasted baguette. 

When I did look up, I sensed a painful dawning behind her lowered eye-

lids. You had forgotten to give it to her, your friend, because your con-

scious or unconscious priority was that I should have it: I, who quite 

uncharacteristically, I’m sure she remembers the moment, had blurted 

out how beautiful you looked in her purple jacket; I, who by two a.m. the 

following morning, the time of her last phone call to my flat, had not yet 

returned from my dinner with you. That was on the night she had trust-

ed me to entertain you while she was busy. That was the night that had 

turned into that ‘horrible dawn’. Dawning desire already frustrated. 

Never able to be replayed. Never able to be played out better.

Alex, I’ll never be able to hurt her. She notices my changes in 

mood though she doesn’t prod me for information. Somehow, her 

silence changes into a burden, you know, un poids, what might other-

wise only be an electrifying infatuation with someone that I simply can’t 

have. You.

Sophie doesn’t say anything anymore but after your plane had 

left, she joked, ‘Is it because we’ve just seen our little Australian friend 

to her plane that you look that way?’

I should’ve asked, ‘And what way is that?’ I didn’t because I 

knew. I should’ve managed a real smile. I should’ve peeled my eyes 

away from the rear bumper on the black Audi that seemed to be pulling 

us forward as we crawled back towards Paris, caught as we were in yet 

another traffic jam on the Périphérique. All I felt able to do was slide a 

side-glance in her direction and mumble something like maybe it was. 

But very quickly I added, ‘It was fun having her here. We all enjoyed the 

change in routine. Now we’ll get back to our normal work-a-day sched-

ule, and it might seem a little tight ... for a while. A little like when we 

come back from holidays.’ It’s then that maybe I made another mistake. 

Though I smiled at her it was one of my everything-will-be-all-right 

smiles. What did I need to reassure her about?

You know her story, Alex, in the broad lines; you know I’m all 

she has. She’s always been a loner since childhood, a lonely child with 

a great big burden to drag everywhere. As an adult she’s never been
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able to forgive her mother for not having protected her at the time. The 

old woman died a couple of years ago and still Sophie could not bring 

herself to go to the funeral. And of course her brother would have been 

there too, though well into his sixties by then.

She cried but not when she heard the news. She only cried on 

the day of the funeral. She didn’t go to work on that day. She didn’t want 

me to stay with her either.

Tu vois, Alex, I’ll never be able to tell her anything at all about 

us. What worries me the most is the need for total secrecy, the impos-

sibility of being transparent. The fear that maybe, one day, I might 

betray the trust she’s invested in me, that’s really what my panic is 

about. Because I know that it’s only with me, finally that she’s learnt to 

trust. What scares me, too, is knowing that you come and you go. 

You’re a footloose spirit. And that I’d live each day in constant fear of 

the first look of indifference I’d see in your eyes, one day. But that’s 

another story.

Time, more time is all we needed but couldn’t have. Le temps, 

normalement, il y en a de trop, but in our case we just didn’t have 

enough of it. How can we test the difference between a new love and 

an attirance, an infatuation I think it’s called, if all we can do is write 

secretly about it? The only thing I know for sure is that I’d never be able 

to build another relationship over Sophie’s pain and sorrow. That’s the 

only certainty I have to hold on to at the moment.

I have your letter right here, on my desk. I’ve memorised every 

word. I try to remember your tone, too, from what I remember of your 

voice, of your eyes, of your smile.

I kiss you avec une tendresse infinie. 

Adrienne

*****
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Silent Goodbyes 

C.C. Saint-Clair

Romance With Substance

“Erotic dreams have always been, in retrospect, the first symptoms that 

my heart was no longer in tune with my mind. They are the first 

moments of an often long string of silent goodbyes.” Emilie

Set on board a yacht sailing the Whitsunday Islands in The Great 

Barrier Reef, and in the river city of Brisbane, Australia, Silent 

Goodbyes introduces forty-five year old Emilie Anderson as a new 

central character.

When a particular set of emotional triggers forces Emilie to grapple with 

her insecurities what begins as a weeklong sailing trip becomes a jour-

ney into Emilie’s heart and soul.

Sexual tension, desire, infidelity, and personal shortcomings all high-

light this powerful third novel.

Andrea Russell: “Silent Goodbyes is an insightful, clever and descrip-

tive work of our own relationships and our own ‘goodbyes.’”

Kate Madden: “OK. Emilie is neither quirky nor zany. Won’t make you 

laugh. Won’t make you cry. That’s because she’s real. She could be 

me, on a bad day. Or is it me on a good day? She could be my next 

door neighbour. If my next door neighbour was a lesbian.”
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Risking-me 

C.C. Saint-Clair

The bleak backdrop of Risking–me is woman to woman violence but, 

as in all Saint-Clair’s novels, her main focus is the delicate and sensu-

al web that she weaves around her central female characters, whose 

main desire is to get on with life through love.

Risking–me is about taking risks. It is about facing, rather than hiding 

from one’s insecurities.

Risking–me is about triggers.

What prompts Emilie to involve herself with one woman as opposed to 

another? Forced to make more choices that are emotionally draining 

and risky, Emilie has no choice but to find herself and confront some of 

her hang-ups.

But above all, Risking – me is as sexy and sensual as it is relevant to 

the modern lesbian reader.

‘Risking-me’, unlike the ‘average’ lesbian romance, looks at the every-

day realities of women. C.C. Saint-Clair explores issues such as 

domestic violence, ageing and age difference between lovers, as well 

as the universal fears of rejection and impermanence. Within the con-

text of these everyday realities, there are also fun times and moments 

of exquisite connection between women. Will Emilie’s self-reflexive 

musings lead to insights which might gradually allow her to ‘let go’ and 

to risk becoming involved with Tamara, who is many years younger? 

Layer upon delicate layer of erotic sensation and desire between Emilie 

and Tamara is portrayed subtly and passionately through Saint-Clair’s 

sensuous language and imagery. This subtle, sensuous, slow spiralling 

of stimulation and sensation reminds me of the French confection 

‘mille-feuilles’ (literally, a thousand leaves) - multilayered, simultane-

ously rich and light, creamily textured and delicious.

J. Dougherty, PhD
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Jagged Dreams 

C.C. Saint-Clair

Jagged Dreams, C.C. Saint-Clair’s fifth novel, another BookMakers’ 

Ink publication, begins when Emilie finds her lover, Tamara, uncon-

scious near her Jeep. It soon becomes apparent that a violent blow to 

the head is the cause. Beyond the fear of possible complications not yet 

ruled out by Tamara’s doctor, Emilie and the police need more clues 

than they have regarding the attacker’s identity and motive.

This novel is about the disturbing reality that becomes Tamara’s during 

the time she spends in the ward, inside her bed, inside her head, while 

her thoughts go on, sliding and slithering away from her.

Romance with Style and Substance 

(Reviewed by Veronica Clayton)

Jagged Dreams targets two social evils, homophobia and incest, and 

though it is also about love and commitment, its greatest contribution 

lies in the intelligent and sensitive handling of the issue of abuse. In 

spite of its serious exposition of such topics, Jagged Dreams is also a 

sexy tale of lesbian lust and love. It is a romance novel tightly wrapped 

inside a ‘whodunnit’, a novel that offers something to everyone without 

weakening any of its parts.

Sexual violence, emotional violence: for most of the thirty-odd hours 

since Tamara, a victim of random attack, collapsed in the grounds of a 

deserted parking lot somewhere in an Australian city, her thoughts are 

a shaken and stirred cocktail of memories, stretched and distorted by 

the warped reality of dreams and nightmares. Yet, despite the dark 

thread of violence woven through the novel, one of its most lyrical 

moments occurs only hours after Tamara becomes the unwitting wit-

ness to the ugliness of sexual abuse.

It is in the vineyards of Bordeaux - Marielle is eighteen and straight. 

Tamara, at twenty-four, is the older woman who, though she is terribly 

attracted to Marielle, understands that when the young woman eventu-

ally sneaks into her bed, snuggles against her and begins a dreamy 

exploration of her body, it is more an emotional connection Marielle is
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seeking than sexual gratification. Tamara intuitively recognises that 

Marielle’s fragile psyche might construe any overtly sexual response on 

her part as yet another act of physical domination. That nighttime visit 

is a very touching, very tender moment because Tamara’s sensitivity is, 

ultimately, what brings Marielle not only to survive the ritual of incest her 

father has been subjecting her to but also to find the strength to finally 

break free of him.

Jagged Dreams is a novel that brings hard-hitting issues to the 

romance genre without compromising it. Make no mistake, though it 

foregrounds violence, Jagged Dreams is really about love. And while 

real time is suspended for Tamara who drifts in and out of conscious-

ness inside a hospital bed, the reader still has to work out whose act of 

violence has put her there and why.

C.C. Saint-Clair writes with luminous language and creates remarkably 

visual scenes. The topic of violence perpetrated against women in gen-

eral, but more particularly against a strong cast of endearing lesbian 

characters - that spans five novels - is visibly one that preoccupies this 

author. Thus her portrayal is always compassionate and moving, hard 

hitting yet dreamy. It is romance with bite and substance. And with a 

great deal of style, too.

A genuinely great escape on rainy days. A seriously engaging read on 

sunny days.
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Far From Maddy 

C.C. Saint-Clair 

(Reviewed by F.T. Johnson)

Far from Maddy and yet so close to love

Far from Maddy explores the potential for dependence and loss inher-

ent in any close relationship. On the eve of twenty-two year old Jo’s 

intended move in with her lover, Maddy, in urban, working-class 

Australia, Jo simply vanishes. So begins the strange tale of her self-

determined disappearance and Maddy’s desperate search to find her.

As a child, Jo had tried to survive her mother’s illness, alcoholism and 

suicide the best way she could. There was also her father’s emotional 

distance, and the loss of a much older sister when that sibling left 

home. Years later, Jo’s interactions with Maddy, within their loving rela-

tionship, trigger her unresolved childhood issues. Her fear of emotion-

al dependence on her lover reflects her fear of abandonment as a child 

and, so, in a pre-emptive strike, she runs away from Maddy before 

Maddy might think to abandon her.

Far from Maddy is about the wounds of childhood which we know may 

be re-opened by subsequent relationships, particularly those with inti-

mate others.

Saint-Clair’s distinctive voice, unusually poetic for lesbian grunge, vivid-

ly describes this complex, emotional and psychological landscape. Yet 

there is no proselytising, no judgement, only a compassionate portray-

al of each woman, be she the mother, the daughter or the lover, as she 

tries to live her life the best way she can.

Woven throughout this tale of emotional brutality and a young woman’s 

desperate bid to find herself, is the leitmotif of this ‘thinking woman’s 

lesbian romance’ writer: Saint-Clair’s erotic, subtle and sensuous lan-

guage of desire, lust and love between women.

It is easy to fall in love with Saint-Clair’s protagonists: 25 year old 

Maddy, achingly at a loss to understand why her young lover has
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dropped out of sight, and Jo who needs to find self-love before she can 

ever be any good for herself, for Maddy, or for anyone.

Engrossing and insightful, tender and raw, Far From Maddy is a sheer 

delight: while your heart goes out to Maddy, you know it is Jo who 

needs to be made whole.

*****


