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Dedication

 

My dad died of lung cancer on December 17, 2016. I lost not only my father, but one of my best friends, and my ‘go to’ guy. Dad was not a reader. He only ever read a handful of my short stories and none of my novels, but he was a great supporter of me as a writer. He would have really appreciated this novel, perhaps more than anyone else could or will. This one is for you dad. I love you.
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Prologue

 

My life is filled with an endless string of irritating necessities, punctuated by all too infrequent and fleeting moments of pleasure. I trudge through a desert, heat stroked and parched, propelled by the contiguous hope of reaching the next oasis, should there be one. Sustained only by the memory of the joyful satisfaction and relief derived from the previous sanctuary, I persist despite the awful suffering produced by my quest. Caused by my desire. I am wounding my soul with every step, but I cannot stop because I will certainly die if I stagnate. Even if I did know the way back from whence I began this ridiculous self-inflicted ordeal, I am certain it is too far.

I am in love and there is nothing in all the world that produces as much suffering as love. Hate or even indifference do not inflict as much damage to the heart as love. For to love is to expose one’s soul to penetration by the fiery arrows of betrayal, of deceit, of disappointment. To love is to make oneself vulnerable. Love can weaken and diminish a man as readily as it can strengthen him. The stampeding herd of my emotions, which has left me crumpled and useless is of infinite number and cannot end its rampage until I close my heart. I refuse to concede.

Everything I do, I do because I must. I have been reduced to an automaton. Neither motivated nor impelled by duty, I simply do what is required. Each activity is merely a means to an end, a way to pass the time to take me closer to the edge of the oasis where I can drink and relax. I am wasting my life with busyness in this vain pursuit of my desire. Everything good and worthwhile has been transformed into a stepping stone.

A woman who does not belong to me is the inspiration for my insane melancholy although not the cause of it. I can think of nothing but her, and worse, I do not care about the fact that I am obsessed with her. My only real problem is the inequality of our relationship. She insists on calling it a friendship despite a mountain of contradictory evidence. Every time I see her, and all the painfully drawn out times in between, I want her to stop calling our special relationship a friendship. No sensible person would agree with such an assessment. I wonder if she thinks about me, about us and our situation as often as I do, but if I ask her, I will only believe what I want to believe. I have earned a black belt in self-delusion through a deliberate process of pursuing dishonourable goals and seeking endlessly to feed my lustful addiction.

She has tried to deter me, but will not banish me. I have attempted to compel her to cut me off, but she hangs on and neither of us can explain why. We both wonder why this has happened to us, why we have allowed this situation to develop, why we continue to encourage each other by various direct and indirect means. We are both married and we don’t want to destroy our marriages. Yet we could easily plunge from platonic safety into the steamy, stormy waves of adultery. Perhaps we already have. Yes, we have in thought, if not in deed, certainly. That is no delusion. She has expressed her desire for me, albeit not as forthrightly as I have mine to her.

Why does she tolerate my provocative and salacious behaviour and speech? Why isn’t she offended by my lechery and hypocrisy? How can she stand me? What would it take to make her finally send me to the purgatory of life without her? I once told her that I could not be without her. Maybe she took me too literally, and is desirous of saving me. I want to say that she would never cut me off, and our story thus far offers sufficient proof of it, but there must be some point at which the strain becomes too great. Does it bother her as much as it troubles me? She couldn’t possibly be as obsessed as me because she tells me she is happy, and presumably she’s having sex with her husband. Why does that thought not even disturb me? I told her I wasn’t getting any action at home, as though I expected her to put her hand up and volunteer to solve that problem and ease my not insubstantial frustration. She laughed it off.

It must be a sort of madness, an insidious disease, a merciless affliction: lovesickness. With power to distort and manipulate one’s emotions, to exaggerate, to fantasize, to blind one completely to reality, to render perspective inoperable. Lovesickness. The eternal bane of humanity.

I’ve felt it before as have many others. Most have been sliced and severed by its glimmering blade. Most have never managed to recover. Scar tissue builds up over time from successive lacerations of the heart, yet most continue the pursuit of love, almost worshipping romance, making a god of the feeling of being in love itself as well as the object of that terrible affection. I am also guilty of this idolatry, but I feel no remorse, for how could I hate and regret any of those things that make me who I am. All that I have endured, all that I have enjoyed: the wealth, the poverty, the depth and superficiality, the triumphant joy, the ignominy of defeat, the helplessness of a fragile man in a cruel world. I feel no contrition, no compunction, neither for my past actions or the apparent folly of my current behaviour.

I’m in love, and though it does me very little good, I have decided not to fight it. The emotional energy I require to survive each day, to overcome the myriad obstacles and disappointments that confront me, leaves me bereft of the will to resist the enchantment of love. Not only do I freely recognize the futility of opposition, but I go further to welcome the delightful distraction of romance. We all must flee from reality at some point in our lives for it is a monster which easily, and with evident relish, crushes and devours us. Our methods of escape are as varied as the beautiful diversity that characterizes our personhood. Some run away to dark places where the threat of shame forces them to cherish secrecy and fear exposure. Others run to the light and luxuriate in acceptable types of relaxation, pleasuring themselves with permissible pursuits, no matter the condition of the path nor the destination at its inevitable end. We make gods of all things and people, for we are a fallen species who delight in ignorance and rebellion. Constantly avoiding, or worse deliberately eschewing the true source of peace and happiness for pathetic and often dangerous counterfeits.

My lover and I—I call her that though we have barely touched save for the occasional perfunctory handshake—are so inextricably connected that separation is no longer possible. The question we ask each other, and interrogate ourselves with is, where do we go from here? We know that nobody would encourage us to persist in this delirium because the unavoidable conclusion to the affair will bring devastation to many lives. Here again, I insert my stupid, prideful obstinacy, and raise a flag of arrogant greed, screaming my protests to ears deafened by disbelief. Destruction is a possibility of course, but I see two people making each other happy without any cost to themselves or to their respective marriages.

This lunacy has been going on for months now and despite a couple of blow ups, break ups or whatever you want to call them, our appetite for each other and for the continuation of this illicit relationship remains unabated. Perhaps for me, it has in fact burgeoned. I sense I am falling deeper and deeper in love with this woman, but having begun this journey of inquisitive licentiousness, I cannot turn back, or divert from my intended destination. Cannot. Will not. Do not want to. I invite you to read on, and to hear the shocking, brash and tragic tale of a moron and his selfish quest for love. My story does not begin with the remarkable relationship I have with this amazing and breathtaking woman, but neither does it end. This emotional affair provides compulsion, irresistible drive to tell my story because it is only now that I recognize the frightening power of my obsession.

When I think of her, I yearn for contact with her and force myself not to wrestle with my desire to read words that she has typed on her phone and sent to me. How I long for that contact to be irrepressible and constant. The silence makes me anxious, fearful that I may have spoken with her for the last time. This of course is only the tip of the iceberg for our fleeting face to face rendezvous which electrify and intoxicate me, exacerbate my desperation. They both satisfy my appetite and further stimulate it. It is avarice.

She is the last person I think about when I lay down to sleep and the first on my mind when I awake. It is slumber to which I now turn to speak for that which was once a bastion of tranquillity and relief from the turbulence of life in between. In the suffocating tension between the way things are and the way I want things to be. My last line of defence, the fortress of sleep, is now under siege. Sometimes, I cannot fall into dreamy bliss, other times I cannot remain in that heavenly unconsciousness. I’m wearing myself out, depleting my strength, exhausting reserves of energy and all because I want that which I cannot have.

If this is not the height of folly, then no such thing exists. I spoke to her today, not more than an hour ago and all I can think about is how I wish I was still with her, and how I will hunger and pine for her until the next opportunity we contrive to be together. When I can willingly drown in the mystical spell she casts on me. This current entanglement is, as I said, only a segment of the confounding and astounding tapestry of my life. I lack what I need, or what I imagine I cannot do without, so I pursue it with the zeal of a madman. I am, however, not so deranged as to hunt my prey without forethought and care. I am a conniving strategist. Read on, and see what destruction has been wrought by my reprehensible lust.


Part One: Angus


Chapter One

 

As the paper appeared to magnetically suck Tyson’s face towards it, Angus studied the top of his friend’s head, noting the smooth, recently shaved contours. He waited, in tight chested anticipation. This story had been lurking in his mind for years, even oozing into his life of late with alarming frequency. He understood the compulsion, the mad propensity that forced him to write. It was helpful, but the blurring of the fiction he constructed and the reality he lived was troubling. Was he pushing the envelope too far? Tyson was clearly gripped by the words before him, but what did he think of them?

“Tyson?” Angus ventured. “Have you finished? Do you have anything to say?”

Finally, Tyson looked into Angus’ eyes, beginning a penetrating examination.

“Mate,” said Angus. “You’re creeping me out.”

Tyson looked away, shook his head. “Are you serious?”

Angus mistook the question as rhetorical. “What do you think?”

“I think it sounds like a confession of, and a justification for adultery.”

“That’s quaint,” said Angus.

“What would you rather I call it? Fucking around?”

When Angus opened his mouth to answer, Tyson pounced. “I know you had an affair a couple of years ago, but that’s over right?”

Angus nodded.

“Is there more? Is there someone else now? Are you fucking around again? Don’t bullshit me, mate. This is dangerous. I know it’s a dirty question about the distinction between fact and fiction. Readers always want to know how much of the author is in the main character, and how much of the narrative is true or based on truth. I know that. But I have to ask because I’m your friend, and you are starting to worry me.”

“Starting to worry you?”

“Don’t be an arsehole.”

Understandable as it was, Tyson’s reaction was nonetheless shocking. Suppose it was all lies. How wonderful to have convinced his closest friend it was true. Angus did have history though, and Tyson’s suspicion was not unfounded. The affair, he referred to had been with an older Vietnamese lady, named Hanh, who he met at a work function. Although it lasted only a few months, it had been a watershed moment in his life. It had not been an accident. He previously propositioned two other women. One of whom flatly turned him down on the basis they were both married, while the other played with his heart for a while, feigning innocence and ultimately blaming her misleading behaviour on naiveté. Angus had never been deterred by failure. When he found Hanh flirtatiously friendly, he figured out she was interested in extending their involvement beyond the workplace and asked her if he could visit her. It was bold to forego an invitation to coffee, but it paid off, and when she opened the door of her home, inviting him in, he knew exactly where their relationship was heading.

“Talk to me,” said Tyson, interrupting Angus’ reminiscing. “What shithole have you jumped into this time?”

Genuinely perplexed by the strength of Tyson’s response, and ambivalent about how to answer, Angus opted for silence.

When concentrated staring failed to loosen Angus’ tongue, Tyson sat down heavily and sighed. “You can’t publish this story. Not under your name. And even under a non-de-plume you would have to keep it secret from family and friends. Imagine the hell it would raise. The questions. The doubts. You don’t want that level of scrutiny. I know you want to be famous enough to need a bodyguard, but if you publish this, not even Frank Farmer would be able to save you. Your fall from grace would be the mother of all descents into hell. You understand that, right? You’ll destroy everything.”

Angus had heard enough. “Maybe everything needs to be destroyed. Maybe it’s only from the ashes that I can build a new life and find peace.”

“The fuck? Angus. Mate, have you lost your mind? Your life is not a lump of potter’s clay. You can’t just destroy what’s been made, what you’ve contributed to in large part, may I add, and then start over again. What about everyone else? Are you going to take everyone down with you?”

Tyson walked away from Angus towards the open window which faced the street. Placid and orderly suburbia played outside, oblivious to the insanity within the walls of Angus’ home.

They were alone, thankfully. It was early afternoon. Angus was home on a flexi day, and Tyson worked his own hours. Angus’ wife, Cassy, and their three children, Taylor, Bailey and Sam, had not yet returned from school. Angus looked at his friend and wished he could read his mind. There was obviously more to be said.

Angus looked around the living room. It was a large and beautifully furnished house that Cassy tastefully decorated in her inimical style. It was light, warm and welcoming, yet Angus was discontented. With the house, with his job and with his wife. She was a busy woman. Too busy.

“Tyson?” said Angus, moving slowly towards his friend. “What do you want me to say?”

Silence.

“Tyson?”

His voice was low, almost a growl but much more like a frightened growl than an angry one. “I want you to say you are sorry for being such a bastard.”

“What do you mean?”

Tyson shook his head, and turned away from the window to face Angus. “How long have we been friends?”

“Thirty years.”

“Thirty fucking years, and you still think you can bullshit me like any poor simpleton you meet on the street. I don’t know where you got the balls to become such an accomplished liar, but I’ve overlooked your dubious talent because you’ve always been straight with me. I’ve watched you waltz through life with appalling disregard for what most normal people hold sacred. Breaking hearts is like breaking wind with you.”

Angus laughed.

“It’s not funny, mate.”

“Cassy is your second chance. Third. Final maybe. You fucked up your first marriage, and I’ll admit you were robbed of your second. With Cassy and your kids, you’ve got it all. You’ve got what everyone who doesn’t have it, wants. Ice cream with a cherry on top, but you...”

The two old friends locked eyes once more, telepathically communicating albeit with abysmal impact.

“I what?”

“You are going to throw it all away because of a fleeting feeling. A passing fancy. It’s fucking pathetic, Angus. You are pathetic. Who is she?”

“Who?”

“I’m warning you.”

“I made her up. It’s a story. I’m a fiction writer.”

“You’re not a fucking writer.”

The hellish scowl on Tyson’s face, a vein in purple highlight on his neck and the rising shade of crimson announced his anger well enough, but he added the words, “Fuck you, Angus!” before storming out of the living room, stomping down the hall and slamming the front door shut behind him.

The object of Angus’ fictional obsession, the who in Tyson’s question, was Afrooz: a forty-two-year-old Iranian woman, married with two sons and a daughter. Her name meant dazzling, illuminating, and Angus fell in love with her immediately. Beautiful, intelligent and serious, she was friendly and courteous. Almost angelic, she radiated a supernatural tranquillity that Angus had never previously encountered. She worked at Habib’s Persian Café, only as a casual, filling in for regular staff as required, but often enough so Angus became a highly favoured customer. Quite incidentally, while he pursued his latest infatuation, he developed an appreciation for such gourmet delights as sour goat kebabs, tahchin, and duck dizzi. Angus did not know the current status of their relationship.

Considering Tyson’s response, Angus was left in a real quandary. He felt the story was intense enough to elicit exactly that kind of reaction from whoever read it. In one sense, Tyson’s anger validated the power and veracity of his story. On the other hand, there was a danger fact and fiction would be inseparable in the minds of his readers. The creative elements of the tale would be made redundant by the truth. Did he want people to read it? Was it really only for himself? It would not be seen as fictional at all, but confessional, as Tyson suggested. Was that the way he wanted to initiate the destruction of his life?

Angus glanced at the clock on the wall, and noted he still had an hour before his family returned. He wanted to re-read the story, and try to wear another hat, try to examine it with a different set of eyes. Could he distance himself, and be objective? Those eighteen hundred words flowed out of him like the waters of a river squeezed through rapids and flung over a cliff. If this was writing, then he was a natural. He’d poured out his heart soon after a conversation with Afrooz, which ended with her sounding angry and asking him to leave her alone. He’d pushed her, wanting her to surrender to him, instead of fighting all the time.

The cyclical pattern that characterized their relationship had been through three or four revolutions already. Each time it became worse. More intense, and more likely, in Angus’ mind at least, that they had reached the end. The pain was excruciating, and caused him to cry involuntarily while watching television one night. The show was sad, but he never cried over fictional characters, no matter how real they seemed or how tragic their circumstances. He had to leave the room so as to avoid questions about his leaking eyes. He cried again later that night when he went to bed, hoping as he lay there that Cassy would not come in. Thankfully she didn’t. Pathetic as he felt, Angus was emotionally crippled by the thought of losing Afrooz as a friend. He resented the emotions, the unwelcomed and disruptive torrent.

The attraction they felt for each other was real. Angus had been very direct early in their relationship and told her he wanted her, wanted to make love to her. She said she had feelings for him too but they were married so nothing was going to happen. Nothing could happen. That was one act of their repetitious play. Act two, which often followed hot on the heels of act one, was meeting for coffee. In Angus’ mind, these furtive afternoon meetings were the beginnings of an illicit affair, the foundation stones of trust and familiarity, which would enable them to participate in a very risky and immoral game. Afrooz did nothing in the early weeks to discourage this thinking. In fact, in the evening after their afternoon rendezvous, they would chat on Facebook. These chats started very innocently, but in time, and on several occasions, when they were both alone in front of their respective computers, their chatting became flirtatious. Angus remembered one time when he and Afrooz pretended to be neighbours and he went to see her to ask for some sugar. That conversation had given him an erection.

Hello Neighbour.

Hi. Lovely day today.

Yes. I need to borrow some sugar please.

Okay. Come in.

Let me see. I have to reach up here to get it.

Can I help you?

Yes. Come and help me. (wink)

Is that better? (smiley face)

Closer.

Like this.

That’s good. (smiley face)

Ah, I’ve got it now. Thank you. Here you go.

That’s enough thanks.

Have some more. I want to give you more. (wink)

I want some more. (wink)

Here you go. Oops, I dropped it. I’ll have to bend over to pick it up.

Okay.

Are you looking at my ass? (wink)

Yes, is that okay? (wink)

You didn’t really come here for sugar did you? (wink)

No. (smiley face)

It had been thrilling and addictive to chat to her whenever the opportunity presented itself. She would often say she had to go because she had been in the bathroom too long and her husband was liable to become suspicious. Angus laughed at the thought of her running off and hiding in the bathroom in order to have a secret chat with him. Her interest in him was flattering and ego boosting. They even carried on these inappropriate conversations while seated in their lounge rooms surrounded by their families. The adrenaline rush was undeniable.

You’re very funny.

Thank you, and you are beautiful.

What does my beauty have to do with your sense of humour?

Your beauty makes everything in my life better.

Stop it. Don’t be stupid.

You make me crazy. I love spending time with you. This afternoon was great.

I had a good time too. Thanks.

What about a thank you kiss?

What about it?

Can I have one?

Can I have one what?

You’re driving me crazy now. Kiss me! Quickly!

Okay. Here you go. (puckered lips sticker)

Thank you. I’d like to really feel your lips on mine sometime.

That can’t happen. You know that.

It can happen and it will.

No Angus.

The shutdown at the end was Afrooz’s way of retreating to the safety of denial, of controlling herself and defusing the situation. It was her method of maintaining distance. It left Angus frustrated and when Afrooz continually failed to take this into account, she unwittingly demonstrated an insensitivity, which bordered on cruelty. The next time they talked after conversations like that, the tone was much more serious, and more intense. Angus would talk about his feelings, and Afrooz would not. No matter how many times he asked her to open her heart to him as he did to her, she remained a barricaded compound of indifference. There were times when Angus detested himself for being manipulated so easily. Afrooz was using him, toying with him, teasing him.

Although Angus did not feel there was any malice in Afrooz’s behaviour, it still angered him that she could continue to be oblivious to the power she held over him, and persist in sending mixed signals. He likened her to a child playing at the beach. Skipping towards the receding wake then turning to flee, screaming and giggling as another wave crashed and chased her. Afrooz was the child seduced by the imagined danger of the frothing water who despite being afraid, and never allowing itself to be caught, continued to pursue the wave back to the ocean. Angus was the ocean, restless and anxious to capture the child, if only just to touch it with his wet and needy fingers. When Angus shared the analogy with Afrooz, she accepted its appropriateness but rejected his invitation for her to banish her fear, and dive in to swim with him.

At the heart of Angus’ dilemma was the inescapable truth that he and Afrooz were well matched. They talked easily and widely, covering religion and politics, sport and family, television, movies and music. They had many common interests and understood each other’s humour. Angus often felt Afrooz was a female version of himself who could rightly be described as a soulmate in the true sense of the word. Her friendship became valuable to him, even as he struggled with the sexual attraction he felt for her. Had he been able to distinguish between the person and the woman, Angus may have suffered less emotional trauma, but he couldn’t. He was needy. Hungry for attention and for sex, and she was impossibly desirable. Unselfconsciously seductive. Worse than his lust affection cocktail for her was that the feeling was mutual. The problem was Afrooz was not willing to go all the way down the road on which they’d started driving. She wanted to drive for a little while, then U-turn back to the beginning, park the car and let the engine cool down, before commencing the journey once more.

As the weeks passed, the pattern of meetings, flirty chats and heavy chats repeated itself continuously until the pressure of divergent ambition cracked the bubble in which they pretended to dance with each other. She would get angry, or he would. He would say he needed a break, or she would, and they would respect each other’s wishes, but would soon come back together and carry on. There was an inevitability about the course of their relationship in Angus’ view, and she agreed on one of the rare occasions when she would talk about such things. They were dancing around in a circle of ever diminishing circumference.

The sound of the front door arrested Angus’ attention, and he stood just in time to greet his children. Taylor and Bailey tumbled in under the burden of oversized and heavily laden backpacks. Cassy followed with a weary expression. A wave of negativity flooded the room, and Angus braced himself before hugging his children and exchanging a perfunctory peck on the lips with Cassy. She smiled wanly, before pushing past him to the kitchen.

Cassy’s voice exploded down the hall. “Can’t you and your friends clean up after yourselves?”

Angus sighed and muttered, “I’m really sick of this shit.”


Chapter Two

 

She’s late and I immediately assume she will stand me up. Why would she come? Why wouldn’t she? I’m excited. Dry mouthed with maniacal anticipation. If she comes, I wonder what I will say. I wonder how strong and direct I should be. How hard should I push? I’ve convinced myself she wants me, and I’ve further argued myself into believing this is not mere delusion on my part. There is something there. Attraction. Lust. Curiosity. Hunger. Thus far, most of our relationship building has been via text messages and online chatting. It has been unsatisfactory, but necessary and prudent, and of course Chao-xing solves the problem of Afrooz. I’ll simply move on. This smoking hot siren who has agreed to meet with me will cure me of Afrooz.

I check my phone again, wonder about ordering a drink to flood the desert in my mouth. She may consider it rude to order without waiting for her, but I do anyway. A schooner of Victoria Bitter tastes great and is a welcome refreshment to my mind as well after an emotionally turbulent day. All my days are emotionally turbulent, but I can’t complain about that because I have brought it all on myself. I want that which I should not want, and worse I desire those things which I cannot have. This causes me pain. As I continually walk these dangerous paths, I can only conclude I am a masochist. I look at my phone again to see what time it is because I have already forgotten. She’s five minutes late.

I text her to see if perhaps she’s hiding in the hotel somewhere. She text laughs then states her estimated time of arrival. One minute. I like the way she text laughs. It’s always he he, not ha ha. It sounds so cute and feminine. He he is a giggle, and it fits her character perfectly. She’s a little nervous and shy, but when we first met I could feel tiny sparks flying between us. She must be aware of the same electrical energy. My head is buzzing with it right now, as though the chemicals in my body are reacting to her approach, sensing her before I can see her. Then she arrives, standing before me, smiling like the goddess she is, and I fumble for an appropriate greeting. Settling for hi, I’m surprised when she takes a seat beside me.

Further surprise greets me when I ask her what she would like to drink and she opts for a beer: Victoria Bitter. The walk to the bar seems further than before, and I hope my impatience doesn’t leak into my voice as I place my order with the young barmaid. She looks past me towards Chao-xing, but betrays nothing of her inner thoughts. I register this afterwards of course because at the time I’m only thinking about this woman to whom I want to make love. No sense in sugar coating it, especially not when I am only conversing with myself in the silence of my crazy mind. I lust for her. I’m going to tell her that. I plan to be very direct and why not, I wonder.

She seems agitated, and although I know she is a nervy, jittery type of character, I sense heightened tension on this occasion and naturally so. I feel it too. She’s watching me furtively as I return to her with a schooner of beer in my hand. I offer it to her, and she smiles. Her actions are quick but indecisive. As I settle, I detect reticence.

“Is everything okay?” I ask. “Is this spot all right?”

Her nodding head juxtaposes her words. “Maybe over there is better.”

As she scurries to the other side of the room, I follow, exploding with anticipation. She sits in one chair, then moves before I can join her, and I’m just about to sit down when she moves again.

“Are we playing musical chairs?”

The meaning of the question, and its allusion to childhood games eludes her, and by the time I have settled she’s moved again and is now sitting on a stool directly in front of me. Our knees almost touch, and she leans forward, wide eyed as though she has something exciting to say. I wait, but she retracts, averts her eyes, then quickly glances back to me.

“Talk to me,” I say. “What’s on your mind?”

I study her face and note her blemishes and the lines which quietly assert her maturity. She’s in her late thirties, thirty-eight maybe, but she looks younger. Her expression changes rapidly through numerous emotional displays, but I can’t read anything except uncertainty. She wants to speak, but either won’t or can’t.

“I want to be with you. You like me too, so there is nothing to stop us,” I say.

“Except you are married.”

There is no conviction in her tone. No reproach. It is a statement of fact, which is perhaps not as meaningless to her as it is to me.

“Okay,” I say, cautiously. I’m convinced if I play this right, I can seduce her and make her my secret lover. There is an element of moral ambivalence. “Let me explain why I am chasing you when I’m married.”

She looks away, and sips her beer. I have nearly finished, while her glass is nearly full. My head and heart are also beyond capacity, verging on chaotic inundation. I’m going to justify my adulterous intentions, or at least attempt to.

“My wife and I have been married for twenty years, and we’re friends. We get on well most of the time, but our marriage is really more like a business arrangement. We both work and have little time together. Time we do have is taken up with shopping, and cleaning and visiting, or arguing about money or our children. She’s unwell. Mentally. She’s been diagnosed with depression, but I think she’s bi polar as well. We’re often at odds over little things. She tends to be very negative and critical. She’s miserable actually, and at lot of the time she makes me miserable.”

With the painful realization I’m slandering the woman I love—or perhaps once loved— and have committed to spending the rest of my life with, I pause and take a mouthful of beer. Lying too, with frightening ease. Cassy isn’t sick and we haven’t been married for twenty years; not even close. Chao-xing’s watching me intently, fascinated I suspect. I don’t want to speak ill of my wife. Actually, I don’t want to talk about her at all, but some of this is necessary so Chao-xing will understand where I’m coming from, and not think badly of me. Adultery is a bad thing to do, but I’m not a bad person. I blame circumstances. Years of neglect and sexual frustration. I blame my wife though I would never say that out loud. I don’t want to blame her but am less inclined to blame myself. The uncomfortable truth is I can’t help myself. I’m out of control, but rationalization is a better option than accepting the facts.

“I need some fun and excitement and I need sex.”

Chao-xing is typically unruffled by my directness, but she moves seats again, shifting to my right where she reclines as though tired. She’s staring at me, examining me, interrogating me with her eyes.

“I’m looking for a boyfriend. I want someone all the time, not just some of the time.”

I lean towards her and lower my voice conspiratorially. “That’s cool. I understand. You keep dating and try to find Mr Right. While you search, you can have me. No promises. No demands.”

“But I’m lonely and I want someone. Not to share. Just for me.”

I’m not convinced. Her body language indicates she is possibly tempted. “I can pleasure you. Make you feel good. Very good. If you surrender to me, you won’t regret it. I won’t hurt you. I won’t force myself on you, but I know you want me. You’re as curious as I am. You’ve imagined us together. When I first suggested it, you pictured us together and wondered how good it would feel.”

Without me realizing it, Chao-xing is now right beside me, pressing against my side. What does this mean? I reach for her hand and give a light squeeze before stroking it and running my fingers in and out of hers. This contact arouses me and I’m glad my shirt covers my crotch. She looks at me and breathes on me. I caress her cheek with the back of my hand and she comes closer. It is unbelievable how long it takes for the minute distance between us to disappear as my lips reach for hers. She lifts her chin, then at the last moment, she lowers her head and I brush her forehead. I’m confused and electrified.

When I move away from her, I see fear and uncertainty as though she feels she has done something wrong. I’m worried I’ve upset her, so I take her hand in mine and smile as I offer reassurance. “It’s okay. This is just a start. There’s no hurry.”

Her face is buried in a kaleidoscope of emotion and is therefore unreadable. I wonder what to do next. What should I say? I’m pushing harder than I planned to. Despite saying I would not force myself on her, it appears I have done exactly that. Even though she has shown no resistance, neither in her manner, nor her words, she is obviously bewildered. Bewitched. My head is pounding. My penis is throbbing. If only she would invite me to her place, I would make love to her, but it’s too soon for that. I don’t have time anyway. I’m not free to do whatever I want to do. I have commitments and responsibilities. In spite of the audacious lust ravaging me and compelling me, I somehow remind myself of the need to maintain discretion. I must arrive home before anyone else does, otherwise questions will be asked and I don’t want to lie more than necessary. A plethora of little untruths will ultimately ensnare me, so I must be careful to avoid having to tell more stories than is absolutely necessary.

“It’s time to leave, and I need to go to the toilet,” I say.

Chao-xing’s eyes suddenly focus and she turns sharply to face me as though I have dragged her from the scene of an accident. Almond orbs plead with me for an explanation, but I decline. I don’t want to say anything else because I am afraid of breaking the spell. Honestly, I’m frightened I have may have dreamed it. It is only the second time we have met, and we have only been chatting for a couple of weeks. Things like this only happen in films, or in dreams, so I struggle to embrace the reality of our steamy encounter. It’s enough for now.

“Come on, let’s go.”

“Okay,” she says and bounce returns to her voice. The characteristic playfulness that temporarily deserted her.

As we leave, I worry still over what I have done. I could be certain if she would say something, if even her body language was less confused and chaotic. I am certain of what I want but indeterminate about how to achieve my goal. I feel a pang of guilt for objectifying Chao-xing, but it is quickly usurped by an unexpected revelation. I care about her. I don’t want to cause her any pain, and I am only pressing her because it seems appropriate given the fact she doesn’t reject me. She didn’t have to accept my invitation: to have secret text talk in the first instance, then to open a Facebook account just for us to chat, I am her only friend, and finally to meet me face to face for a drink. That is sufficient evidence for me to know she is interested, and in time, if I am patient, she will explain her reluctance. She has already said she is unsure because I’m married, but that didn’t prevent her from taking the aforementioned steps to establish our clandestine relationship.

The door greets us, and we must part company. I linger though I need to go to the toilet. We wave at each other and say goodbye. I thank her, smile, then turn away. In the restroom, my erection has barely subsided which makes it awkward to remove it from my pants in order to urinate. Again, I wonder, what next?

Acquiescing to the fact that today’s engagement is over, I walk back to my car. I have no idea when the next one will be, or if there will be another. I can’t stop thinking about Chao-xing and those heady moments of startling interaction between us. I feel it would be wise to give her some time to reflect on what happened before I ask to meet her again, or even talk to her again. As I walk it begins to rain, and then my phone sounds a message alert.

It’s raining. Come back to the hotel and I’ll give you an umbrella.

Thank you but it’s okay. You’re very kind to offer.

Okay. See you later.

(smiley face.)

I’m waiting at the lights to cross the road and my phone rings, I recognize the number. “Hi,” I say.

“Are you sure you don’t want an umbrella?”

I laugh. “I’m sure. Thanks for spending some time with me. It was great.”

“I enjoyed it too.”

“See you later.”

“Bye.”

I continue walking, alternately suppressing my smile and allowing it to blossom. Several times I resist the temptation to send Chao-xing a text, before finally I succumb.

That was great. I can’t stop thinking about you.

OMG…I don’t think I can handle this thing: she replies.

Sure you can. See you soon I hope. (smiley face)

(smiley face)

I am nearing my car, but I wish it was further away. The idea of entering it and driving home without being able to send any more text messages appeals as much as a cold shower in the middle of winter. As this thought crosses my mind, I recognize the force of the addiction and how ridiculous it is to be so obsessed by anything. I want the world to stop so I can indulge myself for as long as I wish without repercussions. Everything else is a nuisance. I just want to stay connected to Chao-xing, even if it is only by such tenuous and impersonal means as text messaging. We ignited a fire but somehow managed to walk away untouched by the flames.

The car struggles to start. I was warned several weeks ago, when it likewise refused. I needed some over the phone counsel from my mechanic, it needed attention, but the infrequency of the problem facilitates my tardiness in remedying it. I’m good at pretending. I have no trouble ignoring how lumpy my rug has become. I keep trying, turning the key in the ignition whilst uttering the familiar catchphrase: come on! come on! When my persistence pays off, I pat myself on the back and forget it happened.

As I select drive and release the handbrake, another message lands.

I can’t do this. We’d better stop, okay.

If that’s what you want, I respect that. I’ll give you some space. Relax. it’s all right.

Okay no more. You’re married. That’s it. Sorry.

(sad face)

 


Chapter Three

 

It was highly contestable whether the water cooler or the photocopier was the true modern Aeropagus. People brought their own drinks from home or the shop: bottles of water to prove their commitment to purity and health. Was the water cooler really the fabled forum of workplace discussion? Angus had his doubts. It seemed the photocopier that ran hot, buzzing and whirring in allegedly whisper quiet endeavour, was the meeting place most favoured, albeit involuntarily, by the proletariat.

“Have you nearly finished?”

Joanne was a very nice-looking woman, but an absolute bitch of a person. She was incontrovertible proof that beauty was only skin deep.

“Yes Joanne,” said Angus, declining to look at her, in order to escape the entrapment of whatever eye popping, breast accentuating outfit she might have been wearing. Even her silence was petulant.

Mike rolled into the office, puffing from the exertion of the trip down the hall. The arrival of his rotund colleague provided relief for Angus whose face was melting under Joanne’s impatient glare.

It was such an ongoing battle to resist being nasty to her because she invited animosity. She could have worn a sign around her neck declaring she was a morbid sow looking for a fight, and it would not have been any more obvious than the perpetually disappointed expression on her face.

Angus didn’t want to be mean. He wasn’t that sort of person, so he wrestled his desire to belittle her and tell her to go fuck herself. Wherever and whenever they ran into each other at work, and they did so frequently for some reason, perhaps a divine examination of Angus’ character, Angus was compelled to bite his tongue and raise a shield of polite indifference. Churchill would have been proud of his dogged efforts.

“Bit of a queue, eh?” said Mike. “Going to be long, buddy?”

Mike’s question was almost like a compliment. Thankfully the last few copies were squirted onto the tray. “That’s me, but Joanne is next.”

“Much to do there, Jo?”

Joanne glared at Mike. “Don’t call me Jo.”

“Sure thing Jo-anne.” Mike drew out the second syllable like a kid would pull a piece of bubble gum from his mouth while clenching one end between his teeth, to test the elasticity. He winked at Angus, who smiled and stepped away from the copier.

“I’ve found this great website, Angus.”

“Yeah?” Such an invitation to allow Mike to speak was liable to trap him for much more time than he could afford. Angus felt like the distraction, was enticed by the idea Mike would try to agitate Joanne for their amusement.

“Internet dating, but not as you know it. Not eHarmony, RSVP or any other bullshit fairy tale dating service where everyone is pretending to be someone else, even as they search for a genuine person. Someone to spend the rest of their life with. A soulmate.” Mike snorted. “You believe in that soulmate shit, Angus?”

Angus shook his head.

“What about you Joanne?”

“What about me what?”

“Do you believe in soulmates?”

“I believe you probably have work to do rather than standing around yapping about soulmates, fairy tales and porn sites.”

Mike shot Angus a surprised look and said to Joanne, with a ringing note of indignation, “Who said anything about pornography?”

Without turning around, Joanne responded with icicles hanging from every word. “You are a cliché. The office clown masking his loneliness and unhappiness. Single because he can’t find the right woman, joking about how much sex he has when the reality is his only sexual partner is his own hand with which he batters himself while leering at free sex videos on the web.”

Angus wanted Mike to be pissed off by Joanne’s cutting accusation, but he knew he wouldn’t be. In his place, it was Angus who loaded a missile to return fire. He’d had enough of this cow and was going to let her know in no uncertain terms, just before Mike jumped in.

“I don’t watch the free videos because the quality is shit. I don’t mind paying a premium for high definition vision. Anyway, Jo-anne, you’d know all about pleasuring yourself, wouldn’t you? No bloke would be brave enough to come anywhere near you. Makes me shrink a little, if you know what I mean, just thinking about how you might hurt me.”

The situation was getting out of hand. Although Mike was playing around, the game was very dangerous because of Joanne’s evidently emasculated sense of humour. Mike wasn’t offended or upset at all, but Angus noticed the faintest flush of rouge on Joanne’s neck and recognized it as a sign she was either going to explode or report Mike for sexual harassment. Probably both. People were losing their jobs every other day as a result of this kind of inappropriate behaviour.

Angus spoke right over the top of Joanne. “Anyway, Mike. You were about to tell me about this website you found for real dating.”

Unable to wipe the smile off his face, Mike nonetheless reeled it in a little. He stared at Joanne who had not taken her attention off the photocopier for the duration of the sizzling exchange. “Yeah. There are heaps of them actually, all promising to get you…taken care of quickly and for no cost, with actual women.”

“Sounds dodgy.”

“They look legitimate to me. There are memberships and rules, messaging, profiles. You get to send winks and kisses. You can target your search to your local area. I had a bit of fun on there last night.”

“Any actual hook ups arranged?” asked Angus. It was sounding like a short cut to the back seat of the car with some highly decorated floozy. It sounded too easy.

“Not yet man. Actually, I’m not sure if I trust the setup, or if I could just go and meet some woman I didn’t know for the purpose of sex.”

“There’s a revelation,” said Joanne. “You have morals and standards. Shocking.” She brushed past Angus, denting his back with her enhancements. “I’m finished with the copier.”

The two men exchanged looks. “They’re rock hard, aren’t they, Angus?”

“Pretty solid, but listen, this online hook up thing sounds too good to be true. They’re just trying to screw you—financially I mean, aren’t they? Casual sex arranged from the comfort of your own home sounds great. No need to trawl bars trying to find like-minded women. No embarrassing moments, no slaps in the face. Think of all the time you save. This is a dangerous world full of fucked up people lurking in the shadows waiting to inflict pain. Presumably, all the women on these sites were there for the same reason. I guess they know the risks. It just doesn’t sound plausible.”

“For dating and relationships, they could use RSVP, but what if they don’t want that. What if there are women out there who just want some random fucking. This is apparently the place to do it. Imagine a place to access no strings sex?”

“Well,” said Angus. “I don’t have to, do I?”

“No, you don’t my friend.”

“I should go and get some work done.”

“Yeah, you should, you lazy bastard.”

Angus smiled before he left. Was it possible to divorce emotion from sex? Could it be reduced to a mechanical and soulless act designed merely to satisfy base desire? To satisfy lust? How satisfying could it be to have an orgasm, then put your clothes on and say goodbye? Wouldn’t the conversation be awkward? Before, during and after. Which would be more discomforting? Hello? That’s it baby, do it harder? Thank you. Goodbye. Angus’ head spun with a swirling surge of inquisitiveness. What would it be like? Just fucking. Would it be more or less acceptable than having an emotional affair that may or may not include sex? How would it rate on the scale of adulterous behaviour?

He needed more information so he hurried back to Mike’s workstation where the latter was just completing a task. A grunt of satisfaction escaped his lips.

“You were married once, right?” said Angus.

If Mike was surprised by either Angus’ presence or his question, he concealed it well. “Yep. Two years divorced now and she still won’t talk to me.”

“What happened?”

“I cheated on her.”

“Was it an affair or a fling?”

Mike smiled almost ruefully. “That’s a question of semantics. I met this woman and flirted with her because she flirted with me. We allowed the chemical reaction to flourish to the point where we decided to quit talking and get busy. We had sex a couple of times, then I got an attack of the guilts and broke it off. She took it very well, or so it seemed. I mean we never made any promises. We were just fooling around.”

“You said she appeared to take it well. Being dumped.”

“She was all, sure no worries. No hard feelings. It was fun while it lasted and she appeared to be cool with that. You know, from what she said, but then, a couple of days later, she started bombarding me with text messages. My wife managed to intercept one of them. I couldn’t deny the evidence nor did there seem any point in trying to defend myself, although I told her that it, the affair, meant nothing to me whereas she meant the world.”

“Let me guess,” said Angus. “It meant something to her.”

“She went off her brain, calling me every name under the sun, and when she finally exhausted her wrath, she told me to get the hell out and never come back. She cut me off totally. That was the end of the section. No second chances. I tried calling, sending texts and flowers. I attempted to reach out to her through our mutual friends. I tried everything to prove I was sorry and to beg her to give me another chance, but she wouldn’t have a bar of it. To this day she still won’t talk to me. If we bump into each other on the street, she looks right through me like I’m made of glass.”

“Children?”

“We didn’t get that far, thank God. Fuck, I’ve heard some horrible stories from mates of mine about what happens when a marriage goes down the toilet and there are children involved. If you want some advice, I wouldn’t risk it. Is your marriage okay?”

“It’s okay.”

Mike put his hand on Angus’ shoulder and squeezed. “Be happy with okay.”

The two men looked into each other’s eyes, and Angus saw the pain scratched across Mike’s retinas. It was the most intimate they had been, and Angus was unnerved by it. He managed a weak smile as he left Mike alone nursing his own thoughts; those words of warning ringing like a thousand bells inside his head. How would Cassy react if he had an affair? How would she feel about his terminated pursuit of Afrooz—an affection transferred to Chao-xing, and Alenka at work who was now firmly in his sights. All the time he spent texting them and chatting with them on Facebook and his constant flirting with other women? Would she see that as betrayal in itself? Would she find a one-night stand more acceptable? A visit to a prostitute? Why was he thinking about this? Why was he pondering the depth of pain he could inflict on his wife? Why was he thinking about checking out the websites Mike mentioned? What was wrong with him?


Chapter Four

 

Cassy isn’t home yet, so I have some time to myself which I’ve learned is never a good thing. Usually disastrous as a matter of fact. I’ve been mulling over what Mike said about the adult dating websites, and although I’m busy trying to seduce Alenka, a well-guarded workplace secret, and Chao-xing, neither of them are free at the moment and I need some company. Time for a cheap and tawdry substitute for reality, for genuine human connectedness. I Google adult dating, and the first cab off the rank is Just Hook Up. I click through to the registration page and divulge my credit card details as though it is of no consequence. I choose an alias and give a false birth date. I don’t really want to give any personal information at this point, but if I expect to hook up, then I’m going to have to say something. I choose the least expensive membership package and cancel auto renew. It’s time to start shopping.

I’m shocked by the nudity. It could be a porn site rather than a dating site. I search the menu and notice there is a naughty filter that will pixilate graphic images. Do I want to browse through thumbnails of exposed vulvas and breasts? Some of the women don’t even bother showing their faces. It’s awful and degrading. I turn on the filter and pretend I’m simply a prudish, albeit curious visitor.

The website prompts me to add some detail to my profile and a few pictures. Pictures are out of the question. Anonymity is mandatory. However, as I am using an alias, I feel safe to be honest in the about me section of my profile. I state I am married and follow with a description of my likes and interests. Sexually, I am not ticking many boxes because I don’t want to attract weirdos. Bondage, toys, games, group sex, anal sex and the list goes on. People really like all this shit? Bile rises in the back of my throat as I imagine Cassy busting me viewing this site. The spectre of her, let alone any other soul discovering my dirty secret ignites a fiery chill of fear and anxiety.

Before I know it, messages start dropping in. I’m getting kisses and winks and invitations to chat. Allysa’s profile photo looks nice. She has a pretty face framed by long auburn hair and her make-up, though evident is not troweled on, and as a bonus she is not displaying anything other than her friendly, smiling visage. She’s only twenty-three, but she’s seen my profile and knows my age yet remains interested. Naturally, I am too.

The first thing she asks is whether I have a Yahoo account. As it turns out I do because I had the forethought to create another email account especially for my incognito presence on Just Hook Up. She suggests we chat there.

allysa.martinez88: hello there

Mark Clayfield: G’day, Allysa is it?

allysa.martinez88: yes this is allysa from sexbook

allysa.martinez88: how you doing ?

Mark Clayfield: I’m well. And you? What’s happening?

allysa.martinez88: im doing well too .. here just bit bored

Mark Clayfield: Okay. Here’s the deal. I’m married. Are you okay with that?

allysa.martinez88: yes im ok with that ..

allysa.martinez88: im here for no strings attached just for fun only

Mark Clayfield: I need some female company but not just a body. Man, some of the profile pictures on this site are ridiculous. I need to feel some connection. know what i mean?

allysa.martinez88: yes i know that … just like friends with benefits … with love

allysa.martinez88: is that what you mean

Mark Clayfield: Yes. Can I ask you to be patient with me? I don’t want to rush. I’m not a randy 19 year old looking for free sex tonight.

allysa.martinez88: sure thing no problem with me ..

allysa.martinez88:

allysa.martinez88: so where about you in aus ?

Mark Clayfield: I’m in NSW. Aren’t you? Wollongong area specifically.

allysa.martinez88: oh really .. im just near east corrimal

Mark Clayfield: We have geographic compatibility. Good start. You’re attractive but no offence, I wasn’t going to be driving interstate to meet you.

allysa.martinez88: well i understand that .. but i think we could meet halfway

allysa.martinez88: if that is ok with you

Mark Clayfield: I don’t know... that’s like a ten minute drive

allysa.martinez88: haha lol

allysa.martinez88: so you up for it ?

Mark Clayfield: I would love to meet with you sometime but not for sex...not yet anyway. I’d like some more time to get to know each other. I also want to know that you are okay with my age.

allysa.martinez88: yes im ok with your age ... mature guy thinks mature than younger guys …

allysa.martinez88: that is why i want mature guys

Mark Clayfield: I go back to work next week. I work in Wollongong. I finish at 5pm. What’s your availability? Do you work?

allysa.martinez88: yes i do …

allysa.martinez88: im free during weekends ..

allysa.martinez88: how about you

Mark Clayfield: Weekends depend on my family’s activities. Sunday will be out. Saturdays a maybe but I think we are getting ahead of ourselves again. Where do you work and when do you finish? I’m just thinking a quick face to face, that’s all for starters.

allysa.martinez88: well i work as a part time adult model on a certain website

Mark Clayfield: Oh, you’re a webcam model. Cool. Good for you. So, you work from home?

allysa.martinez88: yes …

allysa.martinez88: i work at home

Mark Clayfield: But your hours don’t match mine? You couldn’t get into to Wollongong to meet me one afternoon? Never mind. Let’s stick to the chat for now. Slow is good.

allysa.martinez88: well i could fix my schedule if you want to meet …

allysa.martinez88: but im also good for a chat now and do it slowly and surely

Mark Clayfield: Sure. What do you do on your nights off? Does being a webcam model make you feel more like having actual sex? or less? Sorry if that’s too personal now

allysa.martinez88: well i usually go out with my friends at night if i don’t have work …

allysa.martinez88: being a webcam model is like having actual sex also and sometimes it is less …

Mark Clayfield: ???

allysa.martinez88: i mean im having fun being a webcam model ..

Mark Clayfield: Good. I have to go soon. Let’s trade self facts before we go. I love heavy metal music especially metalcore.

Mark Clayfield: Ohhh, you left me. I am wounded.

Mark Clayfield: I hope we can chat again some time. It’s been a real pleasure. I hope you’ll find I am worth the effort. Bye for now.

This is going to sound pathetic, but I’m sitting, pining for her in her absence. Relief, sweet relief. Where is she? Where did she go? I hear the front door opening, followed by the sounds of my children, and reluctantly shut down the computer, saddened by the end of a sweet little conversation with a friendly young lady who happens to sound very nice and normal despite her occupation and the fact she is on Just Hook Up. What is so abnormal about being a webcam model? She takes off her clothes and allows paying customers to watch her.

Without knocking, Cassy enters and kisses my cheek. Her perfumed breath arouses me so I stand and pull her close, pressing my mouth against hers. When she squirms out of my amorous clutches, I’m disappointed, but not surprised.

“I’ve got to organize dinner,” she says. “Are you hungry?”

I smile and nod, aware my wife has no idea how ravenous I am, or how her very presence feeds my appetite. Maybe Allysa has come back on line. She’ll have time for me.


Chapter Five

 

In love and romance, it is said that opposites attract. If romantic comedies reflect life, and that is debatable, many romances start with irritation between two souls. This agitation of the spirit is caused by a chemical reaction that is at first not easily recognizable as Eros. Romantic relationships born from such a clash of atoms thrive in tempestuous seas, and survive the crashing tidal waves of hypersensitivity and over reaction. The inevitable sense of not being able to live with such a person, nor live without them, leads to exciting and unpredictable affairs.

However, people are also drawn to like-minded individuals. Angus and Alenka found each other irresistible from her first day at the Australian Taxation Office, but there had been no obvious omen of the outrageous concupiscence to come. They simply clicked as colleagues and friends. Even the symmetry and the harmony in their names hinted at a connection that went beyond transitory physicality and fleeting fancy, to a deeper intimacy that was as frightening as it was unavoidable. Angus only realized the depth of his feelings for Alenka when she announced she was leaving. Having shared the workspace with her and enjoyed every opportunity to chat with her on all manner of subjects, he was mortified by the thought of losing her. Until then, Angus detected nothing but friendship. Understanding. Sympatico. A comfortable ambience between them which suggested a solid and lasting friendship. They had not seen each other outside the office apart from the occasional work function, but Angus felt, on receiving the news of her imminent departure, he could not live without her.

Irrational as it may have been, not to mention inadvisable, he told her so, and invited her to continue their friendship after she left.

“It’s dangerous, isn’t it?” Alenka said in response to his invitation. “You’re married. I’m married. Happily married.” She hammered the adverb for emphasis.

“Sure,” said Angus, feeling dubious with respect to Alenka’s claim of wedded bliss. “So, it’s probably not that dangerous. We’ll meet in public, we’ll talk and drink coffee. Where’s the harm in that?”

She smiled coyly. Alenka was not one to smile easily. Her feelings were rarely on display, and by apparent exertion of her will, she most often kept her own counsel.

“It’s a simple question,” said Angus. “An innocuous invitation.”

“Innocuous?”

“You can say no, but we enjoy each other’s company so why not continue to spend some time together. There won’t be much of it, I know. It won’t exactly be a secret but neither will we be broadcasting it.”

Angus watched her for some sign she would overcome her reluctance and agree to semi clandestine meetings with him. She had a playful side, and whilst he had never really considered any of their banter flirtatious, it was clear to him there was an undeniable, mutual attraction. Where would it lead?

“Why are you smiling?” she said.

Caught out
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