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The phone vibrated again, and I allowed myself a glance.  It wasn’t a number I recognised, and given Professor Grant’s hatred of the mobile phone, I decided to keep it hidden for the remainder of the lecture.  Whilst I loved architecture and desperately wanted to be an architect, I did not love the physics element, especially not by Professor Grant, a seventy-something year-old man who not only hated mobile phones, but also calculators.  “If you can work it out on paper, then you shouldn’t be an architect!” He would snap at us.

The phone vibrated for a third time.  Clearly something important, so I moved to stand.  

“Somewhere you need to be Mr Collins?” Grant asked suddenly.

“Yes sir, erm, there’s a number trying to call me repeatedly, I think it might be important.  I was going to take it outside.”

“Hmm, take your things with you then, because if it is more important than this lesson, then you needn’t return.”

Sighing, I flopped back down in my seat and sulked.  The ancient professor turned back to his lecture.  To my right, Marie Dickens, a sexy brunette student, gave me a smile.  She understood; she’d born the brunt of Grant’s wrath on more than one occasion.  Urgh, physics!  I mean, why did we need to learn this?  Surely this was stuff engineers and surveyors needed to know?

Eventually though, the lesson ended and we filed out of the old hall.  

“He’s a twat.” Marie told me.  “Don’t let him get to you.  Nobody likes him, not even the other professors.”

“Thanks.” I told her, watching as she ran to her next lecture.  

I dialled the number which had been calling me and waited for it to connect. “Casualty?” The rather harried female voice said by way of greeting.

“Er, I had three missed calls from this number.” I told her, confused as to why a hospital was calling me, and then suddenly concerned something had happened to my mother.

“Can I have your name, and I’ll try to find out who called you?” The woman asked.

“Mark Collins.”

“Just a sec.” She said.  I heard some mumbling in the background, and then she came back.  “Yes, Mr Collins, it seems we have admitted your father and he’s in a rather poor state.  He’s been asking for you.”

I froze.  This had to be a mistake; my father died years ago.  “Are you sure you have the right Mark Collins?” I asked her.

“Yes, 227 Grove Avenue?” She asked.

“Correct.”

“Then yes.  When can you make it down here?”

“Erm, City General?” I asked, confirming the hospital.

“Right.”

“I guess, erm, well, half an hour.  But I really don’t think...”

“Please be as quick as you can.  I, well, I don’t think he has much time.”

“What’s wrong with him?”

“I can’t divulge that over the phone.  Please, be as quick as you can.” And with that, she ended the call.

That was a bizarre call.  Mum told me that my dad had died when I was a baby, why would she lie?  It had to have been a mistake, surely.  There was only one person who could help me to understand this, and that was my mum, so as I walked out the University campus, I dialled mum’s number.

“Hi honey!  Done with school already?” She asked.  Having grown-up in a university town, I had used the opportunity to get in locally and live from home, saving on costs, and keeping my mum company.  I was an only child, raised by a single mum who rarely dated or had company, it was the best for both.  

“Erm, mum, I just received the strangest of phone calls.” I told her.  “City General Casualty called me to say they’ve admitted dad and that he’s dying.  Any idea what they might be talking about?”

The phone was silent, and in that moment, I realised that I had been lied to all my life.  Finally, mum spoke.  “Don’t go there Mark.  Just, trust me, you won’t like the truth.”

“So my dad has been alive all this time?” I asked, feeling disappointment, sadness and anger growing inside me.

“Physically, yes, but the man, he’s been gone a long time.  Trust me, it really...”

“Mum!  He’s my father!  Even if he was in prison, I have a right to know!”

“It’s more complicated than that!”

“Enlighten me, mother!” I snarled.

“He ran away from me to be with another woman!”

“And that was a reason to tell me he was dead?” I screeched.  “You know what mum, we’ll talk about this later.  I’m going to the hospital, and I’m going to ask him, on his deathbed, why, why did he leave?”

“Ma...” I ended the call.  I didn’t need to hear any more from her right now.

I forked out for a taxi, given the buses to the hospital were not reliable and would take too long.  As a student, this was something very unique for me, given that I really didn’t have much money, but I felt that time was of the essence.  I arrived at the run-down NHS hospital and ran into the casualty department and over to reception.  There, I informed the nurse I was there to see my dad, and she immediately called over the doctor who had been looking after my father.  A pretty blonde woman possibly in her late thirties in a white doctor’s coat, walked over.

“Mr Collins, thank you for coming so quickly.” The doctor spoke softly, with compassion, and I knew it wasn’t good news.  She invited me to take a seat in a small private room.  “Your father was admitted earlier this morning.  He has been coming in here for the past six months for chemotherapy for a rare type of intestinal cancer.  For a while, it looked like things were going our way, but the cancer spread, and well, today he arrived with multiple organ failure.  He’s on a ventilator, one of his final requests was to see you, but unfortunately, I don’t believe that will be possible anymore.  The ventilator is the only thing keeping your father alive.”

I wiped a tear from my right eye.  “Can I see him?” I asked her.

“Yes, but, well, we know about your history, and given the time we spent with him, we know his.  When you see him, you maybe a little shocked, so, please, try to be tolerant.”

She stood, leaving me feeling confused by her statement.  I followed her through the corridor, before arriving in a small dark room with the sound of a heart monitor beeping away, along to the click-whizz of the breathing machine.  There lay a heavily made-up old woman, with huge breasts, and blonde hair.  

“I...” And then it clicked; that was no woman, but rather a shemale.  My dad didn’t leave my mum for another woman, he left to become another woman, or at least, that’s what I thought.  However, I spotted another woman sat in a seat next to the bed, eyes red from tears.  She was younger than him, maybe forties, though she looked much younger in the face, attractive, slim, long jet-black hair, dark make-up, wearing a lacy black corset, and a long leather skirt.  The woman was looking up at me.  “Hello.” I said, softly.

“Mark?” She whispered, shocked.

“Yes.”

Finally, the woman stood and walked over, high-heeled boots clicking on the ground.  She pulled me in for a tight hug, and then I heard her begin sobbing.  “I’m so sorry.” She sobbed.  “I’m so very sorry.”

“For what?” I asked her.

“He wanted to see you for so long, he wanted you to understand, but your mother didn’t allow it.  Your mother got a court order to stop him from seeing you.  I’m sorry it ended up like this.”

She finally let go of me and I looked at the woman in the bed.  “He got breasts?” I asked her.

“Yes.”

“Why?  Was he transgender?” 

She gave me a weak smile. “No, not as such.  It’s far more complicated than that.  But, we’ll have time to talk about this.  For now, please just know that he loved you very much, more than you can imagine.”

“But he left us.” I mumbled.

“Yes, he did, but he did so with the best of intentions.”

“I don’t understand.”

Sighing, I could see she didn’t want to get into a heavy discussion, but I couldn’t fathom my feelings for him without understanding him.  She knew she had to tell me.  “Your father loved your mother very much, but he was different, sexually.  He’s submissive, wanted your mother to dominate him, and well, at the beginning, she did, but after getting married, it all seemed to stop.  He tried to explain that for him, it wasn’t something he could just switch off, but she didn’t want to hear it.  Eventually, he started seeing me, erm, professionally.” She stated, but I didn’t have the foggiest what she was talking about.  “I’m a professional dominatrix.”

“Oh!”

“Honestly, the majority of my work is therapy, listening to problems and dealing with them.  Your father was suffering, and it pained me to see him suffer like that.  Yes, a bit of an oxymoron coming from a domme, but there is a difference between suffering for gratification, and depression.  Your father was depressed.  I offered him a position as a live-in slave, and he took it.  Then your mother told him she was pregnant with you, and he said he would come back, but she told him that he would need to give-up any hope of happiness.  Instead, we tried to fight. It went to divorce court where she brought out the truth.  Of course, back then, it didn’t go down too well.  The judge was old-fashioned and well, blocked your father from seeing you.”

There were a range of emotions spiralling around me.  I was angry, that was for sure.  I was angry with dad for not trying to fight, I was angry with mum for lying, and I was angry with this woman, whatever her name was, for stealing my father away from me, even though in my heart, I probably knew that wasn’t the case.

However, I did not have much time to think about it, as the heart monitor began beeping rapidly.  The doctor and nurse ran back in and the dominatrix and I stepped back.

“V-fib!” Someone shouted, performing chest compressions, whilst another nurse wheeled in a cart.

“Charging 200.”

“Clear!” 

The monitor changed to a long constant pitch.  “Asystole!”

“Charging 250.”

“Clear!” They shocked him again, but to no avail.  They injected him and screamed orders, but no joy.  Finally, the doctor called time of death, looking over at us with apologetic eyes.  

I cried.  I didn’t know the man, the person, but I cried all the same.  In fact, I hadn’t realised it, but the dominatrix and I were holding each other, crying together.  The doctor offered her condolences, but honestly, given the cancer, it was probably for the best.  I just wish I had the opportunity to have talked to him, just once.  

Eventually, we left the room.  I finally found out the dominatrix’s name was Iris.  “I’ll take care of everything.” She told me.  “I know we weren’t married, but he was the closest thing I had to a husband.”

“What about a will?  His things?” I asked her.

“He didn’t work, so no money I’m afraid.  I was the breadwinner, and he was the serving girl.” She gave a wry, almost apologetic smile.  “But he has some things back home.  You are more than welcome to them.  I don’t want to take any family possessions.  I never did this to take anything away from you.  The house that he owned was transferred to me, but I’ll transfer it over to you.”

I tilted my head.  “The house?  What house?”

“Your house.”

“What?” I gasped.  The house we had been living in all these years was in this woman’s name?  “How?”

“It was a house which was in his family for generations.  I don’t think even the judge had the nerve to take that away from him, so she ordered him to find you and your mother alternate accommodation.  Given that he was going to be living with me anyway, well, we decided to let you stay in it, rent free.” Iris explained.  “He transferred it to me as his Mistress, but obviously, it is your house.  It should stay in your family.”

“And you don’t want anything?” I asked her, a little surprised that this so-called tough woman wasn’t going to ask for anything in return.

“No,” She smiled, warmly.  “Whatever you may think of me because of my lifestyle, I can assure you that I am a very decent human-being.” She then opened her handbag to procure a business card, small, black, with silver text, Mistress Iris and her number and address.  “Call me when you wish to visit to get your father’s things, and we can discuss how to handle the transfer of the house.”

“Thank you.” I told her, genuinely.  

She sighed and stared at me, looking at my eyes.  “You have his eyes.  He was a good man, and I loved him very much.  We had a lovely time together, and I’ll miss him dearly.  Whatever you may think, Mark, please remember this, your father deserved to be happy.  We all deserve to be happy.”

“You’re right.”

“And promise something.” She said, wiping away a tear with a gloved hand.

“What?”

“Don’t be angry at your mother.  Love makes us to crazy things, and well, she handled it differently, but she did what she thought was right.”

Nodding, I said I wouldn’t but it was an empty promise.  How can you promise not to be angry at someone who has been lying to you your whole life?  In fact, the more I thought about things, dad, the house, the excuses growing up, I found myself seething inside.  We were living in a house which was technically owned by my father’s dominatrix lover, and my mother never said anything?

When I arrived home, I found mum sitting in her usual seat.  She had been crying.  Then as I looked down and saw her wedding photos, I realised why.  I wanted to feel sorry for her.  I wanted to understand why she did all those things, but I couldn’t, I couldn’t fathom it.  

“Why?” I asked her, softly.  It was the first word I said, coming into the small cottage.  

“I couldn’t do the things he wanted.  It was...” She looked around the room, as if trying to find the right word amongst the old magazines and pillows.  “Sick.”

“Sick according to you.”

“You don’t know the stuff he wanted to do.  I can’t even bring myself to talk about it with you.  He was addicted to this disgusting habit, and I needed him to stop. I needed him to be a normal human being!  How would you feel growing up knowing your father was prancing around in pink dresses, getting his bottom spanked?”

Growing up, I had viewed mum as an example, a hero, someone who seemed to manage everything.  I never had political debates with her, and we never talked about anything sensitive, we just made-do.  But in an instant, little memories crept back in; mumblings about the crime rate increasing because of immigration, about the importance of traditional family values, about how the EU was destroying farming, which was not true.  I never engaged her in these conversations because they were said to other people, not me, so put them out of my mind, but now, I realised what the problem was.  My mum was a bigot.  

“You know what mum?” I began.  “I don’t know how I would have felt.  I don’t know how I would have reacted.  Do you know why?” She looked at me blankly.  “Because I never fucking met my dad until now!” I screamed, and stomped upstairs, slamming the door to my room behind me.

I sobbed.  I sobbed in sorrow and anger.  I shared a house with this woman, a woman who I really didn’t want to see anymore.  I needed to get out.  

The first option was to call my mate Greg, but he wouldn’t understand, he’d just want to drink.  I didn’t need to just drink, I needed to drink and rant.  Then a thought occurred to me.  Marie Dickens was someone who seemed open, always one to join a protest, fight against Brexit and other stuff, maybe she would be a good drinking partner.  I found her number on my phone and was going to press dial before freezing.  I’ve never really talked to her about anything except school before, and now I was about lay out all this heavy personal crap on her?  Fuck it, needs must.  

I pressed dial.
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