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ACT I

LIFE AND LOVERS
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Watching Porn (And More)
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In the 1990s I knew this woman in London who spent a lot of her free time watching pornographic movies. She did more than that but a lot of her free time was spent on those movies. We worked for the same company, sometimes in the same restaurant, and every time we were on duty together I knew we would end up spending the night at her place watching porn, and afterwards we would have sex.

Her name was Tamara, and she lived in Willesden, not that far from where I was living in Perivale. 

We didn’t have a relationship or anything resembling one even though I wanted more from her. We were just sex buddies, two giant pieces of flesh that would connect to one another by our sexual organs. Whatever we had going on, we kept it a secret from everyone. 

Sometimes we went to a few museums together or some other place, but we never held hands or anything like that because she didn’t wanted that connection, that intimacy, and some Sundays we would meet for a cup of coffee in Soho and then we would go back to her place where we would watch porn. And afterwards we would have sex. 

Once I asked her, “Are you seeing anyone else beside me?”

She said ‘No’ and I believed her. She might have been a bit loony but she didn’t seem like a liar. Her life was a mystery lived on a need to know basis. 

I then asked, “Why do you watch so much porn?”

She shrugged her shoulders and said, “I never watched porn until I left Serbia and now I can’t stop watching it. Sometimes I wish I could be as pretty as the women in those movies and do the things that they do, but I could never see myself in a movie, fornicating in front of strangers.”

After that I stopped asking questions. Or maybe not. Of course not. What am I saying? Of course I asked more questions, but I can’t remember what many of them were.

In those days I lived a lonely life, unstable at times, erratic, and even my life was a secret to those around me. I told them what they needed to know and that was it. And even thought I read loads, I hardly wrote a thing. Some days I would start a story and then I would quit it on the same day. Instead I wrote notes, little notes, journal entries, whatever, of only a few short sentences, and I wrote names of places down in my notebooks and quick journal entries and short poems and really short stories about the past or about nothing at all. 

“out of reach”

Waiting beside you, yet alone,

I see nothing but a dream ahead,

So close, yet out of reach.

Moving on, from room to room,

Place to place,

Always alone even when surrounded by others,

I keep on pursuing that dream.

And it is there, waiting for me, somewhere out there,

Out of reach.

One night, as we sat in bed naked, smoking and looking out of the small window in her small bedroom, she asked, “How come you still haven’t written a book?”

I tried to sound cool, as if I was in total control of my writing situation, which I wasn’t, and I said, “I’m gathering experience, collecting information.”

“Like a detective?” she asked.

“Yes. Something like that,” I replied. And afterwards we watched some porn. And then we had sex.

All that porn watching wasn’t really for me, and my mind (and my soul) didn’t like those images, so one night I said, “Look, I really don’t want to watch this crap every night.”

Tamara looked a bit surprised, almost hurt. Needless to say, on that night the tape stayed inside the box. We didn’t watch porn and we didn’t have sex either. Instead we stayed up all night talking about our countries and dreams and despair. But although I shared a lot, Tamara remained shut as a clam. Her tale was one of pain but it wasn’t one that she intended to share with anyone, especially with me, a detective who was looking for notes for his stories. 

She was renting a small bedroom in Willesden, a bedroom with only the bare essentials in it. She shared the kitchen and bathroom with a few other tenants but her part of the fridge was almost empty. The few bits she had in there (in the fridge) she got from work. In fact, she got most of her food from work even though we weren’t allowed to bring any food home from the restaurant.

I was a detective, she was a thief, and little by little, without me even noticing it, she started to steal my heart. 

With time, a day away from her (and her oddness) became almost unbearable. She was unlike any woman I had ever met. There were no words to describe her or maybe I needed too many words. She was odd, strange, silent, and she never shared a lot. Night after night, she gave me her body but never her heart. Hungrily, she possessed me, took whatever she could and satisfied herself, and then she would disappear until she was hungry again. And I was always there waiting for her, ready to give her more. Everything if she asked me to.

One morning I caught her going through one of my notebooks, reading some of my notes and journal entries. I was in bed, exhausted, sweating. I smelled of sex, of her. It was Saturday and both of us were off work. Outside, the sun was shining; a bird was singing outside our window, but neither of us was in a rush to go out and enjoy the day. When she saw that I was awake she put the notebook away slowly, to let me know that she was reading it, to let me know that if I could have her body she could read my notes, which isn’t fair when you think about it. Nevertheless, I kept quiet about it. She then joined me in bed. There was already a tape in the machine and she grabbed the TV remote. She turned the TV on and she pressed play. Traci Lords appeared on the screen.

After sex we showered.

Tamara hardly had any food in the fridge so we went out for breakfast. At the café we barely said a word to one another. The place was full, mostly construction workers. The food was good and cheap but the coffee was almost undrinkable (and I do like my coffee). A few men stared at Tamara. Apart from the waitress, she was the only woman in the café. Red-haired, blue-eyed Tamara was a sight to behold in that shabby café.

We ate slowly, said nothing. 

From there we made our way to the bus stop. She was taking a bus somewhere to meet a friend while I was heading to a museum in Charing Cross. I wanted to spend the day with her but she wanted to be with someone else, somewhere else. I was cool about it (and I wasn’t). 

My bus arrived before hers. I said bye and that was it. We didn’t even kiss. 

I sat at the back. She was still waiting for her bus, looking into the distance, smoking. I realised then that we would never have a proper relationship and that made me kind of sad. 

I read all the way to Charing Cross because I didn’t want to think about Tamara. Once I got to Charing Cross, I went to Starbucks and had a large coffee. The city was quiet, which was nice. The air was cold and I was tired, drained from so much sex, in need of some proper rest. Instead of heading straight to the museum, I stayed in the café for a bit longer analysing my life, my relationship with Tamara, my dreams, my future. In those days the future looked bleak. I didn’t have any studies. I didn’t have much by way of savings. All I had was a penis and ideas. A bit like Henry Miller. 

As I sat there analysing it all, and coming to the conclusion that I was screwed in more ways than one, my mind travelled back in time and I remembered the day I met Tamara. She had been brought in from another restaurant to help us out as we were short of staff. On the previous week, two waiters had quit and a third one had taken maternity leave. Needless to say her help was much needed. She worked fast and said little, same as me. Some waiters liked her, some didn’t. As for me, I didn’t have a lot of friends in that place. Every morning I would go to work on time, and after work I would go somewhere else, always on my own. Some of my colleagues would go to the pub just across the road from where we worked or they would go to each other’s houses for dinner and a chat. A lot of them came from Portugal, some from Italy, a couple of them from France, and then there was Tamara, from Serbia. Although she didn’t say a lot to the other waiters I noticed that she always chatted a lot with the kitchen staff and at the end of her shifts she would always take a couple of bags home with her. I made nothing of it.

“So what if she’s taking food home? It’s better that than throwing it away,” I thought.

One afternoon we stayed behind to close the restaurant, just the two of us, and afterwards, as we stood outside, Tamara asked me where I lived. 

“Perivale,” I said.

She smiled and told me she knew the area quite well and she had friends living in Greenford which was just a few minutes away from where I lived. 

“What about you? Where do you live?” I asked.

“Willesden,” she said.

I had moved out of Willesden only two years before but I didn’t mention this to her.

“Where are you going now?” she asked.

I shrugged my shoulders and said, “Maybe to Chinatown for something to eat and then I’ll head home.”

Outside, it was cold. We were wearing large coats, scarfs and hats. She had a large bag over her shoulder, lots of food from work in it. I had a book with me and hardly anything else. Pushing through my memories, I recall that I was reading Miller’s Tropic of Cancer. But I could be wrong (and maybe I was reading Tropic of Capricorn instead). 

“I’ve never been to Chinatown even though I walked past it hundreds of times,” she said as we stood outside, still by the restaurant’s front door. Our boss and everyone else were already gone. Most shops in that street were turning their lights off. Only the pub across the road was still going strong. 

Taking a chance, and wanting some company, I asked, “Would you like to come to Chinatown with me?”

She nodded yes, a little smile on her face, and then we made our way to South Kensington station. On the way there neither of us said much. As we walked side by side, another woman came to my mind, an old lover of mine, an old lover in age, too. She lived nearby, this old lover of mine, but she was a woman out of my league, a couple of decades older than me, maybe more.

On the train we sat side by side, her bag on the floor, in between her legs, one of her knees touching one of my knees, that little smile still printed on her face. Something was about to happen between us; I could feel it. Something was about to happen between the two of us and I was ready for it.

Twenty minutes on the underground, maybe less. When we stepped out the sky was completely dark and the streets were vibrating with life. I asked her how long she had been in London.

“Months,” she said, whispering that single word. 

Months? How many months? Two? Three? Four? Five? More?

Around us people from all over the world were heading somewhere. I felt at home in London, my city of birth, a city I left when I was a baby, before I was two years-old, because my parents moved back to Portugal. And then they moved somewhere else, leaving me with someone else for a long time, but I returned home. Almost two decades later, I returned home.

Silence once more as we made our way along Chinatown. We went to Wong Kei in Wardour Street. Rude service, cheap food.

“How often do you come here?” she asked.

“Once, twice a week,” I said.

She asked questions, I gave answers, but whenever I asked her something she would only give me clues. She wanted to know, not to share. 

I saw her staring at me, at my hands, my fingers, my face, my eyes, as she looked for clues, for something.

“Do you have a girlfriend?” she asked and I looked her in the eye. We were sitting in a corner of the restaurant. The place was full. No one bothered with us. The waiters walked fast and spoke loudly, in Chinese, in English, but mostly in Chinese. They only smiled at each other, never at the customers. 

“No. No girlfriend,” I said.

“Boyfriend?” she asked and her smile grew wider. That was the only time she tried a joke.

“No. No boyfriend either,” I replied. 

She went back to eating.

We finished our meal and paid for our bills separately. The woman at the till looked us up and down and then smiled at me. She was old enough to be my mother, and still so pretty. I smiled back at her.

The moment we stepped out Tamara said, “Would you like to come to my place?”

I nodded. Then I said, “Okay.”

It was getting colder and I was tired, but I was off on the next day and so was Tamara, and we could always catch up on our rest.

A couple of hours later we were in Willesden. Only then did I tell her that I used to live in the area and work in Neasden. She nodded, bored, not really interested in what I was telling her. I ignored her moods and followed her.

She lived in the smallest room of the house, or so she said, but it was a clean place. She told me to wait in her bedroom while she went into the kitchen. It was so quiet in the house. Not a soul on sight. I sat down, and then waited for her to return. Her bedroom was clean but empty. Of course there was stuff in it; a small TV, an old VCR, some tapes, an old hardback copy of a Lenin biography, and a few other bits, but no personal touch. Or maybe that emptiness was Tamara’s personal touch. At times, she too seemed a bit empty inside. 

A few minutes later she returned, her bag by then almost empty. (Maybe I should have called this story Empty.)

She had a few tapes lying around. And a Walkman. I saw the names of Diana Ross, Supertramp, and Michael Jackson. She took off her shoes and socks and sat on the bed.

“Take off your shoes if you want,” she said, her eyes ignoring me as she reached for the remote control. 

I took off my shoes and left them next to hers.

It was getting late but I knew I wouldn’t be going home. Outside, the wind was blowing strongly against the window, and, apart from the wind, hardly a sound was heard. The streets were a desert, which came as no surprise seeing how cold it was. Even now, two decades (and a bit) gone past since that day, I can still remember some of those events well. Or maybe I can’t and my memory is fabricating them. 

I ended up sitting in bed next to her, close but not yet touching, and I watched her as she pressed play on the remote control. To my surprise, a pornographic movie started to play. Even though I felt a bit uncomfortable, I said nothing. 

When I was growing up in Portugal there was always a lot of pornography lying around in the house I lived, filthy images designed as entertainment, and for a while I got lost in those things, but I quickly saw that those things weren’t good for the soul so I went back to my comics and Jules Verne novels.

We watched only a few minutes of the movie before “getting down to business”. Yes, that’s how it all started; with a pornographic movie.

The months went by and our relationship showed no signs of improvement.

One afternoon, after work, as we made our way to Victoria station by foot, I said, “I want more.”

She had her hands in her pockets, my heart in her hands. 

A pretty black lady was stepping out of a posh restaurant. She was tall and thin, like a swan, in her forties and so pretty. She looked at us and smiled. I smiled back while Tamara walked with her head down. I looked around me while I waited for Tamara to say something. We looked out of place in that posh area but I didn’t care. I was wearing black trousers, black shoes, a white shirt, and a long black coat. Decades gone past, I still dress the same. I never cared much for fashion.

Finally, she said something, “I can’t give you more.”

She could only give me her body, not her heart. I wondered why.

Had someone hurt her?

Was she afraid to love?

But how can one live without love?

I had so many questions to ask. I asked none. We kept on walking, silently. As we made our way along the road, I thought, “This is it. Soon this crazy relationship will come to an end.”

And in that moment I felt like crying, for us, for love, for pain, for what had been lost, for what had never been gained, but instead I followed her, towards the bus, towards her house, into her bedroom, into her, for one last time, for good times sake, to satisfy our appetites’, our hunger, our sexual needs.

Who was I to ask for more?

Who gave me the right to ask for more?

I left her place early in the morning, while she was still in bed. We kissed hungrily, almost in despair. Our tongues wanted to go down our throats to see what was down there, inside us. I held her face in my hands and kissed her nose. Then I left. One of the tenants was in the kitchen smoking a cigarette and reading Flaubert’s Sentimental Education. I remember this because I wrote it down in one of my notebooks. 

I took a bus home and stopped by Tesco in Bideford Avenue to buy some food. My legs were aching and my heart missed her. I dropped the food at home. The place was empty. Everybody was at work. Feeling restless, and not wanting to be home on my own, I went to a café in Greenford Road for breakfast. Hours later, I went back to her place. I needed to see her. I wanted more, at least a phone number. She wasn’t home. The only person in the house was the tenant I had seen reading Flaubert in the kitchen early in the morning. He was still in the kitchen, still reading. Or he had been before he came to the door. He was a short lad, Asian, thin. I forgot his name. He told me twice but I forgot it and then I was too embarrassed to ask it a third time. Usually I’m good with names but I was too tired and Tamara was devouring my thoughts, not leaving space for anything else, not even for a name. 

He invited me in the house and told me to wait in the kitchen with him. He made us herbal tea and then we sat side by side, drinking, smoking. He told me a bit about himself.

He worked at night in a factory.

“A boring job. Tiring,” he said, and he looked so sad. That job was wearing him out, the job and the people he worked with and the lonely life he lived. “Some of the people who work with me use vulgar language and they never touch a book. They’re animals.”

I looked at him. He was trying to be a rose in a world of animals. A hard task to accomplish.

I felt his knee touch mine, and when I looked him in the eye he said, “I’m lonely.”

I nodded. Then I asked him about his family and he told me he had left them behind (or they told him to go) long time ago because they couldn’t accept who he was and they wanted to choose who he could love. 

“It has been almost two years since someone hugged me, since I felt someone’s touch, a bit of love,” he said.

He had a gentle voice, the voice of a poet. 

“We’re different,” I said, before adding, “and yet so alike.”

My heart told me to reach out for him, to let him know that he wasn’t alone, to help him push the depression away. I reached for his hand and held it. Startled, he looked into my eyes. We ended up in bed, side by side, with me holding him in my arms, as if he was my baby, not my lover. I held him close to me until he fell asleep. He needed someone to know that he still belonged. He needed someone to let him know that he wasn’t alone. On that day I took up the role of someone else. And afterwards, while he slept, I sat on the carpet reading Doris Lessing. The book was his. In there, while reading, I felt free, relaxed, free of worries. It was just me and the book, me and a story, and as I sat there reading, I thought, “One day I will have to write about this.”

My notebook was in one of my coat pockets, waiting for notes, for the touch of a pen, but I remained where I was, reading, searching for clues for the book of my life. I smoked a couple of cigarettes. I went into the kitchen and made myself a cup of coffee. Then I went back to the bedroom, back to reading, back to searching, back to waiting. 

He woke up a few hours later. By then I had slept a bit too, but I was already up when he opened his eyes. The sky was dark even though it wasn’t that late yet. After a few seconds, he smiled and said, “I thought you were gone.”

“I’ve decided to wait for Tamara. I hope you don’t mind,” I said.

“No. Of course not,” he said.

We spoke for a bit. Then he had a shower and got changed, ready to go to work. He cooked something for us. Noodles and fish. We ate the food and drank cold beer to wash it all down. While we ate we told stories to one another, stories of our lives, about ourselves and others, stories of love and pain. Then we spoke about the poetry of Dante and T. S. Eliot, and about Hell and Eliot’s Waste Land. 

Someone else came into the kitchen. A young man I’d met before. I couldn’t remember his name either. He was in there for only a few minutes, just long enough to make a couple of sandwiches which he then took to his bedroom. 

An hour later I was still in the kitchen, this time on my own, still waiting for Tamara to arrive. But I was tired and ended up leaving shortly afterwards. I knew that some nights she didn’t come home and stayed at a friend’s place, another girl from Serbia who I had met once, and I couldn’t be there all night waiting in vain. I left the house and made my way towards Dollis Hill station. It was cold and I was tired, but I felt free in London. Free to be whoever I wanted to be. Free to love, to create. I felt like a young Henry Miller in search of his muse, a young Ezra Pound in search of his masterpiece, a young writer in search of love.

Love...

What a word.

Love.

Such a small word, same as pain. Sometimes I think they’re both one and the same.

Once I was home I went straight to bed. I must have masturbated. Then I went to sleep. Love... Look what you made me do.

On the following morning I saw her at work. We hardly said a word to one another, just a quick good morning, how are you, and all that crap. Cold words, just like love and pain. Small words.

I finished work before she did and then I waited for her outside, by the bus stop, like a dog that waits for his owner to come out of the shop. I waited quietly. No barking. Good dog.

I saw some of my colleagues heading home. To someone. To no one. 

No one saw me. I was invisible. A ghost.

To pass the time I started to daydream. I saw myself living in Paris, writing a long novel, following on the footsteps of Proust. I saw Tamara there with me, my Suzanne Muzard, my lover, walking side by side with me, holding my hand, the two of us in a bedroom with her watching porn and me writing. Actually I would ban all the porn from our home. And then I saw her next door neighbour there too, the short, Asian, thin lad. He was holding my hand too. And then I saw Tamara stepping out of the restaurant. Time to stop dreaming. Time to face the reality. I stood up and followed her for a few seconds. The streets were quiet. No witnesses to see the heartbreak. I called for her, softly. Good dog. Don’t bark. She stopped and turned around. She still had her uniform on, covered by a long coat. I wanted to hold her small ass in my hands, kiss her buttocks, her legs, the whole of her, every hole in her. I was hungry and only she could satisfy me. I was like a man in death row. 

“Give me Tamara as my last meal,” I demanded silently. 

I got close to her and then I held her hands. They were cold. So were mine (but my heart was warm, filled with love). She kept her head down, her eyes away from mine. 

“I can’t give you more,” she said it so softly, almost sweetly, right there in the middle of the street. 

People walked past us, not bothering to stop and eavesdrop. 

“That’s okay. I won’t ask you for more,” I said. Just give me your body for now. I’ll settle for that. I’ll love you from afar. The rest will come my way later, I thought then. Oh, foolish heart, how innocent you were then. (And even now, my little heart, you still make the same old mistakes. You still feel too much.)

“No. You don’t understand. I can’t give you more,” she said, her head still down. She couldn’t bear to look me in the eye. 

She let go of me and took a step backwards, not once looking at me.

“So this is it?” I thought of asking but instead I said nothing. There was nothing else to say. She couldn’t give me more and that was it. What else did I need to know?

She brushed past me, touching me for the last time, and kept on walking while I stood there, a bit lost, so hurt, wondering what to do, what now?

Some people say a heart doesn’t really break. Trust me, it does.

Still digesting it all, and feeling pain in my heart, I made my way to the bus stop. I didn’t want to go to the train station and bump into her there. An invisible line had been drawn and the two of us had to stay in our respective sides. I couldn’t cross the line and go to where she was. Not for a while. Not for a long time.

I went to Chinatown for a meal. I couldn’t go home and see other people. I needed to be alone. I needed time to think (but think about what?) Time to mourn, time to mend. 

As usual, at that time of the day the restaurant I went to was almost full. I almost expected to see her there, but there was an invisible line in front of us, an invisible line created by her, created the moment she said, “I can’t give you more.”

I sat in a quiet corner of the restaurant, at a small table, two chairs only, one of them already occupied by an old Chinese man. He smiled at me but said nothing. There was a big bowl of noodles in front of him and a pot of tea. The waiter brought me a pot of tea, no menu, and asked, “What do you want?”

No time for good manners.

No time for love.

What do I want?

I want more but you can’t give me that, not even a menu.

I ordered fried noodles and roast duck. Minutes later the waiter brought me the food. I ate slowly. There was no one waiting for me. Not a single soul.

The Chinese man left before me. Seconds later someone was already sitting down in front of me. A man in a suit, a man with a cold face, a large newspaper in front of his ugly face, the newspaper almost touching my plate of food. His silver hair was combed perfectly. His brown eyes seemed to be filled with hate. A man with no soul, no love, just a deadline and a Rolex. He too wanted more, a lot more, but he would never be truly happy. Maybe neither of us will ever be happy. We want more and more, but how much do we need?

I finished my food and left the restaurant, not even bothering to look at anyone. Night was already upon the city. It was late and cold, and I was tired, but I didn’t head home. I still needed more time on my own, I needed more, but how much more?

I made my way to Bar Italia in Frith Street. Soho was bursting with life and loud laughter, and there I was, alone. I missed Tamara, her body, her little ass, even her unemotional speech. Why did I ask for more? Why couldn’t I be content with the little I had? 

At Bar Italia I ordered a cup of coffee and then sat down, outside, a cigarette in my mouth, the notebook out, a pen next to it. I wrote something, a little something, my goodbye note to Tamara.

You will miss me when I’m gone,

And maybe I will miss you too,

But you will miss me more,

Because I tried harder 

And loved with all my heart.

I couldn’t write more.

She couldn’t give me more and I couldn’t write more. (Maybe I should have called this story More. Or Less.)

Hours later, I took a bus home. Inside the bus I felt calmer, more relaxed. I read something by George Gissing. On the seat in front of me a lady was sleeping peacefully. She was in her forties, probably tired from work, from life. She wanted more. Don’t we all?

That night I only slept for four hours and turned up for work looking quite tired. Tamara wasn’t there. She was at the branch in Soho. Little Tamara with her tight trousers and little ass, running around with a fake smile on display so that she could get some tips. And later on she would take food home from the restaurant because she wanted to save her wages and not spend it on food. She wanted more, a lot more, even though she wasn’t willing to give more. Once in a while she would go to some shop in Soho and buy a cheap pornographic movie. I know it because she took me to some shops. Only twice because there was nothing in there for me. Even then, I spent my free time in libraries and coffee houses.

A week went by and no Tamara. I asked one of the other workers about her.

“She’s permanent now at the restaurant in Soho,” he said.

What a bitch! She broke up with me on the day that she knew she wouldn’t be coming back to the restaurant where I worked.

Thank you for your penis and tongue, Michael. The last few months have been fun. Now goodbye.

She didn’t say those words but she might as well have.

A man swallows his pride and moves on, not daring to ask for more. More? To hell with that! Take what you can and run. Do like Tamara. More is for fools. Or is it really?

A month went by. Two months. Three months. One day I left the restaurant and found work somewhere else.  A while later I found another girlfriend, for a few months only, but this time I was the one who couldn’t give more. She wanted commitment, a boyfriend. I didn’t know what I wanted.

One Sunday morning I found myself in Willesden and I decided to pay a visit to Tamara. More than a year had passed since I’d last seen her and maybe she had moved out or was in a relationship with someone else, but I thought, “What the hell? Since I’m here, so close, let me pay her a visit.”

Filled with courage, or stupidity, I made my way to her place. I was still lonely, still searching for something, maybe for something that was unobtainable.

My life seemed to be heading nowhere fast and I had no one to guide me. No father, no mother, no Tamara, no you (whoever you are). I wanted a lot more than what I had. There I was, asking for more. 

I pressed the doorbell and waited.

Maybe she wasn’t at home.

Maybe she was at work.

I waited.

I was about to press the doorbell again, or walk away, when the short, thin Asian lad opened the door. 

“Michael!” he smiled when he saw me, and hugged me.

He had put on a bit of weight and his hair was a bit longer. I followed him into the house. More than a year later, he was still in the kitchen, smoking and reading. This time he wasn’t alone. There was someone else in there with him, a young Englishman. His name was Roger. We shook hands and he smiled when he heard my name.

“Ty told me about you,” he said. 

I smoked their cigarettes and drank their coffee while we sat in the kitchen chatting. Tamara no longer lived there. When I asked about her, Ty told me she had moved out three months ago.

“To be honest with you, I don’t even know when she left but I think it was two, three months ago. She was never much of a talker. She would come home, grab something to eat from the fridge, and then she would go into her bedroom or she would go out and return only a few days later,” he said. “Days would go by without me seeing her.”

There were piles of books on the kitchen table, books by Stendhal, John Barton, Balzac, Genet, Zola, some of their spines damaged, the pages changing colour with time. Books about Buddhism, some by the Dalai Lama, others by someone else. Roger had brought the books for Ty and they were browsing through them, choosing what Ty wanted to keep. Ty, the short, Asian lad, told me that he no longer worked at the factory. He was working at a restaurant in Notting Hill along with Roger. Being there, in that kitchen, in that house, brought back memories of Tamara. I saw us both in bed, our bodies sweating, fornicating, me holding her from behind, my hands in her buttocks, little Tamara and her little white ass and hairy vagina, little Tamara screaming softly in her language while I wondered what the hell she was saying, little Tamara whispering softly while some dirty movie played in the background. We were making our own movie, no cameras needed, no script, a long movie, a few months long, shot after shot, no intimacy allowed, no love, but I wanted more.

Roger grabbed some books and took them to Ty’s room. He returned for the rest of the books and then went to have a shower. 

“We’re going to Chinatown later. Would you like to come with us?” Ty asked.

“Sure. Why not?” I said. I was sick of being alone. It was time to move on. Time for more.

The three of us had a great time out. First, we went to Chinatown, then to a museum, and afterwards we stopped at a coffee house in Charing Cross for a drink. They were happy and I was happy for them, but I wanted more. 

We parted ways outside Charing Cross station. Once more Ty hugged me. Once upon a time he had been depressed and my hugs gave him hope. He never forgot that. Of course, on that day, when we laid in bed together, he wanted more but I couldn’t give him more. I could only give him hope, the love of a friend, and maybe that had been more than enough. 

I never went back to Willesden, not even to visit my friends, but I saw Roger almost a year later in Ealing Broadway. Actually, he was the one who spotted me coming out of Subways. I heard someone call my name, and then I saw a man on the other side of the road waving at me. I had only seen him once before that day but I recognised him straight away. He also bought a sandwich from Subways and then we sat in the park, on the grass, eating and chatting. He told me the news. He was no longer going out with Ty but they were still friends. He also told me that Ty had moved out of Willesden and was now living in Wembley where he had a job as a night security guard, a job that allowed him to do other things with his life. 

“He’s happy,” Roger said and smiled.

I never saw him again after that day but I saw Ty many years later, if only from afar, this time in 2005, shortly after I returned to England after being in Portugal for six years. I had gone to Park Royal to see some friends, and also to look for work, and afterwards I went for a long walk but took a bus in Alperton. And it was while I was in Alperton waiting for the bus outside the station that I saw Ty walking past. His hair was still long but greyer, and he looked lost in his thoughts. Face wise, he hadn’t changed at all. 

Instead of calling out for him, I simply watched until he disappeared around the corner. Then the bus arrived and I got in. Looking back, I regret not having said a word to my friend, but I was too shocked, and a bit lost for words, and he was gone before I could think of something to say. And maybe I had nothing else to say to him. 

I must add that I also saw Tamara once more, years ago, in 1998, but she didn’t see me. I had gone to Chinatown for a meal and then I went to Soho for a walk, and as I was walking past the restaurant where Tamara used to work, I stopped and looked through the window, and I saw little Tamara chatting with another waitress. I looked at her for a few seconds before making my way out of there. To my surprise, two decades after our relationship had come to an end she sent me a message on Facebook asking how I was. She wrote stuff like I miss you, and remember, and the words good times were mentioned twice and sorry three times. I deleted her message without bothering to reply. 

By then I had more and I couldn’t give her more.
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Achy (And Cortázar)
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“You must read Julio Cortázar and José Donoso,” she said before sucking on her cigarette. I watched as the smoke came out of her mouth and went up in the air. Her large brown eyes seemed to be swallowing the smoke that was coming out of her mouth. “Juan Rulfo and Sabato,” she added.

We were at her place having a discussion about literature, especially about Latin literature. On that day I think I was reading Henry and June by Anais Nin, and I was already on the last pages of the book. The book was hers, not mine.

She was my last lover in London, before I left my city of birth and headed back to Portugal where I remained for a few years. I returned to London a few years later and met a woman a week later that would become my wife. 

“Borges? Surely you read Borges,” she said. “Esteban Echeverría? You must read Esteban.”

She had long eyelashes and full lips. 

“Sabato?” she asked, still sucking on her cigarette. She had already mentioned the name of Sabato but I didn’t bother with it.

On that particular day her bedroom was a mess, which was most unusual. There were books scattered on the floor, books that she stole from shops or books that she borrowed and never returned. On the previous day she had received a box from Cuba filled with books, all by Latin American authors, books that were hers, books that she also had stolen from shops back home, and she had them all lying on the floor. A dirty ashtray on top of her desk. An empty bottle of wine next to the ashtray. Red wine, of course, which we drank on the previous night.

“Yes, I have read Borges but none of the others,” I finally said.

My coat was lying on the floor, next to the radiator, drying because she had spilled some coffee on it on the previous night and afterwards she washed the stain out of the coat with warm water. Outside, it was raining heavily, but since neither of us could be bothered to cook we decided to go to Chinatown for a meal. We cleaned her bedroom before going out. Neither of us bothered to take an umbrella. Now that I think about it, I don’t think that neither of us had an umbrella. Her name was Achy.

A friend we had in common introduced me to her at a pub in Hammersmith. We became lovers almost straight away, by accident, maybe by lust.

She had been in London for less than a year and she worked as a waitress in Trafalgar Square where she made an absurd amount of money on tips, but she was ambitious, she had studies, and she wanted to do something else with her life. I was ambitious too, but I had no studies.

We ran towards the bus stop, the rain lashing down on us. Achy had on a long dress, colourful tights, brown boots, an orange cashmere sweater, and a large green coat. She wore a lot of cashmere sweaters and long dresses, and she only had two coats, one green and one orange. I too only had two coats, both of them black. 

Inside the bus, she told me again, “You must read Cortázar.”

The bus, almost empty at that time of the day, was heading to Victoria station, and then we would catch another bus outside Victoria station which would take us to Chinatown. 

We sat right at the back. On the seat in front of us a young black man was listening to some sort of dance music, the sound blasting out of his headphones. I was looking at the back of his head while listening to Achy. And to the music blasting out of the headphones. He looked happy with life as he sat there humming to himself. 

I enjoyed being there, in that bus, travelling through London, seeing those sights that were so familiar to me. I didn’t know it then but I would be gone for a long time, for close to six years, and those years away from London would be some of my worst years ever (and during that time, when I was away from London, I almost lost my life), but then I would return and start a new life. 

Achy kept on talking, telling me about the state of Latin literature, mentioning names like Rosario Castellanos, Virgilio Piñera, Onetti, Cortázar, etc., all dead authors and poets, and she said that she couldn’t see any good changes ahead for it, for Latin literature, especially for Latin poetry, and I was about to say that maybe she was wrong and that she had to stop being so negative about it all, when she turned her attention to modern art, all kinds of modern art and not just Latin art, and she said that modern art was dying too. According to her, all kinds of art were dying. I said nothing for a long time, letting her talk until she got tired. 

She sounded down, really miserable.

Achy was a beautiful woman but she was a very lazy lover. She once told me that the reason why she didn’t date handsome guys was because they were boring. When she said that, I looked at her and said, “Thanks.”

She laughed about it and said, “I’m not dating you. I’m just fucking you.”

When I said she was a lazy lover I meant it. She would lie in bed, legs wide open, and she would ask me to pleasure her orally, but when it came to her, she said she didn’t do oral sex because she couldn’t be bothered to do it. “It’s tiring,” she said. She also said that she didn’t like the smell of penis. Any penis, not just mine. 

She was a few good years older than me, close to seven years, but looking at us no one would guess that she was older than me. And she wasn’t even the oldest lover that I had.

“Now that I think about it, you and Cortázar have a few things in common,” she said while rubbing my right knee with her left hand. She always sat to my right, either on the underground or on the bus, or even when we went to the pictures together, and then she would leave her left hand on top of my right knee. Even if she was reading she would still have her hand on top of my knee.

Sometimes she could be a bit of snob, especially towards women, a bit cold, and if she didn’t like someone she would ignore them straight away, giving short replies to their questions before abruptly retreating. 

“Cortázar was a man of two countries, just like you,” she said, taking short breaks in between each sentence, that left hand of hers tapping my left knee repeatedly, letting everyone else know that I was hers, tapping and rubbing me, as if I were her toy, or her possession, which, when I think about it, I was. “He was born in Brussels to Argentine parents while you were born in London to Portuguese parents.”

“Where did he live?” I asked, showing a bit of interest in this writer whose name I vaguely knew but whose work was still unfamiliar to me. 
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