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​Chapter One – Find yourself an empty flower bed (don't be sad that it's so empty)

[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


This was the first time Mr Hendrikson hit me.

It wasn't his fault.

He had always been one of my favourite clients. Partly because he was one of my first and had stuck with me even as I had stopped working on the streets and started taking the big checks. Partly because his parents had once come from Poland, just like me, and although he spoke an English free of the accent which lay on my own tongue, I found comfort in the few words he would sometimes let slip when he thought no one was listening. He was a good man. Although he was a few centuries old, he knew how to navigate through the dangerously colourful and shiny waves of modern fashion and how to never embarrass me with attempted youth slang. He would hold doors open for me and offer me his arm, he would pull and push my chair to seat me, and he would always order the cab for me the next morning when it was time for him to return to his family. He also never spoke badly of his wife, which many of my clients did - some to impress me, some because their opinions about their wives were the reason why they saw me in the first place – and which I appreciated. Recently, though, he had stopped talking about his wife, and thus, I knew that it wasn't his fault that he hit me.

It had only been a single swing, too, back of hand meeting rouge of cheek, wham! - like the band -, like that, almost suddenly.

Staring at him, I pressed my fingers down on the telephone's plunger, its reaction a dead tooting sound. “Okay,” I breathed.

“Okay,” he nodded.

“Sorry.”

“It's ... okay.” He had backed off and averted his gaze, pinching the bridge of his nose. He was red in the face, the fact that he had come running all the way from the bathroom to keep me from calling the room service had left him breathless. I had told him multiple times to go on a diet but he never listened.

I straightened up. “I think it's best if I go now.”

His hand dropped, and he looked at me. “What? No. Antoni, this was a mistake. I'm sorry, it won't happen again. Don't–,”

“It's all right, Mr Hendrikson, it was my fault.” I insisted, calmly, “I should've listened. But I still think it's best if I jam now. You are not well, and there is no reason to pretend this didn't happen.”

Mr Hendrikson was stressed. This wasn't the first time I noticed that something about him had changed. Maybe it was the way his glance would so often jump to the door of whichever restaurant we were in, maybe it was the way he would loosen his cravat whenever he could, breathing heavily, gasping for air, maybe it was the way he would pull me closer after sex and just hold me, silently crying into the skin between my shoulder blades. Something at home wasn't going quite right, and I wasn't going to blame him for lashing out at me. He was just stressed. It wasn't his fault. And yet I stuck to my words.

“I'm going. Would you hand me my trousers, please.”

“Don't. Please,” he whispered.

I only extended my hand. “My trousers. Or I'll leave this room in my bathrobe, screaming, and you will wish I had called the room service instead after all. Your choice.”

I am sure you are all familiar with generic hotel rooms, so just imagine Mr Hendrikson standing in the small passage between the foot of the bed and the wall, thus standing between me and the exit. So when he came even closer again, I couldn't just leave. Instead, I moved backwards against the wall, cocking up my chin in the hope to look more confident.

“Antoni. Antoni, my boy. Please,” he urged me, reaching out to grab my shoulders, his face turning redder with every word. No, don't worry, not out of anger, though. On the contrary. Tears were forming in his eyes. Pathetic, really. “Please.”

I sighed. “For fuck's sake, Mr Hendrikson, let go of me.” I pushed him away and climbed over the bed instead, collecting my clothes and the toys I had left here and there, all while Mr Hendrikson started sobbing. Like white background noise. Or a mosquito. Quite annoying.

Once dressed – more or less and not even counting my shoes yet, which I decided could wait until I was down by the lobby – I wanted to make my way to the exit, but Mr Hendrikson came running – wheezing and stumbling like the walrus he was – to catch me in the narrow corridor before the door.

“Antoni,” he sobbed, falling to his knees and clutching my legs. “Antoni, please, stay with me. I beg you. Don't you love me at least a little? Don't you pity your old Mr Hendrikson? It won't ever happen again, I promise.” He repeated it, over and over again, weeping now like in an Italian telenovela. I rolled my eyes.

“I warn you, Mr Hendrikson. Let go of me. It's in the fucking contract you fucking signed. If you hit me, I get to take the money and fuck off. So let go of me, or I'll pin your name to the blackboard, and you'll never see me again.”

He howled out my name. “Antoni!”

I gently smacked him with a pink dildo.

––––––––
[image: image]

I was rarely outside on the streets that late at night anymore.

Back in Poland, I had gone out to clubs and bars at least twice a week, as most young people do, but finding myself all alone in London and without friends caused me to give this habit up rather soon. Of course, I had attempted to go to all those famous pubs, drinking until my eyes turned blue and making friends with strangers while dancing in the streets like the songs tell you to do, but nothing felt quite as real as it should. It turned out that everything can be romanticised, even London's nightlife. So now I was either at work or asleep during this time of the day when only neon signs and flickering street lights still pretended to be serving the public.

Not that I pitied the fact that I didn't have to walk the streets anymore.

I did not live in a particularly kind neighbourhood. My apartment wasn't in a pretty house with a garden, or a penthouse, or even in a small-yet-romantic-under-the-roof situation. It was on the eleventh floor of one of those grey, square buildings that had shot out of the ground after the war, as though the city had had an erection at the prospect of not being bombed down anymore. You know, the ones that had meant to give entire families shelter and safety but were now riddled with criminality and disease-infected syringes. Even drug dealers preferred not to work here.

The small mile I had to walk from the bus station to my building always made me think of reconsidering my New Year's resolutions and working out again. Because even with the shoulder pads in my jacket, no one would ever look at the twig of a person I was and think: Oh, look at him, he sure looks hard to mug. Especially not when I didn't have time to change and was still wearing glistening plateau shoes, shiny plastic trousers and a wig that even Tina Turner would find a little too massive. I sighed. Luckily for me, I had long stopped being scared for my own life.

My hand drove into the wig and tore it off; it had started raining, and I could not have it getting wet. Letting it disappear into my bag, I drew my jacket over my head and cursed Mr Hendrikson for hitting me. Everything would've been so much easier if we could've just fucked and slept and taken the cab the next morning in broad daylight like we usually did. Stupid rain. Stupid Mr Hendrikson. Stupid Mrs Hendrikson for stressing her husband. Stupid England and its shitty weather. Stupid-...

“Huh. Hello?”

A person was standing in front of the building.

Their face was turned towards the pouring sky, their arms extended to the sides. They were swaying, slowly, softly as though dancing to a blues song only they could hear, and perhaps, if it had been a little less dark, I would have seen the peaceful smile on their lips. Unfortunately, upon hearing my voice, they startled. Their eyes shot towards me. Their body tensed.

I stared back at them, taken aback by their existence as much as by their undeniable yet foreign and almost inexplicable beauty. “Hi.” I breathed.

“What is it?” they asked. Their voice was surprisingly low and sturdy for their elegant, almost delicate body frame.

“I, um–...” What had they been doing? Who were they? Not that I knew everyone in my neighbourhood, far from it, but there was something almost inhumane, something extraterrestrial about their appearance, about their long, black clothes, about their slim, fairy-like build, about the sharpness of their facial features. I blinked. What had they been asking? “Oh. Um, hi. I live here.” I said, mildly distracted now by the way they took in the sight of me, the way their head moved along with their eyes, like a cat would do it, and the way the rest of them was completely still. No swaying still. And no answer. I cleared my throat. “D'you need help? Did you lock yourself out or something?”

Their gaze moved back to my face. Then away. What it was now directed at, I could not fathom.

“Wait,” I said, smiling hastily to reassure them that I could help, and taking a step closer towards the building, I started rummaging through my bag. “Wait, wait, wait, give me a second, let me find my–,”

Keys. The person was holding up theirs. Their expression was perfectly blank; no amusement or mockery about having guessed what I was looking for was to be found in it.

“Oh.” I cleared my throat. “Um.” I motioned towards them and their keys. Their hands were covered in white bandages. “Shibby. Good. Um. Well. Then, uh.” It felt incredibly difficult to grasp proper thoughts right now. “Mind opening me?”

Silence. Their eyes were still directed at the darkness around us. Had they heard me? Were they waiting for something? I did not dare move. Eventually, though, they nodded.

“Thanks.” I breathed as they went to open the door for me. “Are you sure you want to stay in the rain?”

“I’m not made of sugar,” they replied in a mumble.

“I wouldn’t have been able to guess.” To be fair, I didn’t try to be sarcastic, just flirtatious, but somehow, my voice had failed me, and I had spoken it with such sincere solemnity that you’d think I had just confessed a truth to my local priest.

But the person hardly even reacted to what I said, merely raised a single eyebrow, which might have just as well been meant for the door they were busy unlocking.

I felt my breath hitching. No, of course. Such an old joke, saying someone was as sweet as sugar, why would they laugh at that? What an embarrassment I was, gosh. I took a breath, but instead of simply mocking myself for having made such a joke – a cheap joke which, by the way, I had already made many, many times so you’d think it would roll smoothly off my lips – I gibbered out the most tremendous and non-explanatory line of babbled vocals I had ever witnessed: “I mean sweet because-, because rain is like water so sugar is-, ah, hng. I–, What–, I meant to say is–, falignsk–, uh. Hm.” What? What the fuck had that been? I stared at them, hoping for a reaction. A laugh. A smile. A bloody glance which would at least tell me they didn’t think me completely crazy! But no. They did not look at me. Maybe for the better, because I was turning bright pink, I could feel it on my cheeks, and with my last breath, I pushed out: “Just insert a pun with sweet, for fuck’s sake!”

A pause. The hand the person had on the door handle stilled. More silence. Then they blinked, pursed their lips, and glanced at me.

I almost lost my balance.

A moment later, their expression was blank again, and they shook their head, looking back into the darkness. “Insert a pun with thank you, then.”

Oh. My lips parted. But not even I was sure anymore if I wanted to say something or if I just needed air. And before I could analyse myself further, they pushed the door open. So I stepped through it. I felt strangely heavy, and I was sure the blush was still vivid on my cheeks.

When the door was slowly falling closed behind me, and I had already hit the button for the elevator, I turned back around. “Hey?”

Through the ajar door, I could see how they turned their head. I only saw their profile and their gaze fixed on something outside, but it was enough to see how, once again, a single eyebrow was raised. “You sure everything's all right?” I asked. Perhaps they had been beaten up at home or something. They looked young. Younger than me. And even if they had avoided looking at me as I had pushed myself past them, and I was almost certain that they had flinched away when our arms had brushed against each other, I was not going to let a kid stand in the rain only because it had abusive parents at home. “You sure you don't want to come in, too? That piss weather isn't going to get any better soon, you know.” I continued, even without receiving a reaction, leaning to the side to keep my eyes on theirs as the door slowly continued swinging closed. “I mean, I've got no food at home, but a shower and a couch, it's definitely enough for a night, so if you want–,”

The door fell closed.
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“Honey?”

“Yes?”

“Can I take the bubbly wine too?”

A pause. “The champagne?!” Airy laughter. “But we're having pizza!”

I took the champagne out of the fridge anyway, bringing it back to the living room. “No one says you can't have pizza and some class at the same time.” I smiled, leaning against the door frame with my shoulder and trying to pop the bottle open while Liza Minnelli answered me with her beautiful: Maybe This Time.

Meanwhile, Lenny, who was seated on the couch, fought with the pizza, which apparently had a quite stubborn crust and refused to yield to his knife and weak arms. Consequently, when the champagne popped, my “Ah,” of wonder, was an “Ah!” of surprise pain for him.

“Oh, honey.” I sighed and walked over to him. “Give me your hand, let me see.”

“It's nothing,” he stammered, holding out his hand anyway and looking in the far opposite direction. It was indeed nothing, hardly even bleeding, but I knew Lenny, and I knew his pain tolerance, so I brought his finger to my mouth and gave it a little kiss.

I adored Lenny. His real name was Leonard Rudolf Maria Kensington III, but he would flinch hearing this name, and I knew it was because he shared it with his father. A man who, albeit blessing his son with an allowance of many hundreds of pounds a month, did not have much kindness left for him. I was well aware that I was playing his late mother's replacement most of the time. But honestly? Spreading a bit of kindness here and there had never hurt anybody. And if you squint your eyes, the difference between a finger and a dick isn't that big either.

“Better?” I asked.

Lenny had turned pink and nodded, his blond curls jumping up and down frantically.

“Good. So, what are we listening to tonight? Except Cabaret. For the seventh time this month. Boy, how do you even deal?”

Lenny shrugged shyly. “Do you mind?”

“No.” I laughed. “Everything that makes you happy makes me happy, too.” And while, yes, this was a work phrase of mine, I genuinely meant it. Albeit being ridden with anxiety so bad that it had taken him six months to get a real full sentence out in my presence, Lenny was a sweet young man. He did not leave his apartment much, worked from his desk – that wasn't pushed against a window but a wall because he had once watched a bird crash against his bedroom window and it had traumatised him à vie – and spent all his money on new music records. Most of them were musicals to which we would then listen, arm in arm, head against head, sometimes lying, sometimes sitting, sometimes dancing.

“I do have the Footloose album now, though. If you want?” He sounded timid about his suggestion.

“I'd love to. But don't stress about Cabaret. Let's listen to the end while we have our pizza, yes?”

“Yes. And the–, the bubbly wine.”

I laughed.

The best thing about this meal really was the champagne, but even if I had never quite gotten around to loving what they called fast food here, I ate the pizza with great pleasure. After all, I hadn't eaten anything since Mr Hendrikson and I had left the restaurant last night. Lenny must've noticed how hungry I had been by the way I slung down the food, because when there was nothing left on our porcelain plates but a single piece of crust, he asked if I was satisfied now.

“Satisfied's not the word I'd go with, but, yes, thank you, I feel much better.”

Lenny chuckled airily, reaching out for the plates to busy himself with stacking them and making sure no forks and knives escaped from his clumsy hands. “You're always so vulgar.”

I took all of it from him and stood up to bring it back to the kitchen. “Oh, shush, I know you like it.”

He glanced at me, and I managed to catch his eyes. They were a beautiful set of bright blue eyes, which unfortunately rarely ever stayed still. Ceaselessly they were always jumping from one spot to the next, chasing noises that came from outside those walls, hunting long-faded memories and searching for thoughts that perhaps should not exist in the first place. Today he held my gaze for almost five seconds, before turning away, flustered.

“C'mon,” I smirked, “save all this blushing for other parts of your body, yes?”

“Can we not?” he asked, a little too hastily, a little too loudly, a little too urgently to make it sound anything but panicked.

I frowned, tilting my head to the side as I waited for an explanation.

“Tonight?” was what I got. “Can we not ... tonight? Please?”

I blinked. And this little request had taken up so much courage? A fond chuckle escaped me. “Oh, honey.” I set the plates back down on the couch table and reached out to take his face into my hands. “You know that you don't have to ask me that.”

He avoided my eyes now.

My fingers moved under his chin, but not to make him look at me. What was the point of forcing him? “Yes,” I whispered, simply pressing a kiss to his forehead instead, “yes, we can not tonight.”

His always-fumbling hands let go of each other to find their way to me, to my shirt, to my back, holding me as he slowly buried his face into my stomach.

I remembered when George Langston had first talked about him to me. 'He's an odd one, ' he had said, and because my English had still been very broken then, I had asked what 'odd' meant. 'A weird one, y'know?' had been the answer. 'Someone who's not normal in his head, can't really talk and act like a man, is a bit brain-dead, get what I mean?'. I had laughed back then, and wondered why a crazy-rich father would hire his brain-dead son someone to fuck. I had wondered this for six and a half months whenever I was ordered into his apartment, and then, one day, out of boredom, I had asked Lenny about the huge shelves of records in his living room, and his eyes had lit up. What had been a dull and never quite catchable grey-blue had suddenly turned into the oceans of Greece and the Summer sky over Prague. For the first time, I saw him come alive. Words flooded me like waterfalls as his hands danced so vividly through the air that even the Bolshoi ballerinas would have been jealous of it. Record after record, he picked his favourite songs and showed me the scenes and lines he loved them for, hour after hour, he dared to smile and joke more and more, and day after day, it would take him less and less time to warm up to me. So much so that one day, at the end of our first year together, my phone rang, and when I picked up, it was neither George Langston nor Leonard Rudolf Maria Kensington II, but Lenny himself. Asking if I wanted to see The Little Shop of Horrors with him in the West End.

“I'm sorry, he mumbled into my shirt.

“It's all right,” I replied because I had long learned that sometimes, telling someone that there was nothing to apologise for did not mean that to them there was no reason to do it anyway. “Can you help me out of my trousers anyway, please?”

There was a moment of silence, then Lenny nodded and pulled back. In his eyes, I saw tears glistening and wondered if I would have cried with him now if I hadn't forgotten how to. My fingers played with his golden locks while he worked the buttons of my jeans open, slipped under their hem, pushed it down. A laugh was to be heard. “What is that?!” he exclaimed, loudly.

“My underwear, of course.” I grinned.

“There's a giant cat eye looking at me!”

“Well, yeah! It's the Eye of the Tiger. Rawr.”

Seeing my playful feline-claw-gesture, Lenny burst into laughter, hiding his face behind his hands. I felt terribly proud that my plan had worked out so well.

After taking off my trousers properly, I went to find the record Lenny had spoken of before dinner and put it on, apologising to Joel Grey for interrupting him so brusquely. Footloose started playing, and – after startling at the sudden volume – I turned back around and brought the pizza plates to the kitchen. When I returned, Lenny was promptly giggling again when he saw the eye-of-the-tiger slip coming towards him.

“I'm glad the sight of my cock brings you so much joy today,” I smirked and tackled him down onto the couch. Between me singing the song and my fingers viciously attacking his sides, Lenny was quickly reduced to giggles. Especially the ‘rising up’ line got to him.

Squeaking with struggle and laughter, he yelped: “Help, someone help me, I'm being sung to by a horrible singer!”

It went on like this until we were a few songs into the Footloose soundtrack, and we had exhausted all puns there were to make about tigers and eyes and things rising. By then, Lenny was the one lying on me, having caught and defeated my treacherous hands, and his head lay on the couch next to mine, so close that his blond curls were falling into my face. I could feel his heavy breath moving his chest against mine, and I wondered if he was doing it on purpose so that it fit the beat of the currently playing song. His eyes were closed, his lips slightly parted, and the beautiful pink hue on his cheeks spoke of the few moments of unrestrained fun his mind had allowed himself to have for once. He looked exhausted and yet more handsome than ever. Carefully, I freed my hand from his slumber-loosened grip and moved it to his back, running my fingers up and down his spine in a gentle caress.

I had almost fallen asleep, too, when Lenny let out a little sigh and shifted in my arms. He rolled off me and down onto the couch between the fluffy backrest and me. I let him do so and then carefully turned, wrapping myself around him, partly because I knew he liked that, partly because the couch was long but not wide, and I really didn't want to fall down from it. I kept right; as soon as everyone was settled, Lenny let out another little sigh of happiness, wiggled his butt against me to close the distance between our bodies, then searched for my hand, linking our fingers when he found it. Imagine if all you needed to be perfectly content was a pair of arms holding you when you sleep. Imagine how simple life could be. I nuzzled his hair, smiling, because at least for Lenny, this was his reality.

––––––––
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The next time I woke up, the night had left us, yet the day was not quite there, either. Unfriendly, cold and grey light came in through the windows, making the room look far bigger than it did at night. The lamps we had turned on last night were still burning, and I really, really, really needed to pee.

I tried to be quiet as I got up, but when I came back from the bathroom, Lenny had turned around, watching me with a drowsy smile on his lips. I smiled back and winked at him, emptying my champagne glass from last night.

“What time is it?”

“4 or 5 o'clock, I think.”

His glance jumped to the great window, to the desk with the record player, to me, to the champagne, down to the slip with the cat eye on it, then back to me. “Do you have to leave already?”

“Not if you will still have me for a bit.”

He shyly opened his arms, and I willingly settled into them, lying down with my back against his stomach. His hand went all around me until his fingers could tuck themselves between the side of my chest and the couch. That was how close he wanted to have me. I smiled.

“Hey, honey?”

“Hmm?”

“Why was there bubbly wine in the fridge?” Lenny usually never had alcohol at home, one of the reasons why I had been so eager to pop the champagne yesterday. And now that the taste was lingering on my lips again, I remembered why everyone was so after it. “Did you buy it? You know that if you want to drown your sorrows in alcohol, there are far cheaper ways, right?”

Silence.

“Lenny?”

He shook his head, I could feel his nose brushing against the back of my neck. “I know, yes.”

“So?”

More silence.

“I mean you don't have to answer me, but–,”

“It was my birthday.”

This time, it was I who fell silent.

“Yesterday. It was my birthday yesterday; my father was here and brought me cake and champagne.”

“Oh.” I hadn't known. Not that I was ever informed about my clients' lives in detail like that, although usually when I knew about someone's birthday it was because I was specially booked for the occasion, but somehow I was surprised Lenny hadn't told me. “Happy belated birthday ,then, honey.”

“Thank you.” He did not sound thankful, and I turned my head to look at him, but because he held me so closely, I could hardly even see his face.

Carefully, I thus attempted a joke. “And you ate the whole cake by yourself? Without me?”

“I lied.”

“You ... lied about the cake?”

“No. I lied about my father being here. It's not true. He sent it all via mail, so I took the champagne and told the postman to have fun with the cake.”

I blinked. “Wow.” That didn't sound much like him if I were being honest, and yet I found myself believing this story. When it came to his father, Lenny was a different person sometimes. “You must've been m-,”

“He didn't even call. I bet he forgot. I bet it was his secretary who sent it to me.” Some people push others away when they are angry or hurt. Lenny only pulled me closer, as though trying to disappear in the warmth beneath my shirt.

I gave up trying to look into his face and instead brushed my fingers over his arm. “It's okay,” I whispered, trying to comfort him, “you don't need him. He already did his job. He planted you in the earth, and now you're growing all by yourself. You should be proud of yourself for making it through another year without him. Only strong flowers get this far without their gardeners.”

Lenny did not reply to this once again, but his silence felt softer now. His lips moved against the back of my neck, yet not in soundless words. Kisses. Very soft ones, plenty of them, timidly and clumsily placed to my skin, slow and few at first, then more and more.

Feeling warmth spreading through me, I closed my eyes. “I'll write this day down on my calendar, and next year, I'll be here,” I promised in a whisper when Lenny's hand emerged from underneath me and started wandering across my torso. “I'll bring you champagne and cake myself, and we'll have a party together. All right?”

“All right,” he breathed, and for a moment, the kisses paused. “Antoni?”

“Yes?”

“Remember when I asked if we could not do it tonight?”

“Of course?” It felt a little unfair to be reminded of it right after having been teased with kisses, but if the promise of no sex still stood, I was not going to insist.

However, as it turned out, Lenny was going in a totally different direction. “Can we? Maybe? Please?”

“Please.” I nodded and looked over my shoulder at him, but before I could say more, lips were crashing onto mine, surprisingly hungry in their motions, considering that we had had a whole pizza only a few hours ago. My hand found his, and together, they slid behind the eye of the tiger.

––––––––
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When the great churches of London rang at noon, I was bidding Lenny goodbye. He was wearing the slip now, but apart from that, nothing else, and if I hadn't been so terribly selfish and man-body-lusting, I would've probably told him that I was worried he'd catch a cold like this.

“There is a party, you know,” he said as I was putting on my shoes. “On Friday, in two weeks.” He looked shy telling me this, and the fact that I frowned with confusion didn't help. “For–, for my birthday? You said–, You said next year you'd give a party for me. There–, I'm just saying that–, that there is going to be a party. For me. By me. With colleagues from work and, uh, friends. Here.”

“Ah. Oh. Well.” I smiled. “How nice. Good on you, honey. I hope you enjoy yourself.”

Lenny scrunched up his nose. “Would you like to come?”

If this had been any other client, I would've taken it as a joke and laughed it off. But this was Lenny, and his face was red and his fingers fumbling so nervously now that I feared he would accidentally break them any second. So I was very careful when I replied: “I would love to. But you know your father. If he hears about me being there, he'll-... He wouldn't appreciate that.”

Lenny nodded, hastily. “No. Right. What was I thinking? I know, I know.” He even tried a laugh, but the sound was so dead that even I felt something like sadness upon hearing it.

I sighed. “Oh, honey.” I closed the distance between us and cupped his face, this time with the intent to have him look at me. “Let me see your beautiful eyes. Can you see mine too? Can you see that they're not lying when I say that I'd be there for the party if it were only a matter between the two of us? Can you see that I'm being absolutely honest when I say that I enjoyed our date today? Can you see that I really, really like you and that I really, really believe you'll have lots of fun at the party without me?”

His fingers were curling into the front of my raincoat, helplessly holding on. I could see his lips forming a: 'How?', but he never voiced it. Instead, he pursed his lips and nodded.

I kissed him. “You can call me after the party if you want. I'll stay close to my phone. All right?”

He nodded.

“How old did you turn, anyway?”

“Twenty-one,” he smiled, shyly.

“Such a baby you are.”

He chuckled with me, even if there was a pout on his lips. I kissed them again. The pout was still there. Another kiss. Pout still there. Another two kisses. A smile. “Why?” he laughed a bit, “How old are you?”

“Twenty-three next month.”

He chuckled a little louder. “You're dumb. Calling me a baby.”

“Hey, have you checked yourself in the mirror recently? No one's more babe than you are.” I kissed his lips a last time, letting it linger, then pulled back. “I'll see you next week, then? Same time, same place?”

He nodded again.

He watched me leave down the corridor for so long that even as I reached the very end of it and was about to turn the corner, he had still not closed the door.
––––––––
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“Minush!” I called into my apartment, “Minush, my love, I'm home.”

Minush came hobbling over to me, the bell around her neck tinkling joyfully. Before I could even fully close the door, she was purring and rubbing herself against my legs.

“Yes, my love, I missed you, too.” I crouched down and ruffled her fur. “You'll have to bear with me, though, I didn't buy us food yet. I need to shower and change first, you know how people are. They see someone like me at night, and they hoot at me. They see me in broad daylight and think their society is under attack.”

Minush did not seem to mind.

“Good, good.” I got up and brought my bag to the couch, then went to open the window. My apartment was about as big as Lenny's living room, the kitchen was the bedroom was the living room was the entrance hall, all stuffed into a single room with a single window offering air when you needed it. I was pretty sure someone had once died here, and they had never bothered to fully clean the place out because whenever you left the window closed for longer than a day, it would start smelling like rotten flesh.

The bathroom – crammed into 2x2m² – was the only part of the apartment that was separated by a door, which, to be honest, I considered a masterpiece and a prime example of architectural failure; the door opened to the inside. Now try opening a one-metre wide door in a two-metre wide room when half of that room was shower-toilet-sink. Stupid. Just saying. Also, the light was broken, but that was my own fault and not really a problem. I didn't need to see myself while showering, and at least it kept me from re-enacting dramatic staring-into-the-bathroom-mirror scenes from those movies that used far too much meaningful colour coding. You know which ones.

Once showered, not smelling like Lenny anymore, and dressed in what the fashion industry had optimistically named ‘tracksuit’ but which I was more realistic about and called ‘pyjama’, I fell down on my couch with a long sigh. Minush chirped at me and came to settle down on my chest, immediately starting to knead my neck. “Are you baking bread, my love?”

She blinked at me.

“Or is that your way of telling me I should go buy bread?”

Another slow blink.

“All right, all right, no need to pressure me.” But I didn't move. Instead, I reached behind me and searched my bag for the white envelope Lenny had given me. My clients usually gave it to me at the beginning of our dates, because I found it ruined the mood to be given it at the end. However, Lenny was the only client whose envelopes I didn't check before entering his place. I trusted him. And today, it proved right to do so. “Fucking hell, Minush. He gave me 50 pounds more than the contract says.” I took out the 350 pounds and stared at them. That was a huge sum of money. My fingers ran over the big notes, then picked out the five smaller 10-pound bills. “Looks like we're going to feast tonight, my love.”

Minush rubbed her head against the money, and I chuckled, putting the big bills back into the envelope.

In the store, I stood in front of the cat food for about twenty minutes. For myself, I had only gotten a few cans of ravioli and a bottle of orange juice. I decided that should be enough for the next two weeks and that Minush needed some quality food much more than I did anyway. However, how do you buy quality food if you don't actually plan on eating any of the choices before you? How could I be sure that the expensive stuff was what Minush preferred? So I stood there, tapping my lips and rolling from my heels to the balls of my feet, back and forth, back and forth, trying to decide.

“But Moooooooooom,” a kid's cry jolted me out of my thoughts.

“Shh, I already bought you chewing gum yesterday, I told you not to eat it all at once.” the mother hissed back and as I turned around and caught her eyes, she gave me an apologetic look. Her hair was completely tousled out of her ponytail, her tights had a massive rip in them, and sweat was glistening on her forehead.

“But Mom, pleeeaaaase! Just one!”

“Now, will you stop screaming?” Her grip was firm on her son's arm, tugging on it as she dragged him to the next aisle. For a long moment, I looked at where they had been standing, wondering why parents brought their kids to go shopping in the first place if it was so stressful. But then again, I also usually wondered why people generally brought kids into their lives. That already seemed unnecessarily stressful. I sighed and shook my head, grabbed about two dozen cans of cat food and then made my way to the checkout.

Something I missed about my hometown was that everyone knew each other. When you stood in line at the supermarket, you could converse and joke and pass the time rather than counting the number of items the person before you had put on the counter. Though then again, you also stood in line for a much longer time because the cashier would ask every single individual about their day, their husband, their pets, their job, and possibly their neighbours too. Going shopping used to be a whole day-consuming adventure, and back then it would annoy me that you had to go through several interviews and the entire town's gossip before being allowed to bring your milk home to have your cereals, but now, as I stood in the line and counted – 7 items: chips, carrots, flour, sugar, kale, orange juice and spinach – I longed for the familiarity and slowness of a small town's daily life.

“Sir?”

I blinked. “Oh. I'm sorry. What did you say?”

“That makes 18 pounds and 70 pence, Sir.”

“Right. Yes. Sorry.” I dug my hands into my jeans pockets and drew out two of the 10-pound notes. I hesitated. I looked over my shoulder at the mother with her son, who had stopped crying but was now red in the face and sulked with his arms crossed. One of her hands was on his head in something that looked like a loving attempt to make him feel better, the other was holding her basket. There was not much in it, and yet she seemed barely to have the strength to lift it properly.

“Sir?” the cashier asked me again.

“Yes, sorry. Can you also give me three of your chewing gums there?”

“Sure.” He handed them to me, but I shook my head.

“Give them to the lady with the child over there, yes? When it's their turn.”

The cashier blinked, then hastily nodded. “Of–, of course. Yes, Sir, if you wish. Is that all?”

“Yes, thank you.” I gave him the 20 pounds and then stuffed everything into my bag, not looking back.

––––––––
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“Antoniii...” the door to my building sighed when I pushed it open.

“Hello, Door.”

“Hiii.”

With a foot, I held it open as I fumbled with my keys to search for the one that would open my letter box. “They still haven't fixed your hinges, huh?”

“Nooo.” the door sighed as I took my foot away.

“Well, don't worry, Door. I'm sure they haven't forgotten about you.”

“Thank yooouu.” It was still slowly falling closed, and before it clicked shut, it snapped out a last: “Look up.”

Confused, I frowned – I had received no letters whatsoever, as always – and did as it told me to do. “Looking up? Looking up where?” My gaze went up, and I startled.

There stood that person from last night again. Motionless, their eyes fixed on me, only one doubtful eyebrow raised. So I had not been hallucinating; their eyes really were pitch black, like holes into which you'd fall if you looked at them for too long.

Was it not good, then, that they tore their gaze away so soon?

“I'm not crazy.” I spluttered, lifting a finger, “I'm–, I'm not crazy. I was just kidding, I wasn't really talking to the door. I swear.”

The person lifted their other eyebrow, their eyes on the keys in my hand.

“I–, I mean, why would I do that, right? Ha. Just fooling around. Silly me. Ha-ha!”

It did not show whether they believed me or not, nor did it show whether they were amused or confused. They seemed to be taking everything in without judging it, and yet looking as though they judged it more than enough. “Right,” they said, eventually, and continued down the last flight of stairs to the exit.

The daylight made the blackness of their leather jacket shimmer blue and gave their lips a delicate pink colour, and as they passed me, a scent of eucalyptus met me. I smiled without knowing why. Their entire appearance spoke of a well-polished shell, which held something crumbling, breaking and dying captive within itself, and yet they carried themselves with that certain kind of toughness which only existed to hide something beautiful. How could they be full if their expression was so terribly blank? Even their gaze seemed empty.

“Oh.” Their gaze. They were looking at me. I almost gasped.

“What is it?” they asked, over their
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