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At first, when I got on the train, seeing that he was sitting on the left and I was carrying my luggage, I didn’t see him there, sitting by the corner, lost in a book. If I had seen him I probably wouldn’t have sat in front of him, but because I didn’t (see him), I did (sat in front of him), on the seat facing him, and even then, after I put my bags away and sat facing him, I didn’t realise straight away that it was him, Benjamin, my ex-husband, sitting in front of me. Two years had passed since I last saw him and we’d been divorced for the last ten years. During that time, after our divorce, while he was away, many times I thought about calling him and say, “Look, this was a mistake. This separation was a huge mistake. I said things that I shouldn’t have said. I was going through the menopause, or going through some crisis, or, I don’t know, I really don’t, but something happened to my head, to my brain, and I said things that I shouldn’t have said, but I regret it all now and I think we should get back together.”

But, of course, terrible me, terrible of me, I never called him even though I knew he was waiting on my call, waiting for me, but only after a short while. And then he moved on, of course. Of course... 

During that time, after our divorce, I slept with a couple of men –and even with a woman. But more about her later, soon.

But those men weren’t Benjamin, nothing like him at all. They were bigger than Benjamin, rougher, tougher, prettier, but they lacked Benjamin’s gentleness and sense of humour. Neither of those relationships lasted, and breakup after breakup, I thought to myself, “What have I done? I told Benjamin to go and now I want him back.”

But it was too late. And I did tell him to leave. Abruptly. Coldly. Cruelly. 

One morning, as he sat in the kitchen drinking his coffee and going through some work, I turned to him and said, “Ben, I don’t think this is working anymore.”

Poor Benjamin looked up and asked, “What’s not working?”

I gave him the saddest of smiles and said, “Us.”

I watched the colour withdraw from his face ever so slowly as he sat there with his mouth wide open. He was thinking of something to say but my venomous tongue heard his heart slowly cracking, a clear sign of heartbreak, and my tongue, filled with poison (what the hell was wrong with me?), spoke slowly and (I) said, “This relationship. Us. It isn’t working. I’m afraid to say –but I must say it, at least once, I have to say it, just once- but I no longer love you. In fact I find you boring. I don’t know if you have noticed it but we haven’t had sex in the last year or so, and the reason for it being the fact that I can’t stand you.

“I can’t stand the way you smell, the way you scratch your nose, your stupid long silences at the dinner table, your books lying everywhere, the holes in your socks; how the fuck do you manage to get so many holes in your socks?

“We’ve had a good twenty years together, and we have two beautiful children, but I honestly can’t spend the rest of my life with you.

“Twenty more years of you?

“Twenty more years of boredom?

“Twenty more years of goodness and gentleness, and yes darling, no darling?

“Fuck, I’ll go crazy!”

I stood there facing him, blurting the words slowly, those venomous words, moving my arms in the air like some demented crazy bitch, and then I smiled and shrugged my shoulders. As for poor Benjamin, naturally, he was shocked. I expected him to say something; shout at me, protest, call me crazy or whatever, but he was too shocked to say a word, and then he looked sad, really sad, so sad, my poor Benjamin, and I almost expected for him to start crying (and that would have been too much, the final straw in an empty cup or whatever), but he didn’t (cry), thank G-d for that. Instead, he stood up slowly, grabbed his notes, and made his way out of there, leaving the empty cup behind. I almost called for him to tell him to grab the empty cup and wash it, but that would have been too much so I washed it myself. 

A few minutes later, he was out of the door. That would be the last time that I would see Benjamin at our home. 

I didn’t know it then, but after my poisonous words had been spoken, once Benjamin had digested them, on that same morning he went to see his brother Chaim, and later, while I was at work, he spoke with our children, told them who-knows-what-about-me, about us, about our marriage, separation, life, etc., came back to our place while I was still at work, packed his bags and left. At the time, our daughter Chloe was 16-years old and our son Mike was 19. Three years later, Mike would leave home as he moved in with his girlfriend, also named Chloe, and to distinguish her from our daughter Chloe, we used to call Mike’s girlfriend Chloe 2, which, naturally, she didn’t like, and one evening she even said, “Stop calling me Chloe 2, please.”

Once more I was standing in the kitchen, no Benjamin there this time, and as I stood there facing Chloe 2 I wondered what to say. And while I was thinking of what to say, she said, “If anything I should be Chloe 1, or just Chloe. Forget the number.”

“And why is that?” I asked. “Why should you be Chloe 1?”

“Because I’m older than your daughter, therefore I was born before her,” Chloe 2 said.

I thought about it. She was right. 

I smiled and tried to make a joke about it, and then I said, “You’re right. From now onwards I will call you Chloe 1.”

“NO! No numbers. I told you already. Just Chloe,” Chloe 2 said.

“Okay. Just Chloe.”

Chloe 2 seemed relieved and even smiled, a fake smile, of course, or a forced smile, a smile without love, and I wanted to take the joke a bit further so I asked her, “Anyway, Just Chloe, what do...”

She interrupted me and shouted, “What the fuck is wrong with you? You think you’re funny? Well you’re not. It’s no wonder you’re alone.”

And then she stormed out of the kitchen, grabbed her bag and coat from the living room, and left the house. My son followed her shortly afterwards. He called me on the following morning to ask, “What the hell is wrong with you? Chloe told me how you made fun of her. You made her cry. How could you? Why did you?”

Again, I was in the kitchen, having a cup of tea and some toast. The light (of the sun) streamed through the kitchen windows, and as I stood there on my own, I wondered what Benjamin was doing and how he was doing.

My son interrupted my thoughts and I heard him say, “Are you there?”

He was loud, almost aggressive. No way to speak to a mother, even one as crazy as me. 

“Yes, I am here. Sorry. Daydreaming,” I said softly before swallowing some coffee. 

The house looked dull. Empty. 

“Where’s Benjamin?” I wondered one more time. “What is he doing right now?”

My son Mike said, “I want you to apologise to Chloe. Today.”

“Okay,” I said. “But she swore at me. Shouldn’t she also apologise?”

“No! You made her swear,” he said before putting the phone down. 

They came to see me on that same afternoon but I didn’t open the door for them. I pretended not to be at home, and later, when Mike called me, I said, “Sorry. I was in the studio taking care of some stuff and forgot about your visit. Come back tomorrow at the same time.”

He mumbled and huffed and puffed, and less than thirty minutes later I heard the doorbell ringing, and when I went to see who it was, I saw Mike and Chloe 2 standing outside.

“Game over, bitch,” I thought. I was the bitch, of course, not Chloe 2 with her foul mouth.

I opened the door for them and said, “I’m sorry, Chloe.”

I had to force the words out of me, and once they were out I felt like throwing up, and afterwards I felt like smacking Chloe 2 on the mouth and say to her, “Actually, I’m not really sorry.”

But I said nothing else. 

They turned around and walked away, and then they got in Chloe’s car and drove off.

Anyway, going back to that day, and to Benjamin, to the day of our breakup. Benjamin packed his bags and left on that same day. He moved in with his brother for a couple of weeks, and later got his own apartment, a large two-bedroom apartment in Birmingham, close to his friends and workplace and the synagogue and our favourite restaurant and whatever, and that was it. Shortly afterwards, we signed our divorce papers and that was it. I felt sick afterwards, as if something had been taken from me. Our children hated me for it –and who could blame them for it?

Benjamin had always been a minimalistic man so when he left he really didn’t have a lot of stuff to take with him, but later, when I had to go to his apartment for a visit, I was surprised to see how much stuff he had acquired once he left me. 

A year after our divorce, or even before that, just a few months after (our divorce), after our daughter Chloe turned seventeen, (our daughter) Chloe turned to me and said, “I no longer want to live with you. I want to move in with Papa.”

Even though she was seventeen Chloe still called Benjamin Papa. He would always be her Papa. He was the first human being that she saw, and the moment Chloe was out of my womb, and then out of the hospital, she would spend most of her time with Papa. This time we were in the living room, Chloe and I, and once the words were out of her mouth, I found it hard to breathe. Seeing my weakness, she said, “Papa has a free bedroom, and his place is close to my college and my part-time job. And, anyway, I don’t think that it’s fair for Papa to be on his own while you have both Mike and me living with you. You can say no but I’m still moving out.”

Once the words were out of her mouth, spoken so softly and elegantly, I didn’t know what to say. 

Two days later, Chloe moved in with Papa. And a week later, I went to visit them both along with Mike. 

Ben’s apartment was on the first floor. The building he lived in consisted of four floors, and it was a quiet place to live in. Most of his neighbours were business people, parents and artists. Benjamin was mixture of the three. 

He let us in the building and then opened the front door of his apartment. A long corridor. Paintings and framed photographs on the walls of his apartment. Not a single photograph of me. I said nothing about it. What could I say? I wanted him out of my life so he did just that. So what could I say?

The living room was spacious. Three filled-to-the-ceiling bookshelves in the living room, a bass guitar that belonged to Chloe leaning against the wall, a large desk close to the kitchen door, two computers on top of the desk, one belonging to Ben and one belonging to Chloe. Chloe looked truly happy. As a matter of fact, so did Benjamin. I couldn’t bear to see him happy. In fact, I was jealous of his happiness. Who gave him the right to be so happy? 

Why wasn’t he crying over me, over the fact that I told him to leave?

Ben ordered Chinese for all of us. We sat at the small round kitchen table and ate our food. I kept asking lots of questions to Chloe while Ben and Mike spoke about cricket and videogames. It was clear to see that my children loved their father. And why shouldn’t they? He always looked after them, always cared, even for me. 

After dinner, we skipped dessert and coffee and whatever, and Chloe showed me around the apartment. There wasn’t much to see but I was happy to see that my daughter kept a photograph of me by her bedside table. I quickly peeked through Benjamin’s bedroom. It was a good-size bedroom, but he, the devoted father, had given the larger bedroom to Chloe. Being there, in that apartment, reminded me of the time Ben and I started to date, and when we used to rent an apartment like that. Actually, our first apartment together was a lot smaller than that one. Ben’s apartment had a small balcony, a good view of the street and the park. When it was time to leave, I felt a bit sad, and I knew then I had made a big mistake, a mistake of gigantic proportions, and there was nothing I could do to fix that mistake. 

Chloe looked so happy next to Benjamin, and even Mike looked as if he wanted to stay at his father’s place and not come home with me. And if Mike had asked to stay, Ben would have given him his bedroom and then sleep in the living room because that’s the type of father he is. 

Chloe and Benjamin came down the steps with us, and then waked with us to the station. 

As the four of us walked side by side, I felt a huge sadness taking over me, and, to my surprise, I heard myself saying, “Maybe next time you guys can come over to our place and I’ll cook for us.”

Chloe exchanged glances with Benjamin. For a moment they looked like a couple and not like father and daughter. No. Mine was a bad idea. Long ago I had kicked Benjamin out of my life, out of our house, and he could no longer see himself returning to that house, not even to visit. What if I asked him back? Would he return to me? And did I want him back?

On the way home, as I sat next to Mike, I decided to find myself a new boyfriend. To forget Benjamin, I would need a new man.

Benjamin finally looked up, away from the book he was reading, and he was almost shocked to see me there, on the same train as he.

“Amy?” he said.

I smiled and nodded, and said nothing.

The train stopped and more people got in. Meanwhile, Benjamin kept staring at me. He looked good. On that morning he wore black trousers, a white shirt, a green jumper over the shirt, blue trainers, and a dark blue suit jacket. As for me, I wore sandals, baggy trousers, a green shirt, and a green sports jacket. I’d just arrived from California where I had my first lesbian experience. 

I had gone to California to see my friend Susan. I wanted to get away from my city, from my country, get away for a while, and when I mentioned this to Susan, she told me to go and see her and spend some time with her. She was a divorcee too. My age and everything.

On the first night at her place, after a good Chinese takeout, we sat on the sofa watching comedy shows until the late hours while drinking cold white wine. Sometime during the night, Susan got really close to me, so close that our legs were touching, and she asked me, “How do you feel?”

A bit tipsy, I said, “I feel good.”

It was
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