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“Hey, Charlotte!”

“Hey…”

“Are you okay?”

“Meh. It could be better. How are you?”

“I don’t know…”

“What, what’s up?”

“I don’t know. It’s been so long that we’ve known each other
and sometimes, I feel like, we haven’t achieved
anything.”

“I know. It’s been more than ten years. But, we’ve made
progress, haven’t we?”

“Progress on what?”

“We’ve had a wonderful relationship together, no? Moreover,
with everything we’ve done together… We still did something right,
no?”

“Yeah. But now that… I mean, you know what I always
wanted?”

“Yes, I know what you’re talking about. It cannot be ten years
for just nothing, we’re at the dawn of something far, far great.
Even, I feel hopeless sometimes, yet… well, you know me certainly
better than anyone else. But I know your pain. I’ve got that
confidence in that.”

“Sometimes, I’m just feeling like chasing ghosts. I just keep
screaming yet no one hears. And it’s frustrating!”

“Listen, I’ve been thinking about a solution too, and… I’ve
also been on that problem. I’ve always told you that, we’re in this
together.”

“I didn’t say that; I just… well, you know, it is just another
tough period after all.”

“Honey, remember what I kept telling you. You are the result
of the sum of your past experiences. I know we’ve been living the
past ten years of frustration, we tried, and nothing happened. But
it doesn’t mean it’s never going to happen. We will make it. No
matter what. It couldn’t have just been ten years for
nothing.”

“So, what do you think?”

“I’m probably in the same state as you are. But look. Look at
all the things we achieved together. So far it was a lengthy
journey, but I still believe that the reward at the end will be
just awesome, mind-blowing, the outcome we sought all this time,
something huge will happen.”

“You’re probably right. Anyway, how’s it going for you
now?”

“Well, it’s going… I mean, you know me. I have a new
boyfriend, I mean, I don’t feel like I’m in a relationship at all,
but, well, you know me. And for some reason, I feel like… what did
you tell me one day? The best years are those that are yet to
come?”

“Before it’s too late. Well, for some reason I feel like I’m
on the final approach. But last year I had the same feeling, just
like two years and three years ago. I’m in a loop that will never
end.”

“Yes. And now you’re in a far more restrictive one. I am so
sorry for you.”

“Yeah. You, being sorry, is like…”

“Yeah. You know it’s rubbish. But you’re not like any other
people I’d mistreat and not care about. You are… you. And I have
some respect for you.”

“Oh, do you?”

“Yeah, well, hello… after all you’ve done for me. I don’t know
if anyone else would even be able to do the tenth of what you’ve
done. Believe it or not, but I owe you a lot. Remember Montpellier,
darling. Remember London.”

“You don’t owe me anything.”

“Well, I already repaid my debt. Partly. But… I still owe you
a lot.”

“As I said, you don’t owe me shit. What I did… I did it for
you.”

“Yeah… yeah. We could say that.”

“Darling… I gotta go. Well. Listen… I hope things are gonna be
okay. Now, you’re on stage. It’s your time to shine. And erm…
remember what I told you now for so long…”

“I know, never leave the battlefield until the fight is over.
I made you that promise already, I’m not someone who gives up
easily. Keep going, keep fighting. One day, together, we will reach
the position we’ve always meant to reach. Okay? I promise I’ll turn
things right. Mark my word.”

“Well. I’ll hold as long as I can. Be brave, my love. I love
you. Just like I always did. I’m proud of you.”

“Yeah, well. One day, I hope I’ll make you proud. You take
care. I love you too.”

“By the way, I forgot to ask. Are you still sick, or are you
doing better now?”

“No, I’m fine now, much better. Take care, my
love.”



Part 1


 1 Tomorrow



A curious,
muted beam of light infiltrated my room. As I lay abed, absorbed in
thought and only semi-conscious, I nearly believed I could ensnare
this gentle luminescence with my gaze, a silent proclamation that
the night had conceded to dawn. This light, a host of photons, had
perhaps voyaged across the cosmos and through the ages. Originating
from the sun, it makes a mere eight-minute light journey from
Earth. Navigating the interstellar vacuum, skirting our celestial
neighbours, traversing the cosmos, to finally pierce our
atmosphere, culminating in an abrupt encounter with my bedroom
floor. This diminutive photon, moving at light speed past Mercury
and Venus… It seemed too warm for unadulterated sunlight, upon
reflection. It could have maintained its poetic allure, indeed, had
I not realised that it was merely the harsh glare of streetlights,
an artificial gloaming from outside. How naive I can be at
times…

Another day,
another dawn. The snuggle beneath my duvet called to me like a
siren song, tempting me with fantasies of a day without a care. But
reality, that incessant alarm clock, had other plans. School
awaited, and I could hear it smirking, saying, wakey, wakey, baby
girl, time to hurry up. My sleep, perpetually disturbed these days,
was a theatre for life’s trivialities, all dressed up in importance
like overdressed actors on a cheap stage. A restful night? Come on.
Only my parents, those blissfully untroubled creatures, could know
what that felt like. Then there was today, a so-called “special”
occasion: my eighteenth birthday. Oh, the thrill! Now I can legally
drink and skip school without lame excuses. Marvellous, right?
Wrong. The reality was as cold and calculated as a prenup. Now I
had to worry about unrestricted access to bank accounts, a
soon-to-be-ex-boyfriend’s ill-timed marriage proposal, and the
dreaded mandatory birthday serenade from my so-called loved ones.
And don’t get me started on marriage. Sure, all-night sex and sweet
dreams, but when you’re a multi-millionaire heiress like me,
there’s always the lingering worry about the divorce papers that
await you at 40, when your loving husband won’t even glance your
way. And the unaffordable lawyer fees… I mean, even though it’s
petty cash in my case, this is still money I don’t want to give
away.

These are days
of our lives when you just want to say, yeah, fuck off, indeed.
But, as always, with a smile. Always with that insufferable, broad,
fake and hypocritical smile.

Great news,
anyway, I’m on the cusp of obtaining my pilot’s licence. Truly, my
aspirations lie in aviation. Believe it or not, but I’m quite
concerned about my carbon footprint… no I’m joking, about that, I
couldn’t care less. Despite my mother and sister’s reservations
about ever boarding a flight I’m piloting, I remain undeterred.
Their fears stem from my jesting remarks about conjuring turbulence
even under sunny, clear skies, supposedly my superpower. Next on my
agenda, contacting the flight school.

In my current
world, I stirred to face the fresh promise of the day, nudging my
boyfriend’s arm from under my pillow, a usual morning routine.
Despite my efforts, he continued his deep slumber. Florent, his
name, and I have been together for roughly three months. Despite
the duration, it hasn’t quite felt like a conventional
relationship. The fallout from my past relationship with my
ex-girlfriend last September prompted me to find companionship
swiftly. Florent, five years my senior, offers a comforting
presence to counteract my dislike of loneliness. The connection we
share, albeit different, is enjoyable. He was a friend of my
sister, Clarisse, we began dating when he consoled me after
Claire’s departure. His tolerance of me, enough to cohabit,
indicates his patience.

Today, an
uncharacteristic lethargy gripped me, paired with an icy chill. The
brief night’s rest accounted for my fatigue, my nudity for the
cold. This predicament stemmed from Florent’s impromptu birthday
celebration for me, explaining my discarded clothing. Gazing at the
disarray on my desk, I found an upside to my new age and
independence, the liberty to curate my shopping list. A gaming
desk, a MacBook Air, items I could have purchased earlier, and a
gaming computer are all on my radar. The prospect of rearranging my
space is quite appealing, perhaps starting today.

And this
space, my room, is my haven, providing me security and comfort. A
spacious expanse, it features a colossal wardrobe to the right of
my bed. Admittedly, I sometimes mix up left and right, but for
clarification, if the door is at ten o’clock, then the wardrobe
lies between seven and nine. Directly ahead stands my
soon-to-be-replaced desk, a door leading to an en suite bathroom,
and large French windows opening to a balcony. My king-size bed,
accompanied by a bookshelf serving as a nightstand, houses my
extensive book collection. The wardrobe, overflowing with clothing,
results in new purchases remaining bagged in front of it. Three
rugs adorn the floor on each side of the bed. This microcosm,
brimming with books on psychology, piloting, and sciences, is a
testament to my disinterest in fiction. Some attribute my keen
memory and instinct for understanding people to my perceived
manipulativeness. If these walls could speak, they’d have quite the
tales to tell.

Fatigue still
gripped me. Insomnia, my unwanted companion for several nights,
beckoned me to seek medical help. It wasn’t a life-or-death
situation, but sleep deprivation is undeniably uncomfortable.
Glancing at my iPhone, it read 07:10, just five minutes before my
alarm would ring. There was little point in attempting sleep now,
knowing I’d be awakened shortly. I despise the frustration of
waking up exactly at the planned time. I scrolled through my blank
notifications, hoping it remained so, then disabled the alarm.
Dropping my phone, I rubbed my face and took a customary deep
breath. Another day just got started.

I have a
fondness for winter. The early nightfall and frigid temperatures
make curling up under my sheets with hot chocolate, snacks, and an
iPad full of videos makes it even more appealing. Plus, the sun
rises late. I appreciate the comfortable, well-insulated flat I
reside in, capable of maintaining a comfortable climate year-round
without excessive air conditioning usage. Soundproofing is
acceptable. The main issue, irrespective of the season, isn’t the
flat’s size or insulation but rather the noise from the outdoors,
the human-wildlife, so to speak. Nonetheless, it’s occasionally
amusing.

Upon waking,
as I usually do before I’m fully revitalised for the day, I take a
moment to unwind, breathe, and find tranquillity amid the bustling
city sounds. Inside the apartment, my mother busied herself in the
room opposite mine, presumably getting ready for work. Today,
however, the ambient noise seemed especially chaotic. My window
overlooks a bustling city avenue, typically congested with early
morning commuters. Amid the jumble, you can discern those excited
about their workday and those not, evident when the traffic lights
turn green and the driver in front doesn’t move. Ah, the joys of
Parisian life, where if you honk at the daydreamer ahead, they
respond as if you’re the inconvenience, serving as an abrupt
wake-up call. Welcome to another delightful day in a capitalist
life.

Small moments
add a poetic touch to everyday capitalist existence. Consider the
subway ride, sharing the cramped space with a mother and her
shrieking toddler, a scene some inexplicably find endearing.
Despite attempts to drown it out with music, the child’s cries only
escalate. Such moments make you question the beauty of life and
mutter, deep down, in your head, my love, please tell me why…
please do tell me why, you didn’t consider abortion more seriously?
But I respect, some people love their kids.

After this
quick reflection on my adventures in capitalism, I once again
reached for my phone on the nightstand. It was already 07:14. Time
has a peculiar way of eluding us. It’s like being in school,
telling yourself you’ll sleep for just five more minutes at 07:00,
only to find that it’s 07:56 when you next check the clock. Or
during the afternoon, when five minutes feels like one.
Reluctantly, I pushed the sheets off my still-sleeping partner and
set both feet on the floor. In our king-size bed, the issue was
space: he consumed it all, leaving me none. My daily prayer is that
he doesn’t suggest we move in together. The dilemma would be
swiftly resolved, my wardrobe, after all, accommodates just one.
But hey, I’m a girl, what can you expect?

Upon sitting,
a familiar vertigo rushed over me. This dizzying sensation happened
daily, a feeling akin to my blood surrendering to gravity. Though
I’m light enough to be swept away by a strong wind, years of
complaints about these symptoms have led nowhere. Despite
innumerable tests, my well-regarded GP found nothing amiss. Each
dizzy spell unfurls like a dark veil across my vision, lasting
around five to ten seconds before dissipating. Once it passed, I
hastily donned a top from the floor, but the chill persisted, so I
added yesterday’s pullover and my panties. The floor was icy, and I
could almost hear my mother’s admonition about catching cold
walking barefoot. It’s as if her words turn into mere noise
sometimes. After all, how could one contract a virus through bare
feet? That’s something I’ve never quite understood.

Carefully
navigating through the semi-darkness to avoid tripping over
scattered clothes, shoes, or furniture, I stood. Florent’s
unchanging stillness made me feel like I was tiptoeing around a
slumbering lion. As I neared the door, I listened for any noise
that might disrupt my morning serenity, but the flat remained
quiet. Glancing at my phone, still devoid of notifications, I was
met with dawn’s first light, glimmers from a thousand distant stars
breaking through. With the corridor lights on, I stepped out of the
darkness and into the main hall that leads to our apartment’s four
bedrooms. The soft click of my closing door signalled my departure,
allowing me to proceed.

Turning on my
heels, I found myself in the hushed illumination of the hallway, a
transitional portal between my sanctuary and the larger world
outside, shaped to the discerning aesthetic preferences of my
mother. Unsurprisingly, she’d neglected to turn on the heating; the
air was so frigid it could almost slice through the skin. I
shivered as my feet made contact with the biting cold, white-tiled
floor; each step felt akin to walking on fiery coals. The house was
wrapped in silence, leaving me uncertain about my sister’s
whereabouts. She’d intended to spend the night at her boyfriend’s
place, as she was truly head over heels for him. Despite indicating
she’d be back late, my mother was already there.

My current
household consists of my mother, my sister, and me. Our father, a
man with a talent for duplicity, abandoned us when I was eleven, as
the fallout of my mother discovering his secret mistress and
illegitimate child. In the ensuing custody battle, my mother fought
tooth and nail to ensure my sister, Clarisse, and I remained with
her. Ever since, we’ve lived in this spacious flat that, despite
its size, always felt full of echoes. Compared to most people I
know; a fractured family isn’t a distinguishing trait. But what
sets me apart is the inheritance from my late grandmother. She was
the final heiress of the Kominsky Family, a lineage of Russian real
estate and metallurgy moguls based in the sunny south of France. As
a result, I stand to gain the princely sum of twenty-seven million
pounds, securely locked away in a UK bank account, and my sister is
set to inherit a similar amount.

This Russian
heritage is possibly why my ex always said I was resilient, as
stubborn as the Siberian winter. Tracing back my lineage, my
grandfather was a product of the Soviet era, who found love and
companionship in a French woman. Their son, my father, in his turn,
married a British woman, my mother. This international union
resulted in my sister and I holding dual French and UK
citizenship.

Our cavernous
flat was initially a challenging adjustment, but with time, it’s
become a familiar space. It was designed to house a complete
family, including my long-absent father, with a total of four
bedrooms, each with a private bathroom. Along with a kitchen,
living room, and a stately reception room. Upon entering the main
door, you land in a small hallway. To the left, lies the inviting
living room, neighboured by the functional kitchen. On the right,
you’ll find the grand, seldom-used reception room, reserved for my
mother’s high-priority business meetings or my sporadic video game
marathons. Playing Call of Duty is certainly a safer vent for my
pent-up stress than lashing out at unsuspecting pedestrians.
Straight ahead, a corridor leads to the bedrooms: mine is the first
on the left, my mother’s on the right, with my sister’s room
located behind mine. We also have a spare room reserved for guests.
At the end of the corridor, there’s an extra bathroom, because one
can never have too many bathrooms, you know.

In the muted
entrance and hallway, decorative elements are kept to a bare
minimum, only featuring a mirror nestled beside the kitchen door
and a small furniture piece by the reinforced front door to hold
keys and badges. Otherwise, the space is unadorned, albeit
expansive. The first task of the morning, however, draws me towards
the kitchen: the brewing of my essential morning tea. Despite my
Russian lineage, the British half of my ancestry ensures my day
doesn’t truly begin until I’ve had my cup of tea, milk-free. In my
book, tea with milk is as criminal as decaf coffee or non-alcoholic
beer.

That hallway
mirror is my daily reminder of the relentless march of time, a
sight that rarely brings joy, particularly on mornings such as
this. My reflection was a war zone, featuring a tangle of hair and
a ghostly pallor that necessitated a layer of foundation to
conceal. So, here I am, Charlotte Taylor Alison Margaret Kominsky,
or just Charlotte for simplicity’s sake. I’m a towering 7 feet 5
inches tall, adorned with long, wavy, and voluminous blonde hair.
My eyes are a captivating deep blue, but my frame is disturbingly
thin and my complexion unusually pale, despite maintaining a
healthy diet and proper hydration. My voice tends to hover at a
steady, muted tone, neither loud nor silent. A birthmark adorns my
right arm, adding to my otherwise ordinary appearance. I’ve often
received compliments on my looks, which, compared to popular
standards, I believe are quite acceptable. At present, I was clad
in pink panties and a white pullover with blue stripes, sleeves
grasped in my hands to combat the chill, while anticipating the
warmth of the imminent tea. I bear a striking resemblance to my
twin sister, the only real difference being her darker hair and
sturdier physique. Also, I can boast of being the elder twin.

Today, I
noticed a new scar on my left leg. How peculiar. I grimaced at my
reflection, inhaling deeply. It’s time to face the day. There’s an
eerie sense of déjà vu each morning, an endless loop of waking,
attending school, staying there for an eternity, returning home,
and finally sleeping. The monotonous relentless same life cycle
feels suffocating. If only school wasn’t such a yawn-inducing
ordeal. Possessing an exceptional memory, I constantly find myself
irked by people’s contradicting statements and their tiresome
rambling about nonsensical subjects. To put it mildly, my life
lacks excitement. To compound the issue, my relationship with my
mother is fraught, simmering with tension akin to that between
Russia and the United States. We’ve been locked in a high-stakes
standoff for the past five years, each waiting for the other to
blink. Thankfully, my sister and I share a more harmonious bond,
providing some respite amidst the familial turbulence.

Emerging from
my moment of introspection, I moved towards the kitchen, guided by
the soft sounds of my mother in her bedroom. The kitchen, lit up as
I flicked the switch, was a lengthy yet narrow space mirroring the
corridor linking the bedrooms. Its decor, plain in nature, featured
walls dressed in a peculiar shade of pale pink that could be
likened to a severe case of diarrhoea; though, if that ever
happens, immediate medical attention is advisable. Standard kitchen
appliances occupied the room, and a large window in the form of a
door led out onto a balcony. The absence of curtains wasn’t unusual
for a kitchen, but the heavy condensation on the glass ominously
hinted at the frigid outside temperature. I knew the cold was going
to be a formidable adversary in an hour.

The kitchen
layout allocated the right side to all the appliances and
preparation mess, leaving the left side clear. Here, a small table
with two chairs stood in the centre of the room, accompanied by a
drawer. To the right, beneath a state-of-the-art ceramic hob, an
oven sat next to a sink overlooking the dishwasher. This device was
rarely used, given my peculiar fondness for washing dishes by hand,
it’s a strangely satisfying task. Nestled next to the sink was the
washing machine and dryer combo, with a microwave positioned above
the washer. The end of this strip of appliances was marked by a
large fridge-freezer combo, flaunting a rarely-used water dispenser
on its purple door, an ideal breeding ground for bacteria.

The fridge’s
location, just before the balcony door, had allowed for three waste
bins to be placed in between. I recall one being designated for
paper and plastic, but the function of the others was known only to
my mother and sister, Clarisse. I knew one was meant for food, and
the other for something else, but my lack of enthusiasm for
recycling often led to me discarding items in the wrong bin. This
would always result in a lecture from the two, and I would nod
along without genuinely paying attention. Over time, they gave up,
realising their admonishments only fuelled my noncompliance.

The final
destination of my kitchen tour was the kettle. I gingerly lifted it
to pour in water, setting my phone on the table during the process.
After filling it up and switching it on, I turned to the cupboard
above, housing a colourful array of tea bags. From summer fruit and
camomile to breakfast tea and peppermint, the choice was extensive.
Today, peppermint was the pick. Retrieving my cup from the shelf
above the tea bags, I placed the tea bag within it and picked up a
spoon from the wooden table. And so, I sat down, waiting for the
water to boil. In an ideal world where common sense prevailed, this
ritual of mine, sitting with an empty cup as the kettle hummed,
should signal one clear message to others: let me be… or expect
fire and fury!

In the early
hours, as I do each day, I would settle into my usual spot against
the wall, eschewing my phone’s flashing screen. This remarkable
device, for all its merits, was often a wellspring of unwelcome
anxiety for me. Instead of being sucked into its digital world, I
would typically spend the boiling kettle’s countdown lost in the
labyrinth of my thoughts, musing on the day to come.

Today’s
schedule? The unavoidable obligation of school loomed first, an
inescapable commitment from which there was no respite. What was to
follow was a question without a definite answer. Perhaps I would
give my room a much-needed deep cleaning or venture out for some
retail therapy. A stroke of luck had blessed me with a school
schedule limited to the morning hours today, leaving my afternoon
ripe for these activities. And as for the evening? No idea yet.
Last night was spent in the company of my boyfriend, leaving me
more worn-out than usual. Tonight, rather than venturing out again,
I think I’d rather stay in the comforting cocoon of my own space. I
imagined sinking into my sofa, a riveting film playing on my iPad
as I would wrap myself in the familiar quiet. An early night seemed
particularly appealing, a buffer before the challenges of the
impending next day.

Just as my
thoughts began to fade, my eyes lost in the rhythmic dance of the
kettle nearing its boiling point, something entirely unexpected
occurred, as if materialising from thin air...

“Happy birthday to you, my darling! You are doing okay, on
this lovely day?” she startled me.

Sweet Jesus,
or Dear Lord, if you’re passing somewhere nearby, please come and
say hi, and save my soul. I may need it. Please. Really. Need.
It.

The term
darling seldom graces my ears, whether from my mother or my
boyfriend, because it’s always sarcastic or eventually mean when it
comes out of my mouth. However, I suppose some people should be
thankful that homicide is illegal. Happy birthday indeed.

Meet Amelia
Lauren Whiteridge, also known as ‘Mum’, or insert any derogatory
term you fancy, because it’s my mum, and I hate her, and I couldn’t
care less if anyone insults her. She is my current life obstacle,
but a situation soon to be remedied. People often comment on our
physical resemblance; she’s tall, a blonde like me, with shorter,
straight hair contrasting with the long, wavy locks my twin and I
possess. Despite a smattering of freckles on her face, she always
appears impeccable, thanks to the daily makeup ritual she
religiously follows. She has vibrant green eyes, and it’s
undeniable that for her age, she maintains herself well, likely a
result of her active lifestyle and regular workouts.

Always mindful
of her appearance, she’s typically adorned in elegant attire,
except at this moment, when she’s donned her pink Mickey Mouse
bathrobe and loafers. A simple gold necklace with a small crucifix,
a symbol of her profound belief in God, is her only constant piece
of jewellery. It isn’t a cherished gift from her past, but a
testament to her deep faith. She’s a paradox of sorts: a woman in
her forties leading a modern life but spiritually rooted in the
Middle Ages. Despite not being a regular churchgoer, her religious
observances are intact, and like some Christians, she bears
distinct phobias towards homosexuality, transgenderism, Islam, and
anything somewhat different. And did I mention it? She’s a renowned
fashion designer. And she’s pretty famous in her field, as she
worked with all the greatest ones. So, working in fashion design
and being homophobic and transphobic, if you didn’t believe this
could ever exist, Mum would prove you wrong.

You know, the
hardest thing about being stupid, it’s exactly like being dead. The
hardest isn’t for you, but for those who are left behind.

Born and
raised in Manchester, Mum is the daughter of a former Royal Air
Force engineer and a devout Catholic housewife. They both died in
2006, but Mum moved to France at the age of 19 in 1993. Initially,
it was for a language learning program, but then, a French romance
blossomed, and she settled in Montpellier in southern France. Life
unfolded with children, education, marriage, relocation to Paris,
divorce, and a semblance of happily ever after. After the divorce,
she reclaimed her maiden name, a clean break from her past.
Interestingly, despite being born in France, my sister and I spoke
English before French, resulting in our peculiar accent and
frequent grammar mishaps.

Oh, and, yes,
as a fashion designer, she’s running a business, or a Maison, or
whatever you call it, and lives in France because she loves the
country. The problem sometimes with Mum is that, when you talk to
her, you cannot set clear limits as to whether you’re her daughter
or her employee. Given that she’s as nice and friendly as a
doorknob and a cinder block, imagine how life is at home. A pure
haven of peace.

But let’s get
back to the point. Yes, my mother is a devout Catholic. And, as it
happens, I am bisexual, leaning more towards girls than boys. My
ex-girlfriend, Claire, was with me for quite a long time. As you
can imagine, things were awkward when Mum caught us in an intimate
moment on the living room sofa. Even a trip to London’s Soho was
enough to make her feel faint. So, having broken up with Claire and
returned to the straight-and-narrow path of righteousness in my
mother’s eyes, things are in a delicate truce. It’s a bitter pill
to swallow, having a mother who can’t accept my sexuality and
instead spews religious rhetoric. But that’s life. It was a relief
when she took my interest in witchcraft more lightly than expected.
No, I’m joking.

Anyway, I
didn’t even pay attention to her, as I was daydreaming. So, she
surprised me when she arrived:

“Oh… Mother of God… you scared me!” I rolled my eyes
dramatically.

“How is my little cynic, sarcastic sunshine today?” she
chimed, a fake grin on her face.

“Yeah, well, until now I was managing to avoid a headache, but
erm... your presence before my morning tea certainly has a way of
ruining that,” I retorted.

“Come on, I know that deep down, you love me…” she said,
taking a seat across from me.

“Deep, deep, deep down, you mean? Like, buried treasure deep?”
I quipped.

“Think about all those kids who have no parents and look at
yourself!” she shot back, trying to play the martyr.

“Tough luck for them. In my case, I’ve got a fanatic mother
and an absent daddy. How tragic. Don’t you have some pearls of
wisdom about how lucky I am?”

“Yeah. A fanatic mother who fought very hard for you not to be
completely messed up. There’s still a semblance of normalcy in this
house,” she insisted.

“Normalcy? Ha! If denial helps you sleep at night, Mum, good
for you. Anyway, what’s new in your thrilling life?” I asked,
feigning interest.

“Well... I’m doing great today! A bit emotional, knowing that
my baby girl is turning eighteen...” she began.

“Oh, yeah, Clarisse. What did you expect, mum? Recognition? A
medal, maybe? Ask your friend Karl Lagerfeld to have you on the
list!”

“No,” she started giggling, like a child caught in a lie. “I
was talking about the two of you.”

“Oh, my bad, I didn’t get it since you said, ‘my baby girl.’
Slip of the tongue, I assume?” I said, my voice dripping with
sarcasm.

“I’m sad for myself but happy for you. Anyway, ready for
school?”

“Oh, yeah, indeed, of course! I’m as ready as a virgin in a
brothel in Kabul,” I drawled, realising my sarcasm was
thick.

“Well, if you want to become an air captain, you’d better show
more enthusiasm!”

“Well, we ain’t there yet,” I laughed, not missing a
beat.

“How do you mean?” she asked, trying to look serious, but the
façade was paper-thin.

Okay, now, she
was getting on my nerves. As in, badly getting on my nerves. I just
want to drink my tea in peace. Alone. With just me, myself and
I.

“Does it matter, in this house that’s a shining beacon of
normalcy, what I mean? Anyway, may I drink my tea in peace without
talking to anyone, yourself very much included?” I asked, managing
to smile as if I were offering a gracious invitation.

“You would have told me that a year ago and I’d have slapped
you in the face!” she snapped, eyes narrowing.

“Oh, try me, but from today, doing that is legally considered
assault! Don’t worry, I won’t press charges; I haven’t gone
completely American with the whole suing family members thing.
Yet,” I said, sweetly smirking.

“Yeah. Well. You’re gonna be late, so hurry up!”

At this
moment, I checked my iPhone and looked at the time. And, hell, she
was right, it was nearly seven-thirty. Damn, all that time was
wasted on rubbish chat. Well, I barely drank two sips of my tea…
and it was disgusting, I didn’t put honey inside. Well, fuck it,
she pisses me off, now. Happy birthday, yeah…

“You know what? How about I leave this place, and how about
you fuck off? Thanks, I’m in a good mood now!”

“It’s your periods, you probably have your periods,” she
concluded.

“Mum, unlike you, I never have sex when I have my
periods.”

“Yeah, that’s my greatest regret. I raised a
monster!”

Perhaps
calling it a truce was a bit optimistic; today was far from
peaceful. The moment she started singing Happy Birthday before I’d
even had a chance to sip my drink, I knew. She’d do that sometimes,
it felt as if she was purposefully antagonising me. Maybe my
reaction was a tad excessive, but here’s the thing: Claire and I
had shared something beautiful, something deep. Even now, if Claire
were to reach out, I would leave everything behind and rush back
into her arms.

The problem
was me; I’d been too naive, too scared to confront my mother and
tell her the stark truth about my sexuality, a reality she had no
power over. Fast forward to the present, Claire and I continue to
share a school, playing out a façade of friendship that tortures
me. Every day, I watch her from the sidelines, pretending
everything is alright, while she lives her life unfettered. All the
while, I grapple with a mother desperate for absolution and an
ex-girlfriend thriving in her newly found single-hood.

When she waxes
lyrical about the concept of normalcy, all I want to do is tell her
to take a hike. She always plays the martyr, reminding me of the
burden she carried when Dad left us alone. Thankfully, she didn’t
pull that card today. However, she had once insinuated that my
homosexuality was due to my father’s absence, which was complete
and utter nonsense. To avoid escalating the situation, I decided to
remove myself from the scene. She tried to stop me, but I’d had my
fill. I couldn’t take any more.

“We don’t have to go into a fight all the time…”

In this odd
world where we inhabit, it seems parents are often the products of
their parent’s shortcomings, yet they find it fitting to offer us
life lessons, lessons they failed to practice themselves. My
fraught relationship with my mother is the primary reason I choose
to remain childless. I don’t have the emotional bandwidth nor the
mental stability to become a parent. Procreating? No issues there.
Raising children, however? That’s a different story. Additionally,
I foresee many tranquil mornings sipping tea in my future, a vision
that doesn’t accommodate a wailing child.

In a state of
irritation, I treaded on the icy tiles of our apartment. Gingerly,
almost hurriedly, I tiptoed back to my room, the frigid floor
nipping at my feet. I nudged the door open slightly and cautiously,
taking a moment to gather my breath, for he was still asleep and
waking him up was the last thing I wanted. Silently, I crept toward
the bathroom, the resting place of my clothes from the previous
day. This has always been our dynamic. Although he’s my boyfriend,
I harbour no real affection for him. The goal for the day, at least
for now, was to get out of there as discreetly as possible.

The bathrooms
adjoined to our bedrooms are fairly identical in terms of layout
and nearly as spacious as our kitchens. A door at the far end leads
to dual sinks atop a sizeable white cabinet, a storage space for my
assortment of products, such as cosmetics, medications, feminine
hygiene items, condoms, and other essentials. An expansive mirror
hangs above, flanked by two diodes casting a soft glow. A generous
bathtub sits at the base, adorned with armrests and a headrest,
plus the essentials for a bubble bath. A secondary cabinet houses
towels and bath essentials, along with a towel dryer. A laundry
basket, now brimming with dirty clothes, reminds me of pending
laundry duties. My bathroom is recognisable by its chaotic state,
littered with makeup and various other items, which is my unique
brand of organised chaos. A somewhat unorthodox way of marking my
territory, but preferable to urinating all over, I suppose. Not
that the latter is entirely outside my capability, though!

When it comes
to my school day attire, I have a staple ensemble. It always begins
with the tedious task of combing through my voluminous hair. I’ve
earned the nickname the posh one at school due to my signature
look: a shirt (pink today), a waistcoat (black for the day), and a
blazer that matches the waistcoat. This is typically paired with
leggings and pumps. I rarely wear makeup to school as mornings are
generally a scramble, unlike Claire who would rise before the sun
to primp. I value my sleep, seven hours at the very least, that is
if I can manage to sleep soundly. To save time in the morning, I
lay out my clothes the day before, circumventing the disaster zone
that is my wardrobe. If my mess was a work of art, my wardrobe
would undoubtedly be my ninth symphony.

Dressing from
head to toe took me a mere five minutes, swiftly followed by my
morning tooth-brushing routine. My gums bled, as usual, an
unsettling daily occurrence. Despite my usual aversion to makeup,
one ritual remains constant: the application of foundation. Without
it, my pallid complexion gives the impression of a vampire. Once, a
child in the metro recoiled in horror at the sight of me, a true
story that justified my makeup ritual. Suitably camouflaged, I
prepared my handbag, filled my water bottle, and gathered my
headphones, wallet, and books. I was ready for the day ahead.

Prepped and
primed, I exited the bathroom and moved silently to the bedroom to
retrieve my long trench coat, scarf, and gloves. I habitually leave
my gloves in the coat pockets to avoid misplacing them. I tread
softly to allow Florent to continue sleeping, mainly to avoid his
usual melodrama when I depart without saying goodbye. It’s a
recurring theme when I leave unannounced while he’s home, to which
my response is always, I’m a busy person. I scooped up my phone,
exited the bedroom, and prepared for another routine day.

The day’s
challenges weren’t scheduled to begin until 08:30 when school
started, although challenges are a stretch. However, the moment I
closed my bedroom door and turned towards the front door, there she
was: my mother. Leaning against the door, holding my key and badge…
here we go again. Our morning conversation had been cut short, and
it was clear she was looking for another round two. Her posture,
her scrutinising gaze, the way she was sizing me up and blocking
the door... something was up. She was up to something. Well then,
let’s see what she has in store.

I shut the
door behind me and approached her with determination.

“I need my keys,” I said, tapping my fingers
impatiently.

“Are you gonna grace the school with your presence, or should
I have the pleasure of chauffeuring you there today?” she asked,
her voice dripping with false concern.

“I don’t know yet, we’ll see. My plans, like my love for
school, are ever-changing. Now, the keys?” I replied, not in the
mood for games.

“Well, then, if you’re telling me you aren’t sure you’ll go
there, let me drive you there. We can bond on the way,” she
offered, a hint of desperation in her voice.

“Not a chance. Your driving’s as thrilling as your lectures on
responsibility,” I shot back.

“Charlotte, I am fed up paying for a school where you barely
attend because of whatever whim strikes you. ‘I’m sick today, I
don’t want to go’ or your countless disciplinary hours or
detention; I’m sick of it. I still don’t understand how you haven’t
been expelled from there yet!” she ranted, finally letting her
frustration show.

“My charisma, maybe? A dash of wit, a sprinkle of charm, a
refusal to be bored to death? I don’t know. Now give me my keys,” I
replied, refusing to be baited.

“No, I’ll drive you. Question settled!” she insisted, her
voice firm.

“Drive me? Mum, if I wanted life lessons with a side of road
rage, I’d take a cab. Now, the keys, please.”

Fine! As this
is what you want… if you want to play that game, then. Let’s play,
I guess.

Without
hesitation, I snatched my key and badge from her grasp, locking
eyes with her for a few, silent moments. The gears in my mind
turned as I considered my course of action. My mother’s greatest
weakness was seeing me in despair, depressed, and feeling cornered.
It became her Achilles heel whenever she sensed she had crossed a
line. Her typical response was to assume a position of authority,
implying a need for action, when, she merely desired a
heart-to-heart talk.

Mum always had
this peculiar way of attempting to mend things she’d broken, like
an artist using gold to fill the cracks in a broken vase, except
that, she had never tried to fix what she had ruptured between
Claire and me. Rather than escalate the situation by fuelling the
tension, I chose a different tactic. I chose to project irritation
and annoyance with the hope of earning a day of solitude. Today of
all days, it was my birthday. For once in my life, as I pondered my
options for the day, contemplating whether to endure another day at
school or to allow myself the luxury of a lazy day, I knew that
portraying my discontent would yield the desired outcome. None of
us were fools, but over time, she had begun to discern my special
talent. Yes, I was a manipulator and not just a run-of-the-mill
one. I was quite good at this art.

They often say
the devil is in the details, and in the world of manipulation, this
couldn’t be more accurate. In the grand scheme of things,
manipulation isn’t just about bending people to your will. It’s
about understanding their strengths, their weaknesses, and their
deepest fears. Knowing when to push, when to pull, when to comfort,
and when to distress. It’s a delicate dance, a balancing act of
emotions and actions that, when executed perfectly, can turn the
tide in your favour. What makes me a good manipulator isn’t just
the ability to influence others, but also to anticipate their
reactions. To foresee the ripple effect that my actions could
potentially trigger and adjust my tactics accordingly. Exploiting
the predictability of human nature, capitalising on patterns, and
manoeuvring my way through their emotions. And above all, it’s
about patience and persistence, knowing when to act, when to lie
low, and when to push harder. And when to lie. It’s all about
survival.

The thing in
all that is, being nice or hurting people in my point of view makes
no difference to me. And if I have to use my skills to ensure my
survival, I won’t have any problems doing it.

“For fuck’s sake, mum, it’s my birthday today!” I started to
raise my voice and bring the keys towards me. “Is there a chance
that I could have, once in my bloody life, a bit of peace? So far,
I always did what you wanted, and you know that it cost me a lot.
Now leave me alone and let me live my bloody life! You destroyed
too much already!”

At this
moment, she released her hand, gave me my key, and stopped leaning
against that door. Yeah, with her, it’s far too easy. Almost no
challenge.

“Do whatever you want.” She glared at me. “It’s not my problem
anymore.”







 2 Another normal day in a normal life

What’s the
saying about girls with daddy issues again? Oh, right... daddy
issues, my speciality.

The weather
was bone-chilling, and I could feel the icy air seep into my bones
the very moment I shut the door behind me. Still, it’s January, and
it’s expected. I live in a relatively new structure built in 2004,
which, considering we’re in Paris, is practically brand new.
Nestled within the very private Rue des Peupliers in Neuilly, a
renowned suburb of the capital, my building is a luxurious sight.
Neuilly is infamous for its staggering wealth, much like Qatar,
albeit with a more accepting attitude towards homosexuality and a
conservative-leaning.

In my
building, a five-storey marvel home to ten units, my flat resides
on the first floor, number two. The premises are decked with
amenities like a large parking lot, a communal fitness room with a
rooftop swimming pool, (mostly frequented by the affluent occupants
whom I regard with a touch of condescendence) private gardens some
flats, and both indoor and outdoor parking, among other amenities.
The cherry on top? Due to the street being private, there’s a
security office overseeing entry and exit. This system warrants us
badges to be used alongside our keys. Failure to show the badge or
valid identification results in denied access, a headache for the
tenants, but not me, because my mother is the landlady.

Residing here
demands a certain financial status, and owning the building, even
more so. When my grandmother passed away four years ago, my sister
and I were bequeathed a sizeable family inheritance. Rather than
letting the money stagnate in a bank account, my mother made the
prudent decision to invest it on our behalf. Our inheritance
consisted of around fifty million euros, two properties, and other
assets. I decided against inheriting lands, so I claimed thirty
million euros, while my sister opted for the remaining twenty
million plus the properties. As a result, our net worth was more or
less equal. Meanwhile, my mother purchased the building and set up
a trust to oversee its management. Consequently, my sister and I
have a steady income without the need to manage anything. The drama
when my grandmother decided to cut my father out of her will still
ring in my ears, but she firmly believed that someone who abandons
his wife and daughters for his mistress doesn’t deserve anything.
In the grand scheme of things, he still received her house in
Saint-Clement-de-Riviere when she died, near Montpellier, so he
didn’t leave empty-handed.

The silver
lining to today’s events is this: Clarisse and I are officially
millionaires. A cause for celebration, as it means I can now afford
any whimsical purchase. Now isn’t that a better way to kick-start
the day than dragging myself to school?

While waiting
for the elevator to make my way out, travelling down just one
floor, and meandering through the dimly lit corridor, I finally
arrived at the Security Office. It’s a space always brimming with a
familiar face, given the rotating roster of five personnel. The
hallways in this building are uniform, all featuring a lush, red
carpet and an L-shaped layout. However, the ground floor is the
exception with the security office on the left just before the
exit, vigilantly checking badges of those entering. Across from it,
you’ll find the letterboxes.

As per my
morning ritual, I glanced at our letterbox while exiting. The one
with our apartment number and the name, Kominsky-Whiteridge etched
on it. My mother, still holding on to her British family name after
the divorce, is no Kominsky, although she retained her French
citizenship, which I declined. Finding the letterbox devoid of mail
(delivery usually occurs around ten o’clock), I stepped outside.
The overcast weather was blindingly bright, casting an almost lunar
light on the world. The security officer, engrossed in his tablet
(probably watching a movie), barely looked up as I knocked on his
door to bid him goodbye, offering only a raised hand in response.
Clearing the runway, it was time for me to take off.

Opening the
door, I was instantly hit by an icy gust of air that seemed to
envelop every square centimetre of my face. Annoyed, I found solace
in the fact that I had my scarf and gloves. Gloves in hand, I
ventured a few steps outside, peering through the dense fog that
severely impaired visibility, past the parked cars and the closed
entrance barrier. Strangely, the thought that popped into my mind
was about the coffee shop en route to the metro station. I
regularly frequent the place, and if I decided to drop by today,
I’d be late for school. However, my indifference towards lateness
was blatant. While contemplating whether a cup of coffee would
invigorate me, I was interrupted by a voice emanating from behind
me.

“Happy birthday, my love! You look beautiful
today!”

I was
mid-stride, clutching my bag, when that voice cut through the
chill, making me freeze on the spot. Oh no... It was a voice I
could identify instantly. That tender, feminine voice, whose every
syllable used to stir something within me due to its impeccable
articulation. A voice that once instilled reassurance but had now
morphed into the progenitor of my deepest nightmares and
frustrations. Ladies and gentlemen, let me introduce you to Miss
Claire Alexandra (bloody) Cobert. I swiftly turned back, and
swiftly reacted:

“God damn it… You’re still alive. And you scared
me.”

“So good to see you too. How are you today?”

“Well, until now, it was fine… And then you showed
up.”

Ah, Claire,
the perennial thorn in my heart’s side. She’s the twisted love song
I never quite learned the words to. With every encounter, a renewed
storm of emotions comes back fresher, leaving me stranded on the
shores of what might have been. In my mind’s eye, she’s a
tantalising jewel, azure and sparkling, but in reality, she’s a
vivid reminder of pain, torment, and a love lost but never quite
forgotten.

Today, she was
looking particularly ravishing. Not in a casual, everyday sort of
way, but in a meticulously calculated manner, as if she knew she
was about to see me and decided to go the extra mile. Her makeup
was not just impeccable; it was a masterpiece, complemented by soft
red lipstick that I knew was as traitorous as it was mesmerising.
Wrapped up in her fluffy grey scarf and a black coat that looked as
guarded as she had become, she seemed ready to face anything, the
cold, the world, or just me. Sleek black-leather trousers and chic
brown boots are the epitome of elegance. That’s Claire, always
dressed to kill. Especially when the victim was my self-control.
And there she was, leaning against the wall like a plot twist
waiting to happen. As she walked towards me, her arms open as if
expecting an embrace, I stepped back, defusing the situation with
the same deft touch I used to reserve for our love.


Personality-wise, Claire is everything I’m not. She has a past that
reads like a tragic novel, losing her father at four, but somehow
she turned the pages into a fairy tale adolescence. Then there was
me, ever the cynic, never the social butterfly she was. And despite
her open heart, she had a newfound love for solitude, a trait I’d
never seen before. Oh, and those rumours of countless one-night
stands? Let’s not even talk about that, as there are pictures that
seem to suggest it might be true. We broke up last September, a
slow train wreck that began with a mother’s intolerance and
culminated in a restaurant split-up that still haunts me.
Infidelity, betrayal, and a love that refused to die even as it was
stabbed repeatedly. After all the drama, our relationship now
simmers in the cold war of courteous smiles and hidden animosity.
Every day I just wish for a call or a text, a simple I’m sorry, or
a plea to start again. But all that remains is a distant,
unreachable dream and the stark reality of my love for her, as
undeniable and unwelcome as her presence in my life. I feel it
could happen, though.

The thing with
Claire is, she knows my attitude. Oh, she knows it well, sometimes
too well. It’s like a forever, endless walk, a dance as old as our
history, filled with unspoken words and the shadows of a love that
refuses to fade. It’s like a cosmic joke where I’m the punchline,
forever in love with a girl who’s moved on, while I’m stuck,
penning metaphors about a relationship that’s as dead as my chances
with her. How’s that for irony?

“Until now what? Is it because I’m here that now you’re no
longer feeling fine? How considerate of you!” Claire said, clearly
taken aback.

“I never claimed to be the embodiment of courtesy,
sweetheart,” I retorted, my words dripping with sarcasm. “Moreover,
you know you’ve been banished from these hallowed halls! Who opened
the gates of hell to let you in, by the way?”

“What? Since when am I banned? Do I look like a criminal to
you?” Claire asked, her voice rising.

“Well, the self-appointed prophet and guardian of morality,
who also happens to be my dear mother, decided that you can go
dance with the devil since you betrayed the holy sanctity of...
whatever it was we had. But don’t worry, she purified herself in
her vat of holy water this morning. You should be safe as long as
you lurk in the shadows.”

“So, I guess that,” she said, her eyes narrowing as she
thought, “what I should decipher from your ever-so-graceful
metaphor is that she’s in a good mood today. If I translated your
bitterness correctly, that is.”

“Spot on. Your translation skills are as sharp as ever. Now,
coffee? Or shall we march straight into the battlefield that is
school?” I asked, pretending indifference but hoping for the
former.

“Do we have to go to school today? It’s your birthday, for
heaven’s sake!” Claire exclaimed, her eyes softening, a trace of
genuine concern in her voice.

“For a second I almost forgot about that. But if you insist on
celebrating my escape from the holy womb, I suppose I can spare a
moment for coffee,” I said, hiding my longing behind a mask of
indifference. “But only if you promise not to make it sentimental.
We wouldn’t want to ruin my reputation as a heartless cynic now,
would we?”

We started
sauntering out of that parking lot, with Claire, as usual, perched
on my right. Not too close, mind you, but not exactly in another
postcode either. The weather seemed to be having a mood swing, as
fog rolled in like a poorly directed horror movie, gnawing at our
visibility. Nearly clear of the automotive graveyard, it dawned on
me: she’s right. I don’t have to go to school today. Shocking,
isn’t it? It’s not like I’m so deeply committed to my academic
endeavours. The decision was made, and we headed for that coffee, I
couldn’t care less. It’s small and unassuming, but they brew a hot
chocolate that could tempt the devil himself. So, why the hell not?
Today’s my day, after all. A day for indulgence, for laptops and
iPhones and a wardrobe that screams “retail therapy” rather than
suffering through physics and French. In the grand scheme of
things, who needs Newton or Voltaire when you have Versace?

“Yeah, you know what? Let’s go. You’re right for once. School
today? I couldn’t care less. Must be a birthday miracle,” I said,
the sarcasm in my voice as rich as the hot chocolate we were about
to enjoy.

And lo and
behold, my motivation flies off!

It was a mere
hop, skip, and jump to the coffee shop, a short saunter across the
small road right in front of the parking barrier of my building.
The coffee shop’s quaint charm never failed to delight me, and
believe it or not, it held a special place in my heart, thanks to a
work-experience training stint that once upon a time transformed me
into a temporary barista. Who knew making coffee could be so
complicated? Certainly not me, until the manager, a wise sage of
the coffee arts, took me under his wing and enlightened me with the
lore of Mocha, a Yemeni city, and the birthplace of European coffee
trading. And then there were the flat whites, a rare Australian
gem, available only here. How exotic.

We entered the
cosy haven, luckily avoiding the bustle of a busy morning. With
seating only on the small floor upstairs, one could say it was
intimate, or just tiny, depending on how you looked at it. The
manager was on duty, his very presence making the place seem even
more appealing.

Ah, the
manager. A subject worth dwelling on. I mean, yes, I’m
theoretically lesbian, but let’s be honest, the man was a work of
art. Tall, early thirties, with a neatly trimmed beard, piercing
blue eyes, and that soft Italian accent that made every word sound
like an invitation. A crush? Maybe not, but let’s call it a
fascination. Of course, the ring on his finger was a clear sign
that he was taken, but as I always say, just because the fridge is
full doesn’t mean you can’t peruse the menu, can you?

When he saw
me, well...

“Good morning, Mademoiselle Kominsky! How’s it going today?”
David greeted with his usual flair.

“Hey, David! Yeah, well, life’s a rollercoaster. Finally
turning eighteen. Imagine that; I can legally froth milk for you
now!” I replied, feigning excitement. “Oh, and don’t see anything
lewd in what I just said.”

“Yeah, of course not,” he couldn’t resist smiling. “I’ll think
about that. What coffee for you today?”

“Double espresso, please. Long and strong, as I like it. Same
here, please.”

“Okay... And for your friend?” he said, eyes flicking over to
Claire.

Claire, for
her part, put on her best impression of a high-maintenance
customer, scrunching up her face and perusing the menu board as if
deciphering an ancient code.

“Could I get a latte with oat milk? Oh, and, decaf, please!”
she declared, every word dripping with pretension.

“Double espresso and decaf oat latte, got it!” David
confirmed, with a knowing glance at me.

Decaf oat
latte? Now, that’s something new. I mean, it’s not like I didn’t
know Claire had a flair for the dramatic, but this was next level.
She used to be a simple hot chocolate with oat milk kind of girl
(she’s lactose intolerant, after all), but a latte with oat milk?
And decaf? Really? The absurdity of it all was too much to resist,
so I chimed in:

“Decaf oat latte?” I raised an eyebrow, smirking.

“Yeah, what?” she shot back, her eyes wide as if I’d accused
her of something heinous.

“You’re gonna have a coffee with no coffee and no milk? Is
this some sort of existential crisis in a cup?”

“Yeah? What’s wrong with that? I don’t get it...” she said,
genuinely puzzled. “I can’t drink milk.”

“It’s not what I heard lately. Why not just drink water
instead? Or air? Oh, wait, those might be too full-bodied for you.
Meh... anyway. Have it your way. Life’s too short to drink real
coffee, I suppose,” I shrugged, unable to resist adding, “Like I
said, you’re an enigma wrapped in a mystery lately.”

“Are you girls gonna sit in or take it away?” David
interjected, looking at us both, as he needed to expedite the
order.

“We’re gonna sit in, actually,” Claire answered instantly, her
tone serious. “I’ve got to talk to you.”

“Talk about what?”

“You’ll see...”

“Okay then.”

There was
never a dull moment with Claire, even if the conversations
sometimes veered into the territory of the surreal. Like her
ordering a decaf oat latte, a coffee with no coffee and no milk,
which I promptly teased her about. David (the handsome manager of
the coffee shop whom I might have had a minor crush on) promised to
bring our orders to the table and we made our way to my usual spot
on the sofa. The warmth and silence of the place were precisely
what I needed, as the two of us were the only customers. From this
seat, we could keep an eye on the entrance, just in case Florent
decided to stop by, to avoid drama. Even though he doesn’t know
Claire, I was prepared with a cover story if needed. But really, I
doubted he’d show up. As we settled down and David brought our
drinks, I saw Claire’s white pullover with a shirt underneath and a
serious look in her eye. I REALLY hope this is something important,
I thought, the feeling of curiosity and mild apprehension settling
in as we began to talk.

“So, bring it on, Claire. What’s this important thing you’ve
been dying to tell me?” I asked, settling into my chair.

“It’s not... really important. I mean... Look, I need to
apologise,” she said with an air of desperation,
hesitating.

“For what now? Did you trigger a war last night?”

“For the awkwardness. For how things turned out between us,”
she admitted. “I want to make things right, despite our
history.”

“Funny coming from the girl who cheated on me,” I dryly
chuckled, “then basically told me to get lost when I said I’d
forgive you. I wasn’t the one messing things up here,
darling.”

“I know, I know. I didn’t say you did... Just... Please, give
me another chance. I wanted to see you today because... it’s your
birthday, and we always used to make it special. Remember?” She
pleaded, her voice trailing off towards the end.

Oh, the
memories. Every single birthday since I met her, we had our little
tradition. A day full of shopping, maybe a movie, and the grand
finale: dinner made in some high-end fancy restaurant, followed by
a, ahem, very special dessert at home. Ever since we turned sixteen
and discovered other forms of joy together, my birthdays were truly
the highlight of the year. But today? Today is different. It’s the
first time it won’t happen that way, and maybe that’s why I’m so
irritable. Or maybe it’s just Claire being Claire. Who can tell
anymore?

“Yeah. True, yeah. So, what do you suggest?” My heart raced at
her offer, betraying my attempts at nonchalance.

“Listen, I just want to, erm… Let’s do something today. Let’s
just hang out, go shopping, or… your plan. But I know I broke
something, I know that you’re mad at me, but, I want to… spend the
day with you.” Her voice wavered, and something in her eyes told me
she meant it.

“Why? Why do you want to do that? You said it yourself on the
day we broke up, I am not your girlfriend anymore. I’ve been sick
of that for… I still hear you pronouncing those words. You know
what I want. You know that I want to have you back.”

There, I said
it. Might as well be honest about my desperation.

“Yeah, and you know that it’s not possible. It’s… it’s
complicated!” Claire exclaimed, her face a picture of genuine
regret.

“Why is that so complicated?” I could feel my frustration
mounting. “I don’t care about Florent, you know that… You will
always be… Plus, are you really satisfied with your current life?
Still single, having me around…”

“We had to do that. It was painful for me too, taking that
decision!”

“Hang on, is that supposed to make me cry?”

“I cheated on you. I sabotaged our relationship myself. I just
couldn’t… Anyway, I just, let’s not talk about that. Plus, there’s
your mother, your current boyfriend, whom you love, no, I’m sorry,
I am not the person breaking couples. Sorry, this isn’t
me.”

I sat back in
my chair, arms crossed, remaining silent and looking at her
eyes.

Claire
continues to baffle me. Despite having someone else in my life, she
still looms large, overshadowing everything else. Her desire to
spend the day like old times while refusing to reconnect doesn’t
add up. Her change is too sudden, too inexplicable, and I’m certain
there’s more to the story. I’ve spent months obsessing over this,
trying to decipher what’s going on. Her riddles remain unsolved,
but I can’t shake the feeling that she’s hiding something.

“You’ve changed,” I began.

“What do you mean?” she countered.

“You’re unrecognisable now. We were a team, with dreams and
hopes. But now, it’s like we are strangers. You told me you needed
your own experiences when we broke up, which I understood. But
rumour has it that you have become filthy and
promiscuous.”

“Oh, Charlotte, that’s such a pleasant way to put
it!”

“It’s okay, all the pleasure is mine. Now, whenever we speak
or meet at school, you’re always emerging from some luxury vehicle,
typically with a guy, dressed like a...”

“Charlotte,” she interjected. “I made a decision. I, erm… I
enjoyed our relationship, you know. You are an incredible person.
It’s just that, at some point, I realised I craved something
different...”

I simply
looked at her and said nothing.

What always
struck me about Claire was her conviction, especially when she
spoke about loving me. She’d fix her eyes on mine, and it was
clear, real, and legitimate. But things would change when the topic
of her new life came up; suddenly, her gaze would drop, her voice
would falter, and her fingers would find her neck. It was the same
pattern every time. Claire, who’d sworn she’d never adopt that
lifestyle, seemed to be hiding something. Was she embarrassed, or
was she lying to me? Either way, I couldn’t do anything about it.
My gut told me she wasn’t acting this way by choice, but rather
under someone else’s influence, perhaps Kelly. It ate at me to
consider that possibility.

For seven
pivotal seconds, I held my tongue and simply looked at Claire,
absorbing her reactions. My mother always used the power of silence
during difficult conversations. As the seconds stretched on, I
could see a subtle change in Claire’s attitude. Her eyes, which
usually darted away on this subject, finally met mine, as if a
barrier had been lifted. Silence offered us a brief respite, a
chance to collect our thoughts and confront the dissonance between
us. It was as though the room shifted from a battlefield of
misunderstandings to a sanctuary of newfound clarity. Those seven
seconds served as a window into the unspoken, revealing more than
any hurried conversation ever could.

“You know what? Yeah, after all, you’re right. Let’s do
something today,” I proudly replied, having my idea behind my
mind.
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So, it seems
I’ve stumbled onto a mystery that stubbornly refuses to provide any
clear answers. But hey, it’s me we’re talking about, and stubborn
is my middle name. I could let it go, but let’s face it, that’s
never going to happen. There’s a riddle here, and I’m hell-bent on
solving it.

In the spirit
of the unplanned, my ex-girlfriend and I played hooky and decided
to go shopping to celebrate my birthday. Never mind the flurry of
worried texts from Mum, I was on a mission to empty my bank
account… I mean, emptying, at a slow pace. You know, it’s always
funny, when I was younger, I used to tell myself, on my eighteenth
birthday, I’ll make my credit card smoking. But I never imagined
I’d become that wealthy when I was younger. It’s crazy, this fact
that when you see something and you’re about to purchase it, you
feel like this thing already belongs to you. If you need it? Not
really but it looks so nice so… why not, you know.

The throng of
shoppers started grating on my nerves, so we bailed. Our
destination? Claire’s place, a quaint house nestled in the lively
suburb of Ivry-sur-Seine. Unlike the soulless high-rise buildings
that populate my hometown of Neuilly, which mainly caters to
wealthy artists in a perpetual existential crisis, aimless
heiresses like me, or older gentlemen with roving eyes usually
running businesses or multinationals, Ivry is more alive, with
younger demographic and a charm all its own. The journey is a bit
of a schlep from my house, an hour by metro, with longer by bus
indeed, and night buses being even more unreliable. Let’s not even
discuss the extortionate Parisian taxi fares, (yes, don’t get me
started with that… even for me) a priceless experience in every
sense. But the reward is worth it. Claire’s house is homely and
welcoming, a haven of peace in the very French Gomorrah, complete
with a garden, an indoor pool, and more importantly, it’s where
some of my fondest memories reside.

Situated at
25, Impasse du Temple, Claire’s home sits nestled in a quiet
residential cul-de-sac. The house stands out, flaunting a pale-blue
facade, a cosy front garden, and a wide terrace. It’s a quaint
single-story dwelling, complete with a rear garden. Here, I’ve
ridden the metro to paradise only to be cruelly dropped off at the
nightmare station.

As far as I
know, Claire shares the house only with her mother. They own the
place, another similarity between us, both fatherless, albeit for
different reasons. Her father, a military man stationed in Ivory
Coast, died when she was six. The house was purchased on a
mortgage, and in the wake of his death, her mother worked
tirelessly to meet the payments. They’ve clung to the house due to
its sentimental value, striving to maintain it against all odds.
Now, nearly mortgage-free thanks to Laure Cobert’s Herculean
efforts, Claire’s mother plans to bequeath the house to her
daughter. Laure’s work as a nurse was a demanding job, not just in
terms of her gruelling night shifts and long hours, but also the
strain of juggling the bills, the mortgage and ensuring Claire’s
needs were met. There was a time when she put in over sixty hours a
week, an overwhelming feat. It’s a shame to see Claire in her
current state given her mother’s sacrifices.

As we arrived
at the threshold of her house, it was still quite fresh though the
weather had improved with a clear, sunny sky. I was laden with
several shopping bags, crossing the portico leading to the terrace
and the main door, when Claire turned to look at me.

“Oh, is it not too heavy?” Claire asked, her eyes flicking to
the bags.

“No, it’s all right!” I replied, my voice dripping with
nonchalance. “I’ll sort this out tonight when I come back home.
Anyway, what’s for lunch? What’s on the grand menu?”

“Well, that,” Claire said, a playful grin spreading across her
face, “I still have no idea! But I’ll have a look. Perhaps we can
whip up something quick, just like the good old days!”

She took out
her keys from her pockets, a bewildering collection of about ten
different keys attached to the keyring, and finally opened the
door. As we entered, the warmth enveloped us, a stark contrast to
the outside chill, and the room was bright, filled with the noise
of a TV she probably forgot to switch off before coming. I followed
her in, dropping my bags and removing my coat and scarf near the
U-shaped stairs. She had a small recess next to the stairs for
leaving coats, and at the end of the rail guard, there was a pole
where she always hung her coat. I’ve always followed her lead,
hanging mine over hers. Having removed my coat, scarf, hat, and
gloves, and having left my five bags, I turned to look at her, who
was still behind me, her eyes filled with an expression I couldn’t
quite read.

“Okay, it’s weird, I thought I switched off the TV this
morning… You want to drink something, Mademoiselle Kominsky?” she
looked at me, just like every time I came to her place.

“Your mum’s probably here. And, for the drink, whatever. You
decide,” I was undecided.

“Mum is at work for sure. I don’t know, it’s probably nothing.
Well, suit yourself, I’m coming, just need to look at what we may
eat.”

“There’s potentially an intruder and you’re not much worried,
Mademoiselle Cobert?”

She rushed to
the kitchen on the left, her favourite room filled with the aroma
of baked delights. As I turned back, my gaze swept through the
living space, each corner being a repository of joyful memories.
The entire place resonated with a vibrant, almost palpable warmth
that never failed to draw me in. This was where we had created the
best moments of my life, all eighteen years of them. In this very
room, my laughter had mingled with Claire’s, our voices echoing
through the corners, filling them with an unspoken charm.

The dining
area greeted visitors with a black metallic table, its massive
glass top gleaming under soft lights. The navy-blue curtain was
drawn, framing a small green flowerpot with a fresh red rose,
Claire’s poetic tribute to her father. The rose was a silent
witness to our shared history, a symbol of love and loss. Random
books and fake flowers adorned a small shelving unit, standing like
guardians of a place that held so much of my heart. But the living
room was where the magic happened. Two long black-leathered sofas,
comfortably worn, faced each other, with a small coffee table in
between. On weekends, we would transform this space, moving the
furniture, laying down a mattress, wrapping ourselves in warm
blankets, and hot chocolates always nearby. We would watch movies,
the laughter and tears of characters mirroring our own emotions.
The thick burgundy curtains would shut out the world, leaving just
the gentle sound of rain tapping on the windows. Everything about
that room spoke of comfort, joy, and intimacy.

Behind the
wall with the tall lamp between the sofas lay the indoor swimming
pool and garage, the door often ajar, inviting a cool breeze that
complemented the warmth of the living room. It was a balance, a
harmony that Claire had mastered in her home. Claire’s kitchen,
though small, was a marvel. Situated in the recess of the stairs,
it was equipped with everything she needed to create her culinary
masterpieces. I’d often watch her, a smile playing on her lips as
she mixed, stirred, and baked. Her happiness was infectious, making
everything she baked taste like a piece of heaven.

I made my way
to the sofa, memories flooding back when suddenly, a sound from
upstairs froze me in place. A door opened, and footsteps hurried
along the corridor. These weren’t just any footsteps; they were
familiar and filled me with an emotion I rarely felt as their pace
echoed in my memory: pure, unadulterated surprise. These looked
like someone I knew, someone whose mere presence could turn this
place of joy into a battlefield. My heart pounded as the steps
descended the stairs, each footfall echoing louder in my ears. I
believe that I knew who it was, and I knew that the peaceful day
was about to shatter. The antagonist of my story, the one person
who could spoil everything beautiful, was certainly about to make
an entrance, and I braced myself for the confrontation.

The memories
of joy and warmth seemed to retreat, overshadowed by the looming
presence of conflict. This person, coming from downstairs, was a
flagrant violation of the peace I was having with my ex-girlfriend.
The living room, once a sanctuary, now felt like a stage set for a
showdown, and I was at the centre, ready to face the one person I
truly despised.

“Oh, Charlotte, what the hell are you doing here?” I saw Kelly
coming down the stairs.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Claire, are you serious?” I suddenly
looked at my ex.

Claire turned
back, and her face drained of colour, a look of surprise shifted
her facial features. The fridge door hung open, forgotten, as she
looked at me, and I could see the dawning realisation in her eyes.
This encounter was unexpected and unintended. But my attention
quickly shifted from Claire to the figure that now filled the room
with her very presence.

Take a moment
and think of something you hate with a visceral intensity. It might
be a place, a food, a sound, or even a memory. That’s what Kelly is
to me. She’s a living embodiment of everything I could despise. Her
very existence is a torment, a constant reminder of betrayal and
pain. If you’re wondering why I feel this way, let me explain.

This is Kelly
Royer. A real inspiration for abortion.

Her long,
straight dark hair framed a face that might be considered
attractive to someone who didn’t know her true nature. But to me,
those green eyes, wide with feigned innocence, were nothing but a
window to her rotten soul. Her height was accentuated, but not in a
manner that added to her appeal. Her face, perhaps once beautiful
in a superficial way, now held no charm for me, only disgust. She
was dressed in a pink pyjama set that was draped over her slim
frame like a second skin, clashing horribly with pink high-heeled
slippers. Even in this casual attire, her appearance was
meticulously crafted. Everything about her, from her perfectly
manicured nails to the smug tilt of her chin, was a calculated
attempt at seduction.

But it was her
personality, her very essence that filled me with the most intense
revulsion. Her arrogance, her vanity, her blatant vulgarity, it was
all on display. Her femininity was twisted and contorted, reduced
to something crass and vulgar. She was an affront, a perversion of
everything beautiful and pure. As Claire sensed the impending storm
too, I watched her aborting her search in the fridge, her movements
becoming desperate as she rushed towards the living room. She knew
what was about to unfold, what Kelly’s presence meant. The
atmosphere, once filled with warmth and cherished memories, was now
thick with tension and dread. The room itself seemed to recoil from
Kelly’s presence, the walls closing in as if trying to escape her
toxic influence. She soured the mood.

But what
filled me with the most intense revulsion was not her appearance
but her actions, her choices, and the betrayal that she had so
gleefully orchestrated. She was the architect of my pain, the
destroyer of my love. Her very existence was a constant reminder of
the agony she had inflicted on me. And now, here she was, standing
in the living room, that same twisted smile on her lips as if she
carefully planned this very moment.

As I looked
into Kelly’s eyes, my blood boiling with hatred, I knew that this
was just the beginning. The storm was here, and there was no
turning back. Our past had caught up with us, and as much as I
wished to deny it, Kelly was now a part of our story, a dark stain
on a once beautiful canvas. Her arrival was a signal, a declaration
of war. And I knew that from that moment on, nothing would ever be
the same again. Three months had passed since that tough day when
Claire cheated on me with her and another guy in her very bedroom
upstairs, and the wound was still raw. Kelly’s presence was a slap
in the face, a cruel reminder of what I had lost and the darkness
that now loomed over what was once a loving relationship. Her
presence was inexplicable, a painful enigma that defied all reason
and logic. She had no place here, yet here she was, an uninvited
ghost haunting my present, and I knew with a chilling certainty
that I would never escape her shadow.

“Oh… I thought you were gone,” Claire stuttered, her eyes wide
with surprise as she quickly moved into the living room, placing
herself between Kelly and me like a barrier.

“No, I was actually waiting for you!” Kelly’s voice dripped
with sweetness as she looked at Claire, feigning innocence. “I
thought we were staying together today. What the heck is she doing
here?”

“What a pleasant surprise to find you here,” I said, rolling
my eyes, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “I thought this place was
reserved for human beings, as pets weren’t allowed in the premises
back in the days, but rules have changed apparently.”

“Charlotte, I swear I didn’t know she was here!” Claire’s
voice quivered, and I could see the panic in her eyes, knowing that
Kelly’s presence was a deliberate attempt to provoke me. “And… Okay
then… Well, listen, she came over because I wasn’t feeling well
yesterday. She stayed the night with me.”

“Darling, it’s fine,” Kelly interrupted, her voice oozing with
false concern. “I guess I can bear your ex for an
afternoon…”

“Okay, Claire. I need something strong.”

“Why?” Claire’s voice was a mix of confusion and
dread.

“So at least I can tolerate the fact that this festering
blight on humanity is alive and, more importantly, in the same room
with me.”

“Okay, erm…” Claire’s hands fluttered nervously, her eyes
darting between Kelly and me. “Just try not to assassinate her.
Please. She was just making her way out. I’m going to prepare some
food for us.”

I could see
Claire’s desperate attempt to keep the peace, but I had no
intention of making things easy for Kelly. But okay. That’s an
interesting way for Kelly to appear, back in her pyjama, right in
the very place where the betrayal happened. Nice try, but she’s
caught both Claire and me off guard. Should I even be angry? I’m no
longer with Claire, and Kelly’s playing her usual games. Very
clever. But I looked at her with disgust. Making her way out in
pyjamas? The audacity of it stings. My mind races, preparing for my
move. She won’t win this twisted game, not this time.

“Wow…” I looked at Kelly, from her feet to her hair, my face
twisted with genuine disdain.

The sight of
her in those pyjamas brought back memories I’d rather forget.

“What?” She seemed confused, her eyes narrowing as she
wondered where I would strike.

“You are one of God’s worst mistakes,” I said, my voice
dripping with contempt.

“So are you,” she retorted, matching my disdain, her posture
defiant.

“You tragic, crying waste of skin!” I looked at her right in
the eyes, my words cutting and true.

I felt a
strange pleasure in finding just the right phrase to describe
her.

“Sometimes I wonder where you find your expletives,” she
replied, trying to dismiss my words, but I could see a flicker of
uncertainty in her eyes.

“And I’m well aware of how it aches,” I continued, my voice
softening slightly, a hint of something more in my
words.

“I don’t get you…” she said, her confusion growing.

“And, unlike Claire, you still won’t let me in…” I added, my
voice trailing off, the words catching in my throat.

“Have you gone mad?” she snapped, her patience wearing
thin.

“No, sorry. You just remind me of a song. It’s just... sorry,
I was thinking aloud,” I finished, my voice almost wistful, the
realisation dawning on me that my words had strayed into territory
I hadn’t intended to explore.

I looked at
her nails, for some inexplicable reason, drawn to the gaudy display
of her French manicure. It was genuinely awful. I mean, I hate nail
polish, to begin with, but fake nails, that’s something that
outright repels me. Fake makeup as well. I’ve never understood the
allure of plastic surgery or the perceived beauty in faces filled
with Botox. And Kelly, she doesn’t have anything real to offer.
Everything about her seems to be a facade. Kelly’s relationship
with me has always been volatile, like a match to a fuse. But ever
since she managed to manipulate Claire into breaking up with me,
it’s become clear that she’s intent on pulling her further away
from me. In my mind, even though Claire and I have parted ways,
even though I have a new boyfriend, there’s no chance that Kelly
could ever take my place in Claire’s life. We hate each other
openly, and our shared school environment (though we’re not in the
same group) only serves to escalate things into a fun spectacle for
everyone else.

The funny
thing is, she still bears the scar on her nose from our clash last
October at school. That incident cost me a month’s exclusion, but
my mother pleaded my case, and I was allowed back in. On that day,
I realised I wasn’t good enough to restrain my anger. Just a day
after Claire had cheated on me, I caught sight of Kelly’s smug face
in the classroom, and I snapped. I slammed her nose against her
desk, and the sound of it cracking was something I’ll never forget.
They said I should apologise, but I never did. Now, the battle
between us continues, but it’s become more psychological, a game of
one-upmanship. For instance, as we settled into Claire’s living
room, I managed to take the lead again by choosing the prime spot
on the sofa facing the TV. As Kelly followed me, there was a subtle
undercurrent of dominance between us, making a quiet proclamation,
I am the leader; you are the follower. It was a small victory, but
it set the stage for the strange conversation that unfolded next, a
conversation that, once again, I initiated with relish.

“It’s still kind of strange to see you like this, just waking
up… What depraved things have you done last night?” I sneered; my
voice filled with genuine contempt.

“Well, making my move, I suppose,” she replied, her eyes
gleaming with wicked delight. “You know, just, erm… Well, I guess
you know why I came last night and stayed there. Someone needed to
comfort Claire.”

“Yeah. And you’re obviously the right person for that, you,
the epitome of moral decay.”

“Well, Charlotte, no offence, but while you’re busy sulking
over your failed relationship, you know, she is still
suffering!”

“Oh, bite me! And what should I say? Thank you? Thank you for
orchestrating the destruction of my relationship? Thank you for
being the venomous snake you are?”

“Well, she told you. She needed to see something else.
Something you clearly couldn’t provide! You cannot blame her for
this, can you? And in the end, you also benefitted from this, as
far as I know, right?”

“Oh my God, your very existence, your voice, your smug face,
everything about you makes me want to eradicate your presence from
the Earth…”

“Why? I am not your enemy, I just… I have known Claire for a
while, I’ve always been her friend. Unlike you, I saw what she
needed.”

“Yeah, is that why you lured her into some scumbag’s arms? An
STD was probably the enlightenment she needed, right? You’re
sick!”

“That’s… naive, Charlotte. You’ve got it all wrong. You were
just a selfish, clueless partner, and now she had the experience
she needed… I guess… Now she’s ready for a new life, without
you.”

“How do you mean? What twisted fantasy are you concocting
now?”

I understood
perfectly what Kelly was hinting at, but since it was just the two
of us now, I wanted to see where she was trying to go with this
twisted game. Her vague mention of experience was a thinly veiled
insinuation that Claire needed to sleep with someone else since she
had only ever been with me. And now, in her twisted logic, Kelly
was trying to tell me that now that she’s been with enough people,
I can make my move and see how it goes. Was she seriously telling
me that she wanted to try her luck with my ex?

The very
thought was laughable, and it left me with a bitter mix of
frustration and amusement. I was the one who knew Claire better
than anyone, certainly better than Kelly. I had Claire’s love, her
heart. I knew everything about her, her habits, her likes, her
dislikes. What she found annoying, what made her thrilled,
everything. Kelly and Claire might have had a superficial
connection, but they were worlds apart. Kelly, with her
narcissistic, extroverted love of showing off, spending money, and
clubbing, was the antithesis of Claire, who was an introvert who
loved the comfort of her home and the simple pleasure of hot
chocolate before a film. If they ever tried to have a relationship,
it would be doomed from the start.

Yet, as absurd
as it was, I couldn’t shake the conviction that Kelly had been
manipulating Claire all along, and now she was trying to manipulate
me to get what she wanted. The venom in her voice had shifted to
something else, something almost pleading. Was she asking for my
help? To win Claire’s heart? As much as I loathed the idea, I
decided to listen more closely. Kelly’s twisted mind fascinated me,
and I was now all ears, eager to hear her next move in this sordid
game she was playing. Her audacity was infuriating, but I wanted to
see where this conversation would lead. She’s asking for guidance?
Yeah, I can definitely provide her with all the guidance she wants.
Not a problem.

“Get over it, Charlotte, really! It’s hard for her, to have
you around. I mean, the way you behave, the way you turn around
her, just your presence...” Kelly’s voice oozed insincerity and
something darker.

Her words sent
a shiver down my spine. Not only was she trying to get close to
Claire, but she was also working to isolate her completely. It was
like she wanted to sever all connections, to break everything that
held Claire to her old life, and I was the main obstacle. Why? Why
would she do that? It was a stark contrast to my approach when
Claire and I were together. I never wanted to isolate my
girlfriend; on the contrary, I encouraged her to make new friends
because she was already isolated! That’s what Kelly’s game was
about; she wanted total control over Claire.

I could see it
all now: Kelly was setting herself up as the new saviour, the new
messiah in Claire’s life, casting me as the villain. And now, she
was trying to eliminate me from the picture altogether, ensuring
that Claire had no one to turn to but her. That’s why she’s here
now. Her manipulation was not subtle, but it was insidious. It was
a play for control, and I realised with a touch of anger and fear
that Kelly was far more dangerous than I had ever thought. Her
intentions were not just selfish, they were downright malicious.
She was playing a game, and Claire was the achievement. And as much
as I hated to admit it, I was now part of that game too.

“Then why did she break up with me, if my presence is so hard
for her to bear and why did she come to wait for me in front of my
building?” I asked.

“That’s not what I said,” she innocently tried to clean her
hands.

“That is CLEARLY what you said. But you know what? Let’s play
the game on your own terms: if you want to have Claire in your bed,
fine. You’re being an abusive girlfriend, and I won’t let anyone be
abusive with her. I may not be with her… but I know her, and being
in an abusive relationship, I am sorry, as long as I’m alive, it’s
never gonna happen.”

And at this
moment, she stopped leaning towards me and took a deep breath. Her
eyes flickered, betraying something hidden beneath the surface, and
I could see right through her. Trying to do a deep cleaning around
Claire was a perfect strategy to have her isolated and malleable,
but what I had trouble understanding was the ultimate purpose.
Manipulating someone, okay, but for what end? When I use
manipulation, it’s always for a concrete goal, like extracting
important information or acquiring something specific. Kelly,
though, already had everything she needed. Wealth wasn’t an issue
for her; her life was comfortably cushioned in obscurity. Was it
fear of loneliness that drove her? That seemed unlikely, given her
nature. The only thing that hadn’t passed over her in this city was
the metro. Thoughtful and lost in my analysis, I paused for a
moment, my mind whirling with suspicion and frustration. What was
she after? What was her real game? In the grand scheme of things, I
knew I had to be ready to counter it. For Claire’s sake and my
own.

“Unless…” I pretended to be thoughtful.

“You should be careful with me… I just have a few calls to
make and both of you are just gone. Missing. Done.”

“Oh, good for you. If I make a few calls, the only thing I
could get is a pizza…”

“There are things that you may want to accept that are
escaping your control,” she started to speak very low like
confessing a secret. “Claire is already mine. You can’t do
anything. You’re too late. I’m just warning you: back off now.
Otherwise…”

“Otherwise, what? You’re gonna bite me, maybe?”

“Otherwise… I’ll personally supervise your very own suicide
and make sure Claire goes in the same ditch as you
will.”
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In the grand
scheme of things, standing in a queue outside an exclusive
nightclub might seem inconsequential, yet there was a certain
allure to it, a buzz of anticipation that was impossible to ignore.
The air was bitingly cold, but we were well-prepared and tipsy
enough. I was adorned in a captivating ensemble: a velvet short
dress that clung to my curves like a second skin, paired with
stiletto heels that commanded attention with every step. Claire, a
vision beside me, wore a silk dress that shimmered under the
streetlights, effortlessly complementing her natural grace, and
heels as well. Seeing your ex-girlfriend clad like this makes you
regret your very existence most bitterly. She was breathtaking, her
allure magnified against the backdrop of the evening’s
darkness.

But that day
significantly improved, after the ceaseless banter with Kelly came
to an end. Anyway, Kelly is akin to a universal constant, like dark
matter or a black hole of banality. Every interaction with her is
an exploration into the uncharted territories of absurdity. The
amount of rubbish that can escape her lips is nothing short of a
scientific marvel. But, like a merciful eclipse cutting off the
incessant glare of the sun, she didn’t stay long. And thank
goodness for that. Once she started to unleash her verbal
onslaught, Claire and I were drawn into a battle of wits, or
perhaps a battle of half-wits, depending on your perspective. In
our time-honoured tradition of mutual aggression, I assured her
that with my vast wealth, I would do my best to ensure her complete
and utter irrelevance... Until Claire, in her infinite wisdom,
emerged from the kitchen to declare that Kelly’s time among us was
at an end, and she had to leave. It was a blessed reprieve from an
experience that challenges the very laws of human endurance.

“I am so sorry she had to be like that…”

“Was it planned, at least? The fact that I’d come here, and
she’d show up?”

“No, I swear to God she was not supposed to be
here…”

Kelly’s
expletives might have reached cosmic proportions, invoking all her
conceivable deities, but her theatrical exit was the sweet
crescendo to her unwanted presence. She left, and the drama of her
departure was the only thing of importance. The earth kept
spinning, and life moved on.

Lunch was
quick and unremarkable, a culinary interlude devoid of gastronomic
grandeur. Claire didn’t seem inclined to be the next
Michelin-starred chef, but I wasn’t complaining. We settled into an
agreeable domesticity, frying up the little odds and ends I’d
acquired earlier. And by odds and ends, I mean shoes and dresses,
all part of my inscrutable desire to spend the evening with her,
perhaps to make a move. But I, unlike Kelly, know my ex. I know her
likes, dislikes, and her unparalleled distaste for vulgarity.

The afternoon
unfolded in languid relaxation, with idle chatter and feigned
intimacy that wouldn’t last a day. My grand romantic gesture?
Postponed. But Claire reassured me, Kelly and she would never be a
thing. As if I needed a warning. As I was indulging in a trial run
of my new ankle boots, Claire arrived bearing the nectar of the
gods (whiskey, if you must know). I greeted the sight with an
appreciative Now we’re talking, and we were off to a rousing start.
We danced, chatted, gossiped, and lambasted the usual suspects,
Kelly, boyfriends, friends, and life in general. Time slipped away,
and we were unburdened by its passage, lost in each other’s
presence, and the lack of desire to end it.

The night
called for something special, and a table at a restaurant on the
Champs-Elysées seemed fitting for a pretend millionaire.
Surprisingly, it appeared that the Frenchie had surpassed me in
alcohol tolerance. A sign of age? How tragically uncool. Dinner was
a bittersweet symphony, a peculiar blend of nostalgia and reality,
wrapped in the freezing January air. My outfit, though chic, proved
ill-suited for the weather. But Claire’s stunning red dress was a
sight to warm any heart, even one jaded by familiarity. We were
merry, tipsy, and living the high life in our posh surroundings.
And then, as we wrapped up our meal, Claire fixed me with a look
that could cut through steel, and she asked me:

“You know what? I want to dance. I want to stay up all
night.”

“We can have sex and it’s gonna work the same way,” I looked
at her, adopting the same position, and moving my leg toward
hers.

“Yeah, Don Juan. We could. But… Let’s say that… I want to go
to a nightclub.”

“Well, you can’t even do that, darling.”

“Yeah, just like you, buying alcohol to a minor, but hey… I
guess we both broke the law tonight, my love!” she looked at me
with a certain smile.

Ah, Paris, the
City of Lights, where contradictions abound, and a nightclub can
find itself nestled near esteemed historical monuments like the
Pantheon. This was the spot Claire had in mind, tucked away in the
heart of intellectual Paris, the Quartier Latin. A haunt she
frequented with Kelly, of all people. Kelly, the fountain of
nonsense. I had to ignore a rising sense of vexation at the
thought. As long as Kelly’s face didn’t materialise within the
club’s walls, I was game for anything.

The
nightclub’s name, The Hive, seemed to be a fitting metaphor for
Claire’s transformation. I had known her as someone who despised
the very idea of nightclubs, and now she was here, not just as a
patron but as a VIP. As I presented my foreign passport, Claire
flashed her fake one and a golden VIP pass. Seventeen and already a
VIP at The Hive. A sinking feeling gnawed at me, a mix of contempt
and disbelief at what she had become. People change, sure, but this
was something else. Time seemed to drift away in that endless
queue, my mind wandering, and the alcohol’s warm embrace began to
wear off. The place was buzzing busier than I’d anticipated for a
weekday, hidden away in a small street yet teeming with life. A
grocery store and bank flanked the building, both closed for the
night, leaving The Hive to pulse alone. Its façade was a
contradiction, warehouse-like and bland, yet alive with unseen
energy. The blue and gold neon sign gave it a certain charm, much
like Claire’s newfound persona.

After an
eternal twenty minutes of scrutinising Claire and wrestling with my
thoughts, we finally reached the entrance, passing under the
bouncer’s predatory gaze. I managed to suppress my desire to snap
back, aware that starting trouble with him would be unwise. The red
carpet led us into a dim vestibule, split by two staircases leading
up and down. Upstairs for us, of course, being VIPs for the night.
A lovely girl at the counter checked Claire’s pass, offering to
take our coats and bags. I divested myself of unnecessary
encumbrances, retaining only my credit card and phone. There was an
undercurrent of mistrust as I handed over my belongings. Was this
who Claire was now, gallivanting around VIP sections, trusting
strangers?

Though the
place was warmer, I felt a chill, perhaps prompted by the unknown
or maybe just the daunting realisation of what Claire had become. A
transformation so profound it was almost tragic. I paid the fee to
follow Claire upstairs, not being a member myself. As we turned
towards the stairs, she reached out and took my hand, a spontaneous
gesture that seemed to reconnect us to a time before The Hive. The
night was young, the club was vibrant, and Paris was alive with
possibilities. Possibilities that alcohol made us exploit. But even
as we prepared to dive in, the nagging sense of contempt remained,
a shadow on the otherwise sparkling evening. Was this what she
wanted? Was this what we had become? The answers were elusive,
drowned out by the beat of the music, the allure of the lights, and
the promise of the night.

“Am I partially hallucinating, or you just grabbed my hand
just like when we were a couple?”

“Yeah. Let’s say that… erm… There’s something I kind of wanted
for a certain time now. I’ve got a birthday gift for you, let’s
say.”

“And what is that?”

I must
confess, that I was caught wholly unprepared, and the sensation was
nothing short of an electric shock to my system. There I was, tipsy
but not quite enough to misinterpret the reality of what just
happened. Claire had shoved me against the wall with a surprising
force, her eyes sparkling with mischief, and before I could even
register the action, her lips were on mine. The world froze.

A kiss? From
Claire? Now?

I was trapped
between the joy of unexpected intimacy and the shocking realisation
that this was happening. My body responded before my mind could
catch up. If I were dreaming, then to hell with reality; I placed
my hand on her cheek, pulling her close, feeling the warmth of her
body against mine. It was a fleeting moment, a stolen second in
time, but it was enough to send my heart racing and my mind
whirling. When our lips finally parted, I stared at her,
bewilderment and ecstasy warring within me. Her beautiful face was
illuminated by the dim lighting of the club, her eyes accentuated
by the dark mascara and eyeliner, her lips glowing red and curved
into a knowing smile. That smile, that damn smile that had always
managed to stir something deep within me, was back, and it was
aimed solely at me. Why? What did it mean? Questions tumbled
through my mind, but I couldn’t find the words to voice them. All I
could do was bask in the unexpected joy of the moment, a moment
that had come out of nowhere but had somehow felt right.

My heart was
pounding in my chest, the shock of the kiss still resonating
through my body. I was alive with sensations I hadn’t felt in a
long time. Claire had managed to surprise me, to awaken something
that I thought was long buried, and all that brutally resurfaced.
The world could wait. For now, there was only her smile, her eyes,
and the lingering taste of her lips. It was a moment to be
savoured, a surprising twist in a night that was proving to be
anything but ordinary.

“Happy birthday, Charlotte.”

“What does that mean?”

“Don’t ask and just enjoy. Let’s go. I need to drink, I’m
thirsty!”

Yeah, well.
Those butterflies in my stomach were getting worse. But I pushed
that aside; I’ll have plenty of time to analyse what just happened
when nursing a hangover tomorrow.

We quickly
ascended the eighteen steps, a somewhat poetic reminder of my
coming-of-age on this eighteenth birthday, all while navigating a
faint mist that made visibility tricky. Was it part of the club’s
ambience or something more? I could hardly care after that
electrifying kiss. Each step felt heavier, and I found myself
unusually grateful for the handrails and the guiding blue neon
lights. At the top, another black-suited bouncer waited, hidden in
the dark and oddly wearing sunglasses. How could he even see us?
Some things, I suppose, are best left unexplained. Claire flashed
her golden VIP pass, and with a nod, the surprisingly
gender-misjudged bouncer opened us the way.

“Welcome to the VIP Club, ladies,” he opened the door to a
different world.

The thumping
electro-music flooded my ears, instantly reminding me of my disdain
for nightclubs. It’s an odd sentiment for someone being initiated
to everything posh, but the flashing neon lights, futuristic decor,
and thunderous vibrations couldn’t be ignored. We stepped into a
dimly lit balcony area, a VIP lounge overlooking the dancing crowd
below. With more seating, a bar, and fewer people, it was a more
comfortable setting, yet still rich in temptations. As we settled
in, I glanced at the enticing offerings, in terms of human
presence, around me. It wasn’t that I was thirsty, but why not take
a look at the menu? My eyes roamed the bar, the various tables and
sofas, the waiters weaving in and out, and the intriguing mix of
individuals. A heady blend of opportunity and challenge permeated
the air, filling me with determination. If Claire had kissed me
downstairs, tonight could be my night. It was time to seize the
moment.

Spontaneously,
Claire tightened her grip on my hand and pulled me towards the bar.
I followed, heart pounding, mind racing, but ready. After all,
tonight was more than just a celebration, it was a chance to
reintroduce Claire back into my life, and I wasn’t going to waste
it. Oh, but this place, this wild, vibrating dance of lights and
music, might not be the perfect setting for rekindling something
meaningful. But then again, whoever said life played by perfect
rules? We were here, and the night had barely begun, filled with a
promise that was mine for the taking. Not a chance in the world
that I would let it slip away. Not tonight. Not after that
kiss.

“Okay, baby… so what do you want to drink?”

“Pick whatever you want,” I acted as detached, clearly
flirting with her. “It’ll make me happy… And make me
drunk.”

“Cool, so I can do what all those guys are doing, making you
drink and drag you to someplace where we can finish that night as
it’s meant to finish…”

“Oh, is that the plan?” I was playful.

“Unless you’ve got a better one…” she was now confident and
gave me a smile that meant so much.

Smart move,
make me drink, baby.

Okay, so it
was all starting to make sense now. The orchestrated day, from the
restaurant and shopping spree, the dress, the nightclub, and that
unexpected, pulse-quickening kiss. It seemed the tides had turned,
and on this day of all days, my birthday, she was the one knocking
on my door. I could practically hear Kelly seething in the
background, but her displeasure was the least of my concerns. I had
Claire back, my once-reserved Claire, now so audacious and
purposeful. She chose to come here, to buy drinks, and not simply
to dance downstairs. I realised she was playing her version of
Catch Me If You Can, yet something seemed off. Claire was typically
more straightforward when she wanted something, but she was
resorting to metaphors, hinting she wanted to spend the night with
me, leading me to question why she had brought me here. The last
time we’d gone out for dinner, it had culminated in an intimate
moment, but this time felt different. However, any doubts were
quickly dispelled when her gaze met mine, filled with hope, and her
hand slowly journeyed towards my buttocks. Against all odds, we
found ourselves immersed in romance in an environment that was
anything but romantic.

“Okay, honey. Let’s drink!” I was determined.

“Yeah, let’s drink,” she seemed like looking for
something.

“Okay. Follow me.”

Driven by a
euphoric haze, in the dimly lit bar, the scent of spilt drinks
mixed with the sticky feeling beneath my feet. I was feeling tipsy,
and every detail seemed to sharpen and blur simultaneously.
Scattered papers littered the floor, mostly till receipts, a chaos
that seemed at odds with the waiters efficiently navigating the
room. The bar was oddly unoccupied compared to the bustling
mezzanine, with only a few souls in attendance. Among them was a
man who caught my attention. Seated on one of the stools, he looked
like someone seeking solace in a drink to erase the memory of a
terrible day. Beside him, a tall brunette engaged in conversation
with a waiter, but it was the man who drew my focus. A bad hunch
told me he was here for something else. Two others, a man and his
girlfriend, hovered nearby, but they were irrelevant. My instincts
tugged at me, insisting that something would draw me to this lone
figure.

As I observed
him more closely, my manipulative nature kicked in, working to
decipher this enigma before me. I often prided myself on reading
people without concrete evidence, a handy talent for showing off.
His body language was suspicious, his eyes darting around as if
seeking someone. Dressed in a grey top, black trousers, and ranger
shoes, he had an appearance that was clean but rugged. His unshaven
beard gave him an average look, not particularly handsome, but
something about him screamed cop. My mind painted him as a possibly
misogynistic sociopath, engaged in some undercover activity.
Whether a cop or military or private investigator, I couldn’t quite
tell, but his eavesdropping on the nearby couple made me lean
towards the cop option.

Meanwhile,
Claire approached the bar, her steps measured and purposeful. I
hung back, watching, feeling the weight of manipulation at play.
Her movements seemed calculated, a subtle shift towards the space
between the mystery man and the couple. I watched as she spoke to
the waiter, and then, without warning, the man addressed her. It
was at that precise moment I decided to approach, curiosity and a
sense of thrill urging me on.

“Hey, Claire! What are you doing here?” The guy waved at my
girl.

Ah, the pieces
were beginning to fit together. The connection between the mystery
man and me was Claire. Sometimes, my intuition was startlingly
accurate. A thought struck me, why did Claire veer to his right
when she initially aimed for his left? Possibly, she noticed more
space on that side at the last minute. It was a typical Claire
move, her eyes lowered and her arms forming an upside-down ‘V’ when
walking, particularly when she felt uncertain. Yet, the enigma
deepened. Out of all the men in the room, why did this one intrigue
me? A room full of potential subjects, but my attention was firmly
anchored on him. What made him stand out in this crowded space? So,
I came closer. Did they have a relationship together? I don’t know.
For some reason, his face when I saw him seemed familiar to me. I
saw him somewhere, I just can’t recall precisely where.

“Hey, Joris! How are you today? What are you doing here
tonight?”

Swiftly,
Claire’s head turned, and her face flushed with sudden discomfort.
Her eyes darted between the stranger and me, her focus oscillating
with an unreadable expression. Confusion and curiosity welled up
inside me. What on earth was going on? As I neared, I instinctively
staked my claim, slipping into the possessive role of a girlfriend.
I pulled Claire into my arms and rested my head on her shoulder,
silently communicating, she’s mine, back off, whoever you are. Yet
I scrutinised the stranger’s face, taking in his utterly average
appearance. Not particularly handsome, but undeniably familiar.
Recognition gnawed at me. Where had I seen him before? The memory
danced tantalisingly just out of reach.

“Well, I just wanted to see something else than my flat
tonight! And Sophie dragged me here!”

“Oh, she’s here? How’s she going?” Claire enthusiastically
said.

“Well, she’s downstairs. And she’s fine! She just wanted me to
keep an eye on her.”

“Okay… I’ll probably try to find her downstairs,” Claire
seemed more confident.

At that
moment, I noticed details I had missed before. The man was not
wearing a top, but a vest paired with a white shirt, and a
half-empty beer sitting in front of him. His eyes locked on Claire
and my understanding became clearer. Perhaps something had happened
earlier that day, and this was why he was waiting upstairs. Our
gazes met and held, both filled with recognition. Yes, he was a
cop, a conclusion confirmed by a discreet scar on the left side of
his neck. As we continued to stare at each other, I felt sure that
we had met before. The specifics eluded me, (the where, when, and
how) but the connection was undeniable. He broke the silence with a
nod towards Claire and then turned to address me directly,
launching us into conversation.

“I’m sorry to be intrusive, but your face looks familiar to
me!”

“Oh, it’s fine!” I confirmed. “Yeah, I feel like we already
met somewhere. Can’t say precisely where but I feel like we already
met.”

“What’s your name?”

“Well, I’m Charlotte,” I shyly said.

As I stated my
name, I saw a spark of revelation in his eyes. Yet I remained
perplexed, still struggling to place his identity. He seemed to
hold his breath halfway out for a second before exhaling, his face
reflecting a sudden realisation like, oh my god, that’s her. I
sensed that he might have been taking advantage of my confusion,
enjoying the fact that I hadn’t yet recognised him. My name rang a
bell for him. Perhaps Claire had mentioned me to him in the past,
triggering his recognition. But his reaction was intriguing: a
mixture of embarrassment and a certain adventurous gleam in his
eye. It told me something important about our previous encounter.
It likely hadn’t been on a good day, or maybe I had insulted him.
No, if I had insulted him, he wouldn’t have responded that way to
my name, and I would have remembered him. The puzzle continued to
perplex me.

“Joris! It’s a pleasure to meet you!” He stated his
identity.

“Likewise!” I politely smiled. “Yet I still can’t recall when
we met…”

Indeed, he
chose not to mention when we had met, a telling omission that
reinforced my belief that our previous encounter had not been a
pleasant one. The fact that he was deliberately keeping me in the
dark, at least for now, spoke volumes. As these thoughts raced
through my mind, I felt Claire slowly trying to slip past us,
likely in search of Sophie, a schoolmate of ours. Though they were
merely acquaintances, like most of our schoolmates, I knew that
they had grown closer since our breakup. So, this enigmatic man
named Joris knew both Sophie and Claire. The plot thickened, and
the connections between us grew more intriguing by the minute.

“Okay,” Claire was trying to make her way away. “Listen, the
time you guys make friends, I’m gonna go downstairs looking for
Sophie. I’m coming back in a second, okay?”

“Yeah, fair enough!”

“You behave, Charlotte, okay?”

“Yeah, I promise I won’t make a mess, mummy!” I sarcastically
replied to my ex.

Well, okay.
She managed to slip between Joris and me, and, as she smiled at me
when she was walking away, I smiled her back. Well, she kissed me,
and I was more expecting like finding myself alone with her, and
trying to make my move, but, if she brings Sophie, plus that guy,
regardless of whom he might be, I was like, well, it’s screwed.
Cool, nothing’s gonna happen today, again, just me, myself, and my
frustration, whom I managed to make a good friend with since we
broke up. But turning me on the way she did tonight was… Oh, fuck,
fuck me, fuck myself, fuck my life, fuck everything. Fuck Claire
fucking Cobert.

Spontaneously,
feeling suddenly frustrated, and alone, but still in need to keep
my dignity, I did what every normal human being normally
constituted would normally do at this time: drinking. Yeah, I won’t
have sex with my girlfriend tonight, so at least I need something
to cheer me up. So, leaning at the bar, I looked at the waiter, who
asked me:

“For you, darling, what’s it gonna be?”

“A bullet in my head, I suddenly feel inspired for a Russian
roulette quick game. Or a toy so I can entertain myself with my
frustration. You choose!”

“I’m afraid I can’t provide that kind of service!” he smiled
back at me.

“You’re not my type anyway… No, regarding my primal needs now,
let’s say that erm…” I was thoughtful.

I looked at
Joris’ beer. Well… since I’m gonna be alone in my pants tonight
again, so, if I had to be wasted, let’s be wasted with someone. So,
I looked at the waiter, gave Joris a pint, and said:

“Refill this one and give me the exact same.”

“No problem!”

As the waiter
grabbed the pint, Joris immediately looked at me:

“Oh. Thank you so much!”

“Yeah, it’s fine. It was a shitty day!” I
complained.

“Oh yeah, tell me about it. Let me guess… Trying to date the
girl?”

“Yeah, I was trying to… meh, doesn’t matter.”

“How long have you guys been friends?”

“Well, we’ve never really been friends. But we’ve known each
other for a very long time, let’s say.”

“Oh, okay. I heard that Claire was with a girl for a long time
before!”

“Yeah. I know.”

“Oh… And they broke up recently.”

“I know. Turns out that I was that girl,” I thoughtfully
replied.

“Oh, sorry. I mean, I didn’t think… I’m really
sorry.”

Yeah, Joris’s
decision to begin our conversation with a mention of Claire was not
exactly the best choice, especially considering my current state of
mind. He couldn’t have known about my relationship with her, as I
don’t fit the clichéd image of a lesbian in France, which often
resembles a truck driver. And now, my love story with Claire was
precisely the reason I wanted to leave this place. Still, I could
see that Joris seemed quite embarrassed by his words, and I
understood why. It’s always a bit awkward, especially since I knew
he’d slept with her. He hadn’t said it, but I could tell. Imagine
being in his shoes, it would be downright uncomfortable. But at
this point, I couldn’t care less. Just then, the waiter brought our
drinks and two beers. I handed him my card, and looked back at him,
my thoughts swirling with a mix of intrigue and detachment.

“Don’t be… You couldn’t know, it’s not written on my face
anyway.”

“Yeah, but it’s never really fun to have this, no?”

“Well, I don’t care. She’s now an inaccessible dream, that’s
all. I guess I’ll survive. What doesn’t kill you makes you
stronger, right?”

“Yeah. I guess so.”

“Anyway, my dear Joris, I’m pleased to meet you, but before I
take off to make my way back home and cry in my bed, let’s share
this much-needed beer. Cheers!” I gave him his pint.

“Cheers!”

Just as
tradition dictates, we looked into each other’s eyes, our pints
clinking together, and took a sip. In that moment, I used the
opportunity to study his eyes, his facial features, discerning that
he wasn’t unhappy about my failure to reconnect with my girlfriend.
And yet, beneath the surface of my thoughts, I was struggling to
pinpoint where I had met him before. From the exchange between him
and Claire, they seemed to have known each other for some time, and
he had recognised my name. Then it struck me: wasn’t he the guy
with whom Claire had cheated on me? I recalled a day when I had
walked into her bedroom to find three of them in her bed, he was
hidden under the sheets, and all I saw was Claire turned towards
Kelly, utterly exposed. I had seen another man with short hair, but
I was so shocked that I left the room almost immediately, not
bothering to imprint his image in my mind. I never even learned the
identity of the person she had cheated on me with. But in summary,
he looked like the guy I’d discovered.

This
realisation, far from repulsing me, only added a layer of intrigue
to our meeting. It’s why, after we drank that sip, he immediately
asked:

“Could I ask you a question?”

“Depends on which question you want to ask…” I swiftly
replied.

“Where are you from?”

“Southern France. Why?”

“Oh. Really?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“You do not have a strange accent for someone coming from the
south of France…”

“Well, it’s kind of strange. I mean, yes, I was born in the
south, but the thing is, my mother is British and since we speak
mostly English at home rather than French, I guess it’s why I’ve
got that accent.” I explained.

“Alright, interesting. So, you live here?”

“Yeah, in the suburb, yes. What about you?”

“Not in the suburb, I have a flat not far from
here…”

“That’s nice!”

Okay. Enough
with the small talk. Now my curiosity was piqued, and I needed to
know the truth. Considering that he knew I was her girlfriend,
could he be that guy? It wouldn’t make sense for him to recognise
me from that brief encounter and then ask, so you’re Claire’s
ex-girlfriend, are you? unless he was playing his cards close to
his chest. On the other hand, he didn’t strike me as a complete
fool, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to confront him about whether
he was the guy who had destroyed my relationship. In one way, it
seemed plausible, but on the other hand, it didn’t make sense. If I
were in his shoes, I’d feel mortified, especially knowing that the
girlfriend was trying to make amends. Shaking off the confusion, I
took another sip of my beer and decided to reshuffle the cards:

“What are you doing, like… like as a job, as occupation, what
do you do in your life?”

“Well, I’m a police officer. I’m trying not to say that aloud
since, you know, things are kind of tense now for us. And
you?”

Oh… Looks like
I was right after all… even wasted.

“Well, I’m a student, I guess. A student not
studying…”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I’m more of a troublemaker and I’m aspiring to do
something else, but… It’s not important.”

“Like, doing what?”

“I’m more into… action. To be honest. Like flying planes and
stuff like that.”

“Oh, that’s nice! That’s an expensive hobby, as far as I know,
but I hear you. It’s kind of odd, most of the people your age are
more like studying to work in offices, like finances, law, or other
bullshit. But a future air captain… That’s nice and
unusual!”

“Yeah, well. I still need to start focusing on
that.”

“I’m sure you’ll do it… Captain!” he gave me a friendly
wink.

“I hope so… officer,” I winked him back.

Well, he
seemed like a cool guy. Perhaps nothing had happened between him
and Claire, but at least he seemed normal and fun, even a bit odd
like me. It was nice chatting with him. He was trying to break the
ice, and I couldn’t fault him for that. After another sip of my
beer, (I’m a fast drinker, so it was already half empty) I finally
decided to ask what had been bothering me.

“Where did I meet you?” I said, maintaining an imperturbable
calm. “It’s so disturbing that I can’t recall that!”

I watched his
reaction closely, searching for any clue that would unravel this
mystery. But inside, a tipsy euphoria was beginning to bubble up,
and I knew that no matter what, this conversation was about to get
a whole lot more interesting.

“I don’t know. We probably went to a party somewhere and we
just saw each other but never spoke to each other. I think I’d have
remembered you.”

“So do I, I guess. By the way, how did you know
Claire?”

“We had a couple of friends in common, let’s say.”

“Oh. Okay. And how long have you guys known each
other?”

“A few months, I guess. But why are you asking me that?” he
smiled.

“Just… trying to identify you. To remember where we
met.”

“We probably never met and what we had was a feeling of déjà
vu…”

“Yeah, probably…” I concluded.

It was
interesting that he remained elusive, not saying how they met. We
had a few friends in common, and it seemed like he knew things but
would never really say. Because that’s the thing: some signs
pointed to him being the guy, while others did not. Moreover,
Claire wasn’t feeling super comfortable and seemed to be taking her
time downstairs, adding to the awkwardness of the situation. To be
honest, even if he were the one, I don’t know if I’d be upset.
There’s been water under the bridge, after all.

So, I resumed,
reflecting on the idea that there are no questions that have no
answers. Maybe some answers were better left unearthed, obscured by
the passage of time and circumstance. Maybe not knowing was a kind
of gift, a way to move forward without being weighed down by the
past. But still, a part of me wanted to know, and as the euphoria
of the drinks settled in, I realised that the answers, whatever
they might be, were still within reach.

“Oh, how old are you, if I may?” I queried.

“Shockingly enough, I just celebrated my eighteenth birthday
today...” he teased.
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