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1
            I

         

         He had promised himself he wouldn’t talk about it and now here he was, talking about it.

         Not just talking about it, but shouting specific details directly in her ear. Certain things, obviously, he left unsaid. Over her shoulder, he looked out at the dancefloor, at the other men and women. Briefly, he wished he were a decade younger.

         After shouting solidly for the length of three entire songs, he came to the end of it. He had worried he wouldn’t know when to stop right up until he did.

         She pulled back, nodding, eyes wide. ‘Pretty intense,’ she yelled.

         ‘Sorry,’ he yelled.

         ‘No-no, I like it,’ she yelled, a little quieter. ‘It’s like board­ing a plane. You go baggage first.’

         He tried to yell a laugh.

         An interpersonal silence containing all the bar-noise sur­rounding them developed. He couldn’t think of a good thing to say next; was torn between wanting to move on from what he’d told her and wanting to re-apologise for having over­shared—her being, after all, a total stranger.

         2‘It’s honestly fine,’ she yelled, after he’d yelled a few more sorries. ‘I did ask.’

         That was true, he was happy with that. There were no immediate follow-up questions regarding anything he’d just said. ‘Let me buy you a drink.’ He turned around to face the counter.

         And made self-eye-contact in the mirror behind the bar; glimpsed his posture. He straightened up. To her: ‘G&T okay?’

         She smiled. ‘Sure.’

         He ordered two doubles and got what really looked more like a pair of singles; glad, though, to have bought her some­thing; to have a tangible claim on her attention.

         They left the main bar area and stood by a wall perpendicular to it, facing the dancefloor sideways.

         He winced; his drink was weirdly flat-tasting. ‘I think they might’ve put slimline tonic in these.’

         She sipped hers. ‘Definitely.’ Another sip. ‘Love a guy who limits my calories.’

         ‘Yeah,’ he said, checking her face to make sure she was being sarcastic. ‘That was my plan all along.’

         ‘So, like—’ she said, at the same time as he said: ‘Do you—’ She gestured like: Go on.

         ‘Do you,’ he restarted, ‘live around here, or—?’

         ‘Yeah,’ she said, then explained her complicated sublet situation and its whereabouts.

         ‘No way,’ he said, ‘I used to live right by you. We could’ve been neighbours. Well, I guess that was, like, forever ago now.’

         3She raised an eyebrow. ‘How old are you?’

         ‘Thirty-five.’

         ‘Oh,’ she said, without hesitation, ‘I thought you were older than that.’

         He laughed very hard to prove he wasn’t offended by her brute sincerity. He suspected, he said, being around all the young people at the bar tonight made him seem older.

         ‘Or you just look old for your age.’

         He bobbed his head, pretending to weigh the thought. ‘Maybe. I think it might just be what I said, though. You’re what, twenty-something?’

         ‘-Three.’

         ‘Jesus.’

         Now she laughed. ‘Is that a problem?’

         ‘No,’ he said, although it wouldn’t occur to him to serious­ly consider the issue until later that night.

         He threw back his drink; felt flushed; took a moment to steadily place his empty glass on a nearby table. He was find­ing it hard to judge the exact distances of spaces between things.

         ‘Thirsty,’ he didn’t hear her say, but all the same acknowledged that she’d said something by replying: ‘Yeah.’

         ‘I might get another,’ he added, pointing at her—it was a question.

         ‘Sure,’ she said.

         At the bar, it took him a while to get served; he worried, with the twenty-three-year-old woman out of his sightline for too long, he might return to find her gone.

         4He didn’t, though, and when she re-emerged into view as he cornered the L-shaped room, he made sure to downplay his relief.

         She was intently typing a message on her phone. ‘One sec­ond,’ she said, without looking up.

         He waited for her to finish texting, holding both their drinks in front of his chest. He resisted making a joke about the seeming length of her message, which, he knew, would just come across as passive-aggressive and annoying.

         ‘Thanks,’ she eventually said, locking her phone, accept­ing her drink.

         ‘Everything good?’

         ‘So far,’ she said.

         He frisked his jacket pockets, slipped a hand into one of them, produced a pack of cigarettes. Before he could even ask, she said: ‘Yeah, let’s.’

         
             

         

         Outside, he found himself surprised by the lightness of her hair; back inside, it’d just looked the same colour as the room.

         The smoking area was wood-panelled, narrow, and if not busier, certainly more population-dense than the bar itself.

         They shouldered through tens of people to sit on a bench occupying the warm circle of light cast by an overhead halogen heater.

         ‘So, who’d you come here with?’ the woman said.

         The man cleared his throat. ‘Some friends. But I’m not sure where they went.’

         5He lit a cigarette, went to offer her one, realised she was vaping. ‘She vapes,’ he said flatly, and was surprised to hear her laugh.

         ‘I know, embarrassing. I started as an alternative to smok­ing, but now I just do both.’

         ‘Want?’ he said, offering her a cigarette; she accepted, almost lit it the wrong way round, lit it the right way round, smiled at him.

         ‘Wait, so,’ she said, exhaling a faint tobacco contrail, ‘where’d you say you live again?’

         He said he hadn’t said, and that his apartment was rough­ly the same distance from the bar as hers but in the opposite direction.

         ‘Oh, cool,’ she said. ‘Live on your own?’

         ‘N— Yeah.’

         ‘Had to think about that.’

         ‘Right,’ he said. ‘Because of the thing I told you about. Earlier.’

         She knocked the heel of her palm against her forehead, remembering. ‘Doy. I’m sorry. And where’s she at now?’

         ‘She’s been—’ he started saying, then interrupted himself. ‘Does it matter?’

         ‘No, not at all, definitely not.’ She busied herself fiddling with her nearest available physical distractions: cigarette; drink; her hands themselves.

         The heater shut off, consigning them to cold and dark­ness; he reached up and pressed its timer switch, renewing the warmth and light. ‘No need to thank me.’

         6She bowed her head. ‘Thank you.’

         He forced himself not to notice as she spilled her drink a little. He sipped his in slow-motion, careful not to repeat her mistake. ‘So, what’re you doing the rest of your weekend?’

         ‘Well,’ she rolled her eyes up at the night sky, then back down to him, ‘I’m working tomorrow.’

         He discarded the butt of his cigarette and chained another; frowned. ‘Tomorrow’s Saturday.’

         ‘I’m aware. I work at a coffee shop on weekends.’

         ‘And on weekdays?’

         Microexpression of discomfort crossing her face: ‘I also work at the coffee shop.’

         ‘So you don’t have, like, a real job?’ He knew, as soon as he’d said it, exactly how this question sounded; grimaced to play it off retroactively as a tease.

         ‘No, Father, I don’t have a real job.’

         He was pleased she’d taken his words with unintended humour. He feigned concern: ‘Because this is an expensive city to not have a real job in.’

         ‘Insightful, thanks. And you are a—?’

         ‘Copywriter. Lead copywriter. At a creative agency.’

         ‘Wow. Sounds really real.’

         ‘It is, yeah,’ he said, refusing to take the bait. He with­held that he was lead copywriter at a barely solvent creative agency top-heavy with senior staff; redundancy looming every quarter. ‘And, so, working at a coffee shop. D’you have, like, an ultimate career path in mind?’

         She pretended to gag. ‘No. Gross.’

         7‘Good to have a plan, though. Good to have, like, y’know. Dreams.’

         Her voice pitch-shifted higher, defensive: ‘I do have dreams. Just not very career-y ones, I guess.’

         ‘Such as?’

         Short pause while she decided whether or not to say. ‘I write stuff. I like to write.’

         ‘Write as in? Fiction?’

         ‘Actually poetry mainly.’

         ‘Poetry,’ he said softly, the word itself someway poetic. ‘I write too, sometimes. Or, I did write. I used to.’

         ‘But then you gave up on your dreams and now you just go to work all day and feel like something’s missing?’

         Her words, though clearly spoken in jest, had struck at the central insecurity of his life with a precision and force that left him momentarily speechless; crushed.

         After a second, he managed: ‘Something like that.’

         He tried; couldn’t remember what they’d been talk­ing about before they’d started talking about writing. He attempted: ‘So, d’you live near here?’

         ‘You already asked me that.’

         He remembered now. ‘That’s right, I did.’ Then: ‘That was actually just a test. I was testing you.’

         ‘And I passed,’ she said, extinguishing her cigarette.

         She offered to get the next round; he refused; she insisted; he relented.

         When she left, he pre-emptively reactivated the heater’s timer switch. He checked his phone; struggled to keep a 8steady eye on its screen: no new notifications.

         He was fully drunk now, he realised—his attention kept digressing from whatever he tried to focus on. For stress-reasons, he hadn’t been eating much lately; imagined the night’s gin reservoiring up inside him with no real digest­ed food to absorb it.

         He had the feeling of knowing he was about to sneeze, but didn’t sneeze. Then a few seconds later, he did sneeze.

         ‘Bless you,’ the twenty-three-year-old woman said, approaching him.

         ‘It’s so busy tonight,’ the thirty-five-year-old man observed, just to say something as she set their drinks down, ice click­ing in their glasses.

         ‘Payday,’ she said, reseating herself. ‘It’s why I’m out. Next Friday we’ll all be broke again.’

         ‘Right,’ he said, sipping and feeling guilty about the drink she’d bought him. ‘Thanks. For this.’

         ‘You’re welcome,’ she said.

         They fell quiet. He looked around for something else to notice.

         He asked her some basic life questions and she spoke about herself for several minutes. She didn’t ask him a single return-question but that was fine—it saved him the effort of having to try and be funny. He finished his drink.

         That last drink made the already pretty woman seem even prettier; she was very pretty now.

         ‘What?’ she said, being nice. ‘Why’re you looking at me?’

         He unfolded his arms; couldn’t recall having folded them in the first place. ‘I wasn’t.’

         9She smiled. ‘Creep.’

         He should kiss her soon, he knew—if she turned him down, he’d still feel like he’d done his best.

         He leant in toward her and only became aware that they’d kissed at the moment of their pulling away again. Their sec­ond kiss was deeper and tasted minerally. When they kissed a third time, their hands floated blindly toward each other. Eventually, she leant out of the kiss.

         Afterward, the first person to talk was neither of them.

         ‘There you are,’ called a new woman’s voice from fur­ther on down the smoking area. The voice’s owner was short-haired and appeared to be about the same age as the twenty-three-year-old woman; evidently they were friends.

         ‘Here I am,’ the twenty-three-year-old woman replied.

         The short-haired friend interposed herself on the bench between the twenty-three-year-old woman and the thirty-five-year-old man, putting her arm around the former and totally ignoring the latter.

         As the two young women talked, the thirty-five-year-old man sipped the icemelt at the bottom of his glass. He resisted the urge to check his phone.

         After a while, the twenty-three-year-old woman raised her voice and, referring to the thirty-five-year-old man, asked her short-haired friend: ‘How old do you think he is?’

         The short-haired friend surveyed the thirty-five-year-old man’s face; thought for a moment. ‘Forty?’

         The twenty-three-year-old woman snort-laughed. ‘He’s thirty-five.’

         10‘Sorry but you do look old,’ the short-haired friend said, not even trying to sound apologetic. ‘Like, you have an old vibe.’

         The thirty-five-year-old man made sure to react smilingly, even though he felt that the twenty-three-year-old woman had sold him out to amuse her short-haired friend. ‘Someday it’ll happen to you,’ he said.

         The short-haired friend with her arm still around the twenty-three-year-old woman asked the thirty-five-year-old man to take a photo of them using her phone and he said sure. When he leant back and raised her phone to take the picture, both women tilted their heads to the side and smiled. He took a couple with the flash off, one with the flash on, gave her back her device, and watched as the women reviewed the photos.

         The short-haired friend went on to ask the thirty-five-year-old man a few questions which he answered politely, waiting for their interaction to be over so the good part of his night could continue.

         Eventually the short-haired friend booked an Uber home. The thirty-five-year-old man expected the twenty-three-year-old woman to announce that she was heading home also, but that didn’t happen. ‘I’ll stay here for a bit,’ she said.

         Before leaving, the short-haired friend told the twenty-three-year-old woman and the thirty-five-year-old man to have fun; implored him: ‘Please don’t murder her.’

         ‘I’ll try my best,’ he said.

         ‘Sorry,’ the twenty-three-year-old woman said as her short-haired 11friend receded from view into the smoking area; other bodies. ‘She can be a bit much sometimes.’

         The thirty-five-year-old man lied: ‘I thought she was funny.’

         He didn’t want to push his luck by trying to kiss her again too soon, and anyway his drink was empty. ‘Shall we go back inside?’

         Headrush now as he arose from the bench, swaying a little when standing.

         Inside, the music had gotten louder, the lights lower. She walked before him across the dancefloor, her back occasion­ally snapshotted into frames by a strobe light that flashed in rhythmic time to the very loud song.

         They stood by the bar, close to where he’d first approached her.

         ‘When’s this place close, d’you think?’ he yelled.

         She said something he couldn’t hear; he turned his ear to her; she repeated: ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘You like this music?’ he yelled.

         She shook her head.

         ‘Wanna go somewhere else?’

         He lipread: Please.

         
             

         

         After they left the bar, she said: ‘What about your friends?’

         ‘I think they’ve gone already,’ he said.

         The air was damp and coldening—the first such night since the summer. She clasped her hands together into a sin­gle fist and breathed on them. ‘Where to now?’

         12He spoke fast to get it over with: ‘How about back to mine?’

         ‘Sure,’ she said, either nonchalant or performing nonchalance.

         He set them walking in the right direction, striding careful­ly so as not to trip—keeping ahead of his own drunkenness. The pavement was wet-dark and petrichor-smelling, but at no point had he been aware of rainfall. They walked between the misty illuminated globes of streetlights.

         ‘What’s your name?’ she said.

         ‘Charles,’ Chuck said. ‘But everyone calls me Chuck. I remember your name.’

         ‘I never told you it,’ she said, defiant, like she’d caught him in a lie.

         ‘You did, actually.’

         ‘I didn’t, actually.’

         ‘Yes, you did.’

         ‘Okay then, what is it?’

         ‘It’s Joey.’

         Joey lowered her face. ‘Oh. When’d I say that?’

         Chuck thought. ‘It was, like, the first or second thing you said to me. At the bar. Right after I said my name.’

         ‘Oh,’ she said again. ‘Sorry. My memory’s pretty bad.’

         ‘No problem,’ he said, cautious not to sound any more invested in her than she was in him, as though he could have just as easily forgotten her name.

         ‘I think you’re probably the oldest person I’ve ever gone home with,’ she said. ‘But I don’t usually do this sort of thing.’

         13He selectively ignored the first part of what she’d said. ‘And what sort of thing is that?’

         After a longish pause: ‘This sort of thing.’

         He took that as a cue to kiss her again so he turned to her and tried but she halted him midway; flatted a palm against his chest: ‘Wait.’

         Immediately he felt afraid, horrified, like he’d done some­thing really wrong; maybe the gap between their ages was problematic and he was a bad person. ‘Y’okay?’ he asked thinly; his heartbeat louder in his ears than his voice.

         ‘Yeah,’ she said, ‘sorry, I think my breath is probably all cigarette-y.’

         ‘That’s fine,’ he said, so disproportionately relieved it felt like a religious experience.

         ‘D’you have any gum?’ she said.

         ‘No,’ he said.

         When they next encountered an all-night corner shop she went inside. He stood outside alone and wondered what was happening with his life.

         Shortly, she came back out with an open pack of spearmint-flavoured gum.

         ‘Gum?’ she said, chewing.

         ‘No,’ he said. He ought to be nicer. ‘But thanks.’

         
             

         

         He led them along a declivity to where the pavement met a flight of stone steps down to an embankment of the city’s easternmost canal.

         14They walked the towpath toward his building, talking and sometimes smoking. The dark, stilly body of water beside them made the night seem calm; above it, the moon looked small and far away—starlike.

         Eventually they deviated from the towpath via an access ramp back to street-level. They passed several vacant com­mercial rental units and arrived at the awninged entrance of his canalside newbuild.

         ‘Here’s me,’ Chuck said.

         He admitted them into the building by scanning a circular blue keyfob, which he then pendulumed in front of her eyes. ‘They can track whenever you come or go with this.’

         ‘Who can?’

         ‘Landlords,’ he said matter-of-factly.

         They elevatored in silence to the fourth floor. In the hall, as they approached his front door, he wondered what she might be expecting. For personal reasons, he found the place depressing, although he had to imagine a barista her age would be impressed by it. He opened the door and let her enter before him.

         ‘Impressive,’ she said, a few seconds later, as if having read his thought.

         ‘Yeah, it’s okay,’ he mumbled.

         Standing in the middle of the living room and pointing sequentially clockwise at four of the five doors opening off from it, he gave her an abbreviated tour: ‘Bathroom, kitchen, study, bedroom.’

         ‘Cool,’ she said.

         15He spun around and pointed at the fifth door. ‘And front door, obviously.’

         She nodded and, a couple of times, loosely clapped her hands before and behind her waist. She circled the room; saw the open 35 cl gin bottle on the mantel of its imitation fireplace: ‘Pre-drinks?’

         ‘Yeah, a few of us started here,’ Chuck said.

         Joey fell onto the sofa and removed her shoes. ‘Well, shall we have some post-drinks?’

         Chuck’s mouth made a weird, suction-release noise as he went to talk; he hoped she hadn’t heard. ‘That’d be nice.’

         Retrieving the gin bottle from its shelf, he discovered it was emptier than he’d anticipated; its waterline only a finger or two above dry.

         He took the bottle into the kitchen and cleared away some leftover countertop debris from last night’s cyclist-delivered meal; tonight’s powdered meal-replacement shake.

         He fixed drinks, breaking into a second, larger bottle of gin to supplement the end of the first, then carried them through to the living room.

         There she stood in front of the picture window, gazing out at its widescreen view: the city skyline; distant lights glowing amber and gold; high-rises monumentally indifferent to the goings-on of their microscopic lives.

         ‘Jesus,’ she said to the vista, and stepped away. He watched fade, on the pane of glass, a little cloud her breath had fogged.

         Taking her drink from his hand: ‘Literally how can you afford this place?’

         16‘Literally I can’t.’

         ‘Ha.’

         ‘No, really. Literally. The rent’s slowly— Well actually, it’s pretty quickly turning me broke.’

         She sipped; coughed: ‘Strong.’

         ‘You have roommates, you said?’

         ‘Correct,’ she said.

         ‘Was your friend from earlier one of them?’

         ‘Good guess, but no. That was my best friend from uni. I wish I lived with her.’

         ‘You like them, though? Your roommates.’

         She shrugged. ‘Sure. We’re not that close but, like—’

         ‘Right.’

         ‘We get along.’

         ‘Right.’

         ‘Way better than at my last place.’

         ‘Oh yeah?’

         And she told a long story about people he didn’t know, referring to them all by first name as if he did. Throughout the story he imagined what it would be like fucking her.

         He finished the drink in his hand; noticed she’d barely drunk any of hers. Both of them just standing there.

         Should he put his arms around her? He put his arms around her. Then let them drop. ‘Wanna see my room?’

         ‘Alright,’ she said, though he lost her on the way.

         From the study—next to the bedroom—he heard hyster­ical laughter. He U-turned between the adjacent rooms and found her holding a paperback with a photo of a smiling 17woman on its cover.

         Laughing and flapping the book, she said: ‘Why d’you own a copy of Lean In?’

         He sighed, secretly pleased to have an opportunity to make her feel bad for him: ‘My ex.’

         Shelving the book: ‘Ah.’ Then she kissed him, backing him into his room. ‘I’m just gonna get some water.’

         ‘Sure.’

         ‘You have two taps,’ she called from the kitchen.

         ‘Yeah, use the skinny one,’ he called back, staring at the bedroom’s almost white wall. ‘It’s filtered.’

         She returned carrying his Nalgene, three-quarters full. She kissed him again, her mouth very wet.

         He voice-activated the bedroom lamp. The light came on at full brightness and revealed a small freckle field across the bridge of her nose. She squinted. He spoke to the lamp and made it 70 per cent dimmer.

         They kissed more in the semi-dark and moved onto the bed. She took off her shirt and then her necklace which she placed carefully on the bedside table, its thin silver chain spread loosely in a circle.

         She undid her bra and he lay there looking up at her and his main thought was she was beautiful and without even knowing it he realised he’d just said it. She turned her face away from him and he apologised. She turned her face back and she was smiling.

         She instructed him to remove his shirt and he did so. They lay side by side with the skin of their torsos touching. The 18moment felt someway ceremonial. She shed her remaining articles of clothing. He manoeuvred her on top of him, hold­ing her hips like handles. Every action between them now was escalatory; advancing the moment he’d be inside her.

         Her body was so perfect he didn’t know where to aim his eyes. He sat up and ran his mouth across her shoulders, neck, breasts.

         She reached beneath herself and unzipped his fly. He couldn’t be certain, but he was pretty sure he wasn’t hard. The external pressure of her hand confirmed this.

         But anyway, his own hand was on her pussy now so he tried to just focus on that. Her pussy was coated wet and smelled like life itself. His wrist hurt a little from the strange upward angle he was working it at, so at some point he had to switch hands.

         He wasn’t getting any harder and in fact he seemed some­how to have gotten softer. She appeared also to have noticed this and dismounted him. Lying beside him, she worked her hand diligently on what shaft was available to her, pulling, he felt, a little too hard on the downstroke, only reducing the possibility of his erectness.

         He continued reciprocally masturbating her and she spoke occasional monosyllabic, vowel-y non-words to him. He tried not to think about his penis, which resulted only in his being unable to think about anything else. He considered maybe trying to just stuff it inside her like a sort of marshmallow, but probably he couldn’t even do that.

         He tensed and relaxed the muscles in his thighs and 19buttocks, hoping to manually alter the bloodflow to his groin. His entire world shrank down to his desire to get hard for her.

         He was revisited by a vague feeling of physical ineptitude that’d haunted him since childhood; failing to throw the ball properly on sports day at primary school, his father watching.

         Futilely, she persisted in jacking him off. He could feel the sexual tension between them depreciating in real time. As if to grope his way toward tumescence, he cupped her breasts in his hands.

         Briefly and without success she attempted to arouse his penis by oral means, a last-ditch effort which he knew from the outset was doomed—his mind and body having by now fully separated. His luck had turned on him; he would not get hard tonight.

         Seeming to intuit this wordlessly, she lay back on her side, facing him. Her eyes were closed, but she smiled calmly in his direction.

         He propped himself up on one elbow. He should explain, he thought. ‘I think it’s because,’ he said, ‘I don’t usually sleep with people I don’t know.’

         ‘Okay,’ she said, opening her eyes.

         ‘Old-fashioned.’ He pointed at himself. ‘Or maybe just old.’

         She sympathy-laughed. ‘You said it, not me.’

         He knew there was nothing more to say, but still he went on talking. ‘It’s really nothing personal. This kind of thing just happens, I think. I mean, it doesn’t usually happen to me or anything. I am normal. And so are you. You’re, like, super attractive. I just—’

         20‘It’s really okay,’ she said. She closed her eyes again and sleepily held his hand to her mouth and kissed it. It was the most straightforwardly affectionate thing anyone had done for him in a long time, and after it his face felt hot.

         There followed a long interval of silence.

         He heard her breathing slow. He wanted to say her name. ‘Joey,’ he said, maybe ten minutes later. She didn’t stir. He felt very alone and wished she hadn’t fallen asleep yet.

         Next to her, he found he couldn’t sleep; couldn’t relax—the rotation of his thoughts only spinning faster and faster.

         Why, he wondered staring up at the ceiling, did God create such a pathetic person as me? To watch me squirm around and suffer? All my little vanities, insecurities. My failures.

         He was so tired, now, he could feel his blinks getting slow­er. But still he couldn’t sleep. Perhaps a little sulkily, he rolled away from her and faced the wall.

         He found himself listening to the drone of traffic beyond his bedroom window, something he never normally paid attention to enough to hear. Then he must have fallen asleep because her alarm woke him up.

         From his pillow, he looked out through the undrawn cur­tains: the increasing day; a paranormal-looking, red-orange dawn breaking across the city.

         Drowsily, she stopped her alarm. She sat up with the duvet tented about her shoulders and started getting dressed under it.

         ‘It’s early,’ he said.

         ‘I know, sorry,’ she said. ‘I have work.’

         21‘When?’

         She checked her phone’s lockscreen. ‘In, like, thirty minutes.’

         He reached for his own phone; checked it. ‘It’s literally seven a.m., though.’

         ‘I’m opening.’

         ‘Oh.’

         ‘But that’s the grind, right?’

         For the last few mid- and post-pandemic years, Chuck’s job had been entirely work-from-home; optionally, he visited the office some afternoons. ‘Right,’ he said.

         ‘You’re gonna be so tired,’ was the next thing he said, watching her put on her shoes by the apartment’s front door. He resented the way he sounded: worried, maternal.

         ‘I’ll live,’ she said breezily, compounding his self-resentment. ‘Can’t pay the rent with just my heart of gold.’

         He refrained from asking whether she was going to show­er or change clothes. ‘Well, nice meeting you.’

         ‘Yeah, it was,’ she said.

         Awkwardly, they hugged. She seemed taller now. Then he remembered she was wearing shoes and he wasn’t.

         It occurred to him that he hadn’t yet requested her num­ber and he promptly did so; handing over his phone already opened at his contacts screen, leaving her no real choice but to comply. She inputted her number and saved her name in all caps: JOEY.

         They exchanged a few touchless goodbyes and he let her out of the apartment. After he’d closed the door behind her, it immediately seemed like she’d never been there at all.

         22He stood by the living room window, waiting for the dis­tant back of her head to appear above its sill. Then there she was. He watched as she crossed and turned away down the arced street in front of his building, into the new-day early-morning light and out of his life maybe forever.

      

   


   
      
         
23
            II

         

         Very few hours later at work, between the breakfast and brunch rushes, Joey stood zoning out behind the counter, staring through the coffee shop’s glass front door. She couldn’t tell if it was lightly drizzling outside or if she was just seeing the grain of her own tired vision.

         She blinked her eyes clear, told her manager she was taking her break, and headed out into the rainless forenoon.

         She walked a circuit of the streets and connecting side-streets surrounding the coffee shop; took and sent a candid-looking but carefully posed selfie to Laurel—the friend with whom she’d visited the bar the previous night. She appended the message: ‘actually feeling pretty good today!’

         Either satisfying an urge or pre-empting the urge’s arising—both felt the same—she hit her vape.

         Still walking, she scrolled her Instagram explore page—an endless grid of user-interest-relevant images depicting beautiful people, places, things.

         She put her phone in her jacket pocket and immediately it dinged; she checked it; she’d received a reply from Laurel: ‘Babe, you look like Beetlejuice.’

         Joey laughed aloud and responded with an emoji to that 24effect; completed a second absent-minded lap of the coffee shop’s general vicinity.

         Re-entering the coffee shop—whose narrow dimensions gave the impression of a corridor that might exist to connect larger, more important rooms, as in fact the space once had been—she felt glad to have avoided thinking about last night in any specific detail for her whole fifteen-minute break. But, then, thinking about how she hadn’t thought about it set her thinking about it.

         To outmanoeuvre her thoughts, she busied herself performing little maintenance tasks around the coffee machine: dumping pucks of portafilter grounds into the knock-box; cleaning the browned groupheads with an angled brush; knife-scraping milk plaque from the steam wand.

         By the time she’d finished her chores, she was occupied taking orders and making drinks for the midday then afternoon rushes. Once those waves of activity passed, she applied her efforts to taking the bins out; wiping down the worktops with food-safe non-bleach sanitiser; ensuring the refrigerated milks were organised reverse-chronologically by sell-by date and kept regulation-cold.

         Ryanne, the coffee shop’s proprietor who essentially ran the entire operation by herself since her business partner had resigned to go travelling, hiring only Joey for support as a full-time, non-living-wage barista, said, bewildered: ‘This might be the hardest I’ve ever seen you work. D’you have a new lease on life or something?’

         ‘No,’ Joey shrugged, ‘same old lease.’

         25Closing up in the afternoon, Joey found she’d managed to barely think about the previous night at all; mostly, now, she was just looking forward to showering and changing her clothes.

         Walking home, she put in her earphones and streamed a new album by her favourite singer-songwriter; the album’s release having been brought to her attention via push notification earlier that day. This new album wasn’t as good as the singer-songwriter’s older ones—or else maybe Joey wasn’t in the right mood for it—so she navigated to the singer-songwriter’s artist page and played the songs she already liked. Listening to these familiar songs, she sang along under her breath, alternately joining in with the lead or backup vocal lines wherever they required least effort.

         When she arrived home to the small, not-very-nice apartment she shared with two other girls, she dumped her bag in her bedroom, walked through the living room to the kitchenette, stood by the sink, forgot why she’d walked there in the first place, turned back around, and went into her bedroom.

         She sat on the edge of her bed and withdrew her phone, then lay back, supine.

         At the end of her hungover workday and on her comfortable mattress, she was helpless against the subtly compulsive pull of her phone; the gateway to a current of pure information in which she could hide—at least for each individual moment of mind-occupying novelty whenever its screen displayed something new—from herself.

         Holding her phone inches from her face with both hands, 26she dual-thumbed through the internet for thirty continuous minutes.

         Jarring her out of her trance, a message from Laurel: ‘Unacceptable that I’m still waiting on salacious deets from last night …’

         Joey clicked her phone locked and watched as its display went unlit. She looked up, and all her bedroom surroundings appeared to have gotten closer.

         So far today, she’d mostly succeeded in pretending like last night hadn’t happened—she didn’t really want to stop now.

         It wasn’t like any specific part of last night had been that bad, or actually even definably bad at all, she’d just found the whole thing so painfully awkward that she wanted to protect her brain’s softness from the memory’s sharpness. Her secondhand embarrassment from Chuck’s inability to get hard was so severe that she struggled to recall it without closing her eyes—not to mention the firsthand embarrassment of being the person he couldn’t get hard to.

         She didn’t want to discuss any of this and so drafted a few responses to Laurel that constituted outright lies, then settled on a sort of lie-by-omission: ‘it was fun. we just had a nice chat x.’

         She relocked her phone and tossed it spinning onto the bed. She counted five mindful breaths; got up and took a shower.

         But standing under the showerhead’s weak stream of hot water, certain details from last night started to creep up on her: dumb things she’d said that she regretted; the sight of 27Chuck’s flaccid cock; the fact that he probably thought she was easy. ‘Oh god,’ she whispered, her voice reverberating surprisingly loudly against the tiled shower walls. All she could do now was wait enough days for the night to slip from her short-term into her long-term memory, becoming one of the many bygone cringeworthy things to have happened to her that she almost never thought about. She only stopped thinking about it now because the shower’s hot water ran out and she started getting cold.

         Wrapped in a light green towel that smelled of mildew, she padded back through to her bedroom and checked her phone, dripping shower-water onto its screen. Another text from Laurel: ‘A NICE CHAT???’

         Joey lay down and, from her nightstand which was actually just a chair with a book, a lamp, and a yellowing houseplant on it, picked up the novel she’d been reading on-and-off lately; a tenth anniversary reissue edition she’d bought pre-owned, which was itself more than ten years old. After several dialogueless pages failed to capture her attention, she closed the book around her forefinger to keep her place and, with her free hand, unlocked her phone and messaged Laurel: ‘lol it was nice!’ Then: ‘I’m not a total ho.’

         ‘You are a total ho though,’ came Laurel’s near-instant reply.

         ‘maybe,’ Joey messaged back. ‘did u get home ok last night?’

         ‘Yep don’t worry about lil old me.’ Moments later: ‘So any plans to continue ~chatting~ with the old guy?’

         28Joey nose-exhaled; looked over at the novel beside her and realised she’d unthinkingly reverted to holding her phone two-handedly and lost her page.

         She discarded her phone again and rubbed at her eyes until she saw fractals.

         After a while, she responded to Laurel with a subtitled GIF of her favourite singer-songwriter in an interview shaking her head and mouthing the word: No.

         
             

         

         She received a text from Chuck three days later while she was at work.

         She had by then started to believe, with equal parts disappointment and relief, that probably he wouldn’t ever text her. And now he had.

         ‘Hello this is Chuck. Did you say you write poetry?’

         She leant her elbow on the counter as she reread the text; was awoken back to reality by the offscreen sound of Ryanne’s voice: ‘Something you’d like to share with the class?’

         ‘No,’ Joey said, too abruptly, pocketing her phone. Ryanne smiled at her slyly.

         Joey carried on serving customers; dosing and pulling shots; steaming various milks.

         Over the last couple of days, her attitude toward that night with Chuck had begun to change; soften. Now it just seemed funny, and the fact that he evidently didn’t feel too awkward about it made her feel less awkward about it. Already, she was excited about the possibility of seeing him again.

         29A new person finding you interesting makes you feel new. Sorry, but that’s just how it is, she found herself thinking, not knowing to whom she was mentally apologising.

         Obviously she would wait a day before replying to him, but still, she couldn’t keep her mind from pre-drafting whatever she might text—the wording would have to be just right.

         It wasn’t like she was head-over-heels or anything; he just seemed nice. Good sense of humour, in a grumpy sort of way. Decent-looking: dark features; broad shoulders; height somewhere north of six feet. Normal-to-expensive clothes. Cool apartment. ‘Real job.’

         That was it, she thought, emptying a fresh bag of espresso beans into the hopper, that was how she’d respond; make a callback to the thing he’d said about her not having a ‘real job’.

         Something like: ‘Hello, nice to hear from you, I’ve just been busy with my not-real job.’ Maybe. Don’t want to sound like a bitch, though; don’t want to sound like a scold. Have to think about it.

         To say nothing of how she might respond to the poetry question. She guessed she did still write poetry; she just wasn’t very good at it anymore. She hadn’t shared her work with anyone in years.

         Back in her late teens, she’d had a few things published in little zines and on unvisited blogs—those poems embarrassed her now, but, mercifully, they were all either out of print or hosted on irretrievable websites.

         If you Googled her full name with quotes around it, her 30only findable poems online were two that she’d completed as part of a final-year creative writing module during her undergraduate literature degree, posted on one of the English department’s prospectus webpages to exemplify notable student work. She was proud of those poems, ‘The Patron Saint of Lost Causes’ and ‘Rose Gold’; she knew they were good, having attained an overall starred-first grade in that module, toward which her non-essay coursework had contributed a weighted 70 per cent.

         Later that afternoon on her lunch break, she sat at a table in the coffee shop’s cramped seating area, taking infrequent bites of an unsold sandwich from the display fridge, staring at her phone. She looked up ‘The Patron Saint of Lost Causes’ and ‘Rose Gold’; skimmed them on her alma mater’s website.

         Even though she’d written them herself, the poems still impressed her. Yes, they represented the best of her talent—her notability—but there was something more to them than that: the poems seemed somehow to be better than the best of her talent, exceeding her abilities to a point where they almost felt like she herself hadn’t written them.

         Which, today, might as well have been true: enough time had passed since she’d finished those poems that she couldn’t remember exactly how she’d made them so effective.

         If she’d been able to continue writing at their level, she was pretty sure that by now her work would’ve gotten accepted into an at least semi-prestigious literary publication. Post-graduation, she’d submitted her university poems 31to several such publications and been rejected by them all, but had nonetheless been encouraged by an email from a small online-only journal that’d called her work promising and suggested she submit more developed pieces in the future. Months later, that same online-only journal had been discontinued; its founder citing the project’s unviability due to a lack of audience interest.

         But it wouldn’t even matter if that online-only journal did still exist, because, over the last two years, Joey felt like her work had actually been getting less developed; her natural talents degrading—she hadn’t written anything she’d consider submittable in a long time.

         She felt like, back at university, good ideas had just been visited upon her, whereas now, no matter how hard she tried, nothing ever came—or if it did, she couldn’t hold onto the idea for long enough to make it into art.

         She currently had a few Google Docs-in-progress she messed around with on her laptop when she had time—or, when she didn’t have time, on her phone—but none of those, she knew, were masterpiece material. Whenever she looked at them—as she was quickly doing now—all she could see were the clunky, laboured mechanics of her own technique showing beneath their unfinished surfaces.

         She heard herself sigh and navigated away from Google Docs to her homescreen, then back to the text from Chuck: ‘Did you say you write poetry?’ Yeah, I did say that and I do try, but, creatively, I think I might have peaked at twenty-one.

         32She took a screenshot of Chuck’s text and went to send it to Laurel but, for reasons mysterious to her, stopped herself at the last moment.

         She got up, cleared her table, assisted Ryanne in preparing a backlog of coffees, then served a steadily forming queue of customers.

         One customer ordered a decaf black latte, and after a beat of confusion Joey asked if he meant a decaf white americano, and the customer slowly said oh yeah sorry he did, and at this, Joey, Ryanne, and the customer all laughed.

         Their laughter died down, and Joey wondered if there was any way she could work that anecdote into her first text to Chuck tomorrow.

         
             

         

         There was no way to retell the anecdote, Joey discovered the next morning, you had to be there—and besides, to joke around in her first text to Chuck would seem tryhard.

         She ended up opting for a no-frills: ‘hi chuck, how’s it going? I probably did say that.’

         Later that evening, while she was watching YouTube in bed, he responded: ‘Yeah good thanks. Cool that you write poetry. Can I read some?’

         The following midday, she texted back: ‘lol I don’t think so. all my stuff is quite bad.’ To keep the interaction going, she added: ‘you said you wrote too I believe?’

         Then that night, while she was again watching YouTube in bed, he replied: ‘Yeah, I think I said I used to, but not so 33much anymore. What poets do you like?’

         After four more days of asynchronous messaging—during which he sent her a link to a Louise Glück poem that moved her almost to tears and she sent him a photo of a Frank O’Hara poem she said changed her life—he asked her late at night: ‘Shall we get a drink sometime?’

         She texted back immediately: ‘sure. when’s good for you?’

         It wasn’t until the subsequent morning that she realised she’d maybe been too keen in her response time; she should’ve waited longer to confirm about the drink.

         Her whole day passed in a state of sustained anticipation; she checked her phone quarter-hourly assuming he’d have replied, only to find, every time, that he hadn’t. By messaging him too quickly, she’d betrayed an underlying neediness and desperation that undoubtedly repelled him—likely, there would be no recovering from this. At work, she mismade and had to redo several coffees. In the bathroom and out by the bins, she vaped until she got a headache, then kept vaping until it went away. Ryanne looked at her like she knew something was wrong, but never asked what.

         On her walk home it rained a kind of rain Joey always referred to in her head as ‘wet rain’. She caught a bus and took a window seat, regretting now—in addition to just the timing of her message—its actual contents: ‘when’s good for you?’ was a hopelessly amateurish question to ask; she ought to have suggested a specific date, thereby implying that she was busy on all other potential dates, rather than making her general availability so apparent.

         34She got distracted from this line of thinking by an elderly man standing in the bus’s wheelchair and buggy space wearing something about his neck. On second look, the something was a laminated piece of paper fastened with a length of string. Bold text on the paper declaimed: ‘YOU HAVE HOARDED WEALTH IN THE LAST DAYS’. There was more text below that, but Joey alighted at her stop before she could read it.

         She overpaid for groceries at a chain convenience supermarket, then, back home, prepared and ate basically a child’s portion of pesto pasta; washed her dishes and cleared out of the kitchenette before her roommates returned from their office jobs.

         Forgoing her usual after-work shower, she retired directly to her bedroom, letting her eyes wait on her phone’s screen. As if to coax it into action, she opened and closed her conversation with Chuck a few times, only making herself feel worse. She guessed she lacked the clarity of mind to write at all this evening—and was proven to be correct about that—but still, she tried for a while anyway.

         Later, reading her boring book in bed, she peripherally saw a message notification light up her phone. For a moment her excitement was so overwhelming that all her thoughts went blurry. But the new message was just from Laurel regarding the birthday drinks she’d scheduled for the coming Friday, and, subtextually, the fact that they hadn’t seen each other since the weekend before last, that night at the bar when they’d met Chuck. ‘Hello stranger! Confirming peeps for my 35bday! Just going to be a chill one at pub. Will I see your beautiful, evasive face?’

         Joey answered: ‘hello strangerer, you shall see me indeed!’ Thinking this response might not have been quite affectionate enough given Laurel’s deployment of the word ‘evasive’, she added a pathetic: ‘I miss your face!’

         From just outside the door to her bedroom, Joey heard one of her roommates arriving home. She made sure to keep still and quiet until the roommate audibly left the hall and went into her own bedroom.

         Then she got up, sat cross-legged in the semicircle of cosmetics surrounding the base of the floor-length IKEA mirror that leant against the wall facing the foot of her bed, and, to take her mind off things, commenced an eight-step evening skincare routine she’d learned from an aesthetician on TikTok.
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