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Four weeks. Nothing.

The reunion has faded from the press, is a semi-distant memory, while the lump in my heart has not moved.

How stupid can I be? I typed a silly, defensive, short-sighted lie, to try and protect my poor ego. Why? Because I thought my long lost, semi-found love, Kat (aka, the actress Katherine Kelly) was about to launch a ‘you’re sweet, but...’ send-off my way. Oh how wrong I was, then watched the possibility of a shift between us pop right in front of me as quickly as it formed, the way a shimmering bubble floating in the sunshine splatters when it hits, er, anything. Try as I might to undo the confusion I created, have heard absolutely nothing since. She will not respond to any of the ways I have tried to contact her. 

Eyes shut, yet again picture the glowing phone screen in the dark, those few weeks ago.


Me, pressing send before she can politely dismiss me: ‘I might finally be growing up, my girlfriend and I are moving in together.’

Kat’s delayed message arriving seconds later: ‘How else to put it? I think I love you, like you loved me in high school.’

My voice yelling ‘fuuuuuuck’, heart squeezing, feeling beyond stupid.



How does that happen? How do messages cross in the night air? One getting just lost, delayed enough to mess everything up! What would I have done if I got her message, her declaration first? Probably still would have messed things up, just not so immediately, irretrievably. 

Without thinking, pound my hand on the bar, which causes Amelia to jump, “what?”

“Oh, nothing, sorry,” try to refocus.

She eyes me. “Thinking about her again? Why don’t you just reach out?”

I have not had the heart to tell the whole story. “Nah,” wave a hand, “I’m good. Just remembered something I need to schedule.”

Still watching, “you think you can fool me after all this time?” We have been friends since middle school, along with the Kat in question, then Bingo, and Hara, who became the ‘Plus One’ addition to the ‘Frothy Four’ a bit later.

Of course not. Instead, we change subjects. “Show me what you want to do,” hop off my stool, in need of a distraction. I’m tired of myself, surely everyone else is too.

A moment’s hesitation, deciding how much to torture me, then she picks up her clipboard. 

She walks us around the many-windowed, light-filled, plant occupied, tall-ceilinged loft, chatting through her idea. Looks at me once in a while, kindly ignores that I am clearly drifting off into thought.

Amelia, always my life saver.  Maybe I need to get myself together so it’s not necessary quite so often?
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Eight Weeks
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Ignoring my assistant Evy’s call, step into the emporium, put on a smile, “hey Am.”

“Oh good,” she smiles, “can you help change some lightbulbs?”

Makes me laugh, “I know you’re a girlie girl, but light bulbs?”

Giving me a look, points to the ones on the very high ceilings, the kind you have to climb a tall ladder to reach. “Oh.”

“So there, smarty-pants!” poking me. “I have four out now.”

Did she already ask for help on two and three? Yes. “Ok.”

––––––––

[image: image]


“THANKS,” SAYS AM AN hour later, smiling up, hands on hips. “You know it makes me crazy.”

“Happy to help.” Half a lie, I don’t really love balancing on shaky metal steps fifteen feet in the air, but she works hard, loves this place, and is good to me.

Sitting at her very cute coffee bar, with white, properly scuffed marble, beautiful old espresso machine, a varied, but each one adorable, cup collection. Regulars come in seeking a specific cup they like the look or feel of. There is even a little girl who comes in with her mom, always goes for the deep blue one with the sunflower on it, for her honey steamed milk.

The two are sitting at one of the café tables right now, which are also an eclectic collection of expertly blended difference. They invariably choose the French bistro style, with a marble top, and curvy not delicate, but also not imposing, brass backed chairs, wicker seats. From previous visits, we know the mother was born in Marseille, is teaching her little one French.

I marvel at the wide range of humans occupying this planet. I could never be them, either one. The strong, sweet, dedicated mother. Wife to a college professor at MIT. Or the slim, trim, well-travelled, precocious eight-year-old. Conjugating verbs, brown eyes, little brow, dancing with concentration.

The mother arrives for a refill, tells Am, “such a good noisette! No one else in this city even knew what one was!” Accent lilting.

I watch my friend grin, blush. She is like that. Into every detail of whatever she tackles. “Merci.” 

Am has travelled, is very worldly, despite her bouncy, often misunderstood energy. She is so upbeat, outgoing, but also quick, malleable, that she sometimes comes off as a bit goofy, or not serious. Meanwhile, she is one of the deepest, more serious people I know, underneath the circus of her laughs, very expressive eyes, always busy hands. Also very beautiful, but again, people sometimes don’t see it because she is so animated. 

Amelia’s father is a wealthy black and Mexican real estate mogul. Very sensitive about the limited numbers of his ‘kind’ in the business, also very conscious of his status, with a little bit of a chip on his shoulder. Her very pretty white mother was his secretary. ‘So trite!’ Am used to frown, when rarely, she told the story.

When the mother discovered her man playing hanky and panky with the cute young thing at his office, she threw a vase from the side table, and everything in her purse at him, one by one – wallet past the ear, lipstick to the forehead, flat shoes thudding on his half-unbuttoned shirt, and so on, until the Birkin itself landed upside his head in a perfect side arm toss. Smoothing her hair, dress, walked over, retrieved the bag, slowly picked up her things, then cuffed him in the back of the head with it for good measure. Dropped the classic line, ‘you’ll be hearing from my lawyer.’ Stepped to the girl, not at all menacing, said calmly, with perfectly manicured nail waving, ‘don’t think he won’t do it to you, hon. I made that mistake, but here you are.’

Before we met in grade school, Am and her mother took an extended world tour, stayed in every expensive hotel in Europe and beyond, spending the father’s money. Then every summer they would take a trip together. 

Amelia ended up at the school because it was the most expensive one close to home, that her mother could find for her ex to pay for. 

“I love this place,” says the woman waiting for her café. 

“It’s great,” I smile. 

“She is something to you?” nodding to Am, accent making it seem more mysterious.

“No. Yes,” laughing. “We are friends.”

“Good ones, clearly,” statement. “I see you here quite often.”

“Yes, definitely.”

Peering closely at my eyes, “but nothing more?”

What? “It would be impolite to say,” I joke, surprised by the forthright question.

“Ah,” lips turning down, “such a shame. You are quite good looking.” Winks at me, takes her refilled little cup, with a nod to Am.

“What was that!”, my friend leans in.

“I’m not sure?”, still processing. 

In an excited whisper, “did she ask you out?”

“No!” Reviewing. “At least I don’t think so.”

Amelia spins around in excitement, grits her teeth, then, in a harsher whisper, “are you an idiot? She’s beautiful, so elegant!”

“You date her then,” I snipe.

Stealing a glance, “I totally would! Class act!”

As Am usually sticks to men, I am slightly baffled. “Are you ok?”

“Ace,” serious, “she is very smart, very elegant, so well put together!”

“Married,” tick off fingers, “kid.”

The one behind the bar mimics me with her own list, “beautiful, French, intelligent, interested!” Stressing the last one. 

“She just said hi because I was here,” meaning at the bar, next to where the woman stood.

Raising an eyebrow, “I heard what she said.”

Doubling down, “then you know it was nothing.”

“What I know,” leaning forward to whisper, “is that it’s been weeks since the reunion! And that woman is amazing!” A tick closer, “what is wrong with you!”

Feeling a bit defensive, repeat, “married? Kid?”

“Like that matters! She’s French!”, scoffs my friend. “That woman is a dedicated mother, would clearly keep boundaries. And it’s not like you are looking to get married!” Reaches out to check my forehead. “I am seriously worried about you!”

“I have to work, no time to play.”

“How?” she challenges, “you are always here!”

“Oh,” pushing back, “I thought you liked the company!”

Standing up, hands on hips, as is her way, “can you just reach out to Kat already? You are being ridiculous,” walks off.

I just can’t bring myself so confess my stupidity, or the gem of a confession from Kat that was undone before it even arrived. I could still kick myself!

On the other hand – if one writes something like that, don’t they owe it to the other person to at least talk about it? No matter what she thinks is going on with me, it is so not cool to drop that bomb and fucking disappear!

Staring into the deep purple brown of my espresso, wonder if it’s not true - did she regret sending it even before my stupid message arrived?

Take a deep breath. Shoot a few images with my phone, test shots of the espresso, cup, patterns in the marble. More to distract myself. But the results are kind of interesting.

And so ‘down time’ is born. I decide on a series of stills focused on what people do to distract themselves. I also take a clandestine shot or two of Am, half side view, unfurled curls framing the side of her face. I should put that in the set! Her time, energy, smile, wild laugh, are definitely some of my favorite distractions. 
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One More Day
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Spent the evening, late into the night, at a bar, making notes, feeling a little bit alive again. This always happens when I hit on a new idea, theme. I inevitably perk up, get engaged in the new thing.

Practically skip into the emporium next morning, stopping to take a picture of the sign on the way. Siren Song Emporium, cursive letters, blue and greens, figurative waves and a mermaid tail mixed in. Very Am. “Morning.”

She looks up, almost startled. “Hey?” Not sure what’s going on.

I pop around the counter, kiss her on the cheek, “you’re the best!”

Blushing deeply, “I know,” giggle, “but what’s with you?”

“New idea for a collection,” patting the backpack I have with me containing two cameras, lens, film, flashes, and so on – my favorite ‘travel pack’ that I grab for mobile shoots.

We talk for a while about my idea, which she is enthused about, before I wander off to take a few shots. 

––––––––
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REALLY TAKING THINGS in, form a whole new appreciation for what the woman has created. The entire space is on theme, one big, beautiful distraction. I take shots of nearly every element – the plants, all green and sunshiny. Books, of very shape, size, kind, color. Best distraction ever! Tall windows with cityscapes beyond. The sleeping corners, each with their muted, but colorful chaise longue, little tables, one perfect, not-too-bright lamp, and so on.

––––––––
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I AM BACK AT THE COUNTER a few hours later ready to take more and better shots of espresso, coffee, trying to capture the light, and leisure mood of a good coffee break.

There is still the wine bar, more marble, but also mahogany, a whole mood - and so much more, just in this one place! This is when the world gets interesting, the way the same, everyday things, can take on a whole new look or meaning because we choose to view them differently. This is my whole reason for being – capturing such things, and hoping at least a few people will one day see the images, feel something, share a moment, talk about them.

I will work on this, any theme, for months. Sometimes shoot the same items over and over, until I get the look, mostly feel, that strikes me.

Once I lock on, am typically lost in the concept, down a rabbit hole. Abandon nearly all else. A large part of the reason I end up single, when I make the mistake of getting involved. 

Evy will eventually fish me out, cut me off, force me to sort through the mountain of images to prepare a show, or finalize them for galleries, and to sell.

The same amazing assistant who has been chasing me, and I have been ignoring. Might talk to her now about this new concept underway.

––––––––
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ALL PACKED UP, READY to go play in the dark room, am standing back at the coffee bar waiting for Am to finish an order so I can say bye. That’s a thing. No matter what. We always make a point to say bye, let one another know we are leaving. 

There was an incident. Just after we became friends. I had no idea how lonely Amelia had been, how attached she had become, so quickly. We went to a birthday party or something and I wandered off, not thinking much of it. Amelia freaked out when she couldn’t find me. Thought I’d left her. A hang over from her parents splitting, the ache of losing things, including her father and his side of the family, who never really approved of the pair.

I found her in a corner, crying. She grabbed onto me like someone drowning, which, in a way, she had been. Not too many at the fancy school went out of their way to talk to the ‘different’ girl – Amelia with her mixed latte skin, big flying curls, budding curves even then. 

Latte skin, hah, and now she owns a coffee bar, wine bar, very cool store, er, emporium. Is quite independent! Screw the haters who told her she didn’t belong!

Anyway, we made a deal that day. Always an eye-contact, specific goodbye, however quick. Even if she’s asleep, she wants to be woken up, aware you are leaving. It’s her thing.

Amazing we are still friends, all we’ve been through!

In the meantime, while I reminisce, a sporty thing in linen top and cargos, fancy sandals, interesting combination, walks right up to me. “Can I buy you an espresso? They are excellent here.” I have to laugh, given my ties to the place. “What’s funny?” Blunt cut, shoulder length hair tilting with her look of curiosity.

“Nothing,” wave a hand, “I was on my way out, but thank you.” Try to catch Am’s eye so I can scoot.

“I don’t want to be boy-style obnoxious,” breath, “but I could really use a sit, and espresso is best shared.” Her grey eyes are just the right balance of mischievous and sincere, and also an interesting color.

My friend is still busy with something. “Why not?” Realizing I have been on the move all day. 

“Excellent!”, the woman nods. She is somewhere around my age. Pretty, but not fancy. Seems kind of serious, but smiles easily.

Amelia half turns from what she is doing while the woman digs in her also simple but stylish leather bag. We play like this. If one of us meets someone, we don’t always admit to knowing one another right away.  A moment later, “how can I help you?” my friend purrs.

“Wow!” the woman smiles, “you have a great voice! How have I not noticed before?”

A blush. “Oh, thank you.”

We are two hours in, Emalina, who goes by Em, has been good company. “Listen,” she says. “This is maybe a little bold, but would you have dinner with me?”

I’m not sure what to say. “Um...”

Nodding, wry smile. “If you don’t like me, it’s ok. But otherwise, please say yes.”

“Yes,” Amelia says, stepping over from where she was sorting cups. “She’s going to go.”

We both look at her. My friend points to the end other end of the bar, where I reluctantly shuffle to meet her. “Am, what was that?”

“You have been moping around here long enough! And Evy says you keep putting off your show in New York?”

Oh how I love and hate the way my chosen family is all mixed up together! “And what does any of this have to do with you accepting dinner plans for me?”

“Did you not hear the moping part? The you neglecting your work part? Plus ignoring that lovely French woman yesterday!” Softening a bit, “if you aren’t going to sort things with Kat, then get back out there, get your life together!”

She still doesn’t know I don’t have a choice about Kat. But the rest makes a kind of sense. I am bored with my miserable self these days anyway. My new project is almost just enough of a mood shift to get me to consider more. “She’s blond,” I hesitate, “not really my thing. But soon, I’ll go out again soon.” Add my best fake confident smile.

“No,” says the other, waving down the bar to the pretty woman watching. “Not good enough. I am your friend, and you can’t keep moping around!”

“I’m starting a new project,” I cajole, “clearly on my way back to life.” Pat her hand, “just give me a little time to get organized.”

“No.” It’s like my mother’s here staring at me, ‘encouraging’ me to do the right thing. “We are not letting a second beautiful woman walk away, with you still being so stubbornly out of it!”

“What are you, my new agent?” half joking.

“Apparently you need one!” Being her sometimes over the top Amelia self, marches down to the woman, “my friend would love to go. Thank you.”

The visitor looks back and forth between us, “I don’t want to disturb anything,” cautious, neat hands up. 

“Not a problem,” Amelia says with confidence. “There is nothing to disturb. My friend just needs to stop being such a slouch.”
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Back In The Saddle
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“Well, well,” says Evy when I finally step back into the studio the next morning, after one more evening of precious solitude, a bit of mental preparation. “Look who’s here.”

I grab, hug her, which she pretends to reject, “oh no, no love here you brat!” Stepping back, “where the hell have you been!”

“Well – ” I start to explain.

“Don’t bother,” slapping my hand. Moving close, nose to nose, “whatever your lame excuse is going to be, whichever woman - you must,” practically eyeball to eyeball, “answer my fucking calls. At least!”

Trying to look contrite. “I know, I know.”

“Well here are all your messages,” slaps a stack of small papers into my hands. “And you have one and a half months,” holding up matching fingers, “this is six weeks, before your show in New York.”

Head popping up, “what? We didn’t set a date yet?”

Eyebrows twitching, “next time answer your fucking phone once in a while, and I won’t have to make decisions without you,” spins away.

“What?” temper stirring, “no!” Moving to get in front of her eyes. “That’s too much, you can’t make dates for shows without me!”

“Well, I did,” exaggerated shrug. “You disappeared, I am trying to keep your damn business afloat, it’s done now.”

“Six weeks is not enough!” I always panic when it comes to shows – 100 weeks wouldn’t seem like enough.

Standing her ground. “I have put them off three times,” again, fingers waving in the air. “I wasn’t doing it again, maybe this will wake you up!”

“Evy,” trying a softer approach, “we can still change it though, right?”

“I will not,” firm. “You have all the shots already. You’ll be fine.”

“Oh, but wait,” excited, “I have this new thing I’m working on!”

“Well,” a bit exasperated, “your assistant extraordinaire had no idea, so six weeks, and the project we have already discussed, it is!”

Her jaw is set, eyes strong, gleaming. She is not going to budge. Mild panic, at both the show date, and the feeling of lack of control, begins to set in. “Evy,” too sharp, “this is not cool!”

My super, generally easy going, but firm assistant, holds up a hand. “I know it’s too much Ace, but you need to get back to work, and I honestly couldn’t keep stalling.” Kissing me on the cheek, “you’ll be fine. This show is practically done except for all the annoying last-minute checks, double checks, and changing your mind, you will do.” Steps away. 
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