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The story continues in Book Two


No 1

I’m not sure the first entry of a life-changing journal is meant to be written whilst dressed in black lace and velvet, in thigh-high boots, completely wasted. Isn’t it meant to be all pretty in pink, written with dates and goals and everything, whilst wearing big comfy socks with a lit scented candle? Nevertheless, the self-help vagina power gurus on YouTube say writing in a journal helps. I’m not convinced. They seem as deluded as the women at the magazine office, all blue jeans and tiny dresses bound for cocktails in Ibiza with an inflatable flamingo. I mean - dear Lord - how mundane. And don’t get me started on smoky eyes and duck lips. How can these people have vagina power when they are all regurgitations of the same thing? Where is the essence of their own fucking bone marrow? I don’t see it anywhere.

This is exactly what I said when I walked into the magazine office this morning to revoke my internship starting in September, and I don’t think I amused Julia, the editor… being, and I quote, ‘just a 21-year-old with nothing to move on to.’ I made no sense to her.

“I’m sorry you feel that way,” she scoffed, “but thanks for letting us know. There are plenty champing for this position.”

“Exactly.” I said. “Exactly.” I walked out, swinging my ring-laden hand, flipping the lid of my silver Zippo up and down.

“It’s a move which won’t help you in this business,” she called out after me, loud enough for the others in the office to hear. I ignored their strained necks and eyes peeping out over the top of computer screens. Envy or idiocy loitered in the air as I made my final walk out of the building. It was hard to tell which of their silent opinions was the winner.

So, this is the reason to change my life on a dime. I, Monica Blue, have one summer to change my life, and definitely before mother returns from Florida at the end of August, which is… I don’t know how many weeks away; I can’t work it out. The light from my phone calendar is piercing my eyes and a gazillion dates blur as I stab at the wrong ones in the wrong year.

I ring Viv, but any question beyond her location proves to be complicated. She and Ronnie ended up with the rock band we went to see tonight at Brixton Academy. I thought Viv and Ronnie were only doing snow with a few others afterwards, not hanging out with the band.

“It’s the beginning of July.” Ronnie slurs down Viv’s phone, off his face.

I should have stayed I thought, annoyed with myself. Not for snow, but for the whiskey and sin of interesting musicians with interesting talk. People with passion for their craft. Instead, I came home, to write useless words to no one sat on a lounger on a chunky white balcony in South Kensington, in a house bigger than my hair. Even Bootsy over the road at the bar had closed for the night. He would have known how many weeks it was until the end of August…

I dropped the phone in my lap and sat in a sour vapour of second guessing my decisions, until my silly love of solo time on this street in starlit hours pulled me. The peace of no tourists scurrying for the museums, souvenirs and overpriced water. No people gawping at the row of large white London houses. No overheard comments about who must own these buildings or ‘how it’s alright for some.’ These people no nothing, and the calm of two o’clock in the morning gives one a moment to be free of living in a South Ken fish tank, as tourists take their busyness and itineraries back to hotels.

My freedom was only for a moment though, as the battle then commenced with my thigh-high boots to get them off. After a fight with one, and a dramatic stumble off the lounger onto the concrete floor of the balcony, I stood up on one killer heel and whanged the now freed, infuriating boot through the balcony window doors into the sitting room. Uninclined to attempt the other, I hobbled to the balcony’s ledge, its bright stone cool against my fingers as I grabbed another moment… only to find a guy in joggers and a t-shirt hovering by Bootsy’s bar and the hotel next door to it across the road. He stretched out his arms arching his back; outside lights from the now closed bar exposed his tattooed forearms, and I squinted to try to make out what they were, which I couldn’t. He drifted up and down the front of the hotel and Bootsy’s bar whilst he lit up a cigarette. It struck a chord within me, as it was unusual to see people out here at this time. Must be a late arriving guest. Most of the large white buildings on my side of the road were once all houses, mansions I suppose; now they’re offices and empty spaces, so it’s quiet up this end of town late at night.

When he finally glanced up from scuffing his trainers into the pavement, it startled him to see me watching him from my balcony. I would have been startled too in fairness, but something was different about him. He looked uncomfortable, checking the street left and right like a fugitive paranoid a bystander had seen him. Unable to remove my attention, I said nothing but joined him for a long-distance smoke, via a lopsided lean over the balcony. What the hell for I don’t know, it’s not like I’m into stranger connection… come on; it’s London. He had an enchanting spirit all around him. Its silence infiltrated me as only energy exchanges can, and we locked eyes. I think this is how it happened… hard to tell, it’s two o’clock in the morning and I’m massively pissed. He looked tired and massively sober. But his initial strange alarm of seeing me in all my wild glory dissipated as our smoke clouds merged mid-air above the road. He gave me a salute as he stubbed his cigarette out, before he slinked up the steps into the hotel and disappeared through a revolving door.

Still feeling entranced, I watched the door until it slowed to a stop. He didn’t circle around and back out to the street, as I’d hoped.

“Good night smoking friend,” I sighed, as a group of five young women tottered up the road from the centre of South Kensington, jarring me out of what was a rare, beautiful moment with a dark-haired stranger.

“There are no clubs up here. You guys lost?” I shouted over.

Living here my entire life you get a feel for people, but they blanked me and dawdled around the outside of the hotel’s entrance, not going in, not doing anything, just looking up at the floors above and leering to the side of the potted tall plants to snoop through the glass revolving door edged in gold.

“I can give you directions, if you need help?” I added.

They looked over at me like I was one of the city’s weirdos and ignored my offer of assistance.

“Fine. Fuck off then,” I muttered, firing my cigarette end over the balcony with a flick and staggering into the sitting room.

I realised, as I dropped the bullshit journal in the wastepaper bin, I had been making a rookie mistake in recent months. Trying to make room for me in a world that isn’t mine, instead of extending my own universe. Thinking I needed to find myself a little more when I already had, and for a moment there, my lack of acceptance of these facts made me invisible to the world at large.

I picked apart how for at least the last year, I had felt the ache to live a bigger life. To take my heart and my talents out to the world - my way - not via a hope in a maybe of a glamorous magazine or others I considered radical. Perhaps I hadn’t missed an opportunity hanging out with the rock band tonight or messed up with The Magazine, but on reflection, had actually being missing my own opportunities for some time… to step the fuck up.

I stood in the balcony doorway like it was a portal into a different dimension, rolling and kneading my new revelations in my mind into something coherent, and then slammed the doors shut on the night.

“… It’s time to change the modus operandi, bitches.” I said out loud.


No 2

Hangovers are never as bad as heartache. You can run through the night for people and still roam alone and the only antidote is to stay there with the moon, until you are strong enough to puncture your own heart, not others’. Society is an invisible cage, and all is well if we conform to its restraints of normalcy. When we don’t, it rattles the cage. It becomes nervy and unsure how to handle the truth-seeker about to emerge, and when we make people feel uncomfortable, they pull the trigger.

Like when Brandon couldn’t cope with the spectacle of me and dumped me in the middle of a full cocktail bar, because I refused to change my style. The irony of my showing up in his world without a care was lost on him. His tribe, perched on velvet chairs, called for justice for their friend, who deserved better, and they made me want to vomit. I swept a line of champagne glasses off the tall table with an outstretched arm as I walked my cowboy boots right on out and went to Viv’s. Just as it doesn’t matter if my mother is in Florida or somewhere in our house of six floors in South Kensington; the distance is the same. I think she wanted a more conventional daughter, a cooperative corporate, not a woman who reminded her of her own inability to go after the bit in her teeth she dropped at the altar.

Don’t misunderstand; I am not drowning in a lonely waterfall of vodka and wild clothes, and I’m no bitch. My heart is honest and fierce, but I don’t make promises I can’t keep and I’m not the kindling you seek to fire up your own miserable life. I respect my spirit, and those rare ones who can handle my tattoos and lace, I love forever.

Today’s expected thunderhead, courtesy of last night’s drinking, was not as intense as I anticipated and made me think I was winning at life already. A long hooded cardi and two episodes of the TV series I had become hooked on will disperse the remains of the loitering demon called hangover.

Crawling out of bed into the cardi, I sloped out of my bedroom down the marble staircase, gripping the black bannister all the way to the kitchen on the second floor, for a pint of iced water. At times like this, the house and its many rooms felt miles long. I often thought Mum would have sold the house; it’s only been us two for over a decade, but it was her and my security in the divorce, along with summers in the house in Florida. Not that I go with her to Florida anymore; I prefer the gothic and ancient finds of Europe and faraway lands with a fantasy of a Spanish love affair in salty air.

I considered ringing mother over in the sunshine state to plant the impending seed of change. To shoehorn her into the obvious - I am not the next Anna Wintour she spews about so proudly to people. She thinks her hollow words fool me, because if you ask her what I last wrote about… she won’t have a fucking clue.

I managed one episode before I fell in a mouth-open slumber on the sofa, waking to a dribble down my chin and the overbearing dazzle of TV’s latest recommendation, their new twenty-something rom com smash.

“It’s not a 95% match; it’s a 25% match,” I groaned, flicking the TV off.

Rising carefully from the sofa, I reassessed the hangover situation upon standing, pretty good, pretty good I thought, and went to retrieve the journal from the wastepaper bin to file what I wrote, when I remembered about him.

I paced to the bin, collected the journal and stood by the closed balcony window doors and from under my hood, surveyed the comings and goings over at the hotel, and next door at Bootsy’s bar. Bootsy doesn’t own the bar, the hotel does. I forget its proper name. Bootsy, an unlikely best friend is eight years older than me and runs the bar over the road, and totally should own it, not the hotel.

‘You in today? I need coffee.’ I texted Bootsy, craning my neck to view the hotel entrance.

‘No, Marco is taking me out for dinner. In tomorrow after four. You’re out of vodka too,’ he texted back.

‘I’ll bring one in tomorrow,’ I replied, ‘I jacked in the magazine yesterday.’ Still craning.

‘Shit. Got a plan?’ he asked.

‘Starting my own thing. I’m going to Europe, to write about symbology and ancient Egyptian magic.’

‘… An answer only you could give. You do realise Egypt is not in Europe?’ he replied.

‘I can’t be arsed to think of a witty come back. Go away.’

I clicked the phone off and slid it in my cardi pocket and collected my lone boot from across the sitting room before turning afoot to steal another glance over the road.

I swear I saw him. He rocked his black coffee hair and tattooed arms confidently as he walked out of the hotel with two suited men pillared either side of him. Dressed in jeans, a khaki shirt with its sleeves rolled to his elbows and a wedge of bracelets, leather I presumed. The magic I felt last night was still there, like low lying mist it seeped across the distance, through the windows of my house and commanded my jaded heart. The three men made a swift beeline into the back of a parked black car waiting outside the entrance. I also swear he looked across at my balcony before sinking into the plush Mercedes, as I pulled my hood completely down and leapt to the side of the balcony doors, frozen like a feline in the headlights of a hurtling car.

***

The fourth floor of the house with its four rooms is Monica territory. I shuffled about in the hallway in an oversized dressing gown thinking and picking at my lip until finally I pushed on the heavy wooden door into a room I’ve cultivated over the years into a cave of books, information and treasures. Everything from the ancient Egyptians to symbols to travel to cave paintings and mythical legends can be sourced here like a gothic mystical library.

I opened a wooden box on my desk and pulled out a simple chain. Hanging from it, a large gold dagger with small rubies embedded in its blade and a bigger one on its handle. The gems gleamed deep as I dangled it in front of me and stared at the red for a while. Shutting my eyes, I tried to bypass the emotions plummeting to my feet as I let the dagger fall into my other hand. I closed my fingers around it and made my way across the thickly carpeted hall into the room with all my clothes and paraphernalia; it’s a showpiece of a room in itself and always a work in progress.

Turning the radio on, I laid the dagger on top of the drawers and continued contemplating my next move, and today’s outfit. Swiping through rails of tops, dresses, then trousers and skirts, and an array of scarves, the voice of the radio’s DJ rambled on in the background, grating on and on and I wished he would stop talking and play music.

“Lenny James and his co-stars, pictured together earlier today, have confirmed the sequel of the latest smash rom com and he’s…”

Ugh. I turned the radio off, who cares, and wrestled about with a wire cord instead, hooking it up to big ole speakers and flipped aimlessly through vinyls … Def Leppard, no. Ozzy, no. Metallica, no. Ritchie Sambora, no. Cyndi Lauper oh, possibly.

In the end, I hit Hollywood Vampires on my phone, I like these guys and wished I had their album on vinyl because there’s something about putting a proper record on. I buttoned up my denim flares and pulled on chunky boots as the Vampires version of ‘Heroes’ wrapped up and headed out downtown to the antique jewellery shop. The dagger dotingly swathed in a velvet scarf deep in my handbag.

Handing the dagger over to the hungry owner was a cold experience and I almost didn’t, but back out on my balcony later that evening, a quarter way through the bottle of vodka, I had bought to give Bootsy, I decided selling the dagger was testament to my passion for life. Testament to my soul and following my purpose and this valiant act deserved to be celebrated God damn it. I stood up in honour of myself.

“Yeah, I’m not just a talker,” I garbled at the drinkers over at the bar as rain begun to spear down. Swaying my cream bell lace sleeve and holding a glass up to them as though they gave a fuck, I twirled myself in a circle of drunken happiness. I only stopped when the rain stabbed my face too hard and I worried for my book about the pyramids getting ruined on the rattan table. And there he was. Stood at the front of the revolving door of the hotel watching my twirling swirling mess. Now I see him, of course it had to be now; not pre vodka or pre rain, but now.

I held my arm up with the book of pyramids clasped in my hand as an attempt at a sane gesture of acknowledgment and immediately left the situation feeling foolish. Why, for once in my life, can I not give a guy the right impression of me from the get-go? Why?

Falling asleep a heard a voice whisper in my head. I don’t where it came from, my spirit perhaps, and I fell asleep considering its cryptic words.

‘How do you know you don’t? Don’t mistake everyone for a bar of society’s cage.’


No 3

Long black tassels hanging from my shorts cast the illusion of trousers as I hooked an ankle boot heel around the foot ledge of a barstool behind me. I flipped a bar mat and watched Bootsy glug fresh orange into a tall glass of Vodka, before tapping my card on the machine to pay the orange juice charge. The back wall of the bar reminds of a Parisian perfumery, a display of unique and inviting bottles you want to smell and test. Some well-known names, some bizarre, and some novel, yet all deserving of their spot in Bootsy’s dwelling of drink making. Humans are much like perfume and alcohol bottles, I thought randomly. Each a unique combination of predestined and self-made choices packaged as a personality with life; each deserving of their reserved place at earth’s bar, but many don’t get that, and walk right on by, oblivious. Missing the seat they endlessly search for.

“Have you told your Mum yet?” Bootsy asked, placing the bottle of Vodka I’d bought at the corner shop into a cupboard under the till.

“Sort of. I told her how something bigger within me has been stuck and bursting to get out.”

“And?” he said, turning his hand over and over. “What did she say?”

“She told me to eat fresh figs. Apparently, they work wonders for flushing your system out… I didn’t pursue the conversation after that.” Both of us exchanged incredulous smiles, yet neither of us was surprised.

“And you’re sure about this?” he asked, leaning forward on the bar with his hands. I nodded; he accepted with a loud sigh. “Well, your wardrobe and make up in Mediterranean heat? Traipsing around the symbolic and the ancient…? Can’t wait to hear about it.” He winked.

I pulled one of his black braces towards me and let it snap back onto his chest.

“Vicious. Yes, Sir?” he said, moving to a grey-haired man stood next to me who had walked in with his lady.

The lady, predictably, gave the subtle up and down eye scan that women do to other women. It’s a trait of far too many and it used to end in foul retaliation being spat from my mouth; now I eye roll at the boredom of it. Bootsy did, though, raise a point. Take today’s outfit: black tassel shorts, studded biker jacket, a plethora of jewellery, heeled boots and tomato red lips. Hardly suitable adventure attire.

I gazed around the familiar wood-panelled bar room I will miss so much; the old-fashioned candle wall lights keep this old haven dimly lit and alive. Unlike the proverbial knight in shining armour dangling a precarious sword stood in the corner. It’s a dated if not cliché accessory, but the hotel refuses to let Bootsy remove it. Bootsy put the knight in the underground cellars once; the hotel returned it the next day, and so Bootsy has - almost - come to accept the statue he hates… We’ve called it John, and he joins us for late-night lock ins.

Gingerly, the bar awakens to music strumming softly in the background; it’s still early for those here to parlay London’s nightlife but in another hour, it will be heaving. I barely noticed the solo character in a long-sleeved tee slumped in one of the high-back wooden chairs by the fireplace, his face hidden under a tilted Stetson, a half-drunk espresso on the table in front of him.

“Tired tourist?” I asked, with a sly flick of my head towards the camouflaged character as Bootsy returned from serving the grey-haired man.

“Just a guest,” Bootsy replied and placed a glass of rattling iced water nonchalantly on the shiny bar, his stubbled face grinning stupidly behind it. “Drink that before you go,” he instructed, pointing at the water that I looked at in horror.

“I’m only going to Viv’s house, not on a night out.”

He pointed to the glass of water and moved on to the next hotel drinker drifting in. I swigged the water and slid off the barstool, checking I had my Oyster card and waggling the glass of half-drunk water at Bootsy, making my way towards the door.

“I’m trialling a new juice I created - hangover blaster,” he called over to me whilst shaking a mixture to death in a silver contraption. “I’ll leave one on your doorstep - don’t kick it over.”

“I’ll try to remember,” I said.

Bootsy slid two elegant drinks and the bill to another suited man and eye-scanning lady, when the hat moved by the fireplace. His eyes became visible from under the brim and landed up front and centre on me, emitting that unmistakable enchantment which congealed into a pelvic fire before engulfing me, and I had to snap my head away, because it’s him; and I didn’t know what else to do.

“Someone ought to tell him one’s hat should be removed when inside,” I said to Bootsy, flinging the glass door open.

“I’ll be sure to give him the message,” he replied. “Don’t trap your tassels.”

“I might want to trap my tassels,” I returned, practically throwing myself out of the door so I could escape burning.

I might want to trap my tassels? What the fuck was that, Monica?

***

Viv lives in a small one-bedroom flat above a Polish deli in Hammersmith and works in office management; strategy might be my nemesis, but it’s Viv’s trump card. I vowed my reinvention will not explode in my face by preparing myself to erase the parasites of the mind; fear and worry die if an earthed plan is in place.

Viv and I have known each other for years, well before she and Ronnie got together. We met in a clothes store, although she’s a more dyed black hair and tie-die purple t-shirt person, like Ronnie. Turned out, she wasn’t shopping for clothes like me, but for design ideas, and we’ve stayed close ever since.

She answered the door in a grubby jumper, and it didn’t take long to extract from her that Ronnie’s snow fun was becoming a problem, and that he was pulling dick moves like taking money from Viv’s savings tin in the DVD drawer for her new clothing business idea.

“Do I leave or stay?” she said, exhausted. “If I go, it will mess him up. Can I look at myself knowing I’ve caused wreckage for my own gain?”

Her words invaded me more than she knew. I left my news out of the conversation and gave a promise we’d sort it out together.

“No one is standing at the end with a gold medal for you, for tolerating shit you don’t want to or shouldn’t,” I said, handing over £40 to her.

“That’s from your food fund; I can’t take that,” she said, handing it back, but I refused to take it.

“No, it isn’t. I sold something, and I want you to have it.” She slanted her eyes disbelievingly at me. “I’ll tell you all about it later; I’ll miss the last tube if I don’t go now.”

I thought about personal renaissances all the way home. Was I being selfish or inventive by skidding into a 180-life change? But by the time I reached South Kensington tube station, I decided we misunderstand selfishness. Selfishness is not recklessness like Ronnie, nor is selfishness following your calling. Selfishness is expecting others to dance to your tune, so you feel better.

I felt lighter as I jogged up the few steps to my front door, a glass bottle of rank looking green liquid sat on the top step with a smiley face note stuck to the door -

‘The hat would like to meet you.’ B.

“What are we, like ten years old, passing notes under a table?” I said, peeling the note off the door.

I picked up the bottle of green gunk and clicked the door shut, leaning against it for a beat, before I meandered down the vast hallway biting on my lip and rounded the corner at the bottom. By the time I the reached the kitchen I reckoned the note was kinda cute, not juvenile, and I smiled that I had, at least triumphed for once, in the arena of men’s hearts.

I drank Bootsy’s wonder drink, circling the kitchen island while reading the note again, undecided what to do. It’s been a while since I’ve been on a date; the word alone is cloaked in panic, and I’m leaving in less than two months… little point in starting anything, but I can’t forget him either. He feels like déjà vu; maybe I’ve seen him before in the hotel, or in the bar. Many regulars stay there when in town. Maybe I saw him at The Magazine office, or…

“Wait a minute.” I pressed the TV remote and clicked on the TV hung on the wall across the island. Sucking in a lengthy breath my eyes grew to the size of pumpkins as I recognised the enchanting image eyeballing me from the recommended trailers, and rapidly, I googled Lenny James.

“Oh, fuck.”

I kept ringing Bootsy’s phone until he answered. He was mad, vexed, that I woke him up and I didn’t care.

“Do you know what time it is?” he shot.

“No. Do you know who he is?”

“A good barman never tells. Goodnight.”

“Who does he think he is… requesting to see me? I’m not an appointment to be made. I’m not interested, but tell him thanks.”

“Monica. You’re going. We’ll discuss it tomorrow,” and he hung up.


No 4

The dagger: a tool of carnage, wounding and violence to an untrained mind. To those who can see beyond, it’s a tool of much power. It slices through the unnecessary and excess, slashes roots and skins attached to darkness and the rotten; it cuts entanglements leading to creative minds and self-healing. A dagger, much like the colour red, is doubled-edged: life taking or life-giving, a warning or passion, love or anarchy and the choice is in the hand that holds its hilt.

I loosened the fringed scarf tied around my head, rubbed my hand over my half sleeve and blew out impatient sighs as I clicked through the budget airline website. Does my bag meet the dimension requirements? Do I want to reserve a seat, and which seat; do I need priority boarding and a fast track through security; do I want to check extra bags in and require text updates? Another fiver here, a tenner there, fucking hell, I just want to book a ticket… cheap is an exhausting way to live. I say cheap but it isn’t; the £50 air ticket doesn’t exist if you want to take things with you, like clothes.

An hour later, with the scarf back in place around my head, I stirred sugar into hot coffee across the road at the bar. Bootsy flitted about the empty joint in jeans and a T-shirt, checking stock and penning orders before he opened, while pitching all the reasons I should meet Lenny tomorrow, who, I discover, was sending a car for me. I edged the white ceramic sugar pot back and forth on the bar with my index finger, deciding the sharpness of my response.

“Loosen your chains,” Bootsy said. “He’s not a vampire plotting his next bite.”

“He’s the latest craze riding his wave, same thing.”

“Now who’s all judgmental? Pot. Kettle,” he smirked.

“It’s a train wreck in waiting, with me bound to come off worst.”

Bootsy sighed like I did earlier at the airline website.

“You’re not exactly easy to handle either,” he said, removing the sugar pot. “Look, I’ve got to know Lenny a little whilst he’s been staying at the hotel; he’s a cool guy. I wouldn’t be part of this if he wasn’t.”

“I’m not interested and I’m not going.”

I’m borderline lying to myself because I am interested. Like a meteor fired out of the void, Lenny feels cosmic and impossible to ignore and I wonder if I feel like that to him, or will I end up denting his sacred male pride as women with their own life game tend to do? Few men have time for me, once they figure this out, once they see the deal behind the mysterious eyes and sexy boots. They don’t understand the pain that causes, but I do. Sat burning though on the other side of my lie is the potential of truth. What if Lenny is the lover with hands and shoulders big enough to hold me, a heart so soft it’s strong, and seeks to be a partner in the romance and empires we build, and I’m killing it with shots of venom?

Bootsy refilled our coffee cups, the knight and his sword still unhelpful in the corner, and I looked at the chair next to the fireplace where I last saw Lenny.

“For once in your life, let yourself be cared for… and I know you feel him,” Bootsy added, prodding me in the shoulder with a cheeky grin.

Which begs the real question. Why am I afraid of the very thing I’ve wanted? I stared back at Bootsy and fiddled with my silver bat necklaces, giving my inner conflict a minute to be heard.

“Ok, but I’ll take myself there. It’s not negotiable.”

Bootsy broke into a smile. About to speak, I raised my hand cutting him off.

“Also make it clear it’s a one off, because I fly to Barcelona 1st September.”

“Done,” he said.

His smile diminished as the reality of Europe and new ventures landed. The mood was more sombre when I left than when I arrived. I hated the thought of leaving Bootsy and our strange and fun friendship crafted entirely between his bar and my house after I complained he played dire music and he said I was a liability.

The scarf ends trailed out behind me and the wind tunnelled through the wide sleeveless arms of my t-shirt as I darted across the road to home. I felt like a crowd of dancing rock fairies were cheering me on and I took great comfort in this. Whether this, whatever it is, with Lenny leads to fate or failure, whether me checking out of London to chase a dream of old is successful, I guess, is down to the dagger within.

***

Viv sank on my bed next to me and the holdall, night beginning to fall outside my window.

“How many pairs of shorts do you think I’ll need?” I asked, shaking out the holdall to examine its capacity.

“I can’t believe you’re going. Actually doing it,” Viv said, looking in the empty bag. “Five maybe? I don’t know. I’ve only ever been to Brighton.”

Viv has a habit of making me feel uncomfortable when I’m happy, and I detect a smidge of ‘life is unfair’ from her just as Monica Blue is about to bloom, and she’s still undecided whether to stay with Ronnie and his snow problem.

“If it was me, I would leave him, and set up the clothing line you’ve been planning, for how many years now?” I smiled, flicking her forehead, hoping some sense went in. “But I can’t tell what you to do, only that I’m here for you here either way.”

“Via Facetime or Zoom.”

“Don’t make me feel like a fucker for doing this, Viv. I can’t apologise for being me just because you daren’t be who you are.”

“That’s unfair. Not everyone is a ballsy or lucky as you, Monica. Try some understanding for a change.”

“You think I was born ballsy and lucky?... Oh my God, your self-pity is offensive.”

We continued, spitting like cats at each other until we decided neither of us knew how many pairs of shorts I should take, and what we needed was tequila slammers and female rock bank, Vixen.

Out on the balcony, music blared through from the Bose sound system and we waved at Bootsy stood outside refusing to serve a customer any more drinks. Heated words were clearly in the air tonight. I kept glancing over at the hotel and thinking about Lenny, and whether I should come back out at 2am for a night smoke, but I’d feel dumb if he didn’t. I began grinning to myself… if only those groupie girls from the other night knew. Zoning back in, I turned to the distant voice of Viv, cabbaged on the other lounger.

“Sorry, what was that?” I asked.

“How are you affording to do all this? the travelling, setting your own website -” she slurred and stopped midsentence, as she heaved herself slowly forward, missing the rattan mini table, her glass smashing to the floor.

“I’m doing the website myself, well trying to and… I sold the dagger.”

“Noooo! The Blues’ dagger?”

“The very one, but I’ll get it back one day.”

“Shit. Monica! Shit.” She smacked the table and broke into in hysterics. “Promise me, we’ll go to one last gig before you leave?”

“I have a better idea. Wait there.”

The ground beneath me felt unstable as I swayed my way inside and zigzagged up to my bedroom. Opening the top drawer by my bed, I took out an envelope, and basically slid all the way back downstairs thinking I would surely be dead by the bottom one.

“These,” I said, holding up the envelope and removing two postcard sized invitations.

Viv squinted, snatching one of the invites, unable to make sense of it.

“It’s two invites to a fancy media party in Soho next month. The Magazine gave them to them me ages ago; I was meant to write something on the soirée, as practice.”

“Media party? Do we look like media fucking… magazine… partiers?” She stammered.

“Think about it, Viv. You could meet an investor or business tycoon who loves your work. Look at it that way.”

That, she heard.

“You don’t even like these people,” Viv said.

“I like you though, and why should we waste an opportunity?”

It’s true; I have little in common with people who eat canapés, but I figured this was one thing I could do for Viv to help her, she deserved a chance too, and for fuck sakes, surely, I can mingle in a civil manor with the canapé brigade for a couple of hours.


No 5

Self-worth. It’s a walk on a narrow track upon the peak of a mountain which took time and guts to climb. Have little or none, and you slip off to the left into neediness and chaotic dramas. Hold on to yourself too tightly and it will hurl you off to the right, into isolation and rejection, and the only way through the conundrum is to keep putting one foot in front of the other and trust the mountain you chose to climb in the first place.

I walked into the glass-fronted hotel in Trafalgar pulling my earphones from my ears, cutting Get The Funk Out short; I didn’t think this was the time to hang about outside to let the song finish. The sprawling foyer and champagne bar in the far corner with elegantly dressed people being all darling took me off guard and made my hearing fuzzy.

He can’t have organised for me to attend an event. Please no. My full tulle maxi skirt in black bounced and a daring burgundy corset top hugged my chest, as at least thirty pairs of eyeballs watched me click my way across the marble floor to the reception desk. A man and a lady busied themselves with papers and computers, pretending not to see me. People do it all the time and think I don’t notice. I didn’t wait long before raising my hand high and banging it down on the brass bell, making my wrist cuffs and bangles jingle with its ting.

“Do you have a reservation, Madame?” the man asked, baffled, if not offended, by the heavy eyeliner pattern off the corner of one eye that I had expertly created.

“Oh. Hello,” I said, with a respectable level of sarcasm. “I’m meeting someone here at 8pm. My name is Monica Blue.”

He clicked the keyboard as his eyes searched across the computer screen. With no sign of a friendly face anywhere, I began to think if I’d walked straight into a delayed April’s fool.

“We have no record of your name. Nor is it on the charity gala list, which is the only function happening tonight.”

“No, you don’t understand,” I said.

“I’m afraid I can’t help you,” he said, refusing to try further.

Lenny, Bootsy… I hate you both.

I turned to leave when I heard a rushed voice surfacing from amongst the growing party scene.

“Tom, it’s ok - I got this,” a blonde-haired man said, coming to a halt in front of me offering a handshake. “Monica Blue, I assume. I’m Michael. Come this way.”

Tom and the lady behind the desk raised their eyebrows at each other. I smiled at them both and banged the bell down harder, causing some gala elite to look over as I followed speedy Michael to the lifts.

“I’m Lenny’s manager, slash work buddy slash assistant slash…oh never mind,” he said, clocking my unimpressed face in response to his titles. “I was meant to meet you at the door, but I had to see to an incident,” Michael said, as he called for the lift, tapping his hand on his leg in angst as the display with the floor numbers crawled to the ground floor.

“Uh huh,” I replied.

As we stepped in the lift the editor, Julia, from The Magazine snooped on over holding a flute of champagne and a designer clutch bag. I tried to disguise myself behind Michael but being inconspicuous is not my strong point.

“Michael!” Julia squealed, “I’ve been trying to get hold of you for weeks for an interview - we can offer front cover,” she teased, with a double-take as she noticed me.

“Monica? What an earth are you doing here?” she said. Her eye scan as condescending as her tone.

Michael glanced back and forth between Julia and me in confusion… and I wondered, what is the correct etiquette for such comments… when the person is being snide but hasn’t actually said anything to warrant a lashing of the silver tongue? Given the situation, I said nothing.

“God. Tonight gets better,” Michael muttered under his breath, rubbing his cheek. “I’ll be in touch,” he replied to Julia as he pressed the button for the top floor. I waved at her as the doors zipped shut, unsure if I felt smug or on edge.

I walked out into a jungle of fairy-lit greenery. Sofas, heaters and tables covered the rooftop terrace and a bar glowed in the middle. Lenny stood with his back to London’s skyline in a simple short-sleeved navy shirt and heavy boots. A leather strap clipped on his jeans hung down the side of his thigh, black and silver rings adorned his hands. Like the evening so far, he felt anything but simple. My stomach constricted, nudging me to my edge of not being in control.

“I think I want to leave,” I said to a stressing Michael, who, I’d come to suspect had been stressing all evening.

But Lenny had already reached us. His energy field pulsed wider than the hotel’s rooftop bar. It drew me forward and, despite myself, I was captured.

“We finally meet,” he said, holding me firm and secure on my arms. He dabbed my cheek with a lingering kiss, and I lost my words in the dark musky scent of him.

Michael swept Lenny off to one side as I processed the fairy tale scene I found myself in the middle of; cute lights, nature, a city skyline, sofas, a pack of Marlboro Reds on a table, utter privacy with a wanted man… and I U-turned back into uncertainty. It’s all too perfect, all too organised and all too… what is wrong with me? A million others would be high on him and his efforts.

Lenny returned, offered me a seat whilst handing me a vodka and orange he’d made himself at the bar.

“Would have appreciated the protocol beforehand,” I said, sliding a Marlboro out of the packet. “You can’t ask me here then leave me stranded looking like a prized black forest gateau,” I shot.

He laughed. I didn’t.

“I’m sorry,” he said, lighting my cigarette, “it shouldn’t have happened.”

“We have the same Zippo,” I commented.

We hurdled awkwardly over small talk. Lenny, I learn, is an original Londoner like me but now spends most of his time in America, not like me. He has a sister; I’m an only child. He’s always been in acting and used to the spotlight; I’m a writer with a passion for truth unseen. I kept looking at his tattoos, the symbols within them poignant, and they told me far more about his deeper soul than the Shangri La surrounding us. I’m not averse to luxury, except when it’s thrust in my face to impress.

“Why didn’t you let me pick you up?” he asked.

“Didn’t your mother tell you to never get in a car with strangers?”

“Well, she left when I was 3, so no.”

Fuck. My heart dropped, and I reached forward across the glass table, took his hand and encased it in mine.

“I’m sorry that happened to you,” I replied.

He placed his other hand on top of mine and smiled. I added my free hand on top to complete the stack and then a silly game of building a tower of hands amused us like toddlers.

“My dad warned me though; fair point about the car,” he said.

We watched the sun set over London town. Sunsets, I wanted to tell him but didn’t, are a symbolic invitation to lay down our fears and weary souls to allow them to reorganise themselves into a different order, until the rebirth in twelve hours. Lenny talked about how all the cast were in town for the film promo before they all take a break in between filming. His cast buddies leave soon for tropical places, but Lenny misses the Big Smoke and decided he’ll stay here until he returns to America in the autumn. He listened to me and my interests with a genuine intrigue and his arm felt good around my shoulders. It’s a rare combination I’ve never had the privilege of feeling before.

“Why symbology and ancient Egyptians?” he asked.

“I read a book years ago which inspired me, and Egypt? The history and magic of it is incredible, not that I’ve been but I will one day. Always dreamt of an expedition,” I said, thinking how far away that had become and instead, let myself lean my head into his shoulder as we watched the city twinkle like fireflies under pearly moonlight, like we’d known each other for years.

“I know you said to Bootsy this is a one-off,” he said, “and I can understand with America, Europe and… life. But we can figure it out, if–”

Lifting my head, I looked up at him. But a flapping Michael darting across the rooftop cut Lenny off.

“So sorry man, but the incident downstairs is somewhat more problematic,” he said. Lenny remained unamused with his manager friend. “Can I steal him for a moment?” Michael asked as he turned to me.

I held my hand up.

“I’ll make this easier for you both,” I said. “If this is a girlfriend, I’m out. Problem solved. I’m not into messed up shit,” I said, lugging my bag onto my shoulder about to leave.

“A girlfriend? Seriously? You think I’m that guy?” Lenny exclaimed.

“I have no idea,” I said, throwing my arms up to a blanket of silence.

“It’s paparazzi,” Michael said. “They’ve got wind Lenny is here… Too many people have seen me floating about, and it didn’t help Julia saw us. I mean, how do you know her?!” he shrilled.

“I - was - the new intern at her magazine.”

“Oh, just brilliant!” he said, dragging his hand down his face. “Journos can sense a story for miles. The car is ready in the underground car park; we leave in five. You too, Monica,” Michael instructed.

“No, I’ll just leave and get a cab,” I said.

“It’s not my fault Michaela here is shit at organising dates with the most incredible woman I’ve met,” Lenny said.

“You know I hate it when you call me that,” Michael replied.

“I’m the only one who gets to call him that,” Lenny said to me then turned his attention back to Michael, “I’d punch anyone else who did.”

I stood speechless at Lenny’s first comment, as I then watched a boyish comedic account unfold of who said what and how Michael said it wasn’t his fault either - the gala was tonight.

“All right, all right stop. I’ll get in the car. Jeeze.”

We rode the streets of London in the comfort of the Mercedes’ hum, Lenny insistent we meet again as tonight was only half a date and therefore didn’t count.

“I’ll have to decline,” I said as we rolled into the street of South Kensington currently home to both of us. “I want to, but the obvious is obvious,” I added, wrestling a dual sadness in the air and the train wreck already in motion.

“Depends which obvious you’re looking at,” he said, as he kissed me good night on my cheek. “You get out first, there’s no parking at the hotel and only one sodding entrance,” he added.

“Michael’s not great at organising hotels, is he?” I joked. We laughed despondently, as Lenny told his driver, Daz, to circle around once and then drop him at the hotel, and all I could do was close the door.

I had wilfully sat in my sitting room alone and let Lenny disappear. Is this what self-worth is… the pain of denying self in the vein of heroism? It can’t be; it feels terrible. Could the balance of self-worth simply be respecting yourself enough to follow what feels good, not bad?

I grabbed a piece a paper from the cupboard, scrawled down my phone number and flung open the balcony window doors. Lenny was at the steps of the hotel and I whistled like an obnoxious builder. He turned around and casually returned to standing below my balcony.

“Ok. One more date, by the river with chips and mushy peas,” I said, smiling.

“You’ve no idea how much I’d love that, but I can’t hang out by the river. I shouldn’t be talking to you like this either,” he said.

“We’ll figure it out,” I said, folding the paper into an aeroplane and flying it down to him.


No 6

The ancient Egyptians believed the heart, not the brain, is the vessel containing our human personalities, our emotions, memory, imagination, creativity and wisdom. The heart is the true voice. They already knew what we modern mortals are searching for and they left clues to their wisdom everywhere, communicated in plain sight. We must learn to trust ourselves over others and our insidious brains: to trust the subtlety of the inner voice and release the spirit of it. And perhaps today is a good day to sit the fuck down, shut up, and listen to what it has to say.

The church clock across the road from Viv’s flat struck six. Trees in full bloom framed the old stone and windows of the church and they looked contented as I glanced out of the window, my laptop open and running out of charge. Viv clattered in the kitchen making another round of coffee. Organising the plan for my online writing empire with Viv had been my excuse for ignoring Bootsy’s earlier text.

Lenny had texted him a thank you message for his help and how he’d earned another date, which meant Bootsy was now like an eight-year-old boy waiting to go to the fair.

‘This is written by the hand of life; I knew it!’ Bootsy texted again.

I didn’t know what to tell him - yet. So, a spur of the moment ‘work’ trip to Viv’s seemed like a valid reason for not replying.

The allure of Lenny is not his name, his creed or (nearly as cool as mine) tattoos but an essence I cannot as yet articulate. It’s like my subconscious mind knows, but my conscious mind doesn’t. The lack of bullshit I can usually sense around people was not there in or around him, and if anyone was going to be full of bullshit, I expected it to be someone like Lenny. Instead, he exposed me to the place I’ve claimed I’ve always wanted to be… genuine romance, vintage yet daring and wild, something like Bootsy and Marco have. But in a few weeks, whichever way I slice it, we - or more likely I - would face a cruel end. It was risky to think about him, it was risky not to think about him, and I didn’t know what to do with that.

A minute later my phone was ringing, one call immediately after the last until I answered it.

“You’re killing me here. I’ve finished at the bar early. I’ll come over,” Bootsy said.

“I’m not in. I’m at Viv’s. Putting together a plan for the site… sorting what’s going where, how to market and -”

“I was hoping for a conversation about fine love, not leafleting,” he replied.

“Leafleting? Who the hell sends out leaflets?”

Just then, the front door from the communal stairway was barged open followed by Ronnie, groaning as he collapsed on the floor of the tiny kitchen, his face bloody with patches of purple. Viv began screaming as the coffee mugs smashed to the floor, hot coffee burning both Viv and Ronnie. Not that they noticed. I looked on from the sofa at the unfolding carnage, with Bootsy fretting down the phone asking if I was alright.

“I’m fine,” I said, lowering my voice. “It’s just Ronnie arriving. Looks like he’s had a beating. I’ll phone you later.”

“I’m sending an Uber for you. Both of them are trouble. Viv will take you down with her own sinking ship. Wake up, woman.”

“It’s fine. I’ll just check she’s ok,” I hung up, watching her smother Ronnie as he rolled about the floor. But the mirror above the worktop, opposite the front door, showed me two men stood in the threshold. I froze at their drug dealer ugliness, until, not wanting to draw attention, I moved like a snail from the sofa to the far corner of the sitting room, between the gas fire and the window. The furthest point away from them that still gave me an eyeline into the kitchen.

“Pay up or she’s next,” one of the men said.

Viv, ashen, looked up at the open door as she cradled Ronnie. She scuttled back to her feet, scrambling into the sitting room. She couldn’t look at me as I tried to breathe as little as possible after discovering how loud breathing can sound. Viv yanked her tin from the DVD drawer and, with dithering arms, handed it over to them.

“It’s all I got,” she said to the two men.

“No, babe, don’t do that. I’m sorting it out,” Ronnie groaned more deeply curling into a ball.

The two men counted the money, wafted what must have been a few hundred in the air and left smugly, not without landing another kick on Ronnie’s arse.

I heard the two men walk down the stairs and then the main door being slammed shut and it never felt so good to breathe out. I looked out the side of the blind half covering the small window and watched them casually turn right and walk down the main road towards the centre of Hammersmith. I felt jittery: adrenaline on the run around my body. This whole situation, Viv, Ronnie, all of it, had unnerved me. When I think about it, my stomach has dropped most times I’ve been with her recently which, for a best friend, is surely the wrong thing to feel.

“Shouldn’t have done that babe. I didn’t owe ‘em that much,” Ronnie spluttered.

I wanted to beat the shit out of the idiot myself. I tried to shove down the sneaking suspicion that Bootsy could be right. Much like Lenny, she’s become an entanglement I don’t know how to unpack… a friend you’ve spent years with abruptly, overnight it seemed, provokes a warning flare every time you see her instead of a vibe of the sisterhood. Maybe she always carried a warning sign and I didn’t notice it until I stepped off the boat for a minute. And what the fuck was she doing when she’s meant to be on a life mission of her own?

I closed my laptop and stuffed the papers scrawled with half-finished plans into my blazer pocket.

“Viv,” I called, as she walked through the sitting room to fetch the first aid kit from the bathroom.

“Don’t start on me now,” she hissed.

“I wasn’t. I was going to ask if you want me to stay, but clearly you got this.” I replied. Now, I was pissed. “You know where I am,” I added before stepping over Ronnie and leaving.

Once out of the main door, I turned the opposite way to the dealers and ran towards Chiswick in mid-calf winkle-pickers until I found a busy bar to stand in front of and called for an Uber, my hair now half unpinned and sticking to the sweat around my neck. My feet and legs felt like they wanted to burst out of the boots and they seared with pain as I lit another Marlboro, checking my Uber arrival every five seconds. It wasn’t until he yelled my name that I saw Brandon swaggering the night away outside the Chiswick bar with his latest trophy girl. He waved, casting a jokey remark about my dishevelled appearance. Of course, the whole flamingo scene turned to stare at me, like I was entertainment, just like he wanted. Initially, I was going to ignore him until I found myself slow-walking through a parting crowd towards him and said trophy. I paused for a second, then flipped him the finger, stubbed my cigarette out on his pompous boat shoes, turned and dived into the Uber which was pulling up at just the right moment, as the Gods would have it.

‘Change of plan,’ I texted. ‘On my way back. Come over.’

***

“Something changed in me tonight,” I said to Bootsy, cradling the mug of hot water, whiskey, lemon and honey Bootsy had made for us both. We sat on the same lounger on the balcony. The bar and hotel radiated brightness across the road as I rested my head against his. No sign or call from Lenny.

Normally, I would have stayed or helped or done something… not walked out, but Ronnie had brought it home with him. Not even to his own home, to Viv’s, endangering her and, by default, me. And now all her business set-up money had gone. I feel sad for her. I feel sad that when it came down to the critical moment that shows your real values, your real truth, she’d chosen Ronnie. She’d chosen a familiar unhappiness. It’s not about her choosing me, it’s about her choosing her -Viv choosing herself over anything else. I’m sad she can’t find that place within her to do that.

“She’s no intention of doing anything what she says, other than riding on your coattails,” Bootsy said.

“Ouch.”

“Have you asked yourself why you’re still friends with her?”

I shook my head.

“Loyalty. Duty… being a friend,” I replied.

Bootsy’s head lowered with each word as his eyebrows rose.

“And do you feel her love and support for you?”

I watched the bar and the hotel. All busy, delightful and friendly. South Ken is good to me I thought, Bootsy is good to me. They’re good for me.

“Honestly? She drains me. I’m no angel, but it scared me tonight Bootsy.”

He lifted my chin up and our eyes met as he riffed the truth like only Bootsy can.

“Stop searching for the things you need and want in people who don’t have the capacity and ability to give them to you. They’re not to blame, but set them free, my dearest Monica. You deserve what you hold in your heart.”

As night fell, I read by the lamplight in the book room about the House of Life in Egypt, the magicians who worked there and their cosmic magic coded within its walls. I made several failed attempts to make sense of the enormity of this ancient culture; one frankly, beyond human understanding. I moved my thoughts onto The Pyramids, The Sphinx and the precision of their iconic alignment with astronomy; how did they know all this, let alone build all these? Somehow the magic of Ancient Egypt comforted me, like South Kensington and Bootsy.

My phone interrupted me. A British mobile number lit the screen as my phone vibrated brightly against the carpet and I leapt to pick it up but let it ring a few times before sliding to answer.

“Hello,” I said.

“I’m watching a documentary on Egypt. Obviously, I was a Pharaoh in a past life, but now my eyes have glazed over. What are you up to?”

Deciding if you feel like a Bootsy or a Viv, but fuck, that’s cute. He’s watching Egyptian programmes in his hotel room and I smiled as I curled up in the chair.

“Reading. Did you know,” I responded, “In 1896 a real Egyptian Magicians’ toolbox was found, it contained…”

I picked up the wooden box on the desk next to me, which once housed the dagger, and flipped the lid open and closed as I boasted about wands, papyri and amulets discovered in the toolbox, amongst other items.

“Some of its contents were given to various museums, but no one knows the whereabouts of the box or if there is more. So they halted their research.”

“Maybe our next date can be a treasure hunt for the toolbox, with a reward of fish and chips?” Lenny said.

I laughed down the phone, biting my lip, conscious I’d rambled on way too much about it all. He didn’t seem to mind, but I changed the topic to his day.

“Been cooped up in here all day, learning lines,” he said.

“Hit me with them,” I said. “I’ll go through them with you.”

We practised lines, made coffee and talked about our favourite haunts of London into the early hours until there was no doubt: Lenny felt like a Bootsy - the energy zingy, yet calm and warm. I felt at ease. I could feel my spirit speaking, and what type of ancient Egyptian raconteur would I be if I didn’t listen to that?

“Anyway,” Lenny said. “If you love Egypt so much, and the ancient Egyptians, why are you going to Europe?”


No 7

This was how Lenny and I began: unexpectedly, inconveniently. Two magnets, already strong in their own poles, that snapped into place as soon as we found each other. We’d eaten fish and chips by the river… I was at the river, Lenny was sitting in Bootsy’s back room at the bar as I Facetimed the view. I can still smell the salt and vinegar rising from the box and flutters still tickle my stomach when our phones connect. Our first kiss was in my kitchen while making avocado and turkey sandwiches. It was delicate yet dirty, and I asked him to do whatever it was he had done again. He took me to a private Egyptian exhibition, which I think bored the pants off him, so I said I’d watch his new film in return. In only four weeks, life had become surreal and, however long it lasted, I would always be grateful for him. Grateful for him being a catalyst in cracking open my deepest intimate self I rarely let myself visit, let alone others. I was still iffy about this newfound intimacy with myself, and with him. I didn’t realise I could fear my mighty soul as well as holla it so boldly like I do. It challenged me, and I felt vulnerable.

“I worry you’ll disappear like my mother did. I’m learning to trust the new too if that helps,” he said one night on Facetime, snuggling his pillow across the road at the hotel. He looked like a little boy daring to ask for more, not the tattooed stylish movie star everyone else saw.

This wasn’t just about Lenny and what would happen when we both left, or my new ventures, but about the dark cloud of my parents seeping into my everyday thinking so that I quietly—or not—fucked up any new movement forward in my life. My success in both romance and my career, I admit, lay not in Lenny himself or any fantastical vocation, but at the bottom of the foundation upon which I was built. I further admit that Lenny and the new run at my career meant everything to me and, for that reason, it was worth going back into my abysses so I could make the home run.

Why was I going to Europe and not Egypt? For travel, the Gothic architecture, mystical stories and caves converted into properties. Come on—how cool would it be to own a cave? The truth I had at first overlooked was that my Dad was in Spain… with his new family. He was always my lantern, my Holy Ghost, the encourager of the seed of dreams and purpose planted in all of us. I lost all that, and I lost respect for him when he tossed aside Mum and me by moving to Spain with his paella-making girlfriend he had been living a double life with for two years. I had half-siblings, young terrors I’d never met. I had blocked them out like I did him. I didn’t recall the last time we had spoken.

Over the summer, when my calling became too loud, too painful to ignore, I hadn’t considered Dad, but now the thought of him was there and wouldn’t leave. Perhaps my subconscious had an ulterior motive for me going to Barcelona, where he happened to live. I had his address—should I show up at his house? I could meet him again. My Dad, the wandering Egyptologist I once adored. My mother could not find out though. The backlash would drive the chisel into the ever-widening crack between us to cause a full split. Yet I knew I could only build my new life by healing and letting go of the old way in which I had been living.

***

It was 1am as I slunk into a long, black velvet dress. Draping my neck in silver and black-fringed scarves and pendants of stone engraved with rune symbols. My eyes felt pale and looked tired. I attempted a nap during the day knowing I was seeing Lenny for a 2am rendezvous in Mayfair before he left for three days, for interviews and promo in Newcastle and Manchester, but I didn’t feel any more awake for it. Not that I gave a rat’s arse about being tired—I was alive with joy. 2am may seem an odd time to meet, but we were not normal lovers. I prefer the non-traditional. It’s interesting and exciting—yes, but more than that, it just feels normal to me. It’s the traditional way of life, including blue jeans and cocktails, that feels abnormal for me.

Lenny had organised it for 2am so we could be together before he left and to punctuate the time we first met with nothing but a Marlboro and a feeling over a road in South Kensington. We held hands in the back of the car, twisting each other’s rings as Daz pulled into the underground car park at the five-star hotel. A round man led us through corridors and lifts to the top floor and a plush, dimly lit bar. A table with two mugs of hot chocolate and a large black forest gateau had been prepared out on the wraparound balcony.

I laughed hard when I saw the cake.

“I’d forgotten about referring to myself as black forest gateau… when you left me abandoned in the foyer,” I said, widening my eyes.

“Am I forgiven?” he replied, equally as sarcastic.

We enveloped ourselves in the cream blanket they had left for us, ate too much cake and avoided looking at the time. The prettiness of London by night overtook us as we sat in silence just holding each other.

“I have something for you,” I said, reaching down into my bag and handing him a velvet jewellery pouch.

I’d bought him a leather bracelet with a silver symbol of The Eye of Horas. Thoughts of my father rushed back to the front of my mind along with What the fuck is going to happen to Lenny and me in a few weeks when we both leave? I lit another cigarette. Blowing tetchy smoke back out into the lights of London.

“It’s an Egyptian symbol providing protection, healing and good health,” I said, watching his delighted face as he fastened it around his wrist.

I had meant to ask Lenny about our impending spilt but lost my nerve in denial and instead explained how Horas lost his left eye in a fight but it was magically restored by Hathor.

“His left eye represents the moon too. My favourite space thing—the moon. His right eye represents—”

“All right,” he cut in, shuffling up straighter. “What’s up? You’re rambling.”

I could avoid my question no longer.

“If you had the chance to see your Mum, would you take it? Would you just show up?”

“I get the feeling this isn’t about the waste of time that my mother is, but no, I wouldn’t. Do I miss having a mother… feel cheated? Yes. But do I miss her? No.”

He got the gist of where I was going as I summarised my family dynamics, which I was thankful for because I could feel suppressed pain wanting to explode from my eyes.

“I miss my Dad, Lenny,” I said, dropping my head as he cupped my hands. “I hated him for a long time… now, I’m not so sure, but my Mum will cut me off and—” I was failing to control my watery eyes. “This is not the time for me to have a fucking meltdown. I am so sorry. I’ll go,” I said, wiping my cheeks with a scarf as I looked behind me back into the main bar area to see if anyone was watching us, which, other than a floating waiter rounding up late hangers-on, they weren’t.

“You’re not leaving… we both will.”

He rang for Daz to collect us and, with his arm around the small of my back, he guided me out of the bar, back through the warren of corridors into the car and through my front door, closing it behind him.

“I’ll make tea and toast,” he smiled. “You put your pyjamas on.”

I was about to object, but no one had made me tea and toast in the middle of the night before to make me feel better. It felt like the perfect soothing thing to do.

“Can you tuck me in as well?” I said, wholly serious.

I walked into the kitchen a short time later in cotton pyjamas. It smelled liked breakfast time as I hugged an old shoebox covered in travel stickers stuffed full of cards, postcards and letters from Dad over the years. I’d read every one. Replied to none.

Two mugs of tea sat on the island next to a stack of buttered toast as I showed him what was a representation of my father… the only thing I had left after selling the dagger.

“Why do parents do messed up stuff and expect it not to affect us?” I said, leaning into the side of his neck, tearing off another bite of toast.

He shrugged.

“Your dad isn’t my mother though. I don’t condone what he did, but he obviously loves you a lot from what I’ve seen. I can’t tell you what to do, babe, but don’t just show up. Men don’t always take well to surprises.”

I nodded, my head still resting against his neck. How ironic.

“Shall I tuck you in now?” he beamed down at me.

“No. I’ll wave you off,” I replied as he reluctantly grabbed his jacket to leave.

I watched him from the balcony as he made a kooky, camouflaged walk back over to the hotel and the car waiting to take him up to Newcastle. Michael, who stood holding the car door open for him, blew the cover by waving like a fool at me until Lenny pushed his arm down and bundled him into the car. I buried my face in my pyjama sleeves and giggled to myself. What a pair of fucking idiots.

“How do you two pull off anything?!” I texted to both of them as Daz drove Lenny away.

After Lenny and Michael drove off, I couldn’t sleep for a churning mind and emptied the shoebox on to the sitting room floor. I scoured the sprawling heap until I found the latest communication with Dad’s details in Barcelona and then fell asleep on the sofa with it in my hand. I only woke a few hours later because my phone was ringing from a No Caller ID.

Thinking it was likely Lenny or Michael reporting a Newcastle hotel disaster, I answered playfully, but it was Julia, from The Magazine.

“I won’t keep you long, Monica,” she said curtly down the phone. “We haven’t always seen eye to eye, but I happened to see you and Lenny at the hotel bar last night… another function.” She waffled. “You looked upset. I wanted to see if you were ok?”

This woman gets everywhere; shame her sincerity doesn’t. I didn’t respond.

“I know Lenny can be inviting… he’s a catch. He can also be a loner, a heartbreaker. I don’t wish that to happen to you,” she added.

“Are you calling Lenny a fuckboy?” I cut in.

I imagined her clasping her pearls as she stammered and cleared her throat before she continued on about how Lenny had met her daughter a few times the last time he was in town. She—the daughter (but I figured she meant herself as well)—was hoping they would pick up where they left off, but it hadn’t been the case. Essentially, I thought, dissecting her spiel, you’re giving me the hard word to leave the path clear for your daughter and, frankly, I’m in no mood for bullshit.

“Look, love. Don’t worry about him, or me. Worry about what type of woman and mother you are, because you’re embarrassing yourself by ringing me today. Goodbye.” I hung up.

I sat for a moment, bemused by the woman, the paper with Dad’s details on the sofa next to me. I cradled the phone, my hands trembling slightly. I need to do this. I should, right? My hands turned to shaking. I can do this. I can d–

“Oh, for pity’s sake. Shit or get off the pot, Monica.”

I tapped the Spanish phone number on the screen’s keypad and waited for the strange European ringtone. It was answered after two rings.

“Dad? It’s me, Monica.”
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“Monica, what a lovely surprise. How… how are you?” Dad said, his voice as warm and generous as I remembered. He always had the knack of cosy, like he naturally knew how to bring the bond felt listening to stories around a campfire.

“Am I? I wasn’t sure I would be after all this time.” I replied.

“I’ve waited years for this; every phone call or letter I received… I hoped it would be you.”

“Well, today it is,” I answered. “Mum doesn’t know I’m calling.”

“She won’t hear about it from me. So, tell me, how are things? How’s London? Seems strange not to know.”

“You sorta lost that prerogative.”

I could feel the weight of his silence, as though he was returning to a dusty cobwebbed room, once filled with light and joy.

“I deserved that. If you want to throw abuse at me, go for it. You won’t say anything, I haven’t since called myself.”

I can’t help but believe his honesty.

“Remorse sounds good on you… I don’t want to throw abuse; I’ve done all that. I’ve raged and beaten pillows, which I then cried into because it hurt.” I replied. I stuttered as I tried to find the rest of my sentence. “It was all so far-fetched, and I missed you. I missed us. I realised the other day though, that the only thing left from all the warfare is - I still miss you. But perhaps now, I’ve grown enough to deal with unconventional situations.”

I thought of Lenny and how easy it had been to adapt to an offbeat way of life. Maybe Dad’s surprise from the oblivion all those years ago had been preparation; training wheels for me, so I could live an extraordinary life of my own choosing. Meeting Lenny had highlighted to me that it was ok to reconnect with Dad… to feel love of all kinds. I noticed my fight against Dad had become futile, if indeed it was ever my fight in the first place. Now that the shrapnel had settled, I could see I was holding the torch Mum had passed to me to carry; and God damn me if I dropped it.

“That’s an incredible thing to understand; there’s people twice your age nowhere near that level of emotional intelligence,” he replied.

“I still read your books and journals you’ve written on Egypt.” I smiled. “They inspired me to leave my magazine internship and follow your lead. Not exactly, as I’m not a proper Egyptologist, obviously,” I said.

“No. You’re Monica Blue with your own words and vision.” he replied.

My heart radiated an ache, and I heard his voice crack. I bet he was sat in his office with papers, books, maps and theories plastered everywhere. He’d be rubbing his brown eyes from underneath his round glasses, like an emotional mad professor. He paused once more, regathering his composure before telling me how proud and honoured he was, and if I would tell him about my venture.

“I’m flying out to Barcelona 1st September; how about coffee… Maybe I could send you the link to my new website? It’s like a digital magazine, but really, it’s a house for my writing on travels, the magical and the mystical. Would you give me your opinion?” I asked, pulling at my lip. If there was one blessing, I both respected and needed on this, it was his.

“Like a new House of Life, hey?”

“Definitely,” I replied, jumping about inside with giddiness for this new online world I’m creating.

“I cannot wait to see it.”

He mentioned he was due to fly out to Egypt on the 1st September, a new expedition. I instantly craved the excitement, he talked about. New findings, new ideas, and he would be in Egypt for a few weeks.

“I’ll go a couple of days later though; I refuse to miss coffee with you. Send me your email too, and I’ll report back on your site,” he said.

“Thank you.” I felt relieved, and nervy, that a talented Egyptologist and an oracle of all things esoteric, would check my work so far. “Mum doesn’t know about any of this either,” I said.

“Again, she won’t hear it from me; but you need to tell her.”

We hung up. I immediately sent the link and password to him, so he could view the, not yet live, website, and gently placed the phone next to me on the sofa, blindsided by what I thought was going to be an awkward and disjointed conversation, being the complete opposite. It was like time had stood still.

My Dad was right though. I needed to tell mother; about him, The Magazine, my new venture, and what better time to do it, than the current moment. I was riding high and felt confident enough in my choices now, to not let her reaction wobble or threaten me, and I couldn’t wait to tell Lenny, how well it went with Dad.

I glanced across at the hotel on route to the kitchen and caught a glimpse of Bootsy at his bar, being charmingly engrossed in his work like he was every day. I waved, but he didn’t see me. The normally glittery hotel felt duller with Lenny not there, but one thing was for sure; Lenny was not just romancing me, he was shaking my world.

I stood stiffly against the kitchen island with a strong coffee, my dragon bracelet tinkering against the mug, and rang Mum. She’d been in Florida eight weeks at least; the length of her stays increased year on year.

“Monica! How funny. I was just talking about you to the girls and Rodger, how you work at a top magazine and—”

Rodger?

“—Are you drunk? It’s 11.30 in the morning over there,” I replied.

“Happy tipsy darling. We’re celebrating. Can I ring you back in about an hour?”

Celebrating?

“Sure.”

Who am I to interrupt a la-di-da champagne moment?

I felt the wobble, sprouting and growing like a weed. I needed to say what I had to now; not in an hour. I figured a quick vodka with fresh orange juice wouldn’t hurt the situation and would give me a chance of remaining grounded in my sureness. I exchanged my mug for a tall glass, threw five pieces of ice into the glass (always five) and poured an ample mix of vodka and cold fresh orange juice. The cold liquid felt heavenly as it slid down my tensing throat.

I paraded around the kitchen, then the sitting room, ending up on the balcony waiting. And waiting. An hour felt like a day. By the time mother rang back, I’d knocked back a few more vodka’s and felt invincible.

“Before you say anything, Mum, I need to tell you something. And don’t interrupt me until I’ve finished,” I said.

She muttered in suspicious agreement. I softened my abruptness as I launched into a brimming monologue I knew would pull her triggers. Poised, ready for her inferno of drama and guilt, I delivered three bullets. One—leaving the security and notoriety of The Magazine; two—reaching out to my father and restarting contact, and three—starting my own thing, born of the works and interests of my father and his family.

“I don’t believe this. I don’t believe how hurtful and foolish you are being. How could you? After everything I’ve been through!” Mum screeched.

I tried to switch off, as I heard her call me ungrateful. How I’m throwing all what she has done for me in her face with a shovel. As predicted, I was not to expect any more financial help or support from her.

“You’ve chosen your side. You’re nothing but a traitor; just like your father.”

“Wow.” She’d brought me to silence. The weed rapidly multiplying until a mini miracle swept through my state like fresh air to pull that bastard out of my mind.

“Stop belittling me. I’m not here to continue YOUR war that was over years ago…You bitter old jealous cow.”

“Oh I am not bitter, Monica,” she spat. “I was going to tell you this when I got back but, seeing as you won’t be there. Rodger and I have got engaged; he’s coming back to London with me. I—was—excited for you to meet him.”

“Wait. What? Who? I don’t even know this guy.”

“So, you see, I’m not bitter, and definitely not jealous of you. I’ve found love again, unlike you Monica, who walks around looking like some sort of witch with a devil’s heart. You’ll never find a decent man or job behaving like you do.”

I was about to explode; my eyes were practically out of their sockets. I squeezed my knee so hard; I was certain crescent marks from my nails would be there for days.

“You know what, mother? I’m done. And in the words of Guns n Roses… I don’t need your civil war.”

“Ugh!” she spat again and hung up.

I threw my phone onto the sofa, grabbed my glass off the coffee table and hurled it at the wall across the other side of the sitting room. Glass sprinkled all around and orange liquid dribbled down the wall, much like the tears down my face. Her words like blades to the chest.

I’m not having this. You don’t get to speak to me like this.

I banged ‘Civil War’ on repeat, turning it up until it boomed around the entire house. I took my phone and barged my way back to the kitchen. Snatched the vodka bottle from the island, swigging at it like it was water as I scrolled through my contacts to find Mum’s number and rung her back. Of course, she let it go to voicemail, but I didn’t hang up.

“For your information, and please do pass it on to your fake entourage, I have found a decent man. He’s more than decent, actually! He’s real inside, he’s thoughtful and loving. I feel safe yet free and cared for. He accepts me for me. We see each other’s hearts, which we have both encased in cabinets for too long, because of mothers like you! His mother abandoned him when he was three. The turmoil still messes with his head and he’s 23! I adore him. We have something powerful… and I am in love with him and his name… his name,” I slurred, “is Lenny James. That’s right. The movie star. So, sit down, bitch.”

***

I awoke the next morning, my eyes tight and puffy, my head pounding. I staggered my way to the bathroom and threw up the toxic damage from last night. I laid my arms over the toilet seat and sat on the floor exhausted from the hangover; wrung out emotionally, when I recalled how it had ended with my voicemail.

Oh God, Oh God. This is bad. This is really bad. What the hell was I thinking? Half of Florida will know by now.

I crawled on all fours back to my bedroom, reached up to the bedside table and felt around for my phone. I found it and sent a drained sounding voice note to Lenny. Ignoring the one, he had sent me earlier this morning.

“Babe, it’s me. Haven’t listened to your message yet, but I think I’ve made a very slight fuck up. Can you ring me when you’re free?”
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Answers. We all want them. But are we ready for them, when they show up? Have we primed ourselves enough in order to hit our stake through the solution? To claim it? To be it. Do it. Own it? … Have we got enough nerve? Because when we really mean what we ask for, those answers will roll in – in abundance. With new decisions to be made and shaky new ground we must dare to walk on.

I finally removed myself from the floor up onto my bed and turned the TV on, not listening to a word the programme presenters were saying. I sat, staring at my budget airline ticket on my phone; Barcelona, 1st September, seat 22A. My holdall half packed on my chair to the side of me by the bedroom window. I flipped the phone screen across to play Lenny’s voice message for the tenth time, waiting for his TV appearance on the morning show in Manchester.

“My Monica. I miss you, so much. Honestly. It’s errr four in the morning, I’m in a car on the way to Manchester and I’ve drunk way too much whiskey,” he said verging on being incoherent. “In’t that right Michaela… Michael? Wake up. How much longer to go? Say hi to Monica. She’s on the phonnnne.”

I heard a dull thump. I presumed it was the sound of Lenny’s hand to Michael’s chest, followed by Michael, managing to string a sentence together, groaning he had no idea how far it was to Manchester.

“Monica. The boy’s heart is bleeding man,” Michael said, sounding worse than Lenny did. “I think you’re kinda nuts, but then so is he. You’re spirit animals, or a power couple, or whatever the term is these days… golden royalty!”

“Golden royalty is not a term mate,” Lenny cut in.

“Shut up Lenny. Just say yes Monica. Life’s too short man… and I need sleep before Manchester.”

They were somewhere down the A1, I learned, on the way to the studio in Manchester. Lenny and two other cast members were doing an interview on a morning show – to include tasting a range of scrambled eggs to decide a winner of the wannabe chef competition. I had decided to tune into the show, because I thought it would be hilarious to watch Lenny pull this together given his state on the phone a few hours ago.

Lenny and Michael were meant to leave Newcastle yesterday, drive to Manchester, ready for the show this morning. What they did, was stay in the hotel bar in Newcastle downing whiskey, having a heart to heart, and now Daz was hurtling them down the A1, trying to make it in time.

I had of course thought of little else but what will happen to Lenny and I, when I leave for Spain and he for New York. I had made myself accept we were the equivalent of my Spanish love affair in salty air with an expiry date of 1st September. Lenny due to leave a couple of weeks after I was. Although our time had been short, it doesn’t matter. Time doesn’t matter; connection does.

“It’s hard to imagine not having him around or my heart in one piece,” I had said to Bootsy one day, who I’m sure shed a tear as he’s all about the happy ever after and believed in Lenny and me from the get go. I think he saw what neither me nor Lenny did, and he’s convinced the force will keep us together.

Lenny’s gigantic voice message continued, as did the disrespect I felt as to what I had done in a moment of trying to prove myself to anger and hurt. The game of seeking validation is a fierce one. It’s dangerous, addictive, and much like a casino, the banker always wins.

“I might be not sober; I might not make it through the show, but I am sure of this,” Lenny said. “It’s difficult for me to trust people; it’s difficult for me to meet interesting people with wild hearts and a solid soul. But I found you, in such a way I can only describe it as a Monica Blue moment. We’re one, you and me, Monica. And now Michael,” a stuttered deep snoring noise filled the background, “tells me we have to leave for New York at the weekend. Contractual issue or some shit.”

Like an elevator on free fall, a rush of energy from my chest would thud to my feet each time I heard it. We should have had another two weeks together before I left.

“I have two things to ask, and I want you think, to have time to think,” Lenny persisted. “We can speak later but will you come to a press party in Soho with me tomorrow night? Hardly romantic, but better than spending our last real night together alone. And,” he paused, clearing his throat, “… come to New York on the 1st instead? We can’t give this up now, and once I’m done filming, we can go to Spain, Egypt, anywhere you want! And I can help with your website and writing, a lot… getting it out there, making it the success we already know it is. What do you think? Can we figure this out?”

As if my head didn’t already hurt enough, now Lenny had twisted it too. I mean, what an offer! An unexpected offer; with a day to think about it. What about my world; Spain, coffee with Dad? What about my love for Lenny, and our shot at life together?

A second round of less pretty feelings appeared on the tails of these questions. Lenny’s offer was glitzy and, in all honesty, everything I’ve wanted, but it was on his terms. Would I go with him… when he was done filming… he could help my work. I’m not sure how well that sat with me; how in line it was with my values. Besides, once I told him about the faux pas with mother, and how our appearance in Soho might not be the first time the world hears about Monica and Lenny, none of this might be a consideration. Lenny liked his privacy; he was protective of his past and the people in his life. He played the media game obviously, but that’s all it was. I wondered if others noticed, he never actually reveals much about himself or his life?

“You look wasted,” I texted him, laughing at the TV screen, watching Lenny trying to swallow sloppy scrambled egg while looking less than perky. His skin glowing a shade greener.

I watched him and the other two cast friends’ entire slot on the show. The bloopers they had given the show to air, warmed me considerably and reminded me of the Lenny I know, and how right he is in that we can’t give this up. It felt terribly wrong to do that. It felt terribly wrong for me to give up or delay Spain too.

By the time afternoon rolled by, I was still in bed, with no intention of getting dressed for the remainder of the day. My stomach was still at risk of vomiting and the least amount of movement possible was imperative. I conducted two calls after deciding, at least the first part, of my dilemma. Both went to voicemail.

“Lenny. I listened to your message; it’s beautiful. I never considered erm, I didn’t think… I don’t want us give up either, but I need to speak to you. Yes, of course I will come to the party with you. As it happens, I was meant to be going to it with a friend of mine, but that changed.”

Next, I rung Viv. To say I was no longer going to the media party, and I hoped she didn’t mind. This was not because I was dropping her over a boy, but because I didn’t want to go with her and the chaos she would undoubtedly bring along. She couldn’t handle herself; never mind work a room. I suspected my generosity of the invite, would be lost on her or misused, nor had I heard from her since the Ronnie incident. I hadn’t heard from mother either. I hadn’t expected mother to call in the interest of my well-being, but I did think she would have rung back to poke around as to the details of my voicemail. She probably didn’t believe me; I mean who would?

No one was ringing or messaging back, and it felt like an eerie silence before a gothic storm. In the unease and greyness of my bedroom I fell asleep, woken a few hours later by my phone ringing somewhere amongst the duvet covers. A rushed call by Lenny, as he hurtled once more back to London, back to me and the party, before the airport loomed on Saturday.

“Glad you’re coming. Michael and I will prep you beforehand about how to answer any questions you don’t want to… and we can speak afterwards, properly, all night if we need to. What was the fuck up?”

I can’t tell him like this, over the phone when he’s busy, when he’s just offered all what he had. Think think…

“Don’t worry about that for now. We can sort everything tomorrow. Safe travels, bye babe.”

I’m guessing mother didn’t believe it enough to tell anyone, and nothing is on the web. I’ve googled it.

I GOOGLED it.

“Googled it?!” I raised my voice and arms in disbelief. “Look at yourself Monica! Googling me and Lenny, seriously? Stop poofing this up into paranoia,” I circled my arms around and upwards. Quite annoyed with myself, “How interesting do I think I fucking am?! World bloody news? Get a grip.”

I abandoned my bed and hovered by the window. Reached over the holdall to open my laptop on my desk, intent on playing music, but instead I inched the curtains back and stared into the thickening clouds of the night sky. I turned images of the Spanish flight ticket, and now the New York ticket Michael had sent earlier, over and over, when an email from Dad pinged on the laptop.

I turfed the holdall off the chair, turned the brightness down on the screen and opened his email. My eyes ran at speed across the screen, as though I still searched for validation, that I was indeed worthy enough of what I wanted, and had permission to do this.

The relief of his praise as I read the email was immense, even though he mentioned a tweak here, a suggestion there and corrected a few bits of information I’d written in the first few articles, I’d uploaded. My reading then slowed, as I read his parting words.

‘I don’t want to disrupt your plans or presume too much too soon but–’

It’s officially the day of disrupting my plans and messing with my head. Hit me with it.

‘I’ll get straight to the point,’ Dad wrote. ‘Attached is a ticket to Egypt, to come with me on the 1st September. There’s a couple of other experts coming along too, but we always dreamed we would do an expedition together one day. No pressure. If it’s bad timing, I’ll go a couple days later, and we’ll have coffee in Barcelona. I know some great places!’

Fuck me. Maybe this journal writing shit does work.

I had asked for my life to change in one summer. With one solution to catapult me out off the hell ride, I had found myself on. Now my answer was in. All three of them. Each a different path.

I glanced between the screen and drawer underneath the desk numerous times, before I pulled the journal out of the drawer and wrote in it again.

Hello, journal pages or whoever I am talking to. I’m sorry I disrespected you by calling you bullshit, but now I have three choices and I need help again.

I wrote them down. Each appeared a bold pipe dream. Except these were no dandelion wishes. They were real.

 

• I go to Spain and complete the travels and work I’d planned to do, and that I’ve worked hard to create and risked a lot for. Oh shit the dagger.

• I go to Egypt with Dad on an expedition; which is everything.

• I go to New York with Lenny; also, everything.

How the fuck do I decide? Which is the right one? I could do with knowing pronto.

~ Monica Blue.
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Having hope is not dope. Hope is not faith in yourself or any great power. Hope is tepid and timid, the result of pain from indecision and the lack of action.

I am not a hopeful woman; I am a passionate bold woman who knows hope – is fucking overrated.

I sat in silence, cross-legged on the dark carpet in the book room. My spine like a polka against the wall. My beloved book room laid out in front of me, as I dismissed thoughts of hoping my decision would be become clear.

The right decision is within; therefore, I already know what it is.

It was a line engraved in me, from when Dad had been at the front door, leaving for good, after Mum had kicked him out upon discovering his other life. I remember the pain tormenting Dad’s face as he begged me to reconsider staying in touch. I had hesitated while hovering by the half-shut door. I despised him yet didn’t want to lose him, but wailing coming from my distraught mother in the kitchen also pulled at me, and I didn’t know which way to fall.

“In silence, one voice - the true voice - will always be louder,” Dad had said, “whichever you decide, even if it’s not the one I wish for, it’s your truth, and I can ask no more of you.”

I had called him a bastard and slammed the door in his face, but now I was older, wiser, having finally listened to the subtly louder voice of the heart I’d gagged back then. Understanding more than ever, what he’d meant all those years ago. Understanding the feeling of one’s own truth. Except, here in the patient quiet of the book room saturated with Monica Blue energy, I couldn’t feel anything other than an urgency to decide.

“This is useless,” I said, unwrapping my legs in frustration. “All I can hear is Metallica lyrics reciting in my head.”

I’d left my phone outside in the hallway and picked it up on my way across to my dressing room, returning a missed call from Bootsy. As I waited for him to answer, I unhooked my black Grecian style dress from the clothes rail and picked out black and bronze sandals. I loved these sandals; they looked like I wasn’t wearing any, other than the jewelled beading around my ankles and across my feet.

“I have news,” Bootsy gloated down the phone.

“Me too!” I replied, rattling in my make up kits to find the perfect shades and designs for tonight.

Electric blues won’t go with this look, but deep glittery green will I thought, holding a palate of powders up to the window light.

“I’m engaged!” He said.

“What? Shit, that’s amazing!”

Marco had driven Bootsy to a hotel out of London yesterday for a surprise proposal amidst a dreamy park picnic, and I couldn’t be more elated for them both. Bootsy had wanted this for such a long time, but Marco had danced around it for fear of his family’s opinions, which had always been a bone of contention between them.

“How come Marco suddenly decided?” I asked.

“Because it was obvious what our next step was, despite his family.”

“What if the next step isn’t so obvious?” I enquired, selfishly fishing for assistance with my own choices.

“Then you need more self-honesty and less lying. What’s your news?” He replied.

I heard smoochy kissy noises in the background and Bootsy restraining a giggle as he whispered to Marco, he wouldn’t be long.

“Oh my God! Are you two about to… hang up immediately.”

“I’ll be back in the bar tonight. Come over,” he replied more distantly.

“I can’t. I’m at function with Lenny but I kinda need to talk to you as… Bootsy? Boots? You still there?”

The giggle turned into whimpers as I ended the call.

Look after him Marco, he’s precious.

***

The press party began at 8.30pm. At 8pm I was ready to rock 'n' roll; my hair huge with a serious amount of back combing. As I waited for the car to turn up with Lenny and Michael in it, I pottered around the kitchen while I practised holding my head up straight, keeping it from leaning forward with the weight of my bouffant. I’d been so excited to see him I thought I might burst, but now nerves had gripped me, and I felt spinney, and questioned the safeness of tonight’s unknown. I pushed the bottle of vodka back in the cupboard, my glass remaining empty.

“Not after last time, Captain fucking Smirnoff.” I said closing the cupboard door, when my phone lit up on the kitchen island with a text from Lenny.

‘Open the door I’ll be over in two. Can’t wait any longer to see you.’

Sure enough, two minutes later Lenny had a made a risky run for it from the hotel. All suited and jewelled up, banishing my inner demons instantly.

“You feel like home to me,” I said, running my finger down the side of his cheek.

“You are impossibly elegant,” he kissed my lips, “beautiful,” he kissed my neck, “cool,” his kiss lowered to my chest, “and look like a gothic Goddess I appear to have fallen for.”

His hands ravished my body and I wished we didn’t have to go this party. I wished he didn’t have to leave the day after tomorrow. I wished we could stay in our bubble.

“We have about twenty minutes until Michael gets here,” Lenny said, lost in slow kisses down my spine, turning my legs to blancmange and igniting an ache in between them.

“As much as I want you to take me right now on the stairs, it took an hour to get my hair like this and I’m not wrecking it for anyone.”

He laughed in earnest and the heat of the moment subsided as we sat, hugging our knees, on the stairs.

“I missed you so much,” he said whilst we waited for Michael, “it was only three days. How we gonna cope with an ocean between us. Please say you’ll come to New York on the 1st?”

“We’ll figure it out,” I replied leaning into him, as Michael banged on the door.

I hadn’t ever really understood what the party was about. Originally, it was a chance to practice my writing skills with The Magazine. Then it became a last drunken work thing with a friend, who had since vanished. Then it morphed again, into Lenny and I’s first appearance together.

“It’s a random gathering for media and those in the industry. Privileged networking, and not my thing,” Lenny said disheartened. “A chance for Michael to work me further into the ground,” he added, leaning across the back seat and slapping Michael on his back.

I respected Lenny for taking me, that he was proud to show me off and wanted to bring me into his world. I’d considered drinking soda all night, so I wouldn’t make an accidental arse of myself. Me – out and not drinking – what the fuck? There wasn’t an inch between us as we sat in the back of the black Mercedes listening to Def Leopard, Van Halen and lastly Michael, dishing out instructions like an overwhelmed parent. Do this, don’t do that, do respond to this and -

“Do not fall for any incriminating information journos throw out as bait, hoping someone will defend it… on the off chance it happens to be true about them.”

“I’ll have the grace of a Princess,” I smiled at Michael, who looked concerned I might set off his stomach ulcer. I was determined to prove him wrong.

“A smooth night is what we need to end the UK visit. Got it? Let’s go,” Michael said as we pulled into the glamour of Soho and showbiz parties. It was quite unlike anything I’d ever experienced.

Oh, the venue was how I expected, all deluxe, dim lighting with people sat around private tables being served whatever they wished; canapes held in mid-air by a plethora of staff. Being stared at was nothing new to me either. I did a grand job of circulating as Lenny made sure we weren’t separated, so I wouldn’t feel awkward on my own, and he raved about my writing and my unconventional interests. Most seemed rather inspired and intrigued by me. It was almost, surprisingly, perfectly enjoyable. What I didn’t like - nor expected - was the dark undercurrent I sensed, like something was about to go down. I’d felt the same pattern many times before in bars or at concerts, and it bothered me.

Julia and the crew from The Magazine were obviously there and lurking, including her daughter Liddy, dressed in what I can only describe as bandage. I put the vibe down to our riff and Julia’s resentment of the wrong woman dating Lenny, and asked Lenny if we could leave earlier than planned.

I wanted to get out. The heaviness of the air, that Lenny was oblivious to, thickened. It was icy and sinister, like a bad spirit in the house. A short time later Michael made excuses for our early departure and went on ahead. Lenny and I all but made it to the exit, when Julia and her posse strutted on over like peacocks.

“It’s a shame you never gave us that interview,” Julia said. Clearly the head speaker.

“Didn’t know anything about it, Julia. You need to speak to Michael,” Lenny replied, as Michael returned from the entrance foyer complexed as to what the delay was.

I happened to know Lenny didn’t like The Magazine’s ethos, Julia or Liddy, and this is why he wouldn’t give them an interview, in spite of the pressure from Michael and other film people to do so.

“But darling Monica stepped up,” Julia spoke in the best fake sympathy voice I’d ever heard, “and I must say, your abandonment issues caused by your mother will certainly fill readers hearts and help many feel better.”

I thought I was going to faint as heat crawled up my body at speed. Lenny let go of my hand and turned to me in such cold despair it shattered my soul to a pile of broken glass on the floor.

“You sold me out?” He said.

“Lenny. Don’t.” Michael cut in. “It’s what they want. We’ll speak later Julia,” he tried to move Lenny and me on, but Lenny was frozen, I was frozen, and the entire room watched on, knowing this was truth - not bait.

“No! I would never do that. I’ve been trying to explain to you for days -”

Michael now looked like he was going to faint.

“Explain? Is this the ‘very slight fuck up’?” he asked.

“It wasn’t me. It was my vindictive mother.”

How could my mother do this? Phone The Magazine with the minuet story I’d left on her voicemail, just to get back at me. Man, I hate her.

“Don’t blame that lovely mother of yours, Monica. It was you, who left us all the informative voicemail.”

“What is she talking about?!” Michael shouted at me.

Lenny, taken over by a daze, was listening to my ranting voicemail, as Julia played a recording of it from her phone, for all to hear. It threatened to become their next feature story.

“That bitch sent it them!” I exclaimed to Michael and Lenny, stuttering like an embarrassed child, trying to explain the night all this had happened, but only digging my hole deeper.

“No. It was you, Monica,” Julia said.

I paced up to Julia and her smirking daughter, who I wanted to strangle using her bandage dress.

“The fuck it was.” I heard Michael groan behind me. “I’ll prove it, I said.

I pulled my phone out of my bag scrolling through the calls to show that, when the message was left, it was to my mum’s number, not theirs.

“No, no no. NO. NO.” I screeched at the phone with horror at what I saw. “I don’t believe it,” I looked back at Lenny. “I thought I’d called my mother. I was hammered, she was being vile. I rang her back…I saw a three-letter word beginning with M… I thought it said Mum - not Mag. Oh my God Lenny, I’m so sorry.”

For the first time in my life, I felt truly ridiculous. My explanation petty. I couldn’t give a fuck about Julia, but I’d destroyed Lenny like I’d cast an instant curse. My pain was palpable as he turned to walk out, pulling Michael along with him. Michael who had been relieved I had not irritated his stomach ulcer all evening, was as disappointed as Lenny.

“I got you so wrong,” was all Lenny said, and I realised, stood in a public mess unable to breathe, I had become everything he’d hoped I was not. I – had become everything I knew, I was not.
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I walked out of the venue, heavy in frustration after having shot Julia and bandage dress girl a look of pure despair, which I sensed pierced Julia’s heart, if only for a second. I scanned one last look at the building I had arrived at only hours earlier as perhaps the happiest young woman alive, and began to inch myself along the stuffy summer Soho street towards Piccadilly Circus tube station.

“Ma’am?” A male voice called out from behind me.

It was Lenny’s driver, Daz. I hadn’t noticed him, or the car parked outside. I hadn’t noticed anything other than heartache.

“Lenny said I was to drive you, to make sure you got home safe,” Daz said.

“Where is he?” I asked.

“Don’t know Ma’am. Him and Michael called for another car. He told me to wait for you.”

“I’m fine. I’ll get myself home,” I replied. “Did he say anything else? A message or… anything?”

“No, Ma’am. Sorry. He insisted I drive you home though.”

“I’m a big girl Daz,” I said, bluffing a small smile and walked on.

I sauntered the narrow streets of Soho. Loured stares, cheering and misbehaviour from crowds of people cajoling outside the city bars passed by me like clouds we don’t notice during the day. All I wanted to do was turn back the time and handle it differently, or at least get Lenny to understand, but he didn’t answer his phone or reply to the messages I had sent whilst I walked.

I stood at the end of one of the many roads merging with Piccadilly Circus. The famous screens on the buildings blazed with on trend adverts, and a street singer was singing his song to a growing gathering. I felt isolated in one of the busiest places on earth. I didn’t want to get on the tube and go home, because that meant the night really was over, so I stood there, staring out, when the familiar black Mercedes pulled up beside me. The front passenger window began to roll down. I prayed Lenny would be in the back, but it was just Daz.

“Please, Monica. I’ll get into trouble if I don’t take you home. And they’re a rowdy bunch out there tonight; I can’t let you walk into the Lion’s den, never mind what Lenny’s instructions were.”

Too late. I’d already walked into the fucker.

We sat in silence for the first part of the ride back to South Kensington until I asked Daz how Lenny was when he saw him.

“Distracted, unusually down and out. Look,” Daz said, casting his eyes in the rear-view mirror to look at me squarely. “Are you ok?”

“Do I look ok?”

He smiled sweetly and didn’t reply. We drove on.

I asked him to make a detour via the antique jewellery shop, I’d sold the dagger to. It wasn’t far from my house and I needed to see the dagger; be close to it. Wishing madly I hadn’t sold it; another fuck up I would have to explain to Dad. Daz stopped outside the old jewellery shop, sandwiched between a chemist and nail bar on a small side street; fussing because he was parked on double yellow lines and didn’t want a ticket from over keen traffic wardens.

“I’ll only be a minute,” I said.

Regret filled the air of the night but maybe I could magic the dagger back somehow or make a deal with the owners? I placed my forehead on the window, but the trays were all bare; their sparkling contents put away for the night, although I knew which one the dagger had laid in. I’d walked past enough times in days gone to know. I searched the window until I found it… a large white label was placed across the navy velvet tray with SOLD written in red letters. The important Blues’ dagger was gone, and I slid back into the car officially numb.

“I don’t know what’s happened tonight, it’s not my place,” Daz said as we set off for home, “obviously something has gone down, but you strike me as a good woman. Distinct. A woman who own’s her life; not begs for it. Don’t forget who you are in this.”

I thought about what he meant and asked him if he had paper and a pen in the car. Daz flipped the central compartment between the front seats and pointed. I leant forward and rummaged until I found a notepad from Lenny’s hotel and a pen. A bottle of his cologne sat underneath, and I could instantly smell Lenny, feel him. It hurt as I wrote on the notepaper and folded it into a paper aeroplane.

“Can you give him this when you see him? I assume you’re taking him to the airport on Saturday,” I said to Daz, handing the note over as we pulled up outside my house.

I swung myself out of the lush car for the last time and tapped on the front passenger window for Daz to drop it down.

“Make sure he reads it. Stand in front him and make sure he reads it. Promise me, and don’t you read it either.”

“I will,” he said, carefully placing the note in his inside jacket breast pocket, “and I won’t.” His hearty smile comforted me as the window began to crawl back up.

“Been good meeting you, Daz.”

“You too, Monica. Look after yourself–and that hair.”

And I knew. Summer was over.

I walked into a dark lonely house; some things never change. I sank down the back of the front door onto the cold ceramic hallway floor and cried so hard I thought I might implode. Even the staircase reminded me of him. It was where we had sat earlier; full of dreams for the new eras of our lives, we’d thought we had found.

I was going to choose you and New York too, Lenny.

I made myself a hot chocolate and stood watching the hotel and the bar from the balcony door windows. I kept the sitting room in darkness, not wanting him to see me in case he came back to the hotel, which he didn’t. I waited until the last person had left Bootsy’s bar and pelted across the road, rapping on the window signalling to Bootsy to let me in as he cashed up for the night. He whizzed around to unlock it and swung the hefty glass door open, still holding a wad of credit card slips.

“You look a wreck,” Bootsy said, not looking much better himself, “what the hell happened?”

“Cheers. So do you. Thought it was all confetti in happy land?” I replied.

“We’ve fallen out. It’s over,” We both said together.

“You only got engaged yesterday, how can it be over for fucks sake?” I walked on past him and took my usual seat at the bar.

“Thanks for the love,” he said, as he relocked the door. “It was over biscuits when we were shopping in Waitrose and,” he said, crumpling into the seat next to me.

“-You’ve fallen out, over biscuits? Are you shitting me?”

“Why? What happened with you?” Just as impatient and narky as I was.

“I accidently left a voicemail at The Mag outing me and Lenny and his personal stuff, which they played tonight at the media party. Julia is threatening an article. Lenny – and Michael– think I sold him out. Now he’s gone. Without fully understanding it all. The dagger’s been sold, and the world has ended.”

“OK. You win,” Bootsy said, hopping off his chair. “You get the tequila. I’ll get John.” Looking the knight up and down with a wincing face.

“Deal.”

We talked and slammed tequilas as the night ticked on. We knocked John over numerous times and now his visor thing on his helmet was wonky. Bootsy’s argument may have started over biscuits, but it had alerted him to a truth he had not dared admit.

“I’ve looked on at you with envy,” Bootsy muttered, moving shot glasses with his finger around the crumbs of crisps and nuts we’d eaten. “What the biscuits taught me, was how life would be for Marco and I. He’s low key controlling, OCD about minimalistic living and still iffy jiffy about his family. I don’t want this either,” he said looking around the bar.” He turned to me in sheer pain, and it made me cry. “I want my own bar, a beach bar. A cocktail bar! In the sun! And to connect with real people like travellers and surfers, preferably hot gay ones. I want to live, Monica. Not be confined by corporate hoteliers, bow ties and the wrong husband.”

“Then that is what you must do. However hard it might be, it’s not as painful as ignoring your heart,” I said. “your heart always finds a way of catching up with you, so you may as follow it now.”

As we hugged, I wondered how we had both got to this irony. Bootsy had gotten what he thought he wanted, only to find it out it wasn’t. I had gotten what I thought I didn’t want, only to find out it was indeed everything I did.

“Stay at mine, tonight,” I said, still in our bear hug, “and don’t use the words iffy jiffy again. You’ll never pull a hot surfer.”

“Thanks. Monica?”

“Yep?”

“Someone is looking in through the window. It’s Lenny.”

I let go with force, pinging Bootsy off from his chair and snatched the keys from the bar top. I frantically tried to find the one to unlock the door, until Bootsy rescued the situation and yelled at me to go and give it one last shot; he would follow to inject his wisdom, to help.

Half drunk, my hair ruined, my face puffy and streaked with black liner, I wrestled with my dress and barely there sandals, as I charged up the street past the front of the bar, calling Lenny’s name. Eventually Lenny stopped as my volume increased.

“I’ve been trying to reach you all night,” I puffed. “Please, let me explain. We can’t end like this on a… on a lie. Come in the bar, please. Let me make the wrong back into right.

“There’s no lie. You betrayed me, in the worst way you could. I only came to the bar as the light was on and thought Bootsy was still there. Wanted to say goodbye to my mate. I didn’t realise you were there too.”

“Lenny, hear her out man,” Bootsy said, having caught up behind me.

“Nah, you’re alright. Please go, you’re both pissed and I don’t want another scene. I’ve just had to spend two hours with Julia and Michael, sorting out your last one.”

Bootsy took my arm as I started to wobble. I didn’t know what else to say, as I watched the love of my life turn away from me for the second time tonight. Bootsy had no wisdom to offer, when I remembered Daz and what he had said.

What am I doing? Fuck this.

“You know what, Lenny?” I boomed. He turned around sharpish. The odd few cars driving down, were starting to slow, and a head or two poked out from the hotel’s door. “I didn’t even know who you were, when I fell for you at two a clock in the morning, across this very street. Yeah, I messed up, but not on purpose, and not to betray you, but because I’m proud of you. Get used to it! I’m a spectacular sort of person! You think you want a queen, but you actually want a yes girl and – that – is definitely not me. So fine. Go. Thanks for the summer, but I’m done.”
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The compass - the kind used in math class to stab mean boys’ hands with - was created in ancient medieval times, before the magnetic compass used for direction. What math teachers don’t explain is the symbolic representation of it, well documented in old texts. The sharp end being the stable point of divinity, creation, the big bang or the human imagination… the workhouse of the human mind. The compass’ other leg draws a perfect circle expanding and expressing outwards from that one central point. Few notice that the compass’ structure and operation matches that of the universe at large. We are the central point – our own opus - to which, if we remain rooted in, and expand outwards from, we can make bring order to chaos, widen our existence and create our own extraordinary worlds within the circle of life.

Bootsy and I had zipped through the ‘morning after the night before’ like executives. We had ignored the chill of lack of sleep and old tequila chugging through our livers; we were on a mission. I had walked away after my finale with Lenny and not heard from him since. I was considering if I had indeed, once again, misplaced my love and blown my life apart for no reason. Part of me wished I’d never met him, but most of me was devasted.

Lenny was different, the feeling between us was different; bonded, magnetic and larger than the both of us. Perhaps on some level I didn’t believe I deserved that. Nevertheless, I was determined to emerge back into my solo world of travel, mystical writings and findings, that I knew how to do so well. I knew how to be alone. I’d taught myself over the years, but the Lenny whirlwind had evacuated me from it so swiftly, I thought our union was expanding me. I thought it was expanding both of us into something greater and maybe it did, because I had learnt I didn’t want to be alone anymore - live life alone - and that was a complicated feeling for someone like me to make sense of.

Bootsy and I adjusted our sunglasses as we lay on the comfy loungers out on the balcony in the midday sun. I had given him a pair of my mothers. He looked ridiculous, but we didn’t care, and our aching heads were grateful for them. We alternated between sipping coffee and a juice Bootsy had made, taking in the sight of the bar, the hotel and South Kensington that had been home to both of us, in different ways, for years. A pile of letters and papers stacked on the rattan table sat beside a depleting packet of Marlboro.

“Ok,” I said, not moving my forward-facing gaze. “Letter of resignation to the bar?”

“Check,” Bootsy replied not moving his gaze either. “Double check to being terrified.”

“Shut up. You’re excited. You have a few savings, enormous talent, heart, experience - and a dream. You’ll be fine. Next.”

Our gazes still didn’t move as Bootsy grunted at my positivity.

“Emailed your Dad?” Bootsy continued.

“Check. Sent it first thing saying I’ll be on the flight to Egypt and I’ll see him at Cairo airport.”

“Have you replied to your mother’s email?’ he asked.

“Yep. Told her ok.”

“That’s it? That’s all you said?!”

“It’s not my fault that her and… Rodger,” I scoffed, “- changed their flights to arrive two days after I leave. Why should I delay my plans after how she has been? They probably did it on purpose. She’s toxic Bootsy, and I never saw it until now.”

He turned to look at me.

“I’m sorry she’s like that, and I’m so sorry about Lenny.”

I nodded unable to comment because it all would have crushed me. “Next.” was all I could muster.

“Have you cancelled the flight to Barcelona and told Michael you are declining New York?”

“Not yet, and no.” I eyeballed the pile of letters and papers where printed copies of all three airline tickets perched, Bootsy looking at me suspiciously. “ I will cancel Barcelona, I’m just not ready to do it right now - but I am not emailing Michael. Think I can say it has been cancelled already without input from me.”

“It would be the correct thing to do,” he said.

“Yeah? Well, the ship of PC behaviour never anchored in my dock,” I smirked. “You booked the hire car to take me to the airport on the 1st?” I asked instead.

He waded through the papers and wafted the confirmation print out in the air and returned to staring at the bar across the road.

“Begging letter to the jewellers to try and locate the dagger?” He returned.

“Check check check.” I said, sliding the letter out and moving it to the top of the pile. “We’re all done! What about Marco? When you gonna tell him?”

“Right after I hand my notice in. I’m already terrified, may as well go for gold… I don’t know how he’ll take it that I’m leaving him, the bar, life as I’ve known it.”

He dropped his head at the thought of the mountain ahead of him. I offered to go with him to the bar and to see Marco. “I’ll be discreet,” I said, to Bootsy’s hysterical laughter.

I said I would sit in a café around the corner from their flat, but Bootsy needed to do this on his own. Irony swept over once more as Bootsy now needed to learn how to be alone doing his own dreams and I needed to learn how not to be alone whilst living mine. Tricky shit all round.

My phone, shading from the sun under the rattan table began to ring. It sounded extra loud, piercing our ears, as we both shot glances to see who the caller was, knowing we each wanted it to be Lenny. It was Viv. My stomach plummeted.

“Fake friend calling, fake friend calling,” Bootsy sang.

I threw a pen at him and reached my arm across to answer it, but Bootsy snatched it first as I threw my arms about frantically, reaching further across the lounger, rolling off it as his finger hovered over the accept button.

“Monica Blue’s phone. Can I help?” He answered.

The thud onto the floor bounced through my stomach, and I glared up at him.

“I’m sorry, she’s unavailable at the moment.” He said into the phone. I hit his leg as I picked myself up and sat back on the lounger.

“Oh, aha. I see. She’s super busy at the moment, but she’ll call back when she’s able to. Toodelloo.” He wiggled his fingers in a sarcastic goodbye wave at the screen as he hung up and handed the phone back to me.

“What did she say?” I said, laughing as he stretched out and readjusted himself on the lounger.

“Not much. She said it was urgent and she needed her friend.”

“Oh God Bootsy! You should have put me on.”

“No, I shouldn’t have. She hasn’t even called you since that night to see if you’re ok. Look at all the shit you’re dealing with. I need my friend… pah! Don’t ring her back. You’re not a free therapist - we’re pirates sailing adventurous seas.”

Pirates?! I could only shake my head in sweet disbelief at him, as he held his arms out wide to the new world awaiting him.

***

Soon evening would fall, and then a lonely night I knew was ahead of me. Tomorrow wouldn’t be much easier either, knowing Lenny would be on his flight to New York. I’d thought about staying up all night to watch him leave the hotel in the early hours of Saturday morning, but what a sadistic act on my heart that would be, and frankly I was still pissed at him too, yet it all felt so unfinished.

I’d kept myself busy in the afternoon, packing clothes and maps. When that bored me, I dressed myself in a long black and white fairy imprinted layered skirt and a fitted charcoal vest. Pinned my hair back into a sweeping elegant royal style and went to the jewellery shop with my letter. The man who I’d sold the dagger to informed me he wasn’t the owner but the assistant manager, as I’m sure he had told me at the time, but he would pass the letter on to the owner. Reluctantly I left the shop and bought a coffee and a crepe on the way home.

I lifted the vibe in the house by playing a shuffle of Hollywood Vampires and Skid Row, but when Van Halen’s ‘Why Can’t This Be Love’ came on, I couldn’t stand it and turned it off before sending the song to Lenny in a last-ditch attempt. I couldn’t watch TV because that reminded me of Lenny too, and I couldn’t ring Bootsy as he was in the middle of leaving Marco.

I resorted to making a cup of tea and texting Viv. I didn’t want to speak to her. I imagined it would be another Ronnie fucking drama, but best to check she was ok. If nothing else, it was a slice of relief from my own craziness. She didn’t reply. I blew a sigh and shoved the milk back in the fridge door, examining the shelves for a snack I didn’t want, when the door chime went.

Please don’t let that be Viv. Wishing there was video intercom on the door. The house should really have one; it’s too big not to have security like that.

The chime rang out around the house again and again and again as I pattered down the main hallway, dreading it was Viv and banged my hip on the wooden hallway table rocking the vase of flowers on it.

“Stop pressing the bloody button,” I yelled, heaving the door open, rubbing my hip.

“Can I come in?”

It was Lenny. In a black T-shirt and ripped denim waistcoat, donning the same hat he’d worn when he wrote the note, asking me out. I looked past his shoulder and saw the Mercedes parked outside my house. It was unlike Lenny to pull such an open move as he kept his head tilted down under his hat, shielding himself from view.

It took a few seconds for the situation to register. His eyes bored down into mine which delayed my response, sure to pain me, further.

“I’m not sure it’s a good idea Lenny. I wish I could have done it differently, but I didn’t, and this is hard enough as it is.”

“Please, Monica. The Paparazzi is on my tail and I need to speak to you. Daz gave me your note.”

Daz called out through the passenger window, now rolled halfway down.

“You’ve got about ninety seconds, before they catch us up. Either go inside or get back in the car.”

Daz beamed the hearty smile he’d given me on that dreadful night. I stood back, swinging my arm out to the side, letting Lenny in.

“Thank you. You look like a… like a queen,” he said, more relaxed now he was behind closed doors.

“Thanks.” I waited for him to say something else, but he didn’t. “Do you want a cup of tea or something? Because if you’re here to rant about what a dickhead I am, you needn’t bother, I already know, but so were you, and I’d rather have tea to sooth whatever bitter pill, this,” I wafted my hand between the two of us, “has turned into.”

He reached forward to take my hand, but I walked away down the cosy lit hallway, pulling a red gerbera out of the vase on the hallway table and took myself to the kitchen and sat at the island. Lenny followed, seating himself next to me.

“For you,” I said, sliding the gerbera across the worktop to him, electricity escalated up my arm as our hands briefly brushed, “whatever happens.” I added. He took his hat off and pressed it into my chest. “Ditto,” he said, offering his prized possession.

We sat and talked for hours, tea after tea was made. I refrained from pulling the vodka bottle out, but broke the ‘no smoking inside the house’ rule as sitting out on the balcony was a no go. I swear we’d gone through a pack of twenty, and it wasn’t even midnight as we transferred ourselves to the sitting room closing the balcony doors and curtains. The house felt warmed by his presence, our presence, and I laughed hearing how Bootsy had called him this afternoon, bollocking him.

“He was on one man; is he alright?”

“Long story,” I dismissed, as we folded ourselves into opposite ends of the sofa.

“… I shouldn’t have left you alone at the party,” Lenny said, “I shouldn’t have let you walk out alone. I feel awful about it,” he chirped in remorse.

“You believed I’d sell you out. That I was with you for my own benefit. How could you? You made a fool of me in front of all of them. They loved it.”

He hung his head, and inched closer to me.

“I know. You made a fool of me too.”

“Touché. I am so very sorry for it all Lenny.”

He pulled me into him. I laid my head upon his chest and he played with my hair. This will end in a few hours and it seemed bitterly unfair.

“Are we able to move on from this?” I asked, “What are we doing here?”

Lenny wriggled and rose up, connecting his phone to the sound system befriending the silent room with love songs, as we draped ourselves around each and slow danced just for us.

“I’m not sure I can leave for New York knowing I won’t hear from you or see you again,” he said feeling the depth of impending separation, “it was my bad I took you to the party in Soho. I was proud of you too, buzzed about us. But it was too soon, you weren’t prepared and that’s on me. I promise it won’t happen again.”

“Don’t tell me what I am and am not prepared for,” releasing my arms from around his neck.

“That came out wrong…” he winced. “I’ll be honest, I’m not used to a woman like you. You amaze me every time we speak and change me for the better every day.” He pulled the paper aeroplane note out his pocket, his eyes pink with heated tears as he unfolded it and read to me.

Lenny,

You took me by surprise, as though the cosmos lined us up like chess pieces to meet. Move by move, square by square we made it here, even if I have to lose you because a poisonous pawn took me out.

I can’t undo the catastrophe I’ve caused. It all got out of hand and I didn’t know what to do. The only truth spoken, amid the mess tonight, was that I am in love with you. You will always be a Pharaoh to me and as far as I am concerned, Monica and Lenny will live forever; because as the ancients taught us, real truth does. I wish you nothing but happiness and remember, you are your own opus with your own Heka… use it well.

Nefer,

~ Monica Blue.

“I’m in love with you too,” he confessed, lost for words other than muttering about me being a magical Egyptian Queen. His leaking eyes surrendered to his own surprise of us until all else, other than raw love, had become insignificant.

“But you need to understand,” he finally continued, “the job I do. The fame which comes with it has a dark side. That I – we – have to navigate life in a way you’re not used to. To keep you, me and others safe. It’s a lot to ask but I promise to look after you, champion you… without you losing Monica Blue,” he said holding his hand up before I could interject.

I piped down as he sat back on the sofa, fiddling with my note and I listened to how stalkers, threats, lawsuits, strategies to avoiding kidnappings, battles on being misquoted, and people wanting things from him they think they have the right to, haunted his daily life. Along with the trauma of his mother, I could see past my own drama and understood a new layer to him. All I wanted to do was to be there for him. Love him and tell him it was all alright, and that’s exactly what I did say as I paced around in front him between the sofa and the coffee table.

“If you say yes to giving us a real shot, your life will change overnight. Are you ready for that?” he said, looking up at me in uncertainty.

“You bet your hat I am,’ I said, grinning from ear to ear.

I felt relief and happiness cascade out from every pore on his body, as he curled his finger asking me to come towards him on the sofa. I straddled his lap and as I placed my hands on his shoulders, I watched his eyes like they were crystal balls holding a future yet to be seen. Slowly he leaned backwards, resting his spine against the sofa backrest and I slipped his waistcoat off, then his T-shirt. Kissing grew deeper and harder. The ache between my legs became a fire. I wanted him in me, I wanted to feel him inside, a connection I knew I would not be able to return from. He pulled at my lip as his hands stroked my breasts, and our laps began grinding and circulating with each other. Warm air from his mouth moved past the shell of my ear and I ran a hand down each side of his face, tracking down the front of his chest until both my hands found his belt buckle and unclicked it. I held my arms up as he pulled my vest off and unzipped my skirt, shuffling it up and over my head whilst he kissed the space in between my freed breasts, and I moved his hardness closer to me. He found the boundaries of my lacey lingerie and I allowed him to walk his gentle inquisitive fingers past them until no part of me remained unexplored. We spent the rest of the time we had in and out of glittering waves of liquid love . . . the first time I had felt safe my whole life and by the look on his face, Lenny finally felt safe too.

“Why does tomorrow, well today, have to happen,” I asked, as we lay naked under a blanket on the sofa, still listening to music.

“Because it always does babe,” he replied, kissing my head and blowing Marlboro smoke up into the air. “But you’re coming to New York on the 1st, right?”

Oh shit.


No 13

Lenny had already packed up his belongings in the hotel room. Michael and the hotel staff were taking care of everything else, so Lenny and I could spend the last few hours of the night, which had contained a week’s worth of life, together. The next two weeks, ahead of me leaving on the 1st September, whether it be to New York, Egypt or even Spain, would be a stream of messages and Facetime calls with the man I wanted by my side - not on a phone screen. Strategy plans would be devised for us, both individually and as a couple, because by default, we would cause a slew of interest.

I didn’t want to cause another drama, or ulcer episode for Michael, and decided to involve Lenny in my dilemma, instead of delaying so I could sort the details on my own, as I would have normally. I told him about Dad. Everything. The phone call, the reciprocal contentment at reconnecting, mother and the clanger of the invitation to join him on a dream expedition in Egypt, surrounding their new ancient magic finds. He turned his head to look deep within me, smoothing his thumb over my eyebrow, down my nose and around my mouth.

“I’m genuinely happy for you,” he said, snaking his hand down my naked tattooed arm. “Truly. Not gonna lie though. The expedition is cutting, yet so very you. You deserve it, and if you want to go, I won’t stand in your way,” he said, forcing half a smile.

Whilst Dad and I’s new relationship was fledging, so was Lenny and I’s. Could Lenny and I withstand it? Would I be safe enough in Egypt, if a growing amount of people where soon to know about us? Could there even be an us? All questions neither of us had answers to.

“I do know however, I can’t - don’t want to - lose you. Not now… we ‘re pirates you and me. We’ll figure it out,” I said, as he kissed my hand and snuggled into the side of my neck.

“Pirates, babe?” he asked. I chuckled to myself, resonating with Bootsy’s choice of words for once.

“I’ll explain later. Right now, I need you to kiss me.”

“That, I can do.” He replied.

We had forgotten entirely about sleep, and although we knew the knock of Michael at my front door to collect Lenny loomed, we stayed under the blanket taking last minute selfies, swapping pictures from our phones until we no longer could, and he sloped off upstairs to change for his journey back to New York. Who’d have thought the power of silence, and a shared love of a good Marlboro in the middle of the night all those weeks ago, would have led to this.

As Lenny busied himself dressing back into his jeans and coffing his hair, I played a voicemail left earlier, mainly to knock off its repeated notification interrupting my private world, more than being actually interested in it. Viv. Of course, it would be her, at four o’clock in the morning.

‘Sorry didn’t reply to your text. The last couple of days have been awful. I’m at the hospital. Ronnie has overdosed by accident. He’s still unconscious, wired up to all these scary machines. There’s tubes and beeping noises all over the place. The doctors don’t know if he’ll live, or if does, what brain damage will be left.’

She rambled on and on as I tried to find sympathy, but I couldn’t.

For it is certain, once you make the choice to level up, the old life will call. Whispering guilt or the familiar in your ear to make you return to a person they understand and can deal with. Mother is no different to Viv. It is here, in these random situations presented by life to us, that the nature of our seriousness and strength of our backbone to our new claims, will be tested. It is further certain, that the winter of life which no longer serves, is toxic or a drain, will be quietly – or not so quietly – removed, in order for the blossoms of spring to bud.

I rubbed my forehead and pinched my eyes, passed thought about it briefly, but I knew what my response was, and sent a voice note back; I didn’t want to speak to her, but ghosting was not my style either.

“I’m sorry to hear about Ronnie,” I said into my phone, “not really a surprise though, is it? I can’t get to the hospital to sit with you both. I’ve had a lot on too, which you wouldn’t know, because you all but dumped me after that night. The thing is Viv… we’ve had some great times and I wish you well, I hope you set up your clothing line and that Ronnie recovers, but me and you? I think we’ve reached a natural end, one that’s been on the table for some time… I’ll see you around, look after yourself.”

I placed my phone back on the coffee table and leant back on the sofa, tipping my head up.

Fuck, can this night be any more intense?

Lenny changed the music, sounding out around the house from his phone upstairs, to Trish Yearwood’s live version of ‘Where Your Road Leads’.

Clearly it can.

The reality of all this snuck up on me, finally getting the better of me. I could almost feel the sting on my cheek from the slap reality just gave my face.

‘Now you’ve made me cry.’ I messaged him from the sofa, where I still lay under the safety of the blanket trying to stay far away from the face slapping reality.

‘I’m crying too babe,’ he texted back from the bathroom.

It felt cold and like thorns in my throat as I stared at pictures of him - of us - on my phone, this would be a way of life for us that I hoped our foundation could tolerate. I stood up tying the blanket around me as a makeshift dress and paced about to dispel the despondent atmosphere. When Lenny returned, he stood in the sitting room doorway, all dapper, disguising hurt well, and we clung on to one another refusing to undo our hold. Trish and Garth, God Bless them, repeated her song, which was most unhelpful of them, until we heard the tune of the door chime, synced perfectly with a text from Michael to say he was outside.

Lenny gathered up his phone and cigarettes from the coffee table, held his red flower I had given him, and checked around for any other personal possessions lost in passion. There was only my clothes and Zippo lighter, and his hat, which was staying with me, and we made our way to the door, letting Michael in.

“You ready Lenny? I realise this might be hard but best to make it swift rather than dragging it out,” he directed a look of empathy at me and then at Lenny. “I still think you’re nuts Monica, but you’ve grown on me you know,” he grabbed me into a hug, and I tried to pep up the situation by saying it was only two weeks until we all – might - be reunited.

“You might have to make room and a plan for Horas and a Sphinx in all this,” Lenny said to Michael.

Michael glanced back and forth between us, blank.

“This is possibly the most confused I’ve been since you two met. What the hell has happened now? And who is Horas? Do I need to call him?”

It pushed me out of sadness and into a belly laugh, while Lenny slapped Michael on his back, grinning towards to the black and white tiled floor shaking his head.

“You’re priceless, mate and I love you.” Lenny said.

“What?” Michael replied, “I don’t have time for this - tell me on the way, we need to go. I’m afraid.”

“I’m going to miss you Michael,” I said, pecking a kiss delicately on his cheek stood on my tiptoes.

I had asked, demanded, my life to change. I didn’t know how, but I’d set off on my trail regardless. I discovered that changing one’s life is really asking for the entity of love to enter. Which, as the enigma blows in from all directions, it will reveal true romance, true friendships, true self and true family (blood or soul) and true purpose. It’s not for the faint hearted but hear this, bitches - be brave. Ask, let it rock your fucking world, and be brave a little bit more.

Daz and the Mercedes were parked proudly on the road. Daz only nodded to me, not wanting to overstep any professionalism and I felt the love for him too, as tears tunnelled down my face. Lenny, trailing behind Michael, hadn’t made it to the bottom of the front steps before he turned around to me as I perched on the top one, still wrapped in a blanket with hair like a nest. The early morning chill coated my bare arms.

“I’ve got an idea,” Lenny said, like a child excited by their own thinking, halting Michael in his tracks.

“Lenny I can’t deal with any changes at this point, and not before I have to get on one of those big bloody birds in the sky,” Michael quipped.

Lenny ignored him and continued.

“How quick can you back a bag?” Lenny asked me.

“He can’t be serious?” I heard Michael say to Daz, but Daz gave a subtly cheeky smile revealing a dimple in approval and Michael returned back to Lenny, asking what it was he was about to suggest.

“Not too long,” I replied. “A bag is already half packed, as I was planning my travel the other day…after the Soho saga.”

“You got your passport?” Lenny asked further.

“Duh, obviously.”

“He is fucking serious,” Michael said, banging Daz on the chest before moving towards Lenny. “Monica, you’ll need a travel visa for the USA, and I am sorry, but there isn’t time.”

“I already have one,” I said to them both. “Due to Mum and Dad’s so called shared house in Florida, I always renew it.”

Lenny’s face could have lit South Ken, as Michael planted his in his hands. I scoffed a laugh out loud, not at Michael but out of nerves and the wildness of what I knew was about to leave Lenny’s mouth.

“Come with us?” Lenny said, striding the steps two at time back to me. “What would you be staying here for? And it’ll give us more time to figure the rest out,” Lenny pleaded.

“She’s dressed in a blanket man, or have you not noticed?” Michael butted in, but I’m not sure Lenny heard or cared, and was I too busy feeling windswept by what just happened to catch a breath.

“What do you say?” Lenny asked me again.


The story continues in Book Two
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