~ Eden’s Fish ~


As the white strings of lights rose from the blackness, streaked past me, and melted away into the distance behind me, all I could sense was the cold wheel beneath my hands. These were not the sweaty palms of a year ago. These were not the white-knuckles of eight months ago. These were smooth, doll-like hands, resting with graceful ease and calm upon the cold leather. I felt a dim sense of astonishment that these hands, so pale in the moonlight, were mine. 


A thin patter of rain began to bead and dance on the windshield; though whether the rain had begun above my car or I had journeyed into it made no difference. I smiled. That rain was just what I needed. That rain was gentle enough to cleanse me of my memories but cold enough to wake me so that I won’t forget. 


It was a strange euphoria: the peace that came with acceptance, forgiveness and release. My ability to finally let go of Fish was like a sigh that enabled me to breathe again. Now that I no longer had him, I could finally love him honestly. I could finally feel what I always fought against. And this time, I did not have the fear or shame that he might see the intensity of my love for him. For the first time in my life I could believe the people who said love was rapture.


Some small piece of me wondered if I should have left more of an explanation. But it was a small piece of me. No other portion wanted to associate with that thought or the regret it might lead to. With no recognition it fell silent. I vaguely saw the turn off; I took it easily, without conscious effort as if the habit had been there always. I vaguely saw the memory of two weeks prior when I had forced myself to turn here, my shoulders shaking, the windshield wipers slashing the rain with not enough violence to match my anger. I was pleased to find I no longer felt anger at Fish for that violence. No, I knew how much it had helped me.


As the sounds of the wet highway died behind me I allowed myself to think openly about Fish. Of all the memories clambering for attention, the one I chose to acknowledge was the first time I had seen him. 


He was the sort of man who was young enough to still have an air of marked curiosity in his posture, but mature enough to have a wise and sarcastic amusement in his face. This is the kind of man who is admired and more often resented by his peers not for his right to own the world but for his knowledge that he does in fact lord over it. I always mused, later, that it was this reign that made Fish appear so at ease in any setting.


When I walked into that bookstore a year ago, just for a way to pass the time while waiting for my then-current boyfriend. I saw him as if there was nothing else in the building. He was wearing a crisp black dress shirt with the collar undone and the sleeves rolled up, and a pair of dark, well-worn, well-taken-care-of jeans. The cut of his clothes made his body look almost naked – the way the fabric and the light clung to him, loving his straight spine and squared shoulders as if he presented himself to the world.


He stood helping a young university student – clearly fresh out of high school – locate a title she was looking for. He performed the entire exchange with a silent hint of finesse as if great care had been practised to the point of second nature. At a glance, he looked casual, but in control.


It wasn’t until I stood before him and he first used his deadly broad grin of amusement, coupled with his signature sarcastic, ‘Yes?’ that I realised he did not in fact work in the store. The knowledge that I stood captivated by a stranger was immobilizing. The knowledge that I stood not a foot from him and for some reason could not speak was embarrassing. I had not known why I approached so easily, when my habit always had been to watch and to admire. But whatever had drawn me to him then scratched my brain for something to say that would keep me in his presence. He tilted his head in the slightest of inclinations, his clear grey-green eyes expectant.


“Could you please help me find a title?” My words seemed too formal. I remember wondering at the time, why I wished to be informal with this stranger, this enchanter. I still cannot say what I expected him to respond. Something like, ‘I don’t work here’ or ‘who are you’ or an incredulous ‘excuse me?’ Instead, he said simply, still smiling,


“What title were you looking for?” I stalled. Every name of every good book I could have requested that would, in its title alone, illustrate what sort of person I was flew out of my head. I felt suddenly illiterate. And then I heard myself say,


“I’m looking for something on Byzantium Art & Architecture.” I nearly flinched. Obscure. Boring. Antiquated. I had not meant to be so honest.


It wasn’t until I felt the comfortable weight of a heavy hard-covered tome dropped into my arms that I became aware of having followed him. He’d led me upstairs to the History in Art section. He had selected a title. He was then saying to me,


“I recommend this one. It gets a little wordy at times, but the full-colour pictures are fantastic and the chronology of the book’s layout relates events of Byzantium history with the artists that were creating then. I enjoyed it.”


I could never understand why I felt so foolish for being surprised by his answer. It took me a moment of unsuspected struggle to tear my eyes from his face. I turned to the book I’d been handed. I opened its heavy distinguished cover. I turned its thick glossy pages. It was beautiful. My mind was suddenly my own again in an instant as I allowed my passion to gobble up phrases and take in the rich colour of the photos of mosaics and catacomb paintings. I said ‘thank you’ in such a way that it was felt instead of known by all who might have heard it.


I raised my head from that book, pleased and confident that I was back on familiar ground again. But upon sight of the expression on his face I was harshly aware of the ground sweeping out from under me as my breath stopped. I remember distinctly that my feeling was not panic or loss, but surrender. Fish later told me, that moment when he stood peering down into my face, looking through me as if I were a pool disturbed by fresh rain – that was the moment he began to like me. I realized, but never told him, that it was the face he gave then that caused me to fall in love with him.


The expression he held was one of appraisal, of interest, of polite patience. His face was the freely given gift of pleasurable time in his company – but stripped of the arrogance that so often accompanies such a face. The expression told me in an instant that no matter what this man might do or say, that I should never be surprised by it. It was less than twenty minutes later, when we were standing at the bar of the café he’d led me to that Fish told me the sentence that would be the first he ever said in our relationship, and the last words I would ever hear him say:


“You should expect nothing of me, but accept everything about me.” This was how all his human inter-relations had to be if they wanted to remain involved with him, he had told me.


At the time, when our first impressions of each other were still being formed, I was insulted that he assumed that I should want him in my life when we had known each other all of fifteen minutes and not yet exchanged names. I was ashamed I was so easy to read. I hated how closely I listened to him speak; I tried to stop myself from leaning forward in eagerness. Something must have showed in my face because he began to laugh at me. He handed me the cappuccino he had insisted on buying.


“My name is Ellis Fisher.” He said it as if he were reading my mind. He was so casual as he said it, stretching back against the tightly upholstered loveseat of the café. It was spoken as if I had committed the faux pas of forgetting his name when I’d never known it until that moment. I remember being glad that the tone in his voice implied he’d forgive me for my slip of memory. 


“I’m Eden Hollister.” I offered, the sound of my own name spoken aloud reminded me of something, but I couldn’t quite place it before he said softly,


“Eden?” I couldn’t tell if it was mockery or predilection. I promptly forgot whatever had been stirring in my mind a moment prior. He smiled in a way that denied explanations and sat back expectantly. I averted my eyes from him. I took a sip of my cappuccino. And then, something happened inside me. Some minor change, like a single switch was being pulled and I felt an unstoppable need to speak. Before I could focus the words in my mind they poured out of my mouth with no sign of abating.


“I’m just so tired right now. It’s as if something in my life just isn’t clicking. I work hard, I study hard, and it helps to distract me. But it’s like my shadow, y’know? Every time I turn around, unsuspecting, there’s this doubt in my head that I can’t quite define. I haven’t the faintest what’s causing it…no, that isn’t true. It’s just, well, a whole lot of little things all adding up to equal misery. And because it’s little things, I don’t feel justified in complaining. I have no one to talk to about it. My mother just goes off on how many people are worse off than me, and my father goes on and on about how his problems are worse than mine. I haven’t talked to my sister since Christmas last year, not because we don’t get along, but just because…I haven’t gotten around to calling her up. I haven’t seen my friends in months, and dumping all this on them out of the blue would be far too awkward. So I bottle it, and I bottle it, and I tell myself it’s nothing…” I glanced up at him. His posture was thrown back against the loveseat, but his face was attentive, and his eyes were watching me as if observing something immensely important.


“Just because another person in the world has difficulties, does not mean that yours are not valid. Your emotions affect you as their emotions affect them, regardless of their root causes.” That was all he said, and then he waited for me to continue as he sipped his espresso. I felt such an immense weight lift from my shoulders that I started to laugh silently, as if I might cry with the intensity of what I was feeling – someone was listening to me, and not just listening, but understanding and caring. I never realized before that moment, how much that attention meant to me. 


“Sometimes I want to stop everything. I want to stop the world from turning, I want to stop my need for food or sleep, and just find a quiet corner and get lost in a book I’m reading for pleasure, for a change. Something light and fun and relaxing – without any of this 3 a.m. eyestrain. And it’s always a thought like something unattainable. It shouldn’t be, should it? I mean, the desperate desire to relax should not be something I’ll never achieve. I look at myself in the mirror and I wonder how I became as unhealthy as I am now. I seem to remember a time when I was full of vitality and pep, when I wanted to see the world and experience everything in it – good or bad – just to say that I’ve done it. But now, I look back and I can’t remember when that pep and vitality was mine. I remember that other state of being as if it weren’t my life, as if it were some fantasy story told to me at bedtime, and I thought it was real up until now.”


“Are you certain you’re living your life right now? Are you making the choices that will take you into the future you had wished for and foreseen?” I shook my head, as much in answer as in pondering disbelief. And then the conversation really started. I told him I was in my second year of university, studying humanities and majoring in history in art with a minor in philosophy. I learned, with some subdued surprise that he had never attended university, and had no plan to. It wasn’t something he wanted or needed, he had said. It wasn’t something he required out of life, so he went straight into the work he wanted to do with a passion – working at the Job Centre. Seeing all the people who came back in to thank Ellis for helping them find jobs was more gratifying than a diploma on his wall could ever be. He said each one was a graduation, a degree earned, and all those people would go on to serve some purpose in the world that one four year goal reached in isolation could never achieve. Still, he had said: kudos for the dedication and masochism it would take to complete a bachelor’s history in art major and philosophy minor in three years. We talked about philosophies on life, on purpose, on the world, on the universe, on humanity. It was such freedom to just release my mind in a stream of sound and have someone catch it who understood and valued the ideas those sounds made. 


I didn’t realize how long we sat there. I vaguely remember the café closing. But I have no clear memory of the walk back to the bookstore, or our parting, or my drive home. It wasn’t until I stepped into my apartment that the encounter truly seemed over. I clicked the messages button on my answering machine and proceeded to take my coat and runners off. 3 messages. 


“Hey, Eden, it’s me Anson. Where are you, love? It’s the bookstore on Main right? Well, maybe you’re running late, so I’ll wait around here for a little while longer.” BEEP. “Eden, it’s Anson. I found your car, but I still can’t find you. What’s going on? We were supposed to go out tonight, remember? Where the hell are you?” BEEP. “Eden, I can’t believe you stood me up. I waited at the bookstore for two hours, and you never showed up. If you forgot, then fine, but then what the hell was your car doing at the bookstore? Where did you go, man? Call me when you get this.” BEEP.

I stood still for a long while, staring down at the machine. The realization that I still had a boyfriend of 14 months was frightening to me. Like a lead weight around my neck, I felt myself bending out of proportion, my shoulders sagging, my energy draining, my excitement waning. Something fierce within me rose up and clung to those dying aspects and fought for them.


I picked up the receiver. I dialled Anson’s number. It rang once. It rang twice. Halfway through the third ring the receiver lifted on the other end of the line.


“Clark here.” I could feel my jaw tensing. I had always hated how he answered the phone.


“Anson, it’s me.” My voice sounded hollow. I heard the echo of how my voice had sounded in the café. I made a decision. “Anson, I can’t go out with you anymore. I’m breaking up with you.” I held my breath. 


“You’re breaking up with me?” He sounded incredulous. I felt my teeth grind; I always hated the way he’d repeat my statements as if by doing so they’d somehow change to something he’d prefer. “Why, Eden?”


“It isn’t working, Anson. I’m miserable with you. Not because of you, but in my life right now, and you don’t make it better, you just make me feel worse.” There was a moment of silence. 


“Eden, what did I do? I’m so sorry; I didn’t mean to hurt you, whatever I’ve done. Eden, can I come over? Can we talk about this?” I exhaled. I knew what he meant. He wanted to make love to me in order to change my mind. He was attractive, and knew it, and had ‘solved’ our arguments in the past with such actions instead of words. But this time, this time I needed words. I needed the sound of reason to steady me. Reason was not something Anson had ever been able to offer. He was a distraction, not a solution, and my talk with Ellis had completely destroyed the illusion that time with Anson was an escape. I answered him without difficulty. 


“No, Anson. You can’t. I’ve broken up with you. I don’t want to see you anymore. Goodbye.” I could hear his protests as I took the receiver from my ear. I could hear the speeded words trying to prevent the inevitable. I lowered the receiver onto the cradle and listened to the silence. I looked up at my apartment, and the walls seemed more spacious somehow. I was free of one burden. I smiled.


At that moment, I hadn’t realized my motives for what I was doing. But it didn’t matter; I slept so well that night, I must have regained years of lost joy. 


I turned off a side road, with a smooth, fluid turn of the wheel and sloshed the wheels through a puddle as I sped up again on the straight. The lonely beacons of streetlamps cast their orange pools of light over the wet payment, everything shimmering as if made of copper and gold. I let my mind drift back to Fish.


It wasn’t until a week or so later that I opened up the book I’d bought that day at the bookstore. The heavy and beautiful text that Fish had picked out for me had a comforting weight to it, as if his strong hands still pressed it into my arms. I put on some light instrumental, sat down in my armchair, and spread the book open before me. I began reading the clear and light introduction. I skimmed the section on the transfer of Rome and flipped forward, pausing to look at some of the more exquisite photographs. I turned the page to begin reading the chapter dedicated to Byzantium catacombs when something fell out of the book and slid to a stop on my wooden floor. 


I put the book down on the footstool. I moved slowly across the floor and stood staring down at the small white card. I picked it up and flipped it over. A business card:

Aim Job Centre

3190 Broughton St.

Ellis Fisher, Advisor

Open 8-6 Mon – Fri

9-7 Sat, 10-5 Sun

(604) 253 – 7238

I blinked. It took me a moment to realize that this had been slipped into my book when I wasn’t looking. It took me a moment longer to realize that it belonged to Fish. I glanced at the clock. I had two hours before I had to be in class. I moved to the phone and dialled the number as if I were taking a risk. It rang once. The line lifted.


“Aim Job Centre, Ellis speaking, how may I help you?” I held my breath. 


“Hello, Ellis. It’s Eden calling, from the bookstore…?” I expected a long and silent pause. I expected he would not remember who I was. Instead I heard the crisp business tone turn into a light and playful note of friendship.


“I was wondering how long it would take you to find that card. So, Eden, what do you think of the book so far?” I could hear that he was smiling. 


“It’s fantastic! Thanks so much for recommending it to me.”


“No problem. So, what can I do for you, Eden?” I paused. What did I want? Why had I called?


“I broke up with my boyfriend.” I was cursing myself. I wished that I hadn’t said it. Ellis paused, and it seemed to me a fraction longer than it should have been. 


“Well, I’m sorry to hear that.”


“No, no, it was for the best. It wasn’t going anywhere. I just…Well, I broke up with him after that evening I met you. Everything you said just made me clear for a moment, and I realized what a farce my dating him was.”


“So?” He had the expectant sound of facing the inevitable.


“So? What do you mean, so?” I asked him. I hadn’t the faintest of what he was waiting for. 


“Oh, come on, Eden, you didn’t call me up just to say that. Have some balls for once in your life.”


“I don’t know what you mean…” I said it too slowly, and I could hear him chuckle on the other end of the phone.


“Fine, fine, be a coward. I’ll do all the work for you this time.” Before I could say ‘what?’ he was talking again, and this time his voice had adopted that note of serious business he’d begun with. “Eden, when are you free?” I was unable to believe what I was hearing. 


“I have class today at 1, but I get off at 6:30. Why?” He chuckled again, and I could feel my stomach curl itself into a knot. 


“Alright, do you know where Sabatini’s is?” I heard myself respond a faint ‘yes’ and I felt as if I weren’t in my body. All I was aware of was how tightly I gripped the phone in both hands and pressed it to my face with enough tension to cause a bruise. “Good, I’ll meet you there at seven. It’s not a café, so dress a little nice.” I was nodding silently, forgetting entirely that he couldn’t see me. “Oh, and Eden? My home number is 381-1450, just so you don’t have to call the Job Centre. Have fun in class.” And then he hung up. I scrambled for a pen; I scrambled for a piece of paper before the numbers leapt out of my head. I couldn’t find a scrap of paper; I couldn’t bring myself to write in the beautiful book Ellis had recommended. I wrote 381-1450 on the wall above my phone. It wasn’t until I hung up the receiver beeping its dead air into my ear that I realized I still held the crumpled Job Centre business card in my hands. 


Needless to say, I couldn’t concentrate in class at all. After the gibberish I wrote for the first twenty minutes of my History in Art 250 class, I didn’t attempt to take notes for the rest of the day – which for me was unprecedented. I rushed out of class. I felt so self-conscious as I straightened the collar of my shirt, as I smoothed the wrinkles in my canvas pants with one hand, as I drove to the restaurant. I dragged a hand through my hair, getting out of the car. I walked up to the counter. 


“For one, sir?” The well-dressed gentleman behind the polished wooden desk smiled through his thick black beard. 


“For two, please. I’m waiting for my…my friend to arrive.” The man nodded and looked through his table listings. I looked around the restaurant. I’d been here for my 21st birthday with my family, but never before or since then. I was always impressed by how it managed to look so sharp and high-class and yet still had a romantic personable air to its old oak tables and rich pile carpets. I felt an arm slide around my shoulders and a hand land on my hip with such a natural motion that I didn’t even jump. I could feel the taught muscle of a man’s chest pressed against the back of my shoulder blade, and the closeness of sweet-scented skin so close to the back of my neck that I could feel the shivers of pleasure running through my body. I was afraid to look at him. Cautiously, I turned my head to face him. 


“You look nice.” He smiled, and it was a smile that said he was pleased by some lowly slave’s efforts. I couldn’t move, I couldn’t respond. He was dressed in a pair of straight-line black slacks with a frosted steel buckle and a soft microfibre dress shirt of dark green. But it was the style of a smooth crisp-lined charcoal wool coat that hung to his knees that gave the final line of suave. I made a conscious effort to close my mouth. He turned with a smooth movement of his head to create a line of shadow and light along his jaw and profile. “We’re ready to be seated, sir.” The bearded man smiled politely and lifted two menus from the desktop. 


The entire evening was something out of an old black and white movie. His style, his grace and his charm were nearly intolerable. I could sense how transparent my face must have been. I wanted to erect some sort of wall between us so that I could watch him, his every movement without his ability to see how very aroused I was. I wanted him more than I had wanted anyone. And I hated myself for being so hormonal, when he was the only man I’d met who had that mix of beauty and intellect that seemed so rare in my life. He was the only man I’d ever met that made me think and feel, and I wanted to spend time with him, and I wanted to impress him. Here was a man who was clearly better than me, and I respected his judgement and words, and if he were to tell me to leap off a bridge, I would do it in an instant in utter faith and trust. 


We ate our dinners, we had minimal talk throughout the meal, but there were no awkward silences. It was as if he had engineered the air to run smoothly like the ambient music in the restaurant around us. The lighting and the scents of the Italian food were rich and intoxicating, and he seemed to be on some sort of display for me. I saw his collarbone and throat framed by the dark lines of his shirt collar, and the smooth movements of his body as he moved towards the table and lifted his glass to his lips. I could feel my eyes drinking in every texture of his face, and every line of light. I knew I was melting.


Ellis picked up the tab, even though I protested; he paid the tip and escorted me to my car. He opened the driver’s door for me; I got in with the assumed grace of royalty mounting a chariot. He stood looking down at me with a strange kind of half-smile on his face for a long moment, and kept his hand resting on the diver’s door, without closing it. I looked up expectantly, my heart was skipping beats at random intervals, as if it was trying to hold its breath and didn’t have the stamina. And then he leaned forward, holding himself up with his hands gripping the top of the car’s roof and door.


“Eden?” I nodded in recognition; I didn’t trust myself to speak. “Can I have your number?” I blinked at him. It seemed a silly question to ask, as if he thought I might refuse. 


“Of course, Ellis.” He extended another of his business cards towards me in that suave movie manner where the lead holds the card between an extended fore and middle finger. I took it gingerly, I flipped it over, and reached for a pen in my glove compartment. I drew one out, shaking it to get the ink moving. I scribbled my name and number on the back of the card as I held it pressed to the dash. I handed it back to him in the manner of a police officer issuing a ticket – clutched and waiting to be taken. He took it without looking at the card, his eyes stayed on my face, and I could feel the warmth of our hands touching when he removed the card from my tense fingers. His brilliant eyes flashed down at the card as if he could memorize the number in a glance and then he slipped it into the inner pocket of his coat and stood up. 


“You have a good night, Eden.” He closed the door softly, stepped back from the side of my car and slipped his hands into his pockets. I watched him expectantly as I started my car. He titled his head to the side and grinned in such a beautiful manner that I felt like shutting off the motor, throwing open the driver’s side door and running into his arms, begging him to hold me, to make love to me, to marry me and stay with me forever. Instead I turned my face to the parking lot around me. I looked for other moving cars, all my attention slipping to the task of not crashing in front of Ellis Fisher. I heard his clear voice call through the sound of the motor and the parking lot and the thoughts in my head: “I’ll call you!” But when I looked out the window of my car, all I caught was the glimpse of his coat pulled taught over his strong shoulders and straight back as he wove gracefully between the moving vehicles and presumably vanished into his own.   


By the time I lost sight of him, I was so full of euphoria that I didn’t know how I made it home without an accident. After time spent with Ellis, everything I faced, and everything I dealt with was effortless. There was no conflict, everything seemed right and simple, and all I had to do was turn my attention towards it and it would miraculously complete itself. I sat down at my computer and finished two assignments I had been stuck on for weeks. I didn’t notice the passage of time. I didn’t notice the page count moving. I just worked and edited my papers. I printed them. I read over them. The clock ticked on into the early hours of morning, and still I was not remotely tired. When I folded the papers inside my clipboard and turned off the computer I thought of Ellis. Just of his smile, and felt as if it was a congratulations for work well done. As I lay my head down for the night, I imagined Ellis wrapping his arms around me and holding me tight to his chest. And then I was asleep. To this day, that night was one of the best nights of sleep I have ever had. 


I pulled to a stop by the curb. I let the car sit idle for a full minute before I turned off the engine. And then I sat, staring forward through the steamed up glass, my hands resting on the wheel. I could hear the ringing in my head. The sound was of my telephone, so long ago now, when Ellis had first called me. It had been a few days after our dinner together, and I remember jumping every time I heard the phone ring. It was the tightrope between dread that Anson would call and harass me or Ellis would call and shed light on my weary world. Until then, I had been too afraid to call him again. I did not want to seem as desperate for his time and company as I clearly was. I closed my eyes to the current world, and let the memory wash over me with the clarity of yesterday.


“Eden, hi, it’s Ellis.” I said hello as normally as I could. But both my hands were gripping the receiver to my face desperately, as if clinging to a lifeline that might fail at any moment. “Listen, do you want to come over to my place?” I suppose my silence said it all, because I could hear him chuckle and then add on hurriedly. “To watch a movie. Don’t worry about your clothes, it’s totally casual, just thought you might enjoy a film at home. So, are you interested?” I said yes, as casually as I could. But my voice was too even, too measured, and I could hear his pause on the other end of the line, in the exact timing and usage as one of his killer smiles. “Right then, do you have a pen? I’ll give you directions to my place from the bookstore where we first met. Oh, and Eden, can you make it here by 8?” I said I could, as I scrambled about for a piece of paper. I scribbled down the instructions as if taking notes on a top-secret mission and stuffed them into my pocket with my palms already sweating in nervousness. 


When I hung up the phone, the grin on my face was so broad that it hurt. I ran about my small apartment and berated myself for not having any clean clothes to wear that weren’t pyjamas or completely inappropriate. I wanted to look good. I was going to display myself as best as I was capable of. I wasn’t going to let him out-suave me again. Since it was a movie at his house and not at the theatre, there would still be low lighting, and what I’d wear would be apparent. I dug through my closet and my drawers, and finally found a simple pair of faded euro-cut jeans that I knew made my legs and ass look fine, and looped a superfluous belt through the low waistline. I chose sharp-looking black combats and a snug-fitting brushed-cotton shirt of a pale green and khaki-coloured speckle that suited my colours and my figure. I threw on a heavy black corduroy coat, lined with sateen quilting – technically too warm for the season, but one of the nicer looking pieces I owned. I brushed my hair, I dabbed cologne faintly at my collar and in the tips of my hair, just enough to give a whiff in passing, but subtle enough to require intimacy before it was noticed. I glanced at my watch and cursed how much time had passed. I scrambled, making sure I had house keys, car keys, directions to Ellis’ house, wallet…lock the apartment door…take the stairs two at a time…unlock the car door…and drive. 


As I drove along the evening streets of the city, my hands gripped the wheel with enough strength to break either the steering wheel or my own hands. My palms were sweaty and hot. I felt as nervous as when I was a child and had to go in for an audition for a musical and I was so anxious I sang horribly and made a fool of myself. Needless to say I never got the part. I hoped against hope that tonight wouldn’t be a repeat of that day.


When I got there, I remember having purposefully ignored the muffled sounds of talk and laughter that emanated from behind Ellis’ door. I rationalized it as the television. I knocked on the door and stood waiting, feeling out of place. I noticed that Ellis lived not in a shitty two-room apartment like me, but in a simple house, two floors and in a nice suburban area of town. I heard footsteps. I heard Ellis’ voice behind the door. I heard the door unlock and then there he was, standing there, looking at me, his eyes travelling down my body and then back up. I suddenly felt gaudy, as if I would have been more appropriate in sweatpants and a baseball tee. Ellis stood, leaning against a raised arm propped on the doorframe. His eyes were evaluating, but his mouth still held a kind line – if not a tad too curious. “Eden…” He said it softly. He stood still. He waited. I did not know what to expect or what was expected of me. I blinked at him.


“Ellis?” I frowned. I looked over my shoulder, at my car parked along his street. I was tempted to just get back in and drive away. As if reading my thoughts he stood up straight and moved aside. 


“Eden, come in.” I was startled and stood still on his stoop for a moment before he flashed me that benign smile and waved his arm in a gentlemanly ‘you-first’ manner. I smiled, slightly reassured, and stepped over the threshold and into his house. I remember clearly at the time, feeling as if I were not just stepping into his house, but into his life.


The feeling was dashed a moment later when Ellis walked up beside me and waved an arm around the living room. “Eden, meet Dao and Lexa.” An excruciatingly beautiful girl sat on the couch, her long blond hair pulled aside in a loose ponytail, with her eye make-up dark and smouldering. The one called Dao sat upon a footstool beside the coffee table and was leaning forward to lift a dipped chip to his mouth. He had the same miscellaneous European beauty as Lexa, but his figure was slender and his posture shy, without the bold confidence of the girl. My hopes of spending a night cosy and alone with Ellis evaporated, and I forced myself to smile.


“Hello. I’m Eden. I’m a friend of Ellis’.” I tried to make it sound light and carefree, but something in my voice was flat. No one seemed to notice.


“Babe, take the poor boy’s coat.” Lexa’s voice has the same beauty as her looks. Her accent was slight and hard to define, but her cadence had the power of one who commanded men. It was her words that made me pale. Ellis laughed easily, lightly and leaned forward to kiss her neck. He rose, and I was only too aware of the smooth lines of muscle in his body that governed his controlled movements. I looked away and found Dao staring at me. I offered a small smile. He offered a smaller smile in response and looked anywhere but at my face, his pale hair swinging about his pale eyes. Ellis took my coat and hung it in the closet. 


“Well, Eden, make yourself at home. Have a seat.” Ellis sat down on the couch with his girlfriend and wrapped his arm around her supermodel shoulders. Dao rose and waved at the footstool he had been occupying and moved back to sit curled in an armchair with his legs tucked up. I nodded absently and sat, looking about at the munchies on the coffee table, the entertainment system on the wall before me, and tried to ignore the beautiful man I wanted more than anything as he kissed his beautiful girlfriend. I dreaded the evening unwinding before me.


They started the movie and I didn’t watch it. My eyes glazed over and I stared ahead blindly at the screen. He hugged her at the dramatic moments, and covered her eyes at the scary moments, and still, to this day, I don’t know what movie it was. The only thing I was vaguely aware of was that Dao didn’t watch a second of the film. His eyes were riveted on me the entire time. At the time, I didn’t know what his curious glance meant. I didn’t understand his quiet observation of me. I assumed he was evaluating me as Ellis had seemed to do when I stood on the doorstep. It wasn’t until I felt Dao’s hand brush against my shoulder and linger a moment longer than it should have as he reached for more chips that I realized that of all the people in the room, he was closest to me, and his feeling to the evening was most similar to mine. I looked back at him, and caught him staring straight at me. I smiled for him, half-sheepishly and moved to the floor and offered him to regain his spot on the footstool. He took the chip bowl from the table and placed it on the footstool and sat on the floor opposite me, with the bowl on its leather pedestal between us.


I remember looking pointedly at Ellis and was surprised to see his eyes on me, an intensely amused look on his face. I couldn’t tell if he was amused by the film, or my discomfort, or Lexa nibbling at his collarbone, or Dao offering me chips. Enigmatically, he winked at me, and then looked back at the screen and laughed in time to something said in the alternate world of the movie. 

That wink haunted me the rest of the night. After the movie we talked casually. I said nothing unless addressed and towards the end of the night I found Ellis watching me with growing confusion and questioning narrowed eyes. Shortly after that expression appeared on Ellis’ face I rose and said I had to be leaving. Dao looked up at me, startled and rose almost as if in panic. Ellis stood behind Lexa so that she couldn’t see his face and he raised his eyebrows at me. His expression clearly said: what’s wrong with you?

“Bye Eden. It was fun, come visit again.” Lexa said it in the manner that polite conversation dictated, and nothing personal was conveyed in her parting comments. 

“Really, Eden. Please visit again.” It was Dao who spoke, looking after me as if the only kinsman to survive an avalanche was now being carried away by a flood. It was Ellis who walked me to the door. He handed me my coat. He watched me put it on and button it. He opened the door for me, and stepped out onto the stoop in his sock feet and thin sweater. He closed the door behind himself and turned to me with anger in his eyes.

“What the hell was that?” His voice was not raised, but his eyes were flashing as the only sign to any emotion he had, completely reigned and under control. I was shocked. My impression that it had not mattered whether I’d left during the movie was now doubted. 

“What?” It was all I could manage to respond. 

“What was with your attitude tonight? You were like a corpse. What’s the matter with you?” Ellis stood with his hands limply at his sides as if he were preventing any movement in his body that he might lose control over. I watched him for a long moment. I took in the mix of orange street lamp and yellow porch light mixing on his perfect skin, lighting his dark hair, absorbed into his dark clothing. I wanted to turn without a word and walk away. But the intensity of his eyes held me there, prisoner. And in an effort to say nothing and leave I gave a small smile and then my façade failed me. Something expectant in his posture and face made me speak. The words that came pouring out of me, hissed and rushed were far more honest than I ever wanted to utter. 

“What was with me? God, Ellis! You have some nerve to ask that of me. You never bothered to mention you had a girlfriend. Hell, you never bothered to mention you were hetero! You led me on. You bought me coffee, and then dinner at a lovely restaurant. You looked fantastic, both times – you know you did. You know as well as I do that I couldn’t tear my eyes from you if I tried. But it’s more than that! If this was just plain attraction, and you weren’t gay, I’d accept it and move on. But Ellis, I’m drawn to you! I want you more than anyone I’ve ever met. Your mind, your outlook, your wit is so desirable, and you must know it. I thought you might just be interested in me, even though I’m clearly your inferior. Now, I see you were just exploiting me for your own amusement. So, let me ask you, what the hell was tonight? What was the point of all that? Why didn’t you tell me others were invited?” I was doing my best to not let the tears of disappointment prick my eyes. Ellis listened carefully. He listened to every word and made no attempt to interrupt or speak. He waited until I’d finished and then he looked me straight in the eyes and his face was so stern, so straightforward that I could never question his honesty in that moment. 

“No one else was invited, Eden. Just you.” He paused for a moment to let that comment sink in, and then he went on to explain himself. “Lexa may be my girlfriend, but she and her brother are also my roommates. A job at Aim may be what I want to do, but it doesn’t pay well enough for me to own this place by myself. I will not pretend that I didn’t notice your attraction to me. I did, and I do; I recognize it with complete respect and never once did I exploit it or shrug it off. I did take you out on two dates, and I did it not out of pity or ignorance. I took you out as I would have paid for any girl or co-worker, had it been them I chose to spend my time with. But I did not choose them. I chose to spend my time with you, because I enjoy your conversation, I enjoy your outlook, and I thought that perhaps you might need some new friends or some relaxation after all you’ve been through with your ex-boyfriend. I want to be a friend to you, and I would like to take you out again, if you forgive me for my insensitivity tonight.” I blinked, ashamed and abashed. I knew in that moment that I should have known better than to think so selfishly whenever Ellis Fisher was concerned. He saw everything. He knew everything at a glance and he had always read me perfectly from the first. Why should tonight be any different. “I was out of line to try to introduce you to Dao in the manner that I had intended. But I was right at least in guessing that he would be completely taken with you. It didn’t help that you dressed up like a gigolo and smell fantastic.” The blush exploded across my cheeks. “I felt a little guilty when I answered this door and realized you’d done it for me.” The blush grew deeper and I could feel my ears burning.

“Goodnight, Ellis.” I had to get out of there. I turned and hurried toward the street. I was painfully aware of Ellis following me to my car. He opened the door for me, and with my eyes intently focussed on the sidewalk I thanked him for the evening, and for inviting me and I climbed in behind the wheel. He paused a moment before closing the door. When the moment grew longer and the door didn’t close, I looked up cautiously, prepared to wince. 

“Eden… You know, your ass looks absolutely fine in those pants.” My eyes went wide and I stared at him, demanding explanation. He merely winked at me – that same enigmatic wink and closed the door. He stood back and raised his hand in a wave. I started the car and watched him retreat into the warmth of his house. When the door closed behind him I drove away.                         


I got out of the car. I stood on the street. There were no sounds of vehicles or people, just the soft lights of house windows, and the blowing of leaves past me along the cement sidewalk. I turned slowly to look at the house. My new home. 


I remember when I moved out of my small apartment and into the house with Fish. I still don’t know what in me made me worthy of that turn of events. It had been two months of impromptu dates, with no more than two hours notice before each one. He’d call and ask me out to the movies, or for coffee, or for dinner, and occasionally he’d accept my offer to come over. Each time I was with him, all thought of his girlfriend escaped my mind. I don’t know even now how he did it. There was something in the closeness of his manner, and in the words he chose that made our meetings intimate somehow. I felt as if he were mine, in some secret relationship that I would never take for granted. 


And then, one evening, at 10:30 Ellis phoned. His voice had a raw sound to it, as if he were – for once – not in perfect control. 


“Eden, hi, how are you?” I said I was fine. Ellis rushed on. “Good. Listen, if I were to ask you…” My heart rose to take position in my throat. “If I were…Look, Eden, would you be at all interested in moving out of that apartment?” My heart exploded. It took me a few minutes to regain some semblance of sentience. “Eden?”


“Yeah, I’m here… Ellis… Are you asking me to move in?”


“Uh, yeah. Any interest in the prospect?” Some doubtful warning signal within me went off. It cried that I needed to understand this very thoroughly to avoid the pain that could destroy me if I made a rash decision.


“Would there be enough room for me there?” 


“Well, you’re probably going to want to paint over the bubblegum pink in the room, but yeah.” Some random puzzle piece fell demurely into place.


“Pink? Isn’t that Lexa’s room?”


“Was, was Lexa’s. But she moved out tonight. I hadn’t really gotten around to asking you to move in, and I know it’s late notice…well, no notice at all really. But would you like to? The rent is probably the same as it is there, but you’d have more space, and the utilities are split between you and I and Dao.” 


“Ellis, what happened?” I couldn’t resist it. I needed to know, to ground myself, and what was left of my heart fluttering wildly about my head. 


“We’ve been fighting for a while now. I just couldn’t live with her anymore. She told me last week she was going to move in with her friend, but I didn’t know if she was committed to that plan until tonight. But hey, it’ll be nice to have a house full of guys again.”


“I haven’t said I would, Ellis.” I was trying to be careful. I felt as if I were teetering on the edge of a cliff, on one side sat boring stability, on the other mad love. I knew I would fall hard if I wasn’t careful. 


“You won’t?” Ellis’s voice sounded hollow with disbelief and a hint of pain he was clearly trying to mask.


“Why do you want me to move in?” The cautious tone in my voice sounded accusing. I tried to soften it. “Wouldn’t you worry about me? I’m painfully attracted to you, and you know it.”


“That’s what we’ve been fighting about. When she learned that you were gay, she accused me of having an affair. And I told her we’d never done anything physical. But she said I shouldn’t be seeing you. I staved her off by explaining our friendship. But she stayed suspicious. Said I’d been spending an awful lot of time with you. And after I’d had such a great evening with you that night, I said that’s because I enjoyed your company more. And then she accused me of having an affair with you again, and I said, that if I was dating you instead of a girl like her I’d at least not get nagged all the fuckin’ time and then we were just screaming at each other.” Ellis paused suddenly and grumbled something profane under his breath. “Anyway, we get along real well, you an’ I, and I’d like to have you around. I’ve asked Dao, and he said he’s fine with that. I’d really like it to be you, Eden. Please say yes. Move in, I mean.” His speech for once wasn’t organized; it wasn’t smooth. It was as if he’d called before thinking and was trying to clarify his thoughts through sound. My heart was beating loudly in my ears, my hands were hot, my cheeks were flushed. I could picture him gripping the phone, and leaning heavily against the wall by the phone’s base mount. I could hear my words before I knew I was speaking.


“When do you want me to move in?” I could hear the sigh of relief; I could sense the grin breaking over Ellis’s face. 


“Now? No, shit, it’s late. Tomorrow? I can help you move. I’ve got the day off, and it’s Saturday, so you don’t have school do you?”


“No, I don’t have school tomorrow.” I was grinning from ear to ear. I knew I would not sleep tonight, and I didn’t care. 


“Great! I’ll come by in the morning and take some of your stuff with me in my Jeep. Right?” I agreed. “Awesome. Great. Well, ‘night Eden. Night.” I said good night. “K. I’m glad. Right, well, bye.” And then Ells hung up the phone. I caught myself pondering over how happy he sounded. It’s just friendship. It’s just…but he sounded so happy. Because we’re friends. Excited, like a boy asking out a girl he likes. Girl he likes, I told myself. Ellis likes girls. Not boys, not me. Keep that overactive imagination in check. Don’t think dangerous thoughts. You’ll only get hurt.


But the next morning, when Ellis showed up, grinning from ear-to-ear at my door and wearing a tight black shirt, my mind leapt off that cliff I’d been so carefully balancing on. I wanted him. I tried to tell myself at the time that it was because I was over-tired. I had been up all night packing and organizing things to take with me on Saturday. I would regain my senses after a good night’s sleep and a hot meal. At the time, I had no way of knowing how much more complicated things were about to get. 


Ellis was true to his word: he helped me haul my bags and furniture down the stairs and load them into both of our vehicles. After the first load was packed he walked me to my car, opened the door for me, and closed it behind me once I’d gotten in. He paused at the window. I rolled the glass down. “Yes?” I asked. He answered me with that broad grin and leaned in the window to plant a tender kiss upon my brow. 

“Let’s get going!” He said, straightening up, smiling and eyes bright. My cheeks were red; I was making an effort to control my senses enough to drive without being a menace on the road. Ellis’s scent hung over me, filled my nostrils with its sweet fragrance. I shook my head to clear it, the spot on my forehead tingling and warm.

For the rest of the morning we drove back and forth between our houses, hauling stuff into the hideous pink room that would now be mine. Each time we paused between loading and unloading the vehicles. And each time, Ellis drew close to me. He’d lean his shoulder lightly against me, or touch my hand with his, or lay a supportive arm across my shoulder blades when he’d ask me if I needed help with lifting things. His presence was at the same time welcome and distracting. The manner in which he kept drawing close to me seemed so natural, as if he’d always been this physical with me. But at the same time, I knew that he’d stepped up the physical contact in our relationship, and I was having a hard time justifying his closeness.

When we’d finished all we could for the day, I collapsed on his couch, sprawling full length on the upholstery. I ran my hands through my hair and lay there, resting for a moment. After a while I forced my eyes open, to stave off the tiredness from catching up to me. I opened my eyes to find Ellis standing over me, staring down at me. There was a strange look on his face that I’d never seen before. It took me a moment of staring at him in silent question before I realized the look on his face was one of uncertainty. I had never seen Ellis flustered before. The confusion had drawn colour to his lips and cheeks, giving him a glowing vitality that made him look like a demigod. I lay there, watching him. I saw his eyes travel over my face and hair, and then travel down my torso; pause and then flick back to my face. There was the faintest of frowns on his brow. Then, suddenly his face cleared and he grinned. 

“Can I get you a beer?” I nodded silently and sat up on the couch, one foot travelling to the floor for balance. Ellis returned, one beer in his hand. He twisted off the cap and took a long draught before handing the bottle to me. There was something sensual in the way he leaned forward to hand me the bottle. For a moment our eyes locked. I could feel the lust stirring beneath my exhaustion. “Can I sit here, or have you reserved this spot?” Ellis was gesturing to the section of couch my outstretched leg still occupied. I folded it under myself obediently and Ellis sat down beside me. One arm snaked naturally over the back of the couch. He leaned back and let his head rest against the back of the sofa. His hand slid casually to rest on my shoulder. I felt my spine go rigid as I fought to control my impulses. I was staring at Ellis, demanding some sort of explanation for his behaviour. But his eyes were closed and he showed no sign of movement. I took another swig of the beer and leaned back against the upholstery. Ellis’ hand drew tighter across my shoulder. I took a breath. And then his long fingers began to stroke my neck. I bit my lip to keep from whimpering. The part of me that demanded I stop him, that I confront him and beg him to stop teasing me was screaming inside me, trying to overpower the pressure of the blood leaving my brain for more active climbs. 

I took a deep breath to steel myself against his charm and closed my eyes. “Ellis.” I tried to make my voice sound stern. It sounded as desperate as I was. I opened my eyes and found him watching me, his head still leaning back against the couch, but his face turned to me. His eyes were intense; his lips were parted slightly. All words failed me.

And then he took the beer from my hand and placed it on the coffee table. I started to question him, but before I could form the sound in my throat to a word he was on me, hand wrapped tightly around the back of my neck, holding my face to his as he kissed my mouth hard and hungrily. The explosion of pleasure was such as I’ve never felt before in my life. My body was overwhelmed with sensation; my heart was aching, as I’d never felt it ache, my mind was screaming for more and I knew I could never deny this man anything. I was his, fully and willingly, and anything he chose to take from me or use me for was his by right. I belonged to him.

His other arm wrapped around my waist and he pulled me tight to his chest, his mouth on mine, his hand in my hair. I kissed back with all the passion I had withheld, and with a lustful groan he pushed me down on the couch and pressed the length of his body into mine. I could feel him, hard as I was, our groins pressed together like horny teenagers, and I broke from the kiss gasping. “El-Ellis…What about Dao, shouldn’t we…” He growled in satisfaction and murmured, his lips on my ear,

“Dao is at work until 4:30.” He nipped at my ear and I could feel his soft lips draw into a grin as I gasped. And then his hands were roving over my body, touching and pleasing, exploring the lines and curves of my back, my shoulders, my hips and then, gentle and firm all at once his hand was pressed against my groin, and I couldn’t help but moan in need. He lifted his face long enough to catch my glance and then with a smile he kissed me again, full of passion and tenderness. My heart was fluttering out of control. Ah, Ellis…I love…and then he unbuttoned my pants and wrapped his hand around my erection. The moan that left my lips was such as I have never uttered with anyone else. 

His touch was nothing short of a perfect mix between intuition and experience. He teased and played and reduced me to a breathless panting animal. I pulled at him, I wanted him inside me more than anything. I was careless, I was desperate, I was drowning in a deep attraction and adoration, a mix that was turning swiftly into love as the pleasure of our intimacy added to our relationship the missing ingredient to my obsession.

He pulled himself up off of me long enough to reach into his back pocket and produce a condom. I heard myself laugh as I realized he’d planned this lovemaking and I had fallen into his trap willingly and naively. I pulled my shirt over my head and felt his hands pull my pants down over my hips and off. He tugged the shirt free from my arms and leant to kiss my mouth. He let his hands trail over my body again. And then he was turning me onto my stomach and I found myself unquestioning of his ability.

I was satisfied to draw a gasp of pleasure from him as we rocked together, me pressing back into my hips and he holding onto stomach, my back, my hips, my thighs, his body weight atop me adding to the intimacy and the intensity of our pleasure. This was heaven. This was euphoria. This was what it felt like to love in utter trust. And as I tipped and peaked, I felt him climax with me in perfect unison. I knew I would never tell him of my heart. I could love in secret, in solitude and in my way I would have him as my own. I required nothing more from him, then. 

I remember that day, as I lay panting under him, and he with his head resting against my chest, his hair making dark swirls against my pale skin, I began my descent. Over the next six months my love for him would consume my every waking thought, and twist my dreams into the fantastic and erotic I never thought my mind capable of. And within all of it I would learn more of human nature, and the powers of denial and ecstasy than I thought possible. Ellis would be my salvation, my freedom, my enlightenment, and my damnation. Ellis would be the love of my life.

I sighed as I drew my luggage from the trunk of my car. It was amazing how when it came down to it, the sum of my experiences and my life could be whittled down to fit into two suitcases. Across the street, a house flicked on the first brave string of Christmas lights. I sighed, remembering the Christmas Ellis and I shared together. 

We had thrown a small party at the house for a few friends just to celebrate the holiday season. Ellis and I had been dating steadily for a few months at that point, and everything had been perfect. We were connecting, we were happy, both conversation and sex were still novel and exciting. My heart had been more and more overwhelmed with Ellis as the time passed. It had been as if, with each memory we forged together, another piece of me was surrendered up to him. He was integrated into my mind and life like a nervous system that made me feel whether or not I wanted to. There had not been a single night that one of us had not ended up in the other’s bed. Even if it was just to wrap our arms around the other and rest a head upon a sleeping chest, or bared shoulder, we were always together in the night. 

Dao had said nothing about our relationship. From what I could gather he wasn’t surprised, but there was a reserved look in his face whenever we showed affection for one another in his presence. Dao and I had become good friends. It turned out that beneath his quiet and self-doubting exterior, he was a kind and conscious man. I liked him immensely, and he me from what I could gather. 

With my life in such a state of bliss, I was looking forward to that Christmas as I had never looked forward to the holidays before in my life. I prepped and planned for the party. I wanted everything to be perfect. Ellis showed obedient interest when I pressed him with queries on what colour scheme we should do the tree or the lights. In truth he did not care one way or the other, and was only indulging me. I accepted that, and the task of the holiday decorations, and indeed the planning for the party wound up falling to Dao and I.

The night of the Christmas party, I dressed up in a new outfit I’d purchased for the sole excuse of that party. I wore a deep wine-coloured dress shirt and trim black slacks. Dao adorned himself solely in white, with a pair of fashionable white jeans and a loose-cut sweater. But Ellis wore a deep green high-collared shirt with an almost military cut to it and a pair of black corduroy pants with a silver-buckled belt. He looked sleek, sexy and aloof. I was feasting on him with my eyes the whole night.

But during the party, what with Dao playing host, serving drinks and hors d'oeuvre, and myself in charge of music and gift exchange, I didn’t see a lot of Ellis. He was, as always, the life of the party, and strode about the room chatting with friends and keeping the soft atmosphere filled with laughter. 

As it reached dinnertime, I began to look for Ellis to let him know that Dao was putting the finishing touches on the table spread, when I caught sight of him. He stood beneath the mistletoe with Lexa, kissing her. I forced myself to smile, but jealousy was whispering in my ear that the kiss he gave her was more than customary Christmas greeting, it was passionate and intimate and I found myself drawing nearer in silence. They broke from their kiss and I heard Lexa ask my boyfriend,

“So, you and Eden… You’ve been dating for a few months now. I never would have pegged you for a queer.” Ellis laughed lightly.

“I’m not a queer, Lexa. I still like girls. In fact, I’ve never found another guy who caught my eye.”

“I don’t understand then, Ellis. What’s with you and that kid?” I could feel myself bristle. I was no kid, at least the same age as Lexa herself. I leaned against the railing on the stairs and listened, knowing I hadn’t been sighted. “Is it love? Do you love him?” Lexa was asking, somewhat incredulously. My heart pounded. Ellis laughed.

“What, are you nuts? God, no… It’s just a bit of fun. I don’t know why, but I’m so attracted to him. He’s so easy to toy with, to manipulate his lust. It makes love making so satisfying. I’m sure he just wants me for my sex, anyway. It’s just fun.” 

I was crying. Just a ‘bit of fun’ thought Ellis. He had no idea what he meant to me. Or how much of myself I’d given to him. He had no idea how much I loved him. And the part that hurt me most was that he didn’t care. He took our relationship lightly. He took it as a passing fun. What was I to do? To wait for him to become bored with me, and drop me for the first pretty girl he saw? Was I supposed to laugh about it lightly and forgive him? 

I wandered up to the bedroom that I’d since painted a midnight blue and collapsed on the bed. I don’t know why, but no sound came when I cried. The tears twisted my face into something grotesque and ugly. And it suited me. I felt ugly. I felt used. I felt so foolish and stupid. How could I have been so blind? How could I have been so trusting? I wanted to believe that Ellis cared for me so much that I’d misinterpreted everything in my favour. His tender kisses, I took as adoration. His careful listening, I took as interest. His passionate lovemaking, I took as love. What was it truly? I didn’t even want to know. I gasped and heaved myself onto my stomach. 

I couldn’t go back downstairs. I couldn’t face him. I couldn’t pretend I hadn’t heard his words, when my illusions were shattered all around my naked heart. 

A shadow passed by the door silently, and then returned to block the light from the hall. I heard Dao’s voice, filled with concern, soft and discreet.

“Eden, is that you?” I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. Go away, I wanted to scream. But when Dao walked in and knelt by the bed I saw his face, laced with distress and I couldn’t bring myself to be angry with him. It wasn’t his fault. “Eden, what happened?” That was all it took, that one question and the floodgates snapped and crumbled like twigs. I was bawling, clinging to his sweater and clinging to the one person in my life who cared for me. Dao knew enough to not ask any more questions. He just held me for the better part of ten minutes, stroking my hair, my back, my shoulders. Every now and then as he rocked me he mouthed a ‘shhh’ like a mother would, and slowly my tears calmed and I fell silent and still. Without a word, Dao lay me down on the bed and pulled the covers up to my chin. He tucked me in with tender hands and leant to kiss my cheek. “Just go to sleep. I’ll take care of things.” The soft accent in his voice was more comforting than any words could be. I gave him a small smile. He dried a streak of tears from my cheek with his thumb and rubbed my shoulder with more tenderness than I deserved. And then Dao stood up, and after a long moment of staring down at me said softly, “Eden, I didn’t want to say anything because things seemed…to be going so well.” He was discreet enough to not elaborate. “But, Eden, if it means anything to you…I love you.” He smiled sadly, in pity almost and left the room, closing the door behind himself. 

He told me later how he had handled the rest of the evening. He went down to the guests, who were all waiting in the dining room with questioning looks on their faces. He looked from the empty place setting between his chair and Ellis’s and smiled. “Eden isn’t feeling very well. He won’t be able to join us for the rest of the evening.” Dao lied for me. I would be forever grateful for him. My older sister, Fern, had asked him if I was ill. Dao merely told her, I was feeling under-the-weather. In response to the look of worry she gave him, Dao assured her that I’d ‘be all right in the morning’. When I asked Dao to describe the look on Ellis’s face at this news, Dao said the only word he could think of to describe it was ‘consternation’.

The next morning, I did not feel any better. My nose was still stuffed up from crying, and my eyes hurt something fierce. I didn’t dare look in a mirror, because I didn’t want to know to what extent my unattractiveness had reached. I still wore my expensive clothes, covered sloppily with a bathrobe. I leaned against the counter making coffee when Dao came in and hugged me around the waist, offering a kiss to my cheek and a supportive smile. He didn’t say a word about the previous night, but from his physical affection I could tell he was concerned about me still. I didn’t dare ask him if he meant his confession. It seemed safer not to mention it. 

I could feel it when Ellis entered the room. My back was turned to the doorway, but I could sense his presence. I made a point to not turn around. I sipped my coffee. His voice flat, Ellis asked me,

“Eden, you okay?” I nodded, without turning. I could hear him stride up behind me. He was trying to get a good look at my face. I tried to turn away from him, but he seized my shoulder and forced me to face him. His grip was hard and relentless. I couldn’t break free. “Yikes, are you hung over?” I shook my head; I couldn’t look him in the face. “Well, what happened last night?”

“Leave him alone, Ellis.” Dao was standing behind the kitchen table, the newspaper he’d been reading abandoned. Ellis looked from Dao to me, trying to comprehend what he was missing.

“No, Dao, Ellis, I’m fine…just leave me alone.” I made sure I was directing the request at Ellis. Ellis was staring at me with fierce eyes. Dao slid the chair into the table. 

“I’m going out for a walk.” He announced softly. 

“I’ll join you.” I told him, but Ellis shook my shoulder. I finally looked him straight in the eyes.

“Hey, mind telling me what the hell happened last night?”

“I’m fine. It was nothing. Now let go of me.” I could tell he was angry. His grip hurt.

“Don’t lie to me, Eden.” His look was full of warning, as if to a pet that had disobeyed its master. The self-pity in me turned to outrage.

“Don’t lie to you? Don’t lie to you? Fuck you, Ellis! You’re a goddamn slippery fucking…fish. How could you be so intelligent and so fucking blind?” The look on Ellis’s face was one of pure shock. He let go of my shoulder and stood up straight, staring at me. Calculating. Questioning. Seeking. It took all of my resolve to not burst into tears. Ellis stepped back. He didn’t say a word. I rushed past him, leaving my coffee on the counter and snatching my coat from beside the door before following after Dao. I caught up to him only a few short jogs away. He had his scarf bundled up around his mouth, but I could see he was smiling when he caught site of me. 

I skidded to a stop beside him on the slick pavement. “I…I…I called him a fish.” I stammered. Dao chuckled softly. 

“Fish? It suits him. He’s as mutable as the sea, Eden. He’s slippery to hold down, and difficult to catch.” Dao wrapped an arm around my shoulder and hugged me. “Walk with me.” We went around the block, stepping carefully on the icy sidewalks. As we turned the last corner to return home, Dao paused in his step. I looked at him in curiosity. “You know… I meant what I said. I do love you, Eden. If ever you fall out of love with Fish, let me know.” Dao offered a soft smile, a shy smile and never mentioned his love for me again. 

Here was a sweetheart, and a good-looking fellow. While he loved me, I was chasing after an unattainable Fish. I felt a fool. But what was I to do? You can’t make your heart beat something it won’t, as the good poets say. I was grateful for Dao’s friendship. It would be to him that I turned in the rocky months that followed. Where Ellis, or Fish as we then referred to him, had merely stolen my heart, Dao earned my love. He was always there for me, and he became invaluable. 

I don’t remember Christmas Day; I don’t remember what gifts or words were exchanged. But when I look back at my albums and flip through the photos of Dao, Fish and I, not one of us was smiling. 

I made my way up the walkway, one suitcase clutched in each hand. The summer flowers were rotting in the dirt as the autumn blossoms were clinging to the fading branches with burnt colour. My sister always did love to garden. She’d made a nice little home for herself. A climbing rose adorned the pillar of her front steps. The scent of it reminded me of the Valentine’s Day when Fish brought me two-dozen long stemmed roses. 

After the Christmas fiasco, Fish had not left me alone. He’d made a point of talking to me everyday. At first, he never mentioned the Christmas party. It was just small talk, asking me how I was doing, or if I felt like watching a movie, or what I wanted for dinner… And then, one day, quite naturally, he eased the question into a sentence. I was so calmed by that point that I didn’t balk or get worked up. And, I knew, even then, that Fish had made sure of my stability before bringing it up. 


I told him I had overheard his conversation with Lexa. I told him how much it hurt me to hear that I was just passing fun for him. I told him that Dao had lied to the party guests for my sake, so that I could save face. I didn’t tell him why it had affected me. I was not really concerned about whether or not brilliant Fish had discerned the answer, but I was not prepared to spell it out for him. For some reason, the idea of admitting my love for him, and the fact that I was falling in love with him made me feel defeated. It would prove I’d been conquered and destroyed, and even if Fish was superbly nice about the whole thing, I would still feel like a crude protozoa in his presence, constantly ashamed and forever at his mercy. I needed to save what little face I had left, and so retain that last wall of strength that would help me survive. 


And so it was that lonely conviction that rose up on February fourteenth to defend me against total annihilation. I came home from shopping. I’d bought a box of mixed dark chocolate from Fish’s favourite chocolate company, and a small Valentine’s bear for Dao. I found Dao curled up in the living room watching a foreign film, I paused it and wished him a Happy Valentine’s Day and with a hug and a soft kiss to the cheek I gave him the bear. Dao hugged me tight, his cheeks soft pink beneath the waves of his pale hair. He produced a simple silver chain with a simple silver star hanging from it delicately. Without a word he fastened it about my neck, and leaned in to kiss me, paused and thinking better of it, planted the kiss upon my brow. “Your guiding star,” was all he said in explanation. I smiled at him, truly grateful, and he smiled lovingly in return. Silently, we hugged again. 


And then I heard the front door open and Fish’s familiar footfall enter, shaking the sleet from his boots. Dao let go of me instantly, his usual reserved expression returned to his face and he offered one last small smile before resettling himself on the sofa. I heard Ellis pause in the hallway, and then heard his voice call out, 


“Eden, could you come help me with this, please?” Obediently, I walked around the couch and towards the hallway. My breath left me when I caught sight of him. He stood there, dressed to kill, in a solid black suit and in his arms were twenty-four long stemmed red El Toro Spanish roses. I stood in the hallway, my cheeks nearly as red as the bouquet, my eyes shining. Ellis was smiling at me, a beautiful, honest smile that was a little evaluating and a little pleased. He’d outdone himself, and he knew it. “Happy Valentine’s Day, darling.” 


He’d never called me his darling before. I felt the hot tear splash upon my collarbone before I knew I was crying. I rushed forward and reached for his face, and he was laughing, and trying to stave me off, to move around me so he could put the roses down. He took them to the kitchen, and prepared them properly, and arranged them painstakingly in the dining room in the centre of the table, the whole while with me hovering around him, waiting for him to be finished so I could express my gratitude the only way I knew how. 

Finally his spine straightened, he turned and he offered me that smile. Between melting and throwing myself at him, I wound up with my arms wrapped around his neck, my hands in his hair and my mouth on his. My heart, after being thrust in solitary confinement since the Christmas party, was willing and ready to burst out. 

Ellis kissed me, and held me, his strong arms bracing me, his hands holding me, as if he was afraid I’d disappear. Finally he pulled his head back and peering into my face, and staring into my eyes with his of crystal grey-green, he spoke. “Passing Fun doesn’t last as long as this. Especially not for a Fish. I can’t take back the words I said, and I can’t apologize for how much I hurt you – I never wanted to or meant to hurt you, Eden. This is not an attempt to apologize for Christmas. This is an attempt to prove to you that you mean more to me than I realized. I want you here. I want you in my life, Eden.” He caressed my cheek with his hand as he spoke, his expression was earnest and tender, his voice confident and sedating. At that moment his words were all I could ever want to hear. Not only did I forgive him in some way, but I also accepted his words as the best I could ever hope for.

He took me out to an absurdly expensive restaurant, and I wore the same outfit I’d purchased for Christmas on Fish’s request. “You looked damn good, and I’d hate for that outfit to go to waste.” Fish had insisted. And in answer to why he had selected such an expensive restaurant, Ellis had merely smiled at me and said softly, with a squeeze to my hand, “You’re worth it, Eden.” 

Over dinner, Ellis and I spoke, and the conversation was lighter and more intimate than it had been in over a month. I remember, as I sat across from him, that I saw him as the most desirable man in the world. I would have given everything to keep him in my life, to have him as mine alone and to live with him always. 

If it were possible to marry Ellis Fisher and settle down, I would have done it in an instant. But there is only so much one person can take. No matter how much you love someone, if it fills you with pain and sorrow and heartbreak more often than it fills you with joy, and if it hurts more because the passion and love doesn’t fade even when you’re angry, you have to make a decision. I did eventually. But it took more than that one setback to convince me to give up on Fish forever, and land me here, at my sister’s house. 

I knocked on the front door, and shifted my grip on the suitcases while I waited. I saw the light go on behind the frosted glass, and saw the shadow of a body moving. It reminded me of the pub on St. Patrick’s Day.

Dao had gone out with Lexa as her designated driver, so Fish and I were left to each other’s company for St. Patty’s. We headed downtown to an old Irish pub that Fish liked to frequent when he was ‘hanging with the boys’. We were both decked out in green and wore out shamrock pins when we walked into the Cormac for some heavy Guinness. 

By the second round of beers, I opted out of the drinking, as I needed to drive home at some point in the evening. I clung tightly by Fish’s arm and tried to follow along with the string of jokes and stories the owner kept telling. Fish was clapping and singing, and began to swing me around in a haphazard Irish jig, when the Redhead appeared. 

She was a true Irish beauty, with long curling red locks and a milk-coloured, heart-shaped face dappled with freckles. She was as tall as me, and with a bright laugh took Fish’s arm and began to dance a jig with him. Fish laughed and began a lively and handsome tap-dance and soon the girl’s friends joined in and I did all I could to sneak back to the bar. I stood watching him; he was surrounded by beautiful young women, and all the way across the room I could feel the heat of his charisma. With a sigh I returned to my sad little glass of water. 

“Y’all right’?” The barkeep was asking me in a heavy lilt. I nodded and smiled with a shrug. Behind me an eruption of clapping and cheering erupted and above it, I could hear Fish shout,

“Thank you! Thank you!! You’re all too kind! So kind in fact, the next round is on me!!” They cheered again and I felt a warm and heavy hand on my shoulder a moment later. I looked up and saw Fish, surrounded by three girls. “Let me just get a drink, then we’ll dance again.” He was telling the Redhead. The Redhead caught sight of me and smiled to one of her friends. 

“Why don’t you come join us?” She asked me. I shook my head.

“I can’t dance.” I told her. She shrugged and grinned.

“It’s St. Patty’s! You don’t need to know how! Just come dance for the fun of it.”

“He doesn’t like girls,” Fish said with a devilish grin, leaning closer to her. I could see he was getting rather tipsy. “Not like I do.” He added with a playful wink. The Redhead chuckled and licked his ear. I was fuming. I think my mouth was hanging open. She saw me gaping and pulled away from Ellis slightly. 

“I’m sorry, is he your boyfriend?” But before I could answer her, Fish was pulling her back towards the floor.

“Just leave him; he’s spoiling the fun. It’s just you and me tonight, baby.” The myriad noises of the bar melted into one sluggish, continuous strain of sound and all I could hear was Fish’s voice saying, Just leave him. Just leave him. 

I stuffed some money into the tips jar on the counter, and dragging my coat around my slim shoulders, I stuffed my hands into my pockets and swept out the door. I could hear the merriment from outside where it was pouring rain. The glass of the windows and door was steamed up and all I could make out was the movement of a body coming towards the exit. My heavy heart lifted in hope as I waited for Ellis to come around that door and insist I come back into the warmth and join the party. I was waiting for Fish to say that he needed me, that he wanted my company. 

The door opened, and out sloshed a slightly drunken man who waved for a taxi, and then disappeared into the busy street full of cars honking their greetings like a swarm of mating geese. I stood in the rain outside the pub for a good twenty minutes waiting. But Fish did not surface. Where were his words of Valentine’s Day? Where was his passionate I need you, of our love making? I wondered if he knew that it was those precious words that kept me clinging to him. It was those empty words that bolted me to him in a way that was at once comforting and painful. I wondered if his only cause for saying them was to convince me not to leave him. And if so – why did he want me to stay so badly? 

With a sudden chill and a shiver, I realized I was soaking wet and made my way to my car. Let him get home on his own, I thought to myself. Let him stay the night with that Redhead, and give me cause to be angry. Give me a reason to harbour some hate for you, Fish, give me the power to not give in when you offer me one simple ‘sorry’. Give me the resolve to fight you for the rights to my heart. Because, of all the times we’d argued, and of all the times I’d been upset with him, he always soothed me and calmed me with his smile, and won me over with his eloquent apologies. In the end, I always felt as if I’d been in the wrong for taking offence or feeling hurt. But weren’t my feelings valid to a point? I did not want this time to be more of the same. I was angry that he would brush me aside, without so much as a parting glance, for some random stranger, for that Redhead. I wanted him to betray me and have sex with her so that I had some ammunition with which to scream at him. I had never been able to scream at him, but now the desire was overpoweringly strong in me. 

I slept in fitful dreams and tossing restlessness that left me feeling hung over in the morning, though I hadn’t had much to drink. I stumbled from my bed in the midnight blue room and shuffled to the hall to wash my face. The first door I came to in the hall was Fish’s. The door was closed. Fish never kept his door closed while he slept – unless he was sleeping with someone. A hot wave of anger rushed into my head and the pounding in my skull increased unbearably. 

And then I noticed the sign hanging from the doorknob. In Fish’s scrawl, though badly slanted – no doubt drunk when he wrote it – it said:  In the Doghouse. Do not distrb. Very Hungover.

All of my accusations and questions and demands of his whereabouts and the whereabouts of the Redhead faded into the sluggish mess of my mind and I continued to the bathroom. After a quick splash on my face that felt cold and refreshing and clarifying I felt in sorts enough to venture downstairs. 

I found Dao asleep on the couch, with his coat and shoes still on, half-sitting up and curled into a ball on one end cushion. With a smile I pulled the throw from a side chair and draped it over him. I sat down and turned the television on and muted it at soon as the picture came into focus. I flipped to the fashion channel and felt Dao shift beside me. He was smiling up at me blearily from underneath the blanket. “I’m sorry, did I wake you?” I asked him apologetically. But he shook his head slightly and yawned. Dao righted himself foggily and snuggled up to me, offering some blanket, which I gratefully accepted. We sat in silence watching skinny models strutting down a runway for ten minutes. Then a commercial break came on, and broke the hypnotic effect of the flashbulbs. “When did you get in?” I asked Dao lethargically. 

“About 3 this morning. I didn’t get to sleep until after Ellis came home.” At this, the sleepy beast of anger within me stirred.

“Oh? When did Ellis get home?” Dao looked at me inquiringly, but he didn’t voice his query.

“Almost 4 this morning.” We fell silent as the skinny models began parading around the screen again. The silence grew thick as I tried to calm the beast within me. By the time the next commercial break returned, my voice was edgy with tension.

“Was he alone?” Dao sat up straight and stared at me. He was trying to read my face to gather some missing information that he knew he was overlooking. 

“Yes, of course he was. Eden, what did he do?” I curled up and drew the blanket tighter about my shoulders. I whimpered. Fish came home alone. My fuel for my anger, and my cause to scream at him evaporated. I felt drained and useless. After a sigh and a comforting hug from Dao I told him the tale of the Redhead. Dao nodded silently and then smiled. 

“I wondered about the sign on Fish’s door this morning.” I told Dao what it said. We nodded at each other for a moment and then burst out laughing. Above us, Fish groaned and pounded on the floor for us to be quiet. My response was to turn the volume on and up in time for the clapping and whistling granted to some adored designer. 

Fish was scarce that day as he nursed his hangover. Neither Dao nor I attempted to muffle our day-to-day activities in the downstairs portion of the house. When Fish ventured down for food we gave him the silent treatment. It wasn’t until the end of the week that I actually spoke to him again, and by then, I figured he’d had enough punishment to forgive and forget.

He brought up the topic on his own with a sheepish question one evening. “You were pretty steamed at me over that Redhead, eh?” I merely nodded. “I figured you were, when I saw the car was gone. Took me a while to walk home in the rain.” I was surprised to hear he’d walked home, and it occurred to me I didn’t actually know what had happened with him that night. He told me, ‘not much’. He had danced with the girls until two-thirty and then began asking around about me. Eventually the barkeep told him that I’d left much earlier. “Why did you leave me there without saying anything?” He asked me. His expression was open and curious. 

“You said, ‘just leave him’. I got the distinct impression I wasn’t wanted.” I told him, bluntly and a little more harshly than I had intended. 

“I…” Ellis composed himself before continuing. “Eden, you’ve got to realize something. Just because I’m dating you, doesn’t mean that I am gay. I’ve never found another guy attractive. To be honest I have never understood my attraction to you because you are a man. I like girls. I’ve always liked girls. And now, I like you, and it doesn’t fit into the picture. I’m never sure how to treat you – like a girl, or like one of my male friends? I’m never sure what’s expected of me, or of what is appropriate.” Fish paused and stared hard at me. His expression softened and so did his voice. “Sometimes you act like one of the guys, y’know, with how you watch movies, and how you take a quick shower. And then other times… You feel like my wife. When you cook for me, or drag me out shopping, or chide me for doing something. I don’t want that attachment to anyone in my life right now. It isn’t you; it isn’t that you’re a guy. It’s because I’m in the prime of my youth and I don’t want to settle down, because if I do, I’ll never be able to go back to this.” I folded my arms. 

“What exactly is this, then, Fish?” He looked at me imploringly. He inched closer. He rested a hand on my shoulder. I didn’t respond, but I had to close my eyes to steel myself against his warmth. He saw that struggle in me and dropped his hand with a hurt look on his face. 

“Don’t get me wrong, Eden. Don’t misinterpret my words or my meaning. You always do that like a girl would. I want you here. I want you in my life. I want to be with you. I am committed to working for that. But I’m not a pet. I don’t belong to you. I’m your boyfriend. I’m your lover. I’m here out of want to be here, not because I have to be. And you should be with me on the same principles. I mean you don’t stay because you feel like you have to, do you? If you wanted, you could just walk out that door, couldn’t you?” I bit my lip. I honestly didn’t know if I would be able to. I thought about it, but the prospect was unbearable. When I didn’t answer, Fish went on.  “What I’m saying is, two hearts do not make one. Two people are two people. You don’t complete me, and I could never complete you. The affection I feel for you is not something I choose to feel. But I don’t question it because I am enjoying myself. When you make things difficult, the enjoyment gets strained.” 

“When I make things difficult? I didn’t think that asking for your affection or your attention was too much to ask. All I want, is for you to want me, to need me, to…” I trailed off; I couldn’t say it. To love me, I was screaming inside.

“To…what?” Fish asked me. He was leaning in towards me. His eyes were bright, and I knew he was listening very carefully. 

“To be aware of how deeply you affect me.” I answered steadily, but quietly. In a way, it was true. “If you told me to jump I would. If you asked me to move to France with you, I would. If you told me to never wear this shirt again, I wouldn’t. It you asked me to never cook broccoli again, I wouldn’t. I would do anything for you, Ellis. I would do whatever it takes to stay with you. To make you happy. To mean something to you. I just wish you would pay attention to what you do and say, because your carelessness hurts me. I’m always thinking of you. And when you say thoughtless things regarding our relationship – when you blow me off, or downplay what we have, it makes me feel little too. It makes me feel like I could walk out that door and you wouldn’t mourn my absence. It makes me--” And then Fish was on me, kissing me hard to make my words stop. The intensity with which he held me, the passion in his kiss and the soft sound in the back of his throat spoke of some inner conflict, some torturous need to understand an enigma. In that moment I understood the inner workings of Ellis less than in any other moment of our relationship.  

My sister opened the front door, and the look of worry on her face warmed my heart. She looked me up and down, and then finally, she moved aside and motioned for me to come inside. “My little bro…” She hugged me tight to her chest and stroked my hair. “You know you’re welcome to stay as long as you want to, here.”

“Thank you, Fern. Dao and I are thinking of finding a place to live, just the two of us, but that can wait until Fish cools off.” Fern nodded as she took my coat and hat and offered me a seat. 

“I’m going to make some of your favourite Cocoa Spice tea, hun. Make yourself comfortable. I’ll be right back.” Fern swept out of the room and I looked anxiously around the living room. It was so different from Fish’s house. This home was cluttered and heavy and warm, like a smothering blanket, while Fish’s house had been open and modern and aloof. Funny how a home fits the person who lives in it. 

I wondered what kind of home Dao would build. It would probably be quiet, and soft and comforting. A happy middle ground between Ellis and Fern. I thought back to The Fight. I wondered if Dao was all right staying with Lexa and her roommate. I wondered if Ellis was alone in that naked, empty house. I wondered if he had found my note. 

The final straw that made me leave Fish happened just two weeks ago. I’m not sure how Fish never noticed the relationship growing between Dao and I, but his reaction to it surprised me. For a man that was always the hard, aloof, unattainable one in our relationship, he seemed to have overreacted. Especially under the circumstances. 

It had been the night that Fish and I were supposed to go out for dinner at five, and as the clock swung around to six-thirty, I gave up on his showing up. I had been waiting for him at home – as we were going to just take his jeep. But when I went upstairs to change out of my dinner clothes, Dao popped his head out of his room.

“Eden, what are you still doing here? I thought you went to dinner.” I mumbled some unintelligible noises and shrugged sadly. Dao followed me into my room and leaned against the doorframe as I proceeded to unbutton my shirt. “He hasn’t show up yet?” I shook my head and shook my arms out of the dress shirt. “Well, why don’t you have dinner with me tonight? We’ll order some Chinese food in, and we’ll watch a movie together, okay?” I smiled appreciatively. I turned to face him. He smiled, his eyes firmly on my face, as if to avoid the temptation of allowing himself a glance at my half-naked body. Dao treated me so well, and never mentioned his pining or his difficulties. He never mentioned a word when I shunned him for an instant of Fish’s time. I felt immense sympathy for him, because I knew, first hand what it felt like to love and be ignored. Well, not tonight, I had vowed. Tonight Dao will come first, even if Ellis showed up. 

I moved towards him with arms outstretched to hug him. He squeezed me tight to his chest and his hands were delicate and gentle. He buried his face in my shoulder and his fingers stroked the flesh of my shoulders and traced the lines of the soft muscle beneath the skin. I felt a small shiver of anticipation. Dao pull himself back and averted his eyes. I took his hands in mine and forced him to look at me. 

“I’m sorry,” he began to say, but I shook my head.

“Don’t be sorry, Dao. I’m the one who should be apologizing. I’m always dashing off at the slightest drop of a hat from that slippery Fish, and I never stop to thank you for holding all my pieces together when Ellis breaks me apart. I want you to know that you’ve been invaluable. Without you…I just couldn’t have…” I choked up. I had to try and hold back the tears of all the mixed emotions boiling inside me. Dao put his firm but gentle hands on my arms and drew me close. And as simple as that motion he kissed me, soft and tender, careful and desperate. I gave myself up to that kiss. My fragile heart began to beat with some regularity, some hidden strength that fed off the safety of that moment. 

I don’t remember how we ended up on the bed, but Dao’s hands were in my hair, and mine in his pants when we heard it. It was the sound of breaking glass and then of utter silence. Dao and I broke from the kiss with a jerk and our eyes shot to the doorway. Ellis stood there, his hands limp by his sides, and at his feet the remains of a shattered wine bottle. His face was pale, and his expression blank. He stood motionless, his shoes and coat still on, his dress clothes beneath. But it was his eyes that struck fear into me. The clear crystal-green of them was twisted a tumultuous stormy grey. His eyes were filled with violent passion and unbridled rage, and something powerful and ugly that I couldn’t decipher until he lunged forward. 

It happened so fast, that I still can’t quite recall the order of things. But I remember Dao scrambling to stand, and Ellis tearing across the room towards him. Fish swung his fist as he ran, and before Dao could gain his footing, Fish’s fist came down hard on delicate Dao’s jaw and I heard a sick crunch as he went flying. He hit the floor with a cough. I had pulled myself off the bed somehow, though I don’t remember moving. I threw myself at Ellis, pulling at his coat, trying to get him to stop. But even in the effort, Ellis had dragged Dao up by the collar of his shirt and punched hard into Dao’s face. The knuckles collided with Dao’s European nose and the blood began to stream from his left nostril as the blackness began to darken the corner of his eye. It was when I saw the blood in Dao’s mouth that I realized he had been screaming the entire time. It was only at that moment I could hear through my shock and decipher his words.

“I’m in love with Eden! I’m in love with Eden!” Dao was screaming it over and over, the tears mixing with the blood on his face. 

“God damnit Ellis! Stop!!” Ellis’s eyes, though filled with ice and fire tore from Dao’s damaged face and fell on me. Without a word he dropped Dao to the floor and stepped back. 

“How long has this been going on?” Ellis’s voice was raw and savage. I blinked through my tears in confusion for a moment. I couldn’t fathom his words for the longest moment.

“There’s nothing going on, Ellis. Dao is my best friend. Tonight was just…” I didn’t know how to answer him any more than I knew what I was saying. Ellis snorted a laugh and pointed an accusing finger first at me and then at Dao, who lay curled on the floor, breathing hard.

“Do you love him?” He asked me. I looked dumbly from Dao to Ellis and then back again. I saw the slender and pale figure curled on the floor. I saw him shiver and cringe. I heard the echo of his screaming confessions of love. I remembered everything he had done for me, never asking for anything in return.

“Yes, I love him.” I answered simply. Fish let out a moan of rage and let fly a fist that collided hard with the door and sent it slamming into the wall. 

“You were mine!” He roared and I could see he was crying. “You were my boyfriend! I gave you that title, before I knew what it meant. But now I know, I know the full extent, and I’m ready to face that, and now this! You give your love to him, to my best friend! Why, Eden, why? You were mine!” The pain was visible in Fish’s features. And all of the broken shards of my heart, torn in two and piercing my flesh hurt so much I feared I’d never be able to speak.

“You said that you don’t belong to me. If that’s true, then I don’t belong to you either. I never had sex with Dao. I never did anything of the sort. Tonight…I waited for you. And you never came. And it was Dao who was here for me. It is always Dao who’s here for me…He loves me. He’s never hurt me like you hurt me.” 

“When did I hurt you? I never hurt you! Why would I ever? Eden, how can you say that? He loves you? What about me?” Ellis was pacing and pulling at his hair. His hands were shaking; his cheeks were wet with tears. 

“I don’t know, Fish. What about you? What about you?” I was kneeling beside Dao. I rolled him onto his back and winced at the swollen lip and the black eye. Otherwise he seemed okay, and was the most calm of the three of us. I looked up to see Fish standing over us, he was still crying. 

“Do you think I don’t love you?” He asked raggedly.

“You’ve never told me you loved me. You just say you need me here, you never say why.” Ellis’s expression grew haggard and tight. He seemed genuinely frightened, but of what I don’t know. 

“You think I don’t. Don’t you know what I feel for you?” He asked, and his voice was hollow, his face dead.

“No, Ellis. I’ve never known if you felt anything for me.” 

“And you love Dao.” Ellis’s voice was quiet, his body still. I nodded in affirmation. The last bit of light in Ellis’s eyes died. 

“Why are you here then? Is it for Dao?” His voice was cold, his expression distant. I was seeing unrefined Ellis, and it was not terribly different from myself in ways. 

“Don’t ask such stupid questions. I told you! I’d do anything for you, you jerk! But you crossed the line. I won’t let you hurt my best friend!” And then Dao bellowed at the top of his lungs, louder than any soft sound that had ever passed his lips:

“You stupid asshole, Eden is in love with you, and always has been! You’re just too blind to notice!” 

Those words stopped time within that room for a long moment. And when time began again, I found Fish’s eyes on me, with such an intense look of emotion I couldn’t face him. I had to get out of there. I grabbed my coat and I ran down the hall and down the stairs and out the door. 

I was screaming and crying as I drove that night, my hands on the wheel. I tore down the highway and away from Fish and away from Dao. I had to be alone. My white-knuckled hands gripped the wheel so tightly my bones hurt. I sat in a still car for the better part of an hour before I realized where I was. I had parked in front of Fern’s house. Shaking and sobbing I dragged myself from the car and up to the front door. Fern took me in that night. I called Dao later and made sure he was all right. He merely told me that Fish had gone out. I could hear the swollen lip in his speech. In tears, I apologized to him. 

“It isn’t worth it, Dao. I love him, but it isn’t worth it. I’m so sorry.”

Ellis was weird and distant for the rest of the week. After the weekend rolled around, he apologized to Dao for striking him, and when Dao told him it was all right, and that he’d forgiven Fish, Ellis insisted that he’d been out of line. They were not on a friendly basis after that, but it was not animosity between them, it was wariness. As if the trust between them was shattered and gone. 

And then it started. The two of them began to squabble over me, as if I were a bone and they two dogs. I did not expect it of Dao. I was shocked. Ellis would make some comment about what he and I were going to do, and Dao would retort – bitter whispers like, ‘Well, why don’t you ask him if he even wants to…’

I know that he was just trying to defend me but it began to feel as if I were not present. I would hear them argue over what I did or did not want to do, or what I did or did not want to eat for dinner, and no one would ask me, even when I was standing alongside them. Ellis would accuse Dao of smothering me, and Dao would accuse Fish of heartlessness, and I would be standing silently in the middle, red with embarrassment, mute with confusion, afraid and unwilling to take a side. 

Whenever I tried to stop them, both would accuse the other of upsetting me. I spent many nights that week crying. My confident, my friend that I always went to when in tormented confusion or heartbreak was now unapproachable. I couldn’t speak to Dao any longer, because now my problems involved him. I couldn’t speak to Ellis about my problems because I never had. And so I turned to my sister.

It took Fern little less than two weeks to convince me to move out, and into her place. She said it would be easier to sort out my emotional and intellectual perplexity if I had some space and privacy away from the both of them.

The night after I decided to move out, I told Dao of my plan, and he made arrangements to move in with his sister while he sorted things out. He told Fish of his intention to move out and Fish agreed, said it was for the best. That night – that is to say, this evening – Ellis and I made love. It was torture and it was paradise. He held back nothing. I could feel his want, his need and there was no barrier between his mind and his body. He had abandoned all hope of pretence. And I could feel my shattered heart warming to his love, and knew that if I let myself, I would change my mind, and that nothing else would be altered. I would be left in the cycle of break and repair, and eventually the heartache would slay me. I enjoyed the passion for what it was. I lived a mini fantasy in that moment, in which everything between us was perfect. In Ellis’s embrace I imagined how our love would be were it able to grow and to carry us on into the years, a whole life of possibility flashed before my eyes, as if I were dying. And then I pulled back on the reigns of my emotion. 

As we lay on the damp sheets afterward, panting, for a good twenty minutes in silence we stayed stroking each other’s skin, touching each other’s arms, necks, faces. I studied his features looking for some sort of flaw, but I found nothing of the sort. He was chiselled and perfected like a Greek statue. The mental picture of his flying rage at Dao arose and superimposed itself on this beautiful deity before me. I frowned softly in puzzlement. Why should Fish be so protective of me and jealous of Dao? Was it possible he felt threatened by that slim and meek European? Was it possible that stable and lordly Ellis was without romantic confidence? I asked him why he would ever hit his best friend over something as transient as our relationship. He stared at me hard for a moment, and for an instant I was sure I saw hurt and sadness in his eyes. But then that shadow of weakness passed and with an expression of impermeable strength he said simply,

“Eden, you should expect nothing of me, but accept everything about me.” 

I did not respond. I rolled over and pulled the blankets over my naked body. Fish turned off the lamp and slipped under the covers behind me. And when Ellis lay sleeping, looking so much like an angel, I pulled the note out of the book he’d once recommended, and placed it on the bedside table in his room. It said, in my very best handwriting:

Ellis Fisher,

I love you, and I am in love with you, and I am devoted and obsessed with you. But I have hurt too much in all we’ve faced. I cannot tolerate the ups and downs the magnitude of my love for you has cost me. This is to say I’m breaking up with you.

Love, Eden Hollister. 

And then I calmly got into my car, with my suitcases in back, and began the drive. That’s when the rain started. That’s when that chapter of my life ended.

Fern came back into the room with a warm smile and offered the steaming mug to me. I wrapped my hands around the porcelain and sipped at the hot liquid. The hot and sweet mixture calmed and warmed me. I relaxed a little. Fern smiled and moved over to the bookshelf. She turned on her stereo and put on some music. 

And as I sat drinking my tea and mulling things over in my head, the words of a familiar song helped to define that tumultuous chapter of my life succinctly:

I have a smile, stretched from ear to ear, to see you walking down the road. We meet at the lights. I stare for a while. The world around us disappears. 

It’s just you and me, on my island of hope. This breath between us could be miles. Let me surround you, my sea to your shore. Let me be the calm you seek oh, and every time I’m close to you, there’s too much I can’t say. And you just walk away. 

And I forgot to tell you I love you. The night is too long; I’m cold here without you. I grieve on my condition, for I cannot find the words to say, I need you so…        

  And I forgot to tell you I love you. The night is too long; I’m cold here without you. I grieve on my condition, for I cannot find the words to say, I need you so.
Eden’s Fish (C) Astra Crompton

December 2005

PAGE  
35

