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    Nina 
 
    It’s 9:15 PM, and I am alone in my room. Alone and ugly, and clumsy as ever.  
 
    Awkward. That’s the word.  
 
    Lizzie’s old boots stand on a corner of my table, darkly gleaming among a ruin of disheveled old boxes. Alien, those boots, in this room. Black leather. High heels, buckles and laces. Sultry boots I’d never buy. I’d never dare. Never think I’d be worthy of them. But they are here now, like a promise, a challenge, a blessing, a gift from beyond the grave (her grave, God help us), a gift from beyond the world, from … where?  
 
    They sit there, alluring and accusing, like a question mark. Who are you? What are you? What do you want to be? Do you dare … to be? 
 
    I don’t know.  
 
    I constantly think of Julia, dream of Julia, every last shade of Julia, so much so that I almost think I know her, that I know who she is, and what it would be like to be loved by her. 
 
    But I don’t know what to make of me. 
 
    **** 
 
    Why Julia would want me is a mystery anyway. The glitch in all my dreams. The false note that makes the whole music jangle. 
 
    Because Julia is … Julia is … she is … gorgeous. I sit here, dreaming of her, but she is not here. How could she? The thought of her inside this flat is grotesque, in any case. Her life is sparkle and glamor and music, and I … well.  
 
    I can weld. That’s something. But not much. 
 
    The first time I saw her, I thought I might fall over backwards. Now, every day, I feel that I will fall (forward) at her feet, flat on my chin like a bearskin, in deference to her beauty, but the first time I saw her, I thought I’d go down backwards. The lift’s door opened, I made to step out, and there she was, hard by the doors, waiting to step in, six feet tall and in the clouds.  
 
    Well, truth be told the first thing I ever saw of Julia was her boots. But in Julia’s case that is a good start. 
 
    I seldom look further up than my toes as I go about the world, so my eyes first locked on these boots, silvery, velvety, ankle-high boots with heels like skyscrapers. (I have never known anyone else who wears heels like those. And I have never seen Julia without heels. It’s like they are an integral part of her anatomy). Over the boots, black stockings over straight skinny legs that went on and on and on, and then this short, knitted dress, black and silver threads twisted together in a soft, crawling, sparkling darkness, narrowly framed by a long, unbuttoned black coat. And a grey scarf with silky fringes swaying down to her waist. 
 
    My eye had to travel a long, long way to get to the top of her. Lipstick, poppy red, a rose of a mouth, impeccably painted, slightly smaller than the true shape of her lips. And over that, under a mane of brown-blond hair, a long nose, and … eyes.  
 
    Julia’s eyes. Julia’s green, green eyes. 
 
    Deep-set eyes, but sharp enough to poke a hole in your soul.  
 
    Hard eyes, I thought, that day, although lately it seems to me there is mostly a sort of sadness to them. 
 
    By then my head was so far back that, had I fallen, it would have been backwards, back in the lift. And down to hell for all I cared. 
 
    **** 
 
    There are boxes everywhere. I never knew Lizzie had so many clothes. Mostly I only ever saw her in faded slacks, stained with paint in a hundred different colors. If I were more of a party animal I might have seen her in her evening finery sometimes, but now I can only imagine her, or go through old pictures with John. She also had enough shoes to fill a shop. John gave everything to me after the funeral. We were the same size, Lizzie and I, and I could wear any of her things, but dear me, how would I ever look in these slinky, sparkly, elegant things? Like a sheep prancing around on two feet.  
 
    The idea was to sell the lot on eBay, given time. John has no leisure to do it, and he just wanted the stuff out of the house.  
 
    “I can’t bear to see them every time I open the wardrobe,” he said, and I understand.  
 
    So now everything is here, in my tiny room. There is no space for all this. I move around among piles of evening dresses gleaming with sequins, tight leggings, bejeweled scarves, and high heeled shoes and boots and sandals of every shape and color known to human kind. I’d need a walking aid to wear these. Like a tottering invalid, hanging on for dear life. There’s enough sparkly around here these days to charm a legion of magpies. Half the time I don’t know whether to giggle or cry. Truth is, I don’t have time to put them up on eBay either, and neither can I bear to throw everything away, so here I am, living cheek by jowl with Lizzie’s manifold glittery ghosts.  
 
    The black boots are the loudest ghost in the room. They never cease to chide and nag, and whisper their “What if… What if…” 
 
    The thing is, they are so lovely, that once I took them out of the box I could not bring myself to put them back in. They don’t want to be confined to the darkness. They want to bask in the light. Poor things, they came to the wrong place, but even so, I keep them on my table. They languish in the pale lamplight, like a houseplant in too dim a room. But it’s better than being in the box. 
 
    I know I cannot wear them. They have heels as tall as my palm. They are almost Julia-heels. Not quite, not even Lizzie could wear Julia-class heels, but almost. 
 
    I might fall off those heels and break my neck. How do women walk in these things? How does Julia do it? She walks like gravity was invented for someone else. Probably me.  
 
    I am all of the earth. A drab, slouching, house-bound kobold. I belong to the mine and the smithy. Julia is all of the air. A foot and a half closer to the sky than I am, that’s for sure. 
 
    Perhaps I should try on the black boots. They would propel me a good four inches up into that rarefied atmosphere where Julia has her being, and that much closer to Julia’s mesmerizing eyes. Until I fall, at least.  
 
    There always comes a fall, for those of us affected by the laws of gravity. 
 
    **** 
 
    Julia 
 
    Julia locked the door of her flat quietly and walked down the hallway towards the lift, careful to step on the long, blue carpet that ran the length of the corridor. Not quite in the middle of the carpet, where it was most worn, but towards the edge, where some body was left to the old threadbare thing. It can be tricky to walk in tall heels down a plush carpet, but this old thing was not plush anymore. And she preferred to walk her heels quietly if she managed, in this building. Only last week the ratty old man two doors down had stuck his pinched ugly face out of the door to check her out when she passed. Minding one’s own business was not a popular pastime in this neighborhood. 
 
    Abbie was all right. A former beautician now turned door-to-door seller of cosmetic products, in this condominium (pandemonium, she called it, charmingly) Abbie counted as a woman of the world, and indeed there was something endearingly whorish about the easy way she had instantly introduced herself to Julia (and into her flat). It had taken Abbie less than a minute to figure Julia out, which was not bad. Some people never got ‘round to it at all (something Julia still found astonishing, in a very pleasant way), and those who did usually needed quite a bit longer than that. Julia had taken to Abbie, who was remarkably unprejudiced and liked to talk about people’s quirks, about cats, the mysteries of mascara and really good shoes, and loved to bake. Julia had a fondness for rare black teas, and the two of them had had many a good chat over tea and cake, even if Julia had to go easy on the cake, and Abbie looked like she liked gin rather more than tea. 
 
    It was not quite 7 o’clock, and it was pitch dark outside. Dark, rainy and cold. Julia was not especially fond of summer weather. The sun brought her freckles out like nobody’s business. She had had a boating holiday in Greece two years back with some friends (Julian’s idea, not hers) and came back home looking like the 101 Dalmatians, the whole fucking hundred and one of them together. Still, there was just so much winter that she could stomach. A good concealer will fix freckles, but nothing could fix the depressing feeling that had settled in her guts for the last few months.  
 
    The new flat was supposed to be a new start, yet here she was, still alone, still uncertain where to go from here. To be or not to be? she thought. It came to her from Hamlet, of course, that is the question, but then it morphed into Diana Krall’s gorgeous contralto voice, and from a tiny Hamlet prompt, “Let’s Fall in Love” started playing in her mind. Almost anything took the shape of a song in Julia’s head, soon or late. Usually sooner rather than later.  
 
    To be or not to be… And indeed, it would not be such a bad thing to fall in love, would it? I am still sort of young-ish, right? And there’s no need to be scared of it, is there? 
 
     She hummed quietly to herself while she waited for the lift to appear, but, honestly, there was a scarcity of people willing to be fallen in love with, and very good reason to be terrified of it in any case, not to mention that Julia didn’t feel as young as all that anymore. Is forty-two too late for romantic antics? she wondered, and she was half inclined to answer, yes. 
 
    When the lift did arrive—it was the slowest lift in the world—the odd girl from six doors down stepped out of it. Odd, as if I were in any position, thought Julia with a touch of grim humor, but the girl was odd, and no mistake. 
 
    Nina. Abbie had told her the girl’s name was Nina. Abbie knew everyone in the building, and could tell each life’s story in five sentences, with a wickedly vindictive turn of phrase at times. But she had never quite got ‘round to explaining Nina. When Julia had asked, she had only hesitated and shaken her head with a little frown. There was some unhappy tale in it, for sure. 
 
    Julia gave the girl a small nod and a smile. It was the best thing to do, she had discovered. Talking to Nina only made her nervous. Julia had never met anyone so keen to remain unnoticed.  
 
    She was bundled into the usual bizarre and haphazard collection of clothes she always wore. Faded workman blues five sizes too big for her, like her clownish boots. It would have been comical if it had not been so sad. Some girls like to dress as boys, and that’s fine, but Nina did not really dress like a boy. She merely holed up into her clothes like a squirrel in a pine tree. A pity. There was a cute little face in that pine tree, under a close-cropped, almost shaved scalp. The scalp was the most shocking thing.  
 
    The first time Julia had seen her, she had taken her for a boy, some churlish, famished urchin dressed in some poor-man version of a rapper’s kit. She had had a bit of a scare that day, gang boys and teens in general being the worst nuisance she had ever encountered. The thought of having one in the building, just six doors down from her flat, gave her the creeps. She must have regarded the poor girl in some pretty forbidding way, judging by the shocked look on her face. Afterwards, when she had realized how things were, she had felt sorry for it. She always made a point of smiling to Nina now, hoping to make up for that first blunder, some day.  
 
    There was something exotic, vaguely gipsy-ish about Nina. The stubble on her fragile, cropped head was dark, and she had smoky brown eyes, wary, guarded, but very beautiful. They would have been breathtaking with a smidge of makeup around them. 
 
    As Nina scurried out of the door and Julia stepped in, she caught a glimpse of the both of them in the mirror that lined the back of the lift. The top of Nina’s head reached no higher than her shoulder if at all, and as they crossed in the door, the girl looked up at her like a boy looking for a lost kite in the sky. Julia felt impossibly and awkwardly tall, as she invariably did, to this day, in the vicinity of short people. It was rather embarrassing, in fact. In her youth, she had worn flat shoes and walked in a contrite, hunched way that had made her look even more gawky. In time, she had come to the conclusion that flat shoes in her size bore a sinister resemblance to canoe boats, and that however much she hunched down, she’d still be six feet tall in her socks.  
 
    “So I’m a tall lass,” she had finally decided, “well, sue me.” And she had thrown all her flats out, taught herself to walk in heels like a pro, and started strutting her stuff. Life had improved quite a bit after that. It was not perfect, but it had improved. 
 
    **** 
 
    Nina 
 
    There is a joy in welding that is hard to explain. In the darkness of my welding mask, barely lit by the blue sparkling flame of the torch, I am at peace. It helps that when I lower the mask, I am as faceless as Darth Vader. A bit short for a Storm Trooper, but there’s no need to dwell on that. When I weld I am as good as any man. Better than most, actually.  
 
    The silver-black river of molten steel runs in front of the blue flame, shaped by my will in a way I could not describe in words. It just happens. It’s almost magic. The tungsten electrode is clean and sharp, the argon hisses smoothly, the coarse seam between the pieces disappears in a lapping puddle of liquescent fire-steel, and I know the weld is good. I know that when it is done, the living silver will turn to a dull grey welt, but with a rainbow halo each side of it, as lovely as any sunset. A perfect weld.  
 
     I am singing in my mask, as I do sometimes, bits of this and that. Today it’s “Rainbow Sleeves”. I may have a broken wing, as the song says, and maybe I am not likely to see many rainbows, except on a good weld, but it’s easier to sing when I work, with the drone of the machine bolstering my reedy voice, lending it all the musical depth it lacks. It’s an illusion, but a sweet one. For a while, with the argon hissing, I sing as sweetly as a choir-boy. 
 
    Also, in the darkness of my mask, there’s a privacy of sorts, plenty of space for dreams. Nobody will bother me here (it might spoil a good weld), and I don’t need to think to do this. My hand welds—it knows its job—and my mind is free. 
 
    **** 
 
    Back in the flat, I throw the keys on the table, toss my hat and scarf on the chair by the door and give a quick look in the living room. The pudding has not moved since morning. The TV is blaring to itself while she’s on the phone, droning on and on about her latest colonoscopy. I wonder who’s on the other side of the line, how much they can hear with the TV going on like that, and how interested they are in the gory particulars of the pudding’s lower digestive tract. In the kitchen, the dirty dishes are piled as high as my chest. The pudding must have cooked something, judging by the smears of tomato sauce dripping all over the front of the stove and splashing on the side of the fridge. There is no trace of food left anywhere else though. 
 
    “What, what?” shouts the pudding over the TV. She can’t hear her interlocutor either, but God forbid that she lowers the sound a little. 
 
    I make my way to my room. With some luck, she might not even know that I am back. The boxes beckon. Something glitters in the low light of the table lamp. 
 
    “What now? Leave me alone, Lizzie. I ain’t wearing that. You know I don’t do girly.” 
 
    Some days I wonder why I don’t drive the whole lot to the tip and be done with it.  
 
    Of course, I know why. Lizzie was a friend. I miss her. I never spent as much time with her when she was alive as I should have. We were both busy, but even so… It seems only fair that she gets to haunt my room and my life now.  
 
    And the sequined scarves and dresses have a glamor about them, a sort of magical power. Like fairy godmothers, they can make a dream come true, the dream of belonging to Julia’s feminine, sensual world, out there in the starlight, out of the mine and the smithy, if only for one night, if only in my imagination. It is a thought as terrifying as it is tempting. 
 
    I toss my jacket on the chair, my baggy sweater on the bed, among a pile of unwashed laundry. There are no chairs left for me, so I sit on the floor, as I always do anyway. I take off my steel-capped safety boots, which cuts my weight by half, and lie flat on the carpet, in the narrow passage between boxes and wardrobe. Work over, the best part of the day is done. It’s easier to dream in the darkness of the black mask than it is in here. With the hiss and whine of the TIG welders, the shriek of the grinders cutting into steel all around me, the beating of hammers on hollow metal and the roaring of the sandblasting machines, I don’t have to listen to the silence, or the TV. Or the barely muffled account of the colonoscopy.  
 
    Walls have always been too thin, in my life. 
 
    I haven’t seen Julia in days. Every night, when I come home from work, my belly is a knot of excruciating hope, at the thought I might catch a glimpse of her. But it’s so seldom. So many empty days, when I walk that empty corridor to my uninviting door, and the lock clicks shut on another day’s blasted dream. I wonder what would happen if I just went and knocked at her door.  
 
    Now that would be really crazy, even if once, actually, she did speak to me. We are almost acquainted, really. 
 
    I met her by the post-boxes one evening, me coming in from work, she going out, and when we were almost level, she spoke. 
 
    “Hello, there,” she’d said, no kidding. Two whole words, all for me. Her voice was so quiet, sort of low and husky, that for a moment I thought I had imagined it. Then I looked behind me in case someone else was there. But then she smiled a little and her eyes cut into me like a laser beam, and I knew that it was real. She had spoken, and she had spoken to me. I did try to answer, but I got tongue-tied and shuffled my feet a little, mumbling. The sylph and the kobold all over again. 
 
    She smiled a little more, with this questioning look, and then we were past, me—shambling towards the lifts, she—sashaying towards the front door on legs like a heron. I think she must be over 6’ barefoot; on those heels, she’s a goddess, not a woman. 
 
    I have not spoken to her since (nor then, to be honest), but I met her a few times after that. She always smiles a little, but she never spoke to me again. I don’t know if it is a pity or a mercy. There is something curious about her smile. It’s small, questioning, almost shy, at odds with the intensity of her eyes. It makes me even think, that deep down she is almost as shy as I am, reaching out but warily … but how could that be possible? Why on earth would she ever be shy? There is something there that I do not understand. 
 
    I am too tired to make dinner. It will be frozen pizza again.  
 
    I drag myself up and off to the shower, shedding steel dust on the carpet as I go. It would all be easier if I could just change at work, but I can’t, because there isn’t a locker room for me. As I strip off my working clothes my reflection in the mirror shrinks to nothing. My blue cargo pants are stained with engine grease and singed by welding sparks, and several sizes too big for me, as is my weld-faded t-shirt. It was deep ultramarine blue once. Now it’s a murky grey in front, and faded indigo behind. There’s a somber beauty to the dying colors. The t-shirt hangs down to my knees. When Nick provided my working clothes he apologized, and said that what with child labor being illegal around here, they don’t make working clothes my size. Bullshit. It’s all made in China. Surely, they’ve got small people in China? I don’t mind though. I like my oversized faded blues. I can hide in them, but they also tell what I am.  
 
    I am the real article, ladies and gentlemen, I can weld like a man, better than a man. And just because I am small it doesn’t mean that there is less of me… It’s just way more concentrated. So, beware, I think, while shedding layers of me.  
 
    Thick black socks, I toss them in the laundry basket with the panties and t-shirt, and then white socks on top of them. They don’t make steel-capped boots in my size either, apparently. Bollocks. 
 
    Out of my clothes, I am not even a kobold anymore, I look more like an undersized pixie.  
 
    I scowl at the mirror. “Nobody asked your opinion,” I say to the lying bastard, and slam the shower door shut behind me. 
 
    **** 
 
    Out of the shower, wearing a clean faded working t-shirt over pajama bottoms and thick woolen socks, I pad back to the kitchen and pop a pizza in the oven. The pudding is still droning on the phone.  
 
    En route, the black boots find a way to make eye contact, and wink at me. I turn my back on them. I don’t have to listen to their whispering.  
 
    But then a vision of Julia’s endless legs, and her swaying way of walking down the hall, comes into my mind, and my determination wavers. It would be nice to look like her, move like her. Just a little bit like her. Just once. Behind a closed door. Nobody ever needs to know. Nobody ever needs to see. Not even Julia. Especially not Julia. And certainly not the pudding. Especially not the pudding. I shudder. 
 
    The oven fan makes an awful panting sound that intrudes into my mood almost as much as the phone conversation on the other side of the wall. I shudder again, and switch on the radio to shut it all out. That will scream, I am home, but then, so will the smell of baking pizza. It’s a lost cause. The pudding has a nose for food like a bloodhound for wounded quarry.  
 
    Babybird roars out “You’re Gorgeous” in that deep voice he has. I’d rather have “King Bing” with its bloodcurdling screams of pain and its bound, broken wings, but it’s “You’re Gorgeous” instead. I absent mindedly poke holes into a chopping board with the tip of a knife, listening to the radio, and dreaming. 
 
    Julia. And if Julia did see me? Would that be so bad? 
 
    I don’t know. It is one thing to dream of her. She fills all of my world with her beauty and her glamor. I half dream to be her, and to be with her. But to actually talk with her?  
 
    The idea is frightening. What do I have to say that she would ever care to hear? 
 
    “Have you ever heard of a sylph going out with a kobold?” I ask the tabasco bottle. 
 
    “What? What did you say?” 
 
    Damn. While listening to Babybird I lost track of the phone call, which is clearly over. I look into the living room again, although I’d rather not to. She is sprawled on the sofa in a flimsy dressing gown that pathetically fails to cover the expanse of flabby skin. She’s propped all around with pillows, amongst a litter of empty ice cream buckets and candy bars. Her flesh is cheese-white and sagging. She looks exactly like bread dough left to rise for too long and never baked. She’s overflowing the dressing gown, the sofa, the room, like some killer jelly out of a horror movie.  
 
    “What did you say?” she repeats, with a tart tone, as if the fact that she can’t hear me clearly over the TV is a purposeful insult to her dignity. 
 
    “Nothing, Mother. Just singing along.”  
 
    “The music’s so loud, Nina. I had to hang up the phone, you know?” 
 
    I carefully abstain from mentioning the TV. It’s a lost cause.  
 
    I switch off the radio, grab my pizza, slather tabasco all over it, and repair to my room. I put the pizza on the table, and the black boots look up at me, like a pair of hopeful puppies. 
 
    “Just this once, then,” I tell them. “And don’t expect to get a walk out of this. I’d just sprain an ankle, or worse. We will just sit down here and have a look.”  
 
    It is damn hard work getting into them. There’s ten inches of tight lacing to loosen and a couple of buckles. Inside they are of the softest leather. My small feet should be able to get into them easy enough, but in fact I have to wiggle, push, and pull quite a bit. I wonder if stockings would make this easier. Finally, I am in. Right foot, left foot. I tie the lacing tight again, do up the buckles, and stretch my legs out to give them a good look.  
 
    The shape of my calf is all different. I fold my legs under me and look down on them, entranced.  
 
    It’s not Julia’s legs, but there is something of that grace in them. I wonder if I could stand without risking my neck. When I do, I wobble a bit, and throw out my arms like a tightrope walker on the verge of a fatal panic attack. It feels like I am standing with my heels on the edge of a mile-high cliff. I take one small step, almost lose my balance and quickly sit down again.  
 
    “Wow. This will take some getting used to,” I say, and then frown. 
 
    What am I saying? We aren’t going anywhere, these boots and I. We are not walking out of this room, ever. A shiver runs down my spine like cold water. Steel-capped boots are the thing for me, out there. You know where you stand, with a pair of steel-capped boots. You can kick a bloke in the nuts with steel-capped boots, and you’re sure he’ll keep on the straight and narrow after that. It’s different for Julia. She is … well. I can’t imagine anyone messing up with her. Aside from the fact that she’s at least half a foot taller than practically any man I know, there’s something about her eyes that would stop a guy in his tracks as sure as a bullet. But me … when you are the size of a wet rat you can’t let your guard down. I know that from personal experience. How would I even begin to wear these … these … wear them with what, for crying out loud? Wear them for whom?  
 
    The boxes of clothes whisper. Julia, Julia, Julia. A sparkly scarf shimmers in the shade of an open cardboard lid. “Isn’t she gorgeous?” glitter the sequins, questioning, “and wouldn’t you do anything for her?”  
 
    Maybe. 
 
    Maybe just in this room. We need not go anywhere. It’s not as if Julia is likely to go out with a kobold, in high heels, or any heels, anyway. But maybe I could play at being … not a kobold, for an hour or so? 
 
    I look down at my legs, and smile, just as tears begin to fill my eyes. 
 
    “Maybe I should buy a razor, what do you think?” I ask the boots. They wink darkly. “Ok, tomorrow I will buy a razor. You don’t need to mention this to anyone. It’s our secret.” 
 
    I take off the boots just in time. The door of my room bangs open without as much as knock. 
 
    “Did you make pizza?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother. But it must be almost cold by now.” 
 
    She grabs a slice anyway, tearing it off like a bear rending a salmon apart, a quarter of the pizza at least. She folds it in half and stuffs it in her mouth in one go. 
 
    “Ooow,” she howls, as if she had just bitten into a red-hot poker, “it’s spicy!” 
 
    “I know it is. I like it that way,” I say sweetly. Thing is, it’s the only way to keep a meal for myself, in this house. 
 
    **** 
 
    Julia 
 
    Julia was sitting at her desk, typing very fast (she had nimble fingers) on a paper called “Letters as a Narrative Stratagem in the Contemporary English Novel”. She was all set for a quiet night at home, working and smoking, and drinking a glass of wine (no more, or God only knows what she’d write).  
 
    The stereo was on. It helped to cut out the noise from the neighboring flats. It was easier to write to good music than to muffled TV sounds. Barbara Weldens’s Je ne veux pas de ton amour gave quite a rhythm to her typing, and a certain attitude, too.  
 
    She was wearing only a bit of makeup (blood red lipstick, for the heck of it, and a bit of eyeliner and mascara), a short, lacy, poppy-red nighty, and a Japanese dressing gown (black silk spattered with red chrysanthemums). Her nails and toenails were painted alternately red and gold, a crazy sort of self-indulgence, first world people with too much time on their hands, but in this awful winter weather, a girl had to cheer up any way she could. It was all a bit theatrical, to be honest, not really her style at all, but she felt the need for some extra warmth, a bit of fun. She could almost feel those painted toenails, like a glowing heat at the end of her long, long, smooth legs, jiggling under the desk, at the rhythm of the music.  
 
    So when the buzzer rang it was quite a blow.  
 
    Suddenly her outfit felt a little bit too stagey. Not altogether inelegant, she thought with some irony, but hardly what she would have chosen to receive guests. She was not expecting visitors. The buzzer buzzed again. Julia was tempted to ignore it. Probably Jehovah’s Witnesses.  
 
    It might be worth letting them in just to see their faces, she thought for a second, but the thought of then having to hold a long theological debate in a red-lace nighty seemed just a bit too surreal, even for her.  
 
    It was not the apartment’s own bell, but the intercom, from the front door downstairs. That puzzled her. The only unexpected visit she could possibly have on such a foul rainy night was Abbie, but she’d hardly ring the intercom, since she lived just a few doors down the hallway. Abbie would have liked the outfit, thought Julia with a wry smile. 
 
    She had almost made up her mind to ignore the buzzer when it rang for the third time. 
 
    Julia wondered if it could be a neighbor in distress. They would hardly ring her, but you never know. Finally, she concluded the whole thing was just too distracting. There would be no working until this was sorted. She walked over to the door in five long strides, picked up, and discovered it was worse than anything she had suspected.  
 
    “Hi, it’s Linda.” The voice was broken up by static, but even so, the enduring resentment in it came through loud and clear. “I found some stuff of yours that you forgot.” 
 
    Oh, fucking great, thought Julia. She almost hung up without opening, but there was no knowing what Linda might do. Probably ring every neighbor until somebody opened the front door and then dump the whole lot in the hallway. With a big handwritten sign on it. “The revolting pervert in Apt. 54.” 
 
    “Fabulous. How kind of you. Come up. Fifth floor. I’ll leave the door open.” 
 
    She had something like two minutes to change and wash her face, if she wanted. She took two or three irresolute steps towards the bathroom door, but then she shrugged.  
 
    “Fuck it, just fuck it, fuck it,” she said aloud to the room, grimly relishing the cussing. Whatever I do, it will hardly change anything. So she stood a couple of steps inside her front door with a defiant stance. 
 
     Linda appeared in way less than two minutes. She had always been a quick woman. Quick to anger, quick to forgiveness. Except for that one time. Julia’s stomach closed into a knot when a big box rammed the door open.  
 
    “You could at least take the damn thing off my hands,” scoffed Linda. “It’s heavy, you know. Oh, it’s you.” She spat the last bit like a gobbet of phlegm, with pure loathing dripping from it. “Did you do something with your hair?” she added as a mocking afterthought. 
 
    “Why yes, it’s me,” said Julia, grabbing the box from Linda’s hands. Their fingertips touched, and Linda jumped back, as if scalded.  
 
    She regarded Julia with distaste, still standing in the doorway. “Is that how you open the door to people these days? Classy.” 
 
    Julia shrugged. “If you have something to say, come inside. No need to have a scene in the hallway.” 
 
    “Nothing to say that I didn’t say last time.” 
 
    Julia doubted that very much. It was not like Linda to come all the way out here in the rain just to deliver a box of stuff. She could have arranged things so that they never needed to meet again, or thrown the whole lot away. She must have come up with some truly spectacular parting shot to make it worth the trip.  
 
    Julia stared her down with perfectly cold, silent ferocity. She knew quite well how to do that. She had always had the knack for keeping a classroom of students in order without ever raising her voice. She was not an especially aggressive person on the whole, but the last months had worn her forbearance to the bone. She didn’t have the energy for another fight, or another crying scene, not to mention that she was fond of her crockery and didn’t want to see it smashed.  
 
    “Well,” said Linda. Out of her own house, in Julia’s sparkly clean flat, she seemed daunted. “Well. I guess I’ll just go then. Enjoy your … things. If something else pops up—” 
 
    “Just throw it away,” said Julia. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll do that.” 
 
    With that, Linda turned and stormed out down the corridor like a herd of cattle. Julia breathed out slowly. After several seconds, she felt steady enough to go and close the door. Then she pushed open the lid of the box with the tip of her foot, as if something might come out of it and bite her hand. 
 
    It was mostly shoes. A cache of old shoes she had not worn in years. It had to be said that some of them were definitely on the slutty side. Mostly, they were just ordinary lady shoes, a few years old, but good quality, hardly worn at all. There was also a handbag or two, and a few bits and bobs of jewelry. She must have forgotten the box in the cellar of their old place in the hurry of moving out. The last weeks there had been a nightmare, and she wondered how many other “secret boxes” were lurking here and there, like landmines, waiting to explode and rip off another chunk of Linda’s precarious peace of mind.  
 
    Stupid of me. Clumsy. 
 
    It had all been a clumsy affair from beginning to end. Julia had done her best not to lie to Linda, but she had omitted quite a good deal. Much as she was angry at Linda, Julia knew that the disastrous break-up that ended their two years’ relationship was as much her fault as her ex’s. Maybe more my fault than hers, truth be told. But even so, she could not forgive Linda for the way she had reacted once the cat got out of the bag. 
 
    It’s not as if I cheated on her. It’s not as if I had some dangerous vice. I don’t gamble, I hardly drink. The worst they can say about me it’s that I’m a chain smoker, thought Julia, lighting herself a cigarette with slightly shaky fingers and a certain devil-may-care attitude. The encounter had rattled her more than she cared to admit. And as for the rest, as for my little quirk…  
 
    I should have told her from the start. I should have warned her. I should have been honest, and explained everything. I would have. Ten years ago, I would have. Even five years ago.  
 
    But love is not like book publishing. There are just so many rejections you can take. There are just so many times you can see that look of mystified revulsion in people eyes. She had told herself, I will tell her when the time is right. But the right time had not come, and then it had been too late. My fault. I was tired, I was bored, I was distracted, and I was careless. But she didn’t need to react that way. Hell, I’m not a serial killer.  
 
    First it had been a hysterical laugh, then tears, then the silences. And finally, the accusations. I was just wearing a dress, not diddling the children in the bathtub, for Christ’s sake. 
 
    Julia had never wanted children of her own, but she had become fond of Linda’s little boys. There had been talk of marrying, for a while. There had been talk of buying a house together, outside the grimy city, something with a bit of garden, maybe. Maybe a dog.  
 
    All gone, now. And that’s for the better perhaps. Imagine being stuck in a marriage where I could never really be myself. Living like a skylark in a cage for the rest of my days. I am not sure that I loved her enough to forgive her that. And by the end, I doubt I would have loved her at all. 
 
    Julia drew the silk gown around her shoulders as if to ward off a chill in the air. She stood on the warm, deep woolen rug and looked at her white bare feet and their painted toenails, with a mixture of sadness and complacency. There are some advantages to living alone at least.  
 
    At least she had the freedom to just let go, and be herself. 
 
    So much freedom in fact, that sometimes she found herself thinking, why not go all the way? Why not be done with this absurd double life, the omissions, the lies, the hushed tiptoeing down the threadbare, dim-lit corridors of life? Why not be just … me? 
 
    There is just so much pain you can take, just so much poison you can swallow. I just wanted to be myself, all of myself, in my spare time, alone in my room, when nobody was at home, without bothering a soul. How is that a crime?  
 
    Well, she was free from all that, now. 
 
    A pity that all this freedom felt so hollow, without someone to share it with. 
 
    **** 
 
    Nina 
 
    That she is called Julia I have from Abbie, the lady next door (Julia is six doors up the hallway, Abbie is one door down). Abbie is an ex-tro-vert, and she talks with everyone. She knows everything that goes on around the building. She is very nice, but a little bit scary that way. When old Mrs. Bhatnagar went to the retirement home and vacated the flat, Abbie wasted not a day in introducing herself to the new lodger. On Julia’s post box and doorbell it reads only “J. Kovalec”, that’s all. I know because I went (padding very, very quietly on the hallway carpet) and checked. But Abbie said the name of the tall girl from Mrs. Bhatnagar’s flat was Julia, and giggled. It’s a not a comical name, but what can I say? Extroverts giggle a lot. 
 
    Abbie also told me that some of the neighbors are complaining about her. Apparently, she is “weird” (by which I suppose they mean that she is incredibly elegant and unusually well-bred) and what is worse, she plays the piano—she actually plays an actual piano—in the flat, which must be loud as hell in the adjoining flats with our crappy cardboard walls. But as long as she plays between 8 AM and 8 PM she should not have any real trouble. At least I hope so. I’d love to hear Julia playing the piano, but I am mostly off to work or going to and fro between those hours and she keeps depressingly quiet in the weekends. I hope they don’t chase her away with their complaints. Bloody hypocrites. God knows they never complained about Father, not even when he was smashing furniture and yelling so loud that the ceiling almost came down on all of us. 
 
    Shaving your legs is nowhere near as simple as you might think.  
 
    I have been scraping diligently for ten minutes, and all seemed quite well, but now I feel like I have been flayed. I wonder if there is some secret trick to it that nobody told me about. Christ, I wish there were pretty-girl classes that one could attend anonymously. I hop around the bathroom cursing and puffing while I collect my clothes, and then I go hiding in my room hoping that the burning will subside. 
 
    The legs are smooth and nice, though, if somewhat spotty, and bleeding from half a dozen cuts. Well, I’ve had worse. I have scars enough to prove it. I shudder a little while mopping a thin line of blood off the back of my left ankle. For a moment, my right hand closes into a fist. It takes an effort of will to relax it. Only the ring finger shows it, but each finger has been broken. I make a fist again. Then I go back to mopping blood.  
 
    When I try on the boots again, the boots approve of the change. 
 
    I really wonder what I would wear with them. It is a purely imaginary exercise, of course. I am not planning to go anywhere. Of course. Even so.  
 
    I take off my lovely boots and put them on the table (where they can watch the proceedings from a good angle). I put on a clean t-shirt (weld-faded blue) and pajama bottoms, and I start rummaging through boxes and bags. There is a number of long, long evening dresses, mostly black and sequined, truly elegant. Too elegant. There’s at least a dozen pairs of skin-tight jeans, blue, black, grey, teal, burgundy. Better. Surely there’s no reason to go overboard and wear an evening dress, with my boots. Skinny jeans are daring enough. If only I could find a pretty top that is not downright outrageous… The door bangs open with the usual lack of forewarning and the pudding is in the room.  
 
    “What are you doing?” she asks, looking at the boots and the dresses scattered around the room. Then she hoots.  
 
    I look at her, incredulous. Even after all these years I am still astonished at how crass she can be. 
 
    “Do you mind leaving? This is my room,” I say, straining for a coldness that I don’t feel. I feel raging hot, furious.  
 
    She ignores me, as if I never talked. She always did that. Why should I be surprised? Why do I even try? 
 
    “Do you mean to wear those?” she asks, pointing a sausage-like finger at the boots. Her tone is weirdly unreadable, and I am stumped. In fact, for a moment I delude myself that she might approve of me prettying up a little. Then she bursts into a coarse laugh, and the world is back into its normal orbit. 
 
    “Oh, I’d like to see it! Oh, I’d like to see it, really. You’ll look like, you’ll look like … a truck driver in heels, ooh, oh, ah, ah!” 
 
    I struggle for words. I know that I am blushing, and staring, and stammering all at the same time. I can’t believe that I’m mortified by this stupid person’s inane derision, even after all these years, but I am. Old wounds are bleeding all over my soul. I am crushed. Once again, I am trampled to nothing.  
 
    “Well, Mother,” I say, finally, still cold, although the chill begins to crack at the edges, like thin ice under too much strain, “there’s many a truck driver out there who would pull off heels better than you ever did, you know?” 
 
    It’s like talking to the prow of the Titanic. Everything I say just slides right off her like water. She is quaking with laughter, wheezing, every lump of shapeless flesh a-wobble, filling my doorway, my field of vision, my whole life, utterly cutting any way out. For a moment I am sick, sick with disgust, resentment, frustration.  
 
    Then pure, unadulterated wrath takes over. I grab the boots, and I barrel shoulder-first into her heaving breast. Heavy as she is, it’s like hitting a padded wall. Then, unbalanced by the unexpected charge, unused to anything more strenuous than lounging on the sofa, she collapses backwards into the passage.   She makes a galvanic grab for the doorframe, misses, and then she goes down, not in a crashing fall—she’s propped up by the wall on the opposite side of the passage—but in a slow, inexorable, glacier-like slide. She lands on her left side, still flailing about ineffectually for purchase. She gasps, winded, utterly winded. She takes a deep, shuddering breath, and then she shrieks. But by then I am running towards the front door. I need to be out of this flat, I need to be out of this life, out of it all, outside, somewhere, anywhere but here.  
 
    I throw the door open and rush into the hallway, blindly. I am literally blood-blind with rage. Now I know what “seeing red” really means. I don’t know where I am going and I don’t care, and within two steps, I collide with somebody for the second time in less than ten seconds.  
 
    For the briefest moment an indistinct shape looms over me, as tall as the Grim Reaper, pale faced, black-caped, scythe-bearing … and then I run chin first into a lean, hard breastbone.  
 
    “Oy!” exclaims the Grim Reaper, stepping back and sideways with a dancer’s balance, and throwing out a hand to save me a fall.  
 
    The red mist clears from my eyes and I realize it’s Julia.  
 
    It’s Julia, it’s Julia, it’s Julia! Julia, in her long, unbuttoned black coat. She’s pale—she’s always been pale—but there is nothing sinister or grim about her. The scythe is a grey umbrella, tightly furled and still dripping.  
 
    The coat is damp with rain. Close-up like this, she smells of wet, fresh air, cigarette smoke, and of some rich, resinous, earthy, chocolate-ish scent. Her gloved hand is still holding my upper arm, and her eyes look down into mine, first just astonished, and then concerned. She lowers her gaze to the boots I am still clutching to my chest like a shield. 
 
    “Ooh,” she says huskily, with a sudden, bright, wide smile, a fully open smile I had never seen before. “Those are really pretty!”  
 
    But before I can open my mouth to comment, she frowns, and her eyes suddenly grow flint-hard, sharp as broken glass. I have never known anyone with such quickly mobile, intensely expressive features. 
 
    Her hand holds my shoulder a bit tighter. “Are you all right? Did you just scream, thirty seconds ago? Did someone hurt you?” 
 
    Why, why are walls so damn thin in this building? 
 
    “No. No it wasn’t me. Maybe I should … I should…”  
 
    I should … what? I wonder. I should do what? Go back and help her up? I’d need a crane for that. It might be easier to finish her for good.  
 
    A stab of guilt at leaving the pudding flat in the passage of the apartment begins to bother me.  
 
    I hate myself for it. So many years of needling, unspoken, pointless guilt … for what? I only wanted to make beautiful things, have friends, and a life, and all they gave me was grief. Why must I feel guilty? Because I was born? It’s not my fault I came into the world and ruined their precious freedom. 
 
    Julia is still staring into my eyes as if to bore two holes in the back of my skull. 
 
    Then something softens in her face, a smile creeps back over her lips, and she squeezes my shoulder again. 
 
    “I think you should come in, and have a cup of tea.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Julia’s flat resembles her. In Mrs. Bhatnagar days, the walls and furniture were a moldy greenish brown, covered in musty doilies, terribly lit family pictures, souvenirs from long-gone holiday, and dun-colored posies of dried flowers, fuzzy with decades of dust and cobwebs. 
 
    Now everything is bright white, black, or bleached wood, smart and sharp. The only colorful things in the room are a lacquered crimson cabinet, some scarlet cushions on the black sofa, a red abstract painting on a wall, and the deep, soft, honey-colored rug in front of the sofa. The room might have been too stark and designed for comfort, but the books bring it to life. There are books everywhere, in trim, white, ceiling-high bookcases, piled about in stacks on the floor, even wedging doors open. Over and among the books are scattered other tokens of human habitation. A few unwashed wine glasses, a scatter of more or less full ash-trays, an expensive looking laptop perched on a pile of magazines, an off-white Aran sweater dropped on the sofa, a pair of boots by the door. Not high-heeled boots. Man boots, in fact. My heart drops a little. 
 
    I sit cross-legged on the rug, in front of the sofa. There are no coffee-table-books on the coffee table. It is a throng of bundled papers, newspapers, piles of dictionaries and well-thumbed tomes in half a dozen languages. Among the books, almost hidden, is nestled a large bowl of brushed steel, full of stone spheres, big and small, from the size of a walnut to the size of a pomegranate. Marble (black, white, and pale pink), jade, malachite, even a beautiful labradorite globe the size of my fist, and at least a dozen other stones of which I don’t know the names. I realize that I am still shaking with the after-quake of my rage explosion and holding Lizzie’s boots to my chest like two wounded animals. I carefully sit the boots beside me on the carpet. I lean back against the sofa and I try to take a deep breath, stretch my shoulders, and quiet my heart, looking around. 
 
    Where Mrs. Bhatnagar’s dining table used to be, there are a desk piled with books and papers against one wall, and a piano, against the opposite wall, gleaming black and incongruously massive in this average-sized city flat. I wonder where Julia eats her meals. Maybe on the floor, like I do. Or maybe she doesn’t eat at all, judging by how skinny she is. 
 
    I cannot believe that I am sitting here. I cannot believe that I am inside Julia’s own world, instead of the helpless spectator who always watched her floating in and out of my existence, a few seconds at a time. 
 
    When Julia comes back from the kitchen with the tea things in a tray, she puts the tray on the sofa, not on the crowded coffee-table. She goes and tosses the Aran sweater into the bedroom and sits down in its place.  
 
    She pats the other side of the sofa and smiles. 
 
    “Come sit on the sofa. You make me feel like a stork on a lamp-post sitting down there on the rug. It’s bad enough as it is.” 
 
    That makes me laugh. She is tall … but I never thought that was bad, aside maybe from giving me a crick in my neck every time I try to look at her. 
 
    So I sit on the other side of the tea tray, while she pours steaming, dark, fragrant tea in celadon mugs. 
 
    I have never had a chance to observe her so closely. Tonight, she’s all in black. A black turtleneck, black opaque stockings, black thigh-high boots, a black miniskirt with a wide black leather belt. I don’t know anybody else who could pull off a look like that without looking like a Halloween party-goer. But on Julia, it works. She makes it so effortlessly sophisticated and elegant. I realize that she is somewhat older than I had thought, quite a few years older than me. Under the makeup there are fine lines around her eyes and mouth, smile lines mostly, I think, and her hands, although extremely elegant, are not as smooth as all that anymore. I have never really seen her hands before. In this awful weather, she always wears gloves when going out. They are white, her hands, long and slim, like she is. Unlike my own stubby fingernails, which are clipped to the quick—it’s the only way to keep them clean, with my job—hers are, not really long, but perfect, and painted silver-white.  
 
    She is truly skinny, like a boy, and a skinny boy at that, all knees and wrists and elbows, sinewy and angular, outside her flowing long coat and swishing scarves. An altogether odd woman, handsome rather than pretty, beautiful, in a powerfully charismatic way. There is nothing girly about her, except a certain playful smile she has sometimes. 
 
    When she hands me the tea she catches me observing her, and she smiles exactly that roguish grin. There is a question mark in her expression, too, but I can’t read what the question is. 
 
    “So,” she says, as I sip the strongest black tea I ever tasted, a tea that tastes almost of roses. “What happened in there?” 
 
    I know instantly what in there means. 
 
    “Nothing, really,” I say hastily. “Just a little disagreement.” 
 
    “A loud disagreement.” 
 
    “An Italian disagreement. I apologize.” 
 
    She smiles. “Non sapevo che eri … fossi? italiana. Una bellissima lingua … che non parlo molto bene.” 
 
    I look at her flabbergasted. I hardly ever speak Italian myself. 
 
    “Well, no, I am not really Italian. I was born here. But my parent were—that is, they are Italian. And Italy is … sticky. It clings to you, you know? Like herpes.” 
 
    She laughs. She looks ten years younger when she does, even if the laugh lines around her eyes become so much deeper. Her smile is absolutely radiant.  
 
    “And the boots?” she asks. 
 
    “The boots were … well. They were part of the disagreement. I think we all three needed to get out for a walk. Me and the boots that is.” 
 
    She laughs again, looking at my bare feet. 
 
    “You might want to wear them, then.” 
 
    “Ah, you might think so, but…” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “Well. I am not very good at heels.” 
 
    She smiles again. 
 
    “Nonsense. It’s easy. Put them on. I’ll show you.” 
 
    I stare at her, horrified. The idea of little lumbering me wobbling around in high heels in front of heavenly Julia is nothing short of sickening.  
 
    “What? What! Er … no! No, I mean, thanks, but no thanks.” 
 
    She scoffs ironically and waves her hand, finally dismissing my refusal with a shake of her head. 
 
    “We need some nylon, sweetheart. It’ll be fine, you’ll see.” 
 
    She disappears into the bedroom and comes back after a minute with a pair of stockings. I am tempted to make a run for it. But crashing out of two apartments in one night seems a bit extreme, even for a semi-Italian hothead. I watch her walking to the sofa like a hare caught in the headlights of a speeding truck.  
 
    “I suppose they’ll be a bit long, but they’ll do.” 
 
    “I, erm…” 
 
    “Hush.” 
 
    She kneels in front of me on the rug and takes my left foot in her lap. I remain absolutely quiet, because I know that if I tried to speak my voice would let me down in the most disgraceful way. This is Julia, tall Julia of the upper airs, kneeling in front of me, and touching my bare skin with her long, long fingers. 
 
    She pulls the dark grey stocking over my foot and calf, lifting the edge of my pajama bottoms as she goes. The stocking is about knee high, or would be, on Julia. In my case it would reach halfway up my thigh probably, but she leaves it bunched around my knee, and lets the pajama drop to my ankle again. Then she does the same to my right foot.  
 
    “And now the boots,” she says. 
 
    “I, er…” 
 
    “No ‘er’. Boots on. Now. Vite, vite, cherie. They are much too pretty to stand there on the carpet. They are supposed to be worn, not carried around like luggage. They are not handbags.” 
 
    So I put down my teacup, and I start wearing the left boot while Julia undoes the laces of the other one. I feel like a particularly fortunate lady in a shoe shop. It is easier to get inside the boots with Julia’s stockings on my feet. I wonder if there is some magical property about Julia’s skin that has been transferred onto me. She smiles at me encouragingly when both boots are on. She stands up in front of me and gives me both her hands. When I take them, she pulls me to my feet in one go. I almost lose my balance, but she is there to steady me, with a smile.  
 
    “Now don’t you go putting weight on those heels. Stand on tiptoe for a minute or so, ok?” 
 
    I do. She is still holding both my hands, at arm’s length. 
 
    “All righty then, now come with me. On tiptoe. Mind the rug, it might catch the heels. Step up a little. Let’s get off it.” She walks backwards still holding my hands, until we are both outside the deep, lush rug. “All right. Now you put some weight on your heels, not a lot, mind. Take it easy at first. Feel the balance.”  
 
    I am not really sure how to this without falling on my butt, but I slowly let down my weight until I am somewhat settled.  
 
    “Steady?” she asks, smiling. I nod. “Good, let’s go.” She points towards the bedroom door. It’s the longest walk we can take in this flat. She lets go of my hands, but walks besides me with an arm around my waist. “Don’t worry. I’m a strapping big lass. I won’t let you fall. Short steps. Heel first. Heel first, then you sort of roll along on it until your toes touch down. Very good.” 
 
    My first steps are a bit wobbly, but it gets better. She has to walk behind me in the narrow passage. I can feel her hands like two warm, warm angel-wings sprouting from my shoulder blades. I cannot fall. How could I fall? I am floating. 
 
    At the bedroom door she turns me around, and we walk back.  
 
    “Look at the kitchen door. That’s where we are going. Don’t look at your feet. You don’t look at the handlebars when you ride a bicycle, do you? One foot in front of the other. In a line. Well done. See, you are a natural.” 
 
    That makes me laugh. A natural, at what? Hanging on for dear life while Julia more or less carries me around her flat? Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. 
 
    After a couple of turns Julia lets go of me, and goes to sit on the sofa. She lights herself a cigarette, and I stand uncertainly where she left me.  
 
    “Don’t stop. Do a couple turns more. You are doing fine.” 
 
    Her smile is contagious. I can’t help grinning. 
 
    “Well, there you go, you are walking in heels. Not so hard, no? You need to take a walk or two up and down the stairs. Once you can walk downstairs in heels, you can do anything.” 
 
    I nod, although I am not so convinced that I would go far on a rough pavement, with steps and ramps and potholes and all those man-traps that architects are scattering around the place out of pure mischief. 
 
    “We might have to think about something to go with those boots,” she muses, regarding my signature evening wear of discolored t-shirt and pajama bottoms with a somewhat critical expression. “Want to go shopping together? I am a fearsome shopper.” 
 
    “Oh no, thanks,” I blurt out. I immediately regret it. It would have been splendid to go shopping with Julia, but since the damage is done, honesty forces me to add, “I have more clothes than I could wear in a lifetime. Pretty clothes I mean. Not just working clothes. It’s just that … I don’t like wearing them at home. Or anywhere, really. So they are just sitting there, in all these boxes.” 
 
    She looks at me curiously. The way she holds her cigarette makes her long, pale, elegant fingers truly stand out, more beautiful than ever. I wonder if she smokes only to show off her hands.  
 
    “It’s a long story,” I say vaguely. 
 
    “Tell me. I have all night.”  
 
    She pats the sofa again, and pours anther cup of tea. I don’t think I can talk about it. What would I say? I take off my pretty boots, and Julia’s stockings, to gain some time, and avoid those piercing eyes of hers. 
 
    “It’s just, you know, stupid stuff that happened a million years ago. It doesn’t matter really. It’s just that … it’s awkward. At my place, I mean. If I wore this sort of thing, it would be … remarked upon.” 
 
    “And being remarked upon is bad?” 
 
    “Depends on the remarks, I suppose. But yes, I expect in this case it would be bad.” 
 
    She just looks at me, but her eyes really are a force of nature. There’s no hiding from them. 
 
    “My father was … not nice,” I say, finally. “Made things—difficult—for my mom. And me. It was just, you know, better to go unnoticed. Not—not to show off. Now he—he doesn’t live with us anymore, but my mother … you’d think she’d be happy about it. But she isn’t. She is just. I don’t know. Useless. It makes me sound awful, I know. But. She—I don’t know. Doesn’t do anything for herself anymore. She has, like, given up. I don’t know. She just eats. A lot. And she. Doesn’t want me to be … she just doesn’t want me to be, really. If I had a penny for every time she told me she should have had an abortion, I would have a house in the country with a garden and a pony by now.” I give an edgy little laugh, out of sheer nerves.  
 
    I have never talked about this. With anyone. Although the whole building must know how things are, more or less. “He was awful, too. Maybe that’s why she misses him. And it’s like she blames me.” 
 
    “She blames you for what?” she asks, softly. 
 
    “She blames me because she thinks that I … that I … wanted it. Him. To. Do things. I didn’t. And. I am the one who called the police, in the end. Somebody had to.” 
 
    Julia frowns, and then her long, long hand touches briefly on my shoulder, squeezing gently. 
 
    “You shouldn’t let that—you shouldn’t let your mother stop you from being what you want to be. You have a right to live your own life.” 
 
    “I know. I know … it’s so stupid. It’s just … so bloody difficult. I don’t know where to start. I am stuck. I am completely stuck.” 
 
    She gives me a little smile. 
 
    “Bring your pretty things here, some evening. We can do … something girly together. Dress up. Have a drink somewhere. Go see a movie? Talk about things.” 
 
    I am so astonished that something must have shown on my face. She shrugs. 
 
    “I don’t know anyone around here, really, except Abbie. I could do with a friend or two.” 
 
    I smile at the idea that gorgeous, glamorous Julia would need me for a friend.  
 
    All of a sudden, I feel overwhelmed by her kindness. I feel like I want to cry on her shoulder, or maybe just go away and hide, and either would be unforgivable. 
 
    I have dreamed of her for so long, and imagined her as something so high and lofty, that this caring, generous person seems more of a stranger than she ever was before. She is wonderful, but also she is not my Julia anymore. There was a Julia in my dreams, whom I imagined so hard that I felt like I knew her. Now she has unexpectedly become a real person that I hardly recognize, and I have never been very good at dealing with real persons. Right now, I am at a loss, disoriented. 
 
    “It would be nice,” I say, a bit uncertain. 
 
    “Excellent. Shall we say Friday then?” 
 
    I nod. I feel exhausted, as if I ran a mile. She smiles at me with a somewhat concerned look, and squeezes my shoulder again.  
 
    I feel tears welling up and I will them away with an enormous effort, but after that, and yet another cup of tea, chatting is easier somehow. 
 
    It is late, very late, when I finally get up from her sofa. 
 
    “Well, I should go back, I suppose. I—I might have to fix some mess. That I made. Thank you so much for the tea. And, and everything else.” 
 
    She smiles. There is a heart-breaking sweetness to her smile sometimes, and this is one of those times.  
 
    “You are welcome. Anytime. I mean it. If you need to get out in a hurry, barefoot. You can always drop in here. Do you have keys to get back to your place?” 
 
    A very perceptive question. I shake my head. I left in such a hurry that I didn’t even take them. Julia frowns a little. 
 
    “Don’t worry, there’s a spare hidden in the cellar … and I know how to open the cellar.” 
 
    “Ok. Do you want a pair of socks at least?” 
 
    I laugh a little and shake my head. “I’ll be fine, but thanks, really.” 
 
    I am halfway to the door when a thought niggles at me. 
 
    “Can I leave these here, please?” I ask, handing her Lizzie’s boots. “I don’t think they like it much at my place.”  
 
    For a moment, she looks perfectly nonplussed. Then, mercifully, she laughs.  
 
    “Sure, over here.” She points at the passage to her bedroom, and there, in a narrow locker along the wall, stand just about all the boots in the world. Thigh high and ankle high and knee high, red suede and black leather, pale tan daim and silver velvet, all with high heels. Julia does not believe in flat shoes, apparently. It’s like I hit the world’s motherlode of sexy winter footwear. I place my boots at the end of the line. They look tiny and a bit self-conscious, but I am sure they will soon make friends. 
 
    “Friday, then?” she asks as I finally go out of the door. 
 
    “Friday.” I nod, with a last look back at her tall straight shape, darkly silhouetted in the bright lit doorway. 
 
    **** 
 
    Julia 
 
    Julia was curled up on her sofa with a cigarette held loosely between her fingers. She was staring at the endless rain that pebbled the window panes. She had lost count of how many days of rain they had had this month. 
 
    In fact, she was not so much staring at the rain, as staring through it, as her mind wandered and smoke rings floated slowly away towards the ceiling.  
 
    Nina. 
 
    What to do about her? 
 
    When she had darted out of her door after that bloodcurdling shriek, and practically fallen into her arms with that utterly crazed expression, all of Julia’s troublesome protective reflexes had kicked in, and of course she had brought her home like a stray kitten to be fed and cuddled and taken care of. Julian had a lot to answer for. Julia felt more than a little inclined to be rescued, for a change (possibly by an attractive hunk, why not?) than to go about rescuing others, but there was no getting rid of Julian’s pesky male habits.  
 
    Nina was not a kitten, though. A warm towel and a saucer of milk would not do the trick.  
 
    What a strange, strange creature that girl is, she thought. 
 
    Nina’s story had hardly come as much of a surprise. Given the neighborhood, Abbie’s unusual reticence, and the scream she had heard, Julia had already guessed the gist of it before Nina had managed to speak it out, in those broken, curtailed, elliptical sentences, hinting more often than saying. Julia wondered where that twice damned father was now. Nina had said only, “he does not live here anymore”. Julia hoped he was in jail, or better still, dead in some unmarked grave, with an iron stake planted through his filthy guts.  
 
    Nina. She was a curious mixture of defiance and diffidence that had Julia equally puzzled and entranced. She had not expected the oversized, faded blue working clothes to be, well, actual working clothes. The girl was the size of a particularly puny mouse. How on earth had she ended up working as a welder, for crying out loud? And she was proud of her job. Julia was taken aback by that, too. With two university degrees and half a lifetime of highly respected academic work behind her, she was not used to think of manual labor as a great career achievement, but maybe she needed to make a mental adjustment here.  
 
    That girl is proud of doing a man’s job as well as a man does. That is something to think about, before going and judging her choice of profession. Still, how come nobody ever encouraged her to make something better with herself? How come nobody told her that doing a man’s job, or being a man for that matter, is not all that it is cracked up to be? And how is it possible that in thirty-odd years of life nobody ever bothered to put a pretty blouse on her, or a bit of mascara? That girl is pretty, damn it, or would be, if she wanted to. What a waste. What a sad, sad waste. That mother of hers… God, I’d give her a piece of my mind. 
 
    Of course, it didn’t look like Nina had ever even tried escaping that family tangle until now. Julia wondered what had brought about the change, and, on a sudden whim, walked over to the passage and scooped up Nina’s boots. They were endearingly tiny, and very well made. Not cheap boots. They were also, obviously, well worn, not a recent buy. It had certainly not been Nina wearing them, judging by how panicked she had looked walking in them. Julia wondered where they had come from, and if they had a special meaning to Nina. She didn’t treat them like inanimate objects. She had left them in Julia’s keeping as if they might get hurt, else. Julia frowned. Nina must have some experience of getting hurt, in that flat. 
 
    Something must be done. Julia doubted she could induce Nina to move out of that dreadful family, or talk her into a change of career, or anything equally useful. But. There was a girl hidden in there, and she wanted to come out, and see the light. All she needed was a little push. And someone had to give that push. But who? Abbie should have done it. She should have done it years ago. She knew the girl since she was a child. Knew the family, knew the neighborhood. Abbie was not exactly a friend, but Julia liked her, and despite Abbie’s assumed frivolous manner, Julia knew that she was not an idiot.  
 
    How come she never took Nina under her wing and helped her do something?  
 
    Julia had no answer. 
 
    Fine, I guess it will have to be me. That much at least I can do. 
 
    And what do I do about Julian? 
 
    Truth be told, Julia had no idea if Nina had figured out how things were. Usually you could read that on people faces easily enough, but with Nina it was hard to tell. She had been in such a turmoil of conflicting emotions to begin with. And there was this look about her, when she gazed up to Julia’s face, half deferential, half disbelieving. What was that look about, exactly? The deference put Julia in mind of some of her most star-struck students. Embarrassingly, there were always one or two every year who fell in love with Julian, boys and girls both. It was a sad nuisance. It’s hard to give decent marks to a hopelessly tongue-tied student.  
 
    The disbelief, though, that was a mystery. 
 
    In any case it didn’t seem very correct to go and do “girly” things together if Nina was not aware of how things were. Julia was at a loss. She had had quite a few experiences, more or less disastrous, sometimes hilarious, sometimes utterly heart-breaking, of coming out to family, friends, and lovers. But this reverse come out was practically a first. Well, there was only one way to go about it. I just hope it doesn’t scare her right off. That would be a pity. 
 
    And as for the rest… It was time to talk to Abbie. She could pick the right foundation shade for any person at a glance, and had all that was needed in that suitcase of hers. That would save a shopping trip. And it was time the woman made herself useful. There were times when baking cakes was just not enough. 
 
    **** 
 
    Nina 
 
    On Friday evening, after my lonely dinner of scrambled eggs on toast, of which I manage to eat almost half before it is whisked away from my dish and into the pudding, I pack some of my nice clothes and the parcel in a plastic bag. The clothes are nothing too outrageous. I have spent more time than I dare to admit choosing them. No evening dress with sequins. It’s a pair of leggings (tan and suede-soft) and a sort of short dress (black jersey) which hangs halfway to my knees. It’s not really a skirt, but it could almost be. It doesn’t look too different from one of my overlarge t-shirts. At least, that’s what I keep telling myself, lest I chicken out. And I have knee-high stockings, freshly bought. There is also a nice dark green coat, in case we really go out, and a scarf. The scarf is this soft wool, dark brown but gleaming with a twist of silvery thread in the knitting. It is the only sparkly thing I picked. 
 
    “Where are you going?” asks the pudding, before I am halfway to the door. 
 
    “Out,” I say, tersely. 
 
    “Out? What do you mean out?” 
 
    The way she says it you’d think she has no idea that this flat-block has been built on planet Earth. You’d think we are floating in a shuttle orbiting somewhere outside the rings of Saturn. 
 
    “I mean outside of this flat, and to another place,” I answer testily. I don’t stay to hear the answer. She is somewhat cowed after I landed her flat in the passage, but still she won’t mind her own business. I don’t feel like listening to her nagging. 
 
    The six-doors walk up the hallway looks almost endless, and then it ends much too soon. My heart is beating hard and fast in my throat to think that I am going to see Julia in a moment, that she is just one bell-ring away, that I don’t have to wait for weeks hoping to catch a chance glimpse of her, that she invited me to come back, that she spoke to me, and held my hands, that she wants to be my friend, that maybe we will go out somewhere this evening. I don’t know what the plan for the evening is. Just the thought of seeing her makes me almost sick with expectation.  
 
    I ring the bell very briefly, as if to say, I am here, as you asked, but if it was a misunderstanding, if it is something I dreamed up in my head, I don’t want to bother you.  
 
    I just can’t believe that she really wants to see me again, is all. After all, I almost landed her flat as well, in the hallway, when I ran into her chin first. If the laws of gravity applied to her as to normal human beings, things might have turned embarrassing, the other night. 
 
    It takes several seconds before something moves on the other side of the door and I am almost ready to make my way back home. It did seem just too good to be true, after all. But then there’s a scuff of feet on the floor, and the click of the door handle. I can almost already see Julia. I have seen her so, so often in my dreams that I know exactly what she’ll look like when the door opens. 
 
    The door is opened by a spray of freckles.  
 
    There is no other way to put it. My first thought is that I have never seen so many freckles walking about as one single person, not even on St. Patrick’s Day. 
 
    The face behind the freckles is friendly, pale, and male. He’s a tall, very slim man, maybe in his mid-thirties or a bit older, dressed in blue jeans and a tailored white shirt, with its sleeves rolled up to the elbows.  
 
    “Hola! Come in!” he says stepping back from the doorway and waving me in. I step inside the flat automatically, looking about the room. There is no Julia. When I turn to look at him, he looks oddly, vaguely familiar, for someone that I have never seen, and he seems at home in the flat, given that he’s barefoot, and he’s holding a mug of tea and a cigarette in one hand. I wonder if he’s Julia’s boyfriend, the owner of the men boots I saw by the door last time I was here. Maybe I met him about the building without really noticing him and that’s why he looks familiar? But it seems improbable. While not prepossessingly handsome, I don’t think this guy could possibly ever go unnoticed even if he tried. Even aside from the extravagant freckle-show, there is something weirdly captivating about him. 
 
    “Er … I came to see Julia,” I say, rather hesitantly as he closes the door behind me. 
 
    “I know. You found her. I’m her. Well, I’m Julian. And Julia. Sometimes.” 
 
    I have no idea what he is talking about. I just stand there with my bag in my hands, staring at him. 
 
    Then he looks at me with intense, piercing green eyes, and suddenly all that is familiar about him falls into place. 
 
    Holy shit, oh, holy, holy, holy shit, I know those eyes. I know them, I know them, I know them! 
 
    I know that I need a seat, and I wonder if I can find my way, backwards, to the sofa. Too risky. God only knows what I will knock over. 
 
    They are different, those eyes, without makeup. Not so instantly enthralling, and yet, still, once they catch my gaze, they hold it. They are still absolutely magnetic. And his hands, his nose, chin, ears … everything is … Julia. Even his hair is Julia’s hair, although it is sleeked back in a demure ponytail, instead of a windswept mane of sun-kissed waves, as Julia wears it.  
 
    I realize that my mouth is hanging open, and I shut it with an embarrassingly loud click. 
 
    How is it possible, how, how on earth is it possible that I didn’t realize? I so wanted to be like Julia, that self-assured, sexy, confident, elegant woman. I was so sure she was the woman. Maybe that is why I saw a woman, and never doubted it. I almost laugh hysterically at the thought that the woman I finally wished to “become” was a man. It’s so typical me. It would be really funny if it were not so fucked up. 
 
    Truth be told, now that I look at him in better light, it must be said that even as a man he looks more than a little like a girl. A narrow, pointed face, with high cheekbones and luscious full lips, wider than Julia’s lips. Those long, slender, elegant hands. Julia is slim for a woman, and Julian is almost disturbingly skinny for a man, but somehow, it adds to his riveting presence. Everything that was slightly odd about Julia is falling into place, too. Her height, her leanness, her peculiar charisma. I realize all of a sudden that there is something slightly masculine about her that is not just her outrageous height, as there is something quite feminine about Julian, and that that incongruous, undefinable masculine zest actually spiced and accentuated her flamboyant femininity and made it shine the brighter. 
 
    I suppose that it would be unsettling for some, but for me this slight gender-overlap it is part of their allure. 
 
    I am still staring at him blinking stupidly for a minute, before I can find my tongue again. He is just quietly standing there. He is not trying to evade my scrutiny. It’s like he is resigned to people needing some time to process things.  
 
    Well, he would be, I suppose.  
 
    “O-ok,” I say, hesitantly, and I immediately hate myself for the tone. He might think I am uncertain what to think of him. In fact, I am just uncertain whether my knees will hold me up much longer. 
 
    He gives me this slightly tentative, but unbelievably winning grin. “Please, do tell me that this does not come as a complete surprise. I am good, I know, but not that good, eh?” 
 
    His voice is not really much deeper than Julia’s, and not much louder either. He still talks in a half whisper that makes my backbone shiver, like a caress, like a promise of … of what? Silk and candle-flame, the heart of the darkest rose, midnight, velvet, fingertips.  
 
    I don’t know what to say.  
 
    It never crossed my mind…  
 
    How was I to know? I never met anyone like you…  
 
    We’re Italian. The only man in a dress we ever saw is the Pope… 
 
    I never really thought you were a woman, ah ah ah, no, because that would have been really stupid, right? No, actually, I thought you were a goddess… 
 
    And maybe, just a little bit, I thought you might be the woman I would have loved to be if… If only I knew how… 
 
    I am feeling so foolish that I just want to disappear in a hole in the ground.  
 
    And yet I know what I saw. I know that Julia is real. She’s not a mask this man is hiding behind… If there is a disguise at all, it is the disguise of a sylph wearing human skin. For a moment I feel almost angry, made game of. Not because he impersonated Julia, but because he seems to imply that Julia was an impersonation. I know better than that. He must know that, too, surely? 
 
    By now I have been silent for so long that I fear we will never speak again. But he puts out a hand, not as if for shaking, but as someone offering a gift, or a peace token, palm up, and open. After a second or two I take it, and he smiles again. 
 
    “Tea?” he asks, and I nod, returning his smile, a bit tremulous at first, and then, as his slim, dry hand closes around mine, I feel a bit better. By touch, somehow, it’s easier to know that this is Julia, Julia, who held both my hands, and taught me to walk in heels less than a week ago. 
 
    “I am sorry to spring it on you like this,” he says a minute later, from the kitchen, his back towards me. “I didn’t know how to tell you. I tried out all manner of scenarios in my head, but I couldn’t hit on the right note, really. So I thought I’d just go for the what-the-fuck moment and be done with it. I hope it’s not too unsettling. I thought that perhaps you knew. I was not sure.” 
 
    I don’t know what to say. 
 
    “I suppose I should have known. If I had looked. I did look. At you. A lot. But.” 
 
    This isn’t going too well, I think, blushing. 
 
    He turns, kettle in hand, and smiles that portentous grin of his. 
 
    “I noticed.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s ok. People look at me all the time. I am used to it.” 
 
    “I am not. Not used to look at people much, I mean. Or people looking at me, for that matter.” 
 
    “I know. It’s all right, really. I am glad it’s sorted out. I hope it’s sorted out… So, do you still want to do something together? With Julia, I mean. Are you still ok with it?” 
 
    Am I “ok” with it? “Ok” was never really the right word. Ecstatic? Incredulous? Exhilarated? Yes.  
 
    “Yes. I’m ok with it. I don’t think that you are a different person since the other day, are you?” 
 
    His smile has a slightly stunned look to it this time, as if I said something unexpected. 
 
    “No. I am still me,” he says, dropping a tea ball in a mug. “Both of me.” 
 
    “Ok, then,” I say, relieved that he didn’t laugh at me for being so hopelessly vanilla. “I suppose I can give this to you. I made it for Julia. Well, for you, as it turns out.” 
 
    I hand him the small parcel I brought in my bag together with Lizzie’s clothes.  
 
    He takes it with a surprised expression. “That’s … thank you!” 
 
    “I hope you like it,” I mumble. For some reason, in the presence of steel works, I feel every bit a kobold again. I don’t dare making eye contact while he unwraps the box. He undoes the packaging (brown paper and twine) without destroying the paper or cutting the string, with delicate, precise fingers. When he opens the box under the lamp over the kitchen hobs, a shaft of golden light gleams from it. He extracts the ball with an almost reverent look. 
 
    “You made this?” he asks, perfectly nonplussed 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    I don’t mention that it took me most of the week’s lunch breaks to get it just that perfect. The sphere is 120mm across, two hemispheres of 1 mm thick 316 stainless steel, welded together (a bitch to weld them without any hole blowing into the seam), the weld sanded perfectly smooth with finer and finer sandpaper and then the whole thing polished and re-polished with sisal wheels and pink paste, and then buffed on a spiral-sewn cotton wheel with my most precious steel-working treasure, a tiny piece of the finest greaseless blue paste, salvaged from a neglected old toolbox years ago, and always reserved for that one special thing I would make one day… When I rubbed it all clean with lime dust, the sphere was flawless, perfectly mirror bright, even in the dingy workshop. In Julia/n’s gleaming flat, every surface in the room plays on it, and it is a kaleidoscope of black, white and red, shot with warm lights. As Julian holds it on his fingertips, his long fingers are reflected on the sphere surface like a bizarre convex mirror. 
 
    “I am sorry, but it’s just mindboggling. How? How on earth did you make this? It’s exquisite!” 
 
    I shrug. “It’s what I do. I make steel things. Mostly kinda boring things. Pieces of this and that. But sometimes in my spare time I make pretty things. I just wanted you to know.” 
 
    “You are an artist! You are an absolute artist. I had no idea!” 
 
    He lays the sphere back in the box gently and then goes and clears the coffee table, dumping all the books and papers unceremoniously in a corner of the room. Only then he carefully adds the silvery ball to the stone globes in the bowl on the table. He smiles at me. “Thank you. It is just—thank you.” 
 
    I spread my hands and shrug again. “I wanted to give you something I made, is all.” 
 
    “I really love it. Really. I will treasure it forever.” 
 
    I laugh at that. “It’s just a piece of steel.” 
 
    “It’s a fucking gorgeous piece of steel, if I you don’t mind the language. Do you often make things of this sort?” 
 
    I shrug once more. “Sometimes, if there is some inspiring piece of junk lying around in the workshop that I can filch without pissing anybody off. In my lunch break, mostly. I have one hour off, but it takes me just ten minutes to eat a sandwich and then the guys are not really great conversationalists… So, if I can, I go and do stuff. Else I just read.” 
 
    “Read what?” he asks with a smile.  
 
    “Er, you will think it’s silly, but mostly, fantasy. And legends from here and there. Norse sagas and Celtic myths. That sort of thing. I like all those weird mythological creatures. Dragons and goblins and elves. Sylphs and kobolds. Fenrir. The tree of the world. The Ents. Fawkes the Phoenix. I am reading the One Thousand and One Nights right now. All these treasure chambers and caves and magical palaces. Sometimes I think I would like to make something like that, Aladdin’s cave, with steel things, dangling and sparkling … maybe copper too, although it’s a bit of a wuss as metals go. Well, that’s not going to happen, but it’s an idea that I keep having.” 
 
    I suddenly shut up. I don’t know why I am rambling out of control like this. Jesus, he just asked me what I like to read.  
 
    But he doesn’t seem put off. He just smokes quietly, listening, while waiting for the kettle to boil. 
 
    “Make it happen,” he says, when he sees that I am done rambling. “Someone needs to make beautiful things. Most of us can’t. I can’t even draw stick men.” 
 
    “But you play the piano. Everybody says you play the piano.” 
 
    He grimaces. “They do? I try not to piss off anybody, but … is it really that loud?” 
 
    “Ah, they’ll be pissed in any case. For one reason or another. It’s endemic around here. But I never heard you playing. I’m always out. Until it’s too late. Or in the weekends. Can you play something now? Just a small little thing?” 
 
    “I don’t know… It is a bit late. Just a small little thing. I’m hardly done moving in. I’d hate to have to move out again already,” he says with a grin. 
 
    So he pours my tea (it smells of crushed leaves and wood-smoke, like an autumn day in the countryside), hands me my mug, and then he plays.  
 
    And I know that I could spend the rest of my life just listening to his music, but, most of all, watching his long, pale fingers dancing on the keyboard. 
 
    **** 
 
    “So, what would you like to do?” he asks.  
 
    The impromptu piano concert was abruptly interrupted five minutes ago by someone banging on the other side of the kitchen wall. We exchanged a glance in silence as his last chord hung crookedly and lopsided in the air, but he didn’t comment. 
 
    I shrug. “Anything you like is fine with me.” 
 
    I would like to say that just being out of my flat is like a holiday; that I need nothing more than being here with him; that I would be fine just sitting on the rug while he does whatever it is that he does in the evenings, alone. But even I know it is not a socially acceptable answer. 
 
    “There is a bar I know where they have live music on Fridays. Mostly classic jazz. It’s not Diana Krall, mind, but it might be acceptable.” 
 
    I nod. “Ok.” 
 
    I don’t know who Diana Krall is, and my appreciation of jazz has always been tepid at best, but now any form of musical entertainment that includes Julia/n’s presence sounds downright brilliant. I am ready to embrace all jazz musicians ever spawned, and kiss them, too, on both cheeks. 
 
    “And would you rather go out with a guy or a girl?” he asks, trying to sound jaunty, but actually coming across as a little uneasy.  
 
    I smile at him. 
 
    “Whatever you choose to be, it’s perfect for me,” I say, and his face lights up with that slightly stunned smile, a little incredulous, a little taken aback. 
 
    “Ok. I will, well, go and pretty up a little then. Er, this might take a while. There’s books of every sort, and music, of course… Don’t play it too loud, you know.” He rolls his eyes and throws a glance toward the kitchen wall. “Just make yourself at home. And if you want to change, feel free. You know where your boots are.” 
 
    He smiles at me, with a quick glance to my regular woolen socks, t-shirt, and slacks. It’s all a bit drab, even for a jazz bar.  
 
    After that he disappears. It takes me two minutes to change, and retrieve my boots. Another two minutes to get into them and get a feel for those absurd heels again. I wish there was a mirror in the room to see how I look in Lizzie’s clothes. But then on second thought, I am glad that there isn’t. I am afraid that if I see myself in female-wear, I might chicken out. It feels like a strange masquerade, and it’s not carnival. I have never been so acutely conscious that I am wearing something, and yet felt so naked. 
 
    Then I am left with some thousand books and more music CDs that I knew ever existed. Ms. Diana Krall appears to have deserved a shelf to herself. I pick a CD from her collection (she’s a strapping gorgeous blonde who plays the piano, I notice) and, a bit nervously, I pop it in the stereo. I hope not to break anything. These musical types are always prickly about their machinery. It takes me less than a minute to understand Julian’s reverence for his favorite musician, and I lie down on the sofa, with my feet out over one armrest. It is fantastic to relax in this clean flat, on a sofa absolutely free from moldering food litter, with this beautiful music instead of a blaring TV. I find myself wondering if all civilized humans live like this. Ms. Krall sings on, about sweet, slow time and temptation and smoke, in a voice like grainy amber and old gold, and I dream of Julia, whose voice has a bit of the same quality, Julia, who is so close, so close now that my heart is almost breaking.  
 
    Temptation. Oh, don’t I know?  
 
    My eyes are closed, and I am lost in the music, lost in the voice, lost in temptation and honeyed dreams, but a sultry tropical scent like flowers, vanilla, and coconut warns me that I am not alone in the room anymore, and when I turn to look, she is there, as stunning as ever, impeccable in skinny black jeans, tall black boots and a long, sheer, silvery, floaty shawl over something black that hugs her trim figure tightly underneath. She’s like a lean, black panther clad in starlit mist. Her long hair is loose and full of life.  
 
    “Wow,” I say, and immediately wish I hadn’t. But she only laughs. 
 
    “Ta-dah!” she says, with a theatrical flourish of her hands and a bow. Then she looks at me and smiles the sweetest smile. 
 
    “That is very, very pretty,” she says, appraising my choice of evening-wear, and I can almost see Lizzie’s ghost floating in a corner of the room, winking at me. 
 
    I sit up on the sofa, and she comes to sit by me, still examining me so closely that I feel I might blush.  
 
    The thought makes me blush. That’s how it always goes. 
 
    **** 
 
    Julia 
 
    Julia sat by Nina and looked her up and down with stunned satisfaction. There was nothing overtly seductive or pretty in her choice of dress tonight, but it was a long, long shot from anything she had seen Nina wear before. It was … elegant. Understated, but smart, exactly right for her boyish looks. Julia knew only too well how girls (of any sex!) could go rather overboard their first nights out en femme, but Nina seemed to have as good an instinct for fashion as for metal working. That came as a surprise. 
 
    She gave Nina a bright smile, hoping to put her at ease for what was to come. 
 
    “You are really, really pretty, you know?” Mh, that came out a bit creepy. 
 
    Nina gave a snort of laughter and opened her mouth to reply, but then didn’t speak. 
 
    “Can I please try something with you? Do you trust me?” Jesus, definitely creepy. What’s wrong with me? “Nothing scary, I promise!” 
 
    Nina looked at her with those smoky brown eyes, questioning, uncertain, but curious. 
 
    Julia got up again and beckoned Nina to follow. In her bathroom, she gestured her to sit on the toilet lid. 
 
    “Sorry, it’s not very comfy, I know. But it won’t take long. You don’t have a million freckles to hide.” 
 
    Nina looked at her, with panicked understanding dawning on her face. 
 
    “It’s ok, really. You have such lovely eyes. I just want to do them justice. Please?” 
 
    Julia had plenty of practice at makeup, but this was rather a new experience. She had not, ever, “done” another girl in her life. She thought that it felt more like painting a blank canvas than doing her own makeup. In a way, it was dead easy. Nina had no pesky five o’clock shade to bother her (admittedly, Julian’s beard was too pale and sparse to be much of a bother), nor freckles (those were a plague of Egypt). At some time in her teens Nina must have been sorely afflicted with acne, and some scars still marred her skin, but that was nothing very hard to cover, with the right stuff and a bit of practice. She was winter-pale, like everybody else, but her skin had a sultry, southern olive cast to it underneath. Abbie had provided the exactly right foundation for it. What Julia found challenging was deciding how to make Nina’s strange, subtle beauty shine out.  
 
    She was not a girl to wear pink blush and colorful eyeshade. There was a sort of blackness hidden in her, a shadow. It was heartrending in a way, but it was part of who she was, and Julia thought it better to make that darkness beautiful than to disguise it. So she cleaned Nina’s face with a wipe, applied moisturizer, primer, a bit of concealer where needed, stippled a liquid foundation on, shaded and highlighted here and there until Nina’s cheekbones stood out sharp and exotic, like the gipsy Julia saw in her sometimes. Then she made an almost Goth-girl job of her eyes with coal black kajal, smoky dark eyeshadow blended softly out towards her eyebrows, and mascara galore. It was fantastically difficult to put mascara on another person. But at the end, it was just right. It was what she had always imagined Nina might look like, if only, if only… 
 
    “Now, that’s not bad at all. Look,” she said, pulling Nina to her feet and turning her towards the mirror. 
 
    Nina looked at herself with astonished eyes. Her jaw dropped. Then she recovered and she just stared. Finally, she turned to look at Julia. 
 
    “Have you considered applying for the post of Transfiguration teacher at Hogwarts?” she said.  
 
    Julia laughed, hugged her lightly from behind and kissed the top of her head, on a sudden whim. If I can convince her to grow her hair out a little, just a little… “Next time, I’ll show you how to do it. It’s not magic, you know?” 
 
    Nina shook her head, but there was a flickering smile on her lips. 
 
    “Come, let’s go,” Julia said, cheerfully, before Nina could become overwhelmed by her own prettiness. She took Nina by the hand, and led her back to the living room. They put on coats and scarves, and they went out into the night, together. 
 
    **** 
 
    Nina 
 
    The lathe roars into life with a wonderfully satisfactory thrumming crescendo. It starts with a low droning rumble, shifts gears seductively through a whole scale of powerful, resounding mid-notes, and finally settles in a screaming, sustained mechanical howl that, from where I stand, drowns out every other sound in the workshop. Mine is the kingdom, the power, and the glory. I feel like I am unleashing some huge beast every time I work on the lathe, but the beast is tame and under my control.  
 
    More or less.  
 
    And I am on top of the world today. Mine is the kingdom, indeed. 
 
    The rough extruded steel bar in the chuck is a dull grey blur, but as the sharp new carbide insert cuts into it, a steady silver rod emerges. Unlike the rough surface of the raw bar, the freshly turned steel appears to hover completely still in mid-air, a shaft of metallic white light floating weightlessly between the chuck and the tailstock. It is a thing of unearthly beauty, as is the perfect spiral shaving that peels away as I watch. As I cut deeper and deeper into the cylinder, thinning it down 2.5 mm at a time, my mind wanders to Julia’s beautiful long legs, the way she, too, appears to balance weightlessly in mid-air.  
 
    Julian is … different. At least four inches shorter, to begin with, less unapproachably air-borne. There is also a sort of awkwardness to him. Everything about Julia is so confident, so boldly sensual, that it’s hard not to notice the difference. Julian is a quieter, shyer creature, no doubt about it. He looks almost a bit uneasy in his own skin. Maybe it’s the freckles, I think with a smile, although, personally, I think that the freckles are adorable. He certainly has his own sensual beauty, deeply rooted in the slightly feminine allure that hangs about him even in his male form. But he doesn’t flaunt it. It is almost hidden away, like his long hair. I smile, thinking of his hands. They are Julia’s hands, but they move a bit different.  
 
    Julia’s hands, her cool dry fingers. They have been all over my face, just Friday evening. I thought I might never wash my face again after that. I went to bed on Friday night with the scent of her moisturizer cream still on me, like a little bit of Julia’s charmed atmosphere, trapped and treasured, all for myself. But then I woke up with raccoon eyes, and I finally, grudgingly, splashed some water and soap on my face. I like to imagine there is still the faintest hint of a black shadow around my eyes, but it’s not something that the men here would notice.  
 
    Men! 
 
    So Julia is also a man. Or is she? I am not so sure of it. There is so much that is female in Julian that it is hard to say who’s what. Maybe Julian is a woman. The exact anatomical facts appear rather secondary, in this case. 
 
    Julian … he does look like a man (although a very, very pretty man), yet sometimes, maybe a moment of distraction, something of Julia shines through, in the way he crosses his legs when sitting on the sofa, or the languorous way he holds a cigarette, and the graceful motion with which he pushes a loose strand of hair away from his eyes. There is a restful suppleness about the way he moves that is definitely not wholly male. 
 
    And quite at odds with the perfectly appalling crunching crash that brings me abruptly back to the lathe.  
 
    While I was daydreaming of Julia/n’s hands, eyes and freckles, the advancing tool smashed into the thick uncut section of the raw steel bar. All the music is a-jangle. The motor whines in distress, the workpiece shrieks in agony, and the carbide insert has cracked right out of its clamp, while the tool itself butts helplessly against the thick shoulder of uncut steel, screaming in red-hot pain. I have a hideous moment of panic before I recover my wits, hastily roll the tool post back, and stop the lathe. Too late to save the workpiece, and probably too late to save the tool, too. I look at the disaster completely abashed. Christ on a stick, it’s a miracle I didn’t run the tool post right into the chuck.  
 
    I am shaking all over with the shock.  
 
    I forgot that turning is not like welding. My brain needs to be engaged at all times. Oh, Julia/n, what a mess. And I must wait until Friday before I see you again. It’s going to be a long week. 
 
    **** 
 
    Julian 
 
    Julian hurried up the crowded stairs with his shoulder-bag slapping against his sharp hip bone at every step. There are times when a pretty, androgynous, willowy frame is just, well, a bloody pain in the ass, he thought surly.  
 
    He was late for class, something he would normally roast a student for. In a teacher it was downright disgraceful, but he always did the stairs, at work or at home, when he was not en femme. It was part of his attempt to keep himself in half-decent shape despite the chain-smoking. 
 
    It had been a difficult morning since the very start.  
 
    He had been in a bit of a nervous state since Friday night. He wished he could blame the execrable performance of the singer at the bar. It was something to put a man of taste out of humor for a week at least. But truth be told, he had rarely enjoyed a jazz night so much. 
 
    Nina had been enchanting. She was so diffident that it was difficult to get her to talk, but when she did, she had a wickedly sharp sense of humor. She had admitted to being completely ignorant of jazz music, or any music in fact, although she liked to listen to the radio, and had a pretty fine ear.  
 
    “He sounds like a basset-hound having stomach cramps at the bottom of a well,” she had said, unexpectedly and accurately, about the singer’s appalling voice, sending Julia in a fit of helpless laughter.  
 
    Julian lived among words (and music of course), and a quirky, effective turn of phrase was as charming to him as a pair of pretty eyes. 
 
    Nina. She was dressed like a girl for once, and a rather pretty one at that, although a weirdly boyish girl, with that cropped head of hers. She didn’t sit or walk like a girl either, even if the heels had lent a slightly unsteady grace to her stride. Part of Julia wanted to point this out, teach her to sit pretty, flaunt her stuff a little. But Julian had shushed her. It was a lot for Nina to be out like this. Pointing out the way she moved or sat would just make her uncomfortably self-conscious. There was no hurry. She’d come ‘round to it, in time. Or not.  
 
    And did it matter? Nina didn’t need to pass. She was a girl, after all. Maybe she didn’t even want to pass for one, not really. It was hard to tell. It was hard to figure out what Nina really was or what she wanted to be. There was a lot of the tomboy in her, which came out even (especially?) when she was made up and dressed all pretty. Julian didn’t think that she wanted to be really “girly”. She just wanted to come out of hiding, out of those self-effacing oversized clothes, and everything that went with them. The heels, the makeup, the sparkly scarf, were an experiment. What she wanted was to find out, by trial and error, what and who she really was. Or what she could be, given half a chance. By now, Julian was rather curious to find out as well. 
 
    Nina … she had a wildness about her. She was fiercely proud of her metal-work, as well she should be. Julian had a troubling feeling that the beautiful silvery sphere was not just a present, but also a subtle reproach for Julia’s doubtful reaction to her choice of job. She had wanted Julia to know that she was not a mere manual worker, but a fine crafts-(wo)man, an artist. A part of her had been hurt and damaged, but another side of her had preserved a peculiar sort of somber, quiet strength, capable of defending her beautiful dreams, despite her discouraging situation.  
 
    And then, and then. 
 
    “Whatever you choose to be, it’s perfect for me,” she had said, and that sentence kept running in Julian’s mind like a refrain, a chorus that gets into your ear and you can’t shake off, like an ABBA song.  
 
    Truth be told, he had never heard such beautiful words in his life. He was in a flutter of excitement, which was why he had spent all of the early morning dropping things on his own feet, mislaying socks and keys, forgetting books and notes, and stumbling around the apartment on any blasted thing that happened to lie on the floor. He had had to go back to the flat twice to fetch forgotten items, which was why he was so abysmally late now. 
 
    He had spent the weekend marking student papers and working on his own, but his mind kept running in circles, backtracking to that delightful sentence. “Whatever you choose to be, it’s perfect for me.” 
 
    Julian emerged from the stairs, ran along an infinite corridor, dodging students as he went (if I am late, these guys will be even later, lazy bastards!) plunged headfirst through the classroom door and forged to the desk without looking right or left. He didn’t think he could stomach his students’ reproachful or amused looks right now. He slammed his bag on the desk, shrugged out of his coat and tossed it on the chair, gave the waiting faces a curt nod of acknowledgement, shushed a questioning student with one fierce, withering look, and started writing on the blackboard. Today he was talking in an introductory, general way about the great Romantic poets, so he split the board in six fields, and headed each field with a name, Blake (in a black marker) Coleridge, Wordsworth (in a blue marker), and Keats, Shelley, Byron (in a green marker). 
 
    How handy to have colored markers. We never had those before, he thought, but without paying too much attention to it. Lectures were moved from classroom to classroom so often that most of the time he didn’t even know for sure if he would find a blackboard. 
 
    He would face the class and start talking in a moment, but he always found that a good first visual breakdown of a lesson made a good, impressive start and gave his students time to sort out their pens and papers, and some idea of how to organize their notes.  
 
    Finally, he turned around, steepling his long fingers in front of his chest in a gesture that was usual to him whenever he tried to concentrate and collect his thoughts. 
 
    “To see a world in a grain of sand, 
 
    And heaven in a wild flower, 
 
    Hold infinity in the palm of your hand, 
 
    And eternity in an hour,” he declaimed, in his clear, carrying classroom voice, which was a pretty tolerable tenor, quite different from his low, slightly raspy “private” voice. 
 
    He had hardly finished the last line, when the pesky questioning boy of a minute ago caught his eye again. Mouth open, a hand raised halfway, the very picture of a nuisance waiting to happen. He didn’t even know who the hell this fellow was.  
 
    “Do I know you? Are you new?” he asked, coming down rather grudgingly from his lofty poetic start. He was civil, but none too warm. He was absolutely not in the mood to be interrupted before the lecture had even begun. 
 
    “Er, no. And no. Are you?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” asked Julian, “Ex-cu-se me?” he repeated for greater emphasis, glaring at the insufferable, grinning youth. He was a friendly enough professor to his students, but not one to be made game of. If you are not new, where the heck do you pop up from, and what the hell are you doing in my class? 
 
    That was when he noticed that actually none of the students in front of him looked even remotely familiar. Not to mention those posters on the walls… 
 
    “Er…” he said, with a cold feeling worming its way in the pit of his stomach. “Er…” Jesus Christ, what class is this? Where the fuck am I? 
 
    And then the classroom door banged open and a short, bald, vastly overweight fellow of about fifty-five bounced like a basketball down the steps to the desk, spreading cheerful apologies right and left and smiling like a particularly happy golden retriever to every girl in the room. He stopped a yard short of Julian, peered myopically at the blackboard and then back at Julian, and then back to the blackboard again. 
 
    “Blake and Coleridge, is it? And Wordsworth? My, my. Keats, Shelley, and Byron as well. I’ll be damned. The whole shooting match.” His gaze settled back on Julian. “What’s your name, lassie?” he asked, with more than a touch of wicked relish. 
 
    Lassie? Did he just call me lassie? thought Julian, incredulous. In front of the whole class?  
 
    He was too shocked to respond. He stood there staring like a traffic light, aghast, while sniggers started to erupt all over the room. For an excruciating minute he wondered if, distracted as he had been in the morning, he had slapped on some lipstick or a touch of mascara before rushing out. He surreptitiously checked his fingernails to see if they were still painted. Holy shit, it’s definitely time that I get myself a proper haircut and buy a wig for Julia! 
 
    “Look, darling,” said the unstoppable fat professor, with a perfectly impish grin, “this is a Physics class. Physics? You know Physics? We mostly do it with numbers. I think you want to be upstairs, not here. Same general layout, I know, but one floor up. The fifth floor.” 
 
     He showed five with his pudgy left hand, and pointed his fat right forefinger to the ceiling, in case Julian’s befuddled, unmathematical mind could not fully grasp the concept of up and down, or the enormity of such a number. “Upstairs. That’s where they do this poetry stuff, poor suckers. I can have one of my students show you the way. The building can be very confusing to the literary minds. Or so I’m told. I wouldn’t know. I worked here for twenty years and never got in the wrong classroom. Or the wrong floor entirely, for that matter. That’s cute though, really. I like you,” he actually patted Julian affectionately on the arm at this point. “Nothing like some comical relief to start the week on a good note, eh? Do you think you can wipe the board before going, dove? I’m not sure I can reach that high.” 
 
    Julian was too genuinely well-bred to grumble even at that. He sheepishly cleaned the blackboard, collected his bag and coat in silence, and stole away towards the door with as much dignity as one in his position could expect to keep (precious little). Barely restrained hilarity followed him.  
 
    Splendid. Jesus Christ! So, what, I meet a girl, and can’t even find my way to my own classroom anymore? What am I, sixteen years old? 
 
    This time he made his way to the lift. He meant to check on his face in a mirror, in case he was still wearing fake lashes, unbeknownst to him. In the state I am, I would not even exclude that I am wearing a pair of boobs. 
 
    There was nothing of Julia about him that he could see. All right there aren’t many professors of English Literature going around with long hair around here, but even so, that fellow must be unusually perceptive, and he sure as hell has a beastly cutting sense of humor, the brute. Despite himself, Julian found himself grinning. Lassie. Indeed, he thought, and he almost burst out laughing.  
 
    Before the lift had reached the fifth floor, he had made up his mind to call on Nina that same evening. I’ll be damned if I wait ‘til Friday before I see her again. 
 
    **** 
 
    Nina 
 
    It’s been a brutal day, hardly improving after my disaster on the lathe, and when I enter the flat, I think I might gag. The TV is on, very loud. Something like a tornado must have hit the kitchen, which I had left almost immaculate in the morning. There is a lingering smell of burnt cheese. 
 
    I spend more time than usual under the shower, scrubbing myself until my skin hurts. There is just no way to feel clean in this flat anymore. I shave my legs, and then on a whim, I shave absolutely everything except my head. Who knows, maybe I’ll let my hair grow out a little, just a little. To go with my raccoon eyes, next time Julia feels like transfiguring me. 
 
    Outside the shower, instead of my usual pajama and big t-shirt, I rummage into bags and boxes until I find a pair of black leggings and a grey t-shirt. It’s woman-shaped and skinny. I pass the living room door very quickly. I don’t want to talk about it with the pudding. 
 
    I see what’s left in the fridge. Not a lot. It’s instant noodle snack or pizza. I chuck a pizza in the oven. The TV is so loud that the oven’s panting is completely hidden. I almost wish she were on the phone, talking about her bowels. It might be marginally quieter. When the cheese on the pizza starts to run and bubble I take it out, and drop it in a dish. It’s hot, and vaguely foodish, and I am starving by now. If I eat very quick, I might be able to swallow almost half of it before the pudding makes her way from the sofa to the kitchen. 
 
    I am on the point of biting into the first slice when the doorbell buzzes.  
 
    “What now?” I cry, unnerved.  
 
   
  
 

 The doorbell ringing is a pretty unusual occurrence. It’s part of the natural pig-headedness of things that it would ring while I try to eat a bite of dinner.  
 
    Sometimes Abbie drops in a minute to have a chat with the pudding, or me, if I am around. It must be Abbie’s way to keep an eye on everything that goes on in the building, because nobody could possibly enjoy talking to the pudding. There is always a colonoscopy, or something even more gruesome she can throw at you if you try to have a conversation. Sometimes it is one of the older neighbors who comes over. They are about twenty years older than she is, but they love to sit together, exchanging every minute, grisly detail of their health worries, real or imaginary. I don’t think that either interlocutor listens much to the other. And there’s the pudding’s sisters and brothers-in-law, but they would ring from downstairs. 
 
    I hesitate. Leaving the pizza unsupervised means losing my dinner, and I’m hungry, damn it. If the pudding has visitors, she might as well open the door. “Can you open the door, Mother?” I yell over the blare of the TV. There is no answer. 
 
    Ah, screw it. I stomp to the front door with the pizza dish balanced on my hand, ready to give Abbie, or whoever it might be, an earful about interrupting working people when they finally get to sit down to their dinner. 
 
    When I open the door, I almost drop the dish. It takes some acrobatics to save it. 
 
    “Er … are you going to throw that in my face? You have that sort of look about you.”  
 
    Julia is wearing dark brown suede boots, nude colored stockings, a black skirt, which reaches just below her knee, but is split so far that half her skinny thigh is visible, and a pearly-grey, knitted, sleeveless turtle-neck top. Her eyes are done in a bit of black eyeliner and just a hint of pale grey-blue eyeshadow. Her eyes are, most of all, smiling. 
 
    I grin. “Sorry. I wasn’t expecting you. I didn’t mean to threaten you with a frozen pizza. I just don’t like to leave my dinner lying about.” 
 
    She gives me this perplexed look, but she doesn’t comment, for which I am grateful, all things considered. When she leans forward to kiss me on both cheeks, I almost fall backwards into my hallway, senseless. Well, friendly, polite people kiss on both cheeks when they meet, that’s what they do. There is no need to infer anything from it.  
 
    But we never kissed before, not even last Friday, when I retrieved my pajama and t-shirt from her flat before going off to bed in my own. I return the kisses almost automatically, the pizza between us like a jealous chaperone. I am too stunned to even savor the softness of her cheek against my cheek, but I do notice that for a second I am inside her enchanted private atmosphere, her washing powder (which is different from mine), moisturizer, cigarette smoke, her incredible perfume. Her hair is like a cascade of silk and feathers as it brushes against my cheek. 
 
    “Why don’t you take your dinner with you to my place? I will throw in a bottle of wine. Unless you are eating together with… Am I interrupting? I am sorry.” 
 
    I blink. Did she just invite me to her place this very evening? Did she? 
 
    “Er … sure. No, I am eating alone. Whenever I manage, that is. It’s just a frozen pizza, but we can share it, if you are that desperate.” 
 
    She shoots me that mischievous grin of her. 
 
    “I have had dinner. But nobody to share it with, which was sad.”  
 
    I am on the point of telling her how I envy her, but I doubt she has ever eaten with anyone like my mother.  
 
    And right on cue, “Nina! Nina? Who’s there? Why don’t you bring them in? And did you make pizza?” the pudding is screeching at the top of her voice to make herself heard over the TV. 
 
    I stare at Julia in horror. The thought of spotless, impeccable Julia in her split skirt and high boots in that room makes my stomach turn. 
 
    “Never mind,” I say hastily. “You don’t need to come in, really. I’ll just fetch some socks. Can you hold my pizza, please?” 
 
    I leave her standing in the door, with a pizza in her hands and somewhat baffled look on her face. 
 
    “Nina!” shouts the pudding as I pass the door of the living room. She is still lounging sideways on the sofa. I suddenly have an image in my head of Jabba the Hutt. “Did you make pizza?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother. It is my dinner, you know?” 
 
    “Who’s at the door? What do they want? Why don’t they come in? Must I always get up myself?” 
 
    “It’s a friend of mine. You don’t need to bother about it. Don’t get up.”  
 
    “Friend? What friend? Nina? Nina! Hey!” 
 
    I am in my room by then already pulling woolen socks on my feet, and scooping up my keys on the way out. 
 
    “Nina! Nina! What about my dinner? Are you going out again? Nina? Nina? I don’t want you to go out! What am I going to eat?” 
 
    “Cook! You know how it’s done!” I shout behind me before closing the front door. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I say to Julia, relieving her of the pizza. It is just wrong to see her graceful, exquisite figure standing there holding something as mundane as a cheap frozen pizza. 
 
    “It’s ok. Is the TV always that loud in there?” 
 
    I shrug. “Sometimes it’s worse.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ. Sorry, I really should not comment. It’s none of my business. Shockingly rude, I apologize.” 
 
    “Oh, no need to stand on ceremony. It’s a madhouse. I know. I just can’t keep on top of things anymore. I am out almost twelve hours a day for work and stuff. I spend the weekends cleaning and doing dishes, and laundry. And by Monday evening, it’s all a mess again.” 
 
    We are in her flat by then. 
 
    There is a tiny table in her small kitchen, enough for two persons to sit and eat, if they don’t mind being very intimate. I don’t mind. My pizza seems immense, on this table. A vast field of tomato and mozzarella between me and her. Suddenly I am sick of frozen pizza. I wonder if Julia cooks real food, what she likes to eat, how it would be to cook with her, and eat with her every evening, without worrying that my next mouthful of food will be snatched from under my nose. 
 
     “Eat while it’s warm,” she says. “Is it still warm? Should I run it in the microwave a minute?” 
 
    “Yes, no, I mean, it’s fine, don’t worry.”  
 
    Only someone as lithe and divinely poised as Julia could possibly move around me in this kitchen without knocking anything over. She puts a clean glass in front of me, and opens a bottle of red with practiced gestures. 
 
    “Let’s be dogs, and just drink. It can breathe in our belly,” she says. We bump glasses and drink. 
 
    “Nina, you need to get help. For your mother. You cannot live like that forever. She is not that old. What are you going to do? Waste the rest of your life away cleaning after her? You have a right to your own existence.” 
 
    I spread my hands helplessly. I wish I could explain to her how an Italian family works. Not very well, I suppose. But I am stuck with it. It occurs to me, while I ponder over my cooling pizza, that an Italian family is designed like a trap, a cunning machine with a sweet bait and steel jaws, from which children can never escape, at least not without chewing their own legs off in the process. 
 
    “I don’t know what to do about it. She has a pension of sorts. And the flat. I suppose I could walk out, technically. She wouldn’t starve. She’ll probably drown in candy wrappers eventually, but she would not starve. But. I don’t know. I don’t even know where to start. You don’t understand. You can’t just leave an Italian family. Even one as dysfunctional as mine. They would never understand. They would make it look like I’m evil or something. That I owe her everything, because she’s my mother, and I am a bitch for leaving her alone. Like I am abandoning an invalid. Which she isn’t. Not really.” 
 
    Julia looks at me with those piercing eyes. Suddenly I wish we were talking about something else, anything. I want to be with Julia, not think about my dirty flat, or the Hutt on the sofa. Julia seems to divine my thoughts. She puts out a hand across the tiny table to squeeze my arm, and drinks on in silence for a minute. She lights herself a cigarette, turning her chair sideways, so that most of the smoke floats away towards the living room instead of towards me. She crosses her endless legs, and the slit in her skirt opens to reveal the silky length of her thighs.  
 
    “I do understand, actually. I had my own sort of break-up with my family. Years ago. They didn’t readily accept … what I am, you know? Well, I could have kept lying and hiding, but I just could not bear it anymore. I was sick of sneaking around my own flat, running to change every time they rang the doorbell, that sort of thing. When I came out to them … Jesus. You’d think I’d murdered their firstborn son. I suppose that’s exactly what I did, in their opinion. Story of my life. So I walked out on them. Metaphorically speaking. I was already living on my own. But, you know. I thought it would be forever. That I’d never see them again. It was not easy. Even if at that moment I hated them. Well, they came ‘round eventually. More or less. Some of them more than others. I know it isn’t easy, honey. I know. They will be angry with you for a while and say stuff behind your back, and hiss and spit. But you don’t need to stay there and listen to it, you know? And really, is it so important what they think of you that you will waste your life because of it? Eventually they will get over it. You need to get out of there, sweetheart, and just start living your life and being yourself.” 
 
    Myself. And what am I? I look at Julia, taken aback from this sudden flood of confidence. 
 
    “I am not even sure what I am … or what you are,” I say in a small voice. It’s not a very clever comment. But it’s the only honest thing I could say. 
 
    She gives a small snort of laughter. “Some days I don’t know either. But I do appreciate having the freedom to find out.” 
 
    “Would you like to be a woman, like, forever? Like, well, for real?” I ask awkwardly. I immediately feel that this is not the right way to say it—I know that Julia is perfectly real already—but I don’t know the right words for discussing this. I hope she understands this. I hope she can forgive the poor choice of words. 
 
    She doesn’t seem to be offended or upset. She carefully blows a perfect smoke ring towards the living room before answering. I thought that only hobbits, dwarves, and wizards did that, and I stare at her beautiful lips in awe. Oh, the temptation. My, my. How can I resist? 
 
    “It’s not as if I haven’t thought about it,” she says slowly, watching her smoke ring float away, completely unaware of the turmoil she’s thrown me in. “I can’t honestly say that I am much of a man, am I?” 
 
    I shake my head forcefully, then realize my gesture might be misinterpreted, but before I can open my mouth to talk, she laughs and pats my hand across the table. “It’s ok, don’t sweat it. No, but the truth is, I don’t hate being a man. I don’t feel especially misplaced in my body. I don’t feel all angsty and miserable if I need to wear a suit to work once in a while. I get along with my private parts reasonably well, as long as they stay where I put them and don’t make a nuisance of themselves. I don’t think I need or want a surgeon to make me a real woman. But I do need to be a woman, from time to time, sometimes more often, sometimes less. If I have to be a man all the time I become fantastically stroppy. You have no idea.” 
 
    I smile at her. I am relieved that she can talk about this with a dash of her customary dry humor. I wouldn’t know how to handle it, else. 
 
    “I think you are the most beautiful woman that I’ve ever met. I don’t mind you being a woman as often as you like,” I whisper. 
 
    She smiles again, a slower, sweeter smile. 
 
    “I know. I noticed. Do you mind me being a man?” 
 
    “No. I like you just the way you are.” 
 
    She smiles that strange, slightly stunned smile I have seen on Julian once or twice before. I know that my heart will break if I can’t hold her hand. I yearn for her. I have yearned for her so long that it hurts. So I take her hand. I have never done anything so bold in my life. 
 
    She weaves her long fingers into mine and squeezes gently. 
 
    “I thought that maybe you just liked girls,” she says almost shyly. 
 
    I shake my head again. 
 
    “I don’t like girls. Or boys. As such.” As a matter of fact, I don’t think I really ever liked anyone until I met you. “I don’t know. Boy, girl. All this fuss about it. Doesn’t it seem like very much a first world problem? When I look around at the couples I know … it’s pretty gruesome. It seems to me, that if I found somebody who was so very kind as to really love me the way I am, I wouldn’t be bothered what they have between their legs. It would seem like counting the proverbial horse’s teeth, you know? I mean. If someone really loves you, that’s the greatest gift, isn’t it? And as for the, ahem, ins and outs of it, well, I am not a plumber. I am an artist, of sorts. There is some margin for creativity in my life.” 
 
    Julia looks at me with a bemused smile, which slowly breaks into soft laughter. 
 
    “You are one of a kind, you know that?” 
 
    “I suppose I am, yes.” 
 
    She squeezes my hand again, with a tenderness that makes me want to go, and hug her there and then. 
 
    “What do you say we go see a movie, one of these evenings? Before Friday, why not? We won’t be that late.” She smiles at me playfully, and I could just sit here, drowning in that smile. Until tomorrow. Until Friday night. Until kingdom come. 
 
    **** 
 
    When I get back home, I am wearing a fantastic makeup, pale skin, and Egyptian eyes, with smoky shadows and sparkling depths around long, black lashes. This is not Julia’s work. After some trial and error, under her instructions and encouragement, this is my own doing. It’s a bit theatrical, we both agreed, and not something I’d really wear out and about except on Halloween, but it was fun to experiment. Julia said I have an artist’s true touch. 
 
    As I pass by the kitchen I almost have a heart attack. The pudding is sitting at the kitchen table. Waiting up for me. That can’t be good.  
 
    Our kitchen is larger than Julia’s, and the table is a real kitchen table, but even so, it is dwarfed by the pudding’s overflowing shape, sitting there with her elbows planted wide apart and a scowl on her face. 
 
    Her eyes have taken on a permanent lowering look in the last few years, like she’s perpetually brooding on the wrongs that the world has visited on her.  
 
    “I told you not to go out. You left me alone at home all evening.” 
 
    “It’s not as if we keep each other that much company, do we? You just watch the TV. What difference does it make if I am in my room or six doors up the corridor? And you can hardly be starving. The fridge is empty. Again!” 
 
    “So what? I still have a right to have my dinner. And you should be here. I have a right to…” 
 
    “I have a right to eat a meal in peace once a day! I work forty-five hours a week! I have a right to see my friends! You don’t own me, you get it? You get it!” 
 
    I realize with horror that I am shouting. I close my mouth with a click. There has been enough shouting in this flat already.  
 
    Her head is shaking from side to side in the demented gesture she makes when shedding any argument I make like a dog sheds water. 
 
    “I am your mother. I took care of you, and now you must…” 
 
    “You did what? You took care of me? Oh, and when was that, pray? It must have been when I was not in the house, because sure as hell I don’t remember witnessing it!” 
 
    “I put you in this world, didn’t I? Didn’t I?” 
 
    “By mistake! As you remind me every fucking day!” 
 
    She pretends, briefly, to be shocked by the language, but then her mind is already wandering off to more pressing topics. 
 
    “We need more food. Bread and ice cream. You will have to get some shopping done tomorrow, before work.” 
 
    “No, to tell you the truth, I don’t think I have to do any such thing. You know the way to the shops. You have nothing better to do all day. Do you good to go out a little, walk a bit. Good night!” 
 
    “Nina! I am not done. There’s something else we have to talk about!” 
 
    I am walking down the corridor to my room. I don’t care to hear the rest. But the voice pursues me, full of a false tremulous horror. 
 
    “Nina, that friend of yours, that Julia. I don’t want you to see her anymore. She’s an unnatural cat. We don’t mix with those people.” 
 
    I give a small hysteric laugh at that. I can either laugh or start shouting in earnest. I walk back to the kitchen ready to strike her. I am absolutely ready to punch her, or draw the cut of my hand down on the side of her face and wipe that scowl from her ugly mug forever. It would be so simple, so final, so well deserved. I can see why her husband hit her. She seems to beg for it. I am shaking with a black rage. 
 
    I close my eyes, and take a deep breath. 
 
    You never get away from violence, do you? It lurks inside of you, even when you think you got over it. It’s like a half forgotten native language. When you lose control that is the language you curse with. The only way you know how to discuss things. And here I am, ready to strike, and punch and break things, like he used to do, to her, and to me as well. Violent parents teach violence to their children. And the wheel turns, and the cycle keeps repeating.  
 
    I grip the doorframe with both hands, to keep track of where they are. I don’t want to lose control of them like I lost control of my voice a minute ago. I don’t want to be the person that thought those thoughts. I draw a deep breath and think of Julia’s calm, clean flat. Happy place. Happy place. Happy place. 
 
    “What do you even know about Julia?” I say slowly, coldly. “You never get out of your hole. You have never even seen her.” 
 
    “I hear things. Il signor Ragona told me a good deal. She’s a … oh, I dare not even say it. Una nurzia, sai? A bad woman. Girls should go out with boys, not other girls. She’s putting ideas in your head, too. All these clothes and shoes. And the way your face is painted.” 
 
    I burst out laughing. It’s just too good. “You think Julia is a lesbian, Mother?” I have absolutely no idea what on earth a nurzia is supposed to be. When she speaks the old dialect, it’s like Arabic to me. But her drift is clear enough. It is just too ironic. It is a testament to the absurdity of my mother’s mind processes that she never worried about me being a lesbian when I went around in oversized man-clothes, but now that I am wearing something nice, she suddenly comes up with this idea. Just because I have a female friend. Sort of. 
 
    “You don’t need to use that language. She is a wrong ‘un. That’s what she is. And she’s dressing you and painting you like, well, I can’t even say it.” 
 
    “Julia isn’t dressing me like anything. Nor she is painting me. I am not a doll. These are Lizzie’s clothes and shoes. My friend from school, remember?” 
 
    “Yes, but surely you don’t need to wear them? You never used to wear such stuff before. You should give them away. There’s charities and shops. They are not your style. They make you look like, like a, una sgualdrina. E una sgualdrina brutta at that.” 
 
    Sgualdrina brutta, is it? That much Italian I know. An ugly whore. Why, thank you, Mother. Ever so kind.  
 
    I hold on tighter to the doorframe. 
 
    “You don’t have the looks for those things,” she goes on, oblivious. “You walk like a truck driver. You look half like a boy. You are not pretty. You look better in your own clothes, where nobody can see a thing. You always wore them before.” 
 
    I laugh again, although it’s a laugh so sharp and hard that you could bottle acid in it. “And why is that? Why is it that I have spent my life hiding? What would you know what my style is? I did nothing but trying to disappear in this house! I never had a style! What do you know, maybe I want to find one! And what do you know what a whore looks like? Did you work on the street for a while, maybe? Or did your husband bring one home from time to time?” 
 
    I am on a roll by now. I don’t think I could stop if I tried. Letting out all this bottled anger is like running downhill. I can’t stop until I crash. Just hearing Julia’s revered, beloved name mumbled by that shapeless, sagging mouth makes me gag. And I am tired of being told how ugly I am by a Hutt in a food-stained nightgown.  
 
    She gapes at me, inhaling loudly. 
 
    “You will not talk about your father like that.” 
 
    “I will talk about your husband any fucking way I want.” We have come to that point of an Italian argument where nobody wants to take responsibility for the connection with an embarrassing relative. Your husband, your father. “God knows I earned the right to talk about him as I please! Or have you forgotten the things he did? To me as well as you? You, however, will not talk about Julia again in my hearing. Say one unkind thing about her, and you’ll never, ever see me again, is that clear? You will have to sort out your cleaning, and your shopping, and your dishing, and your laundry, and your cooking by yourself, until the day you kick the bucket alone on that sofa!” 
 
    “You are as unnatural as she is!” 
 
    I grip the doorframe harder. Its sharp wooden edge is cutting into my palms. 
 
    “Yes. We are two peas in a pod, Julia and I. Get over it.” 
 
    I turn, and go to bed. Sleep won’t come for a long time tonight. The anger is like barbed wire in my stomach, clawing at me from the inside. There’s bits of me that are shredded, bleeding, burning. 
 
    **** 
 
    It is almost morning when I finally fall asleep, and then the old nightmare comes again. Even as I sleep, I know it is a nightmare, and yet my heart is beating hard and fast into my pounding chest. I know that that is not a dream. As a child, my heart always beat like that, when my father was in one of his drunken furies. I know that if I don’t wake up soon I may die of this. 
 
    From the other room come raised voices, and the sound of smashing things. He may not come in my room, not tonight, not tonight I pray. But then again, he may. A bump harder than any other shakes the thin partition wall, and I curl as far under the bed as I can crawl, shaking. He will come in, I am sure now, he will. I can hear Mother sobbing, and shouting, and his raucous voice, more a bear-growl than a voice, incoherent with rage and whisky. It is a mystery how the neighbors put up with all the noise. A rising blackness of terror is filling my lungs like incoming waters, and my face and back are drenched in sweat. I try hard not to whimper. I try hard not to exist. If I am nothing, I can’t be hurt again. If I disappear, he will not find me. 
 
    And then something like a slight quake shakes the bed itself. 
 
    I try to scream, but my mouth is paralyzed. I know he has come in, he is in the room, now he's going to pull me out, and he will hit me and hit me and hit me. But instead of the yank on the blankets, the groping hand under the bed, the rough voice, the stink of spirits, there is a rush, a murmur, like a tree in the wind, and a ray of pale light filters under the edge of the bed, together with the ozone smell of a stormy wind, or of a welder’s searing blue flame.  
 
    This is new. The nightmare never did this before. 
 
    I know that someone, something, is in the room with me, but it is not my father. All my senses tense and strain, and I am still waiting for a blow, not daring yet to hope that the neighbors have come, have called the police, have broken through the door, have come to save me.  
 
    Please save me, save me, save me, I pray. 
 
    Then in the strange way things happen in dreams, the bed is gone, or maybe I am on the bed. 
 
    “Don't be afraid,” says a voice I didn’t know as a child, a beautiful, very quiet, husky voice.  
 
    But I know that voice now. I look up. 
 
    It is an angel.  
 
    A tall, incredibly tall, straight, willowy figure with endless legs. A light shines through its skin, almost blinding me after all the darkness. Its wings are huge. They rise high up behind its shoulders and then sweep down again, long feathers brushing the floor behind it, like a trailing cloak. The wings are too large for my dingy little room, and are a bit askew, pressed awkwardly between the wardrobe and the chest of drawers. The feathers are a glimmering, iridescent white, like the inside of a shell. Even now, a rush and a soft whine come from them all the time. It is the sound of the air in a swan's feathers when he is flying hard and fast. Even when the angel is still, a wind not quite of this world is singing in its wings. 
 
    The angel looks down on me, stooping like a tall, gleaming white cloud. Its face is lean and sharp, but with a sweetness to it, too. It’s Julian’s face, and Julia’s, both.  
 
    It is neither male nor female, but poised exactly halfway between the two.  
 
    It is heartbreakingly beautiful.  
 
    “Don't be afraid,” repeats the angel, and gives me its hand. It is hot, smooth, and dry. It shines, so that my own child-hand looks dark like a stone when I lay it in its palm. Then, as if the heat of the angel’s hand has ignited something in me, I can see the light, filtered red, glowing through my own skin. I am aglow with the angel’s own light. 
 
    Suddenly I am not afraid anymore. The raised voices and the thumps still come through the wall, farther off now, as if the wall has grown thicker. I am not afraid anymore, but I cannot not quite ignore them. Walls have always been too thin, in my life. The angel looks at me with burning, burning, green eyes, and one of its vast wings unfolds, its long flight feathers catching on the corner of the wardrobe, then snapping free one by one, and as it leans forward, laying an elbow on its knee, and its chin in its palm, the wing comes to rest over and around me like a cloak of whispering leaves, warm and soft as goose down, but with sinew underneath the softness. The rushing whispering wind of the angel’s wing drowns out everything. The voices, the thumps, the fear. Everything is swept away in this gleaming white noise. I close my eyes in the murmuring quiet it has made over me, and, finally, I sleep. 
 
    **** 
 
    Nina 
 
    Wednesday evening. Cinema with Julia. 
 
    I stuck a note on the back of my room’s door, as if I could possibly forget it. I just wanted to write it out. I love to write her name with an enormous, flourishing J. 
 
    I shower, and go through Lizzie’s wardrobe like a truffle dog hunting for buried treasure. Finally, I settle on a black jersey dress that hangs down to my knees. The neckline is picked out with a border of mother-of-pearl sequins. It is a bit much for going to the movies, but when am I ever going to wear it else? I pick up a dark grey pantyhose and the green coat. My boots are at Julia’s of course. I think they like it there. 
 
    “You are not going out again, are you?” whines the pudding as I pad on woolen socks along the passage. 
 
    “Yep. Going to the movies. Don’t wait up for me.” 
 
    Julia is spectacular, in tall tan daim boots, dark stockings, and a black and white knitted dress that barely grazes her knees. A pale brown silk scarf shot with gold sways lazily from her shoulders to her waist. It looks like her mane of brown-blond hair is twice as long as usual. When she kisses me, I close my eyes for a moment when her skin brushes my skin. Her scent is almost familiar by now, and yet still as exotic as a jungle bird.  
 
    “You know where the bathroom is,” she says with a smile. It is really ridiculous that I have to use her bathroom to change and pretty up, but somehow, I can’t imagine going out of my flat in a sequined dress. Changing takes me a minute. Makeup takes a bit longer. Thank God I don’t need to do my hair. It is a cap of short black stubble now. I can’t see my scalp anymore. Maybe I’ll let it grow out to the shortest possible pixie cut. After all, I am not quite a kobold anymore. On the shelf where Julia’s makeup things are, there is also the black and gold bottle of her perfume. I am so very tempted to steal a drop of it, so I can bring some of her magical aura home with me later tonight. But I behave. She’ll think I am a total creep if I do that. I smile to my mysterious, glamorous face in the mirror, and exit the bathroom to retrieve my boots and join Julia. 
 
    “Well, wow!” she breathes, in that husky voice of hers. She is sitting on the sofa, with a smoking cigarette in hand. I shoot her a big grin as I go sit by her to put on my boots.  
 
    “You don’t think it’s a bit overdone to go see a movie?” 
 
    “Not to go see a movie with me. Hell, if I go see a movie, I want the movie to see me. Julian can be as drab as he likes. I am an all or nothing sort of girl.” 
 
    “I noticed,” I say with a smile. 
 
    Later, while we are queuing for tickets, Julia’s tall, elegant figure certainly draws some quick covert glances from people. I guess it doesn’t help that even in heels I stand no taller than her chin, if at all. 
 
    “Well, that is one tall girl,” says a muffled voice behind us in the queue. Julia throws me a look, grinning behind her hand.  
 
    “Every time,” she whispers. “There is always one who has to say it.” 
 
    “Well,” I whisper back, “you got to admit that you are hardly a hobbit maid.” She laughs, and I am just supremely happy to be out and about with her, doing something as normal as going to the movies, and having a laugh at some little nonsense like this. 
 
    As we make our way into the auditorium, I almost lose her in the press at the doors, but she turns and reaches out for me. We make our way to our seats hand in hand. After shedding coats and scarves, we look around. The room is half empty, and we have several vacant seats on every side. Movie trailers and advertisements cast a changeable light on Julia’s pale face. I lean a bit closer to her to talk into her ear over the loud sound system. 
 
    “My mother does not approve of our friendship, you know? She believes you are a lesbian and you will pervert my morals.” 
 
    Julia bursts into a snort of laughter. 
 
    “A lesbian, is it? Well, tell her the truth, then. That will put her mind at ease!” 
 
    We both start laughing helplessly, which draws some curious glances from our closest neighbors. When the advertisements are over and the lights go off for the start of the movie, we both must make an effort to stifle our mirth and be quiet. Every time I think I’ve got it under control, I hear Julia struggling to suppress a chuckle and I begin giggling again.  
 
    As we finally settle down in our seats our elbows bump against each other over the armrest. There is an instant of confusion before Julia draws my hand into the crook of her elbow, so we are sitting with twined arms. I put my head on her shoulder, thinking I’ll just leave it there for the briefest moment, but she eases her long hair out from under my cheek, and slides a bit further down on her seat to accommodate my head better in the long, warm curve of her neck and I know, I know, that I have never been so happy in my life. When her slender hand comes to rest on my cheek, and she turns to lay a kiss on my forehead, I think my heart might burst. I weave my fingers through hers and draw her hand to my lips to kiss them.  
 
    Later, I must admit that I hardly know what the movie was about. 
 
    **** 
 
    Julia 
 
    They were walking towards their building in silence. Julia’s arm was around Nina’s shoulders, and they were both smiling, but the rain pattering loudly on the umbrella made it difficult to have a conversation until they stepped under the portico outside their front door. 
 
    Julia’s head was full of Nina’s new beauty, of her diffident tenderness, of her smile. 
 
    “Why don’t you come in for ten minutes? For a quick drink and a chat?” she asked, as Nina fumbled for her keys. 
 
    “That would be lovely,” Nina said, with a quick glance upwards, as if to check that Julia had really spoken. 
 
    Julia folded her umbrella and put her arm around Nina’s shoulders again as they walked to the lift. She drew the girl closer to her as they waited, and felt Nina’s body relax against hers. In the lift, Julia kissed the top of her head again. Her lips lingered on the yielding, slightly prickly stubble of her hair, relishing that unusual sensation. 
 
    “Will you grow it out a little?” she asked, lightly, lightly, caressing Nina’s head. 
 
    “Maybe. Just a little. I don’t think I want long hair.” 
 
    “No. You really don’t. It’s just a pain in the ass, honestly.” 
 
    Nina smiled, looking up at her, in that terribly endearing way she had. “Is it?” 
 
    “It is. Not a day goes by that I don’t want to get rid of it all. It takes so much looking after. And it’s dreadfully inconvenient. For Julian, you know?” 
 
    Nina shyly stroked the ends of Julia’s mane with her fingertips. 
 
    “Well, Julian will have to lump it,” she said with a rather alarmed look. “It’s so gorgeous. Don’t cut it, please!” 
 
    Julia laughed. “Oh, he will lump it, honey, don’t worry. He always does, in the end, poor darling.” 
 
    The lift groaned to a halt, and Nina took hold of her hand on the way to the apartment door. Julia’s heart fluttered a little. She knew that Nina liked her. But she was not too sure how far she was willing to go with a man in full female kit. Even very tolerant girls usually balked at that. Julia felt on edge and euphoric, and all in all more than a little flustered. She didn’t really know what to expect or what to do. She hated the idea of scaring Nina off with too much initiative. She hated just as much the idea of appearing cold and distant if she did nothing.  
 
    I’ll let her take the first step, I guess. The worst that can happen is that we will have a glass of wine and a nice chat and maybe a little cuddle, before going our separate ways. Hell, I’ve had worse evenings. 
 
    Inside the flat, Julia switched on lights, switched them off again, switched other lights on, trying to achieve something not too obviously brothel-like, but still, just a little bit suggestive that seduction was not entirely off the menu. I am fretting about the lights. Jesus Christ. I am more of a female than I knew. And that’s to say something. 
 
    Finally, she repaired into the kitchen to open a bottle of wine and light a cigarette before she made a complete fool of herself. When she came back to the living room Nina was sitting barefoot on the sofa with her knees folded up under her chin and her arms around her legs. With the short-ish dress she was wearing, that left half of her thighs uncovered, but Julia didn’t think that it was a conscious move. She smiled at her little wildling and put the glasses and bottle down on the table. Her coffee table had remained immaculately neat since Nina had given her the silvery sphere. It was the least one could do. 
 
    She sat by Nina and poured the wine. Neither seemed able to speak, which felt strange and awkward. They clicked their glasses in silence and drank a sip. 
 
    “I am…”  
 
    “I was…” 
 
    They started talking at the same time, as if both had been uneasy in the silence, and they both burst out laughing.  
 
    “Sorry. You first,” said Julia. 
 
    “No, nothing,” said Nina, smiling. She put out a hand and brushed Julia’s arm, tentatively, as if Julia might disappear in a cloud of smoke.  
 
    Julia smiled and caressed her hand, her arm, and then her face, very lightly. Nina’s head bent sideways to lean into her palm, and Julia cupped the back of her skull, to draw her closer. She laid the lightest kiss on her forehead, then on her eyelids—Nina kept her eyes closed, as if entranced—and then down to her cheeks, and the curve of her jaw.  
 
    Only when Nina moved to search for her lips did she allow herself to kiss her mouth, light as a feather. Her lips were very slightly parted, and Julia touched them with the lightest flick of her tongue. They tasted of wine. Julia opened her mouth wider, to invite Nina inside her, if she wanted to come in, and Nina took a deep shuddering breath, as if something had cracked in her soul. Julia caressed the back of her head tenderly, and after a moment Nina’s tongue touched her lips, once, twice, and then slipped between her teeth, to search for her tongue. Julia gave it to her, playfully, lovingly, unreservedly, curling it around Nina’s tongue, tickling it with its tip, sucking on it. When Nina retreated Julia followed her. Nina’s mouth was small and warm. Nina went soft in her arms, melting in her embrace and towards the back of the sofa. 
 
    Julia reached sideways to put her hardly touched wineglass on the table, then took Nina’s glass from her hand and put it away, too. She extinguished the cigarette in her own glass. Nina smiled to her, and Julia kissed her again, deeper. She could feel Nina’s hands shyly exploring her shoulders, her hair, the back of her head. When Nina broke the kiss to lay her face in the curve of her neck, and gently, very gently bite on it, Julia felt the first stirring of an erection and took a deep breath. Not now, please. Not yet. Oh dear. Oh dear. 
 
    **** 
 
    Nina 
 
    Her fingers run along my forearm slowly while she retreats a little from my bite. I hope I have not hurt her. It was just a small bite… I craved for her like one craves for some rare food. Her fingers are warm, full of life on my skin. Long, agile pianist fingers, they seem to play a silent tattoo on my arm. They almost appear to trace a path for me to … where? I look up at her face, trying to read her expression. 
 
    This close, her eyes are a world of colors, jade green edged in malachite, with flecks of copper and gold in them. Liquid stone and floating metal, with a soul.  
 
    She takes a deep breath, like a swimmer before a dive. 
 
    “Would you like to move to the bedroom?” she asks. Her voice has never, never been so soft, so low, so rich. My neck bends sideways like kelp under the sea. Her voice is like a tidal stream that carries me away, and I willingly surrender to it. This is the element I was supposed to be in. All along. All my life, I was coming here, to this, to her. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Her bedroom is dark. She leads me by the hand; she switches a light on. She smiles to me, switches on a different light, a smaller, warmer light. She switches off the first light, and we are left in an orange semi shadow, bathed in fiery tones, almost like candlelight. 
 
    “Come,” she whispers, sitting down on the edge of the bed.  
 
    She reaches out with both her hands, and I take them in mine. Like the first time we touched. I could take off, take flight like a bird in the black sky, away from my absurd life, but not alone, no, never alone any more. With you, my love, my angel, my beautiful, beautiful angel. 
 
    “Oh,” I whisper. “Oh, you are so, so beautiful,”  
 
    She laughs softly, and draws me down into the bed with her. Suddenly I am lying on top of her, and we are kissing and kissing, deep and fast, tightly furled in a choking, breathless embrace. Her tongue is wet and full of texture onto mine, and I suck on it greedily. I want her in my mouth like I never wanted anything in my life. I want all of her, all of her.  
 
    Her hands are reaching under my dress, pulling it up along my thighs and up to my waist. Half eager and half reluctant I break this endless, too-short kiss, and kneel up, my legs straddling her waist, to pull the dress up and over my head.  
 
    “Darling,” she whispers, in my ear, as I emerge. Nothing else, just that, and I shudder all over just at the deep, gritty sound of her voice. Then I almost swoon at the soft touch of her lips on my skin as they move from my ear and down the side of my neck, waking tingling song-lines to my shoulder, a trail of tiny kisses and tinier bites, that makes me sway, and bend in her wake. I am afloat in her arms, afloat in her voice. Her hands brush my naked breasts lightly, and my breath catches in my throat. 
 
    She pushes me away just a little and pulls her legs out from under me, until she can somehow wiggle out of her own dress. She is such a long, lanky creature; it is a long way for a dress to go.  
 
    Out of her dress she has a lily’s skin, etched with black lace. Limned in candlelight, she’s a luminous white-gold, starred with freckles all over. I want to touch her, and I hold back. She’s like a forbidden fruit, to be savored slowly. I will have her, all of her, bite by bite, but not yet, not yet. I just watch her. 
 
    Her black lace bra holds perfect, taut, pointed breasts. Her panties are black satin, with no lace, only the tiniest black bow at the top. They are smooth and narrow, and I am at a loss. I would have expected something of Julian to show at this point, but there’s only Julia in this room. Her stockings are the darkest smoke grey and trimmed with lace again. The lace draws an intricate tattoo on the whiteness of her skin, and I want to follow it with my fingers. But not yet.  
 
    Her stomach is perfectly flat, with not the slightest hint of a belly, not even when she sits. There are pale blue veins running under the white skin, like fine rivers. She is so thin that her ribs ripple under her skin when she moves, which makes me long to hold her, and, somehow, protect her. Tall as she is, I have never felt like that before. I had never realized how fragile she actually is. 
 
    When she leans down to unzip her right boot, I put a hand on her forearm. 
 
    “Please don’t,” I say.  
 
    “Uh?” she looks up with an expression half curious, half questioning. 
 
    “Please don’t take your boots off,” I whisper. Truth is, I cannot imagine Julia without heels, and I don’t want to, not yet, not now. In some strange way, they are part of her, of her identity, of her incredible magnetism.  
 
    She smiles, a spreading smile that melts into quiet laughter, but she complies, and turns to run a booted foot slowly along my thigh. I can hardly breathe as I put a hand on her calf, and caress the daim of her boots. The leather is heavenly soft, but through it I can feel her warmth and the hardness of her shin bone. My hand runs the length of her boot and reaches her stockinged knee. I run the tips of my fingers off the edge of the boot, very slowly. I discover another kind of softness, smoother, slicker than the suede, and even warmer. She is sitting with one leg folded under her and one foot in my lap, leaning backwards on her hands, with a small, slightly hesitant smile. I smile back at her, and gently I push her to lie on her back. As I kneel between her long, long legs, she closes her eyes with a shuddering sigh. I run both hands along her shins and then up, savoring the changing softness of suede and nylon, and then the slight roughness of the lacy band at the top of her stockings.  
 
    And there I stop. I don’t dare touching her naked flesh yet, yet, yet… I feel that my life will be forever split in two.  
 
    The time before I knew Julia’s skin, and the time after. 
 
    I linger in the moment, wishing almost that I could remain like this forever, balanced on the cusp of this piercingly delicious instant. 
 
    My palms and fingers are wrapped around the edge of her stockings, my thumbs stroke the inside of her thighs gently in tiny circles, and she lies quiet, perfectly still, but her chest rises high at every deep breath, and she’s mine now, mine, mine, mine for the taking.  
 
    It is like a deep breath before the plunge, and when I finally dive, I know she’ll swallow me like deep water, that I’ll drown myself in her. 
 
    My hands slowly run over the edge of her stockings (the edge of the world as I knew it) and onto the burning white velvet of her bare skin, up along her lean thighs, and ‘round her long hips and up again, past the sable satin of her panties, to her sides and her flat, hard stomach. 
 
     Every inch of her skin is smooth, silk smooth and warm, an inebriating white softness underpinned by fast, lean limbs, like a magnificent greyhound, like the wind-born Arab mares of Bedouin legend. 
 
    She’s elf, and angel, and woman, and the sylph of my dreams, but she’s real, she’s here with me, for me. I lean over and lay a slow, slow kiss on the hard of her hip, and one on her stomach and then one, the most tender, slowest kiss, at the cusp of her thigh, where the skin is softest and whitest, softer than the softest silk, cream-supple and hot, pulsing with her life’s blood. As my tongue slowly touches this most secret skin of hers, two tears are running down my cheeks. I keep perfectly quiet until the emotion washes over me. I don’t want her to be scared off by the intensity of my feelings. 
 
    **** 
 
    Julia 
 
    Julia was speechless, entranced, euphoric, paralyzed. She felt on the verge of tears and laughter, all at once. 
 
    Julian had had a few girlfriends in the past, tolerant of his quirk, and even sometimes amused by it, but never one who had embraced it so unreservedly. Never one who would make love to Julia, and with such passionate, rapturous tenderness. Nina’s shyness had been shed somewhere in transit between the sofa and the bed. Julia, who usually thought in words or music, could nonetheless almost picture it, as a discarded layer of skin or clothing, lying abandoned in the passage, like the exuviae of a newborn dragonfly. Nina even almost looked like a dragonfly. She was almost as skinny and flat as a boy, with small breasts, lean buttocks, but she had wide, spectacularly well-muscled shoulders for such a skinny little thing. And her large, dark eyes were unreadable, full of emotion, but still guarded.  
 
    I will change that about you, thought Julia. I will teach you that I am nothing to fear. 
 
    And this newly revealed lithe, strong, young woman, this new Nina, was exploring her body with such elated, unrestrained relish. Julia lay back, utterly still, and let Nina find her way around her. She felt, instinctively, that it was the right thing to do, that Nina’s newly discovered self-assurance needed this period of grace, this time out of time, to blossom, or, again like a newborn dragonfly, expand its wings, and fly. It was breathtaking to watch it happen, as was the simple fact of being able to let go, lie back, and just be loved, for once.  
 
    Still, there were pitfalls, slight logistic difficulties to be surmounted. 
 
    When Nina bent her head to kiss the inner corner of Julia’s thigh, where her skin met the edge of her gaff, Julia’s flickering erection stiffened beyond any chance of comfort or control. With her member stuck between her thighs and half strangled by the taut fabric, things were definitely becoming more than a little strained. What was worse, despite the discomfort, all that delightful satin pressing along her whole shaft, made her even harder. There was no going back now. She could not will it away, or hope it would just deflate by itself, not with Nina kneeling semi-naked between her legs. She could feel her member throbbing with surges of hardly restrained bliss, but a bliss that was so akin to pain as to be hardly bearable. She really, really needed to put a hand in there and turn her cock upwards, where it so desperately wanted to go, but she was reluctant to interrupt Nina’s tender, reverent explorations. On top of everything, Julia had enough self-irony and sense of the absurd to feel that she might burst into laughing any moment, despite her growing physical distress, and she really didn’t want to do that to any new lover, least of all one as thin-skinned as this one. 
 
    So when Nina moved slowly up her body, trailing kisses along her belly, up to her navel, and then further, towards her bra, Julia let out a sigh of relief. She felt the slightest, briefest touch of Nina’s thigh on the front of her gaff and, in the overexcited state she was, she feared she might just go overboard there and then. She gasped and closed her eyes, desperately clinging to clarity. When the wave was over, she deftly lowered a hand between their bodies to adjust things. It was touch and go whether even that brief, business-like contact with her own hand would not make a wet mess of things, but somehow, she managed to hang in there and maneuver herself out of that tight spot. It would not be as pretty as before, but, heavens, she was just in time. One more minute of that and I might have wept.  
 
    Mission accomplished, she slowly lay back and relaxed. Suddenly Nina’s tenderness was twice as enthralling as before. Julia put her arms around the girl’s upper body and drew her closer, to elicit a deep kiss. Their noses bumped against each other, and both laughed softly before their lips met and opened, and their tongues entwined again.  
 
    “Darling,” Julia said once more between kisses. She knew how to pitch her low gritty voice just so, and she felt something arch in Nina’s back, a soft, curling wave of pleasure, in response to that one word. 
 
      A beautiful, heartrending love song played in her head all the time, slow and low and unbearably bittersweet, and Julia almost danced to it, rocking Nina tenderly to its elusive music. I could drink you up, all of you, until you fill my soul, my darling, my love. I will never have enough of you, she thought. 
 
    And when Julia said it again, “Darling,” she felt that ripple once more, the slight twist in Nina’s spine, as if something in Nina’s nervous system was wired just for that, just for Julia’s voice.  
 
    **** 
 
    Nina 
 
    She is just so breathtakingly beautiful. Her voice is like a caress on my skin. No, it’s a caress on my very soul. 
 
    I kiss her lips once more. Her lipstick is all over the place by now, so that my exquisite, flawless Julia has a somewhat wild and disheveled look about her. I smile at her before plunging down, towards her white throat, her neck, her shoulders. I cannot believe that all this is mine to kiss and touch now. There is so much of her to explore, and lick and stroke and feel with all of my being. I make my way down along the length of her body, kiss by kiss. The hollow of her throat, where her clavicles meet, is almost as warm as the cusp of her thigh, almost as soft. The skin in the fold of her armpit is even warmer, even softer. She laughs when I lick her there. Maybe she’s a little ticklish, or maybe nobody ever licked her armpits before. But I want to know all of her. 
 
    I follow a lacy edge up and down to the narrow place where her soft, perky breasts meet, and I would like to take off her bra, see her naked. But she puts a hand out and stops my fingers.  
 
    “Leave it, please. Please,” she whispers.  
 
    So I do.  
 
    For a moment, she holds my hand to her lips, while I kiss my way downhill, to the hardness of her ribcage and then down, down again along the middle of her belly, back to her navel, and further down. At the edge of her satin panties, I find that something not quite female has made an appearance. I have no idea where it came from. It was not there a minute ago, and now it is. I just put it down to the unfathomable shape-shifting mystery that Julia is. Wherever it might have come from, her member seems very eager to be part of the action now. I smile at it. It’s peeking out of the black satin just above the dainty silk bow of her panties, looking both incongruous and oddly fetching. When I bend my head to kiss its tip and take it between my lips all of her body writhes in pleasure. I smile again, and gently pull down the edge of her panties.  
 
    It’s not at all easy. 
 
    **** 
 
    Julia 
 
    Ah. It had to come to it soon or late, thought Julia with a sigh. The sigh was half in delight at the blissful creamy warmth of Nina’s lips on her glans, and half regret, that she had to move, and interrupt Nina in mid-kiss, if things were to go anywhere from here.  
 
    That was the thing with a satin gaff. It had no give whatsoever, and held everything so flawlessly in place. Julia loved the look and feel of it, the exquisitely feminine appearance of her figure when she wore it. She had decades of practice at tucking everything away just so, and with a push here, a pull there, the right twist there, and a firm layer of satin over all, she could pass in the tightest pants or leggings without a worry. A good gaff is a girl’s best friend, she always thought. 
 
    But, it has to be said, getting out of it—is—a—real—bitch.  
 
    She needed to tug at it with both hands, and to perform a rather undignified wiggle and jiggle with her hips before the unyielding stuff could be induced to bloody let go of her, and slip past her buttocks.  
 
    If Nina had an opinion about this slightly comical holdup, she mercifully didn’t voice it. On the contrary, she gently took the gaff from her fingers and helped the black satin down along Julia’s long legs, past her stockinged knees and over her boots. Both the smooth silky cloth and Nina’s fingers caressed her legs lightly along the way, both so featherlike that it was almost ticklish. It made Julia shudder with agonizing relish. Goosebumps rose all over her skin, and she spread her legs wide, just as her long imprisoned testicles blossomed back out of their narrow confines within her lower abdomen and in their natural place. Julia closed her eyes and breathed a deep, liberating sigh. Ironically, that very moment, when all pressure was released, was the only time she could almost feel like she had no man-parts at all. Her back arched in pleasure, and she allowed herself to soar into that feeling for a little while before opening her eyes again and smiling at Nina.  
 
    If she thinks this is all really bizarre, she’s hiding it astonishingly well, thought Julia.  
 
    But in fact, Nina didn’t look freaked out at all, just entranced, utterly mesmerized. Julia had never felt so beautiful in her life. Nina’s adoration made her feel like some rare, exotic work of art. 
 
    I could get used to this. I could get used to her.  
 
    Truth is, I never want her to leave. 
 
    **** 
 
    Nina 
 
    It is strange and beautiful, to see her like this, half female, half male. I so love the perfect smoothness of her, even in those parts. She makes even a cock look silky sweet and womanly, somehow. Maybe that is why I have no hesitation whatsoever taking it all the way in my mouth. I have never done this, and I am not quite sure if I know how. But it doesn’t seem to matter. Her body talks to mine, and I don’t need to think or to know. My wet lips run along her shaft down and up and down again, and ‘round her glans, which is smooth and soft and shaped so that my tongue just wants to curl round and round it, and play on the edge of it, and explore the tiny slit in its center. But mostly I want to have her deep in my mouth, the same way I want her tongue when she kisses me. I am sucking at her greedily while my hands caress the inebriating skin of her thighs and hips and down along her stockings to her boots. I want to feel all of her in this moment, all that make her female, and all that makes her male; all that she is and has ever been is precious to me like my life’s own blood.  
 
    And as I run my lips down her length once more she puts a warning hand to my cheek, and holds me. I think I know what she means, but it doesn’t matter. I take her long pale hand into mine and hold it, my fingers entwined in hers, just as her whole body shudders and tenses, and her member erupts in my mouth, hot and salty and again, and then again. She comes with a moan, and another and then another, her husky voice out of all control for once, wild and loud and free, utterly unrestrained.  
 
    I gently caress her thigh as I slowly let go of her member, swallowing her hot semen. Her hand is still twined in mine, her chest still heaving with deep shuddering breaths. After a minute, she gently pulls me up along her body, until she can kiss me. She kisses me deeply, her tongue searching inside me, where a minute ago her member was. 
 
    I lie down flat on her, skin to skin, feeling all of her body along all of my body. For once she does not look so impossibly tall. Our bodies match perfectly, after all. Who would have guessed? I smile with my face pressed in the curve of her neck, and I can feel her smile, too. Something in the way she’s breathing changes, and tells me that she’s almost laughing, softly. Her hand comes to rest on my head in a long, firm caress, and then she turns to plant a slow kiss on my forehead. 
 
    “I love you,” I whisper. “I have loved you since the first time I saw you. I thought you were a goddess. I still do.” 
 
    She really laughs now, but a kind laugh, full of tenderness. When she gently dislodges me from her chest and rolls me on the bed, I whimper in protest, but she smiles that luminous, mischievous grin of hers and kisses my mouth. It is the deepest kiss she ever gave me. I think I might never breathe again, and it doesn’t really matter. I always knew I would drown in her, like a hobbit in a river. 
 
    “I love you, too,” she murmurs in my ear, finally. “It took me a while. I was a bit dense, for a goddess. Forgive me. But I love you now. I really do. I really do. Darling. Oh, darling.” 
 
    I feel faint all over when she says darling like that. Her long, fragrant hair is around me like a downy curtain, and shivers run down my spine, whether from its soft tickling or her voice, I don’t know. 
 
    When she moves down to kiss my neck and shoulders and then my breasts, I shudder and my back arches in pleasure, out of my control. Her mouth is so warm on my nipples, I feel like I will melt and run.  
 
    I am melting and running. 
 
    I am as wet as I have ever been.  
 
    She kneels on the bed, looking sky tall once more, and runs her hand down my breasts and down, her palms side by side on my belly, her long fingers on my sides. When she reaches the edge of my pantyhose I lift my hips a little from the bed, so she can take it off. But she doesn’t. She caresses my legs through the nylon in long, smooth strokes, first down on the outside, then up on the inside, then down again. She cups my ankles, and her thumbs play around their bones while she bends down to kiss the inside of my knees, my thighs, and then my crotch. I am dying, dying, that her lips are so close, so close, and yet separate from me. I moan again, and I can feel her smiling. When her hands reach up again to massage the inside of my thighs, my back arches under me and I moan softly once more. I know that I will beg if she goes on like this much longer. She rubs her face between my legs, and I shudder all over, writhing on the bed.  
 
    “Please,” I whisper. “Please.” 
 
    She kneels up again, smiling, reaches up to kiss my lips again, and while doing so, starts pulling down my panties and pantyhose, both at once. As the nylon peels off me, my skin tingles and breathes out, suddenly cool and alive, and full of new sensations. I hug her hips with my legs while we kiss. I can feel her smooth, warm skin with the inside of my naked thighs; I can feel her member bouncing softly on my mound and I almost moan again, reaching out for it, trying to draw her closer, down onto me. But she slithers down along my body once more, kissing my neck, my breasts, my navel. When her mouth finds its way along my belly and then there, it is so intense that I cannot bear it. I jolt away from her, even if I want her so much.  
 
    “Easy,” she whispers, and her lips move to the inside of my thighs, round and round, and round, and then slowly come back to the very center of me, where I feel so much that it almost hurts. She kisses me so lightly that she is gone almost before I know it, and then she’s kissing my thighs again, a lick here, and a tiny bite there, in a dazzling pattern of delay and distraction, and gentle misdirection, until, the next time she touches my clitoris, the ache and throb are gone, and only pure bliss remains.  
 
    I relax completely, and let her have her way. She knows me better than I do myself, I think, vaguely, as her tongue digs inside of me and then strays to my clit again, licking and sucking and teasing. She is so skillful and patient that I am almost overawed. That is almost my undoing. It takes me a long time to come. I am terrified that she’ll tire of this, of me, of us, but she never hurries. One of her hands caresses my side slowly, tenderly; the other hand is between my legs, and her long fingers play at the entrance of my slit as her tongue flickers on my clitoris. And when slowly, slowly my orgasm comes and I arch back and away, unable to bear it anymore, as my world explodes into scattered light and muscular surges of deep, deep ecstasy, I can still feel her holding me, holding me…  
 
    I am not drowning after all. I am afloat, and she’s the ship that carries me.  
 
    When Julia slides up over my body to kiss my lips, she tastes of me. She’s not quite Julia anymore. Most of her makeup has rubbed off on my skin. Without any lipstick, her mouth is Julian’s mouth, which is wider, softer, more generous than Julia’s rose-pout. Julian’s freckles are surfacing like shadows on the face of the moon. But her eyes are still Julia’s eyes, magnetic and mysterious, shadowy under dark, dark lashes. S/he is neither male nor female, and a bit of both, poised exactly halfway between the two, just like the angel of my dream. 
 
    S/he is heartbreakingly beautiful. 
 
    When her member, which is hard again by now, enters my wet, wet slit, it locks our bodies together like we are pieces of the same puzzle. I fasten my legs around her waist, my arms around her shoulders, and s/he sinks deep inside of me, so deep that s/he is in fact a part of me, and me of her. Her long hand presses my head in the curve of her shoulder as she thrusts deep inside me. After the third thrust I don’t know any more if s/he’s in me or I in her. It doesn’t matter. Our bodies dance the same dance as one. There is no me or her or him anymore … it’s just … us. 
 
    **** 
 
    Julian 
 
    Julian lay absolutely still on his back, listening to Nina breathing beside him. She was curled up with her back against his right side, and a hand on his outstretched arm, as if, even while falling asleep, she had been a little bit worried he might disappear or run away from her. 
 
    As if I would, he thought with a slow smile, but in fact, he did gently, very gently, disengage his arm and slip out of bed. He sat on the edge of the mattress and undid the clasp of his pocket bra, dropping it and the breast forms on the chair by the bed. He gathered his long hair in a loose braid, undid the zipper of his boots trying not to make a noise, and let them flop on the rug. He peeled off his stockings, balled them up and tossed them on the chair. It was always the queerest feeling, shedding Julia like that. But, strangely enough, he felt easier in his own skin today than he had in a long time.  
 
    He switched off the light, and lay back in the bed, on his side, curling up around Nina’s sleeping body, enfolding her small dark shape in his long pale one, while he pulled a duvet over both of them. He laid an arm around her and drew her a bit closer. He felt her stirring, but she didn’t wake. He smiled. She had fallen asleep right after they made love, exactly as a boy would. He nuzzled his face in the short hair on the back of her head, and settled down on the pillow. 
 
    He was hungry. Good sex always put him in the mood for complicated cooking. Is that why I haven’t had a decent meal in months? Or is it years? Maybe tomorrow he would shop for some fresh groceries. They both needed to eat some real food, he thought, while drifting off to sleep. 
 
    **** 
 
    Nina 
 
    It must be almost morning when I wake up slowly from the deepest sleep I ever slept. All is dark and quiet in the room. The palest glow of urban lighting filters in from the window. At some time while I slept Julia left the house.  
 
    The boots and stockings and lacy bra have gone, and it’s Julian lying beside me now, completely naked, deeply asleep, slim and flat-chested, his hair bound back in a loose braid that is slowly coming apart on his pillow. Only a smudge of dark mascara around his eyes bears witness to the fact that Julia was here a few hours ago. Without the fiery intensity of his green irises, and quite expressionless, his face is almost unrecognizable. I lean to kiss his white, freckled shoulder. By touch, it’s easier to know Julia’s smooth, familiar skin. The last, faintest, warmest trace of her strange, memorable perfume still clings to Julian, like an echo of her presence. I curl up to sleep closer at his side, pressing as much of my skin against his as I can. He does not wake up, but even so, he shifts a little to accommodate my body.  
 
    I never, ever want to leave his side again. 
 
    **** 
 
    Julian 
 
    Julian checked the clock.  
 
    5:38 PM. 
 
    Mh. Still an hour, more or less. 
 
    It was Friday evening. There was a fairly promising chicken curry simmering on the stove, the first real meal he had cooked in this flat, in fact, and a bottle of white wine in the cooler. The scent of curry and bell peppers filled every room in the flat, and it occurred to Julian that he was feeling at home for the first time in a long, long while. Nina didn’t stop working until 5:30 PM in the afternoons (he was learning her hours, since they had spent the last two delicious nights together), and then she almost always did some shopping on the way home, to make sure there’d be some food in the house for her mother, so he went back to his desk, and sat down with a no-nonsense, concentrated attitude.  
 
    There is such a thing as a disciplined brain, he thought.  
 
    But not in this house.  
 
    He sat in front of his laptop, his mind blank.  
 
    He desperately needed to craft a good, forceful conclusion to his Letters paper, but it was uphill work. He was like a medium trying to divine some sense in the foggy swirling chaos of his own brain, and all that the babbling spirits in his head provided him was Nina, Nina, Nina, Nina sweet, sweetie, sweetums, sweetheart. It was enough to send a rational man banging his head against the damn wall.  
 
    Nina sweet. 
 
    “For crying out loud!” he cried, aloud, to the empty flat. The room stared back at him critically, and almost immediately someone thumped the other side of the kitchen wall. “Whatever,” he muttered, and went to brew himself a cup of tea, smoking ferociously, as if the tobacco trade might come to an end tomorrow, and leave him stranded and naked in a nicotine-deprived world.  
 
    He checked the clock again, 5:44. He carefully resisted the impulse to shake the thing, went back to sit at his desk, and was downright startled when the kettle began to whistle. He had forgotten everything about the tea. 
 
    He poured himself a mug of Darjeeling, went back to sit at his laptop and carefully tried to collect his thoughts. Nina sweet, said his thoughts, unhelpfully—and, what’s worse, in very questionable grammar—and he gave up, slammed the laptop’s screen shut, and strode to the bedroom, to make an empty shelf in the wardrobe for Nina.  
 
    By the end of the operation, it was almost 6:14. Maybe there’s time to go and buy flowers, he thought, and suddenly he was in a desperate hurry. He pulled on socks and boots, shrugged into his coat, collected his keys, and threw the door open to rush out, just to find Nina standing there with a finger raised to ring the bell. 
 
    “Oh! Were you going out?” she asked, surprised. 
 
    “Me? No,” he said.  
 
    He drew her inside double quick, shut the door, shed his coat on the floor, and pulled her by the hand to the sofa, where they tumbled together laughing and scattering cushions all over the place. 
 
    They kissed for a long, long time. 
 
    “I missed you,” he whispered in her ear, and she smiled at him, a shy smile, uncertain, as if she still doubted this was possible. “I missed you,” he said again, slower, lower, and cupped the back of her head with his hand, kissing her forehead tenderly, holding her to the kiss. 
 
    When will you believe me? he thought, and he held her tight, as tight as he could, until she slowly broke the embrace to kiss him again, on his cheek, the corner of his jaw, his neck, and then down under his chin, his Adam’s apple, the hollow between his collarbones. He sighed and lay back on the sofa’s armrest. For the first time that day, he felt totally at ease.  
 
    Nina sweet, indeed. 
 
    Anyway. Flowers. What a silly idea. She’d probably prefer a set of screwdrivers, or something. But then, who knows.  
 
    He almost laughed out loud and she looked at him, questioning, but he just smiled and kissed her again. 
 
    They ate the curry at the tiny table, holding hands, and with their ankles locked together. 
 
    “I can’t believe you can cook, on top of everything,” sighed Nina, after cleaning her dish from the last remains of her second portion.  
 
    It was a pleasure to feed her. She ate every bite as if it was a gift from the sky above. 
 
    “Of course I can cook,” said Julian. “I always wanted to be someone’s good wife.” 
 
    They both burst into laughter. 
 
    “Do you want to go out somewhere? Have a walk, a drink? Some music? I can’t imagine the Basset hound will be singing again at my usual place. I am sure someone must have done away with him by now. Garroted him, most likely. There may be something better tonight,” he said, while lighting a cigarette to go with the last sip of wine. 
 
    “I could just stay here with you forever, you know?” she said, smiling. 
 
    “Me too. With you, that is. But it does get a bit claustrophobic, for me. I work here all day, when I’m not in class, you know?” 
 
    She looked a little taken aback. 
 
    “Sorry. I never looked at it that way. Of course. I just love being here, I guess. It’s so clean and quiet and smart. But I see what you mean. Let’s go out then.” 
 
    Julian smiled at her, trying to imagine how it was back in her flat, and probably failing. He caressed her hand tenderly. “Just a drink? We can be back early, I promise. Julia needs to stretch her legs and breathe some air, is all.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Nina 
 
    After putting on some makeup (foundation, kajal, eyeshadow, and mascara, no lipstick), I look quickly into the bedroom. Julian is standing in the middle of the room half naked. He turns to smile at me, while tossing his jeans on the chair in the corner. 
 
    “Pretty,” he comments, simply, while shrugging out of his long-sleeved t-shirt, but there is this tenderness in his smile. I go to stand behind him and put my arms around his slim waist. I nuzzle his long ponytail to one side and start laying kisses along his spine. He’s so skinny that I can feel each of his ribs and vertebrae through his smooth warm flesh. I kiss them one by one, religiously. He’s so delicately and exquisitely chiseled, like fine, pale gold jewelry, like something out of a Celtic treasure trove. A lifetime of gazing, kissing, and caressing will never tell me enough of his unbearably elegant bone structure. I rub his back slowly down along his spine with my fingertips. 
 
    “If you carry on like that, we won’t be going anywhere at all this evening,” he purrs. There is no describing his voice in words sometimes. Something melts inside me just to hear it. 
 
    I give him a last long, slow kiss between his shoulder-blades, and I let go of him. I sit on the edge of the bed to watch him shedding his briefs, and he smiles at me again, before bending to kiss my neck, cheek and temple. 
 
    “Say goodbye to Julian,” he whispers in my ear, and I do, long and deep, before I let him go, not without regret. I wish I could clone him, so I could have them both, Julia and Julian, my beautiful, beautiful lovers. 
 
    While he’s in the bathroom, I make some order in the kitchen, do the dishes and steal another bite of curry from the pot. It is a completely new experience, being fed something so delicious instead of having to fight for every miserable bite of junk food. Perhaps he will teach me to cook properly. If he is not too fed up with teaching. 
 
    The fact that I have a shelf in Julia/n’s wardrobe is absolutely mindboggling. I am folding my pajama and t-shirt in it, standing naked in the bedroom, when s/he comes out of the bathroom, also naked. I stare with my mouth open. 
 
    From the neck up she’s Julia, impeccably made up, not a freckle to be seen, her hair a glorious mane of brown-blond waves that hangs down the sides of her face, its ends brushing her nipples. From the neck down he’s Julian, freckled, flat chested and boy-slim, with his stuff, as he calls it, hanging out, terribly enticing as it swings between his smooth thighs at every step. S/he is the angel of my dream. I can almost hear the rush of huge swan wings.  
 
    I sit down on the bed, with my hands under my ass, to resist the impulse to reach for her and drag her down with me. I will just watch her getting ready. If I get dressed now, I will lose sight of her, and I don’t want to miss a second of her. 
 
    **** 
 
    Julia 
 
    “Well, are we going out this evening or what?” asked Julia, seeing Nina sitting down still naked on the bed. 
 
    “Oh, it will take me two minutes to get ready,” said Nina, smiling up at her. “I am not such a woman as you,” she added, grinning impishly. 
 
    “Oh, indeed?” said Julia, and pinched her nose in passing, then went to the wardrobe to fish out some stockings, a pocket bra, and breast forms. Boobs were invariably the first thing. She liked her body well enough, as a man or a woman, except for that flat chest. A girl should have tits, and a boy should have some muscle at least, but somehow, she had failed to achieve either. The sweet, soft, bouncy weight of the breast forms immediately made her feel better about herself. Stockings were always the next thing. Her legs were as smooth as silk in any case, but the sleek feel of stockings on them was almost an aphrodisiac. Time was, long ago, when she was much, much younger, when just wearing a pair of stockings would give her a hard-on. She was not such a green horn anymore, luckily, because the last thing she needed right now was an erection. 
 
    She stood in front of the floor-to-ceiling mirror, and pulled on her gaff half the way. She gently maneuvered her testicles back up to where they were before they dropped (if only they had stayed there, she thought despondently, and not for the first time), then gave her empty scrotum a slight twist and pushed it down and back towards her buttocks. She was on the point of tucking her penis down and under the same way (if she laid them side by side, they looked every bit like labia through her gaff … et voilà, instant pussy … more or less), when she caught sight of Nina’s eyes. Nina was still sitting on the bed, still naked, and gazing at her with those gorgeous gipsy eyes, studying everything Julia did and every inch of her body. Julia threw a look at her own lean, white figure in the mirror. She was standing with a hand between her legs and her gaff askew, half way between her knees and her hips, which felt somewhat less than graceful and dignified, and she wondered what Nina was seeing that was so entrancing.  
 
    “What?” she asked, smiling.  
 
    “Nothing. I did wonder where they went, when … you know.” 
 
    Julia grinned. “They don’t go very far, worry not.” 
 
    Nina stretched herself long, like a happy cat, still gazing hungrily at her, eating her with her eyes.  
 
    And suddenly Julia stiffened. “Oh dear,” she said. 
 
    “What?” asked Nina, in a somewhat comical echo of what Julia had said less than a minute earlier. 
 
    “Er … ahem. Stop looking at me. Just don’t. I can’t tuck it with a hard-on!” 
 
    Nina covered her face with her hands, vainly trying to suppress a fit of laughter. “I didn’t do anything. I didn’t!” 
 
    Julia was laughing too by now. It was hopeless. She let the whole lot hang out again and took two short steps to the bed (the gaff half-way up made it impossible to step out properly). She kneeled on the bed and started tickling Nina’s feet, the back of her knees and her sides. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything, I didn’t,” Nina repeated, between peals of laughter. 
 
    “Ah, but you were thinking, don’t deny that you were thinking.” 
 
    “Ok, ok, maybe I was, a little bit, please stop, stop, please!” Nina turned on her side, and curled up in a tight ball, still shaking with laughter. Julia stopped tickling her and pushed her on her belly, wiggled out of the gaff, then straddled Nina’s small buttocks and leaned down to nuzzle her neck and the back of her head. 
 
    “What were you thinking, you imp? Mh? What were you thinking?”  
 
    She bit gently into Nina’s earlobe and kissed her cheek. Nina smiled beatifically.  
 
    “That you are an elf, an angel, a goddess.” 
 
    “A female-female she-goddess? Really, with all this embarrassment hanging out all over the place like this?”  
 
    She let her cock and her smooth, smooth balls brush Nina’s buttocks, smiled and kissed her again. 
 
    “Always. You will always be a goddess to me,” murmured Nina, drinking in the kisses, her eyes closed. Her hand searched for Julia’s hand, their fingers wove together of their own accord, and Nina drew the hand closer to kiss Julia’s fingertips one by one, adoringly. Julia smiled and pressed her breasts down on Nina’s back, rubbing them gently on her shoulder blades. 
 
    She kissed Nina again and again, on her temple, cheek, eyelid, nose, the corner of her mouth. She was so precious. Sleek, small-boned, but fierce and sharp, like a bird of prey, hooded and caged, but never quite tamed. And I have set you free, and you chose to fly to me. 
 
    “I love you. Darling,” she whispered in her ear, in her huskiest, deepest voice, and Nina shuddered all over while her spine gave a twist, as Julia knew it would. Nina turned under her, to hug her and draw her body down. Julia moved her knees within Nina’s legs, and just like that, without any difficulty, her untimely erection found a place to go.  
 
    So wet. How can you become so wet just by looking at me? What do you see that nobody else ever saw? What do you see that even I don’t see? Julia sank her face in Nina’s neck, to kiss her, bite her, whisper in her ear, yes, oh yes, whisper and murmur and cajole, until my voice will make you melt, my love, my love, my love. 
 
    **** 
 
    Nina 
 
    Julia smiles again as her cock finds its way inside my ready slit. I close my eyes and arch my back, living every instant of that first slow, slow thrust. I can’t believe how wet it makes me just watching her dress. Or undress. Or practically anything she does, really. Just thinking of her bare skin makes me swoon.  
 
    I can feel her glans making its way through me, defining the contours of the obscure depths of my body. It’s like I never knew the true shape of me until I met Julia. 
 
    But she made me visible, out here in the light, and she gave form to my emptiness, down there, in the dark. 
 
    I hug her narrow hips with my legs as tight as I can, holding her inside me, while my face is pressed in the side of her neck, and her voice murmurs in my ear. I can’t really understand what she’s saying. Maybe it’s just noises, but they carry me to a different world, a quiet dark place where only the two of us exist.  
 
    For a long, long time, I just float in her voice and the magical feeling of her naked smooth skin all over mine and the slow hypnotic movement of her hips. Then I gradually come back to myself and after a minute of relishing her slow thrusts to the utmost, I gently, very gently, push her up and off me. She looks at me, questioningly, but with a slight smile still on her lips, which I return. Tall as she is, she is still so light that it’s a nothing to dislodge her from me and roll her on the bed on her back. Her hair is spread wild all around her, and some of her lipstick has gone astray. She has a delightfully tousled, windblown look about her. She smiles more broadly as I climb over her, pinning her hands down on the pillow as my clitoris searches and finds her stiff cock. I bear down on her slowly, savoring the smooth wetness, my wetness, on her shaft as it digs between my labia, finding that in me which feels most, waking it to life. 
 
    I let go of her hands to caress her stomach. It is flat and taut with two slim bands of muscle each side of her navel. They mold themselves to my palms like hot sand. Her waist is warm and smooth under my hands. I follow its alluring shape up, to her hard rib-cage, feeling each bone with my fingers. So many different textures in her. Gently, very gently, so as not to unsettle her, because I know she might be unsettled, I slip my hands under the edge of her bra, without displacing it, to touch her true nipples. For a moment, for the briefest moment, she’s alert to something, like prey snuffling the wind. Then my fingertips gently roll her nipples round and round and round, and her eyes close, her back arches and she gives a broken moan, long and low and raw, like pain. But it is not. It’s not pain. She’s free. She’s been freed of something, and she’s loose and wild and mine, mine, mine. 
 
    I close my eyes, too, although she’s so beautiful that it almost hurts, and in my eyes, I see them, Julian’s nipples, taut and surprisingly dark in so pale a man. I feel them now, like warm, lush, supple raisins between my fingertips, while Julia moans and moans. My slit finds her glans and holds it, and then I slide her inside me, smooth like warm water, something so tender and elemental that it’s almost a shock when her shaft runs its length and my body bumps down onto hers. Her glans reaches the very bottom of me. When I let go of her nipples to take her hands into mine again, she doesn’t look at me. She hardly reacts at all in fact. 
 
    I look at her while our bodies come together again and again, deeply and without hurry. I am rubbing my mound on her and it’s like I am thrusting into her, and when I do it again for the third or fourth time she finally opens her eyes, and looks into mine, and smiles a slow smile, breathing deep. Her hands hold my hands a bit tighter, as if she came back from somewhere. I thrust and thrust, my whole body searching the pleasure that she holds for me, that she always held for me, like a treasure to be found. My eyes are closed again, and I am lost into this dance, lost into her stiffness, lost into the rhythm that binds us, until her hands break loose of mine and come to rest on my hips, to steer that rhythm into a new one, a new music, one that I didn’t know yet, not quite like this, a wild crescendo, her mounting urgency unbounded, as she claims her pleasure out of me, wholly unrestrained.  
 
    This time, when she comes, I can see it happening. Her head digs backwards into the pillow, and her face is strangely blank, but a blankness that is a sort of deflected intensity. She moans, loudly. I have never seen anything so shockingly intimate. I am almost embarrassed to have witnessed her so naked, so completely unguarded.  
 
    After a while, when her chest has stopped heaving in deep breaths, she looks at me, and smiles, a slow lazy smile. Her gorgeous hands rub my hips in leisurely circles. Her eyes are sleepy slits. 
 
    “Ok, you really didn’t want to go out, I get it,” she murmurs, smiling. 
 
    I lie down on top of her to kiss her throat, and she makes a low sound between a hum and a purr. 
 
    “Sorry. I didn’t … plan it.” 
 
    She laughs, and pushes me away to sit up under me. She is still inside me, although her member is swimming in wetness and almost slipping out. I try desperately to hold her in while I hug her. Her arms and her perfume and her hair are all around me.  
 
    “I am not complaining,” she whispers in my ear, and I hold her a bit tighter. A bit too tight perhaps, I think with a pang of regret, as she finally slides out of my slit. I give a deep sigh. 
 
    “We can still go out,” I say, through a curtain of soft fragrant hair, and she holds my head closer, to kiss my neck and cheek. 
 
    “In a minute,” she says, with a deep sigh, and she leans back on the pillows, stretching like a cat. I slide down her body to lay my cheek on her belly, and then further down. I stroke and kiss her long thighs lovingly. 
 
    “How can you be so smooth?” I ask, rubbing my cheek and lips and nose on her thigh, and up to her crotch and belly, as I go upwards again along her lanky body. 
 
    “Well, you know, waxing parlors?” 
 
    “You mean that there is a woman out there who is allowed to smear hot wax all over you and then make you squeal?” 
 
    She laughs. “Well, I guess you could say that, yes. Although I try to keep the squealing to a minimum. It tends to upset the other customers.” 
 
    “Mh,” I say, licking the inside of her armpit, which always makes her squirm. “…to be a fly on that wall…” 
 
    **** 
 
    Later, Julia looks at the mirror in dismay, studying the ruins of her careful makeup. There are freckles coming out everywhere. 
 
    “Crap. I will have to start all over.” 
 
    “Or…” I say. 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    “Or we could all agree that freckles are harmless forms of life, pretty adorable actually, and there is no need to systematically exterminate them.” 
 
    She grimaces, and shoots me this doubtful, uncertain look. 
 
    “Mh. You think so?” 
 
    “I know so.” 
 
    “Mh.” She does not sound convinced, but when she remerges from the bathroom, after an unusually brief makeup interval, her lips are blood red and her eyes stunning, but her freckles are still visible, just a little toned down. She hasn’t spent thirty minutes hunting them down one by one with the concealer, for once. I smile in delight. She looks gorgeous in her usual flawless pale makeup, but she’s somewhat less intimidating with all her freckles showing, less like a sylph and closer to the wonderfully kind human being I have come to know in our intimacy. Time was, just a few days ago, can you believe it, when I knew nothing of this kind person while the flawless Julia walking down the corridor like a supernatural being treading the cat-walk of my imagination was the lover of my dreams.  
 
    It’s all upside down now. Or maybe it’s finally the right way around. That Julia only existed in my fantasy. Or almost. I smile dreamily watching her tall figure in front of the wardrobe mirror. Two of her, the real and the image. Maybe there will always be two. 
 
    “So, still an elf?” she asks with a slightly diffident smile, while shrugging into a short, grey knitted dress. 
 
    “Oh yes.” 
 
    “Really? Is there any mention of Elves with freckles in Tolkien’s books?” 
 
    “None whatsoever. He never mentioned the sexy stuff, you know? But we know that they were taller and fairer than any human being, check, that they recited poetry and made beautiful music, check, and he’s always going on about Legolas’s luminous eyes, and his pale, long slender hands. Check, and check.” 
 
    “If my students knew half as much about English literature as you know about Elves and hobbits…” 
 
    She leaves the sentence hanging in mid-air like a Cheshire Cat smile, because she’s head down in front of the shoe locker, rifling through boots of every sort for the boots she will wear this evening. I watch in awe when she picks a pair of thigh-high burgundy suede boots. I’ve seen them every time I opened the locker, but I never saw her wearing them. Once she has wiggled her long calves into them and zipped them up, she looks if possible even taller than ever. The dress she’s wearing tonight is so short that the boots have to do most of the covering. 
 
    “What do you think?” she asks doubtfully. “I am a bit of a whore. Aren’t these the real original fuck-me-boots?” 
 
    I nod with absolute conviction. “Yes, they are. Perfect. Don’t you dare take them off.”  
 
    I give her a mischievous smile, which she returns, and then she looks at my makeup with a slightly critical look. 
 
    “Shall we go absolutely crazy and put some lipstick on you?” 
 
    “What? No!” I say in horror. I draw the line at lipstick. It looks great on Julia, with her gorgeous lush lips, but on me? For some reason, it seems really wrong. 
 
    “Why not? Come on. Just a little color. For me. Pick one of mine. Any color you like.” 
 
    “Er … no.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She suddenly bends forwards and places a single firm kiss square on my lips, holding my head very tight between her hands. 
 
    “Umph,” I exclaim, surprised. When she stands back she looks at me and grins.  
 
    “There. Almost perfect.” She turns me to face the mirror and cleans a smudge of blood-red from the corner of my mouth with her thumb. Much as I would like to rant and rage at her, I’ve got to admit that my red lips look rather lovely. I never imagined my face could be so sexy. I grudgingly smile at her through the mirror, and she positively beams at me.  
 
    “If you would only believe me,” she says.  
 
    We hold hands as we walk out of the door and down the corridor. My small fingers are entwined to her long pale ones, and I am touched once more by how slender they feel, almost frail. I can’t resist bringing them to my lips for a kiss, and I almost jump out of my skin when a door quickly gapes open and old Mr. Ragona pokes his disapproving face out of it. He shoots us both a critical up-and-down look and disappears just as quick back into his hole, like an inverted Jack-in-a-box. 
 
    “Well, buona sera, signor Ragona,” I say to the closing door. 
 
    Julia shrugs. “He likes to do that. Don’t take it personal.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know about that. He’s a great pal of my mom, that one. That’s how she learnt that you are an L-E-S-B-I-A-N, just so you know.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” says Julia, laughing, while we wait for the lift. 
 
    “Not the sharpest knife in the drawer, is he?” 
 
    “As thick as yesterday’s soup, I’d say.” 
 
    When the lift’s door closes behind us she wraps me in a tight hug, and I know I found my place on Earth. 
 
    **** 
 
    Nina 
 
    When I come home from work, on Monday evening, I walk up the hallway from the lift to my door with a smile on my face. 
 
    I will go in quick, have a shower, check if the pudding is still alive, change into something nice, and go over to Julia/n’s. It’s becoming our routine. We will cook together and then snuggle up on the sofa to watch a movie, before falling in bed to make love and sleep and make love again. I feel like I am floating. Maybe I am becoming a spirit of the air, like Julia. 
 
    As soon as I open the door of the flat, I realize something is afoot. 
 
    The TV is quiet. The whole flat is suspiciously quiet. 
 
    In the living room, among the confetti scatter of candy wrappers, three people are sitting side by side on the sofa. That the sofa has not collapsed is a testament to Scandinavian quality. Who would have thought that a cheap IKEA couch could take the weight of my mother and her two sisters all at once? I almost laugh, but there is something ominous in the air. 
 
    “Hi, Auntie Luisa. Hi, Auntie Valda? What news?” 
 
    “Hello, Nina. Siediti. Dobbiamo parlare.” 
 
    Sit, we need to talk.  
 
    Sure. 
 
    “Ah, well, that’s a bummer, because I have plans for the evening. Another time perhaps? But make yourself at home, by all means. There’s probably ice cream in the freezer. Probably. I wouldn’t swear to it.” 
 
    I walk right off to my room. When I open the door, I gasp. All the boxes and bags, and piles of glittering clothes are gone. There is nothing left. Nothing! Lizzie’s ghost has departed in a hurry, leaving nothing behind but dusty box-silhouettes on the carpet. That, and the black boots, safe as always in Julia’s flat.  
 
    Tears sting my eyes, and I push them back with the heels of my hands. This is not the time for tears. 
 
    “Mother?” I don’t raise my voice. I don’t need to. For once the place is so quiet that a fly landing on a marshmallow would make a ruckus. 
 
    “I gave it all away. Uncle Giuseppe came with the car and took it all away.” 
 
    I walk back to the living room, slow and dark like a thundercloud. 
 
    “You did what?” 
 
    “It is no good, Nina. You are changing so much. And I don’t like it at all! You owe me some respect, and lately … well, I do not approve.” 
 
    “You have no right. I am thirty-two years old, and I will dress as I fucking please, is that clear?” 
 
    “Really, Nina, is that the way to talk to your mother?” puts in Valda. Unlike her sister, she dresses with a sort of painstaking, dull, provincial elegance. Her hair is dyed a weaselly reddish brown and done in fluffy curls. She wears a rope of leaden pearls around her neck.  
 
    “Of course you can dress as you please, Nina,” says Luisa. She is the “pretty” sister of the trio. Coquettish in baby blue and pink, with gold rings on her chubby fingers and hair like an angora cat. “There is no need for you to go around like a gang boy all the time. It’s really unseemly, in fact. I know there were some … misunderstandings in the past. Dirty laundry was washed in public that should not have been washed at all. I know things were difficult here, but … your father … he was not evil, Nina. He was a troubled man. There was no need to… But, anyway, there is no need to quarrel now. We will buy some nice things for you. I always wanted to. I would have done so much more for you if you had let me.” 
 
    I once had a present from Luisa, for Christmas, a viciously pink knitted thing with teardrop-shaped little holes all along the front and pink baby pearls knitted in every hole. I would not have used it as a dog bed, out of respect for the dog.  
 
    “I will get you something pretty, eh, Nina? Your cousin Rossana has so many clothes, she can never wear them all, you can have some of those, too. That is all right. But these friends of yours, all this black and sparkles… Una brava ragazza non si veste così, Nina, lo sai anche tu.” 
 
    “I don’t want Rossana’s clothes.” Hell, aside from anything else she’s four times as broad as I am, can’t you bloody see it? “I want my clothes back. You had no right.” 
 
    “Your mother is just worried about you, Nina. We hear such alarming things. These artistic friends of yours, buoni da niente, lo sai, and this new neighbor… She is a, un’invertita, Nina. A godless woman. Is it true that you are not coming home to sleep anymore? All the neighbors know! Think of your mother, Nina! Nina, you can’t possibly want to be a, a…” 
 
    I look at my mother. She knows what I told her, doesn’t she? Surely, she must remember that much? One unkind word about Julia, and she’ll never see me again? 
 
    “Be a what, pray?” 
 
    The aunts exchange a glance. They are wonderfully uncomfortable. It would be worth going through this ghastly charade just to see them fidgeting like that. 
 
    “A, well, an unnatural girl.” 
 
    “No, Auntie,” I whisper, soft as silk, sweet as licorice. “You have my word on that. I am not an unnatural girl. My girlfriend has a beautiful and perfectly functional cock and knows how to use it. All regular, see? Do you feel better now? Good. And now if you’ll excuse me, I have stuff to do.” 
 
    I leave them sitting on the sofa like three owls caught by a camera flash. 
 
    In my room there is so much space now, that it is just a matter of minutes to sort out my less disreputable working blues, a pajama and some smallclothes, and stuff them in a clean rubbish bag. It’s just fitting really. They have always been rubbish. The rest of my old clothes, big, baggy jeans, denim shirts thrice my size, sail-like t-shirts and sweaters you could camp under, I leave. They were never really mine. They were never really me. It takes two more bags to pack away my small library of myths, legends, and fantasy. My old battered laptop has its own bag. I drag my bags over my shoulder with an effort and stagger off to the front door. 
 
    I toss my keys in the living room as I pass. 
 
    The owls are still staring, and nobody talks. 
 
    The door closes behind me and I am standing in the corridor with three heavy bags, a laptop, and nowhere to go. 
 
    I can’t barge in on Julian like this. It would not be right. Just because we are in love, he must not feel obliged to adopt me like a stray dog. 
 
    So I turn towards the lift. One door down I ring the bell.  
 
    Abbie opens in a rather sheer pink dressing gown and fluffy, sparkly pink slippers. She has rollers in her silver-blonde hair, and something bright green smeared over most of her face.  
 
    “I was expecting you,” she says, and makes way.  
 
    “You were?” I say, confused, dragging my scruffy luggage through the doorway with a groan. I have never been especially close to Abbie. She is a sort of friend I suppose. But then, it seems to me that she’s a sort of friend to almost everyone. 
 
    “Yes. I hear things, you know. The walls are rather thin.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “I just need to leave these here for a few days, while I find a place to stay.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes, I am leaving home.” 
 
    She nods. “And a good thing, too. I shouldn’t say so, I know. I should have helped. A long time ago. I will never forgive myself.” 
 
    “It’s ok. I had to help myself, I suppose.” 
 
    “You were just a child. I should have helped.” 
 
    I shrug. “With ifs and woulds you could put Paris in a bottle, a friend of mine once said.” 
 
    She smiles, which in her current state of cracking green paint, is a rather grisly sight. 
 
    “Have cake. We will make plans. I’ll go fetch Julian. Or Julia. Whichever it is today.” 
 
    I look at her in some surprise.  
 
    “Oh, I knew you would end up together. I saw it coming days ago. I am so happy for you. For all three of you.” 
 
    She disappears in the bathroom for a while. Her tabby cat jumps on the table and delicately takes a crumb of cake from my dish. When Abbie comes out again, she’s human-colored and nicely coiffed. She’s a good-looking woman, in a somewhat wasted, gone-to-seed way.  
 
    “Have a shower. And pick whatever you want out of my wardrobe, dear.” 
 
    I wash myself in Abbie’s pink bathroom. Everything smells of roses and violets. The fluffy rugs in front of the lavatory, sink and shower are pale pink and immaculate. I am horrified by the steel dust that sheds out of my clothes and all over the place.  
 
    Her wardrobe, when I shyly open it, smells of lavender. There is nothing I could wear in there, though. Much too much pink-and-ruffles for my taste. It’s not Aunt Luisa style of pink. Some of these skirts are much too short or split much too far up for the Aunt Luisas of this world. But it’s still pink. I end up fishing a faded t-shirt from my rubbish bag. Tomorrow, I will go buy some new clothes. Lizzie’s beautiful things are gone, but I will never, ever wear rubbish again. 
 
    When Abbie comes back, Julian is close on her heels, with a rather shocked look. His hair is loose and wild, distinctly Julia-ish, for once. 
 
    “Are you all right, honey?” he asks. 
 
    “Never better. Just slightly homeless. I will fix that though.” 
 
    “We will fix it together.”  
 
    I smile to him, and reach out for his hand as he sits in front of a slice of cake.  
 
    **** 
 
    Eighteen months later 
 
    Julia walked through the little garden balancing precariously on the uneven brick path. It was murder to walk in tall sandals on this surface, but the garden, however minuscule, had been irresistible when they had seen the house for the first time, and it was heaven to come back home to it after a day at work out in the grimy city. The house was cramped and it was more or less falling down around their ears, but there was a certain bohemian romance about the crumbling rooms. Even with Julian’s fairly decent salary, they could barely afford the rent now that Nina worked only part-time, but things would work out one way or another. Nina’s art was suddenly attracting lots of attention. 
 
    They were not very gifted gardeners, and their one flower bed looked like a horse had slept on it, but there were some very healthy tomato plants growing in huge pots along the south side of the house, climbing elegant, spiral steel poles, each topped by a mirror-polished sphere. The seeds had come from Italy and had been a peace offering from some of Nina’s younger cousins. Some of them were slowly coming ‘round to accept Nina’s “bizarre” choice of partner, although the older generation was still keeping their distance, much to Nina’s relief, in truth. Julia snatched a red cherry-sized tomato on the way, and wondered where all that amazing flavor came from. She had never tasted tomatoes half as good as theirs before.  
 
    She made her way gingerly to the shed at the back where Nina had set up her workshop. She could hear the excruciating shriek of a power drill coming through the thin walls of the building and she winced, but even so she walked on. No point bothering Nina while she worked, but she could at least give a look into the workshop through the window before going in and playing for half an hour or so. This was one of the great things about the house, that one could play the piano at all hours without bothering the neighbors. 
 
    Inside the shed, Nina was busily drilling hundreds of holes in several large pieces of driftwood she and Julian had brought in from the riverside some weeks back. They had been dried, sandblasted and then waxed and polished to a silvery, honeyed sheen. The wood begged to be stroked, like a lover’s thigh. A few of the sculptures were already finished, and stood against the wall of the shed, under a lean-to, waiting to go off to the art gallery. Planted in holes in the wood were innumerable, thin, curvy, springy steel stems, each topped by a tiny candle-holder. They were dead and still, right now, but Julia knew that at night, with a tea-light on each stem, the whole sculpture would come to life in its own flickering light. The thin stems appeared to wave and sway this way and that, like kelp under the sea. Nina had named them “Dangerous Tidal Streams”. Julia had no idea where that had come from. Most of Nina’s art had some connection to fairytales and mythical creatures. But the Tidal Streams sculptures were her favorite and most successful so far.  
 
    From the ceiling of the shed hung a myriad of faintly oscillating mobiles. That was her Aladdin cave. Some were made of mirror-polished steel spheres hanging from thin wires, others of DNA-like helicoid shapes, which, Nina said, were a bitch to buff just right. They danced in the slightest breeze, though, and caught the low evening sun, shooting shafts of dancing reflections in every direction like a disco ball. Nina’s sculptures were made of movement and light as much as steel, and they all had an eerie weightless quality to them. The most stunning piece of all was a pair of aluminum angel wings hanging from the wall. Each wing was as tall as Julia. Every single feather had been cut and hammered to shape and riveted on a light three-dimensional frame so that the wings, even in the current unfinished state, were almost disturbingly life-like.  
 
    Julia was ready to turn and go back to the house, when Nina suddenly looked up from her work. She immediately spotted her, although Julia was merely peering in at the window, and she smiled. 
 
    “Stop hiding. I can smell you are there.” 
 
    Julia laughed. There’s nothing for it, women-women have finer noses. And this perfume is a dead giveaway. 
 
    “I didn’t want to bother you.” 
 
    “I ain’t bothered. I was almost done anyway.” 
 
    Nina put away the drill, tossed her gloves in a tool box and came to kiss her through the window. Her lips were salty with sweat, and Julia felt like devouring her there and then. 
 
    “Is dinner ready, woman?” Nina said with a perfectly impish grin when Julia let go of her. “I’m starving.”  
 
    Julia pinched her nose. “There isn’t. The handle of the kitchen door fell off. If only there was a man in the house, maybe it would get fixed. But as things are we are locked out of the kitchen.”  
 
    “Ah, well, we will have to make do without a man,” said Nina, grinning, and Julia could barely suppress a snort of laughter. Even when Julian was in the house, he was more likely to cook and sort out the laundry than to tackle repairs and maintenance. 
 
    Nina fished out some tools from boxes and drawers with the same nonchalance another girl would pick a lipstick and a kohl pencil, and they walked to the house together, hand in hand, smiling. The afternoon sun was hot on their left cheeks and lit amber-gold fires in Nina’s smoky eyes, but a gentle breeze stirred the air, and Julia’s locks with it. 
 
    Nina opened the kitchen door with a tool Julia didn’t even know the name of, and went to work repairing the handle. 
 
    Julia walked over to the piano in the next room and played some scattered notes, lazily. Then they became coherent chords, and she started playing, without singing, because she didn’t wholly trust her voice, “Let It Be Me”.  
 
    She smiled as she watched Nina working. Nina was dressed in greasy jeans and a torn tank-top. She was wearing a pair of scuffed biker boots and leather gloves, and she was shiny with sweat, after working hard all day in the sweltering summer heat. There was a dark smudge of dirt on the back of her neck. Her short, dark hair was as messy as if she had slicked it back with a handful of motor oil. The jeans were her own size though, and well cut, and the ragged tank-top hugged the muscular, slim curves of her upper body in the most delicious way, accentuating her small breasts, the narrowness of her waist, the wiry strength of her shoulders. Julia knew very well how cute she could be in the evenings, whenever she bothered with some nice clothes and a bit of makeup, but even by day without any effort towards prettiness, Nina was astonishingly, unconsciously sensual, while she worked.  
 
    She was such a scrumptious little tomboy.  
 
    She was neither male nor female, and a bit of both. 
 
    She was … heartbreakingly beautiful. 
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    www.katherinewyvern.blogspot.com 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed this book, you may also like: 
 
      
 
    Taken by the Wind by Serenity Snow 
 
      
 
    Anywhere But Here by Remmy Duchene 
 
      
 
    Lightning’s Hidden Menace by Kory Steed 
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