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Part One: In Quest of a
Stable Girl


 





From:
Justin


To:
Angie, Ella, Steven


Sent: Sunday, May 19, 2013 3:49 PM


Angie, Ella,
Steve,


I ask for your
indulgence again: more of my usual complaining’s going to follow—more bitching
about my apparent inability to bring home one girl in Manhattan who’s
content with being safe and predictable, happy to simply be happy. There has to
be a few of them out there—I’m fairly certain they actually exist—but do I ever
get involved with them? Such delight continues to elude me! The only girls I
get involved with are strife-sowing crazies who can’t stand it unless there’s a
disturbing dose of conflict in the picture! What do I really want? Do I even
know? I think I want emotional quietude in relationships, but the minxes I get
mixed up with make a mockery of such thinking—flatly contradict what I’d like
to believe I’m looking for in a female! Maybe I secretly want the friction? I
can’t help but bring the proverb to mind: being known by the company one keeps.
If I’m drawn to lunatical wildcats, then perhaps it’s an indication all’s not
balanced within myself and that, God forbid, I have far more in common with
them than I care to admit. But if that’s the case, then why do I get
authentically upset after misreading a girl again, lacerate my soul with
speculations as to whether I happen to be sane? No, I refuse to believe I want
to go on one emotional roller coaster torture ride after another! What’s the
point of spending the night with girls who quickly spin out of control, bring
on panic and chaos, make a mockery of the concept of Home Sweet Home?


Right, you’ve
heard it all before. So why am I bothering to write of my girl-fiascoes again,
resume cursing the hand fate continues to deal me? Perhaps in an effort to
comprehend my predicament, ascertain what makes me tick, determine what my true
proclivities are? Perhaps so as to relive my latest misadventure and, in so
doing, better arm myself against future ones? Perhaps in order to simply fling
my arms up in surrender and laugh, dissipate some tension? It is funny,
in a twisted way: if some other sorry individual was yearning for peaceable
girls and only getting entangled with maniacs I’m sure I’d be laughing. At any
rate, it’s Thursday evening (I’m taking tomorrow off, so I can have two
three-day weekends in a row) and, instead of seeing the girl described below
again, I’m alone at home—enjoying heavenly privacy and tranquility, planning on
having it remain thus for the entire weekend. At least in writing of our first,
and last, entanglement (the glorious event occurred last Friday) I have
a safe means of passing the time, as opposed to allowing her, or some other
mayhem-infatuated nutcase, to drag me into her demon-populated world.


So here goes:
even though writing of my dealings with these girls carries no more guarantee
of a positive outcome than dealing with the girls themselves, I’m going to do
my best to cast my unfortunate adventure in the form of a story,
including—hopefully—a nice tidy wrap-up ending that extracts some sense from
the insanity. Maybe I’ll manage to get some therapy out of it, maybe I won’t.


* * * * * * * * * *


I should’ve
known the night was going to unfold differently than I wished. Why? Because
Tallulah’s a dancer—a dancer at WH and elsewhere, where she does a go-go, hula
hoop, and acrobatics routine in a pink and blue light show before capacity
audiences, that certainly never fail to regale her with raucous appreciation.
(Not only did I witness such firsthand, she told me a couple highly engaging,
and readily believable, stories concerning her exploits.) No matter that
Tallulah’s also studying law at Fordham, interning with a district court judge,
and in the top tier of her class; no matter that she’s barely over one hundred
pounds, five feet five inches in height, and has the sweetest face and most
melodious voice imaginable; no matter that she blushes easily, giggles readily,
and chatters on and on with blithe enthusiasm about anything at all: none of
these sane and safe things carry any weight when faced with what’s hiding
inside her and waiting to spring forth. And because it’s these sane and safe
things that duped me into feeling comfortable with her and bringing her home,
I’m unable to smile at the thought of them now: they’re nothing but nefarious
bait on the hook. Law school might occupy the bulk of Tallulah’s time and
attention, such that she regards her dancing as little more than a hobby but,
with all due respect to the sharpness of her wit, that’s an inaccurate view of
the matter: when she’s dancing she’s the star attraction, at school she’s
merely another student. It’s Tallulah’s dancing that best defines her and, I
reiterate, I should’ve known better than to assume otherwise. She’s a petite
package of nonstop frenzy onstage and her physical stamina’s more than matched
by the force of her will. She dances as if she’s endeavoring to exorcise demons
and, obviously, she doesn’t fully succeed in doing so because there are plenty
of demons left inside her regardless of how long and frenetically she dances.
Her onstage frenzy lingers inside her after the show’s over and spills into
other activities and sweeps others into its current. Tallulah ought to wear a
sign that says Danger: Inflammable! so that peace-loving individuals
flee at the sight of her, instead of falling for her innocent appearance (She
even had a soft-as-feathers angora scarf, aquamarine with silver polka-dots,
tied about her right bicep, for Christ’s sake!) and getting stuck with a
hellcat—a girl who lifts in-over-one’s-head to a whole new level.


So late last
Friday night (technically early Saturday morning) I arrive home with my
prize—blithe, blue eyed, candy-voiced, petite Tallulah. She’s wearing a lemon
yellow backless knee-high one-piece, pleated from the waist down. I’ve always
been enamored of the swirl of pleats and Tallulah’s lithe slender perpetually
animated figure’s an optimum showcase for the swirl: most becoming is the
swishy bounce of the hemline about her silk-smooth legs. And her curly and
fluffed blond hair, barely beyond her shoulders in length, also swishes and
bounces, captures and bends the light, with every tilt of her head. She’s,
indeed, the very picture of innocence: there’s no reason whatsoever to fear
she’ll catch fire in an irrational manner and involve me in stress and strife.
All’s more than delightful at the commencement of our night. There’s a great
deal of delicious cuddling on the couch—lingering kisses and caresses, gazes of
admiration, gushing compliments. Not the slightest hint of unrest and
unruliness.


An hour or
thereabouts later, after we’ve indulged in sundry explorations of each other’s
physiques and are highly excited, Tallulah glances meaningfully towards the
bedroom. Well, who am I to deny a cutie a reasonable request, especially when
it accords with my own wishes? I grasp the twin globes of her behind, squeeze
with gusto, and lift her to my chest, whereupon she clings to my shoulders and
wraps her legs around my waist. We’re deep-dish kissing as I carry her to the
bed, ease her onto the mattress; and then, once she’s… All right, those details
are private. Suffice to say it’s the sort of sex one would expect from a
dancer. An ardent girl, Tallulah, and very fit: strong for her size, well-toned
musculature under her unblemished chiffon-soft skin.


Again, so far
so good, right? A happy night of mattress-tussle, healthy and refreshing: I
have no cause to complain or worry whatsoever. Sex followed by cheery
post-play—tickle games, laughing banter, an exchange of amusing childhood
anecdotes, silly talk carried on in French and southern accents, an interval of
quiet snuggling. Tallulah’s sweet demeanor has remained sweet; her buoyant
voice has remained buoyant; her kind eyes have remained kind. In other words,
I’m blind and idiotic with contentment, a sitting duck.


Because here’s
what happens next: I open my closet so Tallulah can choose a shirt to wear when
we prepare a pre-dawn breakfast (Of course with the understanding it’s not for
borrow, but a gift: many girls think of men’s shirts as souvenirs.) and her
eyes dart to the skis standing upright in one of the corners. “So you’re a
skier?” she inquires, raising her eyebrows.


“During the
holidays,” I reply, unaware of what I’m getting into.


“Do you have a
ski mask?” Such an innocent question.


“A few,” I
say, gesturing towards an upper shelf. (If only I’d responded in the negative.)


“Will you put
one on? I want to see how it looks.”


So, clueless
fool that I am, I reach for one of the masks and, pulling it over my head,
adjust it until I’m gazing and breathing through the openings, and what does
Tallulah do? She, as if suddenly possessed by an alien creature and in thrall
to its desires, seizes my shoulders, digs in her nails, and heatedly
says with a hard glint in her eyes, “I want you to tie me up and punish me as I
deserve to be punished, ski man! I want to be your hostage on the kitchen
floor! I want rough treatment and discipline, no more of this (She gestures
towards the bed with contempt.) regular lovemaking that’s way too tame!”


I’ve seen
sweet girls do a one-eighty demeanor-wise—flip into strident mode, become
desperate and demanding and violent—without warning far too often not to
realize Tallulah’s absolutely in earnest (the burst of panic in my breast, as
accurate a measure as any, clearly informs me she means every word), but that
still doesn’t mean I’m not going to do my best to redirect her attention towards
enjoying a peaceful night. So I laugh, saying, “Sure, Tallulah! Good joke, you
almost had me going! For a second or two, I was definitely off-balance! Whew! (Here
I pass a hand across my forehead.) And now that you’ve had your fun, cutie
pie prankster (Here I playfully tap the top of her head.), why don’t we
get breakfast started? I’m starved.” Bringing my hands to the base of the mask,
I begin to peel it off.


“You leave the
mask on—I mean it!” she scowlingly hisses, seizing my hands and scraping at
their palms with her nails. “It stays on until you’ve done your duty and
brought me to heel! Joking? You think I’m a joke, here for your amusement?
Don’t you dare laugh at me! I’m not joking, buster, and I’m not about to back
down! You keep that mask on and look mean and be threatening and tie me down in
the kitchen or I’ll break your fingers! You’re going to do what I want, or
else!” So saying, she none too gently twists one of my fingers.


“What’s wrong
with you?” I exclaim, yanking my hands from Tallulah’s grasp—already afraid I’m
dealing with an extraordinarily disturbed girl, compared to whom the majority
of the others pale, and in for a ghastly night. “Get off of me! If you want to
talk about it, fine, but…”


“What’s wrong
with me?” she interrupts, incredulity leaping into her face. “I think
the question’s this: why won’t you wake up and grow up and stop
acting like this is a child’s game?”


“A game?” I
respond. “I’m not sure what you’re referring to, what I’ve done, but I can
assure you I don’t think anything’s a game, or that…”


“Nah! Nah!”
she breaks in again, making angry shush-gestures, rapidly crisscrossing her
arms in the air; then, clapping her hands to her hips and looking me up and
down with supreme distaste as her voice acquires a downright savage tone, rises
in volume by leaps and bounds, “You stare at me at the club when I dance like
you want to rape me—you bring me here and shamelessly flatter me and dally with
me like I’m a mindless toy—you tell me stupid stories from when you were a boy
and laugh and joke! You don’t take me seriously and think I can be mocked! You
treat me like I’m a silly teenager, ripe for deceiving, and refuse to act like
I’m a mature woman! You think I can be pawned off with routine lovemaking, dumb
stories, and breakfast! You know what I’m really about and what I need, but
you’re ignoring it on purpose! Either you’re toying with me because you think
that’s funny or you’re just plain lazy! But guess what? I’m not going to be an
obedient idiot for you and put up with it! Think again if you think I’m going
to be made fun of or fobbed off! (She stamps a foot and brings her face
within a foot of mine; her expression’s a snarl; her eyes flare.) Yeah,
that’s right! I’ve got your number—you can’t fool me! You know I’m not the sort
who stands for ordinary stuff, but you treat me like a bimbo and dump on me
anyway! Do you have to get up early so mommy can take you shopping, little boy?
Is that why you’re going to feed me breakfast and show me the door and go
beddie-bye all by yourself? Or is another woman coming over? Bastard! Do you
really think I’m making way for her? Not in this lifetime or any other! I’ll
sooner...”


“But who said
I’m showing you the door?” I cut in, utterly astounded at what I’m
hearing—wondering whether Tallulah’s attaching random thoughts to her anger
(never mind that her anger, in and of itself, makes no sense either) or
genuinely under the influence of delusional interpretations of reality. “Did
you hear me say I want you to leave? I said no such thing! And what gave you
the idea someone else is coming over? No one’s coming over! With all due
respect, your suspicions have zero basis in fact! As for what you need and
whether you like so-called ordinary stuff or not, all I have to say is…”


I’m not able
to complete the sentence because Tallulah, her eyes glittering with malice,
slaps me across the cheek. “Think you can lie your way out of this?” she
shrieks. “I’m not going anywhere until you treat me like an adult woman and
assume the responsibility of disciplining me! I’m not letting you off the hook!
You’re stuck with me until you decide to grow up and be a man!”


“Jesus Christ!
Are you completely nuts?” I yell, quickly taking a few steps back—placing a
couple yards between us—and finding that my back’s literally up against my
bedroom’s wall. As I gaze into the glinting blades of Tallulah’s eyes I
understand all too clearly she’s under no circumstances going to allow her
delusions to be dispelled, for the simple reason they serve her need to
introduce turbulence into the picture. It’s a behavioral pattern I’m
unfortunately extremely familiar with: Tallulah’s interchanging imagination
with actuality—indulging in selective perception, only seeing what she wants to
see—on account of thirsting for a fight; she’s manufacturing and rationalizing
conflict by dreaming up qualities I don’t have and accusing me of things I
haven’t done. There’s no longer the slightest room for doubt: I’m in store for
one highly stressful night indeed.


“Am I nuts?”
Tallulah screams, stomping up to me—effectively pinning me to the wall—and
repeatedly poking my chest with her finger. “You have the nerve to ask if I’m
nuts when you provoke me by turning a blind eye to who I am, ignoring what I
need? But, wait, that’s your way of dodging maturity and staying infantile and
irresponsible, isn’t it? Just because I’m not going to let you be condescending
and patronize me you’ve decided I’m nuts! How convenient for your nonexistent
self-esteem! You categorize me as crazy because you’re a child who’s being
asked to step up and be a man and you can’t handle it! And why did I come here
if all you’re going to do is insult and deprive me to cover up how pathetic and
scared you are? If you want to know what’s really nuts it’s that every
guy at the club wants to be in your place—all of them want to be with the hot
dancer—and I chose you! I don’t believe that out of all the men at the
club I chose a baby! I don’t believe I got naked for an immature creep who
thinks I’m someone to look down on and make fun of! You listen to me! You might
think I’m supposed to be a priss and a ditz and play up to your insecurities
and pamper you like your mommy, but I’m not going to! What you’re going to do
is keep that mask on and be strong and authoritative and abuse me on the
kitchen floor! You either behave like a man or there’s going to be serious
trouble! Serious!” Before I can respond she’s furiously yanking at my
wrists, stammering, “You…you come with me now…to the kitchen now! What I want
from you…you’re going to treat me like an adult…going to respect me and do what
I want to the full…in full measure, no more baby stuff…do it or else big
trouble!”


Behold Angie,
Ella, Steve: this is the same girl who entered my apartment less than three
hours ago: all sweetness and light at the beginning—laughing liltings of voice,
playful flickings of hair, happy flutterings of eyes—and now malice and lunacy
and rage and zero hesitation when it comes to physical confrontation. It’s an
experience—girl-metamorphosis experience—I keep having again and again. I truly
believe I’m cursed! There’s such fury in Tallulah’s glare it’s leaping into and
charging the air—churning in the pit of my stomach, throbbing in my temples,
enveloping me in a chill. So much for Home Sweet Home! I might as well be in a
complete, and very hostile, stranger’s apartment: the familiar features of my
place, far from mitigating my uneasiness, are rushing at me, compressing my
field of vision, creating the impression I’m in a collapsing corridor,
enclosing me in what I can only describe as being a pervading tone of
ominousness. I might be strategizing in the back of my mind, seeking to
formulate a viable means of escape from involvement in Tallulah’s obsessions,
but for the moment I allow her to yank me towards the kitchen, as unresisting
as if made of straw.


Within seconds
of entering the kitchen Tallulah’s on her back on the floor, writhing with
impatience, grasping my wrists with white-knuckled exertion—the kitchen’s walls
and cabinets are a blur of jerky motion, the white tiling of the floor’s
blazing bright enough to half blind me, or so it seems in my stunned and dazed
and alarmed frame of mind. “Do it, you bastard!” I hear her yell as her feet
strike my shins. “Tie me up! Wait… Tape me up! The duct tape by the spices, use
it to imprison me—make it so I can’t move! Make it so I’m at your mercy and
there’s no way out for me except to be punished for being bad and shown I need
to be sorry! And you’d better have the guts to do it! You’d better bring me
close to you and put a stop to my confused feelings and loneliness with your heartfelt
participation! I swear I’ll scream if you don’t! I’ll go in the hall and scream
so loud it’ll be as if wolves are mauling me! Let’s see what the neighbors do
when I tell them you’re trying to rape me!”


“What?” I
exclaim, tearing my wrists from Tallulah’s grip—not hesitating to remove the
ski mask and toss it in the sink, uncaring if she likes it or not. It’s as if
I’ve been doused with cold water: I’m instantly crystal clear in my thoughts
and stock still inside, such that the visual distortions vanish and I see every
line of Tallulah’s face in sharp, neither blurred nor glaring, light—instantly
fully conscious of the implications of her threat, determined to banish it from
consideration. “You’re that evil? You’re telling me that out of all the girls
at the club I chose a downright malicious one? That’s who I’m stuck with
tonight—who I brought to my home—who I trusted? You look and dance like a
princess, but you’re a witch at heart and I don’t mean a mysterious and
appealing witch! I mean a mean-spirited, spiteful, malevolent girl who’s not
above resorting to the shoddiest behavior imaginable—threatening to do
something that’s absolutely low and disgusting, not funny in any sense of the
word! A girl lacking…”


“Justin, how
can you speak to me like that?” she breaks in, hurt in her voice and tears
welling in her eyes as she slowly rises to her knees. “What I said…it wasn’t
meant to be taken literally. I wouldn’t do that really, I couldn’t, I…” She
trails off, pleading with her glance. She looks like a frightened child.


“But,
Tallulah, you shouldn’t make threats of that nature,” I say gently, now feeling
I’m the one who went too far and questioning my choice of words, none too
pleased with myself: I’m never happy to see a girl cry. At the same time,
though, I must admit I’m very relieved Tallulah’s no longer angry and is
displaying rational behavior again—that is to say, behavior grounded in readily
ascertainable cause and effect. Seeking to capitalize on what appears to be
authentic regret on her part and bring her back to being the sweetheart she was
at the beginning of our night, I continue in the same gentle vein, “What am I
supposed to think when you say something like that? It was very unexpected, I
was surprised you would say that, it didn’t seem like you at all, and... Look,
I’m sorry I said what I said—it’s not true, not true at all. I overreacted to
something you said in the heat of the moment and didn’t mean, I see that now—I
absolutely do not want us to be against one another. How could I want that? I’m
the lucky guy who’s brought the best girl in the club home and I only
want to show you I know it and for you to be happy you’re here. Why don’t we…”


“So the truth
comes out!” she cuts in with a yell, immediately taut and shaking in every limb
as lightning flashes from her eyes. “What you said was base cruelty, a
cold-hearted lie! It’s fun to hurt a girl and make her cry, isn’t it? So much
fun! Do you feel like a big man when you tell lies and make girls cry? Do you? Answer
me!”


Angie, Ella,
Steve: it’s here that I find myself in the situation I dread being in with
these disturbance-racked girls—they’re adept at twisting circumstances around
and turning emotions topsy-turvy, such that I become the one who’s misbehaved
and they’re animated with outrage, hell-bent on obtaining satisfaction.
Tallulah’s glaring at me like she could kill me—gone is all trace of the
compunction she exhibited moments before. Need I say I’m chilled to the marrow
of my bones? What’s real? Given how quickly Tallulah’s reverted to rage I can’t
help but think she’s feigned her tears and, furthermore, that she’s quite
capable of following through with her rape-accusation threat. What have I
gotten myself into? Who is this person I’ve brought home? I hear
myself think. Pictures of acutely distressing possible outcomes leap into my
head: I envision Tallulah pouncing on her phone, calling the cops or, worse,
her parents and crying wolf, wailing up a storm—convincingly portraying herself
as the innocent victim of a savage assault, regardless of whether the assault’s
fictitious. She was born and raised in Manhattan and her parents still live
here, frighteningly close on Sutton Place, and I don’t need them making scenes
in my building, wishing me dead on account of something I haven’t done. Failing
to indulge their daughter’s twisted yearnings is the actual reason they’d be
summoned, but how would they know? I already know, as deduced from allusions on
Tallulah’s part during earlier conversations, that she’s essentially been
spoiled from birth and is accustomed to getting her way; and who knows how far
she’d go to get her way?—whether she’d be capable of adding a bruise or two to
her face to lend weight to a false accusation? As these thoughts devil me I’m
also feeling I went too far in expressing remorse for my reproachful words,
annoyed at having thrown away a possible opportunity to keep Tallulah within
manageable boundaries. Given that I’m dealing with a thoroughgoing
conflict-addict (as is becoming increasingly obvious with each passing second),
I shouldn’t have ventured that far out on a limb with conciliatory words, in
the naïve belief she’d reward me for doing so. Be that as it may, I still would
very much like to defuse the situation, or at least reduce the tension—get her
to stop looking like a wildcat thirsting to spring at my face—so I lift my
hands in resignation and say, “Is there anything I can do that will bring the
happy dancer back, get you to want to be the sweetheart I know you are at heart?
The last thing I want is to fight with you—I think I’ve made that very clear.
Why do you want to fight with me? Why can’t we be nice to each other? Why can’t
we calm down and go back to having a wonderful night?”


“Oh, that’s
just so sweet and rosy!” she snarls. “You answer a question with
questions! You ignore my question and use flowery words to say nothing!
Think your smokescreen tactics are going to work? Listen carefully, this might
surprise you: I spit on your evasive words!” Suiting the action to her
declaration, she lunges forward on hands and knees and spits on my legs several
times, until she’s only making spitting sounds, having drained her mouth of
saliva; then, raising herself back to her knees, whipping her hair behind her
ears, and smiling derisively, “Is that enough happy dancer for you? Because
guess what? This sweetheart of a dancer isn’t anywhere near happy! I ask
for honesty—ask to be taken seriously—and you only want to keep treating me
like a mindless plaything with no personality and keep doing the typical and
stupid things we’ve already done! It’s incredible! You’ll try anything to get
out of doing what I want you to do! First you say I’m crazy then you make me
cry then you just plain ignore everything and say we should calm down and be
morons! Not happening, buster! You’re not going to boast to your buddies about
how you made the hot dancer cry so she’d hang her head and give up and go home
so you could have second helpings with someone else! You’re not replacing me,
get that through your thick skull! No obedient bimbo’s coming over so you can
be boring with her—not on my watch! I’ve told you I want to be taped up
and shown some serious attention and disciplined and you’re going to do
it, unless you want to experience the true meaning of hell hath no fury! You
brought me here and have assumed the responsibility, so you’re going to set
aside your conceit for a change and be a man for a change and do what I need
you to do! I’m not going anywhere until you follow through—I don’t let evasive
lying creeps off the hook! It’s just plain sick, the way you’re treating me
like I’m not a person and I won’t stand for it!”


Anger’s not
the advisable response to Tallulah’s anger: she’s the sort, I know only too
well, who welcomes and feeds on reciprocal anger and rides it to a delirious
state of... Of what? Forgetfulness via extremity of feeling? What is it she’s
seeking to forget? Why do these hellcats crave tumultuous excitement so
fiercely, as if they’ll wilt without it? Why this drive to spread their
discontent to the far corners of a room, charge every particle of the air with
it, until it engulfs me as well? But I’m wandering… Suffice to say I do what I
know I shouldn’t do—that is, indulge Tallulah’s hunger for drama—without being
able to help myself, like a dog prodded by a stick. “Is that how you get your
jollies, by throwing fits?” I hear myself yell. “Do you enjoy deviling people?
If you want to know what’s sick, that’s an example! I haven’t done anything to
you—I mean you no harm! Why are you doing this? I’m sick of being dragged into
conflict for no reason and it’s going to stop! You can forget about
being taped up and any other warped fantasy of yours! I’m not game for your
sick games, get it? I don’t care what you want, get it? We’re done here! I want
you to put your clothes on and leave!”


What’s cute
petite delicate flower Tallulah’s response to my request? She punches me
squarely in the stomach, then slashes at my chest with her nails, screaming
with fury, such that her voice is on the verge of cracking, “How dare you tell
me to leave when I’ve told you what I want from you and you haven’t even tried
to do it! Think I’m one of your brain-damaged bimbos? Think I’m a pushover, a
cinch to toy with and manipulate? Think I take orders from pathetic boys?”
Then, as I endeavor to grasp her wrists to halt the scratching, she jerks
herself a couple yards away, slides across the floor with a dancer’s grace and
agility—something I’d pause to admire, if the circumstances were allowing
it—and scoffs, still screaming, “You’re going to have to be a lot faster than that
if you want to declaw me! You’re going to have to come over here and pounce on
me and tape me up if you want peace! Wake up and grow up and confront me like a
man and discipline me, or else!”; then, seating herself on the floor and
wrapping her arms tight about her knees, she adds at less volume but in a more
menacing tone, “Want a real eye-opener? Want to know what a sweetheart I
am? I say that if I was a man I might hurt you now! You’re lucky I’m not
a man!”


For a few
moments I’m tempted to rush at Tallulah and rid myself of her presence—whirling
through my head are pictures of myself dragging her kicking and screaming to
the front door and shoving her, regardless of the fact she’s unclothed, into
the hallway of my building. At this point, what with my scratched and stinging
chest and the way she’s glaring at me while vibrating with hate and with her
latest acrimonious words ringing in my ears, not to mention that she’s likely
only beginning to demonstrate her capacity for extreme behavior, I’m close to
past caring what tales she might choose to spin concerning rape or anything
else. But I refrain from advancing towards her, seeking to expel her from my
apartment: a persistent part of me is still fancying it’s possible to escape
from the disorder that’s engulfed this night seemingly in the blink of an eye.
Sounds preposterous to be fancying such a thing given the situation, but I’m
recalling how Tallulah was less than an hour ago—her bright smile and cheerful
face and babbling-brook giggle and gentle touch. Or is it simply that I’m
thoroughly in shock, too emotionally disarrayed to be capable of rational
thought? After all, the visual distortions have returned, more pronounced than
before: the air’s quivering and fuzzy, shot through with scattering light; the
tiling at my feet’s fluid and unstill, undulating up and down and back and
forth; the walls are slamming in on me, reducing my field of vision to a narrow
gap that’s framing Tallulah’s infuriated face. As I reach to the side and grasp
what’s probably the counter to steady myself, am I fully aware of where I am?
Then I hear myself say as if from a distance, such that my words seem to be
originating from outside the kitchen door, “Tallulah, I don’t understand why
we’re against each other, what I’ve done, why we can’t get along. What’s
happened to the wonderful time we were having, is it really necessary to…?
Look, whatever I’ve done to upset you, it was unintentional—there isn’t a
chance I could want to upset you. But I accept full responsibility and
apologize—sincerely apologize, with all my heart. Please tell what I’ve done
wrong and I’ll do whatever it takes to make things right, that’s a promise, I…
What I mean is I don’t see how either of us can want what’s happening now and
I’m sure we can work together to go back to how things were earlier and be
happy together. We have it in us to be happy together, don’t we? It wasn’t long
ago that we had no misunderstandings, I don’t know how this has happened, don’t
understand… Tallulah, I just want to fix it, and not fight anymore. Honestly…”


“Don’t you honestly
me, lying creep!” Tallulah breaks in with a shriek, seizing her cheeks and
shaking her head from side to side with such vehemence she tilts sideways and
nearly sprawls across the floor; then, abruptly ceasing to shake her head and
slapping a hand to the floor to steady herself while brushing her hair from her
eyes with the other, “You—you’re the one who’s sick! You take advantage of me
in bed—you suck my neck and touch me all over and lick me and tell me how
pretty I am and get exactly what you want, then deny me one measly
request! Do you think I’m an easy lay who gets naked for every guy? I’m not and
I don’t! But I’ve gotten naked for you and it gives me some rights! I
want you to tape me up and yell at me and keep me prisoner here and you’d
better do it! I’ll bite and scratch and kick and scream to high heaven
and raise the dead if you don’t! You’re going to have one very nasty
bitch on your hands, unless you man up and give me what I need! It’s not
a choice!” No sooner are the words out of her mouth than she, with glazed and
fixated eyes, flings herself at me as if I’ve threatened her life. I feel her
seize one of my hands, frenziedly yank at it while attacking my shins with a
flurry of kicks—feel her teeth scrape the base of my palm just before I yank it
out of reach—hear her curses and wails rend the air as my eyesight blurs into
silver-white planes of light pulling apart, splintering in all directions,
leaping and flickering like furious flames. I swear it’s as if vast expanses of
blinding haze are swirling between me and my perceptions—the walls of the
kitchen seem to be dissolving, flying off into formlessness without end. I’m
overcome by an oppressive sense of being absolutely alone, derided and
abandoned by every person I’ve ever known and loved, as I seize Tallulah’s
shoulders and wrestle her onto her back on the tiling—as I gather her hair,
stretch its curls, and wind it about her throat. Am I angry? Am I afraid? I’m
in a place where emotions whirl into intensity and are no longer identifiable.
I’m blind impulse, being governed by a will that seems to belong to someone
else.


“You want me
to be a big bad man, you messed up mixed up girl?” I hear my voice shout as I
pin Tallulah to the floor with a knee and tighten her hair around her
throat—not too tightly, mind you, just enough to demonstrate I’m physically in
charge. “You stay flat on the floor and don’t move a muscle or, I swear to God,
I’ll wring your neck with your hair! That’s right, you stay frozen—you don’t so
much as twitch—while I get the tape or your hair becomes a murder weapon!” Am I
really saying and doing these things? I certainly don’t enjoy doing so! But
what choice do I have, given that Tallulah isn’t going to stop attacking me and
turning the night upside down until I tape her up? Again, I must stress that
it’s as if another will has overtaken mine and is directing the bulk of my
actions, not to mention carrying me to frightening places: never in my darkest
dreams have I imagined myself capable of winding a girl’s hair about her throat
and threatening her with strangulation, even if I’d sooner die than make good
on the threat. And speaking of darkest dreams, I keep envisioning the
worst—keep vainly seeking to fend off mental pictures of blood and mayhem,
avoid hearing echoes of terror-inspired screams. As bad luck would have it,
there’s a meat cleaver in open view on the counter, gleaming all too
vividly—almost beckoningly, it seems to me—in the bright light. It’s there
because I used it to chop open a coconut in the morning and neglected to return
it to its place in the drawer. What’s to stop Tallulah from scoffing at my
warning, springing to her feet, seizing the cleaver, and waving it about? It
seems to me we’re balanced on an emotional razor’s edge, such that at any
point—on account of something as slight as an involuntary twitch of a muscle or
extra sparkle of electricity in our nerves—the night could collapse into ungovernable
tumult and turn ugly, in a manner there’d be no turning back from. I’m telling
you this is the sort of situation these hellcats routinely plunge me into! I’m
telling you I don’t understand why it’s necessary to taste of raw fear—feel I’m
scampering about on the edge of my sanity, being pushed to the limits of mental
and emotional endurance—every time I bring a girl home! Why does something
inside them insist upon annihilating feelings of security and safety,
unleashing forces as untamed as a thunderstorm in my home?


But I must be
doing something right, somehow orchestrating the proceedings effectively
despite my considerable amount of consternation, because Tallulah heeds my
instructions to the letter when I release her to obtain the tape. From a seemingly
far-off corner of my eye, as if I’m observing her through an imaginary window
on the kitchen’s furthest side, I see she’s not only remaining motionless but
contemplating me with something that resembles admiration, even joy: I’m
roughing her up and threatening her with violence so she’s pleased! That’s why
she’s content and cooperative for the time being, right? But scant comfort do I
derive from Tallulah’s appreciation: my imagination’s far too preoccupied with
undermining apparently real perceptions with their opposites; when it comes to
what matters most, as in whether her cooperation’s sincere and how long it’s
likely to last, it’s as if I’m clearly seeing and discounting the same thing at
the same time. She, contrary to appearances, might very well be playacting her
acquiescence and, in any case, it comes at a price: I must not only continue to
participate in this insane domination and abuse game, but convince her I’m
doing so wholeheartedly. Make no mistake, I’m little more than Tallulah’s
puppet—she’s pulling my strings every step of the way. That I’m playing the
dominant part is an illusion: I’ve been conscripted into slavery, pure and
simple—physically and emotionally abducted. Yet again, a crazed cutie’s pushing
me around in my own apartment, constraining me to feel a lot of things I don’t
want to feel and do a lot of things I don’t want to do. The cleaver continues
to glint on the counter and who knows what Tallulah’s capable of? After all,
I’ve only known her for a few hours and she’s already scratched and bit and
kicked me and threatened to cry rape, given my apprehension more than enough
fuel to feast upon. And think about it: it is inherently risky to bring
strangers home, especially when it comes to the ones I wind up with. I must
continue to do Tallulah’s bidding because I don’t want to experience the
consequences of noncompliance and discover how menacing of a stranger she can
be. I don’t want to see that cleaver in her hand, slashing at the air as venom
spews from her mouth and lunacy leaps into her eyes.


“Cross your
ankles, bitch!” I hear myself yell as I kneel beside Tallulah with the duct
tape and the white of the tiling leaps at and writhes inside my eyes with
redoubled intensity; but then it unexpectedly dissipates—only to reappear, then
dissipate again: it’s as if I’m gazing through a pane of glass that’s inches
from my eyes, alternately shimmering and crystal clear. I see my hands wrap
tape about a pair of ankles and bind them tight—am aware of shivering, being
bone-chillingly cold, even though my skin’s slippery with perspiration—aware
the sight of the duct tape’s silver upon the ivory of Tallulah’s skin is
intriguing me, as if it’s part of a dream that’s followed me into the waking
state and won't depart. Then I hear, “OK, now your wrists, cross them tight—do
it!” and watch ten tremulous fingers wrap tape around them as well; in this
case, it’s the crimson of Tallulah’s nails that fascinates me, such that I
stare at them for perhaps a full minute without any noticeable impatience on her
part, or perhaps it’s that I only stare at them for seconds: my sense of time’s
also blurring in and out of focus, as fleeting as my perceptions of distance
and space and solidity. Then I’m contemplating Tallulah’s bright red lips,
watching them simultaneously advance towards me and recede, repeatedly dissolve
and re-materialize; then I’m aware of wincing at the thought of the unkind
words, hisses and shrieks, that recently emerged from them—suddenly afraid more
of the same will emerge from them very soon—and hastening to place a strip of
tape over them. Amazingly, I’m self-possessed enough to retrieve a knife from a
drawer and poke a hole in the center of the tape before applying it to her
mouth, so she’s able to breathe through it but unable to move her mouth-muscles
enough to speak. After all, nostrils can become obstructed and hinder
breathing, or prevent it altogether, and that’s the last thing I’d want to
occur. Also amazingly, I manage—in the midst of my disorientation and fear—to
derive something approaching satisfaction from the sight of Tallulah’s taped
mouth, knowing she has no choice but to keep any unkind words to herself.
Likewise, the thought that she’s securely bound, unable to use her arms and
legs and teeth to attack me, isn’t lost on me. But what am I supposed to do
now? What? Suddenly I feel as if I’ve exerted myself to achieve a
much-desired goal, only to forget what the goal is!


Continuing to
kneel beside Tallulah, I glance about the kitchen: bright light’s whisking from
corner to corner, rapidly streaking up and down the walls and about the
counters, displacing the space between the ceiling and floor. Suddenly I’m in a
sinister white room, picturing buildings where unsavory occurrences are
routine—picturing detainment centers, psych wards, prison cells—experiencing
sensations of suffocation, paralysis, claustrophobia—feeling pressed in on
myself by the very air, as if surrounded on every side by invisible walls. Then
I’m aware of a persistent whispery sound and glancing at Tallulah again, noting
her eyes have become extraordinarily deep and penetrating, acquired an emphatic
expression—that she’s knitting her brow, repeatedly nodding such that her
chin’s striking the base of her neck, apparently endeavoring to issue a
command—that the whispery sound’s originating from the writhings of her back
against the tiles. Then I’m recalling she wished to be insulted and threatened
while bound on the floor—again hearing her strident words, seeing the lividity
of her face, recoiling from her scratches and kicks. What do I do? It’s not
deliberate resolve that leads me to rise to my feet and exit the kitchen and
shut the door behind me: I do so in a daze, as if stumbling from a car that’s
just crashed into a tree.


Arriving at
the living room couch on unsteady legs, I collapse upon it and unseeingly stare
at the ceiling: it’s as if I really have been stunned and stupefied in an auto
accident. My joints and muscles are aching to such an extent I can’t help but
recall the time I body surfed during a storm for too long, was slammed into the
sand as often as I obtained the ideal glide all the way to water’s edge—my
chest is stinging so persistently it seems to have razor blades imbedded in it
or to be on fire—my right wrist is outright throbbing, occasionally painful
enough to turn numb and vanish from my ability to feel it; but it’s awhile
before I’m able to realize Tallulah’s kicks and scratches and bites are the
cause. At some point I become aware of sounds emanating from the
kitchen—periodic banging, pronounced rustling noises, slurred yelling (the
breathing hole I poked in the tape that’s upon Tallulah’s mouth is enabling her
to yell, even if she’s unable to intone recognizable words)—and become highly
alarmed. Immediately reaching for the remote on the coffee table, I start the
music player and raise the volume loud enough to drown out all else. Then I
resume staring at the ceiling, striving to suppress my thoughts as uneasiness—a
sense of being wrung tight like a wet rag, inundated with jagged electric heat—accumulates
in my breast and all but immobilizes my limbs. I doze off a number of times,
but am always jolted awake by fear: I’m sure my fear never allows me to doze
for long.


Angie, Ella,
Steve: fitfully slipping in and out of troubled sleep, unable to escape the
feeling I’ve been confined in a cage and have no place to run or hide, is how I
pass the remainder of the night. Instead of relishing Tallulah’s beauty and
grace and charm, celebrating the verve and fervor of an accomplished dancer,
I’m seeking to forget she’s bound in the kitchen and that I’ll be dealing with
her dark side again very soon, re-experiencing her temper and obsessions. I
ask: what nefarious contrary instinct of mine compelled me to select her from
among the other girls? Of course I accept full responsibility for pursuing her
and bringing her home, but why did I do so? Is this how I foresaw passing the
night? Did I wish to be tense and twitchy with apprehension, physically and
emotionally wounded? I’d dearly love to state No! with confidence, but
how do I know what occurs in the murky places behind my conscious thoughts?—how
do I know what desires are pulling my strings from locations I’m unable to
probe?—how do I know what’s governing me in the impenetrable flow of my blood?
But to return to my narrative: it’s when the rising sun’s starting to lighten
the eastern portion of the sky that I find myself unable to even attempt to
push Tallulah into the background of my awareness, prevent her and my
unenviable predicament from becoming the sole occupant of my thoughts: she’s
bound in the kitchen and at some point I’ll need to release her and endure the
consequences of abandoning her. What will those consequences consist of? Will
she spring at me with malice in her eyes again, re-invoke the demons of
conflict, outdo herself in demonstrations of displeasure? Will I be enduring
her fits throughout this new day and night, until tomorrow’s dawn and beyond?
As I sit upright on the couch and face the kitchen door it’s as if I’m sitting
on the edge of a gaping chasm: the floor at my feet, even though carpeted in
cheerful aquamarine, seems to be falling away into a black hole of thin air;
the kitchen door, never mind that it’s ivory white, appears to be vaguely
visible at the end of a dark tunnel created by the inexplicable dimming and
bending and blurring of the ordinarily clear light of the overhead lamps. The
music’s still playing loud enough to mask other sounds and I can’t help but
flinch at those I imagine are still issuing from the kitchen—can’t help but
picture Tallulah thrashing on the tiles, vicious as a cornered cat. A few more
minutes pass. Finally a voice in my head announces I’ve got to face the
hellcat sometime! and I robotically rise to my feet, aware of the hard
thumping of my heart against my breastbone.


As I commence
turning the knob of the kitchen door I’m envisioning what could occur after I
unbind Tallulah—hearing ear-piercing shrieks cleave the air, feeling them
freeze my spine—seeing her arms and legs flail and eyes flare, feeling her
nails gouge my skin—and pause, wondering if I should return to the couch and
wait for another hour or two, to better the odds of her being too fatigued to
fly into a rage. But then impatience and annoyance—long overdue, it seems to
me, as if I’ve been waiting all night to gather the courage to embrace these
feelings—enter the picture and brush my caution aside: quite simply, I want
this pointless upheaval business over and done with—am fed up with putting up
with the twisted predilections of a cutie I thought was balanced and mild,
allowing myself to be held hostage in my own home, seemingly forgetting I
happen to live here and should be laying down the rules. Spending the night on
the couch quivering with dread—afraid to hear the stirrings of a girl in my kitchen,
waiting for the aches and pains she’s inflicted to subside: how insane is that?
Enough! So I yank the door open, step into the kitchen, and what greets my
gaze? Tallulah, wide awake, is smiling—there’s kindness in her eyes. But I stop
and stare, apprehensive again despite myself: how do I know the benign frame of
mind she’s exhibiting is authentic—anything besides a ploy to dupe me into
setting her free so she can resume hellcatting with a vengeance? On the other
hand, there’s no escaping the fact I need to release her sometime soon: for one
thing, she might have need of the bathroom, not to mention she’s presently
unable to exit my apartment and go home and leave me be. As long as Tallulah’s
bound this nightmare of a night will continue and I won’t be free: the only
sensible course of action is to unbind her and pray she behaves herself.
Shortly thereafter, still apprehensive but resigned to the unavoidable, I’m
kneeling beside her to peel the tape from her mouth while observing the lines
of her face and fluctuations of light in her eyes, seeking to discover
indications of her true intentions. But as soon as I remove the tape a
spontaneous glow of delight, all but impossible to mimic, illuminates her
visage from within and she says, “Thank you, honey.” in a sweet dreamy tone.
I’m still having trouble trusting her, though, and continue to brace myself:
Tallulah’s an extremely bright mercurial girl whose moods can shift into their
opposites on the turn of a dime; her delight might be authentic now, but in two
seconds it could become discontent. But, again, I have no choice but to finish
what I’ve started: half holding my breath, I complete her liberation by
unwinding the tape from her ankles and wrists.


What happens
once Tallulah’s free of the tape and my jitteriness is at its peak, such that
I’m poised to spring to my feet to better ward off an attack? She immediately
sits upright and, after briefly stretching her arms over her head with a smile,
gently frames my face with her fingers. “I adore your insubordination,
sweetheart,” she soul-caressingly purrs. “It was very manly of you, the way you
walked out and left me alone. I was upset at first and making some noise,
trying to get you to come back, but then I realized you felt I should have my
feelings and thoughts to myself and didn’t want to be in the way. After a while
I turned peaceful inside, in a very nice and surprising way, and I thank you
for caring. And you’re such a handsome head—a very handsome head,” she
concludes, planting an indescribably soothing kiss on my lips and embracing me,
quivering with emotion.


Angie, Ella,
Steve: these are what are known as pinching-myself-to-confirm-I’m-not-dreaming
moments. My anxiety instantly falls away—the wound-tightness of my muscles
becomes fluid and expansive—the knife-edges of my nerves melt into softness, as
during a massage—warm energy engulfs me, delightful electricity soothes me from
the inside out. I kid you not: the amount of relief I’m overcome with borders
on delirium. After all I’d imagined of stress and strife, and for Tallulah to
be an extraordinarily affectionate sweetheart instead: the contrast between the
tumult I’d dreaded and the heaven that’s happening multiplies my elation to
such a degree it’s as if I’m soaring through the ceiling into the sky. We’re
soon gazing at one another in rapture, exchanging tinglingly tender looks—every
line of Tallulah’s beautiful face has united and brightened to communicate the
most pulse-quickening amount of joy imaginable.


“Love me
gently,” Tallulah says. “Here, come to bed.” Gingerly taking me by the hand and
rising to her feet, she guides me from the kitchen to the bedroom and once
we’re in bed you’d never know she’s the same girl who was hissing threats and
kicking and scratching a few hours ago: such sweet grace is in her manner as
she wraps her arms around me and nestles her head against my chest, taking care
to avoid rubbing against the wounds she’s inflicted while apologizing for their
existence with her eyes, soothing them with soft applications of her tongue.
But that’s how it is with these metamorphosis girls: they seem to have next to
no awareness of the long-term implications of their behavior; their past
actions, regardless if they took place minutes ago, are of little consequence
to them; they live exclusively in the moment and their current emotions always
color their interpretation of what’s transpiring between us. It’s almost as if
they could set my apartment on fire and then choose to be nice and suddenly be
blind to the flames. Not that I’m complaining—obviously I like that Tallulah’s
as good as forgotten the strife she’s sown and is being the darling I want her
to be. Why dwell upon the hell she’s put me through when I can reap the
benefits of the bright side of her disposition? I’ve earned this
windfall of heaven.


“Handsome
head,” Tallulah half whispers, regarding me with the crystalline blue of her
eyes, brimming with affection, as she reclines onto her back. With her head
pressed into the pillow and her golden curls framing her happy face she’s the
living image of innocence and guilelessness. She was kindly disposed when I
first brought her home (already it seems like an infinity ago), but she soon
demonstrates an amount of tenderness that causes me to gasp with awe and tingle
in every nerve. We make love for the second time and, as always, I’m omitting
the details. I’ll simply say she couldn’t be more of an angel, whereby she not
merely coaxes the remaining aches and pains from my body but instills an
overwhelming sense of serenity: it’s as if nepenthe’s flowing through my veins.


But where
hellcats are concerned one should never dare to completely let down one’s
guard, become overly comfortable and trust all’s well and fail to measure one’s
words, not even during the heavenly intervals, and at the approach of ten I’m
reminded of the fact. Picture it: Tallulah and I are radiant with
love-satiation—exchanging kind words and soft caresses, playfully rubbing
against and tickling each other, laughing a great deal—and then, at my
suggestion that we shower and dress and go out for breakfast, she knits her
brow. “Are you trying to get rid of me?” she inquires in a testy tone, jerking
her hands from my body and scooting a good yard away. Instantly it’s as if
she’s on the other side of an invisible partition: the warmth departs from her
manner, regard drains from her face, hardness flashes into her eyes—every curve
of her body, suddenly tense and immobile, is shoving me away. There’s a distant
hostile aspect to her that’s plainly saying, Hands off—don’t touch!


Need I say a
jolt of panic shoots through me and I’m already picturing Tallulah in
strife-torn mode, bracing myself against the possibility of another upheaval?
Here we are in bed, mere moments ago it was a place of safety and joy, and now
it might erupt into flailing arms and gashing nails and shrieked curses, turn
into another journey to hell. No! That cannot happen! Guided by courage
that’s fueled far more by fear than anything else (as in I can’t take credit
for being particularly bold), I raise myself to my elbows and do my utmost to
breach the barrier Tallulah’s placed between us: I smile into her eyes, seize
her hands, softly stroke them, say with fervor, feeling time’s at a premium and
I have little of it in which to speak before turmoil ensues, “Tallulah, I
thought you might be as hungry as I am and wanted to treat you to breakfast,
wherever you want to go—your choice, anyplace. I’m not trying to get rid of
you—I don’t want our night to end. You’re an absolute sweetheart and I want you
to stay all day, or longer, if you can—all weekend if you can. My plan was for
us to come back here.”


For a few
moments after I finish speaking I’m still highly uneasy: the tension hasn’t
exited Tallulah’s body and she appears thoughtful, there’s no clear indication
of which way she’ll turn—I can’t help but think tranquility and turbulence are
hanging in the balance in identical measure. But then she, so to speak,
unfreezes her body—becomes soft and supple again, pliant and accessible,
lissome and welcoming. I hear her say, “Well, why don’t we order out and have
breakfast in bed, where it’s warm and toasty and no one’s watching? I want me
to stay too! I want to be your special treat and make you feel good! I’d say
you’re deserving!” And, with that, Tallulah pulls her hands from mine, crawls
close, and softly dances her fingers up and down my neck and about my face
while steadily gazing into my eyes. Of course I’m immensely relieved, but I
also find myself detecting something of a threat in the cast of her eyes: they’re
kindly enough on the surface, but somehow very intent in their depths. They
seem to be saying, I’ll be good as long as you show me you want me to stay
and I’m the one who decides when it’s time to go.


And so it is
that I essentially start to feel I’m being blackmailed into setting all else
aside (It’s not as if I don’t have other things to do.), putting a bright happy
face on matters, and behaving exactly as Tallulah wishes me to behave for as
long as she wishes me to do so. I don’t doubt the angelic side of her
personality’s authentic—I know it is. But I also know the desperate, taunting,
and violent side of her personality’s equally as authentic and I’m by no means
certain it won’t make another appearance. She’s said she wants to stay and make
me feel good? Well, who knows what timeline she has in mind? For all I know she
intends to hold me to my fear-dictated words and actually stay all weekend. And
I don’t care how soothing Tallulah’s caresses are now, or if she becomes the
whole angel again without the unsettling intentness in her eyes: I won’t be
wholly at ease until she walks out the door. To count upon her to cease being
swayable by the whisperings of her dark side would be the height of naïveté and
lasting relaxation with her simply isn’t possible. The inescapable fact is
that, even when we’re shimmering with joy, we’re still seated upon an emotional
powder keg—that my bed can, and very well might, erupt into a battleground at
any time. And, admittedly, if another battle were to take place it might very
well cycle around to becoming another heavenly interval of spontaneous
outpouring of unaffected affection, but what of it? The indescribable elation
of a heavenly interval notwithstanding, I’d never willingly revisit hell to
reexperience it.


But it’s not
as if waiting for an unbalanced beauty to decide it’s time to leave isn’t a
recurring situation: having to assure girls I want them to stay while privately
desiring the opposite is almost routine by now. Hard-won experience has taught
me failure to make such assurances will result in highly memorable
demonstrations of annoyance, as inevitable as the stings of wasps if one
disturbs their nest. I have ejected girls against their will but such is
a last born-of-hopelessness resort, when they truly aspire to the heights of
insanity; it’s far easier, even if time consuming, to put a false face on
matters and smilingly indulge their every whim and wait them out. Unwillingly
ejected girls make scenes in the hallway the neighbors don’t forget, and issue
threats that twist unpleasantries through my imagination, despite my most
strenuous efforts to discount them, for a long time. And I wonder how many
hours total I’ve spent waiting in my own apartment for disturbance-prone
sweethearts to clear out? I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s several weeks’ worth.


As for what’s
going on in Tallulah’s cute capricious conflict-hatching head, now that the
ambiguous look’s commencing to depart from her eyes and she’s happily gazing at
me—applying a liberal amount of caresses to my shoulders and neck, blithely
chatting, squirming about like a little girl who’s about to be given a
much-desired doll—as I peruse a take-out menu: I know she’s convinced she’ll be
coming over again to raise more hell, insult and bait and frighten and disorient
and annoy me until she’s once more bound and abandoned on the kitchen floor, or
until I indulge whatever other obsessions excite her fancy, however extreme
they may be. Yes, she firmly believes I’m game for more conflict-games; that I
enjoy being attacked and challenged, forced to rein her in; that I’m as
addicted to the drama as she is and can’t wait for another dose. She thinks
this is the first night of a beautiful, passionate, tumultuous, storm-tossed
relationship that will allow her to feel infinitely superior to every girl she
knows; to her mind affection’s only authentic if it coexists with chaos and she
feels she’s stumbled upon a treasure trove. But I’m telling you this: the
second changeable Tallulah’s out the door I’ll be informing the doormen not to
let her in my building again; and that, should she come over uninvited (being
the willful not-taking-no-for-an-answer girl she is, it’s highly likely she
will), I don’t even want to know. The last thing I need is a great deal of
uneasiness on account of knowing a maniac’s coming over here intent on
hijacking my life, irrespective of my consent. When it comes to being wanted by
a hellcat, ignorance is the only possible path to peace of mind.


Is banishment
an easy decision? I’ll admit a part of me is arguing against my better
instincts. After all, the delight Tallulah brings along with the stress is no
illusion—it’s unfortunate her delight-dispensing qualities can take a backseat
to her stress-sowing impulses at any time. She may be adept at healing the wounds
she inflicts but why does she need to inflict them in the first place? Do I
really want to be strapped to a maniacal
fight-and-then-kiss-and-make-up-and-then-fight-again merry-go-round? My
emotional reflexes, honed by too many fatiguing adventures to count, are
dictating that I willfully blind myself to the good side of Tallulah and avoid
her. The greatest crime I could possibly commit in her eyes would be to reveal
ambivalence in my feelings towards her, continue to see her while unable to
wholeheartedly embrace the idea of continuing to see her—unable to avoid being
wary, holding part of myself back. From a hellcat’s point of view there’s
absolutely no forgiveness for being self-divided and indecisive in matters of
the heart and no retaliatory measures are too extreme: I’ve learned this lesson
the hard way and have no wish to be schooled in it again. I really do have no
choice but to give Tallulah the gate as soon as she departs and not look back.


OK Angie,
Ella, Steve: I’m done with telling of my latest wildcat-in-kitten’s-guise
fiasco (For the record, Tallulah and I mostly slept between one or thereabouts
and late evening, when she departed on account of having exams to prepare for:
thank God for law school.) and what I want to know is: why do I repeatedly
experience variations of the above? Why am I afflicted with reverse radar, such
that I only become involved with girls who are the opposite of what I want? Why
am I a magnet for sweet-faced closet crazies without wishing to be? Why do
disturbed beauties repeatedly dupe me into believing them to be balanced and
then unleash chaos in my home? What’s this business of only bringing home girls
who guide me towards the gates of hell? Only half-jokingly I say: it’s as if
I’m locked in a vicious self-punishment cycle on account of heinous crimes
committed in a previous life, subconsciously atoning for buried sins.


And why are so
many delectable darlings thirsting to play abuse-me games, anyway? What is it
about being mistreated—tied up, slapped and spanked, whatever—that gets their
eyes to brim with admiration and affection? Why does gentlemanly behavior—being
considerate, treating them like princesses—only elicit mockery, scorn, and
contempt? These girls are well-educated, have money, and dress in good taste;
they’re level-headed, socially adept, and well-regarded in their regular lives;
they have beauty and poise and cleverness to burn; and all of them are into
taunting and insulting me until I do their bidding and subject them to
humiliation theater, and they’ll stop at nothing to get their way. They seek to
antagonize me by any and every means available, go absolutely berserk. No
course of action’s taboo when it’s in the service of their obsessions, all
manner of emotional and physical violence is justified. I’ve been bitten,
slashed with fingernails and rings and barrettes, hit by thrown objects,
kicked—had my fingers bent backwards, toes stomped on, chest struck by a
chair—been threatened with letter openers, scissors, corkscrews, kitchen
knives, a bronze statuette. And they love to reverse the situation and
insist I’m being mean when I resist indulging them—love to announce
they’re going to involve the neighbors and building staff, say disparaging
things about me, level accusations—love to say they need to be rescued
and are going to phone their fathers, their mothers, their big brothers and
sisters, the cops. And Tallulah’s not the first to try the cry-rape ploy.


So what’s the
story? I’ll tell you what the story is: these girls are going on the Internet
and reading stress-for-kicks-and-arousal erotica rubbish and firing up their
imaginations. No sooner do they read that drivel than they want to experience
it. Not to mention the old standards—de Sade, Liaisons Dangereuses, and
the Story of O—that deal with the same themes in a more bewitching
manner, introduce glamour and transcendence and mystery into the equation via
heightened style, words that reverberate with authentic emotion. These girls
are allowing fiction to persuade them they’re bored with comfort, leading empty
lives absent of meaningful aspiration and challenge, and in need of being
slapped around. They end by being convinced they’re sick and tired of being
admired for their beauty and intelligence and complimented and treated right.
They end by yearning for degradation and despising men who want to be decent.


All right, I’m
being facetious, outright silly, with the brainwashed-by-reading theory. These
girls are far too independent-minded to be swayed by scribblings; their reading
habits, whatever they are, could never be responsible for their craving for
conflict: the root cause is deeper, far more elemental, than mere manipulation
of thought. I could say human nature, the inescapable imperfection of our
species—ceaseless yearning for the new and novel, as if by such we’ll complete
ourselves and become whole—is to blame for the antics of these girls, but of
what use is such an observation? As all of us share the same imperfection, it
doesn’t explain why the girls I bring home are capable of throwing a cantaloupe
at my bathroom mirror and splintering it to bits and daring me to be angry. (If
you recall, it happened last November.) Sure, too much of a good thing turns it
sour, renders it stale and unfulfilling and sometimes outright annoying, and
then perhaps the opposite is craved. These girls, on account of their
comeliness and breeding and charm, are accustomed to being favored and being
favored doesn’t allow them to taste of tension and darkness, so perhaps they
begin to crave tension and darkness for that very reason and chase after it
with all the will at their disposal. It’s undeniable these girls are extremely
bright, driven by curiosity: it could be said the immaculately manicured
gardens of their lives aren’t enough for them and that when they gaze at the
virgin forest, unaltered by humans, on the other side of the fence they long to
run amok in it and roll in the dirt, if for no other reason than it’s the polar
opposite of what they’re familiar with. Is it a coincidence many of them are
spoiled only daughters, quintessential daddy’s little girls, from well-to-do
families? I don’t think so. They’ve been doted upon since birth, never lacked
for support and affection—they’re in the habit of voicing wishes and having
them granted without question, showered with every trinket or trip to Paris or
weekend at a spa they could possibly desire. So perhaps that’s what’s made them
restive and discontented, hungry for counterpoint and contradiction. But I’m
telling you the ones I bring home seem to be in hot pursuit of unadulterated
primal tumult, uncertainty, and fear: could being spoiled all their lives
really lead to that? OK, I don’t pretend to know what drives my
disturbed doll-faces to scare the daylights out of me—why they appear to
believe I’m disposed to play along with their mania, yield to their displays of
temper, and that I ought to feel supremely privileged to do so. I swear I only
want balance and centeredness, a dependably stable girl, in my life—swear I
only want an emotionally even-keeled relationship, characterized by mutual
support and consideration, that’ll bring me lasting equanimity of mind.


All right, I
could babble in this email all day, but what for? Why continue describing the
cause of my confusion when I’m only concerned with the cure? As for the cure:
have I come any closer to solving the riddle of my repeated involvement with
strife-addicted girls? Will I immediately cease becoming involved with them
simply because I wrote this? Will I, going forward, stop spending the night
with darling angels who metamorphose into fallen angels who insist I fall with
them into dark places of disorder where I, to put it mildly, have no wish to
be? Yeah, right! Instantaneous emotional and psychological overhauls of
personality for the better, as if such are easy to come by and don’t involve
years of effort with no guarantee of outcome, only occur in fiction and are
inherently false. People don’t change overnight, if at all; once locked into a
propensity one, like it or not, has little choice but to be swept along by it
until it plays itself out, assuming it ever does: that’s how flesh and blood
humans, invariably at the mercy of their inclinations regardless if they’re
frightened of them, behave.


So Angie,
Ella, Steve: although I wish I could assert I’ve cured myself by writing the
above, I know I haven’t done so and refuse to lie. After all, what would you
have me do?—act like a laughably unrealistic character in a novel and declare
the above has assisted me in extricating myself from my predicament and that
I’m well on my way to finding a mate to live with happily ever after in
domestic bliss? I have too much self-respect to do that.


And thanks for
bearing with me, reading my latest exercise in futility. We’re still on for
dinner at the Boathouse, right? Looking forward to it—I’m in great need of some
sanity. And, Angie and Ella, don’t forget the Malibu and San Onofre pictures.
(Remember? You haven’t sent them.) What’s more transcendent than being united
with the ageless rhythm of the sea—sensing the immeasurable strength and primal
indifference of the sea—while waiting to catch a wave and then gliding with a
wave after one catches it, as it seeks to wholly engulf the board and tumble
one under in roiling currents of foam? Not much! The sea doesn’t care if one’s
alive or dead and there’s beauty in that! Surf’s up!


See you at
lakeside,


Justin











Part Two: Rapture in the
Storm





From: Justin


To:
Angie, Ella, Steven


Sent: Sunday, May 4, 2014 12:48 AM


Hey Three
Musketeers,


So here’s the
email in which I finally agree with you, freely admit what’s been
obvious to you—and surely also to myself, albeit subconsciously—all along: I
actually do like the untamed minxes I get mixed up with. Merely like
them? Nay! I unreservedly adore them and am everlastingly grateful for their
existence—I thank all the beautiful BratCats on earth from the bottom of my
heart. If I truly wanted to become involved with an emotionally stable
girl—that is, a nice girl—I’d certainly be able to find one. But now I
realize I’ve always avoided nice girls like the plague: what a prison a nice
girl can be. A nice girl is censorship of feeling, entrapment in emotional
sterility, servitude to the bland and ordinary. There’s no captivating
ambivalence, invigorating tension, aura of mystery and danger with a nice
girl—no facing off with the unexpected, testing of myself in mentally straining
situations. What’s the point of bothering with a girl who’s unable to provide
blood-stirring experiences? Nietzsche’s well-known maxim, “What doesn’t kill me
makes me stronger,” couldn’t be more on the mark: it’s conflict that enables me
to take my true measure as a man, become more emotionally resilient and adroit
and enthralled with life and eager to greet each new day. Inner growth and
well-being don’t come cheaply—they must be earned. A nice girl? I was
entangled with one once—awhile back, in school—and found it carried the
obligation of constantly being emotionally even-keeled, guarding against
mood-swings, taking care to avoid even so much as changing my opinions, not to
mention enduring endless conversations pertaining to food preparation, interior
design, color coordination of dishware, and other wearisome domestic concerns
she considered to be of paramount importance. I found myself muting my
feelings, smothering naturalness of self-expression, denying my heartfelt
instincts; and all in the interest of sheltering the nice girl from
anything—and by “anything” I mean the slightest hint of stress—that
might fluster her and lead to confusion and make her cry. (If you can believe
it, she once stared at me in horror and started whimpering simply because I
stated, in reference to an acquaintance’s invitation, “His barbeques are an
excuse for him to parade his dull and dreary personality—never any fun.”) And
thus the nice girl ended by being far more of a nightmare than any
uncontrollable wildcat’s ever been.


Face it: I’m
not exactly enamored of stability. Stability’s predictability and
predictability’s an emotionally demeaning bore. What’s to look forward to if
one knows what’s going to happen—or, rather, not happen—in advance? As
far as nice girls go, nothing’s going to happen that’s different from what’s
already happened: no spontaneous outpourings of feeling, unforeseen flare-ups,
eruptions of impulsiveness, intervals of soul-gripping passion—zero
spontaneity, period, lest their precious domesticity-oriented evenness of
disposition be ruffled. Nothing but monotonous mildness of self-expression that
becomes more stagnant, suffocating, and intolerable with each passing day.
Twining vines, indeed: nice girls steadily and subtly wrap themselves around
the nuances and content of one’s speech, as well as one’s every glance and
gesture, endeavoring to suppress what they disapprove of, until one’s dismayed
to discover one’s apparently barely allowed to breathe. Nice girls live to
enslave one to their terror of extremity of experience. Niceness is a
weapon calculated to afflict one with self-doubt, and guilt in particular, and
con one into being reluctant to fly the coop: such is how men are ensnared by
the Susie Homemakers of this world.


I thought I
was seeking to avoid temperamental sweethearts, put a stop to the nonstop
parade of feisty felines who raise hell in my apartment? What
health-of-self-undermining idiocy! With a wildcat I needn’t worry about
languishing in tedium, dying for a dose of rejuvenating delirium: the sea will
cease to fling breakers at the shore before a mercurial cutie will fail to
become an outlet for the forces of primal nature. There’s nothing like a fresh,
vibrant, invigorating plunge into the headwaters of an unbalanced beauty’s
unleashed discontent. To taste of thought-convulsing intervals of panic and
uncertainty, have my imagination racing a mile a minute as I envision all the
drama my latest wildcat might involve me in, the extreme acts she might
be capable of, the extent to which she might convince me she’s forsaken
her sanity... That’s the life electric. That’s being lifted free
of stale normality, swept into heightened sensation, reborn in every nerve.


All right,
Angie, Ella, Steve: you wanted me to come around to identifying my authentic
inclinations and admit to them and embrace them and I’ve done so. Enough of
this prelude—please allow me to detail the latest example of the unfailing
accuracy of my maniacal-minx radar. Obviously, there will be a major difference
between this account and my former ones: instead of wondering what’s wrong with
me when it comes to my taste in females, I’ll be celebrating what’s right. It’s
about time I wholeheartedly revel in my preference for volatile girls, instead
of counter-productively seeking to deny its existence.


* * * * * * * * * *


What’s in a
name? Tallulah’s the very picture of her name: a perfect oval of a
cute-as-a-button face, clear and radiant snow-white complexion, wide lively
blue eyes, a rippling river of abundant raven black hair spilling halfway down
her back. Petite (of course), invested with an aura of vivacious grace
(naturally), a sweet melodious little girl voice (how could it be otherwise?),
twenty-seven years of age (and doesn’t look a day older than high school
graduation: sure darlings of nature with a plentitude of life-fire in their
veins, the hellcats always beguile time and look far younger than they are). I
mentioned Tallulah’s eyes: often a look of dreamy distance is in them but then,
quick as a wisp of wind, they’ll flash with razor-sharp perceptiveness and be
startlingly close; often a look of ineffable sweetness is in them but then,
sudden as the snap of a twig, they’ll become diamond-hard and back me up
against the very air. Her visage generally wears an aspect best described as
alert serenity, but shadows of impatience and discontent are always lurking,
fleetingly swirling, just below the surface of her soft-as-down skin. Cute? I
mentioned that—of course Tallulah’s cute. She’s absolutely stunning, beautiful
as only a handful of girls are: it’s as if her beauty toys with the very light,
bends it into energy that goes straight to my gut and shoots up my spine and
delightfully dizzies my thoughts. And every inch of her body’s fit and toned,
muscular without being angular. Tallulah’s curves are as flawless as those of a
crystal wine glass, velvety as the petals of a rose. She’s a dancer,
incidentally: it seems I can’t get enough of them either.


Tallulah: do
you remember the name? The girl I’m writing of is the identical Tallulah who I
wrongfully and shamefully gave the gate last spring, being grossly mistaken as
to what best suited my happiness and unpardonably blind as to how wonderful she
is. I now see her in fresh, far more appreciative and enlightened, light. I’m
being given a second opportunity to do right by her, although I most certainly
don’t deserve it—which just goes to show how generous-spirited hellcats can be.
They give freely of themselves, hold nothing back—they neither lie nor play
manipulation games, are always forthright concerning what they want and what
they expect of me; far from seeking to suppress my personality, they enable me
to become fully aware of it. They’re extreme in everything, including having a
great capacity for forgiveness and selfless affection. It’s not malice that
causes the hellcats to storm like the darkest clouds in the sky but the
pyrotechnics of beautifully complex and multi-layered personalities—I see that
clearly now, and it’s about time. They’ve always been good girls at heart,
eager to be loving and supportive. But I’m getting ahead of myself—please allow
me to detail the manner in which Tallulah and I met for the second time.


First let me
point out that Tallulah’s allowed her hair to grow and changed its color to
black: perhaps you also recall she was a blond a year ago. So when I saw her at
the Met during intermission three Fridays ago I didn’t recognize her, not only
due to the hair alteration but because she was wearing oversized sunglasses, a
scarlet feather boa that concealed half her face, and a liberal amount of
showgirl-type makeup. Am I an idiot for failing to recognize her from across
the room, after an interval of nearly a year?—I don’t think so. Girls have the
advantage over us men in that respect: it’s perfectly acceptable for them to
alter their hair and makeup and accessorize to the extent they’re essentially
wearing disguises, whereas we generally always look the same and can be easily
identified. But I honed in on Tallulah’s special energy, as if she inhabited a
plane of existence where emotions are more vividly felt and more emphatically
acted upon, immediately—on her poise-perfect stance, fluid and elegant
gesticulations, electric vivacity. She was animatedly chatting with a couple
girlfriends, accompanying her speech with a veritable ballet of
hand-movements—twirling them at the wrists, curling and uncurling her fingers,
frequently flicking the boa’s feathers and her long black locks. The giggling
pings of her intonation distinguished themselves from the other voices and
could be heard from across the room but still weren’t clear enough to jar my
recollection—I was far from being able to discern the whole of her voice, much
less make out her words. She was also wearing a mid-thigh-high black leather
skirt and pink cashmere sweater—both very snug, allowing me to do an accurate
appraisal of her flawlessly proportioned figure, so slender and well-exercised
and supple. I was doing what I always do when sighting a girl I want to get to
know: lingeringly looking her up and down, caressing her contours and seeking
to delve under her skin with my eyes, such that she can feel me doing
it.


There’s an art
to looking at a girl and alerting her to one’s presence and sparking her
interest: one must convey both respect and insistence, infuse one’s admiration
with desire, but always must the former be the greater of the two; by the same
token, one must never plead with a glance or assume a girl’s obligated to
respond—bright girls detest sentimental slop and presumption alike. Glances of
attraction cut through the air quicker than the wind and communicate far more
than words do and must be managed with care, and... But why analyze? Suffice to
say I observe Tallulah in such a manner that she soon becomes aware of it and
turns towards me with a quizzical look, whereupon I greet her with smiling
eyes. But her response is different from what I’m accustomed to. Instead of
demurely down-turning her eyes, or glancing slightly to the side with a hint of
a coy smile hovering about her lips, or dreamily fiddling with her hair as she
tilts her head, or sending other vaguely encouraging, deliberately subtle and
noncommittal, flirtatious signals, she stares at me with extreme emphasis
(something I easily detect despite her sunglasses) and starts as if confronted
by a ghost, instantly rigid in every muscle. Likewise does she abruptly fall
silent, cease conversing with her girlfriends, such that her hands freeze in
mid-gesticulation—the change is so obvious her girlfriends wonder what’s
overcome her, one of them grasping her shoulder with a look of concern. But
then Tallulah quickly collects herself and, turning to the girl who’s clasping
her shoulder, smilingly dispenses what I easily detect are reassuring words. No
sooner am I certain our from-across-the-room communication has ended and
nothing’s going to come of it than Tallulah turns to face me again and, with an
elaborate flourish of her hands, seizes the hem of her skirt and curtsies,
laughing as she does so. That’s definitely a first and, for a few moments, I’m
not sure if she’s making fun of me or not, or simply a performer acting in
accordance with the manner in which she’s decked out. There’s the feather boa,
right?—it’s double wrapped about her throat and its ends nearly sweep the
floor. There’s the makeup, right?—it’s thick and ostentatious enough to verge
upon caricature but nevertheless manages to remain within the dictates of good
taste, having been applied with care and expertise. And moments later she’s
enthusiastically beckoning me over with both hands, not ceasing to look
straight at me and smile. Maybe I am an idiot for failing to compute the
evidence: this girl’s unmistakable surprise followed by an invitation to join
her—perhaps it should at least occur to me she’s not unknown to me. But that’s
not what’s passing through my head. Still convinced I’m dealing with a complete
stranger, I’m thinking something along the lines of, Not exactly the subtle
type, and noting it’s far too easy. It occurs to me she’s going to hand me
a flyer to a club, or for a performance of hers; for all I know she’s a
Broadway star being friendly to someone she perceives as being a well-behaved
fan, her initial surprise being because she feels I’ve recognized her despite
her effort to conceal her identity. At any rate, I have little hope I’ll be
getting to know this girl in the manner I’d like to: when it comes to
spontaneous let’s-get-acquainted impulses, a non-subtle girl is generally a
girl who’s only going to tease and flirt and idly converse, with no intention
of following through, for reasons known only to herself, or ask for something
that’s wholly unrelated to intimacy, or use one to inspire jealousy in another.
Which isn’t to say I’m going to pass on her invitation: such would be
ungentlemanly and tacky, not to mention that she’s thoroughly piqued my
curiosity and I’m very interested to see what comes of it.


So I excuse
myself from Don (You remember Don, right? He’s the bona fide opera maniac, for
whom too much is never enough, and who attends performances every week.), who’s
with me and has been observing this exchange with amusement, and cross the
reception hall to greet this bold theatrical girl. No sooner do I reach her and
am about to speak than she removes the sunglasses and inquires, “Guess who?” as
mirth overspreads her face. I don’t need to guess who: I recognize Tallulah
instantly, and to say I’m startled would be an understatement. And I may have
only spent a night and a day with her but I know her well enough, and am
therefore apprehensive owing to my having shut her out last spring: she’d be
very capable of shamming friendliness to dupe me into dropping my guard, the
better to broadside me with a barrage of harsh words, or a slap—I can’t help
but inwardly flinch in anticipation of some variety of recrimination. But she
giggles, “You should see your face,” steps close to me, and kisses me on the
cheek. What music to my ears is her giggle, and her kiss is so gentle—her eyes
aren’t lying as they look me up and down with delight. But I’m still
tongue-tied, embarrassed, and wary: who wouldn’t be? And then she adds, “I see
you’ve still got an eye for the cute ones!” as she blithely tilts her head
back, fluffs her hair with her fingers, and nudges me with her knee.


“What can I
say?” I smile, confident enough now to brush the feathers of the boa from one
of her cheeks and kiss her in turn. “Some girls stand out in any crowd and make
the others invisible. Some girls scream for attention, simply by being their
gorgeous selves, and are flat-out impossible not to admire.”


“Well, it’s
nice that you eye-raped me without knowing who I am,” she laughs, softly
clapping a couple times while holding the sunglasses between two fingers by one
of the bows. “Attracted once, attracted twice, as they say. Or does anyone say
that? Maybe I just made it up!” And she kisses me again, giggling some more.


“The saying’s
all yours,” I return. “I can assure you I’ve never heard it before, or
approached a girl before without knowing I already know her.”


“Neat trick,
right?” she says with glee. “It’s all in the sunglasses, they’re the key: the
thing’s to hide the eyes, they’re always the main giveaway—windows to the soul
will betray you every time.” Twirling the sunglasses in her hand, she bestows a
most becoming look of mischief upon me.


“An excellent
trick,” I agree. “Thanks for using it and surprising me so much it was like the
earth traded places with the sky—a good surprise is always a treat, it’s nice
to have one’s senses flipped about now and then. But I’m glad I couldn’t see my
face, I’m sure I looked as silly as can be.” As I speak these words I can’t
help but wonder if my eyes are betraying my persistent uneasiness and whether
Tallulah’s windows-to-the-soul comment was alluding to such. The way I shut her
out last spring isn’t anything to be proud of, to say the least, and I’m still
finding it difficult to believe she’s going to continue to act as if it never
happened.


“Not silly at
all,” she says with a very charming frown. “You were so cute!”


It’s when
Tallulah follows up this statement by rubbing her hand up and down my midriff
and giggling some more and then thrusting herself against me, caressing my
thighs with one of her hips—all done with very real abandon, every sign of
being tickled to death, jumping out of her skin with happy energy—that I’m able
to begin to trust and surrender to the waves of relief that have been building
inside me, such that the greater part of my embarrassment’s effectively thrust
into the background. “But not nearly as cute as you—not by a long shot!” I say,
briefly kissing her on the lips—not once, but twice, and then thrice, a bit
more lingeringly and emphatically each time. I should mention here I’m well
aware girls adore it when one spontaneously multiple kisses them, assuming
they’ve indicated receptivity to such. The fact that one kiss isn’t enough
appeals to their vanity, as well as their pleasure. This might sound like
there’s an element of calculation in the picture, but such isn’t the case: it’s
simple observation based on experience, and it’s not my fault if I’m able to
perceive such things while being wholeheartedly absorbed in them. I genuinely
can’t help myself: kissing Tallulah, no matter how fleetingly (because these
kisses probably take place in under ten seconds), is… Ha, I was going to say
“sheer heaven,” but that would be too cliché, right? Well, so what? Is it my
fault sheer heaven happens to fit the bill? It’s extraordinary how fast I turn
inside out and tingle and sense the wealth of feeling within Tallulah, the
richness and depths of her vivacity, and want far more!


“Ooooo,” she
coos, squirmingly—half-dancingly—shaking herself, repeatedly flicking her hair,
gazing at me excitedly and tenderly, after which she quickly bends towards the
floor, opens the handbag at her feet, and drops the sunglasses inside it. Then
she just as swiftly springs up straight again and, framing my face with her
hands, joins her mouth to mine. It’s no light and brief and halting kiss but a
drawn-out hungry kiss, as gentle and soothing as it’s insistent and
uninhibited, as she takes deep breaths and shivers. Instantly I’m caressing her
cheeks and neck and shoulders, grasping her waist and squeezing, pulling her
tight against me; she’s wrapping her arms around my neck, running her fingers
through my hair, wrapping a leg around one of mine; I’m soon grasping the thigh
of the leg she’s wrapped about me, kneading the soft satin of her skin, as we
continue to intertwine tongues. Just like that it happens, in the crowded
reception area, as if we’re the only people in the building. How easy it is to
touch her again, grasp with gusto, as if there’s been no interval of nearly a
year, not to omit that I was with her for less than twenty-four hours then—not
even a full day. It’s a veritable miracle, how natural and effortless it is—how
there’s such warm and comforting transparency between us, as if we’ve been
familiar for years. I’ve never reencountered one of my wildcats before, after
running away from her, and undergone such an experience. I wouldn’t have
believed such an experience possible, if it wasn’t happening. I’m as dizzy with
elation as I’m amazed; I’m thrilling to the touch and ardor and sweetness of
Tallulah while astounded by the wondrous unpredictability of life.


Tallulah’s
girlfriends, respectfully averting their eyes and exchanging looks of surprise
and amusement that I’m vaguely aware of, sensing instead of actually seeing
them, withdraw to somewhere off to the left. Tallulah and I, upon reaching the
end of this first outpouring of attraction, gaze at each other in appreciation,
still as if there’s no one else in the building, and I for one am
thoroughgoingly spellbound: I’m taking in her blue eyes, clear and pristine as
the water of an alpine spring; taking in the flush and illumination of her
face, easily shining through the layers of her makeup, advertising the extent
to which she’s stirred with delight; taking in the sheer presence of her,
radiant as the dawn on a cloudless morning at seaside, bracing as a cool breeze
after being confined in an overheated office all day. Our hands reach towards
one another and fingers intertwine, and suddenly we can’t stop talking,
exchanging our news and catching up, again as effortlessly as if we’ve already
experienced worlds together, known one another for years. The more we converse
the more I’m astonished at how bright and beautiful and gracious and electric
with life she is.


At the same
time as we’re conversing and affirming our happiness at having met again,
though, I can’t help but resume being uneasy—increasingly ashamed of myself,
self-reproachful—in my background thoughts: how could I have run away from this
absolutely enchanting kind-hearted girl? So what if she treated me to a stressful
interval or two, given that she’s fundamentally a good person, not to mention
as gorgeous as a girl could possibly be and overflowing with spirit, healing
energy? I was obviously deluded, out of my mind! As we continue conversing I’m
wondering how she can ignore the fact I banned her from my building, refused to
answer the phone, never responded to her messages: how can she be so sweet,
conciliatory and giving, after that? I’ve said before that feisty felines have
selective memories, little recollection of previous events, when such suits
them? Well, that cuts both ways: they may willfully blind themselves to their
own misdeeds but they’ve very fair, in that they’re also willing to overlook my
questionable actions. What makes me perfect? Nothing whatsoever, especially if
I was misdirected and nuts enough to ditch a darling like Tallulah. In fact,
I’ll venture to say there’s no lasting hope for a man who declines to give such
a precious more of a chance to prove herself than I did. Angie, Ella, Steve:
it’s not long before a combination of guilt and the need to clear the air
overwhelms me and I blurt out, “Look, Tallulah, I’m sorry I…”


“Shsssh,”
Tallulah cuts me off with gentle urgency, instantly discerning what I’m about
to say, smilingly placing a finger on my lips to stop me from speaking the
words. “A long time ago that was, and I’m no angel. Let’s leave it be.”


My friends,
the warm and tactful manner in which Tallulah brushes aside my would-be
apology, utter lack of judgment and reproach in her eyes, is the true essence
of her—again I say she’s an absolute sweetheart at heart. I don’t feel I
deserve such benevolence and am flat out amazed, as well as uncomfortable,
still needled by shame. Sensing as much, Tallulah switches to
distraction-tactics. “Like my new hair?” she inquires and, seizing it at the
top of her forehead, commences tugging at it. I’m sure I’m staring wide-eyed
and gape-jawed as her hair begins moving as a single unit and she peels it off
her head—as an abundance of chestnut curls appears and falls about her face and
cascades down her back from where they’ve been concealed under what I perceive
to be a wig. “Gotcha again!” she announces mirthfully, waving the wig in my
face, after which she drops it on top of her handbag and fluffs and combs out
her hair with her fingers. (And I’m aware I stated that Tallulah’s hair is
black in my initial description, omitted mention of the wig: such was
intentional, because I wanted to spring the same surprise on the three of you
that she sprang on me.)


“That you
did,” I laugh, playfully tapping the top of her head. “Are there any more
surprises? Are there two wigs? You were a blond last year, I tend to remember
details like that.”


“It’s my real
hair, silly—my birth-color,” she says, reaching up to tap the top of my head in
turn. “I’ve ditched the wig as a symbolic gesture—I want you to see the real
Tallulah, without wigs in the way. Remember when you first saw me? Remember
stuff like this?” So saying, she takes a couple steps back to give herself
enough space and extends a leg straight out in front of her, perpendicular to
her body from her hip to her toes, and executes a perfect pirouette; then,
slapping her leg to the floor and stepping close again, asks, “Where was that?”


“At WH, of
course,” I respond. “You were wearing a scarlet bikini and transparent white
cover-up dress with lace netting in the middle, with a silvery scarf tied
around one of your arms, and every inch of you was incandescent in the
light-show, whirling in pink and blue. The music was a mix of eighties New Wave
and nineties Shoegaze and current versions of it—my kind of dance music. I
remember hearing Bow Wow Bow, Adam and the Ants, Ladytron, Goldfrapp, and Ride.
And you finished off with “Primitive” by Killing Joke, a tribal stomp of a song
if there ever was one. The audience was going berserk at the end, when you were
tossing three hula hoops in the air and catching them in perfect rhythm while
doing high kicks and twirling. It appears that night’s permanently engraved
upon my memory and only now do I realize it. Fancy that.”


“Fancy this: I
remember the way your eyes stood out from the hordes on the dance floor and
made me feel naked and safe at the same time. You were staring at me the whole
time and barely moving, as if I was the only person you could see, and it was
like a wave of nature was passing through me. That’s why I came out afterwards
and fiddled with my hair by the support pillar, right by where you were, and
bent over and stretched and stuff to make my dress cling to me. It’s also why
my dress was unzipped a bit—I did it backstage ahead of time, to have a loose
neckline. I dropped my purse on purpose and went onto the floor on all fours,
pretending something had tumbled out and that I was looking for it, to make my
neckline dip and give you a chest-shot, and I felt your eyes there too—felt
them a lot! I said to myself, ‘Ooooo, baby!’ because the force of you was
really in your stare! And then you came over—I’m so glad you came over!”


“Oh, I
remember that as well as if it happened hours ago too, not a chance I’d forget
your yellow dress and conspicuously absent brassiere, and your smile and
stretches and the way you tossed your hair and squirm-crawled around on the
floor, sleek and graceful as a cat—all pure honey. And, honey, as we know,
can…” Here I trail off, looking Tallulah up and down with delight.


“Honey can
what?” she purrs, looking deep into my eyes.


“Catch
anything, especially when it wants to be caught,” I reply. “I’m very glad I
came over too!” And it’s here that Tallulah seizes and squeezes my hands in an
indescribably stimulating manner, transmitting vitality that races up my arms,
pulsates in my temples, whirls in my breast; and here that her eyes light up,
brimming with joy, and are as beautiful as a pair of eyes have been since the
dawn of time; and also here that we both know, beyond a doubt, that we won’t be
parting ways tonight. I can’t begin to describe the magic of this interval! I’m
so deliciously stunned and tingling it’s as if I’ve traded my senses for ones
that feel vividly enough for life to resemble a dream; I’m oblivious of
everything pertaining to my surroundings except for the touch of Tallulah’s
hands and expressiveness of her eyes; I’m wondering how I could’ve shut her out
of my life, without allowing myself to get to know her better, and amazed and
grateful I have another chance to get to know her; I’m determined to make it
crystal clear I want with all my heart to continue to see her and have no
intention of being an idiot and a coward and running away this time; I’m
already racing into the future, picturing us building a life together. Perhaps
my thoughts concerning our future come off as being premature and delusional
but, Angie, Ella, Steve, I can assure you I’m not indulging in exaggeration. It
is possible to know, in an instant, that one’s peace of mind depends
upon coming to an understanding with a woman, nurturing a relationship
together; that one will be incomplete and flailing without her, flung into a
black chasm of depression; that one had no idea how isolated and alone and
incomplete one was, because there was no one to hold out the promise of
self-completion and yearn to be with and grow old with. I know it’s possible
because it’s happening! Stepping closer to Tallulah, and aware she’s enveloped in
sympathetic tension—that rousing energetic benignity’s emanating from every
last sinew of her body, investing me with courage, assisting me in formulating
my words, I say, “Look, I love La Bohème and am obviously here to see
it, but running into you is far more important—a Godsend and miracle, no doubt
about it. So, Tallulah, this is the deal: would you like have dinner at a quiet
place now and catch up more and tell each other lots of things about each other
that we didn’t tell each other before? I don’t want to wait until the opera’s
over, be away from you for a second. And I won’t be able to hear a note of the
opera anyway—I’ll only be thinking of you. How do you feel about it?”


“Justin,
there’s nothing I’d like more than to have a quiet dinner with you—of course
yes let’s go,” she answers without hesitation, continuing to look at me
tenderly and seriously, as if bringing the whole of the wonderful world within
her into her face. “But please let me wipe off my mask in the ladies’ first—I
don’t want to be makeup-caked when I’m with you.” I must admit I involuntarily
start when she mentions visiting the ladies’ room: for an instant it occurs to
me, because of my lingering guilt over my avoidance of her last spring, that
she, upon further reflection, might decide not to return. “Justin,” she hastens
to assure me, “the idea was to see La Bohème in this get-up with my
friends and be silly. (Here she nods towards the wig on her handbag and
indicates the feather boa with her chin.) But I don’t want to be silly anymore,
not with you. As you said, meeting again is a Godsend. So please let me do our
Godsend justice and be presentable for you. Don’t worry, I’ll be right
back—nothing could ever keep me away.” She picks up her handbag, not taking her
smiling eyes off me, and then strolls towards the ladies’ room, bestowing the
sweetest of over-the-shoulder glances upon me and blowing me a kiss.


In less than
ten minutes Tallulah reappears and we meet each other halfway, literally: too
eager to wait an extra few seconds I hasten towards her as she approaches and
soon I’m holding her at elbow’s length and gazing at her as if she’s
materialized from a dream, marveling anew at her beauty—her unadorned,
makeup-free, beauty that I haven’t seen since last spring. No makeup in existence,
no matter how skillfully applied, will ever equal the natural radiance and
texture of Tallulah’s skin or do justice to the balanced contours of her
features. “What?” she inquires in an angelic tone, widening her
sky-encompassing eyes and seizing my hand.


“Well, you
said you wanted me to see the real Tallulah and I see her and all I have to say
is this,” I answer, wrapping my arms around her and pulling her close
and kissing her as if I’ll never have another opportunity.


“I like your
way with words, Justin,” she purrs once we’ve finished kissing, after probably
at least five minutes. “I think it’s one of the most poetic things anyone’s
ever said to me—your kisses make me feel peaceful and pretty.”


“Oh, you’re
always going to be one of the prettiest girls ever born—have no doubts on that
score,” I say, picking up her handbag, intertwining arms, and guiding her
towards the exit. I feel as if a world of wonder awaits me outside the exit; as
if my world’s expanding to admit a multitude of namelessly delightful things I
never suspected could exist; as if I’ve caught a wave of delirium that’s still
in its infancy and will carry me to a place I’ll never want to leave.
Intermission’s over, incidentally, and our friends—having plainly discerned the
extent of our attraction—have returned to their seats. Tallulah and I have been
so absorbed in getting reacquainted we’ve neglected to bid them adieu: common
courtesy vanished in the miracle of reencountering each other.


I’m telling
Tallulah about a French bistro, candlelit and quiet and intimate—mentioning
Champagne, prawns, and bulots—as we approach the exit doors and she
agrees it’s the place for us to go, but this plan quickly falls by the wayside,
because the moment we step onto the plaza we’re greeted by the sight of the
Lincoln Center fountain, illuminated from within by bright white light: it
looks like a giant multi-tiered wedding cake, alive with motion. “Ooooo,”
Tallulah coos, tugging me in the fountain’s direction. “Isn’t it to die for?”
Within seconds we’re seated on the fountain’s rim, embracing as mist settles on
our cheeks.


“The
fountain’s gorgeous, all right,” I say, framing Tallulah’s face with my
fingers, “but it’s completely eclipsed by you.” And I’ve never been more
sincere in my life: Tallulah’s otherworldly beauty in the undulating light, and
her wide eyes, pulsating with tenderness, bright with the energy of her vibrant
spirit: I can’t believe my night at the opera’s metamorphosed into this
immaculate vision. Here I am: being whisked along on desire’s wings, thrilled
to the foundations of my being—seated beside the girl who I’m positive is the
most dazzling and adorable one on earth by far; and couple that with our brief
but very memorable history, fraught with moments frightful enough to distort my
judgment and scare me away; and add to that her willingness to be with me
again, no questions asked, and my overwhelming gratitude that it’s so: tally it
all up and then try to tell me I won’t remember every last detail of these
bountiful minutes until I draw my last breath. There’s a moment when Tallulah’s
nestling her head against my chest and turns just enough to gaze into my eyes;
and the kindness and trust that’s in her eyes, and the delicate vulnerability
that’s in her eyes, their trembling light; and the way she suddenly, with a
soft sigh of a cry, wraps her arms around me and clutches me so tight she
starts shaking: it just destroys me, how sweet she is and how insane I was to
deprive myself of moments such as these a year ago by running away from her—how
cowardly, irresponsible, out-and-out stupid that was. But I’m with her again
and I’m going to do right by her this time. I’m not going to lose heart, allow
fear to get the better of me, and fail to trust her this time. I’m not going to
allow the miracle of Tallulah to get away from me again.


From the
fountain Tallulah and I scamper hand-in-hand to Columbus Avenue, laughing all
the way. Once there, we look for a cab, having decided to have our dinner at my
place, where we needn’t concern ourselves with remaining within the boundaries
of publicly acceptable behavior. But guess what? Now that I realize I’m happy
to be a magnet for tempest-prone girls and would never want it to be otherwise,
what’s the point of continuing? These accounts of my girl-adventures have
always been an attempt at therapy and understanding—written because I’ve
mistakenly considered my taste in females to be an affliction, misguidedly
sought a cure for what never ailed me in the first place. But I’m cured now,
right?—cured in the sense that I’ve awakened to and am at peace with my
true-to-self inclinations. I’ve not merely become reconciled to my preference
for tempestuous girls but wholeheartedly embraced it and consider it to be a
precious gift, without which I’d certainly flail about in unending discontent,
be endlessly oppressed by muddled smothering unhealthy thoughts, so no more
therapy’s needed; or, rather, the therapy business has been revealed to be
wasteful self-delusion. Sorry, but I’m through with detailing my adventures.
Far better to call Tallulah and provide encouragement (She’s at the law
library, in exam-preparation hell.) than write another line. You understand,
right?


Love and
Respect,


Justin


* * * * * * * * * *


From: Angie


To:
Justin


cc:
Ella, Steven


Sent: Sunday, May 4, 2014 12:01 PM


Hey you,


What? You
finally awaken to the truth of your laudable love of wildcats and then decline
to tell of your latest adventure, deprive us of the full-out tribute that they,
and Tallulah in particular, are entitled to? For shame! I say you owe
these girls, formerly unconscionably maligned by you, a heartfelt celebration
of their blood-stirring qualities! You certainly owe it to Tallulah,
considering she’s the one who’s enlightened you and brought you peace of mind!


By your own
(belated!) admission these girls bring joy and meaning into your life, so you
need to do the honorable thing and atone for your former recriminations against
them! You must shower them with accolades! Do it, Justin!


We’re waiting!


Angie


* * * * * * * * * *


From: Steven


To:
Justin


cc:
Angie, Ella


Sent: Sunday, May 4, 2014 12:39 PM


Justin, I
second Angie’s motion. Without stressing what’s decent for a man to do when it
comes to making amends towards wronged females, I’m eager to hear what surprise
your sweetheart sprang on you: I’m sure there is one. To put it another
way: you owe us some entertainment on account of how patient we’ve always been
with your unenlightened attitude, uncomplainingly enduring your endless
complaints. Refusing to finish telling of your escapade simply because you
happen to like such things now is just plain bad form, unworthy of you.


Steve


P. S. Not to
imply that your previous recountals weren’t entertaining. Hell, what was always
very entertaining about them was how stubbornly you were refusing to see
that you can’t live without bringing hellcats home.


* * * * * * * * * *


From: Ella


To:
Justin


cc:
Angie, Steven


Sent: Sunday, May 4, 2014 1:02 PM


Hey there
Slouch,


And I third
that eee-motion, Justin! The honor of the women you admire is at stake,
so get busy! Make your apologies, clear their names, and beg for their
forgiveness now! I mean, you’re really refusing to follow through and be
a gentleman when the occasion demands it? Justin, I don’t believe it—you’re better
than that! Plus I’m eager to get to know Tallulah better: she must be an
extraordinary girl indeed, because she’s the one who’s torn the blinders from
your eyes at long last, apparently for good—the others came up short in that
department. Nor to forget your obligation to us: whetting our appetites,
teasing us, and then walking away is completely unacceptable! Finish what
you’ve started, Justin! There’s no way around it, buckle down and give us the
rest of the story instead of making unacceptable excuses! If you don’t, you’ll
be no better than you were a year ago when, by your own admission, you
shamefully gave Tallulah the gate! Don’t give us the gate, Justin! I’m
waiting—we’re all waiting! From every angle, doing justice to Tallulah, and to
us, is the right thing to do!


Ella


* * * * * * * * * *


From: Justin


To:
Angie, Ella, Steven


Sent: Sunday, May 4, 2014 1:32 PM


Hey Nags,


All right,
enough already! I’ll own up: I was putting you on! Of course I need to atone
for my former assertions that magnificently manic minxes are a curse, make
amends for my unenlightened complaining. Of course I’m going to celebrate the
never-can-be-praised-enough qualities of wildcats, particularly as personified
by lovely Tallulah. Of course I’m going to profess my gratitude to these girls,
and Tallulah first and foremost, by means of a loving tribute. Doing so is
therapy as well, right? It could even be said that a loving tribute will be my
first genuine therapy-via-writing session: what better way to calm down once
and for all with regard to my love-liaisons than by proving to myself they’ve
been fabulously fulfilling? If I formerly wrote because I was looking for a
cure where it couldn’t be found, then I presently write to reinforce my
discovery of the cure and hold it close to my heart: it’s important to affirm
what I love, especially in the light of having denied it for so long. But
there’s a difference: this will be my sole written word exploration of this new
territory. A one-off reinforcement of what makes me happy, well and good, but
why would the writing need to continue? Now that I know what I love the thing
to do is live it to the utmost, without the distraction of writing.


So I’ll be
getting back to you later in the week, or next week, after I’ve written my
tribute as it deserves to be written. I’ll send it as soon as I’m finished, no
more nagging necessary.


Until then,


Justin


* * * * * * * * * *


From: Justin


To:
Angie, Ella, Steven


Sent: Thursday, May 15, 2014 9:29 PM


Hello again my
Pretties and token Gent,


As promised,
here you go:


Where was I at
the end of the last Tallulah email? Right: Tallulah and I have decided to eat
at my place instead of a restaurant, so we’ll be free to indulge our mounting
attraction to our heart’s content. As we wait on Columbus Avenue for a cab
we’re unable to keep our hands off each other, unable to keep our lips apart.
In fact, we allow a great deal of cabs to pass us by, not willing to abandon
our abandon, be distracted from one another for a second. I’m not sure how many
traffic light cycles occur before we finally do hail a cab, but I clearly
recollect what occurs once we do: I’m assisting Tallulah inside it, she’s
bending to avoid striking her head against the roof, and her sweater rides up
her back, exposing her midriff between its pink and the black of her skirt; her
midriff, lily white and smooth and soft and rippling in the lamplight, is the
very definition of irresistible and I seize her there, whereupon she gigglingly
cries out, “Ooooo! Molestation!,” and we tumble semi-entangled into the cab;
she’s undulating her hips, glancing at me over her shoulder, flinging her hair;
and there’s the blaze in her eyes, and the curves of her hips, and the pings of
her laughter, and the crisp whisper of her stockings when she seats herself and
crosses her legs and rubs them together, and the lines of her smile, as sweet
and delicate as they are sensuous and sultry… A lesser man might be unable to
refrain from pouncing but I know I’ll have ample opportunity and have no wish
to break the spell, cease relishing every anticipatory moment—our night’s still
very young. Stroking one of her thighs, I laugh, “What a Fireworks Princess you
are!”


“Bursting
ticklish fireworks!” she exclaims, bouncing up and down. “I’m crazy all over,
inside and out! It’s so sweet!”


I’m telling
you Tallulah’s so smart, so artful, so wise, so discriminating—fully familiar
with the tricky pathways of pleasure, adept at orchestrating sensory
symphonies. There’s sensual genius in her, as I’ve never encountered in another
girl. (And I’ll tell you another thing: if a girl isn’t a hellcat it’s unlikely
she’ll have the slightest inkling what “sensual genius” means, or ever be
capable of rising above rudimentary arousal, much less tasting of
delirium-infused desire.) “Let’s let it ride,” she smiles as soon as we’re settled
and seated side by side, scooting several inches away and removing my hand from
her thigh and softly shoving at my shoulder and becoming perfectly still, and I
understand: she means we should curb our overt demonstrations of
affection—stockpile our attraction, allow our magnetism to build. How many
girls have read my mind so accurately?


Sometimes less
is more; sometimes wordless stillness is an enthralling form of foreplay;
sometimes denial births anticipation that’s forceful and dizzying enough to resemble
a mystical trance. The cab commences its journey and Tallulah and I, avoiding
each other’s eyes and staring straight ahead, barely stir, only venturing to
squeeze our joined hands together a bit more discernibly now and then. I can
feel the tone of her presence strumming upon my nerves, echoing through the
tension of my muscles, and the sensation becomes more pronounced with each
passing second; can feel the hushed compactness, aura of expectation, that’s
enveloped her body—the alert sparkling quality of her posture, erectness of her
spine; feel it washing over my skin, stimulating its surface and slipping
through its pores, meshing with the flow of my blood. Yes, being
non-demonstrative at the same time that we’re aroused allows the subsurface realms
of our arousal to rise to the surface and further engulf us, pull us deeper
into desire’s undertows. It’s magical transparency, the impression of being
unable to hide from one another—even if we wished to do so, which we certainly
don’t. It’s an overwhelming feeling of security, as in we’re familiarizing
ourselves with and becoming comfortable with each other from the inside out.
Words are merely mental tools, restricted to the surface realms and manipulable
by thought, but silent inner communication—empathic alignment of the
nerves—happens of its own accord and cannot be shammed. Tallulah and I are
speaking to one another with our sympathetic energy and no words will ever
communicate a fraction of such: words aren’t alive, as budding attraction’s
emotional field is; words aren’t what gives birth to rejuvenating physiological
commotion. I swear that the energy passing back and forth between us—certainly
heightened in effect by the small enclosed space of the cab—becomes as vivid as
an operatic high note, thrillingly sustained; swear that, by the time we’re
approaching the east side of the 79th Street Central Park Transverse, I feel as
if I’m a shoreline upon which warm waves are steadily breaking and foaming,
swirling into shimmering mist.


And then, just
as we’re exiting the transverse and crossing Fifth Avenue, I feel Tallulah’s
eyes upon me, at once piercing and soft—gentle as the flick of a feather,
persistent as a tickle—and turn towards her; and the instant our eyes meet she
gasps, whisper-cries, and seizes my arm with both hands and thrusts herself
against me; and there’s such pronounced regard and ardor—indescribably
beautiful silver light, fresh as that of stars on a clear black night—in her
eyes. “Tallulah,” I inquire, “would you like to get out and walk the rest of
the way? I want to be outside with you, in the open air with you, under the sky
with you. I want to share springtime with you, in the caress of the breeze.”


“With all my
heart, Justin,” she smiles, grasping and squeezing the back of my neck. “It’s a
gorgeous night and I love the breeze too.”


Tallulah and I
are shortly holding each other at elbows’ length, drinking in the wonder in one
another’s eyes, on the sidewalk of 79th Street between Madison and Park
Avenues. Even though we’re smack dab in the middle of Manhattan, one of the
most concrete-and-steel-dense places on earth, the verdancy of spring’s very
evident—freshly unfurled leaves are on the sidewalk trees and shrubs, a
rainbow’s worth of blossoms are in planters near and far, at our feet and on
windowsills and balconies from ground-level to the rooftops; and the breeze,
rich with the fragrances of new growth, is whooshing around us, at once
soothing and stimulating—tossing Tallulah’s hair, frequently brushing my arms
with its feather-soft tendrils. Never underestimate the witchery of a girl’s
hair: sometimes it’s as if a spirited girl’s energy lives in her hair; as if
the crackling swish of its touch is an extension of her affection; as if it’s
transmitting her yearning, animated with her wish to be irresistible. I’m
telling you that, even though it’s tacitly understood we’re going to walk east
across 79th and up First Avenue to my place without overmuch indulgence of
desire (The better to whet our appetites, continue to “let it ride.”), the
electric tickle of Tallulah’s hair against my skin impels me to pull her close
and trace the contours of her face with my fingers and stroke her neck. And
soon we’re rubbing against one another, soon I’m slipping one of my hands under
and up the back of her sweater as she grasps one of my thighs; and her hair’s
on all sides of my face now—its crisp gossamer caress, waves of bronze,
beguiling scent. I squeeze Tallulah tighter, run my fingers through her curls
and splash them against my cheeks and inhale deeply, and it’s not close to
being enough. Before I half know what I’m doing—in a whir of blurred vision,
buoyant elation, and a fleeting glimpse of the sky—I pull her into a building’s
doorway and she’s seizing my shoulders, lifting herself into my embrace,
wrapping her legs about my waist; then we’re kissing hungrily enough to
momentarily ache our jaws as our hands insatiably explore, caress and massage
and squeeze, every part of us they’re able to reach; then I’m pressing her
against the wall and lifting her dress and she’s wiggling, giggling; and then
just as suddenly, like a wave that’s spent itself in its surge towards the high
tide line on a beach, we catch ourselves and unwind from each other. “Not yet,
but soon!” I smile as we spin from the doorway hand-in-hand and begin walking.


“Very
soon!” Tallulah echoes mirthfully, skipping like a little girl and tossing her
hair high above her head with her free hand. Soon she’s repeatedly play-bumping
into me, rubbing like a happy cat, then yanking herself as far away as the
length of our arms will allow, giggling the while. Then, suddenly, as we’re
blithely walking, an extra nuance of insistence slips into our joined hands and
we’re squeezing them tighter, almost frantically stroking each other’s
fingers—soon passing to caresses of one another’s faces, teasingly brushing our
lips together, half-kissing; and likewise does her hair impart electricity to
my face and neck and hands and loom larger than life again—expand into bright
scattering undulations of bronze light, place immensely appealing pictures in
my head, even if I’m but vaguely able to identify what they are; and then I’m
yanking her into another doorway and we’re gasping with astonished delight
again, kissing fervently again, as if seeking to slip inside each other’s skin
again, entangled up against a wall again, such that her head’s higher than mine
and her hair’s waterfalling over my face; and then we laughingly apply the
brakes again, disentangle from our embrace and smooth out our clothes, and resume
walking; and then we’re in another doorway again at some point further on. So
delicious is this cycle of being flung into demonstrations of admiration
seemingly without being able to help ourselves and then catching ourselves and
then losing ourselves again! It’s as if the quickenings of our blood are being
orchestrated by the rhythms of spring, the bursting of buds into blossoms and
flow of sap in the trees, and the balmy ever restless breeze. Angie, Ella,
Steve: it might be tacitly understood we’re to restrain ourselves during this
walk but I’m telling you this: if one unfailingly abides by such restraint then
girls can’t help but begin to question the authenticity of one’s affection and
become disappointed—such agreements are made to be broken and hellcats in
particular expect it. Radiance overspreads Tallulah’s face, pleasure
quivers her every muscle, each time I’m compelled to yank her into a doorway;
and she doesn’t hesitate to reward me, thoroughly envelop me in her enthusiasm
and ardor, sensual joy. Her beauty might inordinately delight my eyes, but it’s
her vital and volatile personality, unaffected abandon and freedom, that’s the
greater source of her ability to make me feel as if I’m surrounded by wonder,
bursting with more energy than I know what to do with, united with the very
fountainhead of life.


As for the
walk from Central Park and 79th Street to my apartment, it’s one I’ve enjoyed
too many times to count, usually when returning home—alone or with others—after
a visit to the park, but I declare none of the other walks come close to being
as memorable as this one, because I’m with lovely petite spitfire Tallulah this
time, her energy and verve and wildness—her sweetness and charm, the more
pronounced for being balanced on a razor’s edge of reckless impulse, always
subject to the pull of her dark undertows (as I recall very clearly, even if
her behavior thus far might incline me to forget it). It’s not a long
walk—fifteen minutes at the most—if uninterrupted, but tonight it certainly
takes us over an hour to reach our destination. And at one point Tallulah
abruptly stops, seizing my wrists and facing me, and gifts me with the
trembling look of kindness and vulnerability and hope and trust again, that I
first saw in her eyes at the fountain, and I seem to swirl out from under
myself and float into the sky.


By the time we
arrive at my apartment we’re fairly jumping out of our skins—half-crazed with
anticipation, grabbing and kissing and caressing and teasing one another
nonstop—and fall together on my bed within minutes. Somehow I undress Tallulah
while on my back, and then I’m at first arching my back and lifting my hips
from the mattress and thereafter sitting upright so she can undress me as well.
As customary, though, I’ll decline to provide the particulars of our intimate
interval, feeling such intervals should remain private and that it would be
exceptionally tacky to make them public—not to mention that keeping such
intervals between us adds to their value: there are few things as delicious as
the secrets lovers share. I’ll content myself with stating that Tallulah
doesn’t know the meaning of restraint—that her embraces alone are enough to
tingle the top of my head and tips of my toes and all points between. Tallulah
wraps her svelte body about me and turns electric, demonstrates affection as if
her life depends on it. When I gaze into the depths of her excited eyes, as
immeasurable as they are mesmerizing, I’m assuredly communing with primordial
nature.


Sometime after
midnight I awaken to find us facing one another in a close embrace. Even though
Tallulah’s still asleep, she’s alternately squeezing me tight and releasing—now
emphatically writhing against me, now as relaxed as if sunbathing on a beach;
one moment breathing with deep urgency and the next very softly, almost
imperceptibly: it’s as if she’s in thrall to the give and take of highly
eventful dreams. For perhaps forty-five minutes I thrill to the fitful ballet
of her tensing and slackening muscles while wondering what events are unfolding
in her mind’s eye. At points it seems as if she’s on the cusp of awakening: she
thrusts her head against my chest and rubs the top of it against my chin so
forcefully I don’t see how the amount of physical friction will fail to awaken
her, but the spasm passes and she becomes lax again, fluid and lissome—the
tightness of her visage subsides into an expression of utmost serenity. So
vivid are the fluctuations of her facial expressions I can’t help but imagine a
storyline to accompany them, picture dramatics that could plausibly be
occurring on the screen of her dreams—as of she dealing with a rabidly jealous
rival at a club where she’s worked as a dancer. The rival, intending to deprive
Tallulah of one of her fan-favorite dresses, has filched it and butchered it
with scissors and stuffed it beneath the bin of lockers in the dressing room.
Suspecting the rival, Tallulah confronts her: the rival heatedly denies the
theft but the incriminating evidence, shredded dress and scissors, is located.
The rival, being unwise, then chooses to boast about the deed instead of
continuing to deny it and Tallulah, utterly fed up, flings a vase of flowers at
the rival’s feet, whereupon the rival, stung by shards of shattering glass,
becomes silent and grows afraid, awakening to the fact she’s aroused the ire of
the wrong person. Tallulah completes the humiliation of the rival by denouncing
her in front of the other dancers—stating, among other things, that dancers
should be supportive of each other instead of resorting to despicable behavior
to gain undeserved advantages. The rival, surrounded by angry glances and
catcalls, bolts from the room, too discombobulated to gather her belongings.
Following the rival’s exit Tallulah’s commended by the other dancers and
curtsies, advancing to hug each in turn. Then there’s another rival to vanquish
at another club: the sequence repeats itself, with minor variations, in rhythm
with the manner in which Tallulah continues to forcibly seize ahold of and
vibrate against me, breathe vehemently enough to hiss, and then release me and
sigh and become silent and still—so enthralled am I that perhaps I wouldn’t
mind if her dream-dance were to last through the night. And I can’t help but
add, as further indication of my belated awareness that hellcats are living
treasures without whom life would be intolerably tedious: no nice girl would be
capable of moving me to this degree for a second while she’s wide awake, and
here Tallulah’s doing so while she’s asleep. The mere fact of being in a
hellcat’s presence eclipses any experience a nice girl could provide.


When Tallulah
does awaken it’s in the manner of a cat when raw meat’s held to its nose: with
a sudden burst open of her eyes, alert and intent in every limb, without a
trace of grogginess—there’s zero noticeable adjustment involved in her switch
to the waking state. “If I remember rightly, you promised to feed this girl!”
she announces, playfully flinging herself against my chest. “I haven’t eaten
all day and am ravenous!” So saying, she mock-bites my wrist, interspersing
light scrapings of her teeth with lappings of her tongue, after which she rolls
her tongue about her lips and smacks them. “See?” she laughs, suggestively
running her fingers up and down my arm. “I might just eat you if I’m not
fed!”


“Yeah, we
forgot dinner,” I smile. “We were hungry for something else.”


“Sure were,”
she giggles, “and what a nice something else it was!”; then, lifting her
eyebrows and rolling her tongue about her lips again, “Well, what about our
food?”


“Do you like lobster?”
I ask. “I have a couple frisky three-pounders in the fridge—got them in
Chinatown yester... I mean, the day before yesterday.”


“My favorite!”
she exclaims, springing to hands and knees and bouncing up and down on the
mattress.


“Were you
having wild dreams?” I can’t resist asking at this point, briefly describing
her behavior while she was asleep.


“I’d say it
was more of a feeling than a dream,” she responds, continuing to bounce, albeit
more slowly, on the mattress. “A feeling of hunger in general and being happy
with it because sometimes it’s nice to be hungry and crave, because craving can
lead to curiosity and unexpected happenings. And because there’s nothing nicer
than satisfying craving and at last becoming peaceful. Well, maybe…” she trails
off; then, tapping my shoulder and winking, “Actually, I think there might have
been a succulent dinner or two in my head and we know why that is! We’ve had
one kind of feast and now it’s time for another!”


“Absolutely,”
I agree, taking her by the hand and scooting to the edge of the mattress. “I’m
starved too.”


“See,” she
laughs as we exit the bed, “we’re already in sync!”


Soon we’re in
the kitchen preparing dinner, bantering and laughing the while, each of us
wearing one of my dress shirts, nothing else. Tallulah’s shirt is white and the
transparency of the material’s advertising her curves most delectably, and
likewise does the flutter of the shirttail about her thighs enthrall me. In
fact, she seems more naked with the shirt on than without it: buttoned once at
the crests of her breasts, it seems to accentuate her svelteness more than
conceal it. And my kitchen’s small enough that, while we’re busy with our
respective tasks—myself with the lobster, she with a salad—we can’t help but
frequently brush against one another. And I wish to quickly pass over this
interval in the interest of advancing my narrative, but I’ll say this: the
confined space of the kitchen quickly becomes thrillingly electric, such that
it’s as if the jolts of delight I experience when I drink in the sight of
Tallulah or brush against her are accumulating, hanging suspended in the
air—increasingly pulling me towards her, distracting me from my assigned task.
And I can see the same desire rising in her eyes, flushing her face, adding sultriness
to her manner, lithe blitheness to the mood about her; sense the same
quiver-shivers, delicious mini-shocks, overcome her each time we brush against
each other, which we begin to do deliberately and lingeringly. So suffice to
say dinner’s delayed several times, when we find ourselves unable to refrain
from embracing, sinking happily entangled to the floor. But we do
refrain from surrendering to another intimate interval, always managing to stop
short and remind ourselves why we’re in the kitchen—that we actually do need to
eat. I conclude by stating it’s a beautiful thing when a girl’s irresistible
enough to persistently divert one’s attention from the rumblings of one’s
starved stomach; when the emanations of her presence, sparks of one’s emotional
alignment with her, crackle in the air with such force one can’t help but grab
and kiss her again and again; when she’s rapidly becoming the beginning and end
of what one values most—electrifying one with vitality, revealing unsuspected
opportunities for emotional fulfillment, surpassing one’s expectations of
everything a relationship can and should be.


Eventually the
lobsters are in the oven and Tallulah’s salad is assembled in a large bowl and
melted butter is simmering on the stove, whereupon we set the table—another
straightforward task that’s accompanied by a great deal of appreciation of one
another, especially after the lights are turned off and candles are lit. In
fact, by the time we finish setting the table the lobsters are ready, so
we—without further delay—bring the food to the table and seat ourselves, after
which I pour Champagne into our glasses. No sooner am I raising my glass in a
toast than Tallulah springs from her seat, circles to my side of the table, and
bends over me to kiss me: her candlelight-illuminated visage is above mine, her
hair’s spilling down my cheeks and neck and spreading over my shoulders and
catching the light, shimmering with copper and gold. She’s kissing me very
softly, ghost-nibbling my lips, teasingly flicking and tickling with her tongue
while cooing, in indescribably sweet tones, at the volume of a whisper; and her
eyes are more bright and beautiful than the most flawless sapphires on earth. I
deliberately refrain from reaching for her and pulling her onto my lap, touching
her with my hands in any way, in order to prolong the spell—continue to savor
the vision. I only respond in kind with my lips—gently, so gently. I’m telling
you this kiss is as close to a believable suspension of time, in which seconds
seem to last for an infinity of bliss, as I’ll ever get. Our kiss lasts for I’d
guess a good five minutes and, like our moments by the fountain earlier, I’ll
remember every detail for the rest of my life. Then Tallulah returns to her
seat and, raising her glass, says, “Thank you for this heavenly time, sweetie!”


“Thank you for
coming here, Tallulah,” I respond, likewise raising my glass. “You’re the one
who’s made this time heavenly.” So angelic and overjoyed she is that a pang of
guilt seizes me again, on account of the way I shut her out last year, and I’m
on the point of venturing to apologize for such again, and of thanking her for
overlooking my shortsightedness and idiocy and giving me a second chance to get
to know her so we can experience beautiful moments like these; but then I
immediately check myself, realizing it’s not the time to venture anywhere near
a less than cheerful subject. “I think I might need to reorient myself in space
and time after that kiss!” I say instead, eager to put my anxiousness to
flight, return to guilt-free enjoyment of her company.


“Me too!” she
giggles, flinging her hair from side to side, bouncing up and down in her
chair, tapping at my shins with her toes. And, with that, we clink glasses, sip
some Champagne, and begin to eat.


So far, our
night’s been incomparably delightful, right? So far, we’ve been happily
reunited lovebirds who can’t get enough of gazing at and touching and pleasing
one another, right? So far, we’ve been rediscovering and reveling in our mutual
attraction, basking in the bounties of our magnetism, right? So far, we’ve been
expressing gratitude that fate’s favored us with a second opportunity to come
to an understanding and doing our best to be deserving of it, right? Tallulah’s
been an absolute darling, as kind and considerate and loving as any man could
wish for, such that I begin to wonder if her antics last spring were an
aberration and she’s not normally prone to tempestuous exhibitions. Or perhaps
she’s willed herself to set her capriciousness aside in the interest of seeing
to it we succeed in laying the groundwork of a lasting relationship? And of
course there’s her fundamental good-heartedness: I’ve never doubted sweet
feelings make up the greater percentage of her emotional composition, not even
during the thick of last year’s dramatics. Tallulah, like just about every
other minx I’ve been mixed up with, can be utterly disarming with her kindness:
does the angelic side of these wildcats go hand-in-hand with the swipes of
their claws? Does their gentleness make their raging possible and vice versa,
as in passionate in all things and their emotions are always subject to
extremes? It’s absolutely impossible to predict what will enkindle their dark
sides, cause mania to seize the reigns of their self-control, fling them
headlong into frightening behavior.


OK, Angie,
Ella, Steve: when I observe that a night’s been peachy thus far, with no
indication of instability in the girl I’m spending it with, you know the
situation’s about to change, don’t you? But I always fall for the
seeming lack of drama—or, rather, trauma—in my latest involvement with a
honey-voiced dollface. Always, I’m duped into believing her sweet face
is the beginning and the end of what lives and breathes inside her. I never
perceive undercurrents of discontent are gathering below the surface of my
sweetheart’s mien—that darker impulses are lurking within the light of her
eyes. And, if it comes to that, does a certain amount of this girl-eruption
business have to do with what lurks inside me? Are these girls ordinarily as
unlikely to be swept into emotional strife as I first suppose? Is there
something dark in me that ignites the darkness in them and compels it to roar
into the light? Is our shared darkness what brings us together in the first
place? Why else would my tendency to bring home wildcats in love-dove’s guise
be so inescapable? But enough speculation.


Suffice to say
Tallulah and I are happily partaking of our meal—laughingly dueling with our
forks in the butter sauce bowl as we dip and swirl our morsels of lobster,
wiping dribblings of butter from each other’s chins with our fingers,
hand-feeding one another vinaigrette-soaked vegetables, playing footsie under
the table: a perfect picture of harmony until, from out of nowhere and for no
comprehensible reason, discord puts harmony to flight.


Who can
anticipate the manner in which discord will make an entrance, annihilate a
heavenly night? Discord’s an extremely slippery creature—skilled at concealing
itself in apparently innocuous situations, exploiting the blind spots of one’s
perceptions, taking advantage of one’s inclination to only see what one wishes
to see—and tonight discord outdoes itself in that respect. It seems Tallulah’s
having difficulty extracting meat from one of the lobster claws: she keeps
jabbing her pick inside it and coming up empty, knitting her brow in
good-humored fashion and fretting charmingly, even smiling a bit, as if she’s
half-laughing at herself—or such, at least, is how I’m interpreting her facial
fluctuations. Not exactly a strife-sowing circumstance, right? Wrong! One
doesn’t need a can of gasoline to set a building ablaze, one only needs a
thimbleful—an itsy-bitsy spark can ignite a conflagration. Suddenly Tallulah
slams the lobster claw on the table hard enough to overturn her glass of
Champagne, yells, “Tore a nail, dammit!” and leaps to her feet, whipping her
hair behind her shoulders with both hands. “Why didn’t you crack the claws?”
she demands in an acidic tone, glaring at me as if I’ve poisoned her mother.


It’s almost
amusing how unprepared I always am for suchlike outbursts. Considering my
relationship-history, I ought to take the inevitability of such outbursts for
granted; and considering my vivid recollection of last year’s
Tallulah-adventure, one would think I’d least be expecting an outburst from
her. Or is it that I’m predisposed to set myself up for disorienting surprises?
In any case, I’m sent reeling from a state of unabashedly relishing this night
into a state of unadulterated alarm without any advance preparation whatsoever,
as if it’s the first time a delicate darling’s changed into a blazing-eyed
spitfire in a second. I stare at Tallulah, frozen to my chair and unable to
mouth a word, certainly with my jaw dropping to the floor and panicked perplexity
written all over my face. 


“Nothing to
say?” she shrieks. “Too ashamed to open your trap? Treat a girl to lobster, not
man enough to crack it! Make me crack a nail instead! Horrible manners…no way
to treat a woman, no clue about doing right things! You’re…I don’t believe how
inconsiderate, thoughtless, lazy…how stupid! You should be proud of having me
here, not dismissive and neglectful! A clumsy…a poor excuse for a man!
Undeserving of a good woman, behavior of a rude and crude schoolboy! A…” She
breaks off, too choked with fury to continue.


Is this
really happening? flashes through my thoughts. I’m glancing from Tallulah
into the space of air behind her and back to her again, as if seeking to
ascertain if she’s a mirage cast by the candlelight, while the rage of her
voice rings in my ears, stirs havoc into my nerves—I swear I’m as good as
whisked outside my body, flailing in the air, by the suddenness and intensity
of her anger. It’s as if her anger’s a separate being that’s slipped under her
skin and taken possession of her mind and body, such that she’s no longer the
primary resident of either. She’s glaring at me like she wants me dead, raining
insults upon my head, because I didn’t crack the lobster claws? We were
laughing and playing moments ago—not five minutes ago she told me how wonderful
our dinner is, complimented me on baking the lobster to perfection—and now
she’s behaving as if I’m her worst enemy? Is something else occurring in the
depths of subconscious communication? Have secretive shadow-emotions been
orchestrating our night without my knowledge—waiting for an opportunity to
burst into the foreground, demand that they be accounted for and dealt with? Is
failing to crack the claws the pretext for anger, not the cause? Swirling
through my head is our joy at running into one another at the opera, the sweet
looks of trust and vulnerability she treated me to at the fountain, our cab
ride and walk and lovemaking and the dinner preparations delayed on account of
being unable to stop delighting in one another—our entire happy night, until now:
Tallulah’s anger simply does not make sense. But, my friends, there’s a
difference now in my reception of suchlike outbursts. Sure, there’s the same
fearful wondering what I’ve gotten myself into, what sort of person I’ve become
involved with, as on previous occasions—the same jumpstarted imagination
presenting me with highly unpleasant representations as to how our night might
play out; but there’s also gratification in the mix. Am I insane, you’re
wondering? Allow me to explain: my darling wildcats, I now fully comprehend,
are wonderful repositories of uncivilized impulses, primal urges, elemental
unrest. There’s something to be said for being unexpectedly torn from
comfortable and reassuring emotions, swept into a place where rationality
doesn’t apply—where one’s thoughts and perceptions are unable to render the
least amount of assistance. It’s almost as if I’m in a trance: the walls of my
apartment—even the taste of the lobster in my mouth—have as good as vanished:
I’m only conscious of Tallulah’s eyes and in her eyes are untamed agitated
depths, alive with dark silver light, threatening and beckoning at the same
time. Who knows what emotions will engulf us tonight, where we’ll end
up?—violence, mania, out-and-out lunacy?—tears, pleading, heart-rending
cries?—delirium, euphoria, impossible-to-contain bliss? I daresay it’s my
religion, in the sense that the object of religion is to attain to a state
where one’s communing, however briefly, with the essential unknowability of
life. Our senses present us with but a small fraction of the whole of
existence, right? Intensity of emotion heightens—that is, extends the range
of—our senses and allows us to catch a glimpse of a greater part of the whole
of existence, right? When one’s in a place where rationality falls to pieces on
account of onslaughts of panic or surges of delirium one’s closer to uniting
with the depths at which our life-fire kindles into being, right? My hellcats
might gaze at me with affection and gratitude, play and laugh, be the sweetest
of angels well into the night, but that never stops their inner demons
from holding court at some point—demolishing my comfort-zone and flinging me
into inner disarray, opening up new vistas of possibility. And I’m telling you
it’s a beautiful thing, not otherwise. I’m telling you any girl who
disorients me enough to lift me out of the ordinary—the expected, the
habitual—and inspire me with a kaleidoscope of wonder, no matter how daunting
she may be, is to be cherished. This is hard-won knowledge on my part
and I’m standing by it. But I’ll discontinue this aside and resume my
narrative.


The air’s
bending and blurring in the dim amber light—not merely the walls but the
dimensions of my apartment, areas of vacant space, are crowding and overrunning
my peripheral vision, seemingly looming up against my eyes—Tallulah’s eyes,
gleaming like those of a cat in the dark, are the sole point of clarity in my
perceptions—I’m seeking to swim against the current of my disorientation and apprehension,
collect my scattering thoughts and speak, attempt to mollify her. “Don’t you
remember I wanted to crack the lobster?” I manage to say in a voice that
immediately strikes me as being weak and uncertain, thoroughly insufficient to
the situation; at the same time I find myself gripping the seat of my chair and
pressing myself into it, as if afraid it might be kicked out from under me.
“But you said…”


“So it’s my
fault?” Tallulah breaks in with a hiss, choosing not to recall that when I
offered to crack her lobster she said she’d rather do it herself. (Among her
words: “I like the messy lobster experience, it’s part of the succulence!”)
“It’s my fault my nail’s ruined, because you don’t like being helpful! You like
seeing me embarrassed and hurt, that’s clear! And you won’t help! So I’ll have
to crack my own lobster, won’t I? It’s too much trouble for you—you can’t be
bothered to be considerate—you’d rather make excuses unbecoming a man! But I
understand: you’re just a scared little boy and you can’t help that you don’t
know how to treat a woman! I’m so sorry for assuming you did and expecting too
much, I know it’s tough for you to be a responsible human!” Yanking her shirt
tight at the waist and straightening herself to her full height, very deliberately
showing off her eye-grabbing figure, she takes a step towards me and lifts one
of her arms, seized by a spasm of anger that’s far more expressive than words.


“Tallulah,” I
hastily say, half-flinching in expectation of a slap—immediately standing to make
it more difficult for her to administer one, ready to raise my arms in a
deflective gesture. “I wanted to crack the lobster for you and you wouldn’t let
me! I’ll be very happy to…”


“No, I’ll do
it!” she cuts me off again, emphatically thrusting out her chest. “Too much
bother for you, the baby boy! And you know what? I’d say I’m a pretty girl and
all the men agree, that’s for sure! I let you touch me and grab my goodies (Here
she shakes her chest, briefly glances at her breasts.) and what do I get in
return? You make me ruin a nail! Maybe I said I’d crack the claws. What if I
did? Maybe you should’ve been a gentleman and done it for me anyway instead of
acting childish and using it as an excuse to be a slouch! And maybe because of
that you’re not touching me anymore! That’s right, it’s hands off from now
on—no more pawing Tallulah with your inept mitts! Anyway, like it or not, I’m
not leaving until I finish my lobster and, since I’m obviously the man here,
I’ll take care of business myself! Where’s a hammer? These worthless nutcracker
things you brought out are flimsy and weak, like you! Is it too much trouble to
tell me where the hammer is? So sorry if it is!” Without waiting for a response
she casts a withering look at the candles, blows them out, and flicks on the
overhead lamp, after which she stomps towards the kitchen, glaring at me as she
does so.


I was afraid
of being slapped moments ago? Ha! Being afraid of a slap’s a luxury compared to
what’s whipping through my head now: I’m picturing Tallulah with a hammer in
her hand, imagining destruction—the glass dining and coffee tables shattered,
indentations and gashes on the other furniture, holes in the walls—dreading the
prospect of having to wrest the hammer from her grasp. Need I say I’m instantly
at her heels, seizing her by the waist, pulling her back into the living room?
“I’ll crack the claws!” I’m yelling. “I’ll mash them to pulp, for Christ’s
sake! My apologies for making your favorite food! I’m sorry it’s been a trip to
hell for you!” Ordinarily I’m not this easily prodded into raising my voice
when dealing with wildcats—honey’s generally more effective than venom when
seeking to calm them. But Tallulah’s present behavior is causing the stormy
intervals of our past to roar back to memory: suddenly tonight, emotionally
speaking, is a continuation of her previous displays of temper, as if they
happened earlier this evening, whether I want it to be or not. I don’t want to
be yelling at her but I’ve already been there, right? I’ve already traveled that
path and so find it all too easy to travel it again, even if I know I should be
more tactful.


Squirming
furiously, Tallulah shouts, “Don’t bother! I’ve had enough lobster—disgusting
crawly thing, makes me sick to look at it—messy, greasy!”; then, ceasing to
move, folding her arms across her chest, and glancing down at my hands with
supreme disgust, “I told you I don’t want you touching me! Low and cheap to do
it by force but that’s you in a nutshell, isn’t it? Tell you what, I’m going to
stand here like a statue and you can feel me up all you want! Will that please
you, creep? Can you even tell the difference between a loving woman and one who
hates you? Will it be fun to grab me all over while knowing it makes me want to
throw up? Go ahead—grab away!” True to her declaration, she remains stock
still, not counting the twitches of the lines of the scowl upon her face.


“Fine,
dinner’s over and you’re making trouble again, like last year, for no reason,”
I say in an even voice, instantly releasing her and taking a couple steps back.
“Do we really have to go through this again? What’s the point? We were having a
wonderful night, I like the real you very much—you’re my idea of the perfect
woman when you’re not... What I mean is that maybe we ought to say goodnight
for now and take a breather, before we both do things we’d rather not do. Maybe
we ought to get together again tomorrow, or later in the week, after the air
clears, and continue getting to know one another, sharing and enjoying what we
have in common and making each other happy. I don’t want to fight with you—it’s
the last thing I want—and don’t understand why you want to fight with me. I
only want good things between us, what we felt earlier, before this
misunderst...” It’s here that I trail off uncomfortably, as Tallulah abruptly
steps to within inches of me, a highly confrontational and quizzical cast to
her gaze.


“So let me
understand what you’re saying,” she begins slowly and ominously, with sarcasm
in her tone, “I want us both to be on the same page. You’re saying dinner’s
over and I should go and we’ll hook up another time? Is that your so
well-informed suggestion? Please clarify—I want to be sure.”; then, without
allowing me to respond, she shrieks, “How could you push me away last year?
Think it’s fun to dress special for you, in a pleated dress like you like and
with my hair just done, and come here in good faith and find out the doormen
have been told to keep me out?—to be treated like poison when I wanted to
please you? How could you do that to me? Are you planning to do it again? Well,
guess what? You won’t push me away this time! I’m not a toy to be dawdled with,
then cast aside! I’m not someone on loan, to be sent away when you’re tired of
me! I’m a person and I have real feelings and am sensitive, get that
through your head! I’m used to being appreciated, understand? You try
casting me aside again and I’ll make scenes you won’t believe! I won’t go
quietly this time! I’ll make sure the whole building knows you’re a creep! I’ll
have my dad come here and give you a serious lesson in how to treat a lady! You
won’t be so smug when my dad’s through with you, I can guarantee it! Maybe
you’ll find out there’s more in this world than your pathetic ego, and wake up
for the first time in your life!”


Angie, Ella,
Steve: it’s here that I realize Tallulah’s anger has a very rational cause for
which I’m thoroughly responsible. Of course her anger’s not on account of
non-cracked lobster claws, regarding which I’m sure she couldn’t care less:
it’s on account of my having given her the gate last year. It’s inevitable the
subject would surface, right? From the moment of encountering her at the Met
I’ve been expecting it to do so. It’s been fitfully hovering in the background
of every moment of our reunion—preventing me from attaining to whole peace of
mind, feeling I undeniably deserve to be with her again. There’s no escaping
past wrongs done a girl: they never forget and, in this case, I’ve had no wish
for her to forget. If the subject hadn’t come up now it would have at some
point, there isn’t a chance it was going away without being addressed. If you
recall, she stopped me from continuing when I ventured to mention it at the
Met. Obviously she didn’t wish to visit negative territory at that time, so
soon after running into each other, and put a damper on our happiness, but it’s
certainly been on her mind ever since. In short, I’m relieved the subject’s
finally out in the open and that I’m being called upon to address it—I’m eager
to address it, do my utmost to put it to rest. Without hesitation I seize her
hands and say, “Tallulah, I don’t blame you one bit for being angry about the
way I shut you out—I’ve been berating myself for the same thing all night.
Seeing you again has made me realize what an idiot I’ve been—behaving like that
was as stupid as it was shortsighted and immature. I didn’t give you—didn’t
give us—a chance. The way I see it now is that it was emotional suicide—no
other way to put it—and I can assure you I’m not going to do it again. As I
said, running into you again is a Godsend: I couldn’t be more thankful I have
an opportunity to show you how I feel about you and make things right. I’m
sorry I did what I did—it’s probably the stupidest and most cowardly thing I’ve
ever done. I apologize and am asking you to accept my apology and not because
I’m worried about scenes being made—make all the scenes you want, I deserve
them and won’t ask for lenience. The only thing I’m worried about is not seeing
you again and being alone again. By everything I measure a woman by you’re a
treasure I don’t want to let go of and I… Tallulah, I like you so much!
What I mean is… Listen, I really feel I’m in this with you for the long haul
and want you to know I want you to be a part of all decisions and that I won’t
do serious things without asking you first and having your blessing. But I hope
I’m not jumping the gun and presuming too much—I don’t want to insult you by
assuming you want to keep seeing me. After what I did last year, I might not
deserve it.” My lips are trembling and voice is quavering by the time I finish
speaking.


“Justin,”
Tallulah responds, affectionately squeezing my hands as wondrous light,
soul-soothing and kind, leaps into her eyes, “it means so much to me that you
said that and I want to thank you. I understand how you must have been feeling
last year, I can be a handful sometimes—I don’t know why I get crazy, I just
do. But I mean no harm—I like you so much too! I also want to be in this for
the long haul and am thankful for having another chance to make it a
reality—thankful you’re a gentleman who can see the good things and want this
as much as I do and… Honey, I don’t know what to say about my temper, maybe my
name’s to blame (She shrugs her shoulders slightly, tremblingly smiles.),
but I’m going to do my best to keep away from it and be good. I only want to
keep seeing you—I want it more than anything else. I don’t want to run out of
time to get to know you better and want to share everything with you. I want so
much to show you I can be the woman you deserve to be with, a supportive woman,
a good woman…” She trails off, her voice also quavering and with moisture in
her eyes, and gently embraces me.


“Tallulah,
we’re going to work together this time to get to know each other and make
things right and make them last,” I say, feeling as if I’ve passed from
standing on the edge of an abyss to being snug in a warm downy bed. “I was so
blind before and it’s taken me a year to realize it, or rather… Tallulah, what
I mean is that seeing you again at the Met made me realize right away how
incomplete I am without you—it was a revelation I couldn’t be more grateful
for. I’m thankful beyond measure you want to keep seeing me and that we’ll be
working together to make each other happy—that you’re giving me the chance to
make you as happy as you deserve to be. I won’t be able to be happy without
you, I’ll wilt without you—that’s a sure thing. As for what you say is your
temper—forget that, don’t worry about it, I want all of you, as you are. You’re
adorable as you are, I don’t want a different Tallulah. I want the whole
Tallulah, for you to be yourself in every way, and to get to know all of you.”
Her eyes are incomparably beautiful as she gazes up at me, the expression in
them is an encapsulation of seemingly a thousand impossibly appealing things I
can’t put my finger on; and the tone of the energy emanating from her seems
very close and familiar at the same time that it’s refreshingly new and
mysterious, as if it’s what I’ve been searching for my entire life without
being aware of it—as if it’s a magical realm recovered from a past I can’t
recall. One touches others with one’s hands—one rubs skin against skin—and one
also touches others with one’s electrical field. My electrical field’s meshing
with Tallulah’s in such a manner that it strikes me I’ve found a refuge I
didn’t know existed and can no longer live without. Right then and there it
hits me: Surely, I’m in love with Tallulah! Perhaps I’ve been subconsciously
in love with her since last year! Perhaps it’s why I ran away! Maybe it scared
me then because I was just plain weak, unwilling to accept who I am! But forget
last year! All that counts is what’s happening now! The idea of being genuinely
and lastingly in love with Tallulah is probably the most thrilling one I’ve had
in my life! All the women previous to Tallulah were but passing fancies, and I
don’t think that includes her—she’s different, and such is inspiriting beyond
belief!


“Justin,”
Tallulah half-whispers in an incomparably stimulating and comforting tone,
seizing my hands again, clutching tight, and backing away a bit to better look
me in the eye, “you’ve made me so happy and I meant what I said. I’m going to
work hard to keep the bad moods away and be good and worthy of you, as you
deserve. I don’t want to be without you either, I also know I can’t be happy
without you, I’m starting to feel that…that I…” Trailing off, she bathes me in
the beautiful look of trust, wonder, sweetness, and fragility again—the
by-the-fountain look; then, following a deep breath, “I don’t feel lonely when
I’m with you, I feel you see into me, I feel so very safe when I’m with you,
like I haven’t been before. I think that maybe I’m… Justin, I…” She breaks off
a second time, continuing to gaze at me in the tenderest way imaginable.


I have an idea
what Tallulah’s twice sought to say and suddenly I very much want to be the one
to say it first; at the same time, though, thought—cursed caution,
self-protection, uncertainty, outright fear—interferes and it occurs to me it
might be too soon for such a declaration. Don’t women become suspicious if
one tells them one’s in love with them too fast? whips through my head. Doesn’t
it trivialize the seriousness of love, make it appear that one’s treating love
like a so-so thing, or as if one doesn’t know what love is? The total amount of
time Tallulah and I have spent together, counting now and last year, is barely
over a day, right? I may have already experienced more with her emotionally
than I have with any other woman—meeting her again may have awakened me to the
truth of how deeply she moves me, as no other woman has—but there’s still no
getting around the fact it’s a very short amount of time and I might not have a
clear idea of what I’m feeling, or be able to convince her of what I’m feeling.
And so I likewise refrain from giving voice to what I’m increasingly certain is
happening. And, aside from that, how do I know beyond a doubt what’s on
Tallulah’s mind—what, if anything, it is that she almost said? It’s one of
those situations where I feel I’ve perceived correctly but that if I act
accordingly it could turn out I’ve perceived incorrectly—the same feeling one
gets when one thinks one recognizes someone on the opposite side of the street
but is afraid to call out the person’s name because it could turn out one’s
addressing a stranger. “I don’t feel lonely when I’m with you either,” I say,
pulling Tallulah close, freeing one of my hands and running my fingers through
her hair, caressing the top of her head. “I feel I can get to know you better
than I’ve known anyone else and tell you anything. And I want to tell you
everything—want to be worthy of your trust.”


“And I want to
be worthy of yours—my secrets belong to you,” she says, wrapping her arms
around me and rubbing a cheek against my chest.


As we embrace
in silent appreciation of one another, without the distraction of words, I can
feel Tallulah’s energy surging and ebbing, gathering tight and unwinding, as
her hands alternately tense and relax at my back—as her entire body alternately
swells and subsides with emotion—her muscles now firm and insistent, now pliant
and trembling—her breath now strong and deep, now barely audible. It’s as if
I’m in touch with an ocean that exists inside her—the rhythm of its currents,
variations of its temperature, mysteries of its depths. Again I wonder if now
might be the right moment to declare I’m in love with her and again I hesitate
and retreat, even while very cognizant of never feeling this electric in an
embrace with anyone else.


Slowly
unwinding from our embrace after I’d guess at least two minutes and glancing at
me in a way that strikes me as being very knowing, as if she’s accurately
reading my thoughts concerning declarations of love (but I could easily be
imagining she’s reading my thoughts), Tallulah murmurs, “Why don’t we finish
our dinner?” and seats herself at the table, a pensive and abstracted cast to
her expression. Picking up the offending lobster claw as if but half aware of
what she’s doing, she begins working at it with her pick in an indifferent
manner, without appearing to look directly at it. Without a word I take the
claw from her hand, crack it open, and place it on her plate. “Thank you,” she
all but whispers, the abstracted look still on her face.


For a few
minutes there’s a heavy and still quality to the atmosphere while we eat, so
much so it’s as if the room’s filled with dense sound-deadening fog, even if it
can’t be seen. Aside from the fact we neither speak nor glance at one another,
our movements are restrained. Suddenly I’m wary of making abrupt gestures, as
in reaching for more salad too quickly, or even forking food into my mouth at a
rate greater than what I can only describe as being slow-motion, and I can’t
help but note the same appears to be true of Tallulah: she seems to be
intentionally endeavoring to finish her meal in silence, as I don’t so much as
hear her fork scrape her plate. It’s as if a net, invisible to the eye but
vivid to the nerves, has enveloped us and is enforcing restraint. Or maybe I’m
only imagining such? After all, what’s wrong with eating in silence? But, all
the same, the fact remains I’m leery of moving too suddenly or making any noise
and have no idea why and want to know why. Is it because I feel too much has
been said too quickly, lasting commitment having already been mentioned? I
catch myself thinking. Or is it because I feel not enough has been said and
I’ve missed a golden opportunity to tell Tallulah how deeply I feel about her?
Or is it because I’m unsure if I love her, wondering whether it’s possible to
know this soon if one loves someone—whether I’m mistaking the thrill of
reencounter for love? All these situations would tend to make me uncomfortable
and self-conscious at points, right? Is that why I’m apparently afraid to draw
attention to myself, as if hesitant to so much as breathe? And what’s going on
in Tallulah’s head? Is she asking similar questions, likewise debating the pros
and cons of what’s been said and not said, unsure how to feel about what’s
happening? Perhaps she’s embarrassed and discomfited, or even—God
forbid—annoyed. Or maybe she’s simply allowing the things we’ve said to settle
into the greater picture of her life as a whole, loath to make a sound because
she’s busy reflecting upon possible courses of future action? We are
deliberately maintaining the silence, aren’t we? It’s as if we’re in a
monastery where speech, and noise in general, is forbidden.


My friends,
I’m sure I’m dwelling overmuch on this interval of quiet restraint and
exaggerating its relevance. All the same, though, I’ll allow it to stand. If
nothing else, it’s an indication of what’s passing through my head in the wake
of almost venturing to make a declaration of love and, also, how rapidly
uncertainly can intrude upon intimacy that appears to be becoming far more
serious far more quickly than anticipated; nor to forget how swiftly delight
can sweep uncertainty aside, thank God—as will shortly be seen. As mentioned,
this quiet interval doesn’t last above a few minutes, never mind that these
minutes are crammed with enough suspense-charged emotion to seem to crawl along
at the rate of one an hour. Time’s experienced according to one’s mood, right?
I pose the question not only because these minutes seem to last forever but
because they suddenly begin whisking by in a blur. A point arrives when it not
only becomes obvious we’re seeking to be as silent as possible but that it’s a
contest, an out-and-out game: suddenly I’m able to clearly perceive, in every
aspect of Tallulah’s body language, that she’s tip-toeing through her
movements, doing her best to be invisible to my ears—that she’s fully aware I’m
listening and is amused. Sure enough, there’s a smile on her face: how is it
I’ve been oblivious of such? In fact, her whole body’s smiling: there’s an aura
of playful electricity hovering about her, as clear to my nerves now as
daylight is to the eyes. I seek to sneak a glance at her but it’s as impossible
as caressing her without her knowledge. Her head may be lowered, but—such is
the amount of transparency between us now—she can feel my eyes being raised,
however discreetly, and so lifts the light of her eyes into mine, whereupon I
see she’s beaming with joy; and then how rapidly the air loses its heavy
quality, becomes crisp and bright and lively and dances; and likewise do my
muscles pass from slow-motion mode to bouncing-off-the-walls mode. My arm, as
if with a will of its own, darts across the table and drops a piece of
butter-sauce-soaked lobster on Tallulah’s plate, such that it makes a splat
sound and splatters. The sound tickles me to the tips of my toes and I double
over laughing—soon we’re both laughing louder and louder, bouncing about in our
chairs. Then we’re raucously feeding each other lobster and salad, placing the
morsels in each other’s mouths with much shouted commentary—mimicking and
exaggerating assorted accents, particularly the French and Southern ones, our
favorites by far. Tallulah starts touching and caressing herself, tossing her
hair, circling her tongue about her lips, flexing and stretching and moaning
and cooing—a sultry glaze creeps into her gaze, her voice becomes huskier. We
wind our legs about each other’s legs under the table, squeeze them tight then
release, stroke one another’s calves and thighs with our feet. Soon we’re slowly
and suggestively rolling pieces of lobster around in our mouths and licking our
lips, intoning, “Mmmmm...” while gazing deep into one another’s eyes; then
we’re making predator sounds—roaring, growling, howling, yelping—while baring
our teeth; then we’re laughing uproariously again, enough to turn red-faced and
grasp our sides; then we’re engaged in a napkin-war, wadding them up and
tossing them at each other’s head, still unable to stop laughing. All of this
most likely occurs in under five minutes after we break our silence—that’s
how quickly I whirl from uncertain musings into unabashed play. I declare
there’s nothing more absorbing than the fluctuations of one’s moods
during budding love: one’s emotions, now suffocatingly cautious and now
liberatingly bold, circle about the prize as if in obedience to rules one will
never comprehend. One moment one’s unaccountably mournful, surrounded by dark
light and shadows, and the next one’s so elated it’s as if one’s been propelled
to a place where joy will never die and tedium and ordinariness don’t
exist—where nothing will ever annoy, weary, or bore one again. And those
moments when it strikes one that rationality’s a lie one’s glad to have escaped
from; and those moments when one’s pitying the person one used to be at
the same time that one’s fearful of losing the ability to take something as
essential as steady employment seriously… But I digress again—allow me to
return to the unfolding events.


At this point
Tallulah’s flinging the waves of her hair over her head, allowing them to
unfurl and swish before gathering and flinging them again, because she knows I
find the sight inordinately delightful, while tickling my legs with her toes.
Her voice is buoyant with jubilation, as cheerful as the sunlit water of a pristine
stream—auditory succulence so vivid it’s reaching under my skin, winding
delicious electricity through my nerves. “Sorry, but I need my feet now!” she
announces with a wink, pulling them from my legs and turning to retrieve her
heels from the floor; then, after she’s placed the heels on her feet, “I have a
surprise for you!” So saying, she sits bolt upright in her chair, begins
removing her shirt while rolling her tongue about her lips, undulating from
waist to neck, rhythmically crossing and uncrossing her legs—all drawn out most
delectably, and it’s her smile that’s the most beguiling of all. Then, having
removed her shirt and tossed it behind her, she pours some butter sauce into
her hand from the bowl and smears it onto her neck and shoulders and chest,
squirming as if being tickled. “So what do you think, sweetie?” she inquires
when she’s finished. “Am I a tramp or what?” Cocking her head to the side, she
gazes at me wide-eyed, with lifted eyebrows, while slowly running a hand up the
downward side of her face.


“Well, let’s
see,” I smile. “Shirt taken off in a way that redefines seductive, butter
applied in a way that’s even more seductive, elegance and grace and allurement
evident throughout, a smile that’ll melt the polar ice caps: add it all up and
I’d say you’re a girl who exemplifies the true meaning of freedom and lives and
breathes it—a girl unhampered by the inhibitions that society seeks to impose
upon girls—unabashedly stunning, unapologetically daring, in love with fun. So
if that’s the definition of tramp, I guess you are one. Tramp’s obviously a
very nice place to be. If I was a girl, I’d definitely aspire to be a tramp.”


“Silly!” she
giggles, flinging the pile of remaining napkins onto my lap. “I’m not just a
tramp, I’m a greased up butter tramp! And I fold up like a doll—your very own
private petite plaything! (She brings her feet to the seat of her chair,
hugs her knees to her chest.) See? My hair’s bigger than the rest of me!
I’m your little toy to do with as you please, made to serve you! Your wish
isn’t just my command, it’s my fondest desire! You own me and I aim to
please!”


My friends,
Tallulah’s as sweet and innocent looking, without a crease or shadow upon her
radiant face, as a girl could possibly be. I swear she doesn’t look a day older
than eighteen—folded up as she is on the chair, smiling from ear to ear. “If
you’re a doll then the name for you is Flexi Sexy and I want some of that,” I
say, rising to my feet. “Or Aerobic Angel. Or Candy Cutie. Or...”


“Why, thank
you, kind Sir,” she breaks in, springing from her chair and curtsying. “All
those names will do nicely! I’m happy you’re pleased with your dolly!”; then,
eluding my outstretched arms and returning to her seat with a giggle, “Honey,
your dolly has more surprises for you—watch this.” Extending her arms over the
table, she flutters her hands from object to object upon it, inquiring, “Do I
want this? Or maybe this? Perhaps this is the ticket?”


“Oh, I’m sure
I know what you can’t resist,” I laugh, glancing at the bowl of butter sauce.


“Oh, do you
now?” she says, smiling slyly. “Maybe dolly isn’t as predictable as you think.
Maybe she only wants more salad, or to wipe off with a napkin, as so.” Plucking
a wadded up napkin from the far side of the table, where several are strewn
about on account of our napkin-war, she unfolds it and wipes each of her
forearms with theatrical fastidiousness, even though they’re clean as can be;
then, tossing the napkin onto her plate, “OK, what now? Well, yes, I do believe
the time is right for this—it seems you were correct after all!”
Wrapping both hands around the bowl of butter sauce, she slowly brings it to
her chest. “Should I?” she asks, gently jiggling the bowl. “Do you think dolly
has the courage?”


“You have
courage to burn,” I say, wondering how much of the sauce is going to go where.
“There’s not a more fearless girl on earth, you’re without peer in that
department. Every other girl, and guy as well, can only hope to be as
courageous as you. Petite cutie pie Flexi Sexy you may be, but your feistiness
doesn’t play second fiddle to anyone’s! Another name for you is Flexi
Fearless!”


“So nice!” she
smiles, slowly raising the bowl of sauce over her head; then, with a wink,
“Shower time!” So saying, she turns the bowl upside down, whereupon butter
sauce (A great deal of it—I always more than enough.) streams through her hair
and down her cheeks and neck onto her chest and into her lap. Instants later
she’s leaping from her chair, scampering to the center of the living room, and
dancing—the sauce is flowing down her legs, splashing in all directions.
“Surprise!” she shouts with glee, executing an eye-high kick.


“Hey—the
carpet!” I yell, reflexively as it were; and I’m immediately cursing the said
reflex and wishing I could take it back, alarmed at having raised my voice in
an unkind manner, ashamed of myself. “Tallulah,” I hasten to add in soft tones,
endeavoring to pave over my faux pas, assure her of my unreserved admiration,
“this is a beautiful idea, a wonderful heavenly surprise, but let’s do it in
the kitchen, all right? It’ll be a cinch to wipe the tiles clean afterwards,
even if…”


“What?”
Tallulah interrupts, coming to a dead-stop, disbelief and derisiveness chasing
the mirth from her eyes. “I dance for you and you scream at me? You get mad
because of a stupid carpet—materialistic stuff—when I’m being good to you? Now
who’s making trouble, starting stuff, fighting? You say we’re going to work
things out together and be nice to each other and be in the long haul together
and it’s a lie! How do you expect me to be nice if you’re not? It’s
give-and-take in a relationship, believe it or not! Mutual compromise! You do
know the meaning of mutual, don’t you? I’m starting to think you haven’t
a clue! My God! You really don’t have a clue, do you? I dance to make you happy
and you slap me in the face and make me stop—incredible!” Exhaling
forcibly and crossing her arms across her chest, she glares at me with
knife-sharp eyes.


“Tallulah,” I
say, astounded at my stupidity—doubly berating myself for having drastically
altered the mood, essentially slain our happiness—as panic bursts into my
breast, “I’m sorry I yelled, I was completely out of line, there’s no excuse. I
should’ve been nicer about it, I didn’t mean to be so sudden and loud.
Actually, I should’ve kept my mouth shut entirely, instead of being the
greatest fool alive. I don’t really care about the carpet, it was a reaction—a
positively stupid ill-thought-out mindless reaction—and I’m sorry. But I didn’t
say to stop dancing, I would never want you to stop dancing—it would be a crime
to want that. I love your dancing—worship your dancing—and could watch
you dance all night, I’d never want you to stop. I suggested dancing in the
kitchen, because of...unfortunately because of the stupid carpet, for which
again I’m sorry. You’re absolutely right about the carpet only being a thing,
it’s more important to...”


“Spoke out of
turn, did you?” she cuts me off, spitting the words and abruptly spinning
about, showing me her back, in disgust; then, audibly inhaling as if between
clenched teeth and turning to face me again, “You’re never above insulting me,
are you? As low as you can go, that’s how you like to treat me! Here I thought
my dancing would be a treat and instead it’s another excuse for you to insult and
knock the wind out of me! But that’s what I get for trying to be nice to a
selfish two-faced creep, isn’t it? Obviously you don’t really like my
dancing—that’s a big lie too! You think it’s fun to lie and push my buttons and
scramble me and make my heart freeze, then say you want peace! You don’t want
peace, you only want to start something and then act like it’s my fault! It’s
fun being mean and bending things around and making me out to be the bad one,
isn’t it? So much fun—sick fun! You don’t like being honest! You ruin
nice moments, just kill them, and then blame me! And God forbid that I call you
on it and try to get you to grow up! Because then the little boy will get
scared and shut me out again, like last year! Do you think I believe you when
you say you want to keep seeing me? Do you think I’m that stupid? Answer
me, you lying coward!”


“Tallulah,” I
respond, wishing to advance and grasp her hands but wary of doing so, as she’s
far too incensed to be likely to allow it, “I hope you believe me when I tell
you I want to keep seeing you, get to know each other better and begin a
lasting relationship, but understand why you might be skeptical. What I did
last year was inexcusable, I was scared and an absolute idiot, I’ve told you
that. Telling the doormen not to let you in without talking to you first,
seeking to work things out, was cowardly and I’m ashamed of that, a complete
fool for doing that, and I apologize for doing that and mean it with all my
heart. I hope you believe me—running into you again is a gift I want to be
deserving of and make the most of. I have a second chance and want to be worthy
of it.” It’s here that I make bold to approach her while continuing to speak.
“Tallulah, I want so much to…”


“You stay
there!” she shrieks, shaking with revulsion as she places her palms flat
against the air between us. “You don’t come over here, I don’t want your
poisonous mitts near me! I don’t like liars! I don’t like creeps who think
honesty is a joke and don’t respect me! You have the nerve to spout pretty
words without backing them up, as if I’m a silly goose with no brains! I was
dancing for you and you threw ice water on me! You had the nerve to tell me to
move to the kitchen and dance, where there’s not enough room to do it—might as
well have told me to do it in a closet! I got butter on your precious carpet
and you spat on me, threw a baby tantrum like the baby you are! You couldn’t
overlook the carpet? It’s not like carpets can’t be cleaned—not like I didn’t
plan on making it spic and span after I was done! I don’t make messes and walk
away and forget about them before I clean them up, I’m not that kind of woman!
But you make messes of good feelings! You destroy happy moments because you
can’t overlook carpets getting wet! You’ll use any excuse to tromp on me! How
can you think I want to keep seeing you, huh? Answer me that! And why am
I even bothering to wonder if it’s a lie when you say you want to keep seeing
me when I might not want to keep seeing you? That’s right, buster! I might not
want to keep seeing you! Maybe I’ve had it up to here (She jerks her
arm above her head.) with your immaturity!”


“Tallulah,” I
say, seized by the fear, far more compelling than that aroused by her anger,
that she might very well choose to shut me out, as I did to her last year
(Racing through my head is the thought of how terrible it would be to be
deprived of her, just when it’s become obvious she’s likely my first
opportunity to experience lasting love; and also racing through my head is the
thought that turn-about’s fair play and it would, unfortunately, serve me
right.), “I’ve never insulted you and could never do so under any
circumstances. Do you honestly believe that because I had a stupid knee-jerk
reaction about the carpet it’s an insult, that there was any malice? With all
due respect, I think most people would have something to say if a great deal of
butter was being slopped on their carpet. Does briefly raising my voice
constitute deliberately pushing your buttons? What I mean is that butter’s all
over it and so what if it is but I’d say raising my voice is an understandable
reaction when it’s first happening; and I immediately apologized for doing it,
and apologize again now. I wasn’t pushing your buttons, wasn’t trying to ruin
anything. I’d never—ever—tell you to stop dancing and, again, am sorry I
interrupted your dancing. Telling you to dance in the kitchen wasn’t thought
out either but in my defense I can assure you I adore your dancing in all
circumstances, wherever and whenever you’re doing it, because you’re the one
who’s doing it—because it’s beautiful you. Tromp on you? How could I ever want
to do that? But if my behavior last year is what this is about then again I say
I was a scared idiot, an unbelievably shortsighted coward who didn’t give us the
chance we deserve, and again I’m sorry. I’m not proud of being weak, stupid,
and deluded and I’ll say I’m sorry as many times as you want me to because I
want to keep seeing you more than I want anything else and can only hope you
believe it’s true and that you’ll want to keep seeing me. The doorman business
is probably going to haunt us for a while and that’s my fault and I’m sorry,
but it’s not going to happen again. Assuming you’re willing to give me the
chance, I promise you’re never going to be shut out again.”


“Haunt us for
a while!” she shouts, jerking her arms towards the ceiling and stamping a foot,
glaring at me incredulously. “That’s a cute way of putting it! Right, and it’s
your doing and you made me miserable last year! Are you proud of yourself?”;
then, without allowing me to respond, she yells, “Son of a bitch!” and, darting
to the table and seizing the sauce-bowl and lifting it high, slams it down on
the tabletop, such that it shatters—ceramic shards strike me, because I’m
nearby, and strike her. “Ow!” she yelps, whipping about and kicking me hard
with the toe of her shoe.


Pain shoots
through my shin, radiates up my thigh, throbs as if it's not departing anytime
soon; I’m gritting my teeth, clutching my leg below the knee, cursing all the
Gods in heaven and hell, unable to not be angry. “Why do you need to kick?” I
yell. “Have I ever kicked you, struck you? Were you brought up to think it’s OK
to kick people, is that a lesson daddy taught you when he turned you into a
spoiled brat? What’s this mania you have for physical attack? I can tell you
it’s not acceptable! Get it through your spoiled brat head: I’ve never
kicked or hit you and never will, so don’t kick or hit me! Goddammit, I swear
to God…”


“Sweetie, I’m
sorry!” Tallulah breaks in, her voice electric with worry, inflected with
kindness, entreatingly tender—the polar opposite of what it was seconds ago.
Instants later she’s tremblingly embracing me—gazing at me with imploring eyes,
momentarily averting them in self-reproach, then gazing at me again with a look
of apology that’s far more compelling than words. “I’m so sorry,” she repeats,
but it’s unnecessary for her to do so: she’s asking for forgiveness with the
urgent quiverings of her acquiescent body—solicitude’s emanating from the very pores
of her skin. And her beautiful visage is inches from mine, as radiant as if
illuminated by a thousand lamps, still troubled and ashamed but communicating
the sort of regard every man lives to see. Beneficent emotions heal like
nothing else: the sweetness in Tallulah’s eyes and concern in her voice and
softness of her touch dispels the pain in my leg and anger in my breast as
easily as swift winds dispel a morning fog—propels me to a place where benign
energy, a sensation as of being inundated by a wave of euphoria that’ll surge
unendingly without breaking, is coursing through me and guiding my movements.
I’m soon easing her to the floor, assuring her no apology’s needed, caressing
her face, kissing her for all I’m worth—aware she’s wrapping her legs around my
waist, tightening them until they shake.


“Feel the
butter, honey?” Tallulah coos a few minutes later, pausing from our kissing,
gazing at me with questioning, hesitantly hopeful, eyes.


“I’m feeling
the most wonderful girl in existence—an angel who treats me to divinity when
she dances,” I smile, stroking her forehead, pressing myself more insistently
against her.


“Doesn’t wet
sticky me feel good?” she continues, a mixture of courage and elation leaping
into her eyes. “You like my butter, don’t you?”


“There’s
nothing I like more,” I assure her. “And your beauty and wild imagination and
miraculous energy and creativity, like no other girl’s.”


“And there’s
nothing I like more than your handsome head,” she says, the thrilling happy
candy in her voice again in full measure, as she passes her hand through my
hair. Then she’s playfully wiggling below me, wrapping her arms around my back,
squeezing me close, kissing me again—breathing deeply, moaning dulcetly. Just
like that we’re whisked from conflict into a magical place where the sum of our
united affection is greater than its parts, as in two separate impulses
balancing one another to reach an elevated state unattainable by each
alone—just like that my apartment’s vibrant with blithe delirium, disappearing
in the depths of our sighs, seemingly outside of space and time. I’m picturing,
I kid you not, pristine silver springs rising from the depths of earth and
washing over and engulfing and cleansing us—conceiving of the possibility of
tapping into emotions unchanged since the dawn of human evolution, experiencing
what our pre-civilization ancestors felt, resurrecting their
non-society-manipulated sensations in the present day and age. Deludedly
idealistic or not, that’s what’s sweeping through my head as I roll onto my
back and pull Tallulah onto my chest and gaze into the sapphires of her eyes:
at such moments gazing into her eyes is like gazing up at the stars on a clear
moonless night and dissolving out from under myself on account of the spectacle
of the vastness of the universe, seeming to feel the miracle of existence
shimmer in my every nerve.


Angie, Ella,
Steve: Tallulah’s treated me to a vivid reminder of what lurks inside her, how
hair-trigger and unpredictable and extreme in her reactions she is. What’s just
happened? What it boils down to is that my brief knee-jerk reaction on account
of a mess on the carpet, a couple seconds of strident speech, has resulted in
her being enraged enough to shake with the force of it, smash a bowl against
the glass tabletop (It’s amazing the latter hasn’t so much as cracked, even if
it is nearly an inch thick.), and kick me hard enough to have me gritting my
teeth against the pain. What it boils down to is that in the blink of an eye
joyful abandon disintegrated into extreme duress. And guess what? I’m telling
you it’s far more thrilling to make love to Tallulah now than it would be had
she been well-behaved. Picture it: my carpet’s soaked with butter sauce, shards
of the shattered bowl are strewn about, she’s being the sweetest
desire-animated darling a man could hope to clasp close and, on top of that, I
just know she’s going to act up again at some point, come God only knows
how close to being thoroughgoingly deranged—convincing me my world’s been
flipped upside-down and heaven’s traded places with hell—and I can’t imagine a
more enviable situation to be in. Consider me nuts if you wish, but I declare
delight’s heightened incalculably when there’s a dose of strife,
disorder, lunacy, and destruction to provide some counterpoint. Tallulah and I
are in an emotional sanctuary now, a veritable oasis of mutual surrender and
exhilaration, and I’m making the most of it while it lasts—lingeringly stroking
her every luscious curve, drawing deep heady breaths in unison with hers, whirling
about in my feelings to the rhythm of the undulations of her warm ardent mouth
as we kiss, and... But, as I know you’ve grown to expect, here’s where I tell
you I’m going to guard our privacy in the matter of our intimate activities and
refrain from further description.


And so my
delight in our strife-heightened lovemaking suggests complicity in setting the
stage for it, right? It begs the question: do I willfully push Tallulah’s
buttons, intentionally seek to incite her, after all? It takes two to tango,
fight and make up, right? For how much of Tallulah’s tempestuousness am I to
blame? Perhaps I do wait for signs of stormy weather to appear in her
mien and manner and then, albeit not overtly consciously, prod her towards
tumult? That I derive fulfillment in the face of her misbehavior, not in spite
of but because of it, is indisputable so this would tend to indicate I share
responsibility for her misbehavior. To place the cause of our strident
intervals on her shoulders alone, chalk it up solely to her being a hellcat,
and absolve myself of all responsibility is something I’m no longer able or
willing to do. In fact, a great deal of my former blindness with regard to my
preference for feisty, unbalanced, explosiveness-prone females was likely due to
my unwillingness to accept my share of the blame for our strident intervals.
But listen to me: why am I wondering who’s responsible for what, mentioning
blame? The bare-knuckles fact is that neither of us can get enough of each
other. Our chemistry, our magnetism—the way Tallulah’s mere presence
electrifies the air, goosebumps my skin, sets the very physiology of my body
awhirl: of course we’re in this together, in equal measure, every step of the
way. It appears we share the urge to bring about and weather storms in order to
experience the inner quietude which follows a storm’s departure—that we enable
each other to shed accumulated tension and flow unobstructed in our feelings,
attain to a whirl of rejuvenating sensations. To put it another way: Tallulah lifts
me free of the debilitating monotony of emotion that’s almost requisite when it
comes to remaining gainfully employed in this day and age, part and parcel of
existing amidst the affliction known as modern civilization—she immerses me in
the unpredictability and mystery society seeks to eliminate from our lives.
Life is fear and rapture and uncertainty and panic and dread and bliss and
dizziness and entrancement and all points between, constantly in flux; a
fertile ocean is a tumultuous ocean, the depths unendingly trading places with
the shallows and forestalling stagnation; and a steady taste of this is what
Tallulah brings to me. She makes it possible for me to catch a glimpse of the
life we humans lived for thousands of generations, during the vastly greater
part of our history, before our planet’s limited resources—in a word,
overpopulation—compelled us to adopt agriculture, and permanent
settlement, as a means of sustaining ourselves, and resulted in social
stratification, splinteredness of mind, enslavement to status and property and
possessions. I recapture a trace of that bygone primal fear and trembling and
resolve and euphoria, when the almighty unknown—never knowing what lurked
around the corner, whether one was even going to obtain a meal—was the measure
of what we were prepared to endure and capable of enduring. All right, Angie,
Ella, Steve: I suspect you feel I’m indulging in flagrantly idealistic
hyperbole now—carrying seeing-what-I-want-to-see to ridiculous limits.
Nevertheless, instead of deleting the four sentences that precede my address to
you, I’m going to keep them, for the reason that what Tallulah brings to me
makes them believable to me, even if I occasionally laugh at myself.
What does it matter if I’m imagining who knows how much of those four
sentences, unduly bringing the possibility of resurrection of human
pre-historical experience into the picture, as long as my emotions follow suit
with my imagination and carry me to fulfilling states of being I’ve never been
in before? The fact is that, because Tallulah’s the source of these imaginings
and emotions, not to mention my newfound well of energy and enthusiasm—the
sense of being reborn on each new day—I’m going to fight to keep her by my side
with every last particle of my being: I’ve no doubt whatsoever that my
happiness, and therefore my life, depends upon it.


Here I must
pause to sing the praises of my darling Tallulah: she’s truly unique, not a
false bone in her body, no putting on of airs, being anyone besides who she
is—immune to the fashionable feelings and casts of mind and turns of phrase of
the moment, absolutely down to earth. And so beautiful and delectable and
delicate, radiant with vitality—such unblemished lily-petal-soft skin,
luxuriant curling cascades of hair—eyes bright with light stolen from the
stars. Comeliness that women who’re addicted to fashion magazines would kill
for, and Tallulah simply has it and therefore has no need to run around in
circles seeking to be someone she’s not. And the mood-swirl of Tallulah, her
inner realms of restless discontent—not paltry discontent, as in thirsting to
acquire a trinket she doesn’t possess, but elemental discontent, unsullied by
base desires. Tallulah’s life itself, constantly metamorphosing from one state
of being into another—never at ease with emotionally standing pat, always
hungering for all that existence has to offer and striving to manipulate it
into offering more. How could I have ever sought to deny that rapid mood-swings
are a surge in my bloodstream like no other, the most effective heightener and
broadener of experience by far? The thought that such volatility resides within
petite Tallulah and her fundamentally kind disposition can be displaced by wild
raving and violent dramatics at any time is, believe it, as comforting as it is
stimulating. There’s nothing like vulnerability married to danger—a girl who
inspires me to protect her at the same time I’m extremely wary of her.
Whatever strife our budding relationship brings I’m very willingly along for
the ride, because every fearful trough in a wave of drama leads to an
exhilarating crest of reconciliation. A girl who’s able to randomly spin me
through the emotional spectrum, from the depths of claustrophobic despair to
the heights of expansive delight, is what makes heaven on earth possible. I own
up to adoring manic mixes, all right, and Tallulah first and foremost: I hunger
for more, and am rewarded with more, when she’s by my side; life is
incomparably fresh, urgent, enthralling, and awe-inspiring as long as she’s by
my side.


By the time
Tallulah and I reach the end of our heavenly interval on the carpet virtually
every inch of our bodies is glistening, slippery and sticky, with butter sauce.
She’s squirming against the floor—smiling, laughing, flinging her hair, not
caring that it’s soaked with butter as well. I’m on my back alongside her,
stretching snow angel-wise with the half of my body that’s not touching hers,
relishing the electric calm that’s flowing through my limbs, accentuated the
more I move. “Well, would you look at us,” Tallulah says, rising to her feet
and straddling me with her stance, running her hands up and down her thighs and
hips and waist, the most delicious amusement in her eyes. “I’d say we look like
fun! What do you think, sweetie? Do we look like fun?”


“We’re
definitely the poster couple of fun,” I smile, commencing to run my hands up
and down the backs of her legs. “We live and breathe all manner of fun,
including luscious legs fun!”


“Ooooo!” she
exclaims, lifting her arms over her head, waving them back and forth while
doing a slow shimmy. “Touch me lusciously fun!”


“Religious
experience fun!” I shout, allowing my glance to convey how captivated I am (as
I always am) by her beauty.


“Experience
this!” Tallulah giggles, bending forward and brushing my chest with her hair as
I continue to caress her legs. Although her hair’s wet through and through and
heavy with butter sauce, it’s still extremely ticklish, because she’s only
touching me with its tips, fully cognizant of the effect she’s creating.


“Tickle
contest fun!” I yell, lightly poking her in the ribs, proceeding to softly
curly-cue my fingers about her inner thighs, where she, like every other girl,
is especially sensitive.


“Gotcha!” she
announces, seating herself on my belly, pressing her legs, from knees to
ankles, tight against the sides of my torso, seizing my wrists and pinning them
to the floor. “You’re my prisoner!”


“Happily so—do
with me as you will,” I laugh. “No resistance here!”


Without a word
Tallulah lowers herself all the way onto me, releases my wrists, and grasps my
shoulders. Soon we’re lying side by side, embracing and kissing. “Hard to stop,
isn’t it?” she observes during a pause in our kissing.


“Impossible to
stop, and who wants to?” I say, rolling us together until I’m on top.


“I sure
don’t,” she answers, joining her lips to mine again, and… Ha, Angie, Ella,
Steve: obviously, I prematurely stated it’s the “end of our heavenly interval
on the carpet,” but that’s the point: more than once we’re all but certain the
said interval’s over only to find ourselves propelled into each other’s arms
again, unable to stop stimulating one another and ourselves, absorbed in
renewed transports of delight. Tallulah’s the most adorable angel, as sweet and
playful as she is ardent and insistent, throughout our time on the
carpet—overflowing with what I’ll call giggle-inflected sensuality and hunger,
laughing grace and agility and earthiness. The blithe tones of her voice, and
peals of her laughter, seem to pulsate in the bright light and unzip the very
air—open into endless expanses of serenity and joy, where everything good is
deathless and nothing bad can exist: sometimes it’s astonishing how beautiful
life can be. And having said that, I’ll skip ahead to the actual end of our
heavenly interval on the carpet.


Tallulah and I
are on our feet, casting our eyes at the carpet and at each other, exchanging
looks of amusement and admiration. “Messy fun!” she winks, nudging me with an
elbow; then, gathering her hair in her hands and gazing at it doubtfully, “But
time to pay the piper—a girl can only put up with buttered hair for so long!
It’s definitely shower time!” And with that she spins about and scampers
giggling towards the bathroom, glancing mischievously over her shoulder.


Of course I follow
at Tallulah’s heels and both of us are soon in the bathroom. She’s dancing
slowly while observing herself in the mirror above the vanity, resplendent in
the bright lights—a row of naked bulbs. “I think the light’s in love with me,”
she announces. “Are you jealous?”


“Extremely
so,” I smile. “Because, as much as I’d love to, I’ll never be able to touch all
of you at once like the light does—never be able to caress every magnificent
inch of you at the same time!”


“Oh, you do
all right—you have nothing to worry about,” she responds, turning to place her
palms against my chest. “The light’s all flattery and no performance—all
flirtation, with no reach-inside-me satisfaction. The light makes me like me,
but you make me adore me. And I adore you.”


“And I adore
you too, Tallulah—adore every curve of your light-illuminated litheness and the
life and fire in your eyes.”


“Ummmm,” she
intones, grasping my shoulders and making a movement to pull me to the rug.


“Hang on a
moment,” I say. “Be right with you but let’s get the shower started.” Gently
disengaging myself from her hold I advance to the shower stall, turn on the
water, and commence adjusting the temperature.


“Tickle
attack!” I hear as she pokes both sides of my waist.


“Brat!” I
laughingly shout, jumping upright.


“Tee hee!” she
continues, dancing her fingers across my belly as I turn to face her; and when
I am facing her and about to tickle her in turn she darts her eyes at my hands
in mock alarm and, seizing them, declares, “Truce, I surrender—you win!”


“But I haven’t
won anything yet if I haven’t tickled you yet,” I tease. “It seems to me I need
to earn it.”


“But, darling,
don’t you want to know what the prize is?” she inquires, widening her eyes as
she nudges me towards the shower with her knee. “The prize is that, for being a
valiant gentleman who’s willing to accept my offer of victory without tickling
me, you get washed first! And I’ll do a good job, or my name isn’t
Tallulah—you’re very deserving!”


Suffice to say
we’re soon in the shower and Tallulah, true to her word, is assiduously washing
me clean of the butter sauce—alternating soft caresses with deep massage,
gently turning me about so as to reach every part of me, not missing an inch.
Then I’m returning the favor, soaping and rinsing while likewise repositioning
her to facilitate access, her face suffused with equanimity and pleasure the
while—she shiver-twitches with delight, happily squirms under her skin, at
every pass of my hands. Then we’re seated on the ivory ceramic of the shower
stall’s floor for at least ten minutes—wordlessly smiling into each other’s
eyes, exchanging soft caresses—as water swashes over us.


When we
reenter the living room an hour or so later Tallulah has a white towel wrapped
about her head and a few tendrils of curls are escaping at its edges—a most
becoming sight. Tracing the path of one of these tendrils with my finger, I
say, “Cute stray ringlet on the prettiest neck in creation,” and bend to kiss
it.


But Tallulah
avoids my kiss: taking a quick backward step, she tilts her head towards the
stains on the carpet, trains apologetic eyes upon me, and says, “Bad me for
buttering your carpet. You were right when you said we should go into the
kitchen and I’m sorry I took that the wrong way. Now I see you meant no harm
and didn’t mean to be insulting and that in fact you weren’t insulting at all,
because it’s my wrong interpretation that mixed things up and turned it that
way. It’s just that I was dancing for you, doing what you like, and caught up
in it and wanting to be nice. But of course that’s no excuse for making a mess
and most certainly not a reason to throw a fit either. Can you forgive your bad
girl?” Still gazing at me apologetically, she hesitantly reaches for my hand.


“There’s
nothing whatsoever to forgive,” I respond, stepping to her, grasping her hand,
and kissing her forehead. “As you rightly pointed out, the carpet’s only a
thing. Too many people get bothered about their possessions, act as if dead
things are living things, and I’m sorry I lowered myself to doing that—I know
better than to place objects before people. And you were dancing, being your
beautiful self, treating me to sublimity. I’m a fool for interrupting that,
there’s no excuse—I’m ashamed of raising my voice because of a stupid carpet.
Very few girls can come anywhere near your level of athleticism and grace and
only a blind person would toss cold water on that—I’m sorry for being
temporarily blind. Not to mention that I’d never want to turn back the clock
and move to the kitchen and have a clean carpet, because then we’d be without
the heaven that happened on it. So what if it’s buttered? Who cares? Tallulah,
I’m the one who needs to ask for forgiveness because I’m the one who was out of
line—I opened my mouth when I should’ve kept it shut, had absolutely no
business yelling. Can you forgive me?”


“Don’t be
ridiculous,” she says, yanking her hand from mine, flicking it through the air
in dismissal, and backing away again; then, looking at me quite determinedly
and raising her voice a notch and becoming increasingly excited, “It’s no small
thing, the mess I’ve made—don’t downplay it and make excuses for me when I
don’t deserve them. It’s your carpet, for God’s sake—the first thing people see
when they come here, their first impression of your home, and there’s a bunch
of grease on it, butter all over, big ugly stains! And it’s there because of my
atrocious behavior, no reason else! Make no mistake, it was very thoughtless
and irresponsible of me to dump butter on it, dancing or not! Dancing’s no
excuse—I have no excuse and you were right to say I should take my act to the
kitchen, like I should’ve had the decency to do! Of course our time on the
carpet was heaven but we could’ve done the same in the kitchen, put a mat on
the tiles to make them soft. Or maybe put a plastic covering, if you have one,
on the carpet to protect it. We would’ve figured something out, if I had stayed
calm like I should’ve and allowed us to. But I had to get bothered and throw a
tantrum when you were only being sensible, didn’t I? I had to put a wall
between us and refuse to listen when… I mean, just because there’s some butter
it doesn’t mean there has to be a nasty mess, like the one I’m entirely
responsible for! What I did is disgraceful and there’s no minimizing it,
period!”


“Beautiful
dancing’s as far from disgraceful as anything can be,” I hasten to say, alarmed
at the turn Tallulah’s cast of mind has taken and endeavoring to return her to
being blithe and playful—coax the self-reproach and frown from her face, soften
the edge in her voice. “A middling stain on the carpet’s a small price to pay
for your magnificent symmetry of motion and again I’m as sorry as can be for
having spoken out of turn and interrupted you—that’s the only disgrace I
know of. Make no mistake, the fault’s entirely mine for raising my voice and
making a nothing thing out to be a tragedy. And the butter on the carpet is
a nothing thing—it’s not like I’ll be dealing with it or as if it’ll be there
forever. The maid will take care of it on Monday. She’ll have it shampooed and
spotless in no time, no big deal. So forget about the stain—pretend it isn’t
there.”


“A maid?”
Tallulah asks, a dubious look coming into her face, shiver seizing her body,
muscles tensing. “Why a maid?” she repeats, glancing off into space, apparently
momentarily lost in thought; then, bringing her eyes back to me and stepping up
to me this time, “And how can I pretend the stains aren’t here when I’m the
cause of them? I made the mess so it’s my duty to clean it up and I want
to clean it up! I’ve been bad and need to make things right—I’m obligated
to make things right, pure and simple! Let it never be said I don’t right my
wrongs, I always right my wrongs! I’m not proud of being bad, but at
least I know when I’ve been bad and believe in making full restitution! And
there’s nothing middling about this mess, either! I told you not to minimize
what I’ve done—I don’t need excuses being made for me, it’s the last thing I
want! I’m thoroughly ashamed and mortified that I’ve caused this mess and am going
to scrub it clean immediately, as you issue strict orders and supervise and make
me do a good job! I won’t stop until it’s spotless, that’s my promise to you! I
need to be brought to heel and punished! I need to be shown how to behave! Please
show me how to behave, Justin!” she concludes, seizing my hands and squeezing
hard.


“You already
know how to behave,” I smile, still seeking to dispel Tallulah’s mounting
agitation—still believing it possible to return the smile to her eyes,
playfulness to her voice and choice of vocabulary, easefulness to her
gesticulations—even while her words are unavoidably reminding me of last year,
when she was dead set on being taped up on the kitchen floor. “Your behavior
leaves nothing whatsoever to be desired, you’re an angel, my perfect girl—our
shower alone was divinity, your touch is so sweet. So please have no doubts
about what I think, Tallulah—I wouldn’t want to change a single thing about
you, there’s absolutely no room for improvement, not in a thousand years. And,
aside from that, it’s certainly not necessary for you to do the maid’s job and
I don’t want you doing her job. I’m not in the habit of asking guests to clean
my apartment, especially those I hold in the highest regard. What sort of host
would I be if I expected guests to scrub my floors? A disgraceful host, that’s
what—unworthy of the name, or of having people over again. I wasn’t brought up
to be stingy with my hospitality and wouldn’t be able to look at myself in the
mirror if I tried it, especially with you. The maid will take care of the
carpet, let her earn her money for a change. I’m not exactly a slob, she
usually has it easy.”


“So she’s an
easy maid, is she?” Tallulah snaps, abruptly releasing my hands, as if they’re
covered with a foul substance, and slowly looking me up and down with highly
critical eyes; then, stamping her foot and raising her voice to a shout, “I bet
you think I’m easy too, a pushover to be pushed away when it suits you! Selfish
creep! You’re so selfish you won’t accept my apology and allow me to make
things right! But wait: you think I’m spoiled, don’t you? You in fact called me
spoiled and I take offense to that! You had the nerve to say my dad turned me
into a spoiled brat! How dare you presume to know how I was raised, what my dad
taught me, what happens in my family! Listen to me: would a spoiled brat want
discipline? Would a spoiled brat insist on cleaning up after herself, making
amends for the mess she’s made? Would a spoiled brat promise you she’s
going to make this carpet look as new as the day you bought it and tell you to
bear down on her and make sure she does? When I offer to help you should accept
my help, instead of pushing me away like you did last year! You’d rather dole
out trite flattery, spout rote stuff about angels and perfect girls, than
actually listen to me and give me a chance to show how sorry I am! You’d rather
hold a petty grudge, so you have a convenient excuse to dump me! Convenience is
the name of the game, isn’t it? It’s all a game to you and heaven forbid I
become inconvenient and expect you to be a man and bring me to heel!
I’ll be shown the door and shut out again, won’t I? That’s your weapon and
cruelty in a nutshell! I want to cry now, do you hear me? Just cry! Does that
please and amuse you? Huh? Does it, little man? But guess what? I’m not going
to cry because that will only give you another excuse to feel superior! You’re
not going to make this girl cry and if you try it you’re going to get clawed!
I’ll gash your cheeks but good if you try to make me cry, so help me God!”
Raking her spread and arched fingers through the air for emphasis, she spins
away from me and shows me her profile, very deliberately tightening her muscles
and heaving her chest.


It’s at this
point I realize, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that we’ve ventured too far down
the path towards conflict to turn back. And I was actually entertaining the
idea I’d be able to overcome Tallulah’s discontent, as if there was the
remotest chance she’d stop acting up and be happy to snuggle in bed? The edge
in her voice alone should’ve alerted me to the true state of affairs, banished
delusional thinking: it’s a sure warning shot, which infallibly heralds
impending strife. Not to mention experience has taught me that when Tallulah
mentions punishment and discipline it’s not a request but a demand rooted in
need and she’ll not back down, allow her determination to be diverted for an
instant, until I do her bidding and that failure to do so will result in highly
memorable demonstrations of displeasure. This is a lesson I learned only too
well last year, so why was I supposing it possible to change her mind and calm
her, particularly when I was recalling the events of last year at the same
time? And of course I’m kicking myself for having called her a spoiled brat,
but of what use is doing so? If I hadn’t called her a spoiled brat she’d be
incensed at me for having done, or neglected to do, something else. A girl who
wants conflict is going to find it—there’s no escape when a hellcat’s
thirsting for a fight. Silly me for assuming our heavenly interval of
lovemaking on the carpet, delightful post-sex dalliances, and happy shower were
sufficient to soothe Tallulah for the remainder of the night, disincline her to
indulge in confrontation—for assuming the lingering resonances of those
delightful activities were pronounced enough to enable me to conjure the
creases from her brow, bring peace to her thoughts. Be that as it may, I’m
saying with extreme urgency, “Tallulah, how could I possibly want to make you
cry? I’d sooner die than deliberately distress you—such a thing is far beneath
contempt, I’ve never done such a thing and never will. And feel superior if you
were to cry? How can you believe that of me? How could you want to be with me
for a second if you believed that? I know you don’t believe that! But as for
last year, you’re right: there’s no excuse, no acceptable explanation! I can
say nothing in my defense, only assure you again I consider it to be utterly
ignorant and short-sighted emotionally suicidal behavior on my part and hope
you’ll forgive me. And certainly you know I’ve been beating myself up over it
all night, wondering how I could’ve been so blind and insane. Why would I lie?
I can’t be happy without you, pure and simple—it’s crystal clear to me and I’d
certainly never make such a thing up. The second I saw you at the Met I
realized avoiding you was the stupidest thing I’ve done in my life! You know
that’s true, don’t you? What do I need to do to convince you? What do you want
me to do?”


“How dare you
presume to tell me what I know!” she responds with a shriek, facing me again,
pointing a furious finger at me, rapidly shifting her weight from foot to foot
to offset the degree to which she’s shaking. “I know a lot of things you don’t
think I know and that you wish I didn’t know! I know you’re afraid to be a man!
I know you’re a baby who gets scared and makes pathetic excuses and wants to
run and hide whenever I expect you to pay attention to me and take me
seriously!”


“How can you
say I don’t take you…”


“I’m speaking,
if that’s all right with you!” Tallulah cuts me off, still shrieking; then,
apparently tongue-tied on account of the intensity of her anger, she simply
stares at me, ashen of face, her eyes glittering with malice—her lips are vaguely
moving, no sound’s issuing forth; then, quite beside herself and as if but half
aware of what she’s doing, she darts forward, rakes a couple nails across my
chest, her full hand not having reached me, and springs a few yards away.
Before I have time to fully register what’s occurred she’s frenziedly
crisscrossing her arms, shaking her head no, shrieking again, “Don’t even think
about it! You keep away from me—I’m warning you! You stay there and listen to
me for a change!”


“I’m
listening,” I say in a flat tone, doing my best to drain my voice of emotion,
give Tallulah nothing to seize upon and twist around and exaggerate, while
readying myself for another attack. I’ve decided that if she runs at me again
I’m going to wrestle her to the floor. I’m resigned to the fact her unrest has
hijacked our night and that I’m not going to be remotely at ease in mind or
body anytime soon—that, as far she’s concerned, it’s open season on my mind and
body and peace is something to be slain.


“So you’re
listening?” she hisses. “How gracious of you! Crown me, I must be a queen if
you’re taking the trouble!” She takes a quick step in my direction and raises
her hand, but then stops, smiles mockingly, and resumes her place. “Poor baby,
you thought you were getting scratched again, didn’t you?”


“Is there a
point to this?” I snap, losing my composure despite myself. I know irritation,
far from being in the least bit intimidating to Tallulah, is only going to fan
the fires of her ire and encourage her to irritate me further; but I also know
there’s no correct way to behave at the moment—that, regardless of what I say
or do, we’re going to be tussling again at some point, in a very physical way:
it’s as inescapable as mosquitoes in the park on a summer night. My only course
of action, if it can be called action, is to seek to steel myself against,
mentally and emotionally prepare for, the inevitable moment when full-fledged
conflict, instead of merely the prelude to it, arrives. I don’t mind admitting
it’s scary when I realize an inescapable hellcat-storm’s brewing—when I don’t
know precisely when or how the storm’s going to break and reveal its full fury
or what its full fury will entail, only that it’s going to do so and won’t be
pretty. But I’ll add that, on account of my newfound enlightenment with regard
to my preferences, there’s now exhilaration intermingled with the fear: it’s
stirring to be faced with unknown danger and wonder to what degree rationality
will be put to the test; and it’s doubly stirring when the danger’s lurking within
my sweetheart’s beautiful eyes—when it’s as if raw nature, as ruthless and
violent as she is bountiful and nurturing, lives within my petite darling’s
lissome frame—when it’s as if the freshness and savagery of the wilderness has
come to life within the walls of my apartment, promises of a self-strengthening
adventure I’d not otherwise have. But enough commentary—on with my narrative
proper.


“It might be
way too much for your poor undeveloped mind to grasp but, yes, there’s definitely
a point to this,” Tallulah snarls, stretching herself up to her full height,
tightening her curves, and thrusting out her chest (utilizing her attributes,
as girls inevitably do, to assist with battering me into submission), “and I
don’t appreciate the question or your dismissive tone! You seem to think it’s
unreasonable for me to be upset! You act as if this is all a big joke, but
that’s because you’re too immature to see it isn’t and why I have more reason
to be disappointed! I let you touch this to your heart’s content and get
your fill (Here she slowly, and very expressively, slides her hands up and
down her thighs and rear end and waist.), like all the boys would kill to
do, and what’s my thank-you? Insults and sarcasm! Willful denial of who I am
and what I expect of you! What’s the problem? You don’t think I’m good enough?
You think you can do better? You think I’m commonplace, as if the boys wouldn’t
come laden with presents just to get me to go out with them, never mind
that I’d never promise them anything? Wait, strike all that—it’s way too
flattering for the likes of you! You’re not deserving of questions like that!
The real questions are: you don’t think I’m pathetic and docile enough?
You don’t think I’m enough of a submissive ditz, who’ll put up with your insecurities?
You don’t think I’m commonplace enough? You think I’m too pretty and exotic and
smart, and feel threatened? You want to dump me in favor of a doormat who’ll
lick your feet?”


“Whatever gave
you the idea that…?”


“Hush! You be
quiet and listen to me! What’s the point, you ask? Well, that’s a nice vague
nonspecific question, worthy of your baby mind that can only handle
generalities and evasiveness, but I’ll answer it anyway! The point is this:
you want it easy—way too easy! You want things to be rosy all the time and for
there to be no challenges because you’re still a little boy! You don’t want to
grow up and deal with a real woman who takes the time to be with you—you want
maids! Maids are docile, just like you like your women—easy to boss around and lord
it over and control! Maids are less bother—no energy, no self-esteem, no pride!
You want a tame maid to be stupid with, don’t you? A maid will wait on you hand
and foot without question and never expect anything serious of you, won’t she?
A maid won’t know the difference between true and false involvement and that
suits you just fine, doesn’t it? Dating a princess is too much exertion, so you
want to be with a housekeeper! That’s it, isn’t it? You want to be pampered by
a domestic! You want to be a lazy slob! A maid will flatter you so you can feel
superior and forget about how insecure you are! She’ll obediently stroke your
ego so you can stay infantile for the rest of your life!”


“Have you
completely lost your mind?” I ask, my astonishment unfeigned. “I sure hope
you’re screwing around with me, because if you really believe that then you’re
just plain nuts!”


“So I’m nuts
now,” she says quietly and ominously, glancing at the floor and testily kicking
at it. “I see.” An instant later she rushes at me with eyes ablaze and arms
aflail, the towel unwinding from her head, her hair falling free.


I’ve said it
before: when handling infuriated girls, who’re in full-fledged physical attack
mode, the idea’s to exercise gentle but firm restraint—to seize ahold of them
in such a manner that they can’t harm one, all the while being careful not to
harm them: not always the easiest balance to strike when they’re hell-bent on
clawing one to ribbons. Advancing to meet Tallulah, I tackle her, as it were,
in slow motion—wrap an arm around her back, press a shoulder to her belly, wrap
my other arm around her legs, and ease her to the floor. Not to imply it’s a
smooth ride: I might execute the maneuver slowly, but she’s thrashing about,
scratching and slapping, wielding her elbows and knees, seeking to bite.
Tallulah might be a full-time law student now, with a schedule that disallows
her from dancing professionally, but she’s still a dancer through and through,
extremely fit and flexible: she strikes me rapid-fire from all directions
during her journey to the floor, employs her nails all too effectively, comes
close to scraping with her teeth. Sometimes I wonder to what extent an enraged
darling would harm me if I failed to restrain her—whether she’d flail away,
claw and kick and bite, for all she’s worth or content herself with a slap or
two and toss in a scratch for good measure. It’s true no girl’s ever attacked
me in my sleep but I have to say that as long as I’m awake and alert there
appear to be no guidelines as to what’s unacceptable in combat. There’s
generally plenty of warning—glares, yelling, threats—in advance of an attack so
this would seem to indicate they’re counting on me to be on my guard and able
to defend myself but that’s still no guarantee they won’t exert themselves to
the utmost to inflict maximum physical distress. In some cases it’s obvious I’m
being counted on to counter their attack so they can have the experience of
being restrained and that they’d never wish me serious harm but it’s not close
to always being that way: I’ve been knocked dizzy by flung objects, gashed
savagely enough for the wounds to sting for days, had my toes stomped on hard
enough to bloody their nails, my legs and torso kicked such that they turned
black and blue and gave way to festering sores. At any rate, I’ve never turned
my back to an enraged girl, allowed my attention to lapse during a tussle: I
believe such a course of action would end badly and have no desire to be proved
right. And sometimes there are moments during the heat of battle when it
occurs to me a girl’s infuriated enough to be incapable of exercising any
amount of self-restraint and is going to go all out, regardless of the
circumstances, to see to it I need to visit a doctor. But enough of these
musings—I’ll return to tonight’s scuffle.


Once I’ve
brought Tallulah to the floor I, still as gently as the situation will permit,
maneuver her onto her back and flatten her out, sit on her stomach, and pin her
wrists to the carpet with my hands. “So you think you can manhandle and control
me?” she shrieks. “You think you’re dealing with a scaredy-cat priss, who’ll
surrender?” No sooner do the questions reach my ears than she strikes my back
with her knees, repeatedly and hard—seemingly a half dozen hits in two seconds,
such that I pitch forward and my left elbow grazes her shoulder, whereupon she
lifts and twists her head towards it, baring her teeth: the muscles of her neck
are so taut it’s as if they’re about to burst through her skin. “Better keep
that arm clear!” she taunts. “If I get my teeth on it I’m not letting go!”
Within split moments I’m scooting back to straddle her thighs, immobilize her
legs; at the same time I yank her arms down and press them against her torso,
never ceasing to keep a firm grip on her wrists, so as to remove my arms from
the proximity of her mouth. “Think I’m impressed?” she hisses after I’ve
executed these maneuvers and she’s no longer able to kick or bite or otherwise
attack me. “You might be on top, but you have to stay on top! If you let
me go, I’ll kick you dizzy and tear your eyes out! I’m in control of you,
because I can wait all night and all day! I’m not letting it go—not going to
get tired—not going to whimper and go limp and give up and say I’m sorry! I’m not
a brainless bimbo who can be pushed around, especially not by the likes of
you!” Triumph’s glinting in her eyes—she’s clearly enjoying the situation,
which comes as no surprise: I know only too well that conflict’s more precious
to hellcats than gold.


“Look,
Tallulah,” I say firmly and evenly, seeking to steel myself against the
throbbing of several of her well-placed elbow- and knee-jabs, shove it into the
background of my awareness, bury it beneath my nerves, “I’ve said I’m sorry for
avoiding you last year, not giving us the chance we deserve—said it’s the
stupidest thing I’ve ever done and told you how much you mean to me, made no
excuses, been absolutely sincere. How many times do I need to say it, assure
you of my sincerity? Are we going to revisit and drag out the issue forever,
endlessly waste our energy and expend ourselves in quarrels? Well, let me tell
you something right now: you’ve got to learn to trust me at some point, as in
very soon. I don’t need endless scenes and drama—don’t need to be attacked at
every turn, constantly worrying about what’s going to set you off. And I’ll
tell you something else: attacking me and threatening me isn’t the way to go
about seriously getting to know one another. You say you can wait all night,
are ready to tear my eyes out? Is that a way to speak to me? Have I ever spoken
to you that way? I’d sooner die than speak to you that way! Goddammit,
Tallulah, I adore you but you’re going to need to accept my apology so we can
move on! You think I think you’re a bimbo? Well, that’s, excuse me, just plain
ridiculous. I’ve never had doings with bimbos and never will, and you’re the last
woman I’d ever think of as being one, you’re as far from being one as a woman
could be. I like you a great deal, Tallulah, get it through your head—I respect
you and think you’re as bright as anyone can be. I’ve done nothing tonight to
warrant these attacks and you know it. You’ve got to let last year go and focus
on the here and now, so we can get to know and trust each other and begin to
lay the foundations of a lasting relationship. I want to do so with all my
heart and so should you. So what do you say we stop quarrelling and go back to
having a wonderful night? There’s nothing I’d like more.” Am I aware of
ignoring the fact Tallulah’s still hungering for discipline as I speak these
words? I’m not wholly sure: given the stress of the situation, what’s uppermost
in my mind is endeavoring to place her at ease the best way I know how, by
assuring her of my commitment to our future; and also, on a purely physical
level (never underestimate the ability of such to overpower one’s thinking),
I’m failing in my efforts to ignore my wounds and very much want to be at
liberty to tend to them, as well as not receive additional ones. All I can say
is that I simply want the fury to depart from her eyes—even if unrealistically
so, while heedless of other components of the situation.


“Sure, I’ll
focus on the here and now,” she says, her voice acquiring the ominous quiet
tone again, dripping with menace—it’s as if she hasn’t heard a single
conciliatory word I’ve said. “I believe you mentioned a maid’s coming over. I
believe you omitted that choice little detail from your self-serving speech
about trust, declined to provide an adequate explanation. I’m still waiting to
hear it, assuming it’s not too much trouble and you’re willing to be honest.”


“I can’t
believe that’s what this is really about,” I respond, leaning closer to her
face and emphatically gazing into her eyes, allowing a note of exasperation to
creep into my voice. “I said the maid will clean the carpet after you’re gone
and you don’t need to trouble with it, period. That’s all I said, there’s no
mystery or hidden meaning or evasiveness. You want an explanation? It’s that I
don’t want my guests, and you in particular, scrubbing my floor—I would think
you’d appreciate that I don’t expect you to burden yourself with menial labor.
I believe in being hospitable, pure and simple, and don’t want to impose
cleaning responsibilities upon my guests. Not to mention that if I thought my
guests should do such things they’d be nuts to want to come here, or speak to
me, again. So what’s wrong with being hospitable? What’s the problem? I’ve
already told you about wanting to be a good host, treating guests as I’d wish
to be treated, and aren’t sure what you mean by an adequate explanation.”


“What’s wrong
with another girl coming over to replace me?” she shrieks, lifting her head
from the floor and spitting on my chest. “You have the gall to ask me that?
You have the indecency to declare, to my face, that you want another girl to
look after you? You talk about trusting you and then turn around and make it impossible?—you
violate my trust while looking me in the eye, not even trying to hide it? You
say you don’t know what I mean by an adequate explanation?—you say that while
refusing to provide one acceptable reason why another girl needs to come
over here, as if this is all a child’s game, unworthy of serious consideration?
You have the gall to mock me and be smug about it? You say you don’t like bimbos
and then treat me like one? I hardly know what to say, damn you! I’ve never
been treated like this—never! Does that make you proud, knowing you’re
ripping my heart out? It that your idea of a grand accomplishment? I…I ought to
go home, I ought to get my dad to come rescue me, I ought to vanish for good, I
ought to cry! You…you’re unbelievable! Aaahhh! Release me now!
Let me go, damn you! I could just...!” She’s furiously seeking to twist out
from under me, too choked with rage to speak for a few moments; then, taking a
deep breath, swallowing hard, and raising her head again, fixing incredulous
and contemptuous eyes upon me, “You have the gall to lie by omission! But,
wait, you think omission’s a cute trick, don’t you? You think I can’t see
through it! So much for your opinion of me! You obviously think I’m brain
damaged! Calling her the maid? That’s rich! What you mean is some slut! Going
to come over in a skimpy uniform, isn’t she? French maid stuff, Barbie doll
stuff, submissive plaything stuff! Going to clean up my mess while
shaking her ass in the lace, doing a strip act! Like that stuff, little man?
Like obedient sluts? Like to pay girls to clean floors and get naked
while you watch? Sick irresponsible unfeeling creep!”


“Tallulah,
settle down and listen to me for a change, and no more spitting if you don’t
mind—it’s uncalled-for and beneath you, you’re better than that,” I respond in
a stern tone, surprising myself as I do so; at the same time I’m wondering how
she can possibly believe the half of what she’s said and whether I’m, indeed,
going to have to stay on top of her for hours and hours, wait in vain for her
to become too tired to resist giving up. “The maid is Carla and she’s
fifty-nine years old and has four grandchildren and I can assure you I don’t
want to see her in a skimpy anything. There’s no replacing of you whatsoever,
no funny business, no deception. Carla’s my maid because she does a good job
with no nonsense, period. A professional housekeeper’s coming over to put
things in order and that’s all. You’re welcome to stay and meet Carla if you’d
like, she’s a nice person, but you’ll need to behave and be civil—she’s a
grandmother and entitled to respect. You’ll see there aren’t any lies by
omission, or any other lies. I haven’t lied to you, am not putting you on in
any way, so you should drop the matter and stop imagining things and dragging
us into unjustified drama, throwing pointless fits. When I speak of trust I
mean it, I’m not about to jeopar…”


“Well, that
woman isn’t touching my mess—I forbid her to clean up after me and do my
job!” Tallulah cuts me off, a look of earnestness and determination displacing
that of incredulity and anger in her eyes—I instantly perceive she’s less
anxious in her thoughts, even if she’s still worked up. “The maid may not be a
plaything, I see I was wrong about that and accept your explanation and thank
you, but you’re forgetting an important thing and might still be trying to
wiggle free. So let me inform you of something: I’m the one who’s solely to
blame for the mess on the carpet and l need you to be man enough to make me
take full responsibility for it and clean it up and make restitution!”; then,
lowering her voice and speaking very slowly, “Listen carefully, Justin, and
make sure you understand, or we’re going to have a big problem. No
maid’s cleaning the carpet, do you hear? I’m going to march into the kitchen
and get cleaning supplies and bring them out here and scrub nonstop until your
carpet’s as spic and span as the day you bought it and I can feel proud I’ve
done right by my man.”; then, raising her voice to a shout again, “You’re
either going to have the guts to make me clean up after myself or you’re going
to have to sit on me all night! You’re either going to show me you care or I’m
going to make the nastiest scene you’ve ever seen and go home and you’ll never
see me again! Let’s see whether you really don’t want me to get away, or if
it’s a lie! Let’s see whether you’re prepared to back up your talk about
seriously getting to know each other, or if you’ll bolt! Let’s see how far we
can go with trust!”; then, lowering her voice again, “Justin, this is who I am
and you’re going to need to accept it, instead of dismissing it as pointless
drama. If, for some reason, you’re disinclined to take me firmly in hand and
make me be a responsible human then I’ll be moving on. So there you go: if you
only want me for one night, like last time, you’ll get your wish. But if you’re
being honest about wanting me back, then… Well, do it, Justin! I’m not asking
you to cut your head off—not asking you to sacrifice your self-respect, that’s
the last thing I want. I’m asking you to bear down on me and be a man and be
proud to be a man, so I can be nice to you like I want to with all my heart and
make you feel like a king. It’s up to you.” When Tallulah finishes speaking
she’s looking me in the eye meaningfully and hopefully—her expression’s not
unkind.


“OK, my
beautiful maniac, have it your way,” I say, flattening out on top of her,
pressing her firmly against the floor, and bringing my lips to hers, not daring
to release her wrists. I honestly don’t know what to expect when I finish
kissing Tallulah, whether her words will be kind or harsh; but I do know she’s
kissing me in her customary all-of-her-soul-in-it manner—reciprocating with
ardent lip pulsations, tongue twistings, mouth pressings, and while breathing
deeply, softly moaning, alternately tense and relaxing under her skin, pulling
me into the ebb and flow of her depths. I must admit I prolong the kissing for
a reason besides the fact I’m enjoying it: I’m processing the information
Tallulah’s provided me with via words and tones of voice and glances and the
aspect of her visage—as in her need for discipline’s an unavoidable component
of her personality and that I do, indeed, need to accept it if we’re to truly
get to know one another; as in how she was both demanding I heed her desire for
discipline and appealing for me to do so, apparently genuinely afraid of having
to be angry should I refuse; as in how forthright her enunciation and eyes
were, at once insistent and trembling—strong and unflinching but without
seeking to conceal vulnerability; as in how radiant she was with the energy of
her emotion, very deliberately bringing the full impact of her beauty to bear upon
me; as in how her expression, both inviting me to taste of bliss and warning of
possible additional strife, shot straight to the pit of my stomach, tingled the
top of my head. Am I afraid of what will happen once I stop kissing
Tallulah?—whether the room will explode into sharp angles again, whether her
nails will resume thirsting for my blood, whether her voice will rain acid upon
my ears? Since I’m fully prepared to indulge her request for discipline I’m
less uneasy on that score but still can’t be sure: who knows whether she’ll
bring up last year again, whether she’ll decide I’m being untruthful about the
maid, whether she’ll seize upon something entirely new? I must say there’s a
positively electric interval of being inundated by an equal measure of stimulation
and apprehension: kissing a girl who’s not only relishing it but who very well
might resume raging, for unforeseen reasons, after one’s finished is like
feasting in an oasis before journeying through an inhospitable desert.


But sometimes
kissing has a life its own, abides by its own mysterious laws of emotional
motion, right?—sometimes kissing, after enveloping one in waves of tingling
dissolution, bringing what must be the euphoria of heaven to earth, cycles
around to a point at which one’s lips seem to part from those of one’s adored
of their own accord, as if in obedience to the rhythm of inner tides
independent of one’s will; and so I’m lifting my lips from Tallulah’s without
necessarily deciding or wishing to do so, warily gazing into her eyes to gauge
and anticipate her reaction, and what do I hear? “This is what I wanted—some
serious attention!” she announces mirthfully, playfully turning her head from
side to side with blithe regard in her eyes. And when she lifts her shoulders
from the floor to the extent she’s able to do so and glances at me as if
expecting to be released I rise from her without an instant’s hesitation, also
as if guided by a will other than my own, or at least partially so. And as soon
as she’s seated upright beside me she’s wordlessly gazing into my eyes—her
eyes, still happy but also very intent, are plainly saying, I believe it’s
time to give me what I need.


“All right,
listen carefully,” I state in a cold and detached tone, bringing disapproval
into my expression and standing. “First of all, you stay on the floor,” I
continue, placing a foot on Tallulah’s shoulder. “Up on your knees with head
bowed, in suppliant position, with no fidgeting. (She does as instructed.)
Good, glad to see you’re capable of following at least one order. And you’d
better be capable of following more orders, assuming you’re fond of
self-preservation and don’t wish to find out how unkind I can be. Now, don’t
you dare lift your eyes to me and offend me with your glance or rise until I
deem you worthy and grant permission. And you do not receive permission until
I’m satisfied you fully comprehend my instructions—my instructions are your
bible, every detail must be indelibly engraved upon your heart. You’ve
conducted yourself in a manner unbecoming a mature and responsible woman, made
a mess the likes of which ought to inspire you to hide your face in shame, and
I require you to make things right—atone for your atrocious lack of respect for
my property, the insult to my pride. If this carpet isn’t as spotless as the
day I bought it within the hour you’re going to be bound to the bed frame and
flogged with my belt until you faint. A beast like you must be taught to accept
hospitality with grace and decorum and gratitude, instead of lowering herself
to indulge in actions that redefine the meaning of abhorrent. A beast like you
must not be permitted to believe she can come over here and flaunt every rule
of acceptable conduct in the book, cavalierly carry on like a disgracefully
selfish spoiled brat, without serious reprisal. A beast like you must be
made to realize revisiting grade school antics as an adult, far from being the
least bit cute, is demeaning to me and yourself alike and only calls for the
administration of extreme disciplinary measures. Mark my words: if you fail to
do as instructed and scrub my carpet with vigor, until you’re on the point of
passing out, you will be whipped like a beast and I won’t feel a trace
of pity, or be moved to leniency. Do you understand?”


“Yes, sir,”
Tallulah half-whispers in a tremulous voice, nodding without raising her head.


“Prove it,” I
say in the same cold tone. “And speak up, so I can hear you without straining
my ears. I’m not leaning down to catch your words and you’re not to attempt to
make me do so, in the mistaken belief you’re able to manipulate me an iota and
influence the outcome of this situation. If you try any manipulation nonsense,
regardless of how subtle, you’re getting taped up like last year, except this
time you’ll be face-down on the mess you’ve made instead of on the clean
kitchen floor, which is too good for you. Nod if you understand. (She nods
immediately.) OK, now back to my instructions concerning your duty: prove
to me that you comprehend every word. Speak clearly and audibly.”


“Sir,” Tallulah
responds, her voice quavering with excitement, such that she’s compensating by
consciously spacing out her words, speaking slower than usual, “I’ve behaved
atrociously, in a manner unbecoming a grade school child and that’s far more
serious and reprehensible for an adult to do, and completely unforgiveable, and
there’s no excuse. As you’ve instructed, I must clean your carpet with great
speed and attention and make it as spotless as the day you bought it or I will
be punished as I deserve, with lashings of your belt while tied to the bed
frame. As nothing will erase my misbehavior, cleaning up the result of it is
the best I can hope for, if I’m to be worthy of your time and attention in the
future. I’m eager to place myself in your hands and surrender to your guidance
and make the utmost effort to be deserving of a small part of your respect,
there’s nothing I want more. A beast like me must be dealt with harshly and
without pity, so I learn how necessary it is to behave acceptably.”


“You need to
amend your last statement,” I command, tapping her shoulder with my foot.
“Saying you’re going to behave acceptably is too vague. You must be more
specific, lest I suspect you’re trying to hoodwink me with loophole-laden
words. You’re not going to put your own spin on those words later on and
self-servingly decide what’s acceptable. You must clearly stipulate what
behavior is acceptable with the intention of strictly adhering to the
specifics. Bear in mind that what you say will be a binding verbal contract between
us and that violations of the said contract will be dealt with severely.”


“Sir, you are
correct,” Tallulah says, unmistakable quiverings of pleasure rippling through
her body, lightly flushing her skin, as she tenses her hands against her thighs
and spreads their fingers, still downcasting her glance. “It was not my
intention to be vague but I was and there’s no excuse for such an oversight. My
unacceptably vague statement must be amended, as so: I must be respectful of
your person and property at all times without exception, never causing offense
by means of word or glance or gesture or deed. Behaving acceptably is being a
considerate, caring, and loving girl at all times, always eager to please, in
the hope of acquiring a smidgen of your respect and affection. I live for
nothing else.”


“You may rise
and look at me now, Tallulah,” I say, moved to the core of my being at the
sound of her soft submissive words, sight of her acquiescently kneeling before
me—I’m astounded, semi-dazed, shivering, and also feeling mildly ashamed of
myself. I know I’m far from entitled to such humility and self-effacement on
her part, still wondering why she derives very obvious satisfaction from such
situations—why she appears to need them. Because Angie, Ella, Steve: this is an
excursion into unknown territory on my part. I’ve never voluntarily and
systematically disciplined a girl before—never willfully adopted the stern
disapproving manner, intoned the haughty words, commanded a girl to kneel at my
feet. Any harsh words I’ve spoken in the past to hellcats craving discipline
have been spoken in self-defense, in a desperate attempt to forestall further
flare-ups on their part—spoken entirely out of fear. I may have taped Tallulah
up last year but, if you recall, I only did so to stop her from continuing to
attack me—stop disorientation and disorder from wholly engulfing my ability to
think. I repeat: this is the first time I’m disciplining a girl, as she
wishes—I have no previous experience in this area. So how am I coming up with
this approach, putting on this unfamiliar personality? I’ve slipped into the
part of stone-faced icy-voiced disciplinarian with an ease that’s surprised me,
as if I’m an old hand at it. But perhaps I shouldn’t be so surprised: I’ve
faced off with enough hellcats thirsting for rough treatment that, even though
I refrained from administering it, I’ve certainly discerned a great deal of
what it is they require, whether I’ve wished to or not. In fact, they’ve always
screamed instructions as to how they wish me to conduct myself and
reproached me incessantly for declining to heed such instructions, never
ceasing to repeat them. So of course I have a good idea of what they expect of
me, the variety of domineering act that pleases and excites them—it’s training that’s,
so to speak, been rammed down my throat. But calling Tallulah a beast, when
she’s as opposite from being such as a person could be and couldn’t be such if
her life depended on it? It’s as if someone else has spoken those words—I
refuse to believe those words are mine. It’s the part I’m playing that’s
responsible for those words—I’m on automatic pilot, improvising on the fly,
being carried along by the necessity of calming Tallulah in the manner she’s
demanding to be calmed. Saying such a thing absolutely goes against the grain:
it’s the last thing I want to say to her. Instead, I want to tell her how much
I adore her—how charming and irresistible and breathtakingly beautiful she is,
with her curls streaming down the radiant skin of her shoulders and back, and
her delicate hands pressed against her silk smooth thighs, and her lissome
figure, without a line out of place; and how strong and courageous and
dignified she is, which is screamingly evident despite her suppliant posture;
and how individual and untamed she is, innately bulletproof against all manner
of social pressure, impossible for anyone to subjugate and manipulate. So, yes,
I’m standing above Tallulah; I’ve granted her permission to raise her eyes to
me and rise to her feet; I’m feeling nothing but affection and admiration for
her, of the opinion she has no business being so humble on my account—that she
ought to stand up proud and boldly look me in the eye and fling this ritual
aside, so we can embrace and kiss and happily make our way to bed, where we’ll
lift each other towards heaven again, as we’ve already done twice. But then,
reminding myself she has no intention of abandoning the ritual and that
there’ll be hell to pay if I show myself disinclined to carry on with it in any
way, I will myself to continue acting the part of disciplinarian and say, “No
dallying, irresponsible girl! No cutesy attempts to mollify me, coy looks or
pursing of lips! You march into the kitchen, gather what you need to clean up
your disgraceful mess, and come back here and get busy! And by busy I mean busy
until your fingers and arms and shoulders and back ache so much it feels as if
they’re on fire and you’re ready to beg for the clemency you know you don’t
deserve and aren’t going to get!”


“Sir, your
will is my will,” she says, standing while continuing to direct her gaze
towards the floor. “I’m marching to the kitchen immediately, where you should
strictly supervise and make sure I don’t deviate from conscientiously preparing
for the work ahead. I’d sooner die than disappoint you.”


“I’d intended
no less—don’t instruct me what to do, if you know what’s good for you,” I
respond curtly. “I’m perfectly aware you need to be watched every moment, don’t
presume to concern yourself about what I know better than you.”; then,
gesturing towards the kitchen with my foot, it being in the line of her gaze,
“No more chatter—get going. And didn’t you hear me grant permission for you to
look at me? When I grant permission it’s not an option—it’s a command. You
either look at me or you’ll get a cut of my belt right now, for
insubordination.”


But Tallulah,
still declining to lift her eyes to me, starts strolling towards the kitchen.
No sooner am I hot on her heels and about to seize her by the nape of the neck
and take her to task for disobedience than she glances back at me, very
intently and meaningfully, while whisking her hair from her face; and what
breath-stealing richness of multi-faceted expression, spinning towards all
points of the emotional compass, is in her glance. It’s almost as if I can
reach out and touch and caress what’s in her glance, so vivid it is; but it’s
also elusive and ghostly, like an image reflected on the surface of a swift
stream. Delight, desire, serenity, insouciance, innocence, shyness,
vulnerability, mischief, courage, verve, admiration, trust, an invitation, some
teasing, and the hint of a threat—as in if I fail to follow through on what
I’ve started and neglect to continue to discipline her we’ll be wrestling on
the floor again and a bonfire of unkind words will blaze in my ears—is all
in her glance. And there’s more in the flash of Tallulah’s eyes—the quality of
their silver light: I catch a glimpse of sheer impulse, as in she’s in thrall
to restive ever-volatile currents of yearning and it’s up to me to contain them
and turn them in my favor. She wishes to shower me with the abundance of
kindness within her and make me feel like a God among men but first I must free
her from the tension that tears at her and scatters ease of mind. She wishes to
be sweet, but I must earn her sweetness—enable it to flow forth and
cradle me in its warmth. Yes, it strikes me then and there: Tallulah’s
infatuation with this discipline ritual isn’t caprice and contrariness—it’s
neither a product of brattiness nor boredom nor disenchantment with a
privileged upbringing—it’s not the wish to gratuitously accumulate
out-of-the-ordinary experiences, collect novel emotional souvenirs—and least of
all is it the desire to plunge me into tumult, give me a taste of hell. It’s a
religious rite, self-purging, her means of overcoming unmanageability of mood
and fragility of mind—of stepping into the light of love, where she truly
wishes to be, from the darkness of self-doubt. And it also strikes me that I
might learn a thing or two tonight—that the hellcats always had something to
teach me but I was willfully turning a deaf ear, unaccountably wallowing in
incompleteness, discontent, and isolation.


Angie, Ella,
Steve: by the time Tallulah and I are in the kitchen I’m no longer flinching
from and cursing her desire for discipline, considering the administration of
it to be a highly stressful chore, wishing for it to be gone. When she comes to
an abrupt stop, stands still with her back to me and an aura of expectation
hovering about her, what I suddenly want more than anything else is to be
worthy of her expectation and do it proud. There’s an unknown world of promise
and possibility, as well as threat and danger, in the mixture of subservience
and assertiveness in her stance—in her at once quivering and rigid muscles, the
as-if-hesitant but nevertheless steadfast alignment of her shoulders and
hips—and I want to experience it to the utmost. Still half as if being willed
by a force outside myself, but also while being inundated by wholly unforeseen
and thrilling energy, I seize Tallulah by the nape of her neck, compel her to
kneel before the cabinet below the sink, nudge her back with my knee, and
command, “The rug shampoo, sponges, scrubbing brushes, towels, and buckets are
in there: extract them and place them on the counter.”; then, once she
completes this task and turns to face me, “Now fill the buckets with hot water
and haul the lot to the living room and get busy. Don’t forget you only have an
hour, I don't plan on waiting until the end of time for a heedless girl to earn
my respect.”


“With all my
heart,” she responds, bringing prayer hands to her breast and bowing her head
before turning to the sink. There’s a marked tone of single-mindedness in
Tallulah’s bearing as she fills the pair of buckets with water and then gathers
the shampoo, brushes, sponges, and towels under her arms—traps them against her
torso—and seizes the handles of the buckets and steps towards the living room:
her movements are executed with the utmost directness and simplicity. Taking my
cue from her bearing I say, “You’re to carry out your assignment as if it’s the
only thing worthy of attention in all of existence, without a trace of
vainglorious fanfare—no ostentatious gestures, frivolous physical
embellishment, of any sort. You’re to perform your duty in all humility, absent
of affectation, as if you’re walking a tightrope and too much showiness will
undermine your balance and tumble you off. Because, make no mistake, if I deem
you’re so much as twitching your pinkie in a way that doesn’t directly pertain
to cleaning up your mess as expeditiously as possible then you’ll tumble out of
my protection straight into the sting of my belt. I wish to protect you with
all my heart but can only do so if you unwaveringly adhere to this requirement.
And don’t even think of attempting to take a break: the slightest pause, or
indication of slowness, will likewise be deemed an infraction and result in
reprisal—you keep your hands busy, or else. If your hands become idle I’ll
assume you’re using the time to plot mischief and, believe me, will rap your
knuckles until they bleed.”


“I
understand,” Tallulah says as she places the buckets beside the bulk of the
carpet-stains. “I agree that my assignment is of paramount importance and that
I must complete it before presuming to be conscious of anything else, so help
me God.”


“No talking,”
I command, gesturing for her to begin cleaning. “No anything except eliminating
this mess, heeding my instructions to the letter.”


Instantly
dropping to hands and knees, Tallulah applies water and shampoo to the largest
stain and begins scrubbing with one of the brushes. And it’s when I see her
executing this task as assiduously as I’ve instructed that the full weight of
the responsibility I’ve assumed becomes apparent to me: I must will myself to
keep Tallulah engrossed in her assignment, spare no effort to demonstrate I’m
as involved as she is, or I’m the one who’ll tumble off the emotional tightrope
and feel the sting of her disappointment. I must uphold my end of our
arrangement as faithfully as she’s upholding her end or I’ll be dealing with
her maniacal aspect again. What’s suddenly crystal clear to me is that, like it
or not, the larger part of the outcome rests on my shoulders because I’m the
one who’s being entrusted to administer discipline. Tallulah’s counting on me
to be ruthless and will be ruthless in expressing annoyance if I fail to
deliver. Again, I’m becoming increasingly aware that this discipline ritual is
very far from being a manifestation of capriciousness on her part—that there’s
far more at stake for her than I ever allowed myself to suspect, as in the
balancing of her emotions in the interest of acquiring serenity of mind, being
at peace with herself. And the journey’s in its infancy, there’s still much of
expectation hovering about Tallulah. She’s projecting an invitation similar to
that of a proud spirited girl who’s on the other side of a room, waiting for me
to approach her and introduce myself, and who’ll stomp away in a huff if I fail
to do so immediately, not failing to dart me a glance of outrage: I need to
introduce Tallulah to more of what lurks in my depths, lest she subject me to a
fit. So I find myself, as it were, working myself into a state of heightened
concentration—tightening my muscles, focusing my nerves, fixating my glance,
intensifying my intonation—while peppering her with critical comments,
admonishments pertaining to her misbehavior, expressions of displeasure at what
I inform her is unacceptably slow progress; giving her shoulders and hips a
light shove now and then, impatiently tapping at her ankles with my feet,
seizing ahold of her hair and pivoting her head in the direction of a spot she
hasn’t attended to yet; insisting she be equally graceful and diligent, maintain
picture-perfect poise without compromising efficiency—be direct and minimalist
in her movements without giving way to stiltedness or angularity; and that she
keep her back straight, perfectly parallel to the floor, and her knees evenly
placed, in line with her hips, and her hair on the right side of her face,
nestled between her shoulder and ear. I keep adding on to my original
instructions, requiring her to adhere to more stringent guidelines. And
Tallulah keeps adjusting her behavior accordingly, without hesitation or
deviation: flushes of pleasure in her face and body, brief and effervescent
though they tend to be, indicate she wants me to continue to be increasingly
difficult to please.


Angie, Ella,
Steve, at this point I’ll declare the discipline ritual experience is flat-out
enlightening, and add I realize you might feel such a declaration’s unduly
extravagant and be inclined to laugh. But please indulge me: as I continue to
administer discipline—never once removing my eyes from Tallulah’s svelte, radiant,
and graceful body, so expressive of her fearless spirit—a surprisingly
appealing and addictive variety of energy, such as I’ve never tasted of before,
commences to engulf and enthrall and dizzy me, make me feel as if the
boundaries of what I’m capable of feeling and enduring are expanding: what
wonderfully precarious—knife-edged, potentially explosive—give-and-take the
discipline ritual is. After all these years of considering suchlike rituals an
inconvenience and annoyance, never allowing myself to take them
seriously—cursing my hellcats for doing their utmost to involve me in them—it’s
suddenly obvious I’ve been depriving myself of an immensely enriching realm of
sensation, forgoing the opportunity to explore new and tantalizing avenues of
self-realization. Tallulah’s dead accurate when she accuses me of being lazy
last year: I was inexcusably lazy, in that I had no inclination to
comprehend the emotional dynamics of her ritual, much less participate in it.
No doubt about it: I took the easy and unproductive way out. What was to be
gained by abandoning her in the kitchen, retreating to the living room,
fearfully waiting for her to grow weary? Did I undergo any amount of worthwhile
inner alteration, become stronger in any way? Did I do anything besides persuade
myself I was acting sensibly when, in actuality, I was being ignominiously
pusillanimous? Did I accomplish anything besides blind myself to, and thereby
reinforce, my weaknesses? How cowardly it was to inform the doormen not to let
Tallulah in my building again, without speaking another word to her! What’s
wrong with being compelled to reach down inside myself for some ruthlessness,
summon the amount of resoluteness and energy required to quiet Tallulah, return
the sweet regard to her eyes? It’s attentiveness that borders on meditation,
being in touch with every nuance of her marvelously untamed disposition to the
point of entrancement—it’s harnessed volatility, restiveness channeled into
hyper-vigilance, opposing impulses achieving equilibrium. And it’s the
delicious feeling that a single false word or gesture on my part—one false note
of feeling—will tumble everything into discord and we’ll be warring again. Who
wants unearned security in relationships? I don’t! It all circles back
to waking up to the fact I adore storm-driven girls, and Tallulah far above the
others. Not only is Tallulah the one who’s awakened me to what I need to be
happy, she’s the very embodiment of my happiness.


Concerning the
magic of the discipline ritual’s give-and-take, I’ll elaborate: when I issue a
command Tallulah’s body tightens, added urgency leaps into the activity of her
hands, greater intentness comes into her face; she gazes at me, apology in her
eyes, and gratitude in her eyes, and spirit in her eyes; then she nods,
soundlessly mouths the words, “Yes, sir!” and there’s such admiration and
contentment in every inch of her body language, and such a wave of soothing
energy rushes up my spine and radiates throughout me, inundates every sinew of
my body with tingling warmth; and I suddenly understand that, as long as I give
of myself in this manner, bring all the inner intensity I’m able to muster to
bear upon her, she’ll give in return with all her heart and that I can do anything
with a girl such as Tallulah emotionally supporting me; and, further, I
understand that, far from experiencing humiliation, she’s experiencing the same
sense of security, being inundated with the same comforting electric warmth, as
I am because, as long as we’re both immersed in the ritual, mutually sustaining
our subsurface communion, we know we’re not alone in our depths—that there’s
another to wholly embrace us, without neglecting any part of us, from the
inside out. There are moments when it’s as if shimmering veils are dancing
under my skin; when it’s as if the amount of energy engorging my veins is as
expansive as the sky at night; when it’s as if I’m on the point of acquiring a
new set of senses that will enable me to perceive, and be at home in, entire
new worlds: basking in bedazzlement in the company of a beautiful wildcat,
becoming dizzyingly close to her via administration of the discipline she
requires, is truly one of the optimum experiences afforded by life. I now
understand what Tallulah means by caring enough to administer discipline, and
what I also understand is that she cares enough to allow me to discipline
her—make it possible for me to extend my capacity for feeling, discover an
amount of inner strength and fortitude I never knew I had. We’re in this
together, every nerve-pulse of the way.


All the same,
though, there are some anxious intervals, when it seems my attention’s about to
wander and focus falter despite myself. I become, as it were, noisy and
cluttered and divided in my thoughts—prone to noticing, being distracted and worried
by, details extraneous to the ritual, such as the swirl-patterns of the threads
of the carpet or the splintered streaks of light at the bases of the walls or
the sparkling bubbles of the soap suds in the buckets: it’s as if I’m
perversely allowing these details to loom large in my awareness. And Tallulah,
detecting my lack of full presence before too long, becomes fidgety—her brow
furrows, and body twitches, in a manner that suggests budding discontent. And
then it’s as if something as insignificant as an involuntary flutter of my
finger or quaver in my voice will undercut the disciplinary tone, leave her
feeling abandoned and stranded and angry. I can feel that sometimes she’s a
split second away from halting the proceedings, staring at me derisively, and
following through with another storm. Or is this all in my imagination? Am I
still speaking in an authoritative voice, projecting single-mindedness and
insistence of purpose? Is it still crystal clear I won’t hesitate to employ my
belt should she become disobedient, or listless and lazy? Does she still know
my world begins and ends with her and that I’m thankful beyond measure it’s so,
am prepared to do whatever is necessary to keep her by my side? It makes no
difference if I’m imagining Tallulah’s on the point of erupting with fury on
account of perceived inattention on my part or not: I must shake myself loose
from the thought-noise, overcome the straying of my attention, blind my senses
to all but her presence—must redouble my determination to bear down upon her
from as far inside myself as I’m able to reach, see to it she feels the energy
of my intentness inundating the space of air between us and exciting her
nerves, stirring her emotions—see to it our subsurface communion remains
unmuddled, vivid, and strong.


What occurs
once Tallulah’s allotted hour has ended? (Incidentally, it would be impossible
for anyone to eliminate the carpet-stains in an hour with the items she has at
her disposal; it’s doubtful a professional carpet cleaner, armed with a state-of-the-art
carpet washer, would be able to accomplish it either.) I audibly exhale with
impatience, seize one of her arms, lift it towards me, and regard it in a
highly critical manner, saying, “I’m extremely disappointed, Tallulah, I
expected better. I thought you’d be able to handle a simple task but it appears
your weak and lazy arms, and wishy-washy childish attitude, aren’t up to
it—your work leaves so much to be desired I’m amazed you have the nerve to
breathe. Your hour’s up and you’re not close to being finished, I told you I
don’t have time to babysit. I stupidly relied on you and you’ve let me down, my
mistake. Drop the sponge, unworthy girl. (Here I jerk at her arm.) Good,
at least you can do that—congratulations on knowing how to let go of a sponge.
And now stand up straight, assuming you’re able. Do I need to help you?”


“No, sir, I…”


“No talking,”
I cut in, releasing her arm as she rises to her feet. “Neglectful lazy girls
aren’t entitled to speak—they must listen and obey. What I require is ten
minutes exercise—strenuous exercise. Now move, and don’t you dare stop
for an instant. If you take one itsy-bitsy breather my belt will be breathing
down your neck lickety-split.” Bringing prayer hands to her breast and bowing
her head again, Tallulah advances to the center of the living room and begins.
I’m treated to a dance routine replete with eye-high kicks, standing splits,
and cartwheels and I must declare I couldn’t be prouder of her, or more in
awe—such flawless dexterity and flexibility, each movement seamlessly becoming
the next, not a single noticeable pause to catch her breath: I admire such
athleticism unconditionally, the more so when it’s united with beauty and
grace. She’s going all out, as when I first saw her at WH last year and she was
playing to a large audience—sparing no effort to ramp up the degree of
difficulty and make it seem effortless, relishing an opportunity to showcase
her art. I’m truly one of the most fortunate men alive, to be dating such a
gifted dancer. All the same, though, I must continue to play the part of
disciplinarian and refrain from approbation and so, after about five minutes,
say in a stern tone, “No more pretty stuff! You’re showing off, attempting to
impress and befuddle me, dupe me into forgetting your shortcomings and being
lenient and letting you off the hook. Think I can’t see through your tricks? I
know that game and it’s an insult, I can’t be bought off by showy dancing or
anything else—the carpet’s still a mess, I’m not about to forget about it. On your
back on the double—start doing crunches and keep on doing them without a break,
and don’t toss in flourishes calculated to impress me. Raw crunches and nothing
but, you’ll do them until I decide your belly’s on fire.” Immediately slipping
to the floor, Tallulah begins executing the requested crunches—also with
optimum athleticism, unbroken focus, and obvious enjoyment. “All right,” I say
a couple minutes later, “funtime’s over! You don’t get to limber up and glow on
my time. Yeah, that’s right—I’m onto you. You think you’re getting to do what
you like and that I don’t know you like it, and I’m sure you’re amused by
that—under the deluded impression you’re putting one over on me. Will you be
amused if my belt makes an appearance? I’ll answer for you: you’ll be so far
from amused you’ll forget the meaning of the word. Now back to work, but put
your hair in order first. Ponytail it on the double, only presentable girls
work for me. And you’d better be sure your ponytail’s securely tied because, I
swear by Almighty God, if one curl shakes loose while you’re doing your duty
you’ll get a belt-stroke for each strand of hair that’s in that curl. And you’d
better believe I’ll count every strand, have no doubts on that score.
Understand?”


“Yes, sir,”
she responds, rising to hands and knees and saluting, an unmistakable glint of
joy in her eyes. “Your words are graven upon my heart and I embrace them as my
due—my one and only world.” Crawling to the dining table, extracting a pale
green ribbon from the handbag at its base, and sitting on her heels, she
gathers her hair into a ponytail and ties it with a few flutters of her
fingers—at which point I perceive she’s tempted to call attention to her
attributes by arching her back and thrusting out her chest. (It’s almost an
ingrained girl-reflex, after all, and her body momentarily tenses in the
direction of executing the movements.) But then she catches herself and,
flushing with embarrassment and rapidly lowering her eyes, seizes a brush and
resumes scrubbing the carpet.


“I spied that
flirt-nonsense you were about to try and commend you on deciding against it,” I
say in a matter-of-fact tone. “You were right not to try it, my belt would’ve
demonstrated flirt-games only annoy me. You’re getting smarter, finally
starting to realize nothing on earth will spare you the responsibility of
making amends for your misdeeds. Now bear down, if you please, and let’s see
whether you can complete your atonement by dawn.” And so I resume supervising
as Tallulah cleans the carpet with such celerity it’s as if her life’s hanging
in the balance. As the minutes advance, though, my voice loses its element of
harshness and becomes tender; instead of critiquing her I praise her; instead
of intrusively nudging her I dispense caresses. And a change overcomes Tallulah
as well: no longer is there any of the prickly, vaguely irritated, tone that
occasionally seemed to hover in the background of her compliance—gone are the
hints of budding petulance that appeared to ephemerally glimmer in her glance. Now
her face overtly relaxes instead of tightens at the sound of my voice, and when
I caress her shivers of contentment, absent of any evidence of resistance,
ripple through her like the softest of waves upon a gently sloping shore.


And then a
completely unexpected, and utterly magical, moment arrives: I’m lightly rubbing
Tallulah’s neck with the back of my hand as she applies additional shampoo to
the carpet and, like a well-disposed cat, she tilts her head in the direction
of my hand and rubs against it in turn, quietly intones, “Ummmm,” while
continuing to work; and I suddenly realize, on account of the happy and serene
cast of her face and body—benign energy hovering about her every gesture,
radiating from the very manner in which she’s transferring her weight from knee
to knee—that it’s no longer necessary to play the part of disciplinarian; that
the distinction between disciplinarian and subordinate’s disappeared; that
unity in tender feelings has rendered us equals and the divisiveness of the
ritual no longer exists; that, in fact, it’s now acceptable to assist her with
finishing the cleaning of the carpet—something I was far from conceiving as
being possible at the start of the ritual, and that therefore astounds and
moves me all the more. “Sweetheart, will you please pass me that brush,” I say,
literally tingling with joy as I descend to hands and knees, gesture in the
brush’s direction. “I think it’s about time I pitch in and help, this is
definitely a two-person job.”


“Thank you so
much, honey,” she responds, not only not protesting the alteration in my role
but instantly brightening, darting me a glance of deep affection; then, after
handing me the brush, “It’s very kind of you, Justin, I can use the help and
greatly appreciate it—you’re a darling through and through.” She softly pats my
hand before resuming her work.


“It’s my honor
and pleasure to help,” I say, pressing the brush to the carpet and commencing
to scrub. “Thank you for allowing me to help, Tallulah, I’d like this to over
and done with as soon as possible so we…” I break off, allowing my eyes to
speak the words of my desire.


“Me too,
Justin! Yes, in every way!” she exclaims; then, falling silent, she likewise
utilizes her eyes to express her desire, such that my pulse quickens and spine
sparkles and euphoria-inducing images crowd my mind’s eye.


It’s
anticipation, first and foremost, that characterizes the interval when we’re
cleaning the carpet side by side. The discipline ritual has been abandoned,
true; and yet not entirely true: it’s only been abandoned in the sense that
Tallulah and I are on the same side of the fence now, no longer cast in
opposite roles. It still persists, for each of us in equal measure, in that
we’re only permitted to go so far in our demonstrations of affection: the cleaning
of the carpet’s barring our way. It’s understood we won’t be giving unbridled
rein to our feelings until the cleaning of the carpet’s completed—that we’re
allowed to caress and rub against each other but not permitted to embrace, not
permitted to kiss, not permitted to pull each other to the floor. And the
beautiful, and comforting, thing is that this agreement doesn’t need to be
spoken: our wordless communication, that of glances and gestures and facial
expressions and body language and the nuances of our energy—very tone of the
placement of ourselves in space—is growing by leaps and bounds. There’s
something to be said for this restraint, in that it’s compelling us to feel
one another’s thoughts and see one another’s feelings—to become
increasingly fluent in the subsurface language of the nerves, where the true
progression of intimacy takes place and lasting bonds of trust are forged.


Cleaning the
carpet couldn’t be more of a mundane activity, but I’m assuredly in an
enchanted place. Tallulah and I exchange caresses with increasing frequency and
the winding circular paths of her fingers upon my skin, soft as the flutter of
butterfly wings and piercing as static electricity sparks, seem to stimulate
parts of me no one’s stimulated before. I swear a girl’s touch has never been
as vivid; swear the magnetism between us is such that’s it’s humming and
vibrating in, bending and blurring, the air; swear the most delicious
anticipation I’ve ever experienced is welling inside me and continuing to
build. I’m unabashedly relishing the sight of Tallulah—deliciously trembling,
gasping with awe: the crisp fluid energy coursing through her slenderness,
swift and unaffected elegance of her movements, sweetness of her smile that’s
spreading throughout her body, lending additional lightness and grace to every
curve, enveloping her in a sparking aura of delight. The first version of the
disciplinary ritual, which forbade kind words and affectionate bodily contact,
was constraint tantamount to imprisonment in a cage and such has vanished,
opened into emotional space seemingly as vast as the distance between waves
crashing ashore and where the sea meets the sky. It’s dizzyingly wonderful that
I no longer need to conceal my regard for Tallulah: I can’t stop gazing at her
as if she’s an angel descended to earth, the incarnation of my fondest dreams.
And we can’t stop playing footsie, so to speak, with the length of our bodies,
lingeringly rubbing from shoulders to toes; can’t stop pausing to exchange
glances of rapt appreciation, showering each other with tender words; can’t
stop breaking into smiles and laughter at the thought of the bliss that awaits
us, once we finish cleaning the carpet and are free to uninhibitedly indulge
our desire.


By the time we
complete the cleaning of the carpet I’m sure we’re as close as we’ll ever be to
having no distance, emotional or psychological or physiological or otherwise,
between us and being a truly united couple: so transparent do I feel before
Tallulah’s gaze it’s as if my blood’s flowing under her skin and her nerves are
humming in place of mine. Happily shouting, “Viola!” she tosses her sponge into
one of the buckets and flings herself into my outspread arms, after which we’re
intertwined on the floor and kissing madly and twisting about and laughing and
kissing some more. I could say a girl’s never been as vivid to my touch before
but I’ve already said that. And so I’ll say Tallulah’s become so vivid to my
touch it’s as if I’m losing the boundaries of my body, becoming light and airy
and floating above the floor, at the same time that I can’t get enough of
caressing and grasping and squeezing her every curve and kissing her and
seeking to fall into the depths of her starlight-infused eyes. I’m feeling
myself in my body as forcefully as I ever have while also feeling as if I’m a
ghost expanding to occupy the open space of the room; I’m as if in a dream
while also feeling very earthy; the situation’s hallucinated and blurry at the
same time that it’s crisp and sharp: contradictory as such sounds, such is the
case. Ha, Angie, Ella, Steve: here I must pause to wonder if I’m approaching
the limit of the amount of metaphors at my disposal, reusing a few because this
is the longest email I’ve written by far. Am I doing so? I’m not going to trouble
to check, I don’t care if I am. As I’m not going to be writing any more
suchlike emails, it doesn’t matter to me anymore. All that matters is that I
rise to my knees and tap Tallulah on the shoulder to indicate she should do the
same and that she immediately complies, after which I frame her face with my
hands, gaze deep into her eyes, and say, “I love you!” for the first time,
without a trace of trepidation—without wondering if it’s too soon, or
questioning if it’s true, allowing thinking to interfere in any way. I simply
know it’s true and that I must say it, as surely as I know I’m alive and
breathing.


“I love you
too!” Tallulah echoes without hesitation, a fresh surge of fervor brightening
her eyes, infusing their expression with ineffable sweetness and regard; then
she’s flinging herself onto me, grinding me against the floor, saying, “Justin
sweetheart, I could eat you alive! You’re succulent golden honey, my lifeblood,
my vitality, my world! You don’t know how long I’ve waited for a man who
understands me and isn’t afraid of me—a man I respect and love. We’re so much
alike, I can hardly believe how alike we are and how safe I feel with you. I’d
nearly given up hope, I… I’ve been so lonely, Justin! Yes, me, the girl who all
the boys want to date and get scared of later! So lonely!” With a cry of joy
she presses her lips to mine, kisses me long and avidly while writhing and
undulating against me as if seeking to sink under my skin.


“Without you,
Tallulah, I’d still be living in a bewildering world, unsure what to do with
myself, aimlessly stumbling in shades of grey, ignorant of who I am,” I’m
saying to her shortly after we finish kissing, as we’re lying side by side on
the floor, caressing each other’s faces, running our fingers through each
other’s hair, relishing the new world that’s opened up before us. “It’s
miraculous how running into you again and being with you tonight has awakened
me to who I am and who I need, revitalized my life. I was afraid to tell you I
love you earlier, it was on the tip of my tongue but I thought about it too
much and backed down, even though I wanted to say it as much as I’ve ever
wanted to say anything in my life. But then the fear was suddenly gone, as if
it had never existed, only been a figment of my imagination. Thank you so much
for making the fear disappear and giving me courage, Tallulah—thank you for
making me feel whole. The time we’ve spent together isn’t long when measured by
the clock but if measured in quality it’s worth years, a world of awakening and
change. And did I mention I love you, Tallulah?” I conclude, running the back
of my hand up and down the side of her neck again. “I love you and will never
be happy without you.”


“And happiness
simply won’t exist for me without you, Justin,” she says, pressing her neck
against my hand and rubbing again, momentarily half-lidding her eyes. “I also
wanted to tell you I love you but didn’t because of... Well, you know (Here
she playfully taps my forehead.), protocol. Men expect to be the first to
say ‘I love you’ and women wait for men to say it, so thank you for speaking
our minds and carrying us forward, I love you doubly for doing that. I agree
about the time, how fast it’s been and how, technically, it seems like this
shouldn’t be happening yet but when people know they’re in love, they just
know. I know I love you, Justin, and that we’ll be building on tonight and I
can’t tell you how happy I am. It’s a dream come true, we’re going to be the
special couple other couples admire and want to be. We’re going to work together
as… Ooooo! I love it when you do that!” she interrupts herself, referring to
fact I’m still stroking her neck. “The way you touch and look at me cradles me
in warmth.”


“And I love
the way you lean into my hand like a cat and rub, Tallulah,” I say, continuing
to caress her neck, “and get flushed with softness and have the sweet happy
look, like a purring cat. And guess what? It was when we did it earlier that my
eyes opened and I understood I should help you finish cleaning. If you can
believe it, those moments broke everything wide open, allowed me see clearly
and be confident—I’m sure that’s when my fear of telling you I love you began
to get lost and stop torturing me, so I could finally do what I’d wanted to do
for half the night. You gave me the clarity and courage I needed, Tallulah, by
the way you responded to my touch. I dropped to my knees and I can’t tell you
how heavenly it was to be beside you. I didn’t know yet that I’d be telling you
I love you but I don’t think it’s too farfetched to say the subconscious
intimation of doing so was a good part of why I felt as if I was soaring into
the sky.”


“Well, then,
this is our touch,” she smiles, scooting a couple inches closer (we’re
already very close) and visibly tingling; then, commencing to make slow circles
with her head in rhythm with my caresses, such that her chin’s brushing against
my wrist, “You get it, right? Instead of our song, it’s our touch. I
treasure your touch at all times, Justin, but I’ll always treasure the
neck-touch especially—it’s cute that it was the drop that overflowed the glass
and pushed us forward. I could say it was a sign from heaven but I won’t say
that because it was between us and I’m always happy to be grabbed and
appreciated by you and know you already know that and can always read it in me.
Speaking of signs, though… What does it mean when I flutter my eyes, like
this?”


“No mystery
there,” I smile. “It means time to go to bed and celebrate our love and new
beginning and future. In other words, fluttering eyes betoken waterfalls of
joy. And speaking of waterfalls, I want to take you to Puerto Rico, so we can
swim under the waterfall in the rainforest. You won’t believe how beautiful and
lush and pristine it is, loud with birdsongs, shot through with tropical light.
There’s a ledge on the rock-cliff right under the waterfall, with room for both
of us to stand, and it’s the most incandescent shower you’ll take in your life.
And just wait until you see the Caribbean, it’s almost as aquamarine as your
eyes and the water’s warm like you won’t believe. I want to share the waves
with you and teach you to surf. You’ll love surfing and it’ll be easy for you,
because you’re so athletic and have perfect balance. The rhythm of the sea’s a
healing primal force.”


“I’ve been to
El Yunque, my dear,” she laughs, gathering her hair and swishing it across my
face, “and, you’re so right, it’s beautiful, and the waterfall’s a slice of
paradise early in the morning, before the tourists are swarming, and sharing it
with you will be almost as divine as sharing your bed now.”


“Our
bed, Tallulah,” I say. “It’s yours as much as mine.” And, with that, I stand
and pull her to her feet and lead her towards the bedroom, adding, “It’s going
to be so much fun telling each other all the stuff we don’t know about each
other. For all I know, you not only can surf but are better at it than me.”


The three
words, “I love you,” when spoken from the heart without reservation, are an
incantation: what a magical world of difference there is between before and
after declaring, “I love you,” and receiving the same in return. New avenues of
intimacy and trust, previously only imagined, instantly open up and dizzy one
with eagerness to take advantage of them; any lingering reservations concerning
one’s adored simply melt away, as if they were but an illusion, and suddenly
it’s not only acceptable but thoroughly safe to reveal things about oneself one
didn’t dare reveal before; freedom and responsibility alike, each supporting
the other, increase with each passing day and add to greater enjoyment of one
another, to a degree that surpasses one’s wildest hopes and dreams, affords one
of glimpses of paradise. Only after “I love you” is exchanged does one realize
how stilted, muddled, and uncertain things were by comparison previously. “I
love you” must be uttered and embraced by both parties before a relationship
has the opportunity to fully bloom.


The
discipline-ritual’s give-and-take—exchange and eventual unity of energy,
arrival at mutual transparency—that I’ve sought to describe (No amount of
description, written or oral, will approach doing it justice.) must be
experienced to be believed; and so too must the paradise that Tallulah and I
brought to each other after we snuggled in bed. I could venture to describe
those hours, all the more transcendent on account of our declarations of love,
which lasted well into the afternoon, but am absolutely not going to do so:
they belong to Tallulah and I, no one else. It’s no coincidence that I’m
terminating my account here: what followed after “I love you,” aside from the
snippet of conversation reproduced above, is nobody’s business but Tallulah’s
and mine, not only then but from now on. I also wish to point out that, while
I’ve sought to describe our reunion night (April 18, to be exact) as if it’s
just occurred, my account has certainly been influenced by the fact we’ve been
together since then. In addition, I’ll mention you’re receiving this with
Tallulah’s blessing: I would not send it to you without it. Shared decisions,
and specifically the unwillingness to share intimate details without approval,
is one of the responsibilities of love. She knows you’re as close to me as
family and trusts you because I do. The five of us should get together soon: I
can assure you that you’ll adore her and treasure her friendship.


To reiterate,
Angie, Ella, Steve: you’re not getting any more accounts of Tallulah nights or
days or anything else, not ever—we’re a private couple from now on. I said it
more than once above and will say it again: this will be my last email
concerning the woman I adore like none I’ve adored before. Finally, I’m
content with who I am and who I love, so why write about it? I’d much
rather be with Tallulah than write about being with her: spending over a week
writing the above is not how I’m going to ever utilize my time again. Indeed,
were it not for the fact her law exams are sporadically keeping her away from
me this may never have been written: such, I believe, is a very reliable
indication of how healthy and happy I am. As for the therapy aspect of writing,
at this point it strikes me as being little more than a pretext: who needs
therapy when they’re happy?


I conclude by
stating that pictures of Tallulah’s beauty and grace perpetually inhabit my
mind’s eye; that the music of her voice unceasingly echoes in my ears; that the
electricity of her touch and presence endlessly shimmers in my nerves: my eyes
are thirsting to gaze upon her again, my ears are pining for the melody of her
speech, my skin is screaming to feel her hands upon it. She’s as stunning as
the dawn and as untamed as a storm and I’m the luckiest man alive. There are
thousands of other gorgeous girls in this town and the only thing on my mind
when I happen to glimpse one of them is: she’s not Tallulah!


In the end,
all that matters is this one beautiful fact: neither of us can wait to see each
other again. That being the case, what else is there to say?


Worship
Beauty—Live in Bliss,


Justin
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