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She steps through the door into the waiting area for her 

shrink, counselor really.  The 8:30am session each Thursday keeps 

her on schedule for the best hour of her week: a 10:00am 

breakfast meeting at Café Martine with him.  Only today, she 

dreads that favorite appointment.  So, rather than her usual 

weekly annoyance of seeing a counselor for hip pain that doctors, 

chiropractors and physical therapists cannot heal, she seeks 

comfort in this morning’s chat with a fellow educated woman who 

she pays not to judge her.  “Psychosomatic,” her counselor says. 

“You are holding strong emotion in the most powerful part of your 

particular anatomy.  Have you considered body work to unlock, 

release that emotion?”  No. I haven’t.  I just want to talk right 

now.  

 

Instead of the tinkling sounds of the water feature in the 

typically empty waiting area, energy ruptures the usual calm and 

peace.   Several elementary school-age children and their parents 

intently study over open school books.  The buzz in the waiting 

area gives her a migraine in her left temple and cheekbone, and 

the sudden pressure makes her eye water.  A man stands to her 

right as he waits to sign in, his hands on the shoulders of his 

nervous-looking towheaded daughter who wears a navy school 

uniform and fidgets endlessly. 

 

“Today is the APR,” he says with a confidential air and 

smile.  She nods knowingly and smiles back.  What's the APR?  An 

advanced placement test?  A test to prove your kid is not the 

next serial killer? 

 

  She wades through the waves of youthful energy and 

excitement over to the windowed check-in desk and signs in.  At 

this moment she realizes that along with her black skirt, tights 

and pumps she still wears her pajama top - a low-necked navy 

tunic that could pass for day clothes, but the material is on the 

thin side.  However, that realization doesn't bother her as much 
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as the one that she has also forgotten to wear a bra.  Adrenaline 

surges and sends her mind racing with a flood of possible 

outcomes and solutions.  She remembers she always keeps a sweater 

and scarf packed in her satchel for the changeable English 

weather.  The scarf will hang low enough to cover my, she looks 

down, headlights?! She makes for the restroom and pulls on the 

sweater and adjusts the scarf’s drape.  She adjusts her hair and 

the little bit of makeup she wears on Thursdays.  You will not 

feel naked on this of all days. 

  

At 9:50 am, she is at Café Martine and early as she planned.  

Each week, she usually “bumps” into him and he will share a file 

or problem scenario (and coffee - her or a tea – his clichéd Brit 

choice but only because coffee makes him “want to climb walls 

with his skin inside out”.  He will then sit back and wait for 

her to ruminate and then spew her thoughts, willingly and 

effortlessly, in a stream of possibilities in which he finds the 

solution he seeks.  She is relieved that he is not there (yet?).  

You will not go along with him this time.  He will not make your 

hands shake, your heart do that arrhythmia thing, your mind spin 

and then leave you in that shameful romantic puddle the remainder 

of the week that always ends in lonely despair on the weekend 

when you need another hit, need another few fleeting minutes of 

him standing before you, watching you intently with his blue-

green eyes as you drone on and on because you don’t know when to 

stop.    

 

She knows this fact:  the rest of the time he doesn't think 

about her, doesn't call her, and doesn’t treat her like a friend 

or even act like she exists.  And her heart is tired.  Her heart 

is decisive.  It would rather be lonely and open to the 

possibility of connection with a still unknown someone. But, to 

pine (yes, you are pining) for this person, this "friend of a 

colleague", this “someone in my network”, this emotionally 

unavailable person and wait for him to acknowledge her at least 

as his friend is not enough.  It is not enough. 

  

In the bakery section, she eyes the array of confections and 

knows today she will circle back for a doughnut or a danish (or a 

dozen each) to take with her to the office.  And she will 
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surprise folks, who will say, “I didn't know you ate bread.  I 

didn’t know you ate sugar.”  And she will ignore them. Today I 

do. 

  

She moves to the hot bar line and orders an egg white omelet, 

then turns to look around the café.  There he is - stepping 

through the entrance, shaking off raindrops from his overcoat.  

He has not seen her yet, and she quickly turns her back and 

focuses on the cook's confident hands as he sautés her onions, 

peppers, and mushrooms and pours in the egg whites.  And she 

tells herself to think only of how she feels in this moment 

watching the eggs solidify as the cook gently tends them with his 

spatula so that they take shape.  She hears the soft scrape of 

the spatula as it drags along the bottom of the skillet and 

shifts the omelet onto a plate, and the smoothness of that sound 

makes the hair stand up at the nape of her neck like it has been 

caressed.   

  

"Actually, I will take that to go," she tells the cook.  The 

cook looks up at her with a just-about-to-get-annoyed look. She 

flashes a warm smile.  "So sorry for the inconvenience; I know 

you have a line of folks waiting."   

  

The cook smiles at her. His eyes warm up then connect with 

hers for just a second, before clouding back over with the 

business of transferring her eggs to a Styrofoam, to-go 

container. "No worries," he says, his drawl Australian.  "Is 

there anything else I can do for you?" 

  

She looks at the to-go container as he hands it to her and 

takes it.  She hesitates.  Say something, anything.  The cook’s 

eyebrows arch in expectation and she shakes her head. 

  

"Then have a great day, miss.  Next!"   

 

Stupid! Stupid!  How will you know if you don’t try? 

  

She moves on to the coffee station and pours herself a cup of 

drip coffee to go.  A third of the cup is cream.  He finds her as 

she dumps in three sugars. 
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"I have your coffee ready and even have a booth today," he 

says.  His voice is rich and low (and cheerful?), his accent 

Londoner, educated, confident.  Its timbre, like an oily ripple, 

laps around her, goes through her. 

  

She doesn't have to pretend to jump, but she uses the 

movement to act surprised to see him.  She usually waits for him 

by the door like some lost puppy.  His attention is on her coffee 

cup and the Styrofoam container, and she wills her hands not to 

shake.   

 

"Sorry.  I have to get straight away to the office today," 

she says with too large of a shrug.   

  

"But I have a booth…”  

 

He gestures grandly at the more secluded sitting area, a big 

step up from the usual (stark and too much in the traffic flow 

for her taste) table that he typically grabs anywhere, yammering 

away with a problem before the seat of his pants hits the chair.   

 

“And I would have ordered you a proper sit-down breakfast, 

but I never know where you will go each week.  Last week it was 

gluten-free and before that it was gluten, but no dairy, no 

sugar."  He sighs in mock exhaustion.  "I really can't keep up?  

So come, sit for a minute.  What do you have today, hmmm?" 

  

With one hand he tries to take the container from her as he 

puts the other hand at the base of her spine to usher her towards 

the waiting booth.  She stiffens. He never touches her. 

  

"Sorry, that was presumptuous of me.  Will you give me five 

minutes?  I even ordered cream and sugar just in case.   By the 

lot of what you put in your cup there, I made a safe bet.  And, 

given that you had an "appointment" (he brackets this word with 

his fingers) this morning, I even took the chance on one 

chocolate doughnut.  My treat.  Please sit?" 
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She lets him steer her towards the booth, then just as she is 

about to sit, she stops.  He looks puzzled.  She looks down at 

the food on the table.  Their tea and coffee cools in their cups 

nestled on saucers.  She always admired the way he insisted on 

drinking hot beverages like that - no taking these beverages “to-

go” like you Americans.  It's always go, go, go with you over-

caffeinated people.  The doughnut sat on a plate, a knife and 

fork placed on either side. 

  

"I really have to get to the office today,” she says, her 

eyes still focused on the table, her voice flat. “There's a 

meeting.  I'm up for promotion." 

  

"Not wearing that you aren't,” he says with a tone of 

bemusement. 

  

She looks down at her top, underneath her sweater and scarf, 

then to his face.  He shrugs. 

 

"Pajamas.  Admirably close to a real shirt, but it smells 

much more like you than day clothes. 

  

She pulls her sweater closed with her hand.  She doesn’t know 

what to say. 

  

"Oh, don't be silly, no one will notice. But if you are truly 

up for promotion, I would advise a bra."  He smiles proudly.   

Was that…a wink?!  He’s amused that I am so stupid? 

  

"Stop it!" she says so abruptly and loudly, she shocks even 

herself. 

 

"Stop what?" His smile wanes.  He looks about the room and 

gestures for her to sit, but she steps away from him. 

  

"Stop that!  Stop that, that thing you do to make me 

feel...inadequate.  What do you want from me…to solve another 

problem for you?  Then give me the goddamn file and I will look 

it over and get back to you.  You come to me.  You ask me for 

help.  I don't need this...I don't need to feel like this every 



Copyright © 2014, Ilana Hulsey Rea. All rights reserved.  
 

week.  Every fucking week!  And then you run off and play hero or 

whatever else it is you do?  No, thank you! I should charge you, 

you know?" 

  

He stands there with a look of stunned silence, and then he 

cocks his head slightly.  In his eyes, she sees the faintest 

glimmer of what…interest? 

  

"I don't need this," her voice now low.   

 

Don't you cry.  Don't you do it!   

 

She turns abruptly and calls over her shoulder as she makes 

for the exit, "Maybe next week.  Not today!" 

  

At the door, she runs into the grey drizzle of the car park.  

She doesn’t see a passing car, which beeps loudly, and she jumps 

back and steps into a puddle. 

 

"Why in the fuck did I move to this country!?" she shouts at 

the sky and the rain wets her hair, her clothes.  And people 

getting in or out of their cars look at her, and she doesn't give 

a shit.   "What!?  What in the fuck are you looking at?  Piss 

off!!” 

  

Only the most gracious of the folks look away; the others 

respond with a mixed bag of giving her the finger, expletives, or 

the combo pack of both.  And she starts laughing, as she stands 

there in a puddle, her hair wet, knowing her mascara is starting 

to run.     

 

At her car when she sees she has gone to the passenger's door 

again - not the driver's side - and then glimpses her drippy 

reflection in the window, she laughs harder and more harshly than 

she ever has in her life but it feels honest and better than 

crying.  She puts the to-go container on the car roof.  She gasps 

for breath now as she digs for her keys in her purse with one 

hand and holds the coffee in the other.  Her concentration lapses 

and hot coffee flows down over her hand.  She curses under her 
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breath and slams the coffee cup on the car roof.  She then shakes 

the coffee from her hand and kisses the burn. 

  

"Childhood habits are hard ones to unlearn," he says from 

behind her. 

  

She turns and he stands a few paces away, his hands in his 

overcoat pockets, rain drops splatting on his head, his 

shoulders. 

  

"What?" she asks.  She is angry he is here.  She is confused 

he is here, and she is angry again that she is relieved he is 

here. 

  

He steps forward.   

 

"You told me once that it was a childhood habit.  You would 

hurt yourself and your mum would kiss the hurt and make it 

better.  And you said it amused her when you started doing the 

same.  Like when you would run laps around the house in socked 

feet only to sit down and kiss the soles of your feet when they 

got sore." 

  

She looks at him and blinks.  When did I - ? 

  

"Let me see your hand." 

  

"It's fine." 

  

"May I?" 

  

She holds her hand up by her face out of his reach and shows 

it to him - front and back - the burned spot pink and broad. 

  

"Now you are being cheeky."  He gently takes her hand and 

examines it.  "My prognosis is:  you will live."  He is still 

holding her hand. 

  

"You think?”    
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She imagines him lifting her hand to his lips and kissing the 

inflammation.  He would ask "Better now?" and his voice would be 

low and gentle and apologetic and -    

 

She jerks her hand away in disgust, which pulls at the burn 

and makes her wince.   

  

"I don't like to state the obvious:  I've shared with you the 

equivalent of pictures of drowned puppies and you never cry." 

  

She opens her handbag and roots around for her keys again.   

 

"It's been a long day." 

  

"It's 10:30 in the morning." 

  

"It's been long enough already, goddammit!" 

  

Oblivious to the rain falling in a steady mist, he leans his 

back against the car and crosses his arms in front of his chest. 

  

"So I see that I will have to be the one to keep this as an 

adult conversation. Obviously, I have made you feel used, taken 

for granted even.  I know you will be here every Thursday, and I 

come and intrude on your morning with my questions and puzzle 

pieces.  And you always, faithfully, patiently, listen to my 

rambling and bring clarity to all the fragments.  And what do I 

give you in return:  a cup of tea (still trying, mind you)…a bit 

of sarcasm?" 

  

She has found her keys and turns to him impatiently, "And 

so?"  

 

Don't you be nice to me now! 

  

"And so," He turns to face her, still leaning on the car.  

"You know this is the passenger's side?" 

  

"Are you shitting me?" She stalks off towards the driver's 

side.   
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"There you go again…I don’t believe I have ever heard you 

swear.  To be truthful, I thought you were a bit of a square. No… 

contained is a better word.”  He crosses his forearms on the roof 

of the car, oblivious that it is wet. 

 

“You are full of the charm this morning as usual,” she says. 

 

 “I followed you to apologize and send you on your 

way…hopefully, ‘forgive and forget’?  And now I stand here a bit 

intrigued, asking myself ‘Who is this Andrea?  What more don’t I 

know about her?’” 

 

She just looks at him, dumbstruck, embarrassed, her anger 

diffused.  She looks down at the keys in her hands. 

“I’m sorry.  I –“  

“—Oh, no, no, no, no,” he says.  He puts a finger to his lip.  

“The cat is out of the bag now, as it were.  Hmmm?” 

She doesn’t know what to say.  He has called her out.  

What is wrong with me?  

She unlocks the car door and slides into the seat.  She 

starts the engine. 

“Is that it?” he asks, looking at her through the rain-

streaked passenger window.   

She has no words.  She needs to get away, to think.  She puts 

the car into drive.  He moves to the front of the car and puts 

both hands on the hood as she starts to pull forward.  Is he 

nuts? She hits the brakes.   

She watches as he moves in long strides to sweep up her 

containers from the passenger’s side of the car roof and then 

circles back to her door.  She hits the down button on the power 

window. How stupid can I look at this moment? But, rather than 

hand her the containers he puts them on the roof and opens her 

door.  He offers her his hand.  She looks at it for a long 

moment. What is he playing at? What do I do? Am I - ?  
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Then she stops thinking.  She takes his hand and he pulls her 

to standing. 

“I have to know something now,” he says.   

He cups her face in his hands and gently kisses her.  He 

pulls his face away and is looking at her with those blue-green 

eyes. “Ah…I thought so.” 

 


