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ued, “and I don't really care to hear about your sordid
sex life either, so why don’t you have another drink. It'll
keep your mouth busy.”

Julian, having had one too many drinks already,
leaned in and took the bait with steely reproach: “How
can you work there? The fuckin’ stench alone. All those
baldy perverts having a wank—bloody hell, Tom.”

“Well, we can’t all be psycho solicitors now, can
we? And until I get a platinum record, it settles the rent,
so fuck off, and I do mean all the way off.”

Julian smiled broadly at Tom’s hearty rebuttal,
smoothed out his tie, flicked an ash deliberately onto the
table, and then he turned his attention towards Laleana.
“What about you Leana, what sort of drivel are you get-
tin” on about this evening?”

“As if you actually care. Oh, I'm sorry, Mr. Solicitor,
forgive my dusty dryness. If you must know, I am going
up to the flat, maybe read a bit.”

The sneering derision was entirely for her own bene-
fit, but the cheeky, patronizing smile that had worked its
way onto her face was all for Tom.

Julian was not amused in the least and leveled a ma-
licious sidelong glance at her. “How stimulating, are you
at least going to have it off while you're reading?”

“Why, Julian? You want to watch?”

“Tempting...always very tempting. Leave the light
on then, luv.” He gave her a wink and a nod and then
turned his attention back to Ioan, whose long rigid stare
had become fixed hard upon his drink. “Ioan, now what
about you mate?”

“I'm sorry? Oh...what am I doing? After this you
mean?”
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“No, Ioan, after the aliens abduct you for your an-
nual anal probe? Of course I mean after this.”

“Thanks for the invitation, Julian, but I can’t. As
much as I like anal probes, I've got work to incinerate.”

“Shit, loan,” Tom interjected, “how many this
week?”

Ioan bowed his head and pressed his palms to his
temples. “Six, I think. I can’t get the fuckin’ blood right.
It’s all crap. It'll never be anything but crap.”

Sensing loan’s discomfort, Cecile, with her light,
bubbly little voice, chimed into the conversation in an
effort to redirect, “I have no plans, mind if I come to the
show, Tom?”

“No, I like having the company, just don’t touch an-
ything.”

“Alright, I won’t. I'll catch a cab with you then. If
you don’t mind. But I have to make a stop first. Oh, but
there might not be time, if not, it’s ok...”

Julian knocked back the remainder of his whiskey,
but it wasn’t enough. Cecile’s solicitous truckling always
set him on edge, so to silence her, he cut through her
chatter with a final prod for the evening: “Cecile, stop
squirreling about. I can’t understand a word your say-
ing, and when are you going to stop putting that shit up
your nose?”

More so than his rudeness, the accusation startled
her. Her shoulders fell limp; her eyes, lifeless, and her
cheery disposition slipped underneath the table, unde-
niably confirming that his thrust had been accurate.

He already knew it had. He could taste the shame in
her breath from across the table. He stood up, glared
down at her, and then smiled, a small severe smile, as if
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revealing her secret had always been his intention.

Julian never lived a moment of his life without in-
tention. Laleana knew this, better than anyone, so
realizing that Cecile wouldn't, she countered for her in a
futile attempt to restrain him. But in allowing Laleana to
speak for her, Cecile had accomplished nothing more
than to refocus his ill-humor, and he seized the oppor-
tunity to retort without restraint: “Hey Cecile, if you get
a nosebleed, why don’t you go over to loan’s, he can use
the blood.”

As much as Laleana adored Julian, she could tole-
rate no more of his unjustified verbal brutality, and even
though she knew that her attempt at reproof would be in
vain, she stood up, took hold of his shoulders, and calm-
ly, with a concentrated scowl, looked him directly in his
eyes.

“Julian, you’re a right shite bastard, you know
that?”

“Yea, so, somebody has to be,” he replied with equal
deliberation, his lips an inch away from her face, but
then in an instant, his demeanor changed. He grasped
her head in his hands, planted an affectionate yet mat-
ter-of-fact peck on her cheek, turned, and through the
boisterous crowd, he elbowed his way towards the exit.

How egotistical and prickish some might say, but
Julian’s temperament bordered on the lunatic fringe
most of the time. His attitude—his very being—was at
odds with everything, as it was for all of them.
Grounded in anarchy, his pretense was impossible to
decipher and downright intolerable to all but the har-
diest of temperament. Laleana, Tom, Cecile, and loan
were of such a disposition, but even then, they never
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knew what to expect from him, and they wouldn’t have
had it any other way.

So with little desire for additional confrontation,
they looked on as he made his disorderly and disgrun-
tled retreat. After that, they ordered another round of
drinks and shared in a silent exchange of sly murderous
smiles. When the drinks finally arrived —grins and gra-
tuity promptly dealt with—they toasted to a joust well
met then huddled closer together and let din, the dis-
tressed mahogany, and the cracked leather illusion of
normalcy swallow them whole.



2

Deep Into the Darkness

I aleana was only mildly bothered about
what it would be like, having the flat all to
herself. No. That was a lie. She was an-

noyed. Maybe it was all the liquor, or maybe not, she

just felt like sulking. The implications of being alone on a

Friday night were quite disconcerting to her, but she

forced herself to admit that it was fine, really. She

needed a little alone time. A little alone time was always

a fine deception, comforting in its simple, unassuming

logic.

It had been ages since she had thrown herself into a
good book, since she had felt the tear of the pages, or
since she had caught the indelible scent of the paper and
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the leather. It had been ages. She couldn’t overlook that
fact, and she had plenty of books lying about the flat, too
many and too dusty to ignore. It's not an obsessive libra-
rian thing, either, she claimed. It's just a love of the
written word. To hold a book in your hands, to feel the
tear of the pages, to hear the creak of the binding the
first time you open it, the first time you set your eyes on
the pages and discover their secrets, the secrets hidden
within the words, secrets only you can know. There is
something so sublime in that. An uncomplicated joy.
Yes, that is what Laleana felt every time she opened a
book, every single time.

Her stepfather had showered her not only with dis-
cipline but also with scores of leather-bound tomes
containing the most pure and beautiful words she had
ever seen: Byron, Keats, Chaucer, Voltaire, and Shakes-
peare, the list could go on without end or measure.

With his encouragement, and with little complaint,
she threw herself into the classics of literature and phi-
losophy, ripping the words from the pages and dis-
secting their every subtle detail. She found never ending
solace in the sad poetry of other abandoned souls. How-
ever, solace was not all that she found in the words.
Whispered secrets lilted from the pages, shuddered and
rolled upon her breath, and then fell sweetly over her
skin, for their were muted visions hidden away within
those words, visions of beauty, magic, justice, honor,
everlasting faithfulness, and most of all—love. Her pas-
sion for literature knew no bounds. It mattered not the
style or device: she loved them all equally from the short
story, to the poem, to the play. For nothing could touch
her so deeply as a well-placed word.
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The bolt on the front door caught with a sharp me-
tallic clank. It was very late. Late enough to rationalize
and discard the day’s insignificant worries, so Laleana
redressed into a silk camisole and socks, put the kettle
on, and leather volume in hand, she settled under the
blanket in her reading chair.

Despite the cold finality of the bolted door, the dar-
kened room’s familiar comforts placated her nerves at
least enough to ease the loneliness from her heart, and
the faux fur of the blanket gently caressed the tension
away from her flesh and her soul. For a moment, she felt
as decadent and lascivious as Venus in Furs.

Me...Venus in Furs?

She laughed at the thought, snuggled in, and sat mo-
tionless as the still of the room swathed her senses in
velvet solitude. Under the stained-glass spell of the read-
ing lamp, the throw of its light lengthened the shadows
of everything in the room, animating even the simplest
of objects into a caricature of itself: each one merrily set
in costume for the nightly dance macabre. How Laleana
loved the somber tranquility of twilight's embrace, its
closeness, its simplicity, its dark contentment.

After a few hours of reading, she drifted off to sleep,
erotic enchantments, soft caresses, and passionate kisses
swirling about in her head, but such was the chaos of
her life, as all of that vanished in a sudden flash of adre-
nalin.

When she awoke, it was to heated breath and the
sharp cut of leather against her neck.

The chair toppled over backwards, pitching her into
fury’s wake, and amidst her desperate gasps for air, she
heard the lamp crash to the floor, its light and all time
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extinguished in the confusion as her frantic body met the
bed with such force that she might have lost conscious-
ness during the ordeal. When she finally got her wits
about her, she found herself lying flat on her back, bits
and pieces of multi-colored glass embedded in her hair,
her hands bound to the bedpost with a strap.

A sinister gloom had swallowed up all reality, and
like a bite to her soul, she could feel the cold tip of the
knife blade as it slid effortlessly across her flesh. She
could sense the sharp contrast of the chilled steel against
the warmth of the blood spilling over her hip—under-
stood the complexity of it—in this, a simple moment of
unbridled rage.

Her rage, his rage, it didn’t seem to matter...

Her violator, slathered in sweat and hatred, un-
leashed a low rasping snarl as the elastic of her panties
ripped free. The smoothness of the fabric tearing against
the blade sent a whisper of surrender throughout the
room, but she had vowed, in silence, the moment he
touched her that it would not be her surrender. Eyes
wild, hair clinging to her face, she thrashed and heaved,
desperately trying to unseat him, and so he clutched her
face, covered her mouth, stilling her as he made with his
first thrust, and with each subsequent one, she could feel
the hollowness of her body. After a time, there was noth-
ing left but the pain. It came at her from every direction,
and she lost herself in it as angry hips drove forward,
smashing, hammering against hers with all the crushing
might of eternity at its back. She hadn’t the strength to
fight. Numb and bloodless, her arms seemed removed
from her, severed from existence, and she felt light-
headed as a bitter emptiness clouded her vision. She
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tried to keep her eyes closed, tried to shield herself
against the helplessness she felt, but she wanted to look
at him. She wanted to see his face, see his shadow, see the
wraith of the beast shifting in the endless darkness:

O merciless phantom,

Such a rich darkness you possess,
Eternal shades of grey,

Reflecting but a mere hint of color:
A deep, savage, crimson color.

In ashen pallor, it possesses you,
Fills you,

Becomes you.

Its radiance alights upon your soul,
Illuminating the wicked within.

The poetic words, drifting through her thoughts and
into her soul, were not enough to deceive her. The dark-
ness too possessed her, in time. Its sharp, indrawn
breaths became more erratic—frenzied—a desperate
panting against her flesh, and its sweat soaked hair hung
loose in her face, sending droplets of moisture coursing
down her cheeks into her mouth.

The taste of salt stung her lips.

And as she felt the first of many tremors move
through its sinuous undulating body, the full force of its
weight fell upon her. It covered over her eyes, its black-
ness consuming her as every inch of its body shook with
the heat and viciousness of its orgasm, and into the
whirling twilight, she cried out...thrown into dark and
unadorned isolation by the insistent spasms of her own.
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Still...was the engulfing solitude.
Hushed...the moments that passed.

Then, satisfied and winded, the phantom rolled out
from between her legs, reached into the darkness as if he
commanded it, and turned on the bedside lamp. The
burst of white light hit her eyes with such ferocity. It
flooded the room, revealing what would have been con-
sidered a horrific scene by most standards.

There was blood everywhere: the sheets and their
bodies—soaked with it.

“Oh for fuck’ sake, I just bought these sheets.”

He looked over at her, bewildered, his blue eyes
glistening still from the strength of his climax. “What? I
didn’t do all this.”

“Shit, Julian, really now, I think you might have cut
too deeply —that one on your arm.”

He looked down at his bloody arm and shrugged it
off with manly indifference. “It's nothing.”

“Yea so, just let me look at it later. I might have to
stitch it anyway, and my arms are numb, cut my hands
free will you, I want a fuckin’ cigarette.”

He obliged and then proceeded to rub her arms and
hands vigorously in an effort to re-establish some circu-
lation. “Better?” he asked, and she nodded in confir-
mation. He lit two cigarettes, handed one of them to her,
and then he sat back against the bedpost, pulling the
bloody sheets over his midsection.

“So, slim pickings at the club this evening?”

Her taunt drew a smug look and a condescending
grunt from him, as she knew it would.

“Maybe 1 wanted a go at you, Leana, and if you
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think that you can possibly shut your fuckin” mouth for
another half an hour or so, I might just do it again.”

His tone was deliberate, callous and yet playful. He
knew she wanted it, knew she couldn’t live without it.
He exhaled a loose tendril of smoke and stared at her
with wide, lovely blue eyes: a clear, captivating blue,
betraying the menace in his soul.

“Sheets are ruined anyway.” Laleana put out her
cigarette, exhaled its last remnants, and waited.

He didn’t respond, didn’t have to. He just threw her
a wry smile and then grabbed the knife from the bedside
table.

In one voluptuous and terrifyingly fluid motion, he
clicked the blade open with his thumb. All six inches of
it gleamed in the light of the lamp, claimed the light as
its own. The ornately carved bone handle, the milky iri-
descence of the inlays, and the translucent shimmer of
blood on the blade. It was stunning. She had given him
that knife on his thirty-fifth birthday, and she would
always remember the savage glint in his eyes that day.

Three a.m.

Laleana couldn’t recall how many times she had
stood in front of that bathroom mirror at three am.—
exhausted and satisfied —flecks of blood dotting the pale
skin of her face. Through the voluminous haze, she
could see Julian's eyes reflected in the mirror, piercing
through the steam from the shower, his vacant look,
graven-hued in the dim bathroom florescent. He lifted
his gaze, smiled at her via his gaunt reflection, and then
he stepped beyond the curtain into the swirling mist and
heated water.

“You comin’ in or what?”
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Or what? she thought as she continued to stare into
that mirror, searching for, she didn’t really know what.

Difficult it is sometimes, try as you may, to recog-
nize the twisted creature staring back at you from that
hazy mirrored glass. She never knew what she hoped to
find there in the murky nothingness, but absently, she
continued to stare.

After they showered, Julian sat quietly while she
stitched up his arm. The wound was quite deep. The
blood spilled to the floor much too quickly, and that was
a bit worrisome, though she dared not speak one word
about it. Setting her reservations aside, she focused on
the task before her. Slow, gentle, and with a steady
hand. She was rather proud of her technique, and at the
finish, the stitches were small, tight, and straight. Julian
looked down at her and silently approved her handi-
work with a thin appreciative smile and a nod, so she
bandaged his arm and sent him on his way.

He changed the bed to fresh linens and then fell
sound asleep the instant his head hit the pillows. Like
the light converging on the darkness, he appeared so
angelic now. Wisps of auburn hair fell here and there
over his lightly freckled face, and lashes a mile long over
lidded eyes masked the treachery of his gaze with a
dreamy and tranquil innocence.

What they feel for each other is not easy to explain:
It is more than an act of pleasure or pain, and neither
one nor the other defines it. It is the sense of balance you
feel when rage and passion possess and consume you on
equal terms. That sense of possession defines the desire
you feel and the moment you feel it, the moment when
you are so connected and so united in the throes of des-
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peration that it is breathtaking to the point you feel you
cannot take it. At that moment, you are a part of them,
and they are part of you—in blood, in body, and in the
darkness of your soul.

Best orgasm she had had in months.

Three a.m.



3
A Philosophy and A Truth

I ondon University. Laleana had arrived
fresh faced with the bittersweet promise of
freedom clinging to her lips, which was

what the word university meant to her, after all. The
freedom to choose your destiny, your passion, and a
way of life uniquely your own. That was the hope and
dream of every student, and Laleana’s dreams at that
moment were within her reach. The fellowship had
made that possible. Ever since she was a child, she had
always wanted to study abroad. The thought of an ocean
of distance between her and a life she had never found
very satisfying comforted her and gave her hope. I hope
that terrified her sometimes.
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Unshackled from a life of parental repression with
unlimited opportunities to experiment with everything,
such freedom can easily become temptation, and the first
year can be a bit overwhelming for most foreign stu-
dents, but not for Laleana. Her restless libertine spirit
delighted in the chaos, and it was in the whirlwind of
that chaos that she would meet her other.

Laleana’s courses focused on English Literature and
Philosophy, with specifics in manuscript, print, and arc-
hival studies. What she intended to do with such
knowledge she had no idea. Well, she had an idea, more
of a fleeting, ridiculous notion, actually, but she knew
that she needed to live her life around the written word,
even if her notion was a ludicrous and inconceivable
one. Absurdity and naive whims aside, she had always
believed that when a person discovered their inner un-
bridled passion that they should make every attempt to
embrace it, at the very least, be cognizant of it, and em-
brace it she did, in a manner she had neither considered
nor dreamt even possible. It's quite remarkable, once
you take notice of it, how life can just, come up on you.

Taking into consideration the blurring vastness of
the campus with its estate of one hundred and sixty
buildings, its staggering array of curriculum, and its
thousands of students, it would seem unlikely that Ju-
lian and Laleana would find themselves in the same
philosophy class, but they had, and for all the time they
sat in the same room together, hours on end, day after
drudgery day, they never once afforded each other a
single inquisitive glance. Nothing. Not a gape, a stilted
look, a seemly stare, or otherwise. Even after twenty
years, neither of them could justify such an oddity, but
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they both agreed that it certainly wasn't due to the
course being all that interesting.

The professor was a boorish man who thought that
by regurgitating other peoples” words he could some-
how convey their deeper meaning and truths without
the necessity for discussion or argument. “Rubbish!” she
would say, for Laleana felt that there was always room
for argument and interpretation when it came to written
thought. She had always loved the truth in the philo-
sophical word, so she was not about to let a “shite
professor” ruin her enjoyment of the subject matter.

The main essay paper for the final term required
that each student impart their particular in-depth opi-
nion, or counter-opinion, on the theories presented by
any one philosopher of their own choosing. Laleana was
ecstatic. Her mind veered off in all directions at once, for
they were not bound by a particular list of philosophers:
It could be anyone—ancient or current. A fortunate
thing, really. The choices were limitless, and at least he
had given them the choice. She detested that professor
with vehement passion, so she wanted her choice to be
novel, shocking to the system. Someone had to wake
that man out of his bourgeois fundamentalist coma, and
if she failed the course doing so, well, she knew that she
could always take comfort in the fact that she hadn’t
failed the word.

Sometimes a choice is not so simple as ‘cake or
death,” and sometimes, coincidence is not simply coinci-
dence.

It had been a formidable night, lousy with rain, the
sort of rain that bit at your flesh and soaked your soul
with self-loathing, humiliation, and despair. Laleana’s
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essay was already in its final draft, but something didn’t
feel right. The urgency of her words didn’t seem as pe-
netrating as she wanted it to be, and so she waited. She
waited until the library’s last hour before closing, not
simply because she wanted to be stealthy in her research
but because she was partial to the library in the late
hours. The dim lighting and a hush only the darkness
could bring. She often compared it to a church during
midnight mass, for only the truly passionate persevere
in the dark.

After making a quick discretionary check of the card
catalogue, she exhaled a confident breath, knowing that
the inevitabilities of her idée fixe would not only bring
her ultimate satisfaction but also a breath of enlighten-
ment in its wake. The words she had written had power,
power beyond the confines of the page. Scattered illu-
sions lay in their gilded mystery. In the silhouette of
each word lay a thousand shadows, a thousand mean-
ings, and a thousand conflicted emotions. Yes, the ideas
collided gently with each other, resonated in delicate
gasps, flowing forth steadily against a backdrop of a
thousand evocative truths. She wouldn’t have written
them if they hadn’t, but she had to be certain—had to be
certain she had shown them the respect they deserved.

The resplendent towers of books stood mazy before
her, cataclysmic in their truth, but as always, after hav-
ing spent so many solitary hours worshipping within
those hallowed walls, she, undaunted, instinctively
knew the way. Knew it so well, she ran. However, when
she arrived at her destination and edged the corner, her
footfalls and her thoughts halted in their tracks.

There stood Julian, bloody gorgeous in his grey full-
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length wool overcoat, glasses precariously perched upon
his nose as he stared intently at the book lying open in
his slender, gloved hands. He didn’t even acknowledge
her presence until the echo of her breath was caught
short, and all it took was one quick look at the cover of
the book resting eloquently in his hands. They had cho-
sen alike: Philosophy in the Bedroom, by the Marquis de
Sade.

The fluorescents flickered erratically above their
heads, their feeble light casting them in and out of the
world as if they were specters, and Laleana could taste
the mettle in the rain as it trickled in silvery droplets
from her hair, down over her trembling lips, and into
her mouth.

Julian looked up over his glasses, and through her
rain drenched hair, their eyes met in a casual glance,
which at once, turned to a fierce empathetic stare. Rapt
by the totality of what she was feeling, a flush ravaged
her body. It was as if some intrinsic knowledge had
breached the dark boundaries of their souls and passed
between them in a slow, smoldering burn. What once
was simply a maddening hunger, in that moment, be-
came a red raw need.

You are never so alone in a moment, when you feel
the need so strongly, when it is just you and an idea. The
idea that one decisive action could feed that need, satiate
it, and give it purpose. They spoke not a word to each
other, as any word that might have come to mind would
have been trite and inconsequential. They both knew
that their connection was borne of silence and shadow,
of unspoken secrets, and it was far beyond the triviality
of any word. In one look, she had invited him in, and he
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had accepted the invitation.

A shapeless menace against the gloom, he followed
her back to the residence hall that night and forced him-
self upon her with indefinable brutality. Knife held to
her throat, he demanded that she comply with and total-
ly submit to his every erotic desire, and as terrified as
she was by the magnitude of his depravity, it was the
most intensely sensual experience she had ever had in
her entire life. Every carnal appetite and every fleshly
yearning were a mere indulgence away.

In return for her obedience, her acceptance, and her
acquiescence, the pain and the pleasure that he offered,
without measure or restraint, were exquisitely indivisi-
ble. She still feels an almost breathless anticipation when
she recalls the surge of heady ecstasy she felt that very
first time. Unfathomable beauty it was, beauty sublimely
entwined with shadow.

Through Julian, it was as if she were half-mad,
drunk on delusion—fearless and wanting. She had final-
ly awakened to the long restrained demon within her
own soul, licked the glittering sweat from its blood-
stained brow, and embraced it totally and completely of
her own free will. From that moment, Laleana’s life had
a new beginning, the beginning of a life that she finally
felt belonged to her, to the both of them, and Julian’s
family fortune made it easy for them to indulge their
every whim.

Shortly after their first encounter, Julian moved La-
leana out of the halls of residence to a rented flat over a
corner pub, close to the University library. It was a
quaint and beautiful little red brick building. Dirty red
and typical of its time, it looked as if it had fallen right
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out of a Dickens story. Woefully dated and sadly over-
shadowed by the severe lines and the reflective yet
austere facades of the nearby towering office buildings,
it seemed as out of place as they did, and so it became
their secret refuge from the banal. Julian and Laleana
lived there, studied there, and the state of dementia and
moral turpitude they naively called love, blossomed
there.

They spent their idle daytime hours in bookshops
and libraries, rummaging through the dusty old texts,
seeking out all that they could on the subject of sado-
masochism, and they spent the entirety of their nights
devouring every aspect of it whole, for the hunger for
knowledge only fed the fire of their desires.

You see, Julian and Laleana were over-achievers in
every possible way, and despite the incessant clawing at
each other, their academic pursuits never suffered in the
wake of their shameful, wicked passions. Only their bo-
dies suffered, but Laleana never called it suffering, as
she believed that that kind of torture was transcendent.

With the zeal of medical students, they educated
themselves in anatomy and practical triage, as this sort
of lovemaking can be a very dangerous endeavor for
those who do not take it seriously. It's not a game, and
it’s not for the frivolous or the weak willed. One had to
know such things: where to cut, how deeply to cut, and
how to take basic first-aid measures should something
go wrong. One would not want to be explaining one’s
peculiar sexual habits to a nurse in the emergency ward
of the hospital, as that kind of complication would only
get a person tossed into a padded cell.

Yet and still, in the first year of their lustful experi-
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mentations, even with all the cautionary tactics, they
fumbled, egregiously. Amidst the carnage, the flat often
shared similar aspects with that of a slaughterhouse: the
stains wouldn’t come out of the carpets, the furniture, or
their clothes. The essence of their passion had saturated
every fiber of their existence, no matter how much La-
leana labored against it.

Tainted they were.

They frightened their friends, and they frightened
themselves, but it was much more than a fanatical ob-
session. They had developed a taste for each other, and
it was too late to turn back. They were bound to each
another, bound far beyond what they had ever intended.
Their passion was the life force that drove them. The
intense love, the aching, the hopelessness. The sensual
delights and the poetic words. Even the heated whispers
in the darkness, the reckless depravity, and the agony
they both felt when they cried out in euphoria, all were
exquisitely beautiful: nothing short of death could com-
pare.

They desired cruelty and chaos, the chaos that
comes with allowing yourself to experience limitless sa-
tisfaction, to experience love, its full range of emotion, in
all its fearsome intensity. That is the desire that surged
in their veins and pulsed between their legs, for it was
the very air they needed to breathe and the crimson in
their blood. It was pure. It was truth. It was a mutual
respect of their dark indulgences—admiration even—as
they tested the limits of their endurance.

There are those moments where two people share
the pain of existence, and those moments, stained with
desire’s treachery, are all-consuming.
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It is not violence.

It is not rage.

It is passion.

There is a vast difference between them, and that
difference can be characterized by one and only one
word: Fear.

Laleana never feared Julian.



4

A Lonely Soul

or some strange reason, Cecile showed up at

the library mid-morning, not that Laleana

didn’t appreciate an unannounced visitor
from time to time, but it was unusual for Cecile to take
that sort of initiative. Cecile was a petite, mousy little
person who shrank from a stern word. She also pos-
sessed an unrelenting case of obsessive-compulsive
disorder, so for her to break routine was more than a bit
unsettling.

She seemed overly anxious, for her anyway, and her
pupils—dilated to such an extreme—made her eyes ap-
pear black as a tar pit instead of their normal muted
brown. The distance was unfathomable, and so with all
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the charisma of a juvenile delinquent about to commit a
felony, she gave Laleana a rather laissez faire smile while
she stood there, flicking through the pages of some book
that she had randomly grabbed from the shelf. The pre-
tence of being enthralled beyond reason with the subject
matter required more effort than she could possibly
muster, and so her ruse was ineffectual, pointless, and
annoying.

“Cecile, you've been here twenty-five minutes now
and still haven’t told me why you're here.”

A dim questioning ‘I'm sorry’ was all the response
she received, but the flighty and apologetic tone, not to
mention the breezy smile, were irritating to the point
Laleana wanted to slap her, so she asked yet again, “Ce-
cile...why are you here? Shouldn’t you be at work or
something?”

Cecile giggled a bit and lazily flipped a few more
pages before replying, “Have you ever thought about
being a lesbian, I mean, you know?”

“No, I don’t know. You're asking me about being a
lesbian in the middle of self-help, and that pathetic
smile, Cecile, do we have a problem?”

Honestly now, infantile questions like that made La-
leana’s mind reel. She had never entertained even a
single fleeting thought on lesbianism. She had also never
questioned whether not having a thought was normal or
not. She never thought much about normality either, but
overall, she assumed it was normal, for someone who
fancied men. Laleana fancied men: exceptionally tall,
milky-skinned, dark-haired, deep-eyed men. But enough
fetish-talk, Laleana knew the ridiculous question was
not the immediate cause for Cecile’s impromptu visit.
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Cecile’s constant fidgeting, albeit irritating, indicated
that she had something else on her mind —an opinion or
a blatant intrusion, perhaps—whatever it was, it was
something that she couldn’t quite find the nerve to spit
out of her mouth. Laleana was working, and frankly, she
didn’t have the idle time to stand about all day catering
to Cecile’s idiocy.

“Cecile! Do we have a problem? If not, I really must
get back to work.”

Cecile put the book back on the shelf and did a small
pirouette while flipping her hair. “No, no problem,” she
chirped, “I'll see you Saturday for tea then?”

Laleana stood there and shook her head. It was as if
no conversation had taken place.

“Yes, Cecile, as usual, two-ish then.”

With that Cecile trotted off, her chestnut bob of a
haircut bouncing blithely with her every step.

Laleana’s irritation was more frustration than actual
annoyance. “Cecile? A charming bird she is,” Laleana
often said, and she adored Cecile like a sister. However,
quick and graceful wit was not one of Cecile’s finer qual-
ities, nor was independent thought, for Cecile was a
submissive, through and through.

Laleana had met Cecile via Julian six or so years ago.
She could barely recall but a few details now. Something
about moving here to take care of an elderly Aunt, help
out with expenses, that sort of thing. Cecile worked in
the same law office as Julian. She was the secretary to
one of the prominent barristers whom Julian’s firm often
retained, and their chambers shared space in the same
building. Her boss was a vile hunchbacked man with a
filthy mouth, a moth-infested toupee, and hair growing
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from every disgusting orifice. He smelled of stale booze
and ass, and he was mean-spirited down to his core. He
treated Cecile like a proper old-English serving wench,
the sort of tits-pushed-up-to-her-chin stereotype one
might see getting slapped around in an old film, and it
made Laleana ill to think someone would put up with
that. Servitude held no appeal for Laleana, but to each
his own, she supposed. Considering all the other knobs
that worked in Cecile’s office, it never surprised Laleana
that she hid inside herself. Laleana didn’t know what
possessed Julian to take Cecile under his wing. Empathy
was not an emotion familiar to him. One uncharacteristi-
cally calm night, he showed up at the pub with Cecile in
tow, politely introduced her to the rest of the group, and
then tossed her into play. It all seemed very careless, but
Julian had an uncanny ability for knowing exactly what
people needed when they needed it. Laleana assumed
they just needed Cecile.

For the remainder of the day, Laleana couldn’t seem
to brush off Cecile’s visit, so she spent the last few hours
of the work day quieted away in the archival room, cata-
loguing and assessing the decrepitude of old manu-
scripts. Some of the parchments were so old that one
accidentally overzealous breath could cause the thou-
sand-fold layers of their existence to disintegrate. Their
secrets could so easily be obliterated, reduced to naught
but cosmic dust, and then scattered into the depthless
chasms of time that great care must be taken. It was
painstaking yet calming labor. Laleana was due to sit for
Ioan directly after work, and she needed to clear her
head beforehand. Afloat in the monotonous solitude, she
could finally take ease, if only for a moment of peace
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and quiet, let alone peace of mind.

Sitting for a manic-depressive painter was an ag-
gressive act of contrition for both their parts. Laleana
had known Ioan since forever and a day it seemed, but
there had always been a bit of tension between them,
which neither one of them could seem to put a finger on.
It was more of restlessness really, a tingle just under the
skin that wasn’t entirely unpleasant but disconcerting,
just the same.

It was raining by the time she finished work, so after
picking up some spicy Indian take-away, she took a taxi
to Shadwell. Joan'’s flat was on the docks near the basin
bridge in a fancy redeveloped waterfront property,
which seemed to cater to the young artistic types, or so
the glossy brochures claimed.

Normally, the basin had such beautiful vistas, and
the picturesque walk along the waterfront was a wel-
come change of pace from the insistent racket of the city,
but that day, the sky had cracked open, and the torren-
tial downpour made the walk a dreary soul-stealing
endeavor.

A grey moment.

A grey day.

By the time Laleana reached the huge iron door of
his flat, she was soaked through to her lacy unmentio-
nables, and the chill had frayed her nerves and left her
normally cheery disposition in a sorry state of disrepair.
Nevertheless, his shy smile and the tranquility of his
sultry brown eyes cured her of all her ills for the mo-
ment.

She walked in, he took the bag of food, and she took
off her coat, though she had no idea where to put it.
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Ioan’s flat was a disastrous jumble of clutter and
confusion. You could barely distinguish between what
was living space and what was workspace. Tattered mail
lay scattered about like confetti, paint covered tarps
lined the floors, and the walls and furniture were cov-
ered in a prism of spattered paint while dirty brushes sat
in glasses of thinner randomly everywhere and nowhere
at the same time. The air stank of linseed oil, and the
only pristine spot in the place was his bed, and that was
only because he never slept in it. Actually, loan never
slept, but he did eat.

Supper, such as it was, was at least spicy enough to
hold its own against the oppressive silence. loan’s para-
lyzing shyness always left him without words. Laleana
was used to his inability to articulate, so they sat upon
stools in the small galley kitchen, enjoying the meal in
respectful quietude.

After they ate, Laleana could take no more. Her ass
was numb, and the assault of dead air on her senses was
too much. Normally she wouldn’t have felt this way, but
the rain had worn her down, so she welcomed the open
forum by ranting on and on about Cecile’s visit while
she shared a glass of wine with Ioan. Shared meaning:
but for a few sips, Laleana drank most of it.

Ioan rarely drinks. “It just doesn’t agree with my
system,” he often said when a polite, discreet excuse was
necessary, but his system had nothing to do with it. It
was the madness and the absurd variety of drugs he took
in a pointless struggle to keep the phantasms in check.
Although she had never said as much, Laleana had al-
ways suspected that the drugs were nothing more than a
crutch and that there wasn’t a damn thing physically or
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psychologically wrong with him, but that was her belief
not his, and everyone has their excuses.

“Can you believe she asked me if I was a lesbian?
For fuck’ sake, I almost hurled my breakfast all over L.
Ron Hubbard.”

Laleana handed the glass back to him and lit a ciga-
rette for herself. He lit one as well, exhaling through the
words as he replied, “Did you tell her you never met a
cock you didn’t like?”

“Aye, I did...though come to think of it, I've never
met yours. I'll bet it’s right smashing.”

“Yea...not likely.”

“Oh sorry, I forgot...you're the celibate artist.”

She gave him the obligatory eye-roll in mocking dis-
belief and then exhaled louder than usual from her
cigarette.

Expectedly, he took offence.

“Shit Leana, it's not an art thing, it's not a cock
thing, and it’s not a mental thing. I just can’t be bo-
thered. All that time, energy, and bodily fluid just
wasted —what for?”

“Yea, ok, so, that is just a crap artifact of your disso-
ciative id. How often do we lie to ourselves now?”

“Oh, where did you read that, Leana, the library, or
have you recently become Freud’s assistant?”

He stuck his cigarette between his lips, grabbed the
teakettle, sloshing with water, and slammed it down
onto the cooker.

Having no other choice but to stand firm, Laleana
threw her arms up and displayed the palms of her hands
in a gesture to cease and desist. Without a word, she
hopped down from the stool, turned her back to him,
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and then walked out into the drawing room, leaving him
to fiddle with the tea and his crap attitude. She really
hated sitting for him when he irritated her so.

By the time he had prepared the tea, she had
stripped down to her underwear. She stood with her
back towards him as he walked into the room: her fail-
ing mood echoing the failing light.

Abruptly, the rain had stopped. The grey had re-
leased its hold upon the heavens, and the sun, in a final,
desperate moment of savagery, had focused its ire upon
the window. Through the ragged drapes, it thrust
through an explosion of tempestuous rays. Burnished
bronze cutting through the damask, they assaulted her
flesh with ease, lending her aura a radiance she had long
desired, a radiance she had long forgotten.

“Fucking hell, Leana!”

He startled her with his outburst, so, forced reluc-
tantly to take leave of her pitiful sunset ponderings, she
turned to face him.

Wide-eyed with terror, he stood there, hands trem-
bling, setting the teacups to rattling in their saucers, but
even the clinking of the cups could not drown out the
tremor in his voice. “Why...” he asked, “why do you let
him do that to you?”

She knew exactly where the conversation was head-
ed, and she didn’t like it one bit. Julian had been
particularly brutal the evening prior, and the freshness
of the lacerated flesh was probably quite disturbing in
its intensity. Attempting to air a sense of calm for his
benefit, she smiled lightly at him, hoping yet knowing
that it would do no good. “Mere scratches,” she said,
“and besides, it's authentic. How are you going to paint
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it real if it isn’t?”

“Look Leana, I know you don’t really want to hear
this, but, I have known him all my life...he’s a psycho-
path...and he’s going to hurt you one of these days for
real.”

“Fuck off. Best mind your pots and kettles now. One
more prescription and you could qualify as a chemist.”

“That’s not fair, Leana.”

“Shit, what's fair anyway? Fair is bollocks.”

“I'm sorry. I just want to know why you do it.”

She heard what he said quite clearly, but the look in
his eyes struck her as fearful indignation and not ques-
tioning for understanding, and that perturbed her even
more so than the stupid question in itself.

“I don’t know,” she said, “Maybe I just want to feel
something different, that’s all.”

She grabbed her overcoat and put it on while fum-
bling her feet into her shoes. She looked at him. So many
things she might have said flitted noxiously through her
mind, things that might have offered more clarity.

Didn’t matter anyway, she could only manage a dis-
appointed sigh as she quickly gathered the remainder of
her clothes from the floor.

“What are you doing?” he asked as he twirled about
in an abject state of confusion, desperate to find a flat,
uncluttered surface to set the tea down, as if it mattered.

“I'm leaving, what the fuck’s it look like?”

“No Leana, wait, please, you're not even dressed.
I'm sorry.”

“No, don’t be. I will come back when the wounds
heal so they don’t upset you so much. You should be
careful pointing your finger, especially if you can’t take
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it pointed back at you.”

Ioan had no suitable recourse, and so he stood there,
speechless, tea in hand, with a vague befuddled look
lying all slapdash over his face.

Laleana paid him no mind. She walked out and
slammed the door behind her to restate her anger, but
she could feel the swell of tears coming in spite of the
rage. She cinched her coat up around her neck and
rushed from the building.

Once outside, she stood on the street for a long mo-
ment, undecided on what to do with the rest of her
ruined evening.

It was raining again, hard. The wind had turned
cold—a bitter sharpness against her face—and for the
first time, she had an unmistakable sense of the vastness
of her pain. She adored Ioan, but of late, it seemed that
every time they saw each other they fought about Julian.
Just because he and Julian had been childhood best
mates didn’t give him the right to accost her with an
outrage. He kept his mind in a cage. What did he ever
know of love? Love has a rage to it, an exquisite un-
bounded rage. Love lies at the sharpened edge of a ruby
encrusted blade: Illuminative for those who do not fear
it. Redemptive for those who would withstand it. How
could he withstand it? Fear was the only emotion lIoan
had ever known. Impotent with fear, his was a life bare-
ly lived.

At the inconvenient age of thirteen, loan’s night ter-
rors had increased in intensity to such a degree that his
parents had him declared mentally unstable. This decla-
ration then led to lengthy, aggressive therapies with
various synapse-altering medications and shock treat-



The Thin Wall 37

ments. They firmly believed that his mind was diseased
in some way, that the shadow of an unnamable monster
had overcome his will. They simply couldn’t see the
beauty through the darkness, so they allowed the doc-
tors their torments. Under such conditions, a child
would likely end up a rotted cabbage of sorts, but not
Ioan, and not because of the so-called cutting-edge med-
ical care either but because of Julian.

Julian would become Ioan’s friend and savior.

Alternately, by the time Julian was thirteen, his hos-
tile and belligerent tendencies had gotten him expelled
from every single private school his parents had tried to
place him in. He hadn’t adjusted to his new life as they
had hoped, so at a complete loss, they, albeit begrud-
gingly forced, decided to send him to public secondary
school along with who their new attitude considered to
be the less educated, the less wealthy, and the less re-
fined children of working-class society. Of course, Julian
didn’t mind. He felt uprooted. Living in a strange coun-
try didn’t sit well with him, and the prim and proper
regimented lifestyle of private school didn’t suit him in
the least. He was smart—brilliant—he suspected, but he
felt suffocated. He didn’t want to be rich. He didn’t want
to be brilliant. He, more than that, didn’t want to be
called upon to perform parlor tricks for the entertain-
ment of others while his parents applauded and bragged
about how proud they were of him. Life for him had
become a vomitous mire. Julian wanted nothing more
than to be average. He wanted to get up to average
trouble, and he wanted to have average friends and an
average life.

As a child, Julian was many things, average not be-
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ing one of them. He was a striking child, though not in a
conventional sort of way. It wasn’t that he had an inti-
midating stature, not at all. He was tall and slight of
build—spindly even. However, his features were a bit
intense, his accent odd, and his translucent blue eyes
were rather frightening, and that made some of the
children uncomfortable, not to mention his arrogant
know-it-all style, which just put the remaining children
off. Those few who did attempt to befriend him even-
tually ran from him, screaming in terror, as his
unpredictable and constantly shifting frame of mind was
difficult to deal with. He was prone to venomous fits of
rage and lengthy bouts of melancholy, which the teach-
ers found to be very disruptive and damaging to the
ideal classroom setting.

Therefore, in an effort to ease his manic behavior,
the school board decided to place him in an advanced
learning program. They felt that this effort would not
only prevent Julian from injuring himself and other stu-
dents, but it might stimulate his mind more vigorously
and thus alleviate the violent tendencies altogether, ten-
dencies they believed were nothing more than a
manifestation of the dramatic lifestyle change. But what
did they know? With all their qualifications, they
wouldn’t have been able to get the marbles out of their
own asses, even if you had given them a sharpened pen-
cil to do it with. Julian knew this. His outbursts were
deliberate and well plotted. Julian was, even then, a
master manipulator, always in control, focused, and
purposeful.

Along with the rigorous mathematics, Latin, and li-
terature studies, the advanced program also offered
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classes in alternative self-expression: art classes. Julian
had no particular interest in art and had never showed
the slightest inclination towards it either. “Hackneyed
psychoanalyst bollocks,” he called it, “lacking visceral
engagement.” But he did like the unconstrained free-
form style of the classroom. He found it relaxing and so
gave it his best effort.

Julian’s self-styled artwork was maudlin and rudi-
mentary at its worst. At its best, it was like a walk
through a dark, foreboding forest: a tangle of twisted
and morose metaphors, impaled and weaving them-
selves throughout dismal charcoal-laden backgrounds.
His efforts were plodding yet never diminished of en-
thusiasm, and those efforts did not go unnoticed. The
crude sketches were disturbing to some, downright hor-
rifying to others, but to one other, they were the most
awe-inspiring images he had ever seen.

They were the very images Ioan had always longed
to put to paper himself yet had been afraid to do so, fear-
ing that once the mottled visions had escaped from his
mind, he would be unable to control them.

And so there blossomed a lifelong friendship be-
tween Julian and Ioan: one painfully shy lad and the
other...not so much.

Desperate to share in their otherness, they both
cleaved to the friendship, as equals, for they both shared
an exceptional passion: an intense desire to escape into
the darkness that surged inside each of them, a darkness
spare with its mercy, a darkness they would both even-
tually embrace to the fullest.

Julian was able to pull loan out of himself, allowing
Ioan to paint the perverse and macabre visions crawling
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about his mind with an intense clarity he had never be-
fore been able to harness, and in turn, Ioan had a
cathartic effect on Julian.

Julian’s parents were thrilled by their son’s dramatic
change in disposition. So thrilled, in fact, that they, hav-
ing the time, money, and inclination to do so, made sure
that Julian and loan remained classmates until they both
graduated.

Not without sympathy for his condition, they also
doted on Ioan, despite his predilection for painting si-
newy dead things, which Julian always managed to
procure for him in some fashion or another. Yes, all of
the deviant exuberance and bloody entrails were thus
discreetly ignored—lads being lads and all that—and
Julian’s parents found it well within their means to
shower Ioan with adoration and affection. This wasn’t so
much because they actually loved him but more as com-
pensation for the immeasurable gift that he had un-
knowingly bestowed upon them. To them, the sanity of
their son was a gift well worth its weight in gold bullion.

However, with Julian’s expected university days
looming in the near future, his parents were well aware
and did not underestimate the long-term repercussions a
separation might have. Memories of blood-soaked mar-
ble floors and shrieking servants were difficult to put
out of mind, and the only offspring of such a prestigious
family must excel at university and carry on not only the
family name but the family tradition of success, as well.

Not that precedent hadn’t already been set.

Wealthy families since the dawn of time have often
been plagued with psychotic, deviant offspring, but
precedent or no, it was not a socially accepted practice to
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nurture the behavior. So, just shy of extremity, they took
a noble approach to their dilemma. They began by soli-
citing a few humble favors from their elitist gallery-
owning acquaintances. Cocktail parties and champagne
whispers ensued, speculation hailed victorious, and con-
sequently, they set Ioan up in his own flat, all expenses
paid for the duration of Julian’s university term or his
own artistic fame, whichever happened to come about
first.

It wasn’t that Ioan was a charity case. No. There was
no charity. Julian’s parents saw an investment opportu-
nity in the lad’s talent, and wealthy people, swayed not
by sentiment, never pass up a sure thing.

Well, so much for tragic childhood tales, Laleana
needed a respite, from the rain and the both of them.
Returning to her flat was not an option worth consider-
ing. The shrill insistence of the ringing telephone, the
stilted shadows, and the possibility of an unannounced
assault from Julian were more than she could stand.

She hailed a taxi and headed to Harry’s.



5
Tales from a Sex Shop

arry’s sex emporium. Whatever your
H need might be, Harry would have it, from
the finest selection of dildos and bondage

devices to all manner of instructional books and video.
Harry’s: a Freudian monument to one-stop shopping.
Despite what you might think of such establish-
ments, Harry’s was a tidy, well-lit shop, enhanced by the
delicious scent of vanilla-sugar incense, to boot. As La-
leana entered, the little copper bell on the door jingled
pleasantly to announce her arrival—a homey little jin-
gle—as if one were strolling into a quaint local shop
filled with the overwhelming aroma of baked goods and
latex. Comical, isn’t it? Laleana thought so, especially
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since Harry was behind the front counter fiddling intent-
ly with a fifteen-inch black rubber cock.

Harry looked like the sort of chap one might expect
to find as the proprietor of a sex shop. He was thickset,
with massive tattooed arms that could crush a skull, but
his innocent charisma and his enormous puppy dog
eyes—the biggest you have ever seen—offset all of that
intimidating and clichéd physique. When he looked up
and saw her, a huge ridiculous grin overspread his face.
“Ah, there you are Laleana. Haven't seen you in a while.
Always a pleasure to see your lovely face.”

She smiled back, as she was always happy to see
Harry as well. “Hello Harry. How’s business?”

“No complaints. Now would ya look at this here...
This is the latest technology in rubber cocks. This here
dil is supposed to know a woman'’s every need. Isn’t that
something?”

“Fantastic Harry, you know how I hate guesswork.”

“You want one, luv? Half price for you.” He smiled
and wiggled the bulging thing at her.

She couldn’t help but giggle. “Sure, wrap it up for
me. I'll settle my slate before I leave.”

“Splendid, so let me know how it works out for you
then. Tom’s upstairs in the projection room. You fancy
some tea? I was just about to put the kettle on.”

“Aye, I would love some, bit of a nip in the air.”

Laleana pointed towards the projection room and
then waived to Harry as she began her ascent up the
dank, creaky little staircase.

Not only was Harry’s a sex emporium, it was a thea-
tre as well, the premier of such theatres, actually,
providing a wide range of nightly entertainment such as
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live dancers, artistic fetish films, and occasionally, what
noir appreciators like Laleana might call performance
art. As she hit the top step, she could hear the soft plink-
ing of Tom’s guitar, so she gave one polite knock before
opening the door. He looked only slightly startled when
she entered the room, but the smile on his face was all
the welcome that she needed.

He put his guitar on the floor, removed the head-
phones from atop his head, and ruffled the flatness out
of his spiky, bleached hair.

“Fight with Ioan?” he asked as he lit a smoke for her.

With an indignant flick of her arm, she tossed her
clothes onto the counter. “What makes you say that?”

“Leana, you only come here when you've had a
fight, and you only come here naked under your over-
coat when you’ve had a fight with Ioan.”

She acknowledged his keen perception with a defe-
rential nod of her head; then she took off her overcoat
and flung it over the back of the chair so that she could
get dressed. No sooner had the soft fabric settled itself
on the chair, she heard Tom gasp behind her: “Holy Shit,
Leana.”

She just looked to the ceiling, sighed, and then
looked to him. “Oh Tom, you're not going to start now
are you?”

“No, of course not, to each his own I say. Christ, I've
got, what now, twenty or so places pierced on my body,
that and all the tattoos...who am I to point a finger?”

Cigarette dangling from his lips, he grasped his shirt
and pulled it taut so that she might read the inscription
blazed across his chest: MY OPINIONS ARE MY OWN SO
FUCK OFF WITH YOURS. He smiled, handed her the smoke,
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pressing upwards with all her strength, she ground her
hips down hard against the palm of his hand.

So cold were his hands. The long, delicate fingers
lost within her were as cold and as hostile as the depths
of the chasm she had readily flung herself into. Their
bitter will tempered her resistance, pushed against her,
slow, deep, working her mind and body into an unbear-
able cataclysmic frenzy, and as she lay suffering, alone
in the breach, he looked on, his breath drenched with
lustful expectancy, the denial he imposed upon himself
serving only to stimulate and strengthen his resolve.
Each breath, each tremor, each release fed his own rage
as it awakened, hardening within him.

As for Laleana’s hunger, it was blinding. No word
she could say would release her, and as the taxi sped
along the shimmering wet streets, her angst-ridden pleas
slipped, without a sound, into obscurity. In its wake, she
was taken, without love, without compassion, not with
cries of joy, but with the fell whimper of abandon.

Once at Laleana’s flat, she and Julian tore at each
other’s clothes, at each other’s flesh, and at their very
own souls. No lower or darker depths were there to des-
cend. This violent exhibition of lust, this depraved
perversion they called love, shifting between blistering
cruelty and opalescent tenderness, between madness
and silent lucidity, was not altogether an unfamiliar sce-
nario for the two of them. Shameless, emaciated
creatures, they were now equals in the relentless quest
for self-annihilation, but this time, there was something
very wrong. The desiccated wallpaper, the lipstick on
the whiskey bottle, her lipstick, and the cigarette ebbing
away in the cheap plastic ashtray, it was all too familiar,
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so familiar that it was strange.

For the first time, the strength of his body frightened
her. It was as if it were fuelled by hell fire, a smoldering
blackness at its centre.

Her mind raced.

Her muscles ached.

And her skin burned, scorched from the heat of him.

Every caress was an assault more excruciating and
humiliating than the last. It was as if he were trying des-
perately to break through into that dark, lonely place
inside of her, the place she had always kept hidden from
him, kept hidden even from herself. That isolated place
where desire still clings to innocence. The demon within
him wanted in, and as if in some demented contest, he
would batter the door down if necessary, for black-
hearted self-indulgence was his very nature. The recog-
nition of that left a putrid, yawning hollow in her chest,
and set aglow against the impenetrable darkness of that
hollow, his pale, handsome face began to stretch, its
calm facade dissolved, and she felt afraid.

She felt consumed by it.

It seemed an impossible thing —fear —but she felt it,
felt as if the violation would be her end. There was no
past, no memory, no beginning, and there was no end to
it. Thrust after cruel thrust, she pled for mercy. He
promised it, with the sincerity of a lover one moment,
with the feral deceit of a monster the next, and as the
voracity of his will bore down on her, she knew that she
was pleading for her life.

There was nothing left that mattered, nothing left of
her soul to hold on to. All of the light had bled from the
room, and the darkness silently slipped in, molding it-
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self to the twisting contours of their bodies. Laleana
could feel it—oily, slick, and cold —filling her eyes and
her mouth with an inky blackness. She wanted to cry
out, scream, but her thoughts, smothered in shadow,
had no meaning, had no resonance of their own any-
more. The darkness had masked her pain, had masked
all hope, all sincere convictions, and any chance she had
of salvation. Even the most muted outcry for mercy was
impossible. A debilitating silence surrounded her,
crushed her. All that she thought she could hear in the
distance was a whisper. Through black and vacant con-
centration, Julian was whispering: “Is this how you want
it...is it...good god Leana, tell me you want it...now
Leana, tell me now...”

He placed his hand over her eyes, and in that mo-
ment, her world changed. His body seemed foreign to
her. His breath—stale, poisonous. The very presence of
him inside her—violating. She couldn’t breathe. She felt
alone, lost, and the tears came, pouring down her face in
spite of all her self-control.

There was no control left to be had, only surrender,
and Julian’s hips ground to an abrupt halt, her body
wilting beneath him. He lifted his hand from her face,
pulled back onto his knees, and cast a gentle gaze down
upon her, a gaze filled with a kindness she had never
before witnessed in him. He brushed the loose tangles of
hair from her eyes and then spoke out in a soft poetic
whisper—a tack so completely out of character for him,
for them, for anything she had ever known:

“You should go to him,” he said. His words were co-
lorless, devoid of emotion as always, but hearing those
words fall as calmly as they did from his lips did not
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shock her in the least. No one can ever know what lies
just beneath the surface, even if the surface is slick with
rage.

She had always accepted his rage, accepted the
power it had over her, and so she felt relieved and
ashamed —ashamed that she had broken down before
his very eyes. She immediately wiped the tears from her
face, and while sniffling back her weakened fortitude
into a pitiable whisper, she asked, “How long have you
known?”

He brushed the soaked hair from his forehead and
released a finely-drawn and penitent sigh. “It’s not im-
portant,” he replied. “I should have said something
sooner, but I was being selfish. I am selfish, you know
that, but in all the years we’ve been carrying on, when
have I ever misinterpreted your need or my own?”

Laleana had never seen Julian in this light before, so
muted, so compassionate, and so earnest. How could
she live with the pain she was about to inflict upon him
and upon herself? A bitter blade. A poisoned blade: its
reach far deeper than any they had ever wielded against
each other, in love or in passion.

“I don’t know how to go.”

“Stop it now, Leana, of course you do. He has
painted a thousand humble visions of you. You know
him better than anyone, better than anyone in his entire
life, so go on now, before I come to my senses and
change my mind.”

He smiled at her, an odd effortless smile, and then
he grabbed her wrists and pulled her up into an embrace
so tender that she felt faint.

Was this really the end for them, or was it the be-
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ginning of something new?

Either way, for Laleana, it was terrifying.

Julian released her, laid his hands softly upon her
face, and then he kissed her forehead.

She pulled away quietly and looked at him. She
looked deeply, beyond the cold candor, beyond the cari-
cature, beyond the complications and the assumptions.
She looked beyond herself, searching for something in
those darkly beautiful blue eyes of his.

“I'love you, Julian.”

“I know, Leana...I know.”



11
Say When...

aleana was shaking when she got to Ioan’s
I flat, sweating, shaking, eyes raw from the
wind, and her stomach had twisted in on
itself. Hands trembling, she rang the bell but once, and
he answered, opening the door immediately as if he
were somehow psychically aware of her arrival.
He looked at her, and as she looked into his dismal
cavernous eyes, she felt the floor shift beneath her feet.
Stunningly handsome he was, barefoot, his tan car-
digan covered with flecks of paint and anguish. The
passion in his eyes worn as thin as his threadbare jeans.
It was obvious that she had interrupted some sort of
manic artistic purging session, but she wasn’t about to
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apologize for it. She wasn’t about to do anything. Ri-
veted to the floor, neither of them could move. They
both simply stood there in the vast expanse of the door-
way, staring at the Italian-tiled floor, the foreboding
structure of the door, and the void beyond it. They
stared at anything and everything but each other—a
moment here, a moment there, a million things thought,
nothing said —the faint mist glossing over their eyes re-
vealing an insatiable need that couldn’t be defined by
either of them.

Laleana could sense that there was a whole world
just behind those magnificent brown eyes of his. A beau-
tiful, dark world of mist and madness, one that she had
only ever caught a mere glimpse of: a more colorful
world, richer, deeper hued, more desperate, more pas-
sionate, and maybe even a more loving and tender
world than the world she had grown accustomed to.

There was a vast unknown history there as well, a
complex geography, a sublime poetry, and countless
other mysteries of his soul that she wanted to know as
deeply as she knew her own. She wanted nothing more
than to crawl into his mind, close her eyes, and cast her-
self into its black depths. You see, she was fatally in love
with the darkness she saw there, for she had finally
come to realize that his darkness was an obscure echo of
her own stifled voice.

So without so much as a polite invitation, she
shoved him backwards, walked in, and slammed the
door behind her with such force that Ioan’s body quaked
as if hit with a thunderbolt. For her part, her own heart
was racing, pounding violently against her chest. She
could feel the flush in her veins, could feel her blood
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throbbing, pushing hard against its boundaries, want-
ing, aching to finally be released, to be surrendered
without shame or regret, and so with forced determina-
tion, she stumbled forward into the drawing room, a
panicky and disoriented loan following close at her
heels.

Suffused with candlelight and the muted expecta-
tions of the hour, the room was warm, eerily quiet, and
comforted by it, she could finally be still enough to taste
her own breath. Her shadow, however, could find no
such succor in the silence. Retreating from the light, it
danced and flickered against the wall, tenuous and fear-
ful, trying in vain to cower amongst the odd trinkets and
paintings.

Despite the pretense of strength, Laleana, much like
her shadow, was far from fearless, but for once, she ig-
nored her shadow’s plea for restraint and turned to face
Toan, turned to face his own shallow breath.

Without a logical thought to deceive her, she
shrugged off the tremor in her will, locked her eyes on
his, and tore at her clothes until she stood naked before
him, as naked as she had been a million other times, her
pain carved into her flesh for all the world to see.

She so desperately needed him to see it.

But he refused.

Remaining silent, he looked to the floor for solace
and ran his fingers through and wrenched at his lovely
black hair, wrenched it so hard that she thought he
would pull every strand from his head by the root.

“loan.”

“Leana—please.”

“Shut up, Ioan. Just look at me for once, look at me.”
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“I can’t. I can’t look at what he’s done to you.”

“Stop using Julian to justify your shabby excuses. Ju-
lian hasn’t done anything to me. I did it. I did it because
I wanted to feel anything else but the aching that I feel
for you. Damn it, Ioan. You can’t because you won’t, and
you can’t get the fuckin’ blood right because you've
never shed any of your own, not one drop—ever!”

Soaked through with longing, its heated state of de-
lirium and confusion triumphant over her, everything
seemed beyond her control. Her thoughts, her reflexes,
her words, all were unknowable, and her mind had lost
all measure of sense and restraint. She grabbed the knife
from the table, the very knife from her painting. Its will,
forged in thousand burning suns, cried out to her, and
she answered its plea, opening up her arm in one swift,
decisive motion.

Eager to be released from its prison, the blood
flowed: warm and thick, slow over her palm, wistfully
down the length of her fingers, eventually spilling onto
the floorboards in luminous droplets of hope and despe-
ration. At the sight of it, at the sight its resplendent
beauty, her knees gave way. She fell to floor and began
to weep. The tears flowed freely forth, and swept away
in the current, her words choked in her throat. Borne
from the vast depths of desire and surrender, depths
that had long ago swallowed her soul, her repentant
sobs tore through any shred of humility she had left,
tore through bone and flesh as they broke louder and
louder over the lament of her own heart: “It’s not paint.
It's me. I would bleed myself dry for you, don’t you
know that. Don’t you know how much I want you, Ioan.
I...I have always wanted you. I wanted you from the
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first moment we met.”

Her confession laid bare before him, he at once
plummeted to his knees, grasped her head in his hands,
and looked deeply into her eyes. The suffering in his
face struck its mark for the first time. Yes, his pain was
as consuming as her own. Seized by fear, its mercurial
vapors twisting against him, paralyzing him, his head
fell forward, and with broken and strained words, he
made his own dire confession, exhaling a distilled hope-
lessness that drained all of the strength from his body.
Defeated, the intensity in his eyes faded, and his arms
dropped limp to his sides.

Suffering the weight of his crippled body, Laleana
felt a strange compulsion surge to the surface. She felt
compelled to reach for him, compelled to caress his face.
It was more out of instinct than reason, guilt, or pity. She
wanted to take his fear away, thought somehow that her
benevolent touch might have the power to do it, and as
she cast away with her fingertips his teardrops of deso-
lation, her blood smeared across the pale skin of his
cheek. It tainted him, colored him with the faint glimmer
of salvation: her salvation.

She would never let him hurt her.

She wouldn’t. She had that power, it had always
been hers, and he knew it. He grasped her wrist and
pressed his mouth into the palm of her hand, her blood
further accentuating the gentleness of his lips as they
trembled against his grief-stricken face. The tormented
and conflicted man, begging her forgiveness, seemed so
frail to her, so painfully beautiful to her heart.

Laleana wasn’t sure what she was doing. It wasn't
doubt, just a restless fever scouring her flesh. She wasn’t
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sure of anything but him, and consequence meant little,
so she let the moment overtake her. “I need to kiss your
mouth,” she said to him as she remembered the night of
their fight. Remembered how his lips had been so sweet
and yet so purposeful. Devastating, the depth of that
kiss, and when their lips met again, there would be no
restraint, no uncertainty; there would be only wild and
ruthless yearning.

This time, he didn’t pull away from her. This time,
his lips, a merciless force, took what they longed for de-
spite his will to deny them. Fear had given way,
collapsed inward. His body tensed, only for a brief mo-
ment, and then, settling willingly into her arms, he
moaned into her mouth, dug his hands into her hair, and
all the hope they had long ago forsaken was found —for
the both of them.

Swaying fitfully in the waves of heat from their bo-
dies, the chandelier above the bed dimmed a warm glow
over the room, softening their shadows as they sank,
minds and hearts entwined, into a thousand silky-black
chasms of desire.

The light, barely a flicker off the crystals, fixed a
hungry glint in Ioan’s eyes as he knelt between her legs
and admired her, admired her as if she were his most
coveted treasure, her innocence prized above all else.

She allowed him that. Allowed herself that. Arms
thrown over her head, she held tightly to the gothic iron
framework of the bedpost as blood poured from her
wounded arm. Captivated completely by the soft caress
of loan’s tender gaze, she felt no pain, no loss in it. Drip-
ping slowly down over her shoulder, it slipped sanguine
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ablutions onto her heaving breast: an offering to him,
and in that offering, in its luxurious crimson iridescence,
she felt all the years of unspoken emptiness draining
away. It was her soul that he needed. It was her soul that
she offered, for the first time.

Mesmerized by it, as if color had somehow miracu-
lously come into his life, Ioan caught the flow of blood
and worked it into the paint-covered palms of his hands.

So warm. So wild, wondrous, and luxuriously
warm, his heated fingertips set her flesh to quaking as
he worked them down her thighs, across her abdomen,
and then over the arabesque curve of her hips, worked
them with the greatest of care and attention, with the
tenderest of admonishments, rubbing the blood into her
starved flesh like so much spilled paint.

Laleana felt queasy, almost faint, as if the swirling
vortex of her life had suddenly come to rest. Without
distraction or doubt, her heart could finally be still, still
enough to know the plunging depths of her own soul.

Is this what it feels like to fall in love, to fall, so fast,
so furious...tumbling out of control, down, down, and
down...into the abyss...shattering her bones, breaking
her will, what little remains cast far ‘'n wide over jagged
rocks...rocks once mighty...now merely the remains of a
desolate, crumbling wall.

A wish and a dream it had always seemed to her, to
fall and not care. Could Laleana endure it? Would she?
Would she willingly endure the treachery of those
rocks? Would she sacrifice all, not to stumble, but to fall?

As if he had heard her thoughts, Ioan stopped for a
moment, a moment lost within a moment, a moment just
long enough to catch his breath.
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Had he heard her thoughts?

To answer that question, he had only to touch her.
Fixing his eyes upon her, he took hold of her hips, and
with one committed thrust, he sank into her.

The release was excruciating, and Laleana lost all
will to breathe. There was so much of him that she
gasped with exhilaration as every muscle in her body
tightened and strained against him, and against her, he
fell forward to kiss her...then again, more severely, and
then again.

Though he was awkward in his roughness, she
loved the feel of it. She loved the feel of his lips, an open
wound pressed desperately to hers. She loved the taste
of it, the taste of his tongue as it lapped the heat from
her lips, and she loved the mounting force of every ur-
gent thrust. Thrusts hard and punishing, fuelled by a
complex mixture of long restrained emotions: a gentle
desire that had, at once and completely, succumbed to
the rage caged within, a rage that he could no longer
consciously deny.

As the shadows surrounded them, caressed them,
rejoiced in them, her thoughts blurred as all of her emo-
tions thrashed about within her. She could feel the
bottomless depth of that rage as the tension, barely a
murmur at first, escalated between them, and she knew:

To be dominated by such fury—their bodies slick,
covered with paint, with sweat, and with blood, their
hearts existing for no other purpose than to embrace the
damnation of each other’s souls—to endure such misery
at the bidding of another, there could be no greater re-
ward, no greater undoing. Yes, the desire, the need to
surrender was agonizing, and yet she wanted no release
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from its torture.

She knew that he felt it as well. Felt the hunger of his
own heart as it led him screaming into the abyss, just as
she felt her own. Surrender was eminent, unbearable,
and yet impossible to resist or refuse, but Ioan would
not let go quietly. Defying the intolerable urgency of his
desire, he fought against his own redemption, fought
boldly, unwavering and unstoppable, but even through
the madness of intention, his lips betrayed his needful
heart, shaping a tender, almost submissive plea for mer-
cy as he plunged ever deeper into its mortal depths:

“Say when...”

When Laleana did say when, the words begged
from her lips in a breath. The wish to surrender so com-
pletely to someone, she could never have imagined this
or imagined that she had wanted it so much. She was in
agony more pure than any she had ever known. The
thought that his soul could empty into hers was sweet-
ness unimaginable. She tightened her grip on the twisted
iron, locked her legs about his back, and closed her eyes.
She could bear no more. With each penetrating thrust,
she wept. She wept and she begged for death, but just
before she relented and slid off into euphoria, she felt his
breath, eager and erratic, alight upon her eyelashes.

“Laleana, open your eyes...look at me.”

To witness another’s surrender is something very
few people endeavor to experience: the risk is too great.
We make love with the lights off. We close our eyes and
shroud ourselves selfishly in our own ecstasy —not sel-
fish indulgence but selfish fear—fear to share something
so precious to us, so uniquely our own. loan wanted to
see Laleana, wanted to bear witness to her at her most
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vulnerable moment. Never in her life had she ever dared
look into a man’s eyes as he gave himself over to his
passion, for it is that dangerous moment when you can
see beyond the flesh—beyond everything.

Toan and Laleana would dare to look, and from that
moment forward, they would never close their eyes
again.

Their lips barely a breath apart, longing but denied,
they cried out in passion, in triumph, and in gratitude as
the rapture, slow and excruciating, tore every fiber of
their existence to shreds.

They ravished each other until dawn, and then final-
ly, broken and exhausted, laid to waste amidst the faint
echoes of all the mislaid words they had longed to but
had never said to each other, they both fell asleep entan-
gled in each other’s arms: Laleana dreamt of peonies,
and Ioan, he said that for the first time since they’d met,
he hadn’t dreamt of her.



12
The Thin Wall

he misty grey corner of nowhere and no

I place late Friday night at the pub, and La-

leana, Tom, Julian, Ioan, and Cecile were

drunk. Don’t fret for their friendship. The five of them

were bound to one another for reasons unfathomable to

most ordinary people. They had cut through the disord-

er of life together, had fought together against their own

insecurities, and had weathered far more in the course of

their lives than any love or tragedy could possibly tear

asunder. They had faced their own shadows and em-
braced the chill winds of the dark moon—together.

They had all come from normal, boring, benign fam-

ilies, some wealthy, some poor, but none of them had
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ever been abused, abandoned, destitute in poverty, nor
any other such thing. Their parents were the average
sort: clueless, self-absorbed, and mentally unfit to raise
children—in the collective opinion—yet they did the
best they could with the limited faculties they possessed,
and despite the aberrations of their childhoods, they all
became the people they chose to be. A person is defined
by what they do and what they don’t do. It really is that
simple.

Their lives belonged to them and no one else.

Some would label them: solicitor, painter, librarian,
musician, and secretary. Others would label them non-
conformist—deviant, depraved —but the reality of labels
is that they only project a facade, for they were much
more than that to one another. Yes, they were libertines
in a way, but they were also friends and lovers, all of
them deeply intertwined at a level most people neither
had nor would ever experience in their lives.

Were they better people for the self-imposed trials
and tribulations they had endured? Had they gained
anything appreciable from the choices they had made,
the blood they had shed, the secrets they had chosen to
reveal, or the shadows they had confronted in blind
faith? They would all like to think so. Their bonds to one
another had definitely strengthened and so had their
love and friendship, for no one else knew them in the
way that they knew one another.

“Not a great deal changed over the coming year,”
and yes, Laleana was being a bit facetious when she said
that.

Eager to embark on the new chapter of her life, La-
leana left the flat in Bloomsbury behind her and moved
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in with Ioan. He asked, the very first night they were
together, and his asking was all that mattered. His pas-
sion and his determination astounded and inspired her.
His love bound her to him...and his face...its delicate
radiance...his lips pressed into the palms of her hands,
and his breath, wet against her skin, were everything she
could ever need.

A true alchemist, loan’s aim was far beyond the
realm of art as commerce. With a preternatural grace, he
effortlessly transmuted pigments from dreary mundane
shades of grey into the most vibrant expressions of pas-
sion and desire. The multitude of colors imprisoned
within his mind forged a palette that could have drawn
down the envy of the gods. For all the trials, he had fi-
nally managed to get the blood right, capturing all of the
infinite subtleties of humanity: all its pain, all its plea-
sure, and all its depravity. The resultant works were a
smashing success, and they continued to sell at a fren-
zied pace. He never sold any of Laleana, of course, for
those were for his own private collection and Tom'’s, ap-
parently.

Laleana’s passion for the written word eventually
transcended her own perceived feeble abilities. Her
fleeting, ridiculous notion didn’t seem so anymore. Her
father and Viktor had both left an indelible mark upon
her, but the courage was forged from an impassioned
artistic longing and a simple adoration for the word. So
when she was not whiling away lost hours enraptured
by Ioan’s skill, brilliance, and dexterity —not to mention
the tender artistry of his lovemaking—she was writing
her own short fiction and poetry. It's said often that eve-
ryone wants to be a novelist, and she was fully aware of
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how cliché that was. She also knew that her aggressive
approach to the word and her unabashed intimacy
would not be to everyone’s particular tastes. She had no
desire to ingratiate herself to the critics. Art is truth, and
so her only aspiration was to write the sharp, brooding
fiction that she fell in love with as a child: stories that cut
quickly, bleeding you out long before you even realize
how much they actually affected you.

Laleana had much work to do and a great deal to
learn, but with Ioan’s tender yet insistent urging, she felt
now that she could give the word the respect it de-
served. loan was a great lover of the word, as well. Of
course until now, not one of them knew this of him ex-
cept for Tom. Tom’s lyrical style had awakened Ioan to
the divine truth about art, and he now understood that
the authors” brush strokes were as varied as the visions
of a lunatic painter, each exquisite word denoting a
pigment as unique as the authors were themselves. For
an art so pure, he willingly suffered the torture of end-
less late night hours at the throes of Laleana’s manic
ramblings.

No word she could ever put to paper and nothing
she could ever say or do could possibly do justice to the
love that she felt for him, her heartfelt gratitude—
inexpressible —and his love for her, equally so.

Cecile and Laleana continued to have Saturday tea
at the same shitty little café, and as usual, Cecile’s fren-
zied prattling continued to focus on Tom. In fact, at the
regular kneading of Tom’s not so gentle hands, Cecile’s
starchy temperament had softened somewhat.

Unbeknownst to the rest of them, many a night
when they had so wrongly assumed that Tom and Cecile
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had wandered off to frolic the dungeon depths, they
were actually attending one addiction recovery meeting
or another. With Tom’s enduring love, Cecile managed
to release herself from her recreational cocaine habit.
Although, during the edgy withdrawal, she exploded in
a fit of rage and implored the vile creature masquerad-
ing as her boss to: “kiss the backs of her ole bollix.”
Laleana laughed so hard. As Tom, with crimson cheeks
and flailing arms, recounted the tale, she imagined their
little Cecile, standing on her tiptoes, screaming a fluidic
stream of obscenities up into her boss’s gnarly-haired
bulbous nose, her agitated breath practically blowing the
toupee from atop his head. Laleana wished she could
have been there to witness such a masterful bit of hilari-
ty. Of course, Cecile’s boss did not find it as hilarious,
and he terminated her employment shortly thereafter.

On the other hand, with that display of force, Lalea-
na held out hope for her yet.

Subsequent to her awakening, and in spite of it and
his state of disarray, Cecile moved her clutter into Tom’s
flat. Now Tom’s entire life had a sort of structured dis-
order to it, and aside from the fact that Cecile was now
sporting several rather interesting piercings, she and
Tom never made another movie, well, none that the rest
of them were privy to, anyway. Tom came to realize that
poetry had always been and would always be his true
muse, thus deserving of every ounce of his attention and
focus. He felt it better to leave filmmaking in the hands
of those with visual artistic inclinations. Now don’t
think that he left them all hung high and dry, the erotic
debut film was defiantly brilliant, so he thoughtfully
made each of them a copy—for posterity, of course.
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With all of the attention and relentless focus at hand,
Tom’s musical style matured and took on a more pro-
found clarity. The young tortured poet had finally
conquered the mist, laying to waste the darkness within,
and his band ultimately obtained a coveted and much
deserved contract with a small but prestigious indepen-
dent recording label: his own. It wasn’t overnight
stardom, but he had never wanted that anyway, for he
took great personal satisfaction in declaring himself an
Indie for life. Tom believed that the cutting edge rested
firmly on the shoulders of the independent artist—then,
now, and always. “Contracts beleaguer the spirit, ya daft
cunt. Take the risk. If it feels true, then do it.” Audacious
words, but anarchy was Tom’s forte, and regardless of
the success, he continued to work the rickety theatre
projector at Harry’s for his own amusement.

Where to begin with Julian, well, despite the tumul-
tuous complexity of his emotions, nothing really seemed
to affect him, and if by some strange phenomenon, the
odd event or person managed to set him off in any way,
no one would never know it, simply because he would
never admit it, directly or otherwise. Leana admitted
that “in order to see past his stoic veneer, you need to
love Julian wholly, without trepidation. You need to
make a valiant effort to understand him. Knowing him
takes a certain amount of courage.” She obviously felt
that he was more than worth the effort. Julian would
find his match. He found Laleana. He would find anoth-
er, if he wanted to. This was and had always been the
understanding between them: No matter what hap-
pened, they would always be—just because.

Julian signed on to represent Harry in his attempt to
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expand the sex emporium empire. This was a rather suc-
cessful partnership, and Harry opened two new shops
within the year. Feeling quite generous in his triumph,
he hired Cecile on as the full-time manager of the origi-
nal shop, and the change of scenery suited her new
vivacious and tawdry image to stunning leather-clad
perfection.

Julian’s continued success caused just the right sort
of attention to fall upon him, and he made partner status
at his firm, a victory he had always known he would
eventually enjoy. As expected, his parents swooned ob-
scenely in the mire of his achievements, even with his
constant and rather less than polite reminders of the fact
that they had nothing at all to do with it.

As far as Julian and Laleana are concerned, it is
much too complicated to get into. Their passion for each
other was more of an instinct—an instinct utterly devoid
of reason—and it would be rude and insensitive to at-
tempt to apply any logic to it. Every couple of months or
so, they would nip out for a bit of alone time. You know,
one of those easily justifiable, albeit momentary, lapses
of sanity: Laleana would say, “I really shouldn’t, early
day tomorrow, but I quite fancy some scintillating con-
versation, a good meal, and a fuck-off brilliant shag.”
and Julian would just nod his head. When Tom or Cecile
chided her about it, she would just wink and smile at
them. What more could she possibly say? It was a weak-
ness. Old habits, or rather, old indulgences. Rich dark
chocolate, that’s how she saw Julian, lusciously smooth
and bittersweet on the lips, and much like all decadent
pleasures, best enjoyed in moderation. Julian loved her,
and she loved him. He may not utter the word out of
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contempt for its lackadaisical and pretentious use, and
he may not relent to tender affections, but in his own
unique way, he did love her—deeply. Asking him to
admit it would be asking him to betray his very nature.
Even though she needed the words, betrayal of that sort
none of them could ever abide. To sacrifice who they
were would destroy the entire foundation of their
friendship.

They were who they were, take it or leave it.

The five of them never missed a self-indulgent week
at the country estate or a Friday night joust at the pub,
either.

I suppose it’s that kismet Viktor was always speak-
ing of so lavishly: the subtle and imponderable embrace
of one’s own shadow. That is the dark destiny we all
seek in order to fill the hollow. They just filled it with
each other.

They say that the fortitude of youth is often wasted
on the young, but it certainly wasn’t wasted on them.
They weren’t naive twenty-something’s trying to find
themselves or work out blurred childhood issues and
insecurities. They had long since overcome those trifling
obstacles. They were all matured, well-weathered, and
each of them successful in their own right. They had ca-
reers, social lives, and leisure pursuits that they enjoyed,
but none of them had ever had any desire to attempt a
so-called normal life—spouses, children, and proper
flats in the country—for them, all of that would have
been a lie. None of them would willingly live a lie, and
none of them had ever considered it much of a sacrifice
either.

A great poet and philosopher once said: knowledge
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of the self is the greatest of all knowledge. The five of
them had always known this to be truth. They knew
each other completely. They knew the trite and inconse-
quential minutia, the ludicrous nuances of their collec-
tive psychosis, the subtleties of their depravity, and the
very darkest depths of one another’s souls.

True salvation lies in this knowledge.

It lies in the cruelly eroded crevices of a cold thin
wall.

Those who know,

Those who have the courage to stand, scarred and
naked flesh of their backs against it, will always feel the
chill of the dark wind.

And hear its voluptuous call.
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