I was sitting on the balcony of the hotel again, in the afternoon sunshine, a cold beer in my hand, pretending to listen to Rob.  He was in love.  He couldn't admit to this, and he was new to the game, which he wouldn't admit to either, but he didn't have to.  He was a worrier, and the only thing that made him feel better was talking.  And the less I said the more he wanted to tell.

"Do you think it's important to have mutual respect in a relationship?"

I swatted at a fly and looked over my sunglasses at Rob.

"Uhh, yeah, sure it is"

"That's what I was thinking.  What if, what if you didn't want things to get too serious.  Out of respect you would have to say from the start what your expectations were"

On the streets below a bus or truck was churning through low gears and a cloud of diesel rose upwards on the hot thermals produced by the baking tarmac.  The oily blackness of the smoke dispersed as it rose into the crisp blue, and I was left trying to focus on the microscopic bubbles that float across the surface of the eye.

Rob was expecting a response.  He always began his 'theories' on sexual politics this way.

"Expectations?  Aside from a good fuck?"

"I don't want Emily to get attached to me.  I worry that she might get possessive"

"Don't worry mate"

Rob continued "Not that I mind the idea of her getting jealous, but I'm an independent guy, I need my space"

"Yep" I had to smile at this, and downed the last of my beer.  Without a word Rob passed me another from the crate he had resting beside his feet in the shade.

"OK, I'll be honest here.  I really miss Emily.  I woke up today, and I swear - I could feel her lips against mine.  That ever happen to you?"

"Yeah, I woke up today, I could feel my hand on my cock.  I really could"

"That must have been a beautiful moment for you".  Rob turned in his chair and rested his arms on the balcony.  I may be a sarcastic bastard, but I'm not heartless, and besides, there were more beers left in the crate, so I sat up a little, took my shades off and wiped the smile from my face.

"How did you two meet anyway?"

Rob raised an eyebrow.  

...........................…………………

Well, you know those internet chat-rooms.  I visit them when I'm bored, or pissed-off.  They're therapeutic.  You can be anybody you want, you can come from any part of the world you want - you can invent a different life for yourself everyday of the week, and people go along with it like it's a masked ball.  Other people know you're full of shit, but then so are they... it adds to the fun.  If the bullshit you surround yourself with is interesting enough, nobody wants to know the truth anyway, you're valued for what appears on the screen and nothing else.  One of my favourite sites is called www.casperhausenredux.com.  It's mainly used as a forum for media nerds to lampoon people, places, movies, books or whatever.  The what-ever element of it is the best part.  There's no PC backlash to anything posted.  I go there because the community of regulars tell it like it is.  One day, I needed advice on how to deal with a rather messy situation I had got myself into with a girl I was seeing.

It started with an email from my best friend Charlie.  He knew I had gone out on my first serious date with Joanna.  I'd been working on Joanna for a while, trying to bridge the gap from friendly to intimate.  We went to a little cafe called Pierre's for a drink.  An alcoholic Frenchman who tries to seduce every female customer that walks in the door runs the place.  

...................................................

"On a side note - why do Frenchmen, in the catering trade, in England, sport ridiculous facial hair?" Rob asked.

"They don't want to be mistaken as English"

.....................................................

By the evening Pierre's too tired and too drunk to be unduly annoying, and he limits himself to sitting behind the bar and glowering at a copy of Le Monde while his floor staff pour drinks and clean tables.  It's also the only place I know that sells draught Czech Budvar.  We had a really nice time.  I walked her back to her place, but knew that she was sober enough to still observe the Geneva convention on bonking mates and made a mental note to begin with mixed drinks next time.  Peck on the cheek at the front door, nervous smiles and I make my way home.  When I get in I check my email and the cheeky bastard Charlie has already sent me a message asking how my evening went:

Rob you sly dog, did you fuck her?

I'm not prudish, and if anything had happened, which it didn't, I would have told Charlie.  I've got nothing to hide, I just didn't want to spoil things between us or for anything to happen.

Maybe I did want things to happen.

I was biding my time.

The reply I typed when something like:

Had a nice time.  And no, I didn't end up shagging Joanna. Boo-hoo.

Then I remembered that I had a really funny picture of a man with his head stuck up an Elephant's arse to fwd Charlie.  And I mean stuck RIGHT up there, both hands trying to pry himself free from a colossal butt-crack and the Elephant with it's trunk in the air and a twinkle in it's eye.  I looked at the picture and decided to send it to everybody on my address list.  Maybe it was the beer.  Maybe it was the late hour.  But Joanna is also on my address list.  I remembered this when I got a reply from Joanna the next day:

What the hell was that email about >>> didn't end up shagging Joanna. Boo-hoo <<< ?

Please explain, you 'sly dog'

Bollocks.  I couldn't believe that I might have just sunk my chances with Joanna because of sinking too many beers.  How could I explain this away as a misunderstanding?  Maybe if I told her that somebody else sent the email, or perhaps it was a different Joanna or just a joke in bad taste... 

I couldn't write anything.  The screen remained blank, no matter how hard I tried to will words on to it, nothing with any substance or integrity that I thought might save the situation exposed itself.   After a ruminative assessment I concluded that it would have to be the truth and complete humiliation or a lie of such cunning artifice that St Peter would be fooled.

So I turned to Clarence_Beeks.

...................................................

"Who's Clarence Beeks?"  I asked.

"He's one of the most practical and level-headed of the regulars at redux.com.  Always online - I think he has some kind of I.T. job that has him glued to his desk 24 hours a day - lots of the people at redux.com are very computer literate, inventive and articulate, but you can't help feeling they're lonely people without a real social life-"

"Nerds" I interrupted.

"...and a slim grasp on reality..."

"Where did he get a name like Clarence Beeks from anyway?"

"You remember the Eddie Murphy film called 'Trading Places'?"

"Yeah, of course"

"Clarence Beeks was the guy hired to set Dan Ackroyd up; planting drugs, bogus accounting, he hired a hooker played by Jamie Lee Curtis to smooch with Ackroyd in front of his on-screen wife - all the dirty tricks in the film were perpetrated by Clarence Beeks"

“Nerds"

....................................................

So I out-lined my predicament in a thread titled "HELP NEEDED".  It wasn't long before the first replies were posted:

Brandon666: You arse.  You absolute arse.  Tell her you were drunk when you sent the email and it was just a big joke.

Duderonomy:  Place your knackers on the anvil and begin smiting.  Or leave the country immediately because there’s no way she’ll believe anything you ever say again. 

Clarence_Beeks:  Don’t panic.  If she turns you down, then she’s obviously a lesbian.  She’ll come around, they always do.

Yadda-Yadda:  Is this the website with the link to Japanese manga cartoons?

DMark:  Tell her you've got a 12 inch cock and you're not afraid to use it.  THEN RAPE THE FUCKING BITCH, RAPE HER, RAPE HER, RAPE HER UNTIL SHE BLEEDS.

And then come in her face.

So much for Clarence_Beeks and all the others at Redux.com.  I decided a lie would be simplest, and sent Joanna a message saying that a friend had grabbed the keyboard from me and typed the email.

I got a scarily short reply that read:

Keep me out of your psycho-drama.

I couldn’t understand why Joanna could turn so defensive over a simple mistaken email, or why this was going so horribly wrong.

It was Charlie who came through with the most useful advice.  We met up for a coffee in town and I asked him what he would do in my position.

"I wouldn't have sent that message Rob"

"It's done now, and I've completely screwed it up with Joanna.  Why am I so stupid?"

"It's not your fault, you were born that way"

"Thanks.  I knew I could count on you"

"Stop being such a drama queen.  Just tell her the truth.  Using a transparent lie to cover your arse was not a good idea, but if you want to patch things up, I'd tell her the truth"

"Will you tell her the truth for me?"

"I hardly know her"

"But you're a great liar"

"The lying has to stop.  I'd put her on the back-foot from the start"

"How would you do that?"

"I'd explain to her that she should feel privileged to have been given access to your honest feelings about her - and the manner in which you spoke of your relationship with her was a respectful one, right?"

"I suppose so"

"It would have been even worse if you had lied that you had given her a good seeing-to: imagine the shit you'd be in now" 

"Fuck.  I could go tell her now"

"You know her mobile?"

"Don’t need it.  She just walked in”

“Just walked in?  Where?” “

The idiot Charlie began to get out of his seat for a better view, so I gave him a quick kick in the shin.

"Sit down!" I hissed and motioned over my shoulder, "She sat in that booth on her own.  I don't want her to know I'm here.  There's no way I can talk to her right now, she needs time to calm down before she sees me"

"Christ Rob, that hurt.  Listen, now's the perfect moment.  She can't go nuts and kill you in public, so go talk to her"

"No way.  No chance.  Some other time"

"Well, I'll do it then"

"No fucking chance Charlie, I was joking when I said you should talk to her"

"I'm going in.  Cover me"

The bastard got up and walked past the easy chairs and the service counter towards the booth I'd seen Joanna take.  All I could say as he left me was "I'm not here.  Understood?", but he didn't reply.

.................................................

"So what happened?" I asked.  The sun had gone in behind a cloud so I put my t-shirt on and tucked my knees up to my chest.  There were still two or three beers left and I wanted to know where this story was going.

"I didn't hang around to find out" Rob answered.

"You coward!  What did you have to be afraid of?"

"Everything.  I hadn't told Joanna how I felt before this, and now Charlie was surely going to let on that I fancied her... I couldn't just sit there and wait for the hysterical laughter"

"Why be such a defeatist?  She might have been flattered"

"Oh she was"

"So what's the problem?  Surely this was good news?"

"Not exactly"

.................................................

I didn't want to know what Charlie had told Joanna.

But I had to know.

I just didn't want to hear it.

Eavesdropping on the conversation would have been a possibility if I trusted myself to keep quiet, but I knew I'd hear something I didn't like, and then be unable to resist correcting Joanna or Charlie on some minor technicality.  I ended up loitering outside on the busy streets in a phone booth across the road until I saw Charlie waltz out of the cafe with a smug grin on his face.  Immediately I was on my guard.  What the hell was he smiling about?  They'd be talking for nearly 40 minutes.  I raced ahead of him and then crossed the road.  With any luck it would look coincidental - I had my story straight - did he?

"Hey Rob!  Fancy seeing you here, where did you run off to?"

"I didn't run anywhere, I got bored and fancied a stroll"

"Yeah, right.  Have you been waiting for me?"

"No.  No way, what are you crazy, I did some window shopping, looked around, you know, and I was just on my way back to check up on you-"

"Uhh-huh"

"-how did it go?  What did you tell her?"

"Exactly what I said I would.  I told her that apart from the second email you sent her, which was a blatant lie-"

"You said what!?"

"-the first one was the truth, and the whole truth was that you fancied her, so I asked her what was wrong with that"

"What the fuck?  And this is supposed to be helping me out?  What did she say?"

"Well, she didn't really know how to take it"

"I'm not suprised, neither do I".  I couldn’t believe how badly things had gone.  Why the hell did I leave it to Charlie to talk to Joanna… and why didn’t I just tell her the truth in the first place?

Unable to leave well enough alone, Charlie had to try and brighten my mood.

“She wanted to know why you weren’t talking to her.  I think she wants to see you and to clear things up”

“I’ll have leave it a few days for the embarrassment to die down”

Charlie looked at me expectantly.

“What?”

“Well – where’s the thanks?”

“Thanks?  You want thanks?”

“That’s alright.  See you at the weekend”

Things were about to go from bad to worse.  Friday afternoon I got an email from Charlie:

Rob, are you still up for a beer tonight?  I can make it after dinner around 7-8pm.  Let me know if that’s cool.

Btw, came into work today to find a valentine’s card waiting for me.  Opened it up and it was from Joanna – seems she had a nice time talking with me in the café, understood that I was trying to help you, but, as far as she’s concerned, it was never going to happen anyway.
The bitch.

She then goes on to explain that she’d like to see me again.  Get this, she thinks there was some kind of spark between us... wasn’t sure how to break this to you, but figured after all the preaching I gave you about the truth, it would be hypocritical of me to keep you in the dark.  I honestly didn’t plan on this happening Rob.

See you at the pub?

Thanks mate.

………………………………..

Rob stopped talking and lit a cigarette.  From the balcony of the hotel you could see the road head all the way down to the beach.  It was early evening and families were making their way back inland towards the strip of hotels and villas.  It was a five-minute walk, but for feet softened-up like prunes in the sea, hobbling back barefoot with sand between the toes was too much for some to bare in silence; distinctly English voices yelped and cursed and mumbled oaths, dinner arrangements were drawn up and the promise of beer at journey’s end kept spirits high.  Out of habit I glanced at my wrist even though I stopped wearing my watch three weeks ago.  I was on holiday, so I got up when I wanted and ate when I wanted.  This was how things should be.  Rob was here on business.  His company had booked him into this hotel for a week while he attended a series of seminars on ‘Surveillance & the State’.  It was the first time he’d gone abroad without his girlfriend Emily, so he spent his free time on the balcony with me to avoid being enticed by the local lovelies.  His company were providing enough money for all meals and room service, my company provided for a few laughs and a sympathetic ear – provided the drinks kept flowing we got on fine, but I often wondered if in any other environment I’d speak to him.   “I’m ordering some chips.  You want some too?”  Rob asked once his cigarette was dead.

“Yeah, nice one.  I’m going back home in two days, and all this, this sun, this leisure, will be replaced by the nine-to-five grind in an open-plan office just off the M1”

“Gutted”

“Still, at least my bird hasn’t fallen for my best mate”

…………………………………

Charlie isn’t my best mate.  Well, not any more.  We met in the pub and the bastard was laying it on thick.  Sure, it wasn’t his fault this happened, but he couldn’t shut up about it.  He had got into email contact with her, ostensibly to explain that he wasn’t interested, but Joanna was convinced that Charlie was just staying off of my ‘turf’.  What really got me angry was the stuff Joanna had told Charlie about me.

“She says that you’re self-obsessed”

“Me?” I spluttered, “She’s the nut-job!  Just look at the way she decided there was a  *spark* between you two, on God-knows-what grounds, and assumes I’d try and tell you to stay away from her out of jealousy.  P-lease”

“She may have a point.  She wasn’t very impressed when I said I thought she was neurotic, in fact, the first thing she asked was if you told me that”

“1) I did, 2) it’s true, and 3) you shouldn’t have mentioned it”

Charlie looked at me and then down at his drink.  Then he looked up again, smiled and said “Rob, there’s no way I’m going to get between the two of you.  You and Joanna should realise this, because whenever I talk to either of you, you just talk about each other.  You’ve both got all kinds of issues with each other, and I think you should just get the courage up to see her.  It’s not too late to turn things around”

“I don’t even know if I want to”.

At that moment, I was lying, which was probably why I phoned Joanna and asked if we could meet. 

…………………………………

“Pierre’s?” I asked.

“Why not?  I like the Budvar”

“You’re getting predictable Rob”

…………………………………

I felt bad waiting for Joanna to arrive at the café.  I felt very small and silly.  When she turned up I asked her what she wanted to drink, if she was hungry and then thanked her for coming along.  We sat in silence while the waitress brought us a bottle of house red.  I felt strangely comfortable: in my own mind, it was over between us.  I knew Joanna felt the same way, but being self-obsessed, she was expecting me to try and plead my way back into her good books.  Instead I talked about movies I had seen and ones I was looking forward to watching, books I had read, I talked about the newspapers, I talked about things we both enjoyed and used to find engaging.  We both talked about easy, simple things until suddenly Joanna interrupted me with 

“It’s not going to happen Rob”.

She derailed my train of thought with a head-on confrontation I had been trying to avoid in the name of friendship.

“Eh?”

“You and me.  It’s not happening”

“Oh that.  I know.  I don’t care”

“So why are you trying to put Charlie off?”

“Put him off?  He was never interested.  He only got involved through guilt… I was replying to him when I sent that email about not-shagging-you”

“I don’t believe you Rob, I think you’re trying to drive a wedge between us” 

“You are self-obsessed.  And neurotic” I stood up to leave “I’m getting out of this psycho-drama”

“I already got out of it and found Charlie”

“Hah! That’s not going to happen Joanna!”

“Wrong Rob, it already has”

………………………………….

“I went home pissed-off with Joanna and pissed-off with Charlie and bored with psycho-dramas, and turned to the internet for comfort.  I wanted to be somebody else for a while and talk bullshit with strangers who didn’t give a crap”

“How did things work out for Charlie and Joanna?” I asked.

“I think they shagged each other on and off, but they couldn’t stand each other really”

“Well… where does your girlfriend Emily come into all of this?”

“Dmark”

“No way!”

Rob flashed me a smile “Yeah, sickos like that don’t come around too often”

