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Not A Love Story 
 

by T.J. Baer 
 

 

“How are you doing? And I want the real answer, not the one you 

post on Facebook for your mom.” 

He sighs into the phone. “Bea, I’m fine. Seriously.” 

“Mm-hm. Checking my Jason-to-English Translator, and apparently, 

‘I’m fine’ means ‘I’ve been listening to Evanescence and gazing tragically at 

old photos while rain rolls down the window pane’ in Jason Speak. 

Accurate?” 

He gives a choked laugh. “Close enough, I guess.” 

“Thought so. Well, I think we both know what that means.” 

“Oh, no. You’re not going to try to cheer me up, are you?” 

“That’s the plan. I’ve got board games, I’ve got Mad Libs, and I’ve got 

enough chocolate to give us both a serious case of diabetes before the day 

is out. It’ll be great.”  

“I really don’t feel like seeing anyone today.” 

“Yeah, and?” 

“Bea, I look like hell. I could be an extra on The Walking Dead, and my 

apartment looks like a tornado went through it.” 

“So, basically, zombie apocalypse meets Twister? Er, the movie, not the 

game. Though that would also be horrifying.” 

“Basically.” 

“Well, too bad. I’m coming over. Want me to bring anything?” 

He heaves a tragic sigh. “How about Rachel?” 
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“Really? After everything she’s put you through, you still want her 

back?” 

“Yes. No. I don’t know. I guess I just want things to go back to the 

way they were before. Which is pretty much the anthem of all break-ups, 

isn’t it?” He lets out a breath. “Fine, come on over. I’ll try to clear a path 

between the couch and the front door, but no promises.” 

“Much appreciated. And Jason?” 

“Yeah?” 

“You’re gonna get through this. I know it doesn’t seem like it now, but 

you absolutely are.” 

He’s quiet for a moment. “Thanks, Bea. See you in a bit.” 

  

* * * 

 

When he thinks about Rachel, everything goes soft and muted, like 

stepping outside after fresh snow has fallen. Images and memories flicker 

by like an old movie reel, fragmented and sepia-toned: A flash of honey-

brown hair. The warmth of a small, perfect hand in his. Talking and 

laughing in a warm cocoon of blankets, her red lips curving into a smile. 

Curling up on the couch, his arm around her shoulders, her head resting 

against his, and feeling utterly, impossibly content. Being together, always 

together, two parts of the same whole, complete. 

And then nothing. An apology, a goodbye, and nothing. An empty bed 

with cold, crumpled sheets. His dirty clothes on the floor, dishes piling in 

the sink, garbage can overflowing. She used to hate it when he left the 

apartment messy, and would always sigh and smile and force him to help 

her clean things up. He lets the mess grow in the superstitious half-belief 

that she’ll know, somehow, and will come back just to ensure that he 

doesn’t wallow in squalor. 

But she doesn’t, and so the squalor grows. 
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When Bea opens the door, it sticks halfway; after a few well-placed 

blows with her shoulder, the debris is pushed back enough for her to step 

inside.  

“Good. Lord.” 

Bea is the antithesis of Rachel. Rachel was warm and small and soft, 

but Bea is tall and bony, with sharp, angular features and dark hair that curls 

against the nape of her neck. Rachel wore cashmere sweaters and delicate 

dresses. Bea wears an old T-shirt with a worn leather jacket, jeans, and 

boots. Her expression is a mix of disgust and concern as she wades through 

an ankle-high tide of take-out boxes, chip bags, and general clutter. 

The room is dim, lights off and curtains closed, and it’s a moment 

before her eyes adjust enough to pick out the tragic figure sitting slumped 

on the couch. 

“Um,” she says, taking a few rustling, crunching, clattering steps 

forward. “Hi.” 

“I warned you,” comes a voice from the depths of misery. “Pull up 

some crud and have a seat.” 

“You know, I think I’m good right here. Is there anywhere in here 

that’s not covered in crap?” 

He considers for a moment. “The bathroom’s okay, I guess.” 

She stands for a few seconds longer, then sighs, comes over to the 

couch, and tilts one of the cushions until a small avalanche occurs. When 

most of the filth has joined its brethren on the floor, she sits down next to 

him. 

“So, I’d ask ‘how’s it going,’ but I think the answer to that’s pretty 

clear. How long has it been since you went outside?” 

He shrugs, dislodging a cheese curl that was clinging to the front of his 

sweatshirt. “Not sure. Is it still January?” 

“Oh, boy. Right. Come on, we’re getting you on your feet and back 

into the world of the living.” She wrinkles her nose. “Starting with a 
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shower.” 

“No point,” he mumbles, allowing himself to be dragged off the couch. 

“Who is there to keep clean for? Nobody cares if I’m clean. Nobody cares.” 

“I care. And you see that cockroach over there, nibbling on what I 

assume was once pizza? He cares. He thinks you stink, and he’s absolutely 

right.” 

“Mouthy cockroach. What’s he know about love? What’s he know 

about suffering?” 

“You know, you sounded a lot more coherent on the phone.” 

“Was putting on a brave front. Told you not to come over. Shatters 

the illusion. Easy to sound brave on the phone.” 

She pats him on the shoulder and steers him to the bathroom. When 

she flicks on the light, he yells and claps a hand over his eyes. 

“Oh, God,” he moans. “It burns.”  

She rolls her eyes and marches him over to the mirror. “Look at 

yourself. I want to say you look like hell, but to be honest, that would be a 

step up.” 

It’s true. His hair is greasy and cowlicked, his face pasty, his eyes 

bloodshot, and his usual stylish stubble has been upgraded to a full-out 

homeless guy beard. He’s been wearing the same gray sweatshirt for at least 

a week, and it bears the remains of several colorful meals on the front of it. 

Yesterday’s cheese curls, the day before’s Chinese takeout, a smear of 

tomato sauce, and a few stains of mustard from the day when he ate 

nothing but pretzels and mustard. It’s a rich and fascinating tapestry of his 

food history, and is also the shirt he was wearing the last time he saw 

Rachel. She touched his sleeve before she left, and he feels oddly like taking 

it off would mean accepting her goodbye. As long as he wears it, as long as 

he keeps the warmth of her hand close to his skin, maybe it isn’t really over. 

He doesn’t even notice the tears until he feels wetness on his cheeks.  

Bea’s face in the mirror is soft with sympathy as she says, “Come on, 
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let’s get this off.” 

In one smooth motion, the sweatshirt is pulled up over his head and 

tossed onto a pile of dirty towels in the corner. As the cold air hits his chest, 

he shivers and feels a little lighter, like something more than just a filthy 

sweatshirt has been lifted from his shoulders.  

After getting the water started for him, Bea gives him a nudge in the 

direction of the shower and then leaves him alone to get clean. 

Warm water gushes over him, and it feels good. It wakes him up a 

little and relaxes him at the same time, and he barely notices the little bottle 

of flowery-scented shampoo that Rachel left in the shower caddy. He’s so 

busy not noticing it that he accidentally grabs it instead of his own, far more 

manly shampoo, and pours the majority of the bottle onto his head. 

Her scent washes over him, but it’s too strong, too concentrated, and 

what was once a soft, pleasant smell is suddenly cloying and overpowering.  

Things weren’t really perfect with Rachel, were they? 

It’s a quiet, traitorous thought, floating up from the depths of a mind 

that has kept an impartial record of recent events, even when its owner was 

determinedly ignoring what he didn’t want to see. 

He ignores the voice, because he’s good at doing that, and instead 

focuses on rinsing the rest of Rachel’s shampoo out of his hair. 

Twenty minutes later, he steps out of the shower and dries himself off. 

He has a shave, combs his hair, and with willpower he never knew he had, 

resists the urge to pull the filthy sweatshirt back on over his head. 

 

* * * 

 

Bea is not a great fan of neatness. She likes to know where everything 

is, and she can’t do that when it’s all packed neatly away in a cupboard 

somewhere. She piles clean clothes on the backs of her chairs, stacks books 
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in the middle of the floor, and leaves her dishes forever drying in the dish 

rack until she needs to use them again.  

But as she stands in the middle of Jason’s apartment, her skin itching 

with the certainty that something small and germy is crawling on her, she 

wonders if she might need to reconsider her life choices. After all, it’s a 

slippery slope. One day, it’s books and papers on the floor, the next it’s a 

post-apocalyptic wasteland of rotting food, greasy cardboard, and broken 

dreams. And cockroaches. Lots and lots of cockroaches. She wonders if it 

might be more humane to simply douse the place in gasoline and burn it 

down, then cordon off the area so no one ever attempts to build there again. 

In the end, though, she sighs and gets a box of heavy-duty garbage 

bags from the closet. And with neither rubber gloves nor hazmat suit, she 

starts to clean the place up. 

 

* * * 

 

When Jason emerges, pink and clean and wearing a T-shirt and boxers, 

Bea is nudging a black banana peel into a garbage bag with her foot. The 

apartment is noticeably cleaner—though still pretty horrifying—and Jason 

feels a rush of gratitude and respect for the woman currently trying to 

scrape stuck-on bits of banana from her boot. 

He’s known Bea for about eight years now, since freshman year of 

college, when their mutual love of sarcasm and sitting at the back of the 

lecture hall brought them together. He’s always thought of her as a sister, a 

confidant, someone to help him decode the mysterious thought processes 

of the female mind, but as he stands in the doorway looking at her, a new 

kind of thought trickles into his brain. 

What if…? 

Bea is steady, dependable, fun. Always around when he needs her, and 

always ready to give him a good kick when he gets too comfortable in his 

laziness. Rachel leaned on him, depended on him, but Bea doesn’t depend 
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on anyone. Bea is a force of nature. Bea is strong. Bea is kind of beautiful, 

actually, in a regal, hawk-like way, and she shares a lot of his interests and 

makes him feel good and…and she’s looking at him right now and 

frowning because he’s been staring at her with his mouth open. 

“Er,” he says. 

She studies his expression for a moment and shakes her head. “No. 

Absolutely not.” 

“What?” 

“There will be no rebounding. No rebounding at all. Think of this as a 

rebound free zone.” 

He absorbs this. “How’d you know what I was thinking?” 

“The way you were looking at me. And the drool. The drool was a 

clue.” 

“Oh.” 

“Anyway, it’s pretty textbook, isn’t it? There’s a woman-shaped hole in 

your heart right now, and what better thing to fill it with than the nearest 

woman-shaped thing?” 

A hot trickle of shame goes through him. “You’re not… You’re not 

just a woman-shaped thing. You’re a lot more than that.” 

She gives him a crooked smile and crams a pizza box into a garbage 

bag. “Then treat me like it. Help me clean up this mess. The cockroaches 

are being no help at all, the lazy little buggers.” 

He grins and grabs a trash bag, and together they begin a search for 

the carpet. Eventually they find it. 

 

* * * 
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Hours later, they sit on the couch with their feet propped up on the 

coffee table.  

“Well, we did it,” Bea says, her hands faintly pink from a vigorous 

post-clean-up scrub. “How’s it feel?” 

Jason looks around at the clutter-free apartment and sighs. “Empty.” 

Bea pats his hand. “You need something to take your mind off this 

Rachel thing.” 

He looks down at her hand on his and offers a hopeful smile. 

“Rebound-free zone,” she says, and gives the fleshy part of his thumb 

a good pinch.  

“Ow! That hurt!” 

“It was supposed to.” 

“Fine, jeez, no rebounding. So, what do we do, then?” 

“Talk?” 

“About what?” 

“Anything. Politics, the weather, why you feel you’re incomplete as a 

human being without a woman in your life, whatever you like.” 

His eyes narrow. “One of those was not like the others.” 

“Politics?” 

“Bea.” 

She lets out a breath and leans her head back against the couch 

cushions. “Jason, seriously, think about it. When are you ever not in a 

relationship? When are you ever just, you know, yourself? Alone? Do you 

even know who you are when you’re not with someone? When you’re not 

half of ‘Jason and Rachel’ or ‘Jason and Rebecca’ or ‘Jason and Whoever?’ 

Who are you when you’re just you?” 
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“Right, I know this is a rebound-free zone, but can this be a 

psychoanalysis-free zone, too?” 

“I’m just saying, maybe you’re not depressed about losing Rachel so 

much as losing who you were when you were with her.” 

“What? That’s stupid. Really stupid.” 

“Is it?” 

“Yes. That’s why I said it was.” 

Bea’s dark eyes fix on his, unrelenting and inescapable. “What did you 

even like about Rachel, anyway?” 

“What did I like about her?” He gives a scoffing sort of laugh, which 

he then has to repeat two more times while trying to think of a good answer. 

“She…she’s beautiful. And she loves me. Loved me. And we had a lot of 

good times together.” 

“Doing what?” 

“Stuff. And things. General stuff and things. Anyway, it felt right when 

we were together, and that’s important, isn’t it? How you feel when you’re 

with someone? For example,” he says in a louder voice, “Rachel never tried 

to psychoanalyze me when I’d specifically asked her not to. Rachel just 

smiled and touched my face and kissed me, and that was pretty much the 

best thing ever.” He recalls some other activities he enjoyed even more than 

the face-touching. “Well, not the best thing ever. But still really good.” 

“So, basically, you’re saying you felt good when you were with her.” 

“Yeah.” 

“What did you guys talk about when you were together?” 

He opens his mouth— 

“And don’t you dare say ‘stuff.’” 

He closes his mouth, thinks, and tries again. “We didn’t really need to 

talk all that much. It was more about just being with each other. Being close. 
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She told me about her day sometimes, and I told her about my day, but it 

just wasn’t that important. Look, we just weren’t the kind of couple who 

got into deep discussions about things. Talk wasn’t our thing, and it was 

fine. It worked for us.” 

Bea says nothing, but he can hear the inevitable question, Then why did 

she dump you? 

She won’t say it—he knows she won’t—but it’s there in the air 

between them, so clear he can almost see the letters dancing a cheerful jig 

on the coffee table. 

“Weren’t you supposed to be cheering me up?” he says in a feeble 

voice. “I distinctly remember you saying something about cheering me up.” 

And just like that, the serious mood vanishes. Bea smiles and claps 

him on the shoulder and pulls a stack of board games from her bag.   

“I don’t really feel like playing board games,” he says, thinking about 

how much effort it takes to count Monopoly money or lay out Scrabble 

tiles or move a little game piece along a board. He slumps down against the 

couch cushions until his chin is nearly touching his chest and his feet are 

sticking out over the edge of the coffee table, and there’s something 

strangely comforting about this position. Life wouldn’t dare get any worse 

for a guy sitting like this. 

“Okay,” Bea says. “Then let’s do something else. Let’s do a different 

kind of game.” 

“Nngh?” he says, this being the nearest approximation to ‘what?’ he 

can manage with his neck scrunched up against his chest. 

“I’ve got it,” says Bea. “We’re going to write a story. I write a line, you 

write a line, and if all goes well, hilarity ensues. Or if not hilarity, then 

maybe some soul-cleansing. You game?” 

“Nngh,” he says. 

“Good.” 

“That was ‘no.’” 
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“Next time make sure you enunciate. Now, onto our story. I’ll start. 

Um… Little Harry wanted a dragon for his birthday more than anything 

else in the world.” 

He sits up a bit, just enough so he can speak properly. “That’s our first 

sentence?” 

“Yep.” 

“Dragons? And little Harry? You want to get sued?” 

“The name Harry is not copyrighted, Jason. And even if it were, it’s 

not like we’re going to publish this. It’s just for fun.” 

“Yeah, lots of fun. Great big heaps of fun. Fine, what was it again? 

Little Harry what?” 

“Little Harry wanted a dragon for his birthday more than anything else 

in the world.” 

“Hm. Okay. Unfortunately, Little Harry eventually had to learn the 

soul-crushing truth that dragons are fictional creatures, and thus he could 

never, ever have one.” 

Bea rolls her eyes at him. “Great. Very magical.” 

“Thank you. I believe it is your turn.” 

“Right,” says Bea. “But even knowing this, Harry always kind of 

believed that fantastical things like dragons existed, if not in our world, then 

maybe somewhere else.” 

“Sadly, he was wrong about that, too, because dragons exist nowhere 

and never have and never will.” 

“Jason!” 

“What? You’re the one who wanted to play this game.” 

“Fine. Forget about little Harry. New story.” She clears her throat. 

“Little Jason wanted a girlfriend for his birthday more than anything else in 

the world.” 
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He sits bolt upright. “No. No. We are not making a story about me.” 

“Who says it’s you? It’s just some kid named Jason. Millions of Jasons 

in the world. Your turn.” 

“Oh, yeah? Oh, yeah? Fine. Jason also had a best friend named Bea, 

who spent most of her time tormenting her friends with psychoanalysis and 

weird story games until they all decided to move away and not give her their 

new addresses.” 

“Jason, however, realized that Bea was in fact just trying to help him, 

since he was so clearly devastated over his recent breakup.” 

“Ah-ha, but Jason couldn’t have had a breakup if he was wishing for a 

girlfriend for his birthday, thus implying that he’d never actually had one 

before.” 

“Just because he wants a girlfriend for his birthday doesn’t mean he’s 

never had one before. He could have gone out with girls before but just not 

found the right one, maybe because of what kinds of girls he chooses to 

date.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“It means that you never go out with girls you could have a future with. 

You go out with girls who look good and don’t say much and make you feel 

like they need you.” 

“Well, so what? Somebody has to go out with those girls, so why not 

me?” 

“Because it’s not real, Jason. It’s like… It’s like you’re acting out a play 

with them or something. They act like a loving girlfriend should act, you act 

like a loving boyfriend should act, but behind the beautiful romantic 

gestures and the mushy dialogue, there’s nothing real there. And so it never 

lasts. Eventually you get tired of the girl or she gets tired of you, and you 

move on to another girl exactly like the one before.” 

He stares at her, trying to look wounded and outraged and other 

appropriate emotions, and most of all trying to ignore the little voice in his 
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head that says, She’s right, you know.  

“I date a wide variety of women, thank you very much. And even if I 

didn’t, who cares? If I’m happy with them, what’s it matter?” 

“But you’re not happy with them. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. 

Look, let’s try an experiment. I want you to close your eyes and picture your 

perfect woman. Seriously, do it. Close your eyes and think about the kind of 

woman you want to spend the rest of your life with.” 

He gives her a suspicious look and then finally closes his eyes.  

Perfect woman. 

Hm. 

Perfect…woman… 

“It’s Rachel,” he says, and opens his eyes. 

Bea glares at him. “It’s not Rachel. Try again.” 

The darkness swirls and drifts beneath his closed eyelids, and he wants 

it to draw a picture of the perfect woman so he won’t have to think about 

this anymore. Thinking is hard, thinking hurts. 

But the darkness is kind of restful, and he finds himself relaxing 

against the couch and not really minding that nothing is coming to mind. 

And then, weirdly, something comes. 

“I guess I want someone who really gets me,” he says quietly. 

“Somebody who really knows who I am and…and loves me anyway.” 

“Do you think Rachel really knew you?” 

“No,” he says, and realizes it’s true only as he says it. “And I don’t 

think I knew her, either.” 

“What about your other girlfriends? Rebecca? Laura? Jenny? And that 

one with the weird M-name…” 
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“Milala.” 

“Right. Jesus.” 

“Huh. I guess none of them really knew me, either. And I guess I 

didn’t really want them to.” 

“Because…” 

He sighs. “Because I knew they weren’t the girls I wanted to be with 

forever.” 

Bea doesn’t crow with triumph or give him an I told you so smirk. She 

just watches him, a sympathetic look on her face, and then rests her hand 

on his shoulder. 

“As Obi-Wan once said, ‘You’ve taken your first step into a larger 

world.’” 

“Yeah. Was that before or after he pushed his best friend and pupil 

into a flaming pit of lava?” 

“You know damned well it was after. And I only push you into 

flaming lava pits because I love you. I’m sure it was the same for Obi-

Wan.” 

“Right.” He grabs the Monopoly box from the floor and thumps it 

onto the coffee table. “Enough deep thoughts. Let’s Monopoly.” 

Bea just smiles and sets up the game, and for a while he doesn’t have 

to think. Thoughts are going on inside of him somewhere, he knows, but as 

long as he’s focused on Boardwalk and Park Place and those damned 

railroads, he can happily ignore them. And so he does. 

Bea wins the game, and there’s something unbelievably satisfying 

about flipping the board and watching a fireworks display of fake money 

fluttering through the air. Bea just shakes her head and tells him she isn’t 

cleaning it up, and they decide to play Scrabble for awhile. 
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* * * 

 

After they’ve had their fill of old board games, Jason curls up on the 

couch to take a nap and Bea is relegated to the arm chair in the corner, 

where she folds her legs underneath her and reads a book. She glances over 

at Jason every now and then, wondering what he’s dreaming about, but 

mostly her focus is on the words and the pages and the fervent hope that 

none of the cockroaches will come limping back with revenge on their 

minds.  

Meanwhile, Jason dreams. 

He’s riding a dragon through a creamy swirl of clouds. It’s exhilarating, 

wind in his hair and sunlight on his face, and for a moment he thinks his 

chest will burst with the feeling of pure, unadulterated, childlike joy. When 

he looks down below, he can see the continents of the earth spread out 

beneath him, though they have names like St. Charles’ Place, Boardwalk, 

and Free Parking.  

When the dragon dips lower, he can see tiny cars inching along a 

highway like cockroaches—and then they are cockroaches, and one of them 

is wearing Harry Potter glasses and holding a tiny magic wand, because of 

course he is. The dragon drops lower still, and Jason realizes that the little 

Harry Potter cockroach has Rachel’s face, and she’s pointing her wand at 

him and saying, “This just isn’t working for me anymore, Jason.” 

And he thinks, I know it isn’t working, but is that any reason to break up? 

Can’t we just stay together and pretend that it’s working? 

Cockroach Rachel shakes her cockroach head, golden-brown hair 

flowing down over delicate cockroach shoulders. And then she says, “You 

used up all my shampoo, didn’t you? You know that stuff is expensive.” 

The dragon disappears and he’s standing on the ground with a head 

full of Rachel-scented suds, watching Cockroach Rachel get farther and 

farther away. When he turns around, Bea is standing behind him with a sad 

look on her face. She wraps an arm around his shoulder, its weight warm 

and comforting, and leads him over to a cliff face overlooking a brown 
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desert town. 

“Mos Eisley spaceport,” she says, in Alec Guinness’ voice. “You will 

never find a more wretched hive of scum and villainy. Oh, and look, a lava 

pit!” 

She shoves him with both hands and he’s falling, falling, and when he 

hits the lava, it hurts at first—but then he’s floating on his back in a warm 

pool of water, looking up at the sky and hearing birdsong and general 

sounds of nature going on all around him. 

He can feel Rachel’s shampoo being rinsed away, vanishing into the 

water in cloud-like swirls, and it feels good. He thinks about the heat of her 

body next to his and knows that she was never more than that to him—

never more than a warm body, a woman-shaped thing to fill a hole in his 

heart. 

He floats there in the water, and even though he’s all alone with no 

dragon and no Bea and no Rachel, it’s okay. He’s okay. 

And then, to make sure that the usual quota of dream weirdness is 

fulfilled, the cockroaches return to dance a can-can along the edge of the 

water, and there are Monopoly money fireworks while Cockroach Rachel 

swoops by on the dragon, and this is about the time when he decides that 

it’s time to wake up. 

Instead, he shifts into a deeper sleep and doesn’t dream anymore, and 

peace wraps around him like a blanket. 

 

* * * 

 

When he wakes up, Bea is still sitting in the arm chair reading, chewing 

on her lower lip as her eyes scan the pages. It’s been a few hours, but she’s 

been sitting here the whole time, on permanent stand-by in case he needed 

her. He feels warm as he thinks about it, like he’s still floating in the dream 

water and gazing up at the clouds. It’s a peaceful warmth, not a desperate 
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one, and the little voice he spends so much time ignoring offers a quiet, Just 

because you’re not in a relationship doesn’t mean you’re all alone. 

“You know,” he says, and Bea looks up from the book, “maybe the 

lava pit isn’t so bad.” 

She gives him a weird look and snaps the book closed, and they spend 

another hour or so talking about random things and playing cards. When 

she finally leaves, he sits on the couch and looks out the window for a while, 

and while the sadness over Rachel is still there, it’s more muted now, more 

like a quiet grief instead of raging despair. After a while, he gets up and 

makes himself a sandwich, and makes sure to clean the mustard off the 

counter and toss the plastic cheese wrapper into the garbage can when he’s 

done.  

Then he sits down on the couch, closes his eyes, and enjoys the 

silence.  
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