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By Giselle Renarde

1

Flash Freeze

They keep saying food prices are on the rise, but I never thought I’d feel the pinch so soon.  Times like these, I miss my old job, my old life.  A dog groomer’s wage doesn’t cover much more than the rent.  

I miss the little luxuries, like blueberries and Häagen-Dazs.  After buying groceries for the week, the change in my pocket isn’t even enough to grab a coffee.  Two quarters, one dime, three pennies.  I feel them freezing my thigh through the cotton membrane of my jeans pocket.  There was a time, not long ago, when I could afford cappuccinos with whipped cream and caramel drizzle.  

But not anymore.

My face is a block of ice, even after I duck inside my threadbare scarf.  Icicles form around my nose hairs where my breath freezes before it can escape. Pretty bloody sexy.  

I need new mittens, too—I knitted these ones myself, and they’ve got big gaps where I slipped stitches.  In all these years, I’ve never figured out how to fix my mistakes.  Fixing mistakes requires more humility than I will ever, ever possess.  

But life goes on.

God, what I wouldn’t give to hold something hot in my hands right now.  The wind is howling, ghostly, cutting through my hat and burning my ears.  There are three coffee shops between here and home, and I won’t be stopping at any of them.  I cut down a residential street to avoid the temptation.  The radio’s been saying gas prices are going up, too, every day in fact, but I don’t need to know that.  I don’t own a car.  

Adjusting my canvas shopping bags on my shoulders, I watch my winter boots step across thick sheets of ice on the sidewalk.  Careful, careful.  Don’t want to fall.  Yesterday it was like spring.  It rained for hours and the fashionistas wore their eighty-dollar galoshes to avoid these puddles that, overnight, turned to fields of ice.  Flash freeze.  Everything that was gushing and warm yesterday is frozen solid today.  She’s unpredictable, that trickster Nature.  Can’t count on anything when she’s in town.  

I look up as I cross the street, and my heart freezes, too.  The one part of me that isn’t affected by the weather does tend to clamp down in the face of subtler things.  And Zarina is nothing if not subtle.

Fuck!  I’m standing in the middle of the goddamn road, thanking my lucky stars there’s no traffic, and watching Zarina slide across the sidewalk like she’s got skate blades underneath her retro high-tops.  In the eighties, she even wasn’t born yet.  That thought weirds me out, but she acts so much older than her twenty-two years.  Sometimes.  And other times she behaves just like a child.  

I can’t let her see me.  

Rushing across the street, I do my damnedest to cut over to the next block.  My feet are not cooperating, and I feel like a cartoon character, sliding and jumping, limbs flailing in every direction, oranges flying out of my bag and rolling down the sidewalk.  

Sooner or later it was bound to happen, and apparently today’s the day.  

My boots slide out from under me and I go down hard.  My ass smacks the ice and my head gets cold cement.  All I can do is lie there staring up at the bare branches, black against a grey-blue sky.  Maybe it’ll snow later.

“Oh my god!”

I hear her voice, but I don’t think she knows it’s me. Not just yet.

“Oh my god, are you okay?”

I feel her footfalls as she runs up from behind me, tumbling to her knees at my side.  She looks like a Persian princess.  She’s got the widest dairy-cow eyes I’ve ever seen, which only grow wider with recognition.

“Lauren,” she says, gasping.  “Oh my god, Lauren, are you okay?”

Her long black hair cascades over one shoulder.  It’s one of the coldest days of the year and she isn’t wearing a hat.  That almost makes me angry because I care for her so damn much.  And that definitely makes me angry, because after what she did to me I don’t want to care for her at all.  

I moan, trying to ease myself up off the concrete, but my head feels just as heavy.  I try to convey that yes, I’m fine, but all that comes out is, “Ahhhh.”

“Can you move?” she asks.  There’s panic in her eyes.  “Should I call an ambulance?”

“No,” I grunt, forcing myself up.  Once I’m sitting, I feel too dizzy to function.  I let my head fall into her lap, which is the only place it ever really wanted to be, anyway.

“Lauren!” she shouts.  “Oh my god, I’m calling 9-1-1.”

Summoning every ounce of strength my barely-conscious mind can generate, I sit up again and say, “No, I’m okay.”  

The cold wind slaps me in the face and I feel...not better, but at least a little less sleepy.  I want to throw up, but I don’t let myself.  Not in front of her.

Slipping my arms out of my grocery bags, I force my legs to carry my weight, and they do, like a newborn giraffe.  Zarina stands too, and I let my body sink into hers, chest to chest, our skin separated only by her pea coat, my bomber jacket, and a whole lot of sweaters.  

Still, it’s the closest we’ve ever been.  

I hook my chin around her shoulder and suddenly there are tears streaming down my face, freezing against my cheeks.  Their warmth fresh from my eyes hurts more than their frigidity once they ice over, and I don’t know why I’m crying but I can’t seem to stop.

She says, “I think you have concussion.”

I think, ‘How would you know?  What are you, a doctor now?’ 

And then I feel guilty for being mean to her, even just in my head.

“I think so too,” I reply, wishing my arms would wrap around her body like hers are wrapped around mine.  My muscles won’t follow instructions.  I’ve never felt so helpless in all my life.

Zarina picks up my grocery bags and flings them both over the same shoulder.  Of course I think to offer my help, but I know I just can’t manage it.  I’m not even sure I can walk.  

“You still live on Isabella?” she asks.

She remembers where I live?  “Yeah, the building on the corner.”

But of course she remembers.  We walked home together enough times after work.  

Work...ah, the halcyon office job days.  

Our little firm handled immigration, primarily, but also family law and real estate to bring in cash.  Zarina started there with a co-op placement in high school and they hired her as administrative assistant right after she graduated.  Those were good years.  I loved working there, until it all fell apart.  

And it all fell apart because of Zarina.

I’m not exactly sure how we get from the street where her father lives back to my building, but she’s asking for my keys, so it must have happened somehow.  I don’t feel cold anymore.  Now I’m warm...too warm...and I’m afraid of what will happen when she leaves.  She’s still lugging my groceries on one shoulder and lugging me on the other, my forehead resting against her woolly white scarf.  She smells like springtime, and I wonder if that’s just my hope for a thaw as I follow her into the elevator.

“What floor are you on?” she asks.  She’s never actually been inside my apartment.

“Sweet sixteen,” I mumble.  It’s funnier in my head.  

I don’t tell her that I had to move to a different suite after I left my office job.  I couldn’t afford a one-bedroom anymore, not in this part of town, and not washing dogs for a living.  The new one is a bachelor, but the southern view is spectacular.  You can see all the way to the lake.

She drags me from the lift.  I don’t know how I’m still standing.  “Which one’s yours?”

I lead her to the threshold, hoping she’ll come through with me.  She opens my door and I laugh my ass off when all I smell is wet dog.  Laundry’s been piling up over the past week and I just couldn’t be bothered. 

“Nobody’s seen this apartment but you,” I tell her as I fall to my knees in the entryway.  

It feels so good to be home that I put my head down on the cream-coloured carpet and close my eyes.  I’m floating now, with a light, fluffy cloud under my face, and I sigh with relief.

I hear Zarina whisper “Fuck” as she falls to her knees beside me.  I can’t figure out why she’s so upset when I’m soaring so high.  She unzips my coat and unwraps my scarf.  My boots come off, and my hat, my homemade mittens...she takes off everything but my leggings and my undershirt.  I smell worse than a wet dog, but I get the sense she doesn’t care.  She’s muttering, and I hear what she’s saying but nothing registers except her concern.

She drags me by my armpits across the carpet, and when we get to my bed I say, “I can do it,” and crawl under the covers.  

Nothing in the world has ever felt this good.  I close my eyes and smile, and I’m so damn happy I don’t even care that every time I start to drift off Zarina shouts, “Lauren!” and flicks me on the forehead.  

It feels like a game, and I laugh.

My head is heavy like a brick and it drags me down into the past, back to the old days.  I wasn’t in the closet, but I wasn’t out at work.  I’d always compartmentalized my life anyway, so I didn’t feel like who I favoured romantically had any bearing on my job performance.  

There was a real estate agent, Phil, who brought in a lot of clients—a big part of my job as a paralegal was coordinating closings—and Phil was the kind of gay guy you could spot a mile away.  His outness really put me at ease, because I’d never been good with guys.  I know it sounds like a lesbian stereotype, but most men just rub me the wrong way.  Even my boss, Fazil, bugged me when I first started working for him.  

Then, over time, I observed how he interacted with Phil.  

Nobody else seemed to notice, but I did, and I got more comfortable around him.  We became friends, even.  He was married, and he assured me he wasn’t interested in me “that way,” so I told him I was queer and I didn’t like him “that way” either.  We became close friends.  Intimate friends.  And he admitted to me that he was having an affair with Phil.  He’d enjoyed trysts with men before, but now he was falling in love.  

Nobody else knew.  It was our little secret.

I’m not one to judge because, shit, I’ve been there and then some.  When I was young and naïve, I fell in love with a married woman, so I knew where Fazil was coming from.  For a while, I even thought she’d leave her husband for me.  When I realized that was never going to happen, I was shattered.  I put my heart in the deep freeze, because that seemed the safest place for it.  Maybe that’s why I focused so much of my energy on my job, and why I didn’t feel like being out at work was relevant.  It’s not like I was dating anyone.  I’d shut my heart down.  

Until Zarina.

It wasn’t just that she was beautiful, or funny, or clever, or quirky.  She was one of those genuinely kind people you don’t often encounter, certainly not in a law office.  Though I was ten years older than her, I felt young when she was around.  We all did, I think.  She brought us music and style.  She woke us up. 

Everybody liked her.  

In fact, everybody seemed to like her the same way I did, and a year after coming on full time, she started dating our very own partner-by-age-thirty-five, a guy named Dennis.  He was okay, or so I thought, but I really imagined there was something between Zarina and I, and my heart felt trampled when she chose him over me.  Not that I ever made a move or offered any suggestion I was interested.  In truth, of course, I was scared of being let down again.  

Nobody likes to get hurt. 

In the midst of my intense Zarina crush and the ensuing disappointment, I clung harder to Fazil for support.  He had grown deeper in love with Phil, and there was no one else he could talk to about that relationship.  On the days Zarina couldn’t walk me home because she was going out with Dennis, Fazil and I hung around at work, drinking in his office.  Without him, I’d have drowned my sorrows alone, and I would have felt like the world’s biggest loser doing that.  I loved him for the support he showed me.  He was such a good friend.

And then the rumour started.  

Fazil and I had chosen to hide our friendship, to a degree, because we knew how it would look. He wasn’t ready to stand up at work and say, “I’m in love with another man.”  As it turned out, that would have helped my case immensely.  

It’s strange to hear things about yourself and know they’re not true, but also know there’s no real way to dispute them.  Fazil and Lauren are having an affair.  That’s what everybody thought.  I’d catch hints of whispers, titters, snarky comments coming from god-knows-where, and it made me so damn angry because who could I confront?  How do you deal with something that’s floating in the air?  Fazil was my boss and suddenly I felt awkward just walking into his office because I knew all eyes were on us.  

“What are we going to do about this?” I asked him one day.  

Fazil looked at me pleadingly, but he didn’t say anything.  

I was reaching the end of my tether.  “We have to do something.  I get the feeling my job’s hanging by a thread, here.  The partners keep finding fault in everything I do.  It’s like they’re setting me up.”

Fazil shook his head, and then nodded for me to look out his door.  Dennis strode across the expanse of the office, eyes dark, heading our way.  Zarina stood behind her little desk, watching, on high alert.  The second we made eye contact, she looked down, into a file folder, guilty as sin.  

That’s when I knew who’d started the rumour.  

It was Zarina.  

The knife stuck in my back as I looked down at Fazil, who seemed so small in that moment.  Scared.  In about five seconds, something was going to crash, but I’d be damned if he came down with me. 

Pushing past Dennis, I stepped up on my wobbly chair and stood on my desk in the office’s main space.  Picking up my coffee cup and the spoon from my yogurt, I banged the one against the other like I was calling for a toast.  This was it.  I was throwing myself under the bus.  

“Attention, attention! I’d like to make an announcement.  I just want everybody to know that, contrary to popular belief, I am in fact a huge dyke.  One-hundred-percent Grade-A lesbian, always have been, always will be, so all you assfaces who accused me of having an affair with my boss need to get your heads out of the toilet and start concentrating on your work.  Whatever you’re paid, it’s too much if you spend your days gossiping about co-workers.”  

I was still going on about how, “You could ruin people’s lives, and you don’t even give a fuck, do you?” when Dennis grabbed me by the arm and pulled me down from my desk.  I landed with a less than graceful thud and let him drag me into his office, because I wasn’t done yet.  If Zarina had started this rumour, surely he’d played his part.  They were a couple, after all.

“Enough of this,” he said when the door was closed.  I wouldn’t sit down.  I felt like a high school kid in the principal’s office.  If only I’d had a wad of gum to stick under his desk.  “Look, you’re right about office gossip, but pretending to be something you’re not is pretty low.  Just end it with Fazil and we’ll pretend this never happened.”

There were a lot of things I expected Dennis might say, but that was definitely not on the list.  I was speechless, at first.  I really didn’t know how to respond.  “You think...I’m lying?”

He was so slick and easy as he tossed himself into the leather chair on the other side of his desk.  “Come on, Lauren, I know you’re not gay.”

That word sounded bizarre.  “I didn’t say I was gay, I said I was a lesbian.”

With a smug smile painted across his lips, he shook his head.  “Look, I have no problem with gay people.  You know that real estate guy, Phil?  He’s gay and I think he’s great, but you can’t pretend to be gay to wriggle your way out of an accusation.”

I made a sound like, “Whaaaa?” but Dennis couldn’t cut the shit.

“I know lots of lesbians,” he claimed.  “Aaaaand... they don’t look like you.”

The knot in my belly erupted, and I was halfway to my desk before I realized I was laughing.  I could feel tears welling up in my eyes, but I wouldn’t let them spill just yet.  

Pulling my purse from the bottom drawer, I yanked out a subdued shade of pink lipstick and scrawled I QUIT on the wall above my desk.  When my lipstick broke, I grabbed a Sharpie and followed that up with go fuck yourselves hard.  

It wasn’t clever, but I was angry and thinking on my feet. 

I wished Fazil good luck as I stormed past his office—he was still seated slack-jawed behind his desk—and when I turned to push the door open with my back, my gaze locked with Zarina’s.  She stood like an arrow outside Dennis’s office, her plump lips parted, her brow streaked with lines of disconcertion.  I’d never seen those eyes so wide, until today.

Zarina’s flicking my forehead now and I bat her hand away like a kitten.  She smiles, but her eyes are still heavy with worry.  

“I put your groceries away,” she says, “and the kettle just popped.  Want some tea?”

“Do I want some hot chocolate?” I ask.  

I’m less mature now than I was when we met, plus my body wants sugar.  

She sighs as she slides off my bed, walking to the little kitchen nook.  “I really think I should call a doctor.  There’s something wrong with you.”

“It took you this long to figure that out?”

Turning from my cupboards, she gives me a smirk, and my whole body feels alive.  While she searches unaided for mugs and hot chocolate mix, I gently remind myself why I don’t like her: she spread that rumour about me and Fazil, she never called me or stopped by after I quit even though she lives three streets down the block, and worst of all she’s dating the assface who didn’t believe I was a lesbian.  

He’d be pleased with my appearance now, I’m sure.  I cut my hair, pierced my eyebrow, I never wear skirts anymore, and I’ve got him to thank.  Cheers for the complex, Dennis! 

“How’s your boyfriend?”  The words hurl themselves across my apartment like airborne venom.  I hate myself for asking, but I blame the concussion.

Zarina turns from the kettle, and her expression tells me she has no idea what I’m talking about.  

“Dennis,” I clarify, though I still feel like a jerk.

She laughs, and then groans.  “Oh god, don’t remind me!”  She picks up two mugs and wanders slowly toward the bed, spilling a little hot chocolate on my carpet.  “Ooops.  Sorry.  I’ll clean that up.”

“Don’t worry,” I blurt, wanting to know, hoping, praying, wishing she might be available.  “It’s okay, just...what happened?”

I sit up in bed and she hands me a mug, snuggling in next to my hip.  I feel her warmth and her sweetness through the covers, and Zarina’s presence does more for me than the cocoa.  

“I quit right after you left,” she tells me.  “Everybody heard what Dennis said to you.  He was a jerk.  You know, he was the one who started that whole rumour about you and Fazil.  His first wife cheated on him, and he was just really sensitive about that stuff.  Not that I’m making excuses.  It was so brave of you to come out like that, and he cut you right down.”

Sheepishly, I admit, “Well, I got a nice severance cheque in the mail.  I guess they didn’t want the Ministry of Labour involved, or whatever.”  But I feel awful, now, that I held a grudge all this time and it wasn’t Zarina at all.  “I’m sorry you lost your job because of me.”

She pets my arm as I sip my hot chocolate.  She’s already put her mug down on my night table, and she moves in closer, consoling me.  “It wasn’t your fault.  Fazil gave me a good reference, and I found a better job pretty quickly.  I just got so mad.  If he didn’t believe you, I knew he wouldn’t believe me, and he didn’t.”

“What do you mean?” I ask as she takes the mug from my hands and sets it down.  

I think I know, but I want to be sure. 

With a half shrug, Zarina sets her head down on my chest.  All I feel is her warmth, and all I smell is the springtime in her hair.  “I’ve always been more attracted to girls than guys.  I dated Dennis, and I dated other boys before him, but I thought...”  She chuckles, but there’s a wry quality to it.  “I just thought that’s what women did: fell in love with other women, but dated men because... because we’re supposed to.  I think I always believed that until...”  She gazes up at me like a fawn, and my heart soars with her breath, though I can’t seem to breathe myself.  “Until you quit, that day.  It was one of those don’t know what you’ve got ‘til it’s gone things.”  

My head is pounding, but I can’t conceive of a more perfect moment.  I take that chance I don’t usually take, and ask, “You fell in love with a woman?”

Her bottom lip trembles, and tears soak her eyes as she falls across my chest.  “I should have come after you when you left.  I should have told you how I felt, but I was scared.  I should have stopped Dennis from saying all those things about you.  I knew in my heart you were different, and you weren’t having an affair with Fazil, and if you were going to have an affair with anyone it would be with...”

She sobs against my chest, and I want nothing more than to applaud the risk she’s taking.  Now I’m the one doing the consoling, running my fingers through her long hair and whispering, “Shh, honey, it’s okay.  It’s okay now.”

All at once, she stops and lifts her head, gazing into my eyes.  “I should have done it a different way.”

“It’s not too late,” I tell her, feeling at once young and maternal.  “You take care of me tonight, keep flicking my forehead and bringing me sweet drinks, and I’ll take care of you every night after.  How about that?”

She smiles and then laughs, her cheeks streaked red but her eyes gleaming like diamonds.  I can’t say I never expected to see her again, seeing as she lives three streets down, but I don’t think I anticipated falling on the ice trying to get away from her, only to be taken into her care.  

It occurs to me that I might be dead, or in a coma, or dreaming, and a sudden panic makes my heart race.  Then she leans in close and sets her lips against mine, and I know this moment is real.  

2

Beginning Badly

“Why do you want to work here?” the scary girl asked.  

She had that look on her face like I had some nerve darkening her doorstep.  

I’d already been through the interview process with Becky, so I hardly saw the need to explain myself to this little weirdo, but ego got the better of me.  I said, “Helping Hands seemed like the perfect place to donate my time.  It’s awesome, what do here—providing free suits and stuff to street youth breaking into the job market.  I’m a fashion consultant, so it’s a perfect fit.  Plus, I want to help people.”  

She rolled her eyes.

“Isn’t that why you do volunteer work?” I asked.  “To help people?”

Yes, my tone was fairly lofty and a little defensive, but it wasn’t half as rude as hers when she spat, “No.”  The pierced girl scrunched her nose so the diamond stud flipped to the side.  “You come in here like Marie Antoinette, all fancy, thinking you can clothe a few winos to save your immortal soul...”

“I never said anything about my immortal soul...”

“Well nobody around here needs your pity.”  Her voice was dark, but monotonous, like she couldn’t be bothered to expend energy on this conversation.  “Nobody needs you looking down on them from your mansion in Rosedale.”

I laughed at the thought of me in a mansion.  “I live in a basement apartment—in Scarborough!”

“And nobody needs your three hundred years of experience in boutique fashion.  We’re doing just fine without little miss designer suit.”  

I tried to stay calm, but the back of my throat made a growling sound.  Despite the wealth of fashion in the shop, the exit door was the most appealing thing around.  There I was, trying to make a good impression while this little nightmare seemed hell-bent on alienating me.  How could I possibly work side by side with this girl for a whole year?  

Struggling to maintain my world-famous composure, I said, “Maybe Becky didn’t tell you we’ll be volunteering together from now on.  I’m Liz.  Elizabeth, but Liz is fine.” 

My extended hand received only a blank stare.

“Elizabeth like the Queen or the Taylor?” she asked.  “Not that there’s much difference—attitude’s the same.”

I plastered a smile to my face.  I was determined to stay positive.  “And you are...?”

She rolled her eyes, taking a sip from the soda can hidden under the counter.  No food or drinks on the sales floor!  That was the rule.  Good, at least I had something to use against her.  

“My name is Venetia,” she said.  “And you can call me Venetia.”

The name was too pretty for the girl.  Not that she was physically off-putting, but her character was immensely unattractive.  I couldn’t wait to see how she’d behave with the clientele.  She didn’t seem equipped to help anybody with anything.  

“Alright!” I exclaimed with a smile so forced it gave me a headache.  “Put me to work.  What should I do?”

“You should think about why you wore a designer suit to work around the homeless and underemployed,” Venetia sneered, taking another sip of soda.

I shrugged. “It’s just what I put on.”

“Okay, so that’s the bullshit reason.  The real reason you dressed all posh was to set yourself apart from the poor bastards who come here.  To establish yourself high up on the us versus them hierarchy.  I’m right, right?”

I didn’t know quite what to say, but that didn’t matter because Venetia wasn’t finished.  

“...because what that outfit says to me is, ‘I’m important and you’re not.  I can afford a fancy suit and you can’t, and that makes me better than you.’”

“Well, I suspect my sense of style is why Becky took me on,” I said, a little more arrogantly than I’d intended.  “In my interview, she said it would be great if I could share my flare for fashion with the clients...”  I wasn’t sure if I should finish the quote, but I did anyway.  “...and the other volunteers.”

Venetia glared at me with a burning hatred in her eyes.  “Whatever,” she said. “But if you want to help people, you have to respect them first.”

Well, if she wanted my respect, she sure had a funny way of showing it.  If she wanted anybody’s respect, why was she dressed like dark mistress of the BDSM parlour?  Seriously!

Just then, the bells on the front door jingled behind me and Venetia’s imposing expression lit up like a Christmas tree.  “Hey, Sweety.  How’s it going?”

“Venti!  I missed you!”  The woman rushed over to give Venetia a hug.  She was one of these people who looked forty-four and acted fourteen, wearing jean cut-offs way too short for someone with such thick thighs.  My heart palpitated at the excitement of finding her something more suitable to wear.

“You just saw me last week,” Venetia replied, still beaming. 

“I know, but I missed you since then.”  

With my fellow volunteer still wrapped in her arms, the Sweety woman looked over at me.  I wanted to run for my life.  There was something weird about her eyes, like they were vibrating, almost.  It was unsettling.  

“Who’s this?” she asked, giving me a menacing once-over.  

Venetia shook her head, easing out of the hug.  “Doesn’t matter.  I took those pants home to hem for you.  Let me run and grab them.”  

Were these two friends or something?  It seemed above and beyond for Venetia to take volunteer work home with her.  Hard to believe she could be that devoted.  

Combating the silence, I introduced myself to the strange woman.  “I’m Liz.  I’m a fashion consultant by trade, so I can give you all sorts of advice.”

“No, I like Venti,” the woman replied, flipping through the rack.  

When she pulled out a lace-bordered satin camisole and a silver sequined mini-skirt, I couldn’t hold back.  “Oh, I would go with something a little more mature, a little more subdued.  You don’t want to look like a hooker, do you?”

The woman turned sharply to Venetia, who had somehow appeared at my side with a pair of dress slacks folded over her arm.  With a panicked look on her face, Venetia said, “Sweety, she didn’t mean it...”

“Fuck you!” the Sweety woman cried.  She threw the outfit at me, hangers and all, and barrelled toward the exit.  “You don’t know me, motherfucker!  You don’t know anything!”  

She swung the door so wide I thought the chimes would fall off.  When she slammed it behind her, they did, hitting the floor with a muffled clink.  

“Do you not think?” Venetia growled, running out the door with the woman’s hemmed slacks. 

She must have been out there a minute or two, but I didn’t move, not even to hang up the skanky skirt and cami.  When Venetia marched back inside and scooped the bells off the floor, I thought for a second she might throw them at me.  I flinched as she stormed over to the storage closet to grab the stool.  She bolted in my direction and I pressed my back against the desk to get out of her way.  

She stopped short, turning on a dime to stare me down.  “Seriously! Do you not think?”  

“I’m sorry!” I bleated.

Venetia shook her head, the little braids in her ponytail flipping violently side to side. “You can’t...”  Her breath raged through flared nostrils as she hyper-enunciating each word.  “You can’t say stuff like that.  This isn’t your world of rich bitches buying three hundred dollar shoes.  You think you step in here and you’re Eva Peron clothing the descamisados?  Most of our clients operate at subsistence level.  Can you even conceive of what that means?”

“No,” I whispered, teetering over a river of shame.  

“It means if you’re all judgemental about how they live, they’re not gonna come back.  We’re here to do one thing:  give clothes to people who need them.  That’s it.  Don’t judge what they do to survive.”

“I’m sorry!”

“You came here to help?” Venetia said.  “You can help by keeping your mouth shut.” 

That hit it on the head. I had no clue what I was doing.  I was all wrong for this place.  Sure, I knew a thing or two about fashion, but these people were alien to me.  In a grand and giving sense, I wanted to help my fellow citizen, but just then the idea of collapsing in front the TV was far more attractive.  

“I should go,” I told her.

Venetia breathed hard, gazing up at the chain across the top of the door.  “Don’t,” she sighed, handing me the stool.  “Here, you can hang the chimes back up.”  

When she placed the metal bells in my hand, her fingers lingered for a moment against my palm.  It nearly bowled me over when she released the chimes and ran a soothing hand up my arm.  

Squeezing my shoulder, Venetia stepped so close I could almost taste her breath.  “It’s good you want to help, but you need to see yourself as allied with our clients.  We work with street youth and the underemployed, alongside them.  You can’t be all lofty about this.  If you see yourself as walking ahead, dragging them along while they lag behind...”

“Then I’m not really helping anyone, am I?”

“Only yourself, to feel better for what you have and they don’t.”  With a smidge of a smile, Venetia said, “We’re all in the trenches, sister, and they’re the strong ones, to live the way they do. We’re fighting with them, not for them.”

That I’d never considered.  It seemed to me only compounded failures would land a person on the streets.  “It’s such a vast undertaking, though.”  I’d never felt so small. 

“It’s really not,” she said, running her hand through my hair and then back down my arm.  “We’re just giving clothes to people.  Think of it that way; it’s like having a retail job, except we’re volunteers so we make a little less money.”

That was the first time Venetia produced a smile just for me.  She was actually quite pretty when she smiled, though I wouldn’t have thought it possible.  Pretty isn’t a word I’d usually use to describe a girl wearing scuffed boots over tight black pants jutting with all kinds of pockets and chains and cords.  Over a fitted black top, she wore some kind of red plastic bondage corset.  That wasn’t the image that normally sprang to mind when I thought “pretty,” but somehow Venetia was.  Even with her dark hair in messy braids pulled into an even messier ponytail.  Even with pimples plaguing the golden-olive skin of her forehead, even with the multitude of piercings in her ears, the one in her nose, the other in her eyebrow, Venetia was a pretty girl.  

“I’ll fix the... the...” I couldn’t remember what it was called. I had to slip away from the hand caressing my arm if I ever wanted to regain my sanity. “The chimes.”  

But even perched on that stool with Venetia in the back room, her warmth burned my flesh like a branding.  I felt like I was breathing through cotton batting and I didn’t want to think about why that was.  

I knew why: Venetia was hitting on me.  

Why else would she stand so close?  Why else would she touch me like that?  

My insides rattled.

Venetia decided I should sort donations for the rest of the afternoon, but I could do that behind the desk as I watched how she interacted with clients.  As much as she said it was like working retail, she wasn’t sickeningly sweet the way I had to be at work.  While I was on commission telling people what they wanted to hear, she was honest and straightforward.  If an outfit looked crap, she’d tell you.  I guess that was the distinction between trying to make money and trying to make a difference.

From that week to the next, my thoughts were haunted by Venetia.  Curiosity, at first: was I misreading her?  Was she just an affectionate person, or did she actually like me?  

Then came the intrigue: maybe this would build to something.  How would I respond if she asked me out?  If she kissed me?  If she wanted more?  

And finally, as my next volunteer shift drew closer, the apprehension: would I really go through with it?  I would.  I think I would.  But would it mean anything?  In a relationship sense, would it mean something or would it just be a bit of fun?  That’s always the hard part: not knowing the other person’s intentions, and not wanting to ask in case yours aren’t aligned.  Or in case they are aligned, because how fricken’ scary would that be?  

The curiosity was familiar.  I’d noticed girls before, maybe had a bit of a crush on one once, but never actually did anything about it.  I’d looked but never touched.  Wanted to, but never had the guts.  Seemed to me Venetia had guts to spare.  And, really, there was no grand narrative to life, was there?  Wasn’t life just a series of events?  If something happened between Venetia and I, couldn’t it be just that: something that happened?  Or, if we fell madly in love, got married and adopted three hundred kids, wouldn’t that just be something that happened too?  People take life too seriously.

This was the cycle of thoughts repeating from one week to the next as I worked shifts with Venetia:  curiosity, intrigue, apprehension.  Every week as that terrorizing wall around her slowly crumbled, every week as she became more and more affectionate with me, I tumbled through this same cycle of emotions.  

Still, I wasn’t sure what to do—or how to take initiative.  I didn’t want to make the first move.  Venetia was the forward one; she should do it.  Maybe I was being too unresponsive.  Maybe she wasn’t making a move because she was afraid of being shot down, though it was hard to imagine Venetia afraid of anything.  

Months of this torment had gone by before I finally endeavoured to be more obviously receptive of Venetia’s advances.  It wasn’t reluctance that held me back; I just wasn’t used to being so touchy with people.  I tended to keep my hands to myself, but I pledged the next time Venetia traced her fingers along my back or tugged my hair, I would do the same to her.  

By that time, I had a much better grasp of our clientele, of what they needed and of what they didn’t need from Helping Hands.  Really, I had Venetia to thank for that; she was earning a degree in social work, so she knew just about everything about social justice and fighting oppression and all those topics that had only existed on the periphery of my awareness.  

Anyway, because I’d learned the job so well from Venetia, she finally trusted me to work directly with clients.  We had this really young guy in one week whose brave story I wish I could share, but he told me in confidence.  He’d been in during my previous shift to get a suit for his first ever job interview, and he was back this week to exchange it for a second-interview-suit.  It’s the most exciting thing in the world when you see hope in the eyes of a person who could so easily have given up long ago.  

I was setting my new friend up with some fancy duds when Venetia came in from the back.  Her eyes lit up when she caught sight of the boy.  “Hey, sexy!” she cried, running over to give him a hug despite the stack of suits in dry-cleaning bags tossed over her shoulder.  Taking his face in her hands, she gave him an exaggerated peck on the lips and giggled like a kid with a caterpillar.  I made a valiant effort to conceal my resentment, but my throat did that growling thing before I could stop it.  

Was I jealous?  

Of a little kiss with a guy who definitely wasn’t interested in her?  

Yeah, I was.

I was in a bit of a stormy mood after that, though I tried not to be.  Isn’t that the worst feeling in the world, when you’re so looking forward to seeing someone, then you somehow end up irritated over nothing?  Venetia tried to make conversation, but I wasn’t very responsive and that just made me annoyed with myself.  

“I’m going to the Bollywood cinema tonight.  All those beautiful boys and girls... ahhh...”  She sighed.  “You should come with me.”

“I don’t speak Hindi,” I said.  Of course, I wanted to punch myself as soon as the words slipped out.  Of course I wanted to go.

“You think I do?”  She laughed.  “It’s subtitled.”

She was smiling, beckoning me like a Siren.  This was it: Venetia was asking me out, finally, after all those months, and there I was being an incontrovertible ass!  Why was I doing this to myself?

“Just come!” she said.  “It’s that or I’m going alone, and I’d rather have the company.”

Even if I was incomprehensibly irritated by her, I couldn’t very well say no.  “Okay.  And if we can’t follow the plot, we can always make out in the back row.”

I couldn’t believe I’d said it, and neither could Venetia, apparently.  She’d just taken a sip from her hidden soda can and now ginger ale was shooting out her nose, dripping across a plastic dry-cleaning bag.  

“Bad Venetia!” I mock-scolded.  “See?  That’s why there’s no food or drinks allowed on the floor.” 

“Fuck you,” she giggled, wiping her nose with a paper towel before mopping it across the plastic.

We loaded up on pop, chocolate and gummy candies at the dollar store, but gave in to the outrageous popcorn prices at the theatre.  What else could we to do?  Couldn’t very well bring popcorn from home.  

I sat on her right because I kiss better from that side. I thought we’d be the only white-ish people there, but not so.  I never knew Bollywood was so popular.  The theatre wasn’t particularly packed, seeing as it was a weeknight, but Venetia told me it was a zoo on a Saturdays.  

“It’s visually-stunning,” Venetia explained.  “The costumes and the dancing and the music... gorgeous!”

Her own costume was pretty stunning too.  She had on her long black skirt and a very Victorian cream-coloured corset under a black lace shrug.  Her hair was up in a tight bun like any good dominatrix.  Stunning wasn’t even the word.  Venetia was breathtaking.

When the lights went down, my chest fluttered.  If I were I an older person, I would have thought I was having a heart attack.  In my relative youth, I knew it had to be love.  Scary love.  Crikey!  I took a sip of my soda and ate a whole handful of popcorn, then some peanut M&M’s.  I tried to follow the plot—a typical Bollywood love triangle, Venetia informed me—but I was more interested in my date’s reactions.  She gasped when they danced.  She smiled when they sang. Who’d have thought a dark angel could be such a romantic?

When one of those melodramatic love scenes came up, Venetia grabbed my hand and held it to her heart, dangerously close.  That was the moment.  There was always a perfect moment for a perfect first kiss, and that was it.  I leaned in, aiming to touch my lips to hers, but suddenly Venetia was as far from me as she could be without jumping out of her seat.  “Liz, what are you doing?”

I bolted upright.  Her brow furrowed.  Her lips pursed.  

She was serious.  She was angry.  Disgusted, even.  

I stammered, “I thought... I thought...”

“You thought what?” she hissed.

“I thought you wanted me to.”

Her jaw dropped.  “Do I look like a dyke to you?”

The only thing I could think to say was, ‘Hell yeah!’ but that might’ve made things worse, so I didn’t say anything.  I was so confused.  I only fell for her in the first place because I thought she was hitting on me!  I don’t go around randomly kissing girls.  I could have sworn she was interested.  I was breathing through cotton again, and it was wet and popcorn-scented.  Sudden indigestion struck and I held a hand beneath my breasts to help relieve it.  How could I have been so wrong about her?  I could have sworn...

The screen went dark and the house lights came up.  Thank God!  I could retreat to the safety of home.  

“That movie ended really weirdly,” I said, trying to act normal.

“This is only intermission,” Venetia replied, looking straight ahead.  “There are two more hours left.”

“It’s a four-hour movie?”

“Mmm-hmm.”  She still wasn’t looking at me.

I wasn’t sure what to do or say.  “Do you want me to go?”

Venetia shrugged.  Monotonously, she said, “We still have half a bag of M&M’s and we haven’t even opened the gummies yet.”

I took that as an invitation to stay. A meagre one, but it was something.  

“It’s a good movie,” I said, like I actually knew what I was talking about.  “I liked the dance with the fountain.”

“Yeah, that was gorgeous, wasn’t it?” 

“Yeah.”

She glanced toward me, then quickly away.

What else could I say?  I didn’t want her to be uncomfortable, but I felt like I had to address the elephant in the room.  “It’s because you’re always touching me.  That’s why I thought...”  

Strange that I’d just tried to kiss her and now I couldn’t even say, ‘I thought you liked me.’

“Oh,” she replied.

As much as I didn’t want to leave Venetia’s side, half afraid she might take off, I really had to pee.  By the time I got back, intermission was over.  When I settled in, Venetia tapped my thigh to offer me some gummies.  What would movies be without candy?  She’d taken off her lace shrug and now her shoulders were bare.  In the blue movie light, her blemishes vanished and her gorgeous breasts glistened like water at night.  She noticed I noticed, and she dropped an M&M into her cleavage.

No way!  After the last rejection, Venetia’s cleavage was about as appealing as a bear trap.  But I wanted to go after that candy, and she knew I wanted to.  

“Melts in your mouth, not on your breasts?” I whispered.

“Find out,” she snickered, grabbing my hand and pressing my fingers into the warm fold.  

I didn’t linger.  I didn’t squeeze.  I just grabbed that M&M and got the hell out of there.  

Apparently, that wasn’t good enough for Venetia.  She dropped in a whole handful.  Taking my hand in hers, she thrust it between her breasts.  She didn’t let go this time.  With M&M’s stuck between my fingers, I plunged my hand down the cup of her corset.  The warmth of her body had melted the candy coating.  I traced them around her chest, drawing sloppy hearts.  I couldn’t believe she was letting me do all this!  Ten minutes ago...

“Naughty girl!” Venetia scolded, eating the chocolates from between my fingers.  

My heaven was in that mouth!  

Pressing my head against her chest, she commanded me: “Clean up this mess!”

It was a moment of intoxication, taking in the candy-sweet aroma of her skin.  I actually gasped as I kissed her neck.  Her flesh felt exactly as I’d imagined against my tongue, and, I had done a lot of imagining!  The whole experience was out of this world.  Luckily there was Bollywood dance music blaring from the speakers, because Venetia was not so quiet.  

We laughed in those fits where every time you think it’s subsided, you spot another candy stain or your crush says “Mmm... M&M’s” and it starts right back up again.  

I was still in disbelief about everything we’d done, even as we rode the bus all the way back to my place after the four-hour film.  

There’s a Roman playwright called Terence who said, “Many a time, from a bad beginning great friendships have sprung up.” When I first met Venetia, I didn’t think I could stand even volunteering with her.  Now she’s teaching me to use her sewing machine so we can both go above and beyond for the Helping Hands clients.  

That Bollywood film was a new beginning for us.  Now we spend every free moment discovering each other in some sense—physically or emotionally or intellectually.  

Often, there’s candy involved.  
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One Good Deed

As they walked home from the supermarket, Shahira spotted a scrap of paper at the sidewalk’s edge.  Weighed down by bags of milk, oranges, and cat food, she bent to pick it up.  It wasn’t until she’d unfolded it that she finally realized what she held in her hands.

Lana turned around to find her kneeling on the sidewalk, and rolled her eyes.  “What are you doing back there?”

“I found somebody’s paycheque,” Shahira replied, getting up and jogging to join her roommate.

“Let me see that,” Lana whispered, tearing it from her hand.  “Nice!  All we have to do is forge an endorsement and we’re six hundred and fifty seven dollars richer.”

Ripping the cheque from Lana’s clutches, Shahira scolded her. “We’re not stealing this chick’s money!”

“Why?  Who is she?” Lana asked with a blank stare.  

“I don’t know.  Some girl who lost her paycheque: Marta Diaz.  If you lost your paycheque, wouldn’t you want it returned to you?”

“I wouldn’t lose it in the first place,” Lana answered, nose in the air.

The employer’s address was in the top corner of the cheque, and it would only be three minutes out of their way, so Shahira set off in that direction.

“Where are you going?” Lana asked.

“She works at Madeira Bistro.”

“You’re going there now?” Lana whined.  “This sun is killing me.  I’m not going with you.”  

“Do as you please.”

When Shahira pressed forth in the direction of the Bistro, Lana chased after her.  “Fine, I’ll come too.  Maybe she’ll give us a reward.”

Shaking her head, Shahira said, “I don’t want any reward, I just want this girl to get her paycheque back.”

“I’m sure they’ll replace it.  It’s not a big deal,” Lana said.  When Shahira didn’t respond, she went on, “I hope they at least give us a bottle of water.  I’m dying in this heat.”

“Here it is.”  Shahira stopped in front of the quaint Bistro.  “It’s closed.”

Peeking into the darkened interior, Lana said, “No kidding, Queen of the Obvious.  Here, just push it through the mail slot.”

Shahira read the sign on the door.  “Look at this—they’re on vacation until the end of the month.  I can’t leave it here.  Marta will never get it.”

“So no reward, no water, and you won’t let me steal the money?” Lana whined as they headed for home.  “What a waste of time.”

With a tender smile, Shahira said, “A good deed is never a waste of time.”

Leaving Lana to put the groceries away, she went straight for the computer.  In a city of two and a half million, the name Marta Diaz didn’t appear even once, but there were twenty listings under M Diaz.  

She called every one.  

Three were named Marta, but none worked at the Bistro.

“Are you still trying to find this chick?” Lana laughed, painting her nails as she read the local free paper.  “Give it up already.”

Placing the phone down as she walked to the kitchen, Shahira said, “I’d just like to think that anybody out there would do the same for me.”

“Nope,” Lana chuckled.  “There are no Good Samaritans anymore.”

“And some people don’t even put the milk away!” Shahira cried, finding the groceries still in bags on the floor.  Shaking her head, she unpacked them herself.

“Oh whatever. It’s not like I drink milk anyway,” Lana said, distractedly.  “Hey, what did you say that girl’s name was again?  Marta Diaz?”

Looking up from the fridge, Shahira quickly said, “Yes.  Why?”

Lana carried the local paper across the room, walking on her heels so the polish on her toes wouldn’t get ruined.  Placing it on the cutting board, she pointed to a classified ad.  

For piano, guitar, or voice lessons, call Marta Diaz.  

“Did you try this number?”

“No,” Shahira said, grasping for the phone and dialling.  “That’s a cell number, isn’t it?  My search only gave me landlines.” 

A satin-smooth voice answered on the second ring.  “Marta Diaz music lessons.”

Shahira’s skin tingled as she spoke.  Those words swam through her like rippling waves of velvet, each subtly running into the next.  

“Do you work at Madeira Bistro?” Shahira asked, hearing the question from her lips without any awareness of speaking.

There was dead air for a moment before the woman answered.  “Yes...?”  

“And you lost your paycheque?”

Again, she paused before saying, “Yes, I did.”

Shahira began to worry that she’d given the wrong impression.  This stranger was going to think she’d stolen the cheque and was holding it hostage or something.

“I found it,” Shahira said, the words bursting from her lips.  “On the sidewalk on Queen Street.”

“I live on Queen Street,” Marta replied.  “At Silverbirch.”

“That’s where I found it!” Shahira cheered, as though it were all a big coincidence.

Lana stood at her side, whispering, Don’t tell her where we live. She could be a psycho killer, but Shahira didn’t heed her advice.  Their proximity, even at that very moment, excited her too much.  

“We’re neighbours!” Shahira told the voice on the phone.  “I’m one street over at Willow.”

“You’re not serious,” Marta said.  The excitement in her voice matched Shahira’s.  “Step outside now.  I’ll meet you.”

Dropping the phone and grabbing Marta’s cheque, Shahira ran down the stairs and onto the sidewalk, heading east.  She knew Marta the moment she caught sight of her up ahead.  Marta’s face lit up. They’d never seen each other before, and yet they somehow knew each other, like they were meant to meet.  The fates had aligned, had blown that paycheque Shahira’s way. Everything happened for a reason.

They met, both panting for breath, halfway between their two streets.

“Your cheque,” Shahira said, extending the rectangle of paper.

Marta took it between her fingers, but Shahira didn’t let go right away.  The girl’s stylish black hair and bronze skin lent her the look of a goddess.  Shahira had never met anyone so striking. How could they have lived in the same neighbourhood, just one street apart, and never noticed one another?  This whitebread area wasn’t exactly seething with black-haired, brown-skinned beauties.

“Your name?” Marta asked.

Smiling, she released the cheque.  “Shahira.”

Placing the slip of paper in her jeans pocket, Marta took hold of Shahira’s hand.  “One good deed deserves another.  Tell me what I can do for you.”

Shahira returned her gorgeous grin and didn’t even blush as she chuckled, “Marry me?”
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There’s A Girl

“You’re thirty-four years old,” Maureen’s mother said, taking on that clucking tone reserved for unpopular subjects.  “There must be someone special in your life by now.  Why don’t you ever talk to me about these things?  Your sisters talk to me.  Last night, Steph called me up at one in the morning to rant about her date, but you...”

“Mawww-awwm!”  Maureen set her head down on the kitchen table.  This conversation always made her brain feel like a bowling ball.  “You wonder why I don’t call more often?  You’re always harping about how I should get married.”

“That’s not what I said.  Is that what I said, Harvey?”

Mom stopped scrubbing the soup tureen to glare at Dad, who was hiding behind a newspaper at the end of the table.  “I can’t hear you,” he said.  “I’ve gone to my happy place.  Be back in an hour.”

Maureen laughed, and Mom smirked, shaking her head as she resumed work on the soup tureen.  It was only a matter of time, Maureen knew, before her mother would come back to this topic.  And, really, she had nothing to hide. 

“Okay fine,” Maureen admitted.  “There’s a girl.”

Mom looked up first and smiled second.  The smile was fake.  “Well that’s something.  Who is this girl?”

Maureen regretted mentioning it already. “She’s nobody.  Never mind.”

“Well, she must be somebody,” Mom said.  “She can’t be nobody.  She must have a name.”

“Yeah, she has a name.”  Maureen traced the wood grain of the tabletop with her thumbnail.  Her heart felt sort of frozen, and her brain was buzzing in her skull.  There was a reason she’d never admitted her infatuation.  

There were lots of reasons.

“And?” Mom asked.  “Her name is...?”

Why?  Why couldn’t Maureen just make up a name, or say it was nobody’s business but her own?  Why did she have to admit it was Carly?

Dad’s paper fluttered to the table.  “Carly?”

“Yes.”  Maureen covered her face with both hands, but she could still feel her mother’s gaze hot against her skin.  Every time she came home for a visit, she felt like a teenager all over again.  “Yes, yes, I know, I know.”

“The Carly—from work?” Mom asked.  “The girl you fired because she never showed up on time?”

“If she bothered to show up at all,” Maureen conceded.  “And, yes, she was rude to customers, kept her station a mess, and never wore her hairnet.  She’s the one.”

“She’s the one?” Dad scoffed.

“Not the one,” Maureen said, though if her heart had its way Carly would be everything to her.  “Just... I don’t know.  I don’t want to talk about it, okay?”

Mom furrowed her brow.  “I thought she was just a teenager.”  

Maureen swallowed a Marge Simpson moan.  “Yeah, well she was when she worked for me, but that was years ago.  Why are we still talking about this?”

Dad ignored the question and asked one of his own.  “When did you get back in touch with her?  Was she throwing eggs at your window again?”

“No, Dad!”  Maureen was getting seriously irritated now.  If she had to be cornered into this conversation, the least she could do was try to redeem Carly in their eyes.  “She’s been working in fast food since high school, but she wants to start a college program.  I think it would be really good for her and she needs a reference, so...”

“There aren’t too many people with good things to say about Carly,” Mom said.  

Conjecture.  True enough, but that was hardly the point.

Maureen pushed her chair back, letting its feet screech against the linoleum.  She thanked her mother for dinner without so much as glancing toward the sink.  The rise and swell of her parents’ bodies was palpable as they followed her down the narrow hallway.  They were saying things, guilt-provoking pseudo-apologies and well-wishes, but Maureen tried not to hear.

Cramming her feet into running shoes, Maureen grabbed her baseball cap and jean jacket from the bench.  “Two buses before I’m home—better head out before it gets too dark.”

There.  That should satisfy them—not an apology for storming away, but nobody ever apologized outright, not in this family.  Someone overreacts and you just ignore it until the hurt evaporates.

Maureen hadn’t brought a book, because reading on the bus gave her motion sickness when the weather was warm.  All of winter had been spring, and these days she’d been feverish with thoughts of Carly.  She denounced every last one, and yet there they were, popping up at work as she wrote her staff schedules or joined her team on the frontlines, ringing up orders at the registers or slapping pre-formed burgers onto sizzling grills.  

Thoughts of Carly popped up when she went to bed, and in those thoughts Carly was right there with her.  They writhed together, mouths slanted one over the other, tongues intertwined.  Or in the shower, where Carly was naked and wet... and soapy... and wet.  Maureen took Carly everywhere, carried the girl around in her pocket, in her mind.  There was no escaping thoughts of this girl she shouldn’t love.

On the bus, Maureen sat alone, and still Carly was right there beside her.  In her mind, she relived the conversation they’d had the last time Carly invited her out for coffee.  She should have said no.  Every time, she told herself to say no, and every time she said yes.  

Every time.

“Have you looked at my reference form yet?” Carly asked, once they were settled at a cozy table in the corner.

“Oh.”  Maureen hesitated, and ultimately lied.  “No, not yet—soon, I promise. Work’s just been crazy and...”

“It’s okay.”  Carly flicked her wrist casually, like an echo of the words she’d just spoken.  “The deadline’s not for three more weeks.  Take your time.”

“I’m sorry. I’ll get to it soon.”

Carly smiled—a genuinely appreciative smile that made Maureen feel like dirt.  “You have no idea how much this means to me.  I emailed everyone I’ve ever worked for.  You’re the only one who said yes.”

Actually, Maureen didn’t recall saying yes, not explicitly, but she hadn’t said no and maybe that was the same thing, to Carly.

She’d looked at the reference form, of course.  It was available online, and she was supposed to fill it out, print it, put it in an envelope, and sign across the seal.  That was a comfort, at least.  Carly would never see how Maureen had evaluated her.

There were scale-type questions about the applicant’s work ethic, personality, everything.  All Maureen had to do was check a bunch of boxes ranging from “outstanding” to “poor,” and then either attach a separate reference letter or type a brief one in the space provided.

Maureen was at a loss.  Even as she sat across from Carly in that dimly lit café, the only selling features she could see were pretty eyes—hazel, flecked with warm honey tones—and shiny hair, bobbed with a slight wave like the flapper girls from the twenties.  Those were hardly the sorts of things you could write on a reference form.

“So, tell me more about this program,” Maureen had said.  “I’d never have pegged you for a... what’s the diploma in, again?”

Carly smiled reflectively as she broke off the flaky corner of her croissant.  “The college has kind of like a specialist stream in domestic violence counselling, where you train to work in a women’s shelter or on an abuse helpline, that sort of thing.”

“Interesting.”  Maureen nodded sagely, imagining she’d figured Carly out at last: product of a broken home, told she’d amount to nothing.  Who could say how far it went? “Well, that sounds like a great program for you.  I hope you get in.”

“I’m sure I will, with your recommendation.”  Carly munched on her croissant, dusting her chocolate brown hoodie with wispy crumbs and smiling obliviously.  “Have you ever thought about going to college?”

“I did go, back when I was your age.”  Maureen tried to laugh, but sputtered instead.  “Never finished.”  

Maureen shrugged, trying to minimize something that had always been a source of shame. Taking a swig of coffee, she swallowed too fast and it burned her throat.

“Why didn’t you finish?” Carly asked, bright-eyed and unabashedly curious.

“Oh, you know, the usual.”  Maureen shrugged again, but Carly wasn’t satisfied.

“What usual?”

Here goes.  “Love, I guess.  I met a girl, decided she was more important than school and followed her out west.  My parents were livid, but you always know best at that age, so I did what I wanted to do, and here we are now.”

“What happened?” Carly probed.

“Hmm?”

“With the girl,” she said.  “Why did you come back?”

“It’s kind of hard to... well, Jana had a bit of a habit.”  Maureen couldn’t believe she was admitting this to Carly.  Aside from her family, Maureen had never told anyone back home.  “Didn’t seem like a big deal to start with, but over time it got out of control.”

“What, like drugs?” Carly asked.

“Shopping,” Maureen said.  “She’d go on these binges, come back with all this junk we couldn’t afford.  It was like she had blinders on—she’d go into overdraft buying kitchen gadgets.  Here I’m working two minimum wage jobs to put food on the table, and she’s out spending my hard-earned cash on a six-hundred-dollar stand mixer.”

Carly peeled away at her croissant.  “That sounds rough.  I’d be really frustrated if someone I loved did that to me.”

“Yes!” Maureen said, elated that somebody finally understood.  “Thank you, that’s exactly how I felt.  And angry, too.  I started squirreling money away to make sure we’d have enough to pay the rent, but she found that too.”

“And spent it?”

Maureen nodded morosely, feeling it all over again.  “I worked my ass off for that woman.  I would have given her anything she asked for, but to go behind my back?  To spend every damn cent?”  Maureen laughed, though it still wasn’t funny, even ten years later.  “The day we were issued an eviction notice, Jana came home with a forty-four piece flatware set.  That put me right over the edge.  Like, we’ve got no food and no place to eat it—what the hell do we need more cutlery for?  And it was like she didn’t even see me there, like she didn’t see what she was putting me through.”

“Is that when you came back home?” Carly asked.

“Yeah.”  Maureen took a long sip of coffee, reflecting on that feeling of defeat.  She’d failed, in life and in love, and never quite recovered.  “I phoned up my parents, explained things.  They bought me a train ticket, and there I was, living in my old bedroom until I could afford a place of my own.”

“Wow.”  Carly’s eyes were wide now, full of compassion.  “Can I hug you?” 

A gush of warmth flooded Maureen’s heart as she set down her coffee cup.  She should have said no, she should have said no, she should have said no... but she said yes.

They stood quickly, simultaneously, and moved around the small table until they were so close Maureen could smell Carly’s fruity shampoo.  Carly hugged her without hesitation, hooking that precious little chin over Maureen’s broad shoulder, squeezing tightly.

“That must have been hard.”  Carly’s firm breasts pressed against Maureen’s, and that exultant sensation made it hard to concentrate on anything else.  “Wasn’t an easy decision, I bet.”

“No, it sure wasn’t.”  Maureen sighed as Carly released her, but they stood close, lingering, the dark scent of coffee hanging between them.  “You can be irritated with someone, or be angry or even livid, and still love them.  The hard part is knowing where to draw the line when they’re taking too much.”

“Sounds like you made the right decision,” Carly said.  Her gaze dipped down to Maureen’s breasts, and then her hand came up and... and touched them, right there in the café.  

This had to be a dream.  “What... what are you...?”

“Crumbs.  Sorry!”  Carly had finished brushing croissant flakes from Maureen’s sweater before she could wrap her mind around what had just happened.  Sweeping more crumbs from the front of her own hoodie, Carly said, “I’m such a messy eater. I’m glad I’m not the only one.”

Maureen was wonderfully shaken by Carly’s embrace.  Her body blazed, jets of desire coursing in a V from both breasts and down between her thighs. Messy... eater? Her knees turned to jelly and she sank into her seat.  Could pretty young Carly really be as interested as she let on?  Or was that hug just a means to a good college reference letter?

Even as Maureen stepped off the second of two buses on her way home from her parents’ house, she couldn’t resolve the internal dispute.  All she could do was think about that hug, about Carly gently brushing croissant crumbs off her sweater, about the frazzled heat those actions inspired in her core.  

Oh Carly!

In truth, Maureen had disembarked from the bus three stops early in order to walk by the sub shop where Carly was now working.  She had no idea if her crush had a shift that evening, but she did this all the time, going out of her way just to sneak past the fast food restaurant, walking by those plate glass windows slowly enough to get a good look inside, but with enough subtlety not to get noticed.

She held her breath as she approached the place, then walked quickly beyond the door, perching behind the words “Now Serving Breakfast” painted on the glass.  

Was Carly in there?  Was she working today?

Yes!  There she was in her neat blue cap and matching polo shirt with the sub restaurant’s logo above her left breast.  She was in the middle of preparing a sandwich for a woman with a small child in arms and a baby in a big stroller.  

Low points for attitude.  Carly never smiled on the job.  In fact, the first time Maureen remembered seeing the girl smile was after the whole reference matter arose.  Lots of smiles, then.  For Maureen or for show?  

Hard to say.  

The last thing Maureen wanted was to be taken in by someone who was just using her.  At the same time, though, Carly was doing something admirable and ambitious in applying for this domestic violence counsellor program.  Shouldn’t Maureen not only encourage but enable the girl, regardless?

The woman with the stroller was paid up now, and Maureen jogged over to the sub shop’s door to open it for her.  She realized too late that Carly had the same idea.  When the women hobbled by without thanks or acknowledgement, Carly’s eyes went wide and a quick smile painted itself across her lips.

“Maureen!”

“Carly.”  Maureen felt like she’d been caught peeping.  “Hey, I was just walking by...”

“Come inside,” Carly said, pulling off her royal blue cap and tossing it on one of the laminate tables.  The restaurant was utterly lifeless.

“Are you working alone?” Maureen asked.

Carly shrugged as she walked back behind the counter to grab them each a fountain drink.  Free food was one of the few perks of working in this industry.  “Sunday nights are always dead.  People don’t eat their big family dinners at a sub shop.”

Maureen chuckled, impressed that Carly’s manager trusted her enough to leave her alone.  “You’re a keyholder, then?”

Nodding, Carly set a fizzy drink in front of Maureen. It made her feel like a million bucks that the girl didn’t have to ask which flavour she preferred.  “I lock up on Sunday nights and open on Tuesdays and Thursdays.”

“Nice,” Maureen said.  “Sounds like your manager has confidence in you.”

Carly took a sip of pop and then squeezed her eyes shut, shaking her head.  “Oooh, bubbles!”

“Maybe you should ask your manager for a reference,” Maureen went on.  “It would be more current.”

“I did,” Carly said.  “I’m getting one from the owner, but I don’t know how good it’ll be.  Anyway, I need three, so it’s you, him, and my old guidance counsellor from high school.”  Carly looked at Maureen expectantly, gripping her straw and poking it in and out of the squeaky hole in the lid.  “Have you starting filling out my form yet?  Did you look at it, even?”

“Yeah,” Maureen said.  Her voice sounded high and strained, even to her.  “It just takes a while to think up the perfect words, you know?”

“I’m sure whatever you put down will be great.”  

Carly’s hopeful smile was infectious. It pushed concerns about whether the girl was just using her right out of Maureen’s mind.  Well... almost.

“Actually, I wanted to talk to you after we had coffee the other day.”

Maureen sat taller in her cheap plastic chair.  “Oh?”

“Yeah, I was just thinking about everything we talked about, and wondering if I gave you the wrong impression.”

Maureen felt frozen, cautious, numb.  “Oh.”

“It’s kind of stupid,” Carly admitted, shrugging.  “But maybe you think I want to get into this domestic violence program because my dad abused my mom or something like that.”

Now she felt itchy and transparent.  Her face must be bright red.  “No, I... not necessarily...”

Carly raised an eyebrow and smirked, shaking the ice in her pop against the sides of the cup.  “I guess my parents did inspire me to try for this program, in a way.  See, when I was growing up, we had these neighbours, Jo-Ellen and Paul, and they were, like, that perfect couple everyone was secretly jealous of, right?”

“But it was an act?” Maureen guessed.

Carly nodded.  “Big time.  We lived right next door to them and we didn’t know anything was wrong until one night there was this banging on our door and it was Jo-Ellen in a panic.  My parents made me go to my room, but I could hear my mom and dad and Jo-Ellen talking through the vents.  That’s how I found out Paul had been knocking her around for a while.  He was ‘smart’ about it, she said—never hit her in the face—and that seemed so sneaky to me, so cruel.”  

“Yeah,” Maureen agreed.  “That’s awful.”

“Gets worse,” Carly said after another sip of pop.  “Turned out Jo-Ellen was pregnant.  She told Paul about the baby, but he teetered back and forth between angry and excited.  The night Jo-Ellen came to our door, he’d been smacking her around a lot—she said the abuse was much worse after she got pregnant—and he kept saying a kid would take Jo-Ellen away from him and she’d love the baby too much and weird stuff like that.  He started punching her in the stomach, and that’s when she fought back.  Even though he was a lot stronger, she got out of the house and ran to our place.”

“Wow.”  Maureen didn’t know what else to say. 

“My parents convinced her to see a doctor.  She didn’t want to because she was afraid she’d have to press charges or something, but ultimately she was more concerned about her baby than herself.  She let my father drive her to the emergency room.  My dad didn’t come home until six the next morning, and when he did Jo-Ellen wasn’t with him.”

“Where was she?” Maureen asked.

“I was a kid, so nobody told me.  Maybe at a shelter or with family or something?  One day, Jo-Ellen arranged to come back to the house so she could get all her stuff.  She had a restraining order against Paul by that time, so my dad tried to get the police to be there.  He knew a piece of paper wouldn’t keep Paul away.”

“Police,” Maureen scoffed.

“Yeah, exactly. They said they didn’t have the ‘manpower’ to send cops out.”

“Sounds about right.”

“So on the day she came home, my mom and Jo-Ellen went inside while my dad stood guard.  Paul wasn’t supposed to be there, but he drove up anyway. My dad just stood there in the driveway.  I was watching from my window the whole time: Paul started to pull in, but my dad didn’t move. It was the bravest thing I’d ever seen. I mean, I was scared because I thought this guy would run my dad over, but wow.  My dad just stood there and didn’t move, and eventually Paul drove away.  He was only a big man behind closed doors, I guess.”

“Wow,” Maureen repeated.  

“I never saw Jo-Ellen again, after that, but I always knew she was safe.  And I always admired my parents for helping her instead of doing nothing.  Too many people do nothing.”

Maureen nodded, feeling suddenly selfish and morose.  Now that she knew what inspired Carly to apply for that college program, she didn’t mind stretching the truth on her recommendation form.  

At least, that was her mindset as she left the sub shop.  

She spent the whole walk home second-guessing herself: what if Carly made up that whole story?  What if all the smiles and flirtation and the long, lingering hugs were a kind of quid pro quo for a good recommendation?  Once Carly had that form in hand, she would never call Maureen for coffee again.

Turning on her computer, Maureen looked over the form for the billionth time.  She read the first three gradient questions and scanned the rest, then turned the computer off. She burrowed under her covers and pictured Carly’s smiling eyes, lips, mouth... breasts, belly, thighs...

Hopeless.

When Maureen didn’t reply to her texts, Carly phoned and Maureen answered, though she’d told herself not to.

“I’m so sorry to bug you,” Carly said.  There was a supplicant whine to her voice and Maureen could feel her desperation through the phone lines.  “Just wondered if you did my reference.  I’m putting together my submission packet and I really don’t want to hand it in late.”

Admirable.  That made Maureen feel ten times worse.  She tried to think up yet another excuse and finally just settled on, “Sorry.  I’ll work on it tonight.”

“I can come over and pick it up after work,” Carly offered.

Maureen took a deep breath.  She couldn’t put it off any longer, could she?  “Okay, I’ll have it ready when you get here.”

This was well and truly the end, wasn’t it?  Carly would have no reason to extend her goodwill, her time, her smiles.  After tonight, there would be no more.

“You know, I was thinking about something else,” Carly said before hanging up.  “When you were talking about your old girlfriend Jana and how she spent your money and took advantage of you... well, it just made me think how hard it must be to trust people after something like that.  I bet it’s really, really tough.”

Maureen’s throat closed up as she digested that sentiment, which had been floating just below consciousness for so many years.  Carly was brave enough to call her on her baggage.  Gently.  Just what she needed to hear, and how she needed to hear it.

“You’re going to make a really great counsellor some day,” Maureen said.  

Once she’d hung up the phone, she made her way to the bed, put her face down on the pillow, and cried. 

When her pillowcase was soaked on both sides, Maureen got out of bed, made herself a nice cup of tea, and worked on Carly’s recommendation.  Thank goodness there was a category called “unable to judge” that she could check off for qualities like “Ability to organize and express written ideas.”  That wasn’t the sort of thing a person could judge from text messages.  As a burger joint manager, Maureen didn’t feel at all qualified to be filling out this form.  The more she thought about, the more honoured she felt that Carly had asked her.

Maybe this was about more than just a reference form.  She could only hope...

She’d just licked the envelope when Carly arrived.  Pressing the seal with shaking hands, she let Carly inside, never so attracted to a girl in a sub shop uniform.  “It’s done!  I just need to sign the seal.”  

“Thank you so much,” Carly said, hugging Maureen in that hard, inescapable way of hers.  “You really have no idea what this means to me.”

Kicking off her shoes, Carly sauntered into Maureen’s small apartment. She took a seat on the bed.  Maureen froze with her mad crush sitting there, right there, right on the edge of her mattress.

“I just need to sign,” Maureen said.  “Sign the seal.”

She didn’t want to.  It was the last step in this process, and she was still afraid Carly would evaporate from her life like a puff of smoke the moment this was all done.

“I hope it didn’t bug you, what I said on the phone.”  Carly inched back on the bed until her head met the wall. She crossed her legs one over the other.  “You know, about trust and all that.  I really like you, Maureen, and I get this feeling you want the same thing I want, but you won’t let yourself have it.”

Maureen froze beside her computer desk, watching Carly take off her cap and fluff her short hair.  It was all true, of course.  She was enormously afraid of what might happen if she let her guard down and allowed love into her life.

“Look, I really want to thank you,” Carly said, folding her hands in her lap and squeezing so hard her knuckles turned white.  “No, that’s a stupid excuse.  I really want to go out with you—that’s the truth.  Can I take you somewhere nice?  Like that Italian place down the block.  Can I buy you a fancy dinner?  I think we’ve both eaten enough fast food for one lifetime.”

“Buy me dinner?”  Maureen staggered to the bed, envelope in one hand, pen in the other.  “No, you’re saving for college.  You shouldn’t be spending money on me.”

“The sub franchise has a scholarship I’m applying for,” Carly said with a shrug.  “And my parents are going to help me with school costs.  So are my grandparents.  I’ve got enough that I can spend some on things that are important to me... and people who are.  Like you.”

Carly smiled gently, her eyes smoky yet hopeful, and Maureen wondered if the heavy sense of waiting on the air was a plea for the envelope or for a kiss.  She dashed her signature over the seal and handed it to Carly, but that look, that aching want, remained.

“Thank you,” Carly said, placing the envelope at her side.  “Now when can I take you out, hmm?  Enough of this playing hard-to-get.”

In all her life, Maureen had never been taken to dinner.  She’d never been rich, but she’d always felt like other women looked at her and saw Ms. Moneybags.  Now this girl she’d hired and fired and despised and adored was offering her something she’d never had and asking in return just a little trust, a little faith.

Could she take the leap?

The salty aroma of tears still clung to Maureen’s pillow as Carly kissed her slowly, deeply.  Carly wrapped her arms around Maureen’s middle while their tongues writhed, making Maureen feel warm and safe and wanted.  

By tomorrow morning, those tear-stained pillows would take on the full, fruity aroma of Carly’s hair.  And, in time, all of life would smell so sweet.  
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Even If

The city is a toilet.

Okay, you caught me—that line’s from Seinfeld.  They were talking about New York, but the sentiment applies equally to Toronto, if you ask me.  Not that I have much point of comparison.  I've never been to New York City.  

I've never been anywhere, really.  I grew up in the suburbs.  We camped, when I was young, in provincial parks across Ontario and Quebec.  One year we drove down to Florida—went to Disney World, if you can believe it.  

I can't.  

What I remember of that summer feels like a dream—one of those dreams that's somewhere between a nightmare and an acid trip.  Not that I've ever done acid.  Most people don't believe this, but I've never even smoked a cigarette.

Wait—there's one thing I do remember, very specifically, about that Disney vacation: I remember my dad downing bottle after bottle in our motel room. He promised he wouldn't.  But promises were cheap.

I remember how my mother tried not to see what was right before her eyes, and how silently irate my siblings and I were.  How ashamed.  Devastated.  Even the happiest place on earth couldn’t slow him down.

It's funny how alone you feel when you're a kid.  You don't realize how many other people are experiencing some variation of your life.  I sometimes wonder if I’d have felt less like I was living in a black hole if I’d grown up in the age the internet.  There are forums now, sites were you can chat anonymously with people who understand.

I guess there’s still a good amount of shame inside me.  I would never walk up to a living, breathing human being and tell them about my childhood.  Not even in a church basement with free coffee and Oreos.  Not even “anonymously.”  Because this body of mine is not invisible, as much as I’d like it to be.

Online is a different story.  Nobody can see you if you don’t want them to.  It’s freeing.  Truly.  You can open yourself up just enough to let someone inside, and if they understand, you open even wider.  Like a flower.  People always make that comparison, women and flowers, but it’s true.  You feel the sun of that person’s sweet presence on your face, and you open your eyes, and suddenly the ugly old world is bright and beautiful.  Everything is different.

I met a girl on one of those forums.  Could you tell?  If you saw my face, you’d suspect it by my smile.  And if I told I was waiting for a flight to the Northwest Territories, then you’d know it for sure.  Love takes us places, more than anything else in the world.

Well, I said I met a girl, but technically Annie’s a woman, not a girl.  She’s an adult person, I just never much liked the word woman to describe a romantic partner.  Too intimidating.  Makes it sound like I’m some kind of highfaluting grown-up.  And I most certainly am not.  Sure I’m thirty...something... but that doesn’t make me an adult.

Annie doesn’t act like a know-it-all the way city girls do.  City girls are above it all. Whatever it is, they’re above it.

Not Annie.  She isn’t possessive or mean. She’s got nothing to prove, to me or to anyone else. In my life I've dated older men and I’ve dated younger women, and Annie is like a combination of the two.

She laughed when I told her that, because it wasn’t the first time she’d heard it.  When I close my eyes and think of Annie, I feel the earth under my feet and I see the sky lit above me.  Annie is my North Star.  From that spot on top of the world, she can see it all.  She has perspective like no one I’ve ever known.  And balance.  

It sounds trite to say she understands me, but it’s true.  

“We come from the same place,” she says.  

Everyone, everything, this whole world of wonders was born of the same entity with more names than we are able to speak.  Annie of the North, Keri of the South. She and I share a common memory, a similar experience, but we are still divergent enough that there’s a lifetime of listening ahead. 

I never feel silly talking to Annie.  There have been nights, sitting at my computer in the southern spike of this cold country, when I’ve felt so drawn to the warmth of her company that I’ve cried for her.  She sees me across time and space, and she tells me not to miss her. No need. She’s always with me.  We hold special seats in each other’s lives.  For us there is no apart, there is only together.

That’s easy enough to believe when you’ve got nothing else to hold on to, but my shoulder still aches for the welcome weight of her chin.  I want to close my eyes every night feeling the warmth of her breath on my skin.  The city is such an empty place without her.

The craving expanded over time.  It wasn’t just a matter of wanting Annie, but of wanting everything that surrounded her—the solid earth beneath her feet, the heavenly lights above her head.  Her earth would ground me, too.  Her rainbows would cascade between my eyes and a velvet sky.  I could hardly imagine a night without noise.  Breathable air.  Space.  No more sirens.  No more smog. 

So I quit my job.  I sold my condo and my furniture and most of my shoes.

When I told my mother I was moving up north, she threw her head back and laughed.  “You’ll get there and find out she’s married,” she told me.  “Chatting up pretty girls online—that’s what they do, you know.”

They who?  

Didn’t matter. The idea made me furious, but it also made me question Annie and everything we shared.

I tried to shake those evil seeds.  Why did my mother have to poison my mind like that?  How dare she?  All a ploy to keep me in the city, I bet.  Keep me on a leash.  But it wasn’t lost on me that I’d never asked Annie if she was married, or if she ever had been. Because... well, of course she wasn’t married.  She wasn’t.  

But even if she was, which I knew with almost absolute certainty that she wasn’t, it wouldn’t change my plans.  The north winds swept across my skin, beckoning.  There was space for me there, so much space.  Nothing but space.  

My bags were packed.
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When Hailey Met Sashi

“I have herbal teas, too.”

“Orange pekoe is fine.”

Hailey wouldn’t stop sorting through tea tins at the back of the pantry.  “Oh, look!  Some fruit teas.  I forgot I had these ones.  Do you like fruit teas? I don’t.  That’s probably why they’re crammed at the back of the cupboard.”

“Just plain tea is good, Hailey.”

“I have Earl Grey as well.  Oh, look!  This one’s called Lady Grey.  Must be a lighter aroma or something.”  She seemed so flustered, taking in the scent of each bag before holding it to Sashi’s nose.  “Lady Grey smells like bergamot, too, but the bouquet is a hint more subtle.  Would you like to try a cup?” 

It was torture, seeing Hailey like this: anxious, frenzied, stirring up a panic over nothing.  She flapped about the kitchen like newspaper caught in an updraft.  Her broad brunette ringlets bounced against her shoulders as she hurried from kettle to pantry, from pantry to dish rack, from dish rack back to kettle.  The kitchen timer buzzed with Hailey in the midst of warming the pot, and she nearly scalded herself.

“Gives me a heart attack every time, that thing!” she said, with a breathless laugh. 

The skirt of her vintage frock swirled, wrapping itself around her legs as she spun toward the oven.  When Hailey pulled out a fresh batch of oatmeal cookies, the kitchen filled with the childhood aroma of butter and cinnamon.  If only she’d take a moment to enjoy the scent of nostalgia.

But Hailey was a one-woman whirlwind. 

Sliding the cookies onto a cooling rack, she picked up the tea conversation.  “So, we have Earl Grey, Lady Grey, orange pekoe, green tea, blackberry, apple spice, aniseed, peppermint or chamomile.  The herbal ones would match oatmeal cookies well, in terms of flavour.  Apple spice seems like a good option because...” 

“Make whatever tea you want,” Sashi snapped.  “I like them all. It’s up to you.”

Hailey’s mile-a-minute ramblings made Sashi feel like she’d run a marathon.  She had an agenda, and she’d never get to it at this rate.

The cinnamon-infused air settled under a blanket of silence as Hailey stopped shuffling about the kitchen.  Her eyes grew wide.  She glanced at Sashi only momentarily before focusing her attention on the cooling rack, but that single second of direct eye contact struck Sashi to the core.  Now all she could see was the wounded animal in Hailey, the hurt she’d caused.  

Hailey plucked hot cookies one by one from the rack, pinching them between plum-coloured fingernails.  She dropped them, with surprising disregard, onto a cracked china plate.

Sashi hadn’t meant to blow a fuse, but she didn’t know how to react when Hailey started spinning like that.  It made her uneasy.  Hailey was her own little tornado, working into a frenzy for no good reason.  

“I only meant it’s all the same to me,” Sashi said.  “I can’t taste the difference between this tea and that tea.”

Looking up from the plateful of cookies, Hailey offered a benevolent smile.  “You are such a guy.”

Sashi shrugged, relieved she’d managed to lift Hailey’s mood.  “I just wish you would relax for once.  Why do you go to all this trouble for me?  You shouldn’t.”

Hailey poured hot water from the teapot to the sink, popped in two bags of Lady Grey, and refilled it from the boiling kettle. “What trouble?”

“All this!  The preheated teapot and the freshly baked cookies.  You won’t stop doing stuff.  Relax for two seconds, will you?  Come on.”  Sashi reached out to wrap caring fingers around Hailey’s wrist.  “Come over here, hayseed. Sit down for a sec.”

Hailey gazed at Sashi’s hand with laughable innocence.  It wasn’t lost on Sashi that this was the first time they’d touched.  Of course, the desire had been hovering tongue-tied for a while now, but Hailey was awfully skittish, and Sashi had never been all that touchy-feely.  

It would have been stupid to advance too abruptly, anyway.  She might scare Hailey off and, no matter what happened in their personal lives, they still had to work together.  Bad enough when a simple friendship gets sacrificed to the fires of lust, but who would risk forfeiting a career in education for a single night of passion?  

Aside from Sashi, that is...

At school, Hailey was stealth.  With her students, with their fellow teachers, with administration and staff.  She was a she and that’s all they needed to know.  Anyway, Hailey Rose was a she, plain and simple. Only Sashi knew about her past, because there was trust between them. Trust and affection.  That’s why Sashi knew stuff nobody else did. Like how, when Hailey had discreetly bounced the idea of transitioning off her former school board in the prairies, they’d been surprisingly receptive. They helped in every way they could. Still, she decided to pick up roots and begin a new life in a new province.  The board helped her secure a position in the big city and she hauled ass way across the country.

When she sold her house in the prairies, none of her “boy clothes” came along for the ride.  Hailey left that life in the canola fields of Saskatchewan.

Sashi was the only work friend who knew all this about the inimitable Ms Rose.  

And maybe Hailey was right to keep hush-hush about being trans.  Who knows?  Sure Sashi was an advocate of living out loud and proud, but she was in no position to judge.  Sashi had it easy, in a sense.  The way she figured, a gym teacher (well, half-time phys ed, half-time biology) was bound to be read as a big hairy dyke.  She didn’t need to go around telling everyone.  They already knew.  Hell, she was a stereotype!  She was very aware of that fact.  

And why not be a stereotype?  Why not wear cargo shorts and walk around with wildly unshaven legs?  Why not hang with the guys and talk sports?  That’s where Sashi felt comfortable.  If it also encouraged people to view her as a lesbian, that was icing.  No messy coming out. She’d never set foot in any closet.

Hailey Rose was different—eminently passable in the world of women.  Nothing to see here, folks.

Passable.  What a stupid word that was.  It called to mind a set of exams from her worst-ever grade nine science class.  As a whole, weak results, and yet not one student failed. Those kids’ work was lousy, but passable.  Passable wasn’t the word for Hailey.  No one would ever imagine Ms Rose’s biological sex didn’t match her gender presentation.  

For starters, she was a hell of a lot more feminine than anybody else Sashi could call to mind.  Everything about her shouted, “I am woman!”  Correction: whispered, not shouted.  Shouting isn’t very ladylike and, whereas Sashi was the picture of sportive ruggedness, Hailey could easily head straight from work to tea with the Queen.  She was graceful and elegant, revelling so obviously in the dresses she’d spent a painful twenty-something years never wearing.

It didn’t take Sashi long to realize she held more than idle friendship feelings for the bashful Hailey.  Physical attraction started the ball rolling.  Who wouldn’t be drawn to Hailey Rose, with her full, shimmering lips, with her adorably dimpled chin, with eye shadow and nails in matching shades of plum, with eyebrows plucked to perfection?  She took such pride in her appearance, and the time she spent at manicure and maquillage heightened the natural beauty of her rounded features. 

There was nothing like a good mystery, and Hailey was about as enigmatic as they come.

As she sat in Hailey’s cinnamon-scented kitchen, the speech Sashi had repeated to herself on the ride over here disappeared.  Her mind was white noise, echoing only the last word she’d thought: Hailey the enigma, enigma, enigma, enigma.

Slipping Hailey’s hand into hers, Sashi took a deep breath and said, “Hailey Rose, you are an enema.”

Hailey erupted in laughter. She’d broken away to cover her mouth with both hands before Sashi got a chance to rewind and replay those words.

Shit.  

Her face prickled with the heat of humiliation.  She’s spent two weeks working up the courage to have this conversation, and then she goes and fucks it up! Just perfect!

Sashi bowed her head and mumbled, “I meant to say enigma...” 

Hailey hadn’t stopped laughing.  “Oh God, I’ve got a cramp in my side!”

“I meant enigma,” Sashi repeated.  “Would you stop for five seconds? I’ve got something important to tell you.”

“I’m sorry.”  Hailey wiped a tear from her eye.  “I’m sorry. Go on.”

But before Sashi could speak, the giggles returned.  Okay, sure, it had been funny at first, but now Sashi was just getting irritated.  Rising from Hailey’s kitchen table, she said, “I really like you, okay?  I’ve been trying to say so all night.” 

The laughter fell away. Hailey’s expression fell, too.  She didn’t say anything, at first.

Sashi stared down at her untied shoelaces, which were grey where she’d stepped on them again and again. A phys ed teacher who didn’t have the wherewithal to keep her shoes tied? That pretty much said it all.

“I like you,” Sashi repeated, more quietly this time.  “In more than just a friendly way.”

Hailey’s voice sounded shaky and nervous when she said, “Oh, is that all?”

“It’s a lot,” Sashi said. 

Hailey tossed an errant curl behind her shoulder.  “I suppose.”

Sure Sashi was relieved that she hadn’t been completely shot down, but it would have been nice to receive a more encouraging response. Maybe Hailey wasn’t getting the point.  “What I’m trying to say is...”  

What was she trying to say?  

It was always the same concern that kept Sashi from hitting too hard on other girls:  will the object of her desire respond positively to her advances?  How will a girl react if she’s not interested?  There was so much at stake with Hailey—not only a close friend, but also a co-worker.  

“Never mind,” Sashi said.  “It’s not important.”

Hailey seemed pregnant with sublime concern when she said, “Sorry, go ahead.”

Sashi couldn’t contain herself. She blurted, “I think I’m in love you.” 

And then her heart stopped.

There it was, out in the open.  No going back now.  

As an unseen clock tick-tocked the long seconds of silence in Hailey’s retro kitchen, Sashi truly thought she was about to die.

* * * *

Days turned to weeks.

Hailey avoided Sashi in the hallways, avoided her in the staff room. The way they’d left things hadn’t exactly been encouraging, but it’s not like Hailey had said they’d never be a couple. It’s not like Hailey had even said she didn’t love Sashi back. 

She’d basically said, “It’s late. Go home.”

And that was that.

For weeks.

Until one day when Sashi walked into the staff room to find Hailey alone on the coffee-stained sofa. No one else was around, since it was the middle of fourth period, when they both had spares. 

Sashi marched right up to her and said, “Run away if that’s what you need to do, but I want you to know something, hayseed: I can’t stop thinking about.”

Hailey’s eyes widened.  She squeezed her coffee cup.  “You’re not going to believe this, but I was just about to say exactly the same thing to you.  Don’t you love it when we’re on the same wavelength?”

Sashi hesitated before offering a non-committal, “Yes...?”

“What are you thinking now?”

“I’m thinking you’ve had waaay too much coffee,” Sashi said with a grin.

“Oh my God, you have no idea!  I haven’t been sleeping, so I’m kind of loopy, and then I load up on coffee so I’m super-loopy.”  She laughed and said, “It’s bad.”

“Why aren’t you sleeping?”

Hailey’s expression darkened, but she fought whatever was on her mind with a smile. Smoothing her fingertips along a patch of duct tape keeping the couch cushion together, she said, “Sit with me, Sashi.”  

Sashi did as she was told.  

Would Hailey want to know what she thinking now? What would this fragile blossom say if she revealed she was jealous of duct tape?  That she wished Hailey would to touch her with sensual abandon?  

“What’s wrong?” Hailey asked.

“I was just thinking about thinking about you.”

Hailey giggled.  “Thinking about thinking about me?”

With a nod, Sashi said, “Thinking about the way I think about you.  I’m not sure we are riding the same wavelength.  I seriously doubt you think of me the same way I think of you.”

Wide-eyed, Hailey admitted, “You’ve lost me.  What way do you mean?”

There was something inescapable in Hailey’s charm.  She roped Sashi in, got her pulse going, and gripped her snake-like until she had no choice but to reveal every secret lurking behind her well-guarded walls.

“The way I’ve been thinking about you...”  Sashi picked at the duct tape, too.  “Well, it’s not all sweetness and light.”  

“Oh, I get it.” Hailey nodded with a face like stone.  

Thank God!  Sashi wouldn’t have to put herself on the line and risk being shot down.  

“You’re a serial killer,” Hailey said.

“What?” 

Counting ideas on her fingers, Hailey said, “You’ve been thinking about me obsessively...”

“Hold up, now.  I never said I was obsessed.”

“...but they’re not happy thoughts...”

“Happy doesn’t even scrape the surface,” Sashi replied.

“...no, they’re grim, horrific visions of blood and guts, decapitation, cruel disembowelling.  You’ll throw me in the incinerator and then it’s off in search of the next victim.  I see what you’re up to, Sash.  It’s all clear to me now.  Can’t pull the cashmere over my eyes.”

Sashi sighed.  “Are you done?”  

Hailey nodded like the cat that got the canary. 

“Good, because I’m not a serial killer.”

A casual shrug.  “Whatever you say.”

“I’m really not obsessed with you,” Sashi assured her, maybe a little too defensively.  “At least, not in a Psycho way.”

“Are you saying obsession is not psychological?”

Now they were getting tangled in knots.  “No, I was saying I don't think I'm obsessed with you.”

“Because if obsession is not of the mind, what is it?”

“I’m not arguing with you, hayseed!  You're arguing with yourself.”

On no sleep, Hailey reminded Sashi of her little niece Lalika, playing off in the corner with plastic dinosaurs, worlds away from reality.  

“Sorry,” Hailey said.  “I sure need some shut-eye.”

“I wasn't disagreeing with you,” Sashi explained for the third time.  “I was trying to tell you that, sure, I think about you a lot, but I don’t think I’m obsessive.”

“Oh, sorry.” Hailey blushed.  “See, I have this obsession with talking things through.”

“I can see that.”  

“I really need some sleep.”

“I can see that too.”  Sashi picked at the duct tape, even though it was the only thing keeping the cushion from erupting like a foam volcano.  “Okay, even if I am a little obsessive, it’s nothing you need to be scared about.  It is possible to become addicted to a person.”

“Addiction is physical,” Hailey said.  “Obsession is mental.”

“Okay. Whatever. Doesn’t matter.”  

Sashi was just about to reassure Hailey that her obsession was a very minor case, perfectly healthy, no treatment required, when the staff room door swung open.  In waltzed Mr. Walters, captain of the music brigade.  He headed for the coffee pot and grimaced when he found it empty.

“If you take the last cup, you make another pot,” he said, pointedly, to Hailey.

“I didn’t think anyone else would want any so late in the day.”

“This is a school,” he replied. “Not a... clown circus.”

Sashi’s laughed and said, “You’ve obviously never seen my fifth period biology class.  Speaking of which, I’ve got prep work to finish.”

When she got up from the couch, it made a lovely farting sound.

“You’ll have to tell me more about what you think of thinking of me,” Hailey said quietly. “Another time?”

“Another time,” Sashi agreed, and gently touched her shoulder while Mr. Walters searched the cupboard for another bag of grounds.

* * * *

Fifth period biology was always a shitshow, but after that conversation with Hailey, even Sashi couldn’t concentrate.  The kids were supposed to be writing up lab reports, but they were mainly just talking amongst themselves. Sashi let it go until she heard one of the boys at the back of the class say something about transgender people “like Ms Rose.”

“Nate!”  Standing up, Sashi pointed her pencil at him.  “What’d you just say?”

Nate’s eyes bulged like he’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar.  “Ms Rose,” he said.  “She used to be a dude.  Didn’t you know that?  I thought you two were gettin’ it on.”

This wasn’t a high school—it was a gossip factory.  “Nobody’s getting anything on. Where’d you hear a rumour like that?”

Nate shrugged while his pals poked him with rulers.  “Way to go, loser!  You spoiled the big surprise.”

“I wonder how big,” one kid laughed.

“I wonder if it still works.”

“No, she probably had the surgery where they turn you inside-out,” Nate said matter-of-factly.

His posse mocked him.  “You would know!”

“That’s right, I would know.”  Nate crossed his arms over his chest.  “Because my aunt had it.  She used to be my uncle.”

The other guys either couldn’t think up a good dig or they just weren’t interested, because they let the topic drop.

Sashi didn’t quite know how to respond, though the moment to do so had passed.  She felt like she was hovering over her body, looking down at her own expression of disbelief.  She’d been so convinced Hailey was utterly and completely passable, when all this time a bunch of high school students could read her like a picture book.  But that was love, wasn’t it?  Love subdues reality’s harsh fluorescent lighting.

Anyway, did it matter if the kids knew?  

It would, to Hailey. If she knew they knew.

Snapping back to reality, Sashi said, “That’s enough, everybody.  You can’t be talking this way about one of your teachers.”

The whole class looked up at her like she had three heads. Five minutes had probably gone by since that conversation ended. The kids were all talking about other things now.

A B student, Cat, spoke up and asked, “Why can’t we talk about a teacher being trans?  We don’t give a fu...uuudge.”

“You don’t?”

She shrugged.  “Ms Rose can lay eggs for all I care; I’m getting a ninety-two in her class.”

Cat’s friend Nicole said, “Ms Rose is so nice. She helped me edit my entrance essays for three different universities, and I’ve never even had her as a teacher!  She’ll help you even if she’s never met you before in her life.”

“People from the prairies are always like that,” Nate said.

Sashi asked, “How did you know she was from the prairies?”

“We hear things,” one kid said.

Another added, “Teachers don’t need my nose in their business. If she’s good at her job and she helps us, like how she helped Nicole, why would I care if she used to be a guy?”

“I don’t know,” Sashi replied, stupefied by her students’ openness.  “I gotta say, you are blowing my mind right now.  I’m so proud of how accepting you are.”

Nicole cast a confounded glance in Cat’s direction before asking, “Why wouldn’t we be?”

* * * *

Dating was magic when you started off as friends. 

No uncomfortable pauses, except when Sashi set her hand very lightly on Hailey’s knee and Hailey brushed it away. That always made Sashi feel like crap for a few seconds, until Hailey started up a cheery conversation to show there were no hard feelings.

The love was there. Just... the physical side of things wasn’t progressing.  At all. 

They’d been out for dinner, in for dinner, out for movies, in for movies, and after all that they hadn’t even kissed.  She’d never been in a relationship like this.  It reminded her of high school, when she tried to bed her best friend. But that was different, because her best friend had been unapologetically straight. 

Hailey wasn’t straight. So what was going on? Not even a kiss? Was Hailey not attracted to her? Was that the problem? Did Hailey hate her cargo shorts and her hairy legs? Why didn’t she say something?  Sashi was all in, here. She’d do anything for this girl.

Maybe Hailey was the wait-until-marriage type. But waiting to kiss? That seemed a little weird.

Times like these, Sashi almost wished she had some female friends to talk to. Maybe they’d understand what was going on in Hailey’s mind, because Sashi sure as hell didn’t.

“Would you ever take someone else’s last name?” Sashi asked as she drove Hailey home after work. “If you got married, I mean.”

Hailey wrinkled her nose.  “I don’t know. I’ve already changed my name once, and that was a hassle and a half. Are you talking about YOU? If I married YOU?”

Sashi almost slammed on the brakes even though her light was green.  “Me? Well, no, I didn’t mean me specifically. Just talking out loud.”

“Thinking out loud?”

“That too.”

“I’m not taking your last name,” Hailey said with a smirk.  “Mostly because I don’t know what it is.”

“You do so know what it is,” Sashi scoffed.  “Balasubramaniam.  Couldn’t be simpler.”

“Balasubra-something-something,” Hailey said, mockingly.  “It’s too long. I’d never remember all those syllables.”

“Balasubramaniam.”

“Balasubra-maniac.”

“Ba-la-su-bra-ma-ni-am.”

“Hmm... Hailey Balasubramaniam...”

Sashi smiled so hard it hurt.  Maybe Hailey was right. Maybe she’d brought up this topic because she had marriage on the mind.  

“My wife...” Sashi mused.

For a while, Hailey was quiet.  Then she asked, “Is it scary?”

Sashi could have played it like she didn’t know what Hailey was talking about, but what was the point? They were beyond that, now. “No, not scary,” she said.  “Well, a little scary, but good-scary.  Exciting-scary.  For you?”

“I still can’t imagine what you see in me.”

“Let’s not start this up again.”  Sashi squeezed Hailey’s thigh, but Hailey moved her hand back to the wheel.  “Or is this going to become a theme throughout our marriage?  I say I love you and you bat your eyebrows and say, ‘Why, gentle stranger? Why-ever would you do a silly thing like that?’” 

“Eyelashes.”

“What?”

“I wriggle my eyebrows,” Hailey said.  “I bat my eyelashes.”

Sashi grumbled, “Same dif.”

Hailey clucked her teeth.  “Tsk, tsk, tsk.  You wouldn’t stand a chance in my class.”

“Yes, Ms. Rose.”

Sashi could hardly breathe.  She’d basically just asked Hailey to marry her, and Hailey hadn’t said yes but she also hadn’t said no.  Which meant there was a chance.

Who was this person, dating a co-worker on the steady, asking women to marry her?  This wasn’t Sashi. Couldn’t be.

* * * *

“I can’t imagine what your parents would think of me,” Hailey said as she kicked off her shoes and strode into the kitchen.

“Are you kidding?” Sashi laughed.  “They’d love you!  My dad would call you hijra and throw you—”

“Out the window?”

“Throw you a party, I was going to say.”

“Oh,” Hailey replied.  “I was thinking about spaghetti for supper.”

“Sounds good.” 

Hailey opened the fridge.  “Meatballs or meat sauce—pick your poison.”

“I would love to wrap my teeth around a juicy pair of meatballs,” Sashi said, salaciously.

Hailey looked uncomfortable, but smiled gently.  She laughed, but it was obviously put on.  

“No laughing,” Sashi said, trying to raise to mood.  “We don’t take kindly ‘round these parts to folks what laugh at sek-tual overtures.”  Yanking the blue gingham dishcloth from the oven handle, she swung it in the air like a lasso before tossing it over Hailey’s head. 

“Don’t!” Hailey cried. “If you mess up my hair, I swear to God...”  

Tugging the dishcloth from her head, Hailey spun it into a makeshift whip before snapping out.  The towel landed with a smarting thwack against Sashi’s thigh and every muscle in her lower body clenched.  Sashi struggled to find a comeback, wholly distracted by that beautiful face, those lips she wanted so badly to kiss.  

If only Hailey would let her... 

“You’re really sexy,” Shashi said.  “Have I ever told you that?”  

She sounded like one of her students, but she often felt adolescent with Hailey.

With a sigh, Hailey tucked the dishtowel back into its home.  Her face had fallen three storeys in five seconds.  “I wish you wouldn’t say things like that.”

“Like what?  That you’re sexy?”

Hailey nodded solemnly, biting her bottom lip.  

“What did I do?” Sashi asked.  When Hailey fled to the dining room, she followed.  “I always seem to be upsetting you and I never know what I’ve done.”

“What’s a hijra?”

“Huh?”

Hailey said, “You told me your dad would call me a hijra, but I don’t know what that is.”

“Oh, well, never mind.  It’s not important.”  Sashi wanted to know why she shouldn’t call her girlfriend sexy, and this hijra thing was just Hailey’s way of distracting her. 

Hailey stood her ground, folding her arms in front of her chest.  “No, there’s no ‘never mind’ out of it.  I don’t want to ‘never mind.’  I want you to tell me what a hijra is and why your father would call me one.”

Now they were both deep in teenager mode.  It was a terrible thing when the teachers started acting like the students.  Sashi was a little embarrassed, because she knew the comparison was less than apt.  She rubbed her chin. 

“Are you planning on answering me, or do I need to get out the encyclopaedia?” 

“It’s nothing,” Sashi said. “Hijra is the third gender, where I come from. That’s all.”

“I’m not a third gender,” Hailey shot back. “I’m a woman.”

“I know you are.”

“So don’t call me hijra!”

“I wasn’t.”

“Good!”

“Now, what were we talking about?”

“I don’t know. Spaghetti!”

“Meatballs,” Sashi said.  “And sex.”

It wasn’t just Hailey’s expression that fell, this time.  All of her did, like a pile of laundry onto the dining chair.  She made a nest of her arms and collapsed with her head on top of them.  When she spoke this time, it wasn’t her teenager voice.  It was a voice that sounded distant and resigned that said, “I don’t want to talk about sex.”

“That’s okay,” Sashi said, not knowing why it was such a big deal.  “We don’t have to. Just spaghetti. No meatballs.”

Hailey turned her head and looked up at Sashi.  “This isn’t a joke.”

Sashi wasn’t sure what was happening.  “I know it’s not. I’m sorry.”

“Good.”

Sashi waited a moment before asking, “What isn’t a joke?”

Hailey straightened in her chair.  “I’ve been trying to tell you this for weeks, and it never... I mean, we’re always having such a good time and it’s so nice when we’re out. It’s so romantic. I don’t want to ruin the moment.”

“Ruin it how?”

“By telling you I’m...”

“You’re...?”

“I’m...”

“Straight?”

“No!”  Hailey laughed.  “You’re silly.”

“What, then?”

Hailey’s expression softened, and she said, “I’m not into sex.  I’m not a... sexual being. I’m sorry.  You can leave now, if you want.”

When Hailey rose from her chair, Sashi pulled her back down.  “No, no, no. You’re not running away from me that easily. Tell me what you’re talking about.”

Looking Sashi plain in the face, Hailey said, “I’m asexual.  I don’t have... sexual... feelings.”

“Oh.”  Sashi touched her fingers lightly and asked, “Were you... did someone hurt you? Like, abuse-wise...?”

“No!”  

“Sorry, I just thought maybe...”

“I wasn’t abused. I wasn’t raped. Nobody stole my innocence, and it has nothing to do with being trans. Okay?”

Boy, she was really getting up in arms. Sashi had never seen her so angry or defensive.  “Have you ever talked to someone about this? I mean, like a therapist, maybe?”

“I don’t need to talk to someone about it!” Hailey shouted.  Rolling her eyes hard, she said, “This isn’t a deficiency, Sashi. There’s nothing wrong from me.  It’s just the way I am. Some people are sexual and some people are asexual, and I’m asexual. So what?”

“So nothing!” Sashi said, in somewhat a hasher tone than she’d intended.  “I’m just trying to be supportive. Holy Mackerel, d’you have to be so difficult?”

Hailey’s eyes blazed like a building on fire.  Sashi fully expected her to explode, but she cracked up instead.  “Holy Mackerel?” she said. “Are you eighty?”

“Yes,” Sashi teased. 

“You look good for your age.”

Sashi vogued, then struck a pose.

Hailey laughed some more.  Holding her head in her hands, she laughed until she cried.  Sashi rushed to grab a box of tissues, then sat down beside her at the table.  “I’m sorry. Was it something I said?”

“Yes and no.”  Hailey took a tissue.  “Of course I’ve talked to someone. You feel like an alien, sometimes, like there’s something missing inside you.”

“There’s nothing missing,” Sashi said. “You’re perfect just the way you are.”

Hailey shot her a dubious glance.  “I’m not perfect.”

“Okay, not perfect...”

“I should have told you before,” Hailey said.  “Before we got serious.  I should have told you when... when I first fell in love with you. I should have told you then.”

Sashi had to admit, she felt a bit hurt, but not for the reasons Hailey would probably think.

“In the car, when you were joking about marriage, I thought, ‘Gee, I’d love to marry this girl,’ but I can’t ask for a commitment.  You obviously want more than I can give you.”  Bowing her head, Hailey said, “Sex is off the table. That means I’m off the table.”

“No you’re not,” Sashi said, smacking it for emphasis.  “You’re very much on the table.”

“But you’re a very sexual person, Sash.  I’m not.  It’s stressing me out.”

“Wait, is this why you haven’t been sleeping?” Sashi asked.  “You were afraid to tell this secret?”

Hailey nodded.

“Oh, hayseed!”  Sashi leaned across the table to take Hailey in her arms, then stopped abruptly.  “Sorry.  Is this okay?”

Hailey smiled.  “A hug is okay. A hug is great. And holding hands, stuff like that. A kiss on the cheek. On the lips, even, if it’s just a peck.  But I’m not into making out or sexual touching or anything more than that.  I’m just... not.  If that’s not okay, then we’re not okay.”

“Then that’ll have to be okay,” Sashi said.  “Because I can’t imagine a life without you.”

Hailey blushed, but said, “You’re only saying that because you haven’t had a chance to think about it.  Once it really sinks in what your life would be like with no sex, you’ll change your mind for sure.”

“It would be just like my life right now,” Sashi said.

“Yeah, but you’re frustrated now.”

“I was frustrated,” Sashi confessed.  “But that’s because I didn’t know what was going on.  You seemed like maybe you liked me, but maybe not... like you were hiding something.  Now I know what, so it’s cool.”

Hailey cocked her head dubiously. 

“It’s cool.”  Sashi vogued again, just to make Hailey smile.

Smacking Sashi’s hand, Hailey said, “It’s not that easy. It’s not something we can gloss over.  If you really want to make this work, we’ll need to really talk about how.”

“Okay,” Sashi said, getting serious.  “Then we’ll talk about it. We’ll figure things out.”  Sliding out of her chair, she kneeled on the floor at Hailey’s side.  “I don’t have a ring, but I want you to marry me. So I’m asking you now.  Will you marry me, Hailey?”

Tears filled her eyes.  She nodded.  Her voice cracked as she said, “I’ll cook some spaghetti and we can twist it around each other’s fingers. How’s that for a ring?”

“Perfect,” Sashi teased.  “Exactly what I had in mind. Would you believe most fine jewellers don’t carry pasta rings?”

Hailey grinned through happy tears.  “That’s a damn shame.”

“These would just be engagement rings, of course. When they turn mouldy, then we know it’s time to get hitched.”

“Gross!”

“It’s only gross if you eat it.”

“Eww! Sashi!”  Hailey pressed on her face, but she didn’t budge. She held Hailey’s hand tight, and Hailey squeezed back.

“Is it okay if I kiss you here?” Sashi asked, bowing to Hailey’s fingers.

Hailey nodded in all seriousness, and Sashi gently kissed her knuckles.  

With the other hand, Hailey cupped Sashi’s cheek and said, “I love you, Sash.”

“You too, hayseed.”

“We’ve got a lot to talk about.”

“But all the time in the world.”

7

Going to the Chapel

When they burst into church half an hour late for their own wedding, their knees were streaked with mud.  Yvonne’s gorgeous gown, the one she’d spent three months selecting, had grass stains all down the front.  She’d paid more for that white dress than she’d paid for her first car, and look at it now: damaged beyond repair.

And Deva?  Well, her retro turquoise suit hadn’t fared much better.  The left sleeve was muddied from the cuff to the elbow, and don’t even start about the pant legs!

They hadn’t planned it—honestly, they hadn’t—but when their families and friends turned to find them surrounded by big bouquets of blue carnations, they both cried out, “It’s not what you think!”

* * * *

“You’re not supposed to see the bride on the day of the wedding,” Yvonne teased.

Deva raised a churlish brow.  “Neither are you.”

Their gazes locked as mothers and aunts rushed around the apartment.  The brides were the still point in the chaos.  They weren’t giving in to their families’ anxiety.  

Why get worked up about a wedding?

Taking one step closer, Deva grabbed Yvonne’s hand.  “Don’t you wish we could ditch everyone and just... you know...?”

Yvonne glanced toward the bed and bit her lip, trying not to smile too widely.  “Get your mind out of the gutter.  You’ll shock your virgin bride.”

“Ha!”  Deva wrapped both arms around Yvonne and held her close, whispering into her ear. “I can’t wait to get you home after the wedding.”

“Mmm...”

Deva’s hot breath warmed more than just Yvonne’s ear.  She’d have given anything to surrender, but her mother’s voice rang out from the doorway.  “Girls!  It’s time to get to get a move on.  You don’t want to be late for your own wedding.”

Yvonne stepped away from Deva, covering the blush in her cheeks with both hands.  “We’re on our way.”

Deva’s mother appeared in the doorway, behind Yvonne’s, and said, “I don’t understand why you’re walking.  Who walks to the church on her wedding day?”

“That’s how we met,” Deva said. She leaned against the dresser while Yvonne sat on the bed.  “Or, not how we met, but how we got to know each other.”

“I only started going to that church because there was a rainbow flag on the sign,” Yvonne added.  “I’ve never been a churchy person, but it’s hard to find community when you move to a new place.  I figured if they were queer-friendly, that could be a start.”

Her mother smiled.  “Yes, I don’t remember you wanting to go to church when you were little.”

Yvonne shrugged.  “Everyone’s really nice at this one down the street.  And it didn’t hurt that there was a built, butch Indian chick sitting in the front pew every week—legs spread, an elbow on either knee, too cool for school.  Kept me coming back for more.”

“Deva!” said Yvonne’s soon-to-be mother-in-law.  “You shouldn’t sit that way in church.  Keep your knees together.”

Deva bowed her head, obviously trying not to laugh.  “Yes, mother.”

“We started walking home together when we realized we lived in the same apartment complex,” Yvonne went on.  “And soon she started picking me up and walking me there, too.”

“Yeah, and I just kept getting here earlier and earlier,” Deva said.  “Soon I was picking her up on Saturday night for church on Sunday morning.”

When Deva chuckled, her mother smacked her hip, aiming for her bottom.  “Naughty child!  You don’t talk that way.”

“Sure I do,” Deva said, still laughing as her mother spanked her.

“If you weren’t as big as your brothers I would take you over my knee.”

Yvonne and her mother cracked matching smiles as Deva and hers teased one another.  And then Yvonne’s high-strung mom looked at her watch and said, “We really should leave for the church.  It’s getting to be that time.  Don’t want your guests thinking you’ve come down with a case of cold feet.”

“You guys head out,” Deva said, shuffling her mom and Yvonne’s toward the front door.  “We’re gonna stroll hand in hand, just like we did when we first started walking together.”

“Aww,” said one of Deva’s aunts, who’d been hiding in the living room.  “There’s nothing like young love.”

Yvonne laughed.  “We’re not exactly young.”

“Well, you were when you met,” the aunt said.  “How long ago was that?  Five years?”

“Almost,” Deva said, then winked at Yvonne.  “Feels like yesterday.”

Yvonne nodded.  “I know what you mean.”

The honeymoon never ended.  They were still loopy in love, and so sizzling hot for each other they couldn’t keep their hands to themselves.  Hopefully the wedding wouldn’t change all that.  But why would it?  A marriage is only a commitment, and they were already committed to each other.

Nevertheless, as their mothers and aunts filtered out the door, a feeling of apprehension came over Yvonne.  This was it.  Today was the day.  No going back.

“What’s wrong?” Deva asked when everyone was gone.

“Hmm?”  Yvonne plastered a smile across her lips.  “Nothing. I’m fine.  How ‘bout you?”

Deva cocked her head, not buying it. 

There was something about Deva, like she could look into Yvonne’s eyes and see right straight through to her soul. Made her nervous and fidgety. She walked to the window, waiting to see their family members filter out the lobby door.

Deva took her from behind, wrapping both arms around her waist.  “Tell me what you’re thinking, babe.”

Yvonne pressed her forehead to the window.  “Nothing.  Just... do you think we’re really ready for this?”

“For what?”

Yvonne laughed.  “For marriage. For me.”

Deva hugged her harder.  “We already live together.  If I couldn’t stand you, I think I’d know it by now.”

“I guess so.”

“Why?” Deva asked.  “Are you having second thoughts?”

Yvonne watched her mother and Deva’s and all their aunts spill from the front door like an ocean wave.  “No,” she said, decidedly.  “I want to marry you.”

She turned around, and Deva kissed her, softly, on the lips.  “I want to marry you, too.”

Why did that embarrass her so much?  She felt an inexplicable blush coming on as she slipped away from the window, away from Deva.  “My mom was right. We should get a move on or people will wonder.”

“I’m starting to wonder.”

“Wonder what?”

Deva shook her head.  “Nothing.”

Yvonne grabbed her phone off the coffee table and shoved it down the side of her wedding dress.

Deva cracked up.  “What are you doing?”

With a shrug, Yvonne said, “I’m not bringing a purse and you never know when you might need a phone. In case of emergencies.  You know?”

This time, Deva shrugged.  “I’m not bringing mine.”

“But you’ve got the house keys?”

Deva plucked them out of her pocket.  “Sure you don’t want a quickie before we head to the chapel?”

“When have I ever wanted a quickie?”  Yvonne laughed as she opened the door.  “I want you all... night... long.”

When Deva raced at her, she leapt into the hall like a matador teasing a bull.  They locked up and rode the elevator down to the ground floor.  Their neighbours would think they were crazy—not that they actually knew many people in the neighbourhood, aside from fellow churchgoers.

And Mr. Rosetti.

Yvonne groaned as they stepped into the lobby.

“What’s wrong?”  Deva took her hand and squeezed it. “I’m worried about you.”

“No, it’s nothing.  I just hope Mr. Rosetti isn’t out gardening when we walk by.  He’s the last person I need to deal with today.”

Deva let out a sympathetic sigh.  “Well, we’ll just ignore him if he is.  What’s the worst he can do?”

“Recite scripture at us.”  The automated lobby doors opened for them and they walked through, greeted by the gorgeous summer sun.  “I’m so sick of people like him.  Why can’t they just mind their own business?  They act like every queer person in the world somehow threatens their sense of... I don’t even know what!”

Deva escorted her to the sidewalk.  “Don’t get so worked up about it.  Today’s your wedding day—nothing can spoil it.”

“Unless you run out on me.”

Deva laughed.  “Well, you don’t have to worry about that.”

As they crossed the tree-lined street, sun dappled their finery and their flesh.  Yvonne soaked up the warmth like a dozing kitten, at once calm and exhilarated by the prospect of saying “I do” in front of all their friends and family.

But once they’d set foot on the shady side of the street, apprehension snuck into her heart.  She remembered the first time Deva had scooped up her hand and held it, the first time they’d walked home from church like that, together, as a unit.  Yvonne remembered it so clearly because of the man at 129.

He’d eyed them from the garden as they walked by his house—those beady, dark eyes fixed on their fingers as they chatted and flirted.  Yvonne still remembered how giddy she’d felt as she set her head on Deva’s shoulder for the first time, when suddenly a rumbling voice cut through their bliss.

“You!  You gays—why don’t you stay downtown with the rest of the sinners?  The suburbs are for good, God-fearing people.  You’re the reason I had to find another church!”

Yvonne had whipped around to face him, too stunned to speak.  Deva only said, “What?”

“That church at the end of the street—I went there from the time I moved into this house in 1973.  And then you gays convince that woman minister to perform your sinful ceremonies and force me out.”

“Sinful ceremonies?” Deva asked.  “What ceremonies?”

“Gay marriage!”  Mr. Rosetti threw his hands in the air, over-emphasising the simple words.

Yvonne laughed, even though she was shocked and taken aback.  She laughed because she’d been picturing this “sinful” gay ceremony as some orgiastic devil worship.  But marriage?  He was walking about marriage?

“You think gay marriage is sinful?” Deva asked.

His eyes bugged.  “It goes against God!”

“How?”  Deva’s chest puffed a bit, the way it always did when she got into a battle of words.  “How can love possibly go against God?  God is love.”

“Hippies,” he spat.  “Hippie queers, drive me from my church—my church!  Not yours.”

“Come on, Deva. Let’s just go.”  Yvonne had yanked her by the arm, pulled her down the sidewalk as she railed against the homophobe at 129.

The first hurt felt just as fresh as every other insult he’d heaped on since.  

As they approached his house en route to their wedding, Yvonne’s heart clenched.  Please, God, don’t let him be outside!

And he wasn’t.

Praise the Lord!

Wait a second... what was that?  

As they approached Mr. Rosetti’s garden, a shape in the dirt caught Yvonne’s eye.  It started on the lawn and then stretched across the marigolds.  Oh no... it wasn’t... was it?  Yes, it was... it was a body!

She tightened her grip on Deva’s hand, but Deva was two steps ahead, climbing up the rock garden and over the slight incline between the sidewalk and the lawn.  “Mr. Rosetti?  Are you okay?”

When Deva fell to her knees, Yvonne shrieked.  “You’re gonna get your tux all dirty!”

Like Deva cared about clothes!  “Come on, get up here.  Help me roll him over.”

“Is he... dead?”  Yvonne whispered the word, like she’d be inviting the grim reaper if she said it too loudly.

“I don’t know.  I don’t think so.  Would you just get up here and give me a hand?”

Yvonne inched two steps up the driveway without taking her eyes off Mr. Rosetti’s prone body.  “But if he is dead, there’s no point getting all dirty trying to revive him.”

Deva’s eyes blazed.  “Stop acting like a child.  You’re a grown woman. Time to behave that way.”

Interrupting her wedding day to roll a homophobic corpse?  What was the point?  If Mr. Rosetti hated gay people so much, he probably wouldn’t want a pair of lesbians putting their hands all over him, anyway.  

But Yvonne could only hold out so long before her better judgement kicked in.  She stepped from the driveway onto the lawn and her heels slumped into the soft ground.  When she took another step, the shoes remained wedged in the dirt.  “Damn it.”

“Help me roll him,” Deva said, her voice firm and commanding.

“How?”  Yvonne didn’t want to touch the old guy, but she also didn’t want to admit that to Deva.

“Just help his head along while I turn his body, okay?”

“Okay.”  Yvonne wasn’t going to argue, at this stage.  She held her hands near his hair, but couldn’t bring herself to touch him—not until Deva heaved his shoulder. Then, Yvonne worried that if she didn’t do anything, the old man’s neck might snap.

“Good job,” Deva said, though Yvonne didn’t feel like she was contributing much. 

She closed her eyes as her hands found his head. Somehow, when Deva turned him, he ended up with his head on her thigh.  She screamed when she looked down to find his face covered in dirt.

“Brush it off,” Deva said.

“He’s dead! He’s dead!”  Yvonne tried to escape, only to discover Deva had rolled the man onto her bulky wedding dress.  “Dev, I’m stuck!”

“It’s okay, babe.”  Deva grabbed the lace train of her veil and used it to brush soil from the old man’s skin.

“What are you doing?” Yvonne shrieked.

“In case we need to do CPR.”

Yvonne’s throat squeaked.  “I’m not putting my mouth on his mouth!”

“I don’t think you’ll have to.”  Deva place a hand on his chest and remained quiet for a moment.  “He’s breathing.”

“Oh, thank God!”

“Mr. Rosetti?”  Deva tapped his cheek, then smacked it.  “Mr. Rosetti, can you hear me?”

“What’s wrong with him?”

“I don’t know.  Get out your phone.”

“What for?”

“To call 911.”

“Oh.”  Yvonne wanted to put up some argument, but she couldn’t think of any reason why she shouldn’t call—well, aside from the fact that they were late for their own wedding.  She reached into her restrictive wedding gown and pulled out her phone.  Her fingers fumbled as she punched in the number and waited for something to happen.

A woman’s voice came on the line and asked, “What is the nature of your emergency?”

Yvonne looked to Deva.  “What do I say?”

“You know what to say,” Deva told her.

“What is the nature of your emergency?”

“Our neighbour... we found him on the lawn.  He’s not... well, he’s breathing, but he won’t wake up.”

“He’s unconscious?”

“I don’t know! I’m not a doctor!”

“Is he awake?” the operator asked.

“No.”

“Does he smell like he’s been drinking?”

Yvonne sniffed him.  “No, he smells like plants. He was working in the garden.”

The 911 operator asked where to send the ambulance and Yvette gave her Mr. Rosetti’s address.  The operator then rolled out instructions that fell out of Yvonne’s brain the moment she’d repeated them to Deva.  Do this, do that. Check this, check that.  And then something stuck: “Reach into his mouth and make sure his tongue isn’t blocking his airway.”

Deva looked up at the phone, her eyes wide as saucers.

Yvonne shrugged.

Neither of them did anything.  Where were finger cots when you needed them?

He was breathing.  His chest rose and fell.  They didn’t really need to put their fingers in his mouth, did they?

“Have you done it yet?” the operator asked.

“My wife is doing it,” Yvonne said.  “Or, not my wife.  My fiancée.  We were on our way to our wedding when we found him.”

“Oh,” the operator replied, hesitantly, like she wasn’t entirely sure how to respond.  “Well, congratulations. The ambulance should be arriving in a matter of minutes.”

“He’s a terrible person,” Yvonne said.  “He hates us.  He hates lesbians, hates gay people.  He thinks we go against God.  And look at this!  It’s our wedding day and instead of standing up in church we’re shoving our fingers in his mouth.”

“Well, not really,” Deva whispered.

“You’re very likely saving his life,” the 911 operator said.  “You’re doing a good thing.”

Yvonne’s eyes filled unexpectedly with tears.  She choked them back.  She didn’t want to cry on her wedding day, not for any reason.  

“Now,” the operator went on, “if your neighbour starts vomiting you’ll need to dig into his throat and pull out any stomach contents so he doesn’t choke.  Are you prepared to do that?”

Deva obviously heard what the operator asked, because her jaw dropped.  For a moment, she just stared at Yvonne, stared at the phone.  Deva was the strong one, the ready-for-anything partner, but would she go so far as to dig vomit from a homophobe’s throat?

“Sure!” Yvonne said.  “Why not?”

Deva burst out in silent laughter, chuckling so hard her shoulders shook.  

Yvonne egged her on.  “Of course we’ll remove Mr. Rosetti’s regurgitated stomach contents on our wedding day.  We’s good people, over here.”

Deva fell to the side, rolling on Mr. Rosetti’s lawn and laughing her ass off.  Nothing spelled joy like Deva’s laughter.  It made Yvonne smile so hard her jaw hurt.

The 911 operator didn’t seem quite so amused. “Is the patient breathing?”

Yvonne watched his chest rise and fall.  “Yup.”

“And he’s still unconscious?”

This time, Yvonne shouted his name.  When he didn’t react, she slapped him in the face.  Still nothing, but damn that felt good.  “He’s out like a light.”

“The ambulance is on its way.  I’ll need you to stay with him until the paramedics arrive.”

“Sure.”  Yvonne cast her gaze in Deva’s direction.  Something had caught her wife-to-be’s attention. Yvonne turned to find a woman with a dog, a man holding a small child on her bicycle, and a group of joggers standing on the sidewalk, their attentive gazes fixed on the scene like they were watching some kind of live-action reality show.

Yvonne didn’t know how to feel—like a hero?  Like a star?  She didn’t feel that way. She was only doing this because Deva told her to.

“What happened?” one of the joggers asked, breaking the fourth wall.

Deva responded.  “We don’t know. We found him passed out in the garden.  He’s breathing, but we can’t wake him up.”

“You should have left him there,” said the woman with the dog.  “That guy’s a jerk. He deserves to die.”

When she walked off, Yvonne exchanged knowing glances with Deva. In that woman’s place, Yvonne probably would have said the same thing.  She still wasn’t sure why she felt good about helping someone who’d never been anything but nasty to her.  Maybe it was just the right thing to do—help him because he’s human and he’s in trouble.

“I hear voices,” the 911 operator said.  “Has the patient regained consciousness?”

“No, it’s just people from the neighbourhood. They don’t like this guy any more than we do.”

The operator sounded like she was about to say something, but then fell silent.

Deva looked up over the assembled crowd as sirens rang out from the main street.

“The ambulance?” Yvonne asked.

Deva nodded, and signalled to the crowd to get out of the way.  The man and child moved a smidge, but the joggers remained exactly where they were, like they just had to find out how the show would end.

The ambulance roared onto their street, tearing toward the crowd.  Yvonne could just see it knocking those joggers over like bowling pins. Then they’d end up with two emergency situations on their hands.  

The joggers shifted as a pair of paramedics spilled out of the vehicle.  They raced up the driveway, and then onto the lawn.  A black man and Asian woman, both in bulky blue uniforms, lifted Mr. Rosetti from Yvonne’s grass-stained wedding gown.

“We’ll take over from here,” the woman said, shooing Yvonne and Deva away.

Yvonne had grown so accustomed to the weight of Mr. Rosetti’s head on her thigh that it felt weird to be without it.  “We found him unconscious on the lawn, here.  He’s breathing, but we couldn’t wake him up.”

“We’ll take over,” the man repeated, driving the point home.

Deva helped Yvonne to her feet, and they inched down the rock garden together.  “Wait, my shoes.”

One of the paramedics was half sitting on them.  Deva snuck dangerously close to his butt and plucked them out of the earth.

“I thought they’d want us to help or something,” Yvonne said.  “Or I thought they’d at least ask us for information.”

“I guess they got it from dispatch,” Deva replied.

Yvonne looked down at the phone in her hand, and then brought it to her ear.  “The ambulance is here.  The paramedics have taken over.”

The operator offered a word of thanks, but that was that.  Why hadn’t she wished them a happy wedding day before hanging up?  Maybe she had to stick to a script or maybe she’d forgotten already, but it would have been nice.

Another paramedic came out of nowhere, clearing the sidewalk by asking the crowd to give them space.  Yvonne let Deva drag her away, but she said, “I want to know what’s happening.  I want to know what’s wrong with him.”

“Me too, but we’ve got a wedding to get to, in case you’ve forgotten.”

Yvonne smiled as one of the joggers asked, “Are you two getting married.”

Well, duh!  Why else would they be dressed in a bridal gown and a tux?

Deva said, “Yeah, we’re getting married right now, right down the street.  Want to come?”

Yvonne laughed, but Deva was serious.  

“No, that’s okay,” the joggers said.  “We don’t want to impose.”

“You’re not imposing.  We’re inviting you.”  Deva looked from the group of joggers to the man with the girl on a bicycle.  “Everybody loves a wedding.  And we’re all neighbours.  Might as well.”

The dad looked to his little girl and shrugged.  “Want to watch the heroes get married?”

Heroes!  Yvonne’s heart swelled.

The little girl chewed her hair and bashfully nodded.  She whispered to her father, “They’re all dirty.”

“That’s because they just saved a man’s life.”

One of the joggers said, “If those two are going, I wouldn’t mind coming along.”

“Me too,” another one said.

“Yeah, I love weddings.”

Yvonne looked to Deva and asked, “Should we go home and change first?”

“We’re late enough as it is.”  Deva gave her an obvious once over—her dress was a disaster, but so was Deva’s tux.  “And think about it: we’ll always have a story to tell.”

“True.”  Yvonne dusted a bit of dirt from her sullied white dress.  “Better get a move on, I guess.”

So, hand in hand, they headed for church—followed by a train of joggers and a girl on a bicycle kicking up the rear.  Yvonne would like to say she never looked back, but that wasn’t entirely true.  She did look, to see if the paramedics were carrying Mr. Rosetti into that ambulance.  As much as she despised the guy, she couldn’t help wondering what happened to him, why he’d lost consciousness.  Maybe he’d seen the lesbian brides marching up the sidewalk and fainted dead away.

They’d probably find out thought the grapevine at some point.  Anyway, they’d devoted enough of their wedding day to him.  The rest of the day was all theirs.

Squeezing her bride-to-be’s hand, Yvonne said, “I love you, Dev.”

“I love you too.”  Then she sang, “Going to the chapel and we’re... grungy and grass-stained...”

When Yvonne laughed, Deva leaned in and planted a sweet kiss on her lips.  As they walked together in the sunlight, the crowd behind them cheered.  

The End
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BEST TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

Coming home means coming out...

This is a Christmas of firsts for girlfriends Maisie and Regan. Maisie hasn't returned to their hometown since beginning her transition from male to female. Regan hasn't spoken to her hard-drinking Cree father in twice that time. Will family drama, secrets, and new arrivals strengthen their bond or tear Regan and Maisie apart?

The Red Satin Collection is a transgender lesbian holiday romance that includes content suitable for adult readers only.

Read an excerpt from The Red Satin Collection:

“Is mom home?” Maisie asked, before taking a step forward.

“Oh yeah, for sure.”  After another moment of silent, awe-struck staring, Mitts turned her head and yelled, “Mom!”

“What?” a disembodied voice hollered back.  “I’m on the toilet.”

Mitts turned back to Maisie.  “Mom’s on the throne.”

“So I heard.”

Another voice joined the conversation.  “Oh my god, Mitts, do not walk by the upstairs bathroom!”  It was Maisie’s second sister, Kayla, holding her nose as she descended the stairs.  “Jesus, the whole hallway reeks to...”

As she spoke, Kayla’s gaze settled on the open front door.

The fingers pinching her nose slid down until her hand covered her embarrassed mouth.  “Oops... sorry.  I didn’t hear the doorbell.”

“Kayla, it’s Mark,” Mitts said, then whipped her head around.  “Shit, I’m sorry.  You don’t go by Mark anymore.  Do you?  Well, obviously you don’t.  Duh.  That was a stupid question.  I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Maisie said, though Regan could hear the disappointment in her girlfriend’s voice.  “You don’t need to apologize.  I understand.”

Mitts shook her head.  “No, I’m an idiot.  And I can’t for the life of me remember your new name.”

“It’s Maisie.”  One more voice rang out from behind Kayla.  “Maisie, like my mother, your grandmother.  It’s a beautiful name.  It’s perfect.”

When Maisie looked up, Regan could feel the happiness coursing through her body.  “Mom!”

As Maisie bolted through the front door, her mother ran down the stairs.  They met in the hallway and dove into each other’s arms.  Though Maisie was taller than her mother, something about the nature of their hug dwarfed her, in Regan’s eyes, and she appeared as a little child.  

“Mom...”

~
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