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All characters appearing in this story are over the age of 18. This is a work
of parody and any resemblance to real people or situations is coincidental. 
Break Up
New York City
Present Day
The loft feels empty without her. A big echoing space that we had filled up with laughter and love and so many hopes and dreams about our future. 
I can look anywhere and see memories of our lives together. 
Making love on a mattress on the floor when we first moved in. Puffing and panting as we carried in the furniture we picked out together. Painting the high ceilings and almost falling off the ladder. She caught me before I hurt myself. Eating her favorite pizza, Chinese dumplings from that good place that burned down a few months back, or cooking together when we decided to take those classes. Her teaching me how to tango while wearing lingerie. 
Me teaching her how to use Photoshop using a naked picture of myself. 
Taking baths together in that big clawfoot tub that we could barely get into the building. Watching the sun rise after talking all night about music and making love with our bodies golden and glistening with sweat. 
So many other memories here with the love of my life. The most beautiful woman I have ever known. 
No, she isn’t dead, but she might as well be after what we said to each other. Things we can never take back. She’s gone. Out the door forever. 
Probably? Maybe? Forever is a long time. What could I do to put things right? 
No, I can’t think like that. This last fight was just the most recent fight. Things had been tense for months. 
I have worries, like how I am going to pay for this huge Manhattan loft on my salary and what I am going to say to our mutual friends. For that matter, what am I going to say to her mother? She talks to me more than her. I can’t picture my life without her. 
It’s pouring rain outside the loft. One of those steady heavy rainstorms that turns the city the color of lead and fills the gutters with water. Streetlights are red on the pavement. Umbrellas rushing around on the sidewalks. I lean my head against the window, my eyes too sore from crying so I let the rain do it for me. I balance a mug of chamomile tea on my knees as I sit on one of the built-in benches beside the windows. 
This is a depressing way to start my story. I promise it’s not going to be all me moping. But the love of my life just walked out the door a few minutes ago. I’m entitled to a little bit of feeling sorry for myself. 
I wish I were back in California. Back where I met her. Where we fell in love way back in the sun-drenched eighties. 
No, I can’t go back there yet. My story starts in the eighties, but not in California. It starts here in New York in a comfortable closet. 
A Very Comfortable Closet
New York City
1983
“Elizabeth, no taking the late bus,” my dad shouted from the kitchen. “I have an early meeting today with the Port Authority and I have to go now. I can’t walk you to school!” 
I was dripping wet and wrapped in a towel in the steamy bathroom. 
I cracked the door and cold air wafted away the steam. 
“You don’t ever walk me to school, dad,” I shouted through the crack. “Don’t worry. I won’t be late.” 
“Chinese tonight from Peng’s! I need to talk to you about something!” 
“Okay, dad,” I called out from the bathroom. 
“Love you, Fireball!” I could tell he was on his way out the door. 
“Love you, dad,” I shouted. 
Once I heard the door close, I cinched the towel tighter around my ample breasts and slipped out of the steam and into the cold apartment. I cringed at the sight of myself in the clear bedroom mirror. No makeup, flushed cheeks against my pale skin, my strawberry blonde hair a wet mess, and the towel barely covering my curves. 
“Good morning, Max. Keeping busy, I hope?” I paused by my desk to sprinkle a few flakes of fish food into the bowl of my goldfish. The plump fish produced bubbles with each bite of food. He was one of those carnival goldfish that were only supposed to live a couple weeks. Elliott won him for me by playing ring toss at Coney Island and I’d kept Max going for a couple years with a bubbler and a bigger bowl. He was my chief confidant. He’d seen a lot of crying, laughing, and a few X-rated things. 
He’d also seen my body undergo a lot of changes by the time I turned eighteen. 
“Cover your eyes,” I scolded Max as I let the towel drop. 
My curves still felt new. I’d always been a little, well, soft, but my body had gone all weird and kept getting weirder. My butt was always in the way, my hips seemed much rounder than they had when I was sixteen or seventeen, and my breasts, well, I felt like I was wearing a shirt that said
“SEX” every time I walked out of the house. 
A lot of girls seemed like they had fully grown into their bodies in their senior year. I felt like I was still figuring it all out. My breasts were big and slightly pendulous. I was keenly aware that my areolas were bigger and my nipples were thicker than most of the girls around me showering after gym. I had to wear huge bras that made me feel like I was putting on body armor. The underwires tended to pinch and the strap would leave itchy red marks on my back. 
Worse than the feelings of being a bulbous monster was the attention from men. Every morning walk to school there were whistles and comments from men on the street. Guys could be perfectly nice if you met them, not staring at my breasts at all, but strangers? Forget it. Absolute sex-crazed psychos. Even the snow we’d had the past week hadn’t stopped the catcalls. Walking across the salted sidewalk, breath steaming through a knit scarf, zipped up in a big puffy coat with my hood up, some guy still yelled, 
“Show us the twins!” 
I sighed, imagining the gauntlet awaiting me on my walk to Eleanor Roosevelt High School on the salt-stained sidewalk. All those leering men informed my choices as I looked through my closet and my dresser. 
I tried to be cool. I was always at least a year behind the trends of the other girls in my class. Sometimes I even managed to trick myself into believing I looked cool as I brushed my hair or put on a little bit of lipstick. 
Deep down, I knew I was the girl who talked a little too excitedly about astronomy and had a computer, not the girl that people wanted to look like. 
My clothes were always too loose-fitting or too tight. Usually the latter, with buttons popping on blouses at inopportune moments. I pulled on my puffy turquoise coat over my unpleasantly straining blouse and school jacket. With no time for a blow dry, I had to wear my hair up and skip the eyeshadow. 
As I stared at my reflection in the mirror, applying the red lipstick to my full lips, my mother’s words rang in my head. 
“Those boys are afraid of you, Beth,” she had explained to me. 
“Intimidated by the smart, funny, sassy, sexy girl. The one that gets better grades and can play the piano and program a computer. One of these days, they’ll stop being afraid, and they’ll fall in love. All of them. You’ll have them eating out of the palm of your hand.” 
“Sorry, mom,” I said to my reflection in the mirror. “Not happening.” 
You might get the idea from the way I’ve been writing that I was a nerdy virgin with body issues. Guilty as charged, yeah, but virgin did not mean that I was innocent. Oh, no. Sex was never far from my mind. In fact, I would venture a guess that I had the dirtiest mind of anyone in my class. 
Heck, everyone on the street. I imagined things that would scandalize all those construction workers shouting about my “twins.” 
I just happened to imagine all those dirty things about women. 
“See you tonight,” I said and blew a kiss to my poster of Lynda Carter as Wonder Woman. 
Nobody in the world knew it, not even my closest friends, my father, or my brother, but I was a lesbian. I wasn’t ashamed of that or afraid of it, but I understood the consequences if I let others know. Until I decided to confess it to someone, I knew I could entrust Wonder Woman to keep my secret. I had a date with her and my favorite pillow sharply at Once My Dad Started Snoring O’Clock. 
I just had to make it through the whole rest of my day. 
Beyond the Doors
My fantasies about women were not limited to imagining myself gasping out a confession to Wonder Woman as a golden lasso bound my breasts. I never imagined my friends, but everyone else was fair game, from women on TV to the faculty at my school. I’d venture to say the faculty was my biggest recruiting source for my sexual fantasies. 
There was Gloria Uhlmann, the librarian at Eleanor Roosevelt High School. She was in her forties and wore floral print dresses that clung to her lean frame. She had curly black hair that she always tied into a girlish ponytail with a bright ribbon and her eyes seemed cartoonishly big behind her cat eye glasses. 
There was Mrs. Pacer, in the school office, who looked like she was fresh out of college and wore angora sweaters that were somehow so old-fashioned that they were hip again. She could have been a model with her long lashes, blue eyes, and pouting lips. Heck, she could have dated Robert Redford, or at least John Travolta. But I think she was married. Her husband was some gross Wall Street banker who wore blue button-down shirts with big white collars and liked to keep his hand on her shoulder when he visited her in the office. Like she might get away from him if he didn’t. Like she might turn into a lesbian and nibble on my ear while I was waiting to get my temperature taken. 
And then there was Katherine Rossi. Ms. Rossi. My writing teacher. In her thirties, gorgeous, powerful, and single. People used the word “statuesque” to describe a beautiful woman and I was never sure if they meant it or just wanted to say “attractive.” No confusion with Ms. 
Rossi. It was easy to picture statues of her decorating some white marble temple. 
She was a goddess, like Athena, with a square jaw and piercing gray eyes. She had such a skinny waist that I think I could have gotten my hands around it and yet she always seemed strong rather than frail. She wore high heels that clicked on the floor as she walked to the chalkboard and silk stockings that emphasized the length of her toned legs. Her broad-shouldered dresses looked straight out of a magazine ad and she wore her brown hair in thick, lustrous curls that fell loose past her shoulders. Her neck was so long and elegant that I yearned to caress it. 
When she assigned us reading, she sat at her desk and watched. 
When she was lost in concentration, she would tap a pen against her lips. I used to imitate the gesture, imagining we were somehow connecting our lips to each other like a telegraph machine. 
The strongest impression of her was her wonderful perfume. She stood by the door at the end of each class and every student lined up to squeeze past her out into the hall. She was blooming Jasmine and fresh cut roses, her scent filled my nose as sure as any bouquet, the petals were the white of her smile and the ruby red of her lipstick. Those kissable lips tapped with a pen. Transmitted to my lips with each tap. Dot, dot, kiss. Dot, dash, kiss. 
That late November morning, I walked into her room, the heat up and the windows steamed against the cold. Still not fully light outside. The heat had made everyone groggy at their desks, but not Ms. Rossi. She stood at the chalkboard, writing out her lesson. Turned to smile at me as I lingered at the door watching her. She looked like she was ready to step onto the set of a soap opera or a news cast. She was perfectly put together and I could feel that my hair was still damp. 
“Good morning, Beth,” she said. “Have a good weekend?” 
Terrible. The worst. Thinking about my mom. About the black dress in my closet. But no, not when I saw Ms. Rossi’s smile. Those wonderful lips and those Crest commercial teeth. 
“Yep,” I said, struggling with the jumble of books and notebooks squeezed against my chest. “Ah, I have my story here.” 
I started to drop my Trigonometry textbook and she reached out and caught it, the book pressed against my hip and her hand brushed against my skirt. Just a moment. Just an instant. Fingers against my hip. Dragging upward as she lifted the book. 
“Whoopsie,” she chuckled and handed me the book. “You can just put your story in the pile on my desk. I would like to talk to you about your work after class if you have a minute.” 
“Um, yes, cool,” I said, my cheeks flushed with heat. “Yeah, I just have a study hall next period, so, um…” 
“Good,” she said and went back to the chalkboard, her heels clicking with each step. “You have a lot of potential, Beth. I want to help you realize that.” 
“Th-thank you,” I said, basking in her kind words. I was awakened from that moment in the sun as the rest of the students rushed into the classroom and buffeted me out of their way. A moment later, the bell rang to signal the start of the period and I was the last student to sit down at my desk. 
Carol Hooper leaned over in the desk next to me and whispered, 
“Did you hear about Debbie Katopodis?” 
I straightened the stack of books on my desk. Carol was a good friend of mine and Debbie was a girl that had once poured an entire chocolate milk into my book bag in junior high. She was the worst sort of girl. Not just content to be perfect and make everyone jealous, she had to torture people she considered inferior. And that was almost everyone at the school. 
“What?” I asked. “Did she choke on her boyfriend’s retainer?” 
“Grody! Ryan doesn’t wear a retainer anymore,” laughed Carol. 
“No, I heard from Sally Morrison that Debbie has a bun in the oven.” 
“Pregnant?” 
Carol nodded seriously. “She got knocked up when she skipped out with Ryan at the winter formal after party and she just found out. Her life is totally ruined.” 
“Major bummer,” I agreed. 
“Can you imagine?” whispered Carol, making a gesture with her hands describing a huge belly. 
“Debbie as a mom? Yeah, actually. One of those mean moms yelling at her kid the whole time she is at the Wegmans.” I opened my notebook and clicked my pen. “Does she know if it’s a boy or a girl?” 
“You can’t tell yet. I saw her looking all puffy-eyed and she was talking to Mr. Gruver.” 
“Alright, everybody,” said Ms. Rossi, bringing an end to my conversation with Carol. “I hope you all had a good weekend. If you haven’t already, please hand in your stories before the end of the class. Now then, I hope you are in the mood for Rilke…” 
I was in the mood for whatever Ms. Rossi wanted to teach us. I found myself seduced by any poet or author she covered in class and the highlight – other than our secret Morse code kisses – was always when she read aloud. That morning, she recited several of Rilke’s poems. Her voice was soft, but confident, lingering on words as if each syllable curled against her lover’s tongue in a secret kiss. She read a poem about maidens and spoke the last stanza without looking down at the text. Her eyes, glittering and gray, searched our faces for understanding. 
“The maidens' doors of Life lead out 
Where the song of the poet soars, 
And out beyond to the great world— 
To the world beyond the doors.” 
Before she had a chance to explain the meaning of the poem, the bell rang for the period. She shouted out our assigned reading over the tumult of student rising from their desks and gathering their books. 
“Carol,” she called out to my friend. “Can you drop this note off with Mrs. Duncan at study hall? I want to speak with Beth.” 
“Yes, Ms. Rossi,” said Carol, taking the note. Before leaving, Carol gave me a concerned look like I might be in trouble. I shrugged and she departed. 
I was surprised when Ms. Rossi followed her to the door and shut it behind Carol. The din of students rushing to class was instantly muted. Ms. 
Rossi, heels clicking, hair bouncing like a shampoo commercial, walked back over to her desk. She smoothed her skirt as she took her seat. 
“Bring a chair over,” she said. “Let’s talk.” 
I pulled a chair up beside her. As close as I dared. My heart pounded like I’d just ran up five flights of stairs. She smiled at me as she opened the bottom drawer in her desk. 
Time seemed to slow down. I imagined a hundred things she might pull out, from a riding crop, to a golden lasso, to one of those vibrating sex machines. I imagined her somehow accusing me for the sexual pleasure I experienced listening to her read an author’s love letter a few weeks ago. I had clenched my thighs tightly together as excitement radiated through my body and my face went red. I had prayed nobody had caught on to what was happening for me. Could Miss Rossi have noticed? And what evidence was she about to produce? 
“Your stories,” she began, taking a pile of paper out of her desk, 
“are remarkable.” 
She fanned out six of my recent stories onto the top of her desk. I didn’t fail to notice her perfect French manicure and her long, delicate fingers. 
“A lot of my students write about fantasy, about magic and barbarians and that sort of thing. You have a knack for magical realism. For inserting the fantastical into the everyday and elevating your reality. You have a keen understanding of metaphor and an impressive vocabulary.” 
“Thank you,” I said breathlessly. 
“And you are holding back,” she said. 
“Oh,” I said, feeling crestfallen. 
“I’ve been giving you A minuses and B pluses because I wanted you to understand how close you were getting to truly wonderful writing.” 
She picked out a story of mine entitled The Blushing Grove and held it up. 
“The scenes you have written where Miranda meets the ghost of her former lover in the grove are some of the most erotic scenes I’ve ever read. Not explicit, but wonderfully intense. And believe me, a lot of boys in this class write dirty stories just to make me read them. Yours aren’t like that at all. 
Yours are reaching for something that you can’t quite grasp.” 
“Oh,” I said, feeling embarrassed. 
She looked back at the story in her hands. 
“Miranda and Kenneth’s love cannot be rekindled by their very nature. They can never touch. I feel the truth of your story wanting to come out here, Beth. Write what you are feeling. Be honest with me. Don’t be afraid.” She put her hand on mine and said, softly, “I don’t have to read it aloud. You can just write that in the margins. It will be just for us.” 
“I…well, I mean, um….” 
She squeezed my hand and smiled that perfect smile at me. My heart was flipping and flopping. I was deeply aware of how hot my face felt and the throbbing between my legs. Of course, she had caught what I was doing. Every lesbian romance in my stories had been replaced with a
“normal” romance where the man was a ghost, an elf, trapped in a mirror, or some other magical twist. 
“Honesty,” she said, “is powerful in writing. Don’t hold anything back. Don’t worry about getting in trouble. I won’t tell anyone.” 
There was a twinkle in her gray eyes that sent another ripple of desire through my core. Was she asking me to be more explicit? To be dirty like those boys? To reveal my lesbian desires and pour them out in extreme detail? 
I found myself smiling despite my nervousness. 
“What is it?” She asked, tilting her head curiously. 
“I think some of my rough drafts were a little closer to what you wanted,” I admitted. “You’re right, Ms. Rossi. I’ve been holding back. I will be more honest from here on out.” 
“Good,” said Ms. Rossi. “I will look forward to rewrites to your most recent thrilling story.” 
She passed my most recent assignment back to me with a large B+
grade on the front. The story was entitled Fire in Ice and it was about a woman who loses her lover when he disappears during an expedition to the Arctic. A year later, she sets off in search of him and finds him frozen in ice and, impossibly, alive. She brings him back with her in a block of ice. She can communicate with him but can never thaw him or he will die. The only way for her to show her love, ultimately, is to return with him to the Arctic and freezes with him. 
“I will take it home and re-write,” I said. 
“Why wait?” She said, indicating my desk. “You have most of an hour. Show me what you can do with that time. I’ll grade you on the curve knowing you are rushed. Are you up for it?” 
“Yes,” I answered. I experienced a hot thrill of excitement that only extreme nerds like me felt when our wits were going to be put to the test. 
Only this time, Ms. Rossi would be watching my every move, making this far more than an academic exercise. I couldn’t let her down. 
I rewrote urgently, picking out whole pages to replace and blazing through them as my hand cramped from the furious writing. Every time I looked up from the paper, Ms. Rossi was watching me. She tapped her lips with her pen. Dash-dot-smooch. 
Those imaginary kisses pressed against my lips and neck as I transformed my story from a chaste fantasy of a husband frozen in ice to a woman in love with another woman. An aviatrix and a brave explorer and her loving girlfriend, adoring her and unable to let her go. Their desires melted the ice. They embraced and kissed and caressed in almost pornographic detail. I poured out the fantasies I felt inside me. 
Bronwen, the adventurer, went from being a young man to being an older woman. The woman who had showed young entomologist Penelope the ways of the world. Their lesbian passion explored my own desires of domination and submission, of touching in ways that could only be hinted at in the yellowing heterosexual romance novels I had read over the years. 
The final scene took place in a lepidopterarium in a British museum, their bodies intertwined and butterflies landing on their flushed skin to drink their sweat. 
I could not look Ms. Rossi in the eye as I handed her the rewritten paper. There were still a few minutes left before the bell and she began to read. I watched that. Watched her immerse herself in my fantasy. Learn my true desires in a way I had never admitted to anyone. She paged through the story. Four pages. Five. There was color in her cheeks. She began to fan herself with the pages she had already read. 
My heart hammered faster. Did she know how I had pictured her as Bronwen and myself as Penelope? The details were not identical, but the lines were there. When they kissed through the ice and it began to melt, could she feel the cold water spilling down her body? The heat of my lips, pressing indentations into the ice, burning like hot iron through it and down to find her lips. In the tent, later, did she know that was her curled beside me in the bedroll? That my hands explored her breasts? 
I squeezed my thighs together under the desk and felt a hot peal of pleasure issue through my body. I bit my lower lip to keep from making a sound. She looked up from the paper and I quickly looked away from her. 
At that very moment, with need aching inside me and tension thick in the air, the bell rang like a bomb exploding in our midst. I half jumped up from my desk. Ms. Rossi straightened in her chair. 
“I have to go to my next class,” I said in a rush, shouldering my bookbag. 
“Wait, Beth,” she said and she rose from her desk. Was she going to cross those few steps to me, pull me into her arms, and kiss me? Was it really going to happen? 
No, of course not. She smiled and held up the paper. 
“This is intense,” she said. “You exceeded my expectations. Your honesty shows through in every new word and sentence.” 
“Thank you, Ms. Rossi,” I said, blushing at her compliment. 
“I think…there is a teacher in-service on Friday,” she said. “I will be offering help and advice to students who make appointments. I would like you to make an appointment. We could…discuss things. Would you like that?” 
Bum-bum. Bum-bum. My heart was going wild in my chest. 
“You can come right up to my classroom at around nine in the morning,” she said. “There will hardly be anyone here.” 
“Yes,” I whispered. Cleared my throat. Repeated, “Yes. Thank you.” 
Alone Time
Dad was late. His arrival time had been postponed from “around six” to “after seven.” I could not have been more grateful for it after my intense morning with Ms. Rossi. I thought about that Playboy that dad kept in his dresser drawer. It felt gross to handle it, but Miss May was this gorgeous blonde with firm, high breasts, a perfect peach of a bottom, and long legs encased in stockings. The way she draped herself in long strands of pearls always gave me a hot thrill deep in my tummy. I was tempted to slide her out of the dresser and turn her into my stand-in for Ms. Rossi. 
No. I didn’t need visual aids. Not after that conversation with Ms. 
Rossi. 
It was already getting dark and I could see the snow tumbling among the lights of Manhattan. The fluffy white coating had been refreshed, covering up the griminess of the old snow, and it was easy to picture myself in a snowy ski lodge. My sweater damp from the melted snow. My cheeks pinched with the cold as I sat by the fire with a cup of a hot cocoa resting on my knees. My bed was the furs spread on the floor and my desk lamp was the hot fire. 
Ms. Rossi had invited me skiing after reading my story. She liked the icy themes of the arctic expedition, the romantic heat of the protagonist and her lover melting through the cold. She had to have me alone in the mountains. It was just a day trip to that lodge we had visited in New Jersey when my mom was still alive. But the snow had become too heavy. Ms. 
Rossi and I were stuck overnight. 
“You told me everything I wanted to hear,” she said, slipping her hand between my legs. I could barely feel her fingers pressing through the snow pants. Why did I have to picture myself in snow pants? This was my fantasy! 
Her hand slipped into my pajamas. Of course. I’d changed after skiing. My snow pants were all wet. It would have made a mess to sit by the fire dripping everywhere. Her fingers were inside my pajamas. Fingertips massaging me over my panties. Oh, god, it was finally happening. Her breath was hot on my neck. 
“How long have you wanted me, Beth?” Her lips brushed against my ear as she spoke. I shuddered as her fingers pressed more insistently. 
“Oh, Kat,” I whispered, because I’d heard another teacher call her that before, “since the moment I walked into your class.” 
We kissed by the fire, our lips burning hotter than the flames. Our mouths melted together and our tongues tangled sweetly. It was so much deeper and slower than the few times I had kissed boys. We luxuriated in it. 
Her fingers rubbed more and more insistently through my panties. The dampness began to soak through. I slipped a hand under my blouse and my hand was hers squeezed over my bra, then pressing under it to pinch at the sensitive stiffness of my nipple. Her fingers moved faster. Her tongue swirled against mine. 
“Beth,” she whispered, her word sweet and minty. She moved atop me, pushing my legs apart, her fingers knowing just where to find the bud of my pleasure through the clinging fabric of my panties. I shifted on my bed, on the fur by the fire, thrusting against my fingers, her fingers, pinching my nipple harder. Calling her name, “Kat. Oh, god, I always knew it would be you.” 
Peeling aside the gusset of my panties. Fingers against the damp down of my teenage sex. She was so forceful. So in command of me. The way her pinkie crept lower and rubbed against my velvet divot. The way her two fingers slipped in—
“Beth!?” 
My dad called from the front of the apartment. My eyes went wide and I jerked upright on my bed, nearly spilling the mug of hot chocolate I had made to heighten the mood. My face burned hot and my heart hammered in my chest. I glanced for a moment at my fingertips glistening in the orange glow of my tilted desk lamp. 
“Beth, why are all the lights off?” My dad called, his feet thumping closer to the door of my bedroom. 
The unlocked door of my bedroom! In a flash I rearranged my clothes and set the hot chocolate aside. I practically leaped out of my bed and into the chair in front of my desk. I booted up my computer with a creak of the floppy disk in the drive. I had just pressed the ENTER key a second time when the door to my bedroom opened. 
“Ah!” I jumped in my chair, feigning surprise. 
“The whole apartment is dark,” he said. “What are you doing in here on the computer in the dark?” 
“Ah, um, just, well, working on that game I was making,” I said. 
“Um, the interactive story. But it’s slow going. The inventory isn’t working. 
It wasn’t dark when I started. Guess it got dark. Um…” 
“Well, it’s all stuffy in here,” said my dad, switching on the overhead light. “You’re fogging up the window. Come on. I got Peng’s. Hot and sour soup. Extra chicken.” 
He crinkled a huge grocery-sized bag containing cardboard boxes of Chinese food. The smell of hot and sour soup, noodles, vegetable rice, and chicken wafted into the air. Hunger began to take the place of my embarrassment. 
“Um, yeah, I’ll be out there in a second,” I said, realizing I needed to change my underwear before I sat down with my dad. 
“Sure thing, computer whiz,” he said, already clomping back to the kitchen. He called out, “Big news, remember? I think you’ll be excited.” 
By the time I emerged from my room in sweats and a t-shirt, dad had spread the Chinese food out on the kitchen counter and was sitting in one of the backed stools eating thick pinches of noodles. He pulled a cold and sweaty Coke off the rings of a six-pack and slid it towards me as I approached. 
“I love the tiny corns,” he said, grabbing one with his chopsticks. 
“Where do you think they get them? Shrink ray? Ancient Oriental magic?” 
“You’re definitely not supposed to say that anymore,” I said. 
“Which part?” He asked, furrowing his brow and looking from me to the tiny corn on his fork. 
“Any of it,” I said. “Top to bottom. Very racist. Also, I think it’s just baby corn.” 
“Seriously? But you eat the cob and everything.” He popped it into his mouth and crunched it up. “Mmm. I need to cook up some corncobs. 
Grill them, you think?” 
I stuck out my tongue in disgust. I wolfed down a few mouthfuls of noodles and then I gestured to the huge spread of Chinese dad had bought for the two of us. 
“So what’s the big news that deserves this sort of show of gluttony?” 
“Mmmm!” He finished chewing, took a drink of his cola, and wiped his lips with a napkin. “Big news. Good news, I think. You’ll think.” 
“You think that I’ll think?” I raised an eyebrow. 
He thumped his briefcase upright onto the counter, opening it just enough to reach inside and take out a manila folder bulging with papers and glossy brochures. He eased that out, dropped his briefcase back to the floor, and opened the folder as I made room among the cartons of food. 
I saw “Peach Valley” and “California” and photos of a small but bustling city in a valley astride a river that seemed to flow straight into the Pacific. It had the look of a coastal New England city, with older architecture mingling with a few modern glass office buildings, only the ocean was on the wrong side. Lots of beautiful people with big smiles walking around in bell bottom jeans and sitting in parks alongside the river. 
I didn’t know what any of it meant until dad set down a stapled stack of papers bearing the logo for the California Department of Transportation. 
“Peach Valley seems like a nice place, doesn’t it?” Dad held up a brochure, opening it to show photos of the schools, swimming pool, a boardwalk, and a view of the Pacific at sunset. “I hear there is a surf club. 
You always wanted to go surfing.” 
“When I was like ten, dad,” I said, ignoring the brochures and going straight for the stapled papers. I turned it around and showed it to him. “What does this mean?” 
“Well, Elizabeth, things have been pretty frustrating lately with the governor and the mayor. I told you they went with the Peterson routes on the MTA and the new airport isn’t happening. I spent six years working on those lines, on those stations and on the flow of foot traffic, and they went with the Peterson mess. The man has no understanding of dynamic demand. 
Ah, the point is, I need to start fresh.” 
“Because of mom,” I said. 
He went quiet for a moment. The grief moved across his face like a shadow. He came back from it. 
“That’s part of it,” he said, his voice much softer. “She is still here in this place. You know? Of course you know.” 
“I know,” I said. “I understand. But…this is home. I am almost done with school.” I stirred a container of noodles with my chopsticks. “I want to finish up here. Then I can go to college. And Elliott--” 
“I’ve already talked it over with him,” said my dad. 
“You what?” My brow furrowed. 
“I mean, I called him at college, I thought I should talk to him before, I mean, before I accepted.” 
“I’m glad you consulted him beforehand,” I spit back at him. 
Dad ran his fingers through his graying red hair. Sighed deeply. 
“Oh, Elizabeth, I didn’t want this to be a fight. But I had to move on from this place. And this is a great opportunity.” 
“To be a surfer,” I replied sullenly. “You know I don’t even have a skateboard, right?” 
“I have you enrolled at this incredible school,” he said. “The Artemis Academy. It’s a college prep school. Like a whole thing. They have horseback riding and archery. This whole pool. A supercomputer. They teach aerobics. Can you believe that?” 
“Does Jane Fonda teach there?” I asked. 
“I didn’t even show you the house yet,” he said, taking out another brochure. “Five bedrooms. A swimming pool in the backyard. A sun room. 
Look at this. The real estate agent is so great. You’re going to love her.” 
“I’ll bet,” I said as I set aside my food to look over the brochures. 
Just like that, my fantasies of Ms. Rossi evaporated. The Artemis Academy. Of course, my dad would decide to send me to a school named after a famously chaste goddess. I was going far away from Ms. Rossi to some nunnery in California where I’d get to fall off a horse and learn aerobics from some woman in a habit. After a long and mostly one-sided conversation with dad about it, we retreated to the couch with bowls of Neapolitan ice cream with chocolate sauce, whipped cream, and extra cherries. He said it was his favorite, but we both knew it was really mom’s favorite. 
There was an episode of Knight Rider on the TV. For some reason dad loved that show, but he had kept it on mute so I could talk to him. 
“So there is nothing I can say that is going to change your mind on all this stuff?” I said. “Because I would really like to finish this semester and go to school at Harvard or MIT. Not Berkeley or Sandy State or something.” 
“You can still go to Harvard! Jeez, that’s what I want! But the apartment’s lease is up in a week,” said dad. “We have to be out of here by then.” 
“A week? That’s the notice you’re giving me?” 
“I wanted to wait, but California has just budgeted a billion dollars for a high-speed rail system. They need someone now to start developing routes and plans for that high-speed rail to interface with urban rail.” He took my hand and squeezed it. “It is a once in a lifetime opportunity for me and a chance at a new start for you.” 
I saw the need in his eyes, like a puppy dog that would die if it didn’t get that one pat on the head it so desperately needed. I could have cried or argued with him, but dad had been through the same pain as me. 
Deep down, I knew he was right. 
“Alright, dad,” I said and hugged him. “We’re going to California.” 
“Really?” He almost tossed his ice cream bowl aside and picked me up off the couch, lifting me in his arms like he used to do when I was much younger. “Ohhh! I’m so happy! Oh! Thank you! I knew you would see the good side of this! Ahhhh! Oh, you have grown up, huh?” 
He winced and put me down, reaching for his back. Not exactly reassuring for a girl who struggles with her weight and was just fed a huge dinner and ice cream, but for once not the top of my mind. 
So what if I was leaving high school six months early? I could adapt. I was going to separate from my friends soon anyway. At that moment, all I could really think about was Ms. Rossi. I wondered what if I had something special with her? What if I could stay with her? I was an adult. Maybe we could start dating and live together while I finished high school. 
In hindsight, it was the crazy plan of a love and lust struck 18-year-old. But it didn’t go completely wrong. 
Office Hours
I wore my favorite burgundy and cream polka dot ruffle dress. It was the dress I felt sexiest wearing. Not too tight, not too loose, ruffled just above my knee and tight enough above the waist that I had to wear my only wireless bra. That, in turn, made me very self-conscious about my nipples, which might poke out like I was wearing a t-shirt at the slightest provocation. I wore my hair back in a tight bun and a necklace that my dad had given me in the shape of a heart. I wore pumps that clicked as I walked through the school and bright lipstick and everything. 
My mom would have said, “You’re all dolled up!” 
I felt like I was going to a job interview, but the butterflies in my tummy were fluttering around more than the time I had interviewed to work as a summer secretary at the Times. I was going to see Ms. Rossi alone in her office. With the bombshell my dad had dropped, my hopes for the future were riding on this one meeting. 
My heart was still doing a drumroll as I knocked at the door to Ms. 
Rossi’s classroom. 
“Come on in,” she replied. 
I stepped into her room, very aware of my clicking heels as Ms. 
Rossi looked up from the papers on her desk. Her eyes widened. A smile quirked the corners of her mouth. She leaned back in her chair, her pen playing against her lips as she looked me up and down. I couldn’t tell if she was admiring me or if she thought I looked like a clown. By general lack of self-confidence, my mind went straight to “clown.” 
Smiling nervously, I smoothed my skirt and sat down in the chair next to her desk. 
“You, um, said we could talk about my writing,” I said. “At nine?” 
She smiled at me for a long second and then looked over my shoulder at the clock. “You’re right on time then, Beth. Well, let’s see…” 
She reached into her desk drawer. A lock of hair fell over her face as she leaned down. I glimpsed the soft, creamy mounds of her breasts encased in a white lace bra under the loose blouse she was wearing. The way her shoulder connected to her neck and how badly I wanted to kiss her there. She curled that errant lock of her hair behind her ear as she sat up. 
I thought about the urgency of the moment. My need to not let it slip away. I might only have a couple more days of school before the move. 
This might be my only chance to have Ms. Rossi alone. 
“I’m moving,” I blurted. 
“Oh?” She looked at me, her thoughts clearly derailed. “New apartment or house?” 
“N-no,” I said, fidgeting in my lap. “No, my dad has a new job. In California. He told me last night that we’re moving out there.” 
“It’s beautiful out there,” she said. “I have a cousin who lives in Santa Monica.” 
“We’re moving next week,” I said, my voice cracking with emotion. 
“Oh,” said Ms. Rossi. She must have seen the unhappiness in my expression. Her smile faded and became sympathy. Which wasn’t what I wanted. 
“S-so we really need to talk about my story,” I said, awkwardly trying to turn things back around. “So I know, um, so I can, um hone, my honesty, um…” 
“Beth,” she said. She scooted her chair closer. Her hand reached into my lap and grasped my hands. My heart swelled until it felt as if it might burst. She squeezed my hands and smiled at me. “It’s okay. Calm down. I can see you’re nervous about this. We don’t have to talk about anything you don’t want to talk about.” 
“I want to talk about it all with you,” I whispered. 
“Oh,” she said. A hint of a smile returned. “I see. I suppose I tempted you to this.” 
“No! I mean, yes. I mean, that’s not it,” I said. She tried to pull her hand from my lap and I squeezed tighter. “I want…” 
“If you’re leaving, there are some writers I would like to recommend,” she said. “Have you read Annie in My Heart?” 
“No,” I said, finally letting her take her hand away. 
“I would like to lend you my copy. You can mail it to me when you’re done with it.” She reached into her desk drawer and brought out a hardcover book that seemed new and in good condition. The cover depicted two young women, faces close, holding hands in front of a brick wall marked with graffiti. The title was written in a large handwritten style. She passed the book to me and said, “That’s an easy recommendation. It has some adult themes, but it is geared for young adults like you. It’s about not feeling ashamed, not being afraid, and figuring out who you are instead of trying to change it.” 
“Who I am?” I said, turning the book over. 
“Whoever you are,” said Ms. Rossi. “I’m not telling you the answer.” 
She went back into her desk and brought out a list of books and titles. She slid it across her desk to me. Some of the titles, particularly those marked with asterisks, made my eyes widen. They sounded far naughtier than I could have imagined she would dare to put on a list to a student. 
“These are some of my favorites, some classics that might be a bit more challenging, and some books that I marked with an asterisk that you should know contain quite a bit of, well, adult content. Some of the pulp titles are framed as prurient material for men, but were actually written by les--” 
“Knock, knock,” said a familiar voice behind me. 
The door opened and Mrs. Bianchi walked into the room. She was a slender, handsome, much older woman with dark, curly hair that fell well past her padded shoulders. I had Mrs. Bianchi my junior year in English and Compositional Writing. She was always nice to me, but formal in her tastes and uninspiring as a teacher. In that moment I hated her more than anyone I had ever hated. I pulled my hand away from Ms. Rossi’s desk and Ms. 
Rossi sat back in her chair. 
“I hope I’m not interrupting, Kat,” said Mrs. Bianchi. 
Mrs. Bianchi walked over to the desk and I nervously turned over the list Ms. Rossi had given me and used it to hide Annie in My Heart. 
“Not at all,” said Ms. Rossi. “Just having a conference with one of my exceptional students. What can I do for you, Allie?” 
They had a long, dreadfully boring conversation about teacher’s editions and English standardized tests. Something about Mr. Griffin that made Mrs. Bianchi lower her voice to a whisper as if I couldn’t still hear what she was saying. She kept glancing over at me as if I didn’t belong in the room. She was the intruder, but she treated me like the outsider. 
It went on so long and I received so many dirty looks from Mrs. 
Bianchi that I felt the urge to make my excuses and walk out. She didn’t know how important this meeting was to me. 
This one conversation with Ms. Rossi felt like it was a fork in the path to all my possible future lives. If I got up and walked out the door I might go back to my comfortable closet, move to California, meet some boring boy who sold air conditioners, and have three kids. If I sat it out and endured the dirty looks, maybe I could kiss Ms. Rossi. Maybe she would hold me in her arms. Maybe our legs would tangle up together beside the crackling fire of a ski lodge. 
The thought tumbled through my mind, building momentum into fantasies. I saw caresses, kisses, whispers. I became acutely aware of my nipples straining beneath my dress. I wanted to tape them down with Ms. 
Rossi’s big roll of tape on the corner of her desk. Or maybe she could do the taping, marking a double X over my plump pink nipples. Only, maybe she wouldn’t get the tape quite right and she would have to pull it off a couple times and start all over again. 
The thought of that sent another hot pulse through my core. Oh, no, I shouldn’t think like that. If I let my dirty teenage mind wander things could get really bad. I looked down at the paper and book in my lap. I turned the list over again and red titles like Kiss of Velvet, Hearts of the
Desert, and Beneath Her Lips. 
That didn’t help me get my body under control. By the time Mrs. 
Bianchi finally said goodbye, I had gone from a simmer to a full rolling boil. Mrs. Bianchi gave me one last smile that barely hid her annoyance and walked out of the room. The door closed behind her. 
“I’m so sorry about that,” said Ms. Rossi, scooting her chair closer to my side of the desk. “Where were we?” 
The only response I could think of was to kiss her. So I did it. 
Our lips met. I breathed her jasmine and fresh cut roses, feeling the warmth of her lips against mine. Holding for a moment. Wondering. 
Wanting. Pressing with my tongue as she pulled back. 
“No,” she said, taking a deep breath. “This cannot happen, Beth.” 
I reached my fingers up and touched my lips as though I might feel her kiss still lingering there. 
“Even if I wanted it to happen,” added Ms. Rossi, looking away from me. “You are a student.” 
“F-for another week,” I said. “Then I’ll be done. And…and…I’m an adult!” 
“You’re eighteen,” she said with a frown. “That’s different. I would be taking advantage of you. I’m an authority figure. I could get in a lot of trouble even having this conversation with you. Let alone what we…what just happened.” 
“Give me a chance, please,” I said, reaching for her hands. “We can go somewhere else.” 
She pulled her hands away from mine and offered a cold, “No.” 
“I had to know.” To my credit, I held back the tears. “I thought you felt like me. I thought, after all those looks and the talk we had about my story…I thought you understood me. That you would help me. That you, well, liked me.” 
She didn’t reply to me. My heart was broken as I stood. I could feel those tears, deep in my chest, but I fought them back and turned towards the door. 
“Saturday,” she said. 
“What?” I turned back, confused by what she said. 
“There’s a Sal’s Pizza in Times Square, between a dirty movie theater and another dirty movie theater. Don’t ride your bike. Walk or take a cab. Meet me at Sal’s at three o’clock on Saturday afternoon.” She finally looked up at me from her desk. “Beth, I don’t like telling one of my students to keep secrets, but do not tell anyone about this. Not your friends or your family. I could lose my career.” 
“I won’t,” I said. “I swear. Not a soul.” 
She took my hand. Her smile was real. Her voice was soft and sweet. “We’ll figure this out, okay?” 
As I walked out of Ms. Rossi’s room, I was glad there was a roof over my head, because I felt like I might float up off the floor and never come down again. 
Packing Up
“How many books do you own?” Elliott asked, picking up my borrowed copy of Annie in My Heart. 
He furrowed his brow when he saw the cover. I could see the wheels turning in his head and I jammed by hand into them by grabbing the book from him before he could make a crack. 
“That one doesn’t go in the box,” I said. “I’ll finish with my books anyway. You worry about your room full of dirty magazines and jockstraps.” 
“They’re fine reading,” he said, holding up a Hot Rod magazine from his box of books. “Also, I burned the jockstraps.” 
“Medical waste,” said my dad, walking past with a box in his arms. 
“Have either of you seen the packaging tape?” 
“Kitchen counter,” said Elliott. “I think. Beth had it last.” 
“You did,” I countered, finishing clearing my shelf into the box of books. All my old Choose Your Own Adventure novels, Babysitter’s Club, and a few light romance novels my mom had let me buy. They covered up my two big programming books, dog-eared from lots of flipping around as I programmed my interactive stories for my computer. 
As I finished, I realized dad and Elliott were having another conversation at the front of the apartment. They both seemed relieved that I was in such a good mood. Dad even thought I was excited about moving to California. I’m not sure what he would have done if he knew the truth, but I had sworn to Ms. Rossi not to tell them. 
I sighed and sat back on my bed, the book resting against my knees. 
Max glugged in his bowl on my desk next to the bed. 
“Don’t worry, dude,” I said, lightly tapping my fingers against his bowl. “I won’t put you in a box. You might get to stay here. If you’re lucky.” 
He glugged again, sending a tiny bubble out of his mouth rolling up to the top of his fishbowl. 
“No, I can’t even tell you about it,” I said. “But she’s wonderful.” 
I ran my fingers over the cover of the book she had lent me as if I were caressing the small of Ms. Rossi’s back. When I held the book up to my nose, I smelled paper and glue and cardboard and the faintest trace of jasmine and roses. She had read this book. Her fingers had touched each page. Her eyes had pored over every word. 
I had read the book feverishly. The two teenage girls, Adeline and Laura, were adorable in their halting romance. Their discovery of their own sexuality. Unlike the two of them, I had no doubt about my real desires. I only had to stare at that poster of Wonder Woman for a few seconds for confirmation. But the relationship between Adeline and Laura and two teachers at Adeline’s private school was more exciting to me. It was never overtly erotic, but because it dealt with sexuality at its core, it was erotically charged. I also could not ignore the comparisons between the younger of the two teachers, Ms. Potter, and Ms. Rossi. 
Did she think of herself as my mentor, showing me the way through my sexuality? Did she think she could land on my planet and follow the Prime Directive like Star Trek or did she want to get involved? 
“Earth to Elizabeth,” said my dad, leaning into my bedroom. “Want to make a run with me and Elliott to the hardware store? We need more boxes and more tape. We can go out for dinner.” 
“Yeah, sure,” I said, brightly. 
“Good, we can talk more about the house! And the beaches. Oh, Elizabeth, the view on that beach is incredible.” 
“I’ll bet,” I said. “I can’t wait.” 
I could play along with his game for Friday night. Saturday I had a date with Katherine Rossi. 
The Date
I told my dad I was going to take a cab to the Metropolitan Museum of Art for one last look at their Frida Kahlo paintings before they went back to Mexico. And I went to California. He offered to go with me, but I politely refused. He even gave me a ridiculous amount of spending money, which would have been cause for a mini spending spree if my mind weren’t elsewhere. 
I had to strike the right balance for my trip to Times Square. That was a seedy area and even in the afternoon any sort of provocative or revealing outfit was liable to make people think I was a prostitute. Not to mention get me a lot of unwanted questions from my father. I decided to go for a professional look, with my hair up in a bun, a brown tweed jacket over a cream-colored ruffled blouse, a knee-length plaid skirt, and dress flats. I wore earrings, which was unusual for me. 
“Wow, looking good,” said my dad. “Are you meeting somebody at the Met?” 
“I wish,” I said. “Nope. I just wanted to look nice.” 
“Well, you look beautiful,” he said, hugging me and kissing the top of my head. “You look like your mother.” 
“I know,” I said. “Although mom never had the big butt. I get that from you.” 
“Hey!” He said, flipping up the back of his t-shirt and looking at his butt in his shorts. “I work hard for this butt.” 
“Uh-huh,” I rolled my eyes. “Enjoy the Charlie’s Angels marathon.” 
“Beats college football,” he said, carrying a tray of beer and pretzels over to the couch. “Have fun looking at all the art. Buy yourself a puzzle or something.” 
“Totally,” I said. “Bye, dad!” 
I ducked out the door, leaving him alone to perv out on the angels. I had my purse, my umbrella, and a hooded jacket on. It had warmed up a little and Friday’s snow had mostly melted into piles of slush or been cleared away completely. The weatherman had promised rain and the sky looked like it was going to keep his promise. 
I caught a cab with the help of our doorman and was on my way to Times Square a minute later. The cabbie, a heavyset black guy with a weary but friendly face, looked back at me in the mirror. 
“You sure, honey? Kind of rough over there after dark.” 
“It’s not dark yet,” I observed. “And there are cabs everywhere in Times Square.” 
“Maybe,” he said. “Be careful though. Don’t get in any cars unless it’s a yellow cab.” 
“Thank you,” I said. “I grew up in New York.” 
He liked that answer and grinned at me. The ride was longer than it should have been, owing to the weekend traffic, but it gave me time to try to tame the butterflies in my tummy. I kept wondering what Ms. Rossi was going to be wearing. Would we kiss right away? Would we go somewhere more private than a grimy Times Square pizza place? Or maybe she would stand me up. 
I fixed my lipstick twice thinking about the smudge it would leave on her lips if we did kiss. I liked the idea of marking her. Not like I wanted to own her or anything weird, just that it would feel like I reached her in a way I hadn’t managed yet. I recalled the hot intensity of her scent as I pressed my soft lips to hers. That memory was not doing much to calm the butterflies. 
“Sal’s is up there on the right,” said the cabbie. 
It was raining by the time he let me out. I didn’t bother to open my umbrella as I ducked from the cab, across the street, and into the crowded pizza place. There were a lot of people around the entrance just waiting for the rain to stop. I pushed my way through them, searching the handful of tables at the back of the restaurant. A centipede arcade machine was blooping at the back with several guys crowded around and feeding it quarters. Most people actually eating were at the counter, standing up and wolfing down folded slices. 
Sal’s wasn’t a dump, but it was the sort of place you stopped in for a quick slice. Not the kind of a place you sat down and had dinner on a date. 
Where was she? Had she stood me up? Was she late? I was actually a few minutes late already. 
“Beth?” 
Her voice sent a shiver up my back and down my arms. I turned and saw her there, almost unrecognizable with her hair back in a ponytail, her pink coat, low-cut red blouse showing through and her white jeans tight on her slender hips and long legs. She flashed a smile at me and reached through the crowd to pull me closer. Her lips were pink and glossy. She’d worn lipstick. 
“Ms. Rossi,” I said, smiling with relief. “I thought you might’ve stood me up.” 
“Oh, no way,” she said. “I’m not a monster. Do you want some pizza or do you want to get out of here?” 
I was starving, but food was the last thing on my mind. 
“Out of here,” I said. 
“Right on,” she laughed, taking me arm-in-arm. She pulled me back through the crowd at the door and out into the rain. It pattered heavily on our shoulders and faces. I reached for my umbrella. She stopped me. 
“Don’t worry. We’re just going next door.” 
I looked up at the marquee I had ignored on my way in. The theater was called Cat’s Cabaret, but it seemed to be a movie theater because it listed Our Hottest Desires, Three Ways Until Sunday, and a movie simply called Her. It promised, “ALL X-RATED FOR WOMEN ONLY.” 
“You’re taking me in there?” 
“Unless you want to stand around in the rain,” she said. “Come on, there’s someone I want you to meet.” 
She pulled me in through the doors and into a lobby that was still decorated for Halloween. There was an incredible painting of Elvira making out with the Bride of Frankenstein and various skeletons and bats hanging from the ceiling. The pink carpet was grimy like everything in Times Square, but it was still exciting. Like lesbians had colonized this old movie palace and had bent it to their will. The ticket taker was a chubby woman with short hair and a mole like a beauty mark next to her upper lip. 
“Heyyyyy, Kat,” she said. “Here for the 3:30?” 
“Maybe,” said Ms. Rossi. “Looking for Josephine.” 
“Upstairs,” said the woman. Ms. Rossi pulled me past her and towards the candy counter. The woman leaned out of her booth and called, 
“Who is your hot little friend?” 
Me? Hot? My cheeks burned. Ms. Rossi flipped the woman the bird over her shoulder as we walked away. 
“Was she talking about me?” I wondered. 
“Don’t mind Melanie,” laughed Ms. Rossi. “She flirts with everybody. But you do look really hot.” 
I did? The double compliments made me feel dizzy. It was almost like I was floating again as Ms. Rossi pulled me with her around the candy counter and through a door marked Employees Only. The stairs were dark and narrow. The smell of popcorn mingled with Ms. Rossi’s familiar jasmine and roses perfume. I caught myself watching her firm bottom in her white jeans, like the perfect peach of Miss May in my dad’s Playboy. 
At the top of the stairs we reached a small landing with two doors. 
The door on the right was ajar and had gold lettering on it like the sort you might stick to a mailbox. It read, “DYKE PROJECTION BOOTH.” 
Through the gap in the door I could see the hulking shape of the old film projector and stacks of reels of films. 
“Over here,” said Ms. Rossi. The door on the left was pink and had similar lettering that simply read, “DYKE.” It was dark and sleazy up here. 
The word “dyke” felt oddly threatening to me. But I could sense that I was on a figurative threshold in addition to the literal one. Something exciting was going to happen here. Ms. Rossi looked over at me and smiled. “Are you ready?” 
I nodded. Ms. Rossi knocked out the tune of Shave and a Haircut. 
“Enter!” 
Josephine’s office at Cat’s Cabaret was like something out of the Moulin Rouge, with huge, obscene decorations looming over her desk. 
There was what appeared to be a twice life-sized and very naked Valkyrie made of plaster, painted bright pink, and with a realistic penis jutting from between her legs. There was a pair of breasts as big as me and with an obvious hatch on one side for someone to hide inside them. There were marquee lights and posters of hardcore lesbian films like Lunch with Leslie and Steam Bath Beauties overlapping on the walls. 
Josephine was gorgeous. My first impression was Ertha Kitt as Catwoman, maybe because there was a big painting behind her featuring an anthropomorphic cat with a shape like a human woman. Josephine was shapely but toned. She lounged lazily on a fainting couch that seemed to be falling apart, one leg dangling over the side. 
“There you are, bitch,” she said and then looked up from the notepad she was reading. “Oh, you brought company. Is this her?” 
“It’s Beth,” said Ms. Rossi. 
“Mmmm. Beth.” Josephine rose elegantly from the couch and prowled over to us in capri pants and a blouse that somehow seemed painted onto her body. She had a scarf tied around her slender neck like a French girl. She looked me up and down. “So you’re the competition.” 
“The what?” 
“She has a crush on me,” said Ms. Rossi. “She’s one of my students. Don’t be mean to her.” 
“Mmmmmm.” Josephine whipped her attention from me to Ms. 
Rossi. “She’s too cute. I can’t help but feel jealous.” 
They embraced. It was the kiss I had been craving. Stolen from me, right before my eyes, by this sensual Catwoman lookalike. Their lips remained locked together as Josephine’s hands roamed from Ms. Rossi’s back down to the ass I had just admired on the way up the stairs. 
Josephine’s fingers pressed indentations against Ms. Rossi’s cheeks. Ms. 
Rossi moaned into the kiss, her eyes closing, her hips rocking forward just a little. Josephine broke the kiss, looked over at me, and winked. 
“B-Beth,” said Ms. Rossi, flushed from the intensity of their embrace. She turned to me and said the words that I assumed would be carved on the tombstone of my dreams, “Josephine is my girlfriend.” 
“Her lover. Her mistress. Her queen.” Josephine posed with her hands on her hips. “But I am a generous and benevolent ruler of my domain.” 
“Um, okay,” I said, overwhelmed and feeling like I might pass out. 
I staggered back a step. Ms. Rossi caught me in her arms, her breasts against me, her breath softly playing at my neck. 
“It’s alright,” she said. “I wanted you to meet Josephine so you understood. I think you are wonderful, Beth. Truly. Maybe…if you were a few years older and not one of my students, things could be different.” 
“Watch it,” warned Josephine, picking up a riding crop from a shelf loaded with props. 
“But I love Josephine,” said Ms. Rossi. “You’re twenty years younger than me.” 
“Waaaatch it,” repeated Josephine with a snap of the crop in the palm of her hand. 
“And you’re one of my students,” whispered Ms. Rossi. 
“I…I should go,” I murmured. Remember when I felt like I was floating earlier? I felt like I was falling. I recoiled from Josephine and Ms. 
Rossi and stumbled out of the room and down the stairs. I almost fell in my haste to get away from my crushing realization, but Ms. Rossi was quicker than me. She bounded down steps two at a time and caught me as I tumbled through the employees only door behind the candy counter. 
Ms. Rossi grabbed my left arm and pulled me back. Not a moment too soon. I would have gone face-first into the popcorn. She turned me around and hugged me. I couldn’t meet those steely gray eyes. 
“Beth, calm down,” she murmured. “I owed it to Josephine to introduce you. Will you stay with me a little bit longer? No more surprises like that. I promise.” 
With her hands on me, I couldn’t refuse. I never wanted her to let go. 
“Alright,” I said softly. 
“Good. The film starts in a few minutes.” She indicated the doors to the theater with a tilt of her head. “Want to watch a porno with me?” 
“You want to, um, watch an X-rated movie with me?” 
“I want you to see what it’s like,” she said, taking my hand and leading me out from behind the candy counter. “I don’t want you to be afraid of this. It’s beautiful. And good.” 
I couldn’t keep the smile off my face as my beautiful teacher led me into the theater. It was dark and smaller than I expected. There were only a few people present in the audience, mostly couples and all of them women. We sat on the right side near the back. Ms. Rossi held my hand the whole time. 
“She named this place Cat’s Cabaret because of me, you know,” 
said Ms. Rossi. 
“Really?” I asked. 
“No,” she chuckled. “She inherited from this wild feminist lady. 
But it worked because she was into the whole cat thing herself.” 
“They really only let women in here?” I asked, glancing around at the audience. 
“Yep. And it’s not easy. Melanie has a buzzer that goes to the security, Tiffany and Salome, who will beat the crap out of any guy trying to sneak into the audience. Josephine also pays the cops really well to leave us alone. This is basically private.” She leaned her lips close to my ear. 
“Sometimes couples come. The women in the audience get up to some surprising things. I’ve seen orgies break out. Don’t be intimidated by it. 
They’re just enjoying themselves and each other.” 
“What am I supposed to do?” I asked, trembling slightly. 
Her nose and lips brushed against my ear. Her breath stirred hotly over my neck. She whispered, “Whatever feels right.” 
The projector flickered on with a snap and a distorted blare of music. I was glad for it because it covered the sound of my gasp. I was confused by Ms. Rossi introducing me to her girlfriend and then sitting with me and whispering sexily in my ear, but I was enthralled. I was not about to complain. 
A grainy cartoon Catwoman, her breasts bared, appeared on the screen and cracked a whip. Josephine’s voice spoke over the crude animation. 
“Coming next week at Cat’s Cabaret, Felicity Fawcett devours Carolyn Clark in Lesbian Dreamgirls, Montana Peaks is back with Vanessa Vixen and Paula Monroe in Camp 69, and Swedish supervixen Selkie returns with Yvette Polanski in mother and daughter taboo teaser Mother’s
Secret. Join us next week. And don’t forget to visit the snackbar.” 
A loud whip-crack sound ended the promo for Cat’s Cabaret. The screen flickered and popped and the feature presentation began. Three Ways
to Sunday was a convent-themed hardcore adult film. The story centered on a young brunette named Chloe. A real delinquent, kicked out of her school and sent to live at the St. Innocence School for Wayward Girls. 
Chloe undressed in a long shower scene, revealing her petite body, slender hips, firm ass, and small, perky breasts. 
I watched in awe. I’d seen some nudity in regular movies, sure, but this wasn’t like that. The camera lingered on her glistening breasts and followed her hand as she pressed her fingers between her thighs and massaged the tufted mound of her pussy. She spread herself open and it went in for a closeup, several feet high, as she massaged the bud of her clit. 
“Oh my god,” I whispered, staring up at the pornographic view of a woman pleasuring herself on the screen. The scene only became more intense as one of the nuns, a busty blonde who called herself Sister Agnes, entered the shower and began kissing and fondling Chloe. Their naked bodies rubbed together and their cries of pleasure echoed against the painted concrete of the convent’s shower. 
Ms. Rossi whispered in my ear, “It’s alright. You can touch yourself. Most everyone else does it.” 
I tore my gaze from the screen as the action continued to intensify and saw that Ms. Rossi was right. Most of the couples were kissing and touching each other and most of the women who were alone were either touching themselves or looking around the theater in search of a partner. I quickly looked away from a young, stringy-haired hippie girl with one of her breasts exposed and her hand between her legs. 
I was overwhelmed by sapphic sex. On the screen, Chloe was on her knees and licking Sister Agnes in the shower. Ten feet away from me, a mousy brunette was leaning over and sucking the breast of her plump companion. My body was aflame. My cove throbbed with need. Ms. Rossi’s fingers caressed the back of my neck and my scalp. Her sweet breath stroked my ear. 
In the heat of that incredible moment, I lost all restraint. 
I leaned back in the seat and parted my knees. I was in a dream as I pushed my skirt up my thighs and bared the gusset of my lacy white panties. A glistening patch marked my arousal. I felt that damp spot beneath my fingers as I touched my soft mound and the aching bud of my clit through the sheer white lace of my underwear. 
“That’s it,” whispered Ms. Rossi. “Let your body be honest. Let nothing stand in the way.” 
Her hand slid over mine, caressing me lightly, fingers brushing against my inner thigh. Her fingers curled into the front of my panties and drew the fabric aside, exposing my flower to the flickering light of the pornography playing out on the screen. She guided my fingers and whispered to me how to find my pleasure amid the moans and gasps that issued from the speakers. My fingertips traced the soft pink folds and sought my sensitive pearl. I sucked in a breath and Ms. Rossi kissed my ear. 
“Ohhhh,” I softly crooned. 
“That’s it, Beth,” she whispered. Nibbled at my earlobe. Moved her hand atop mine. She pushed gently downward and urged me to intently stroke my clit. What had begun as intermittent jolts of pleasure began to coalesce into a single ascending note of ecstasy. 
I turned to her in the flickering light and called out her name, 
“Kat…” 
“Shhhhhhh,” she replied, removing her hand from my own and sliding it up my body. 
I trembled as she opened my jacket. Her fingers deftly worked the buttons of my blouse until it parted and revealed my heaving breasts encased in a heavy underwire bra. She did not hesitate to open the heavy-duty front clasp of the bra. She sucked in a soft breath at the sight of my pale breasts bared to the flickering light from the screen. 
As ever, I was self-conscious about the size and pendulousness of my breasts. The way my tight bra left red marks on my breasts and the way my thick nipples jutted from my wide, pale areolas as if I were eager to give milk. 
“You’re gorgeous,” she whispered, doing more in an instant to allay my fears than I could have done with a decade of psychotherapy. Her fingers followed the heaving contours of my body. Brushed across my sensitive nipples. Sent pleasure crackling into my core. 
On the screen, Chloe was on her hands and knees in the shower as Sister Agnes spanked her firm bottom. Each clapping blow of the younger woman’s wet bottom reverberated from the speakers and through my body. 
Chloe’s head jerked up. Her lips parted in a gasp of pleasure. 
My lips parted in a gasp of pleasure as Ms. Rossi’s – Kat’s – fingers teased around my stiff nipples. She cupped my right breast and then my left, squeezing and shaping my tender flesh in the warmth of her hand. I turned to her and her lips were waiting for me. At last, we kissed. Just as I had fantasized about in my bedroom. Hot. Slow. Plenty of time. Our mouths opening to each other and our tongues revealing sweet slippery secrets. 
“Mmmmmmmm!” I cried against her lips, my pleasure growing. 
“Don’t be afraid,” she whispered, her words hot against my lips. 
Her tongue finding mine again as she pressed me back into my seat. 
Cupped my breast. Squeezed. 
“Ohhhhh god, Kat,” I gasped. “I’m not. I’m not afraid.” 
My orgasm shuddered through my core and spread from my clit in radiant pulses. It seemed to encompass my entire body, from my tingling nipples to my curling toes. Ms. Rossi smothered the sound of my ecstasy with her kiss. The ecstasy was of an intensity unlike any I had ever known before in the bathtub or with my favorite pillow between my legs. 
Only, for all the strangeness of the moment, that was not what happened. 
One-by-one, the groping couples and masturbating women disappeared from the small theater. Ms. Rossi’s lips were no longer against mine. My hand wasn’t between my legs. In fact, my hand held Ms. Rossi’s as we sat together, alone, in the theater, staring at the sapphic obscenity playing out on the screen. Ms. Rossi had never guided my hand between my legs. Had never exposed my breasts. She had only grasped my hand as we watched the scenes play out at the St. Innocence School for Wayward Girls. 
I know I tricked you. I almost tricked myself. 
It was easy for my fantasy to slip into the incredible scenes playing out on the screen. Easy to recast myself as Chloe and Ms. Rossi as Sister Agnes. Who would be the particularly busty Sister Superior or the fellow delinquent Odette? It didn’t matter. The whole time, as twosomes became threesomes and fingers and tongues explored new frontiers, Ms. Rossi gripped my hand tightly. Or maybe I gripped her hand tightly. Either way, that contact was enough. With just a little squeezing of my thighs and the rubbing of my panties against my flower, I experienced an incredible, gasping orgasm. 
Ms. Rossi knew what was happening. I was flushed and panting as I glanced over at her and saw her smiling. She watched me cum. 
I was still breathing heavily as the loud brassy soundtrack kicked in over the final orgy scene and the brief credits began to roll. Ms. Rossi whispered, “What do you think?” 
“Incredible,” I said, my voice somehow breaking in the span of a single word. 
The soundtrack cut off and the film flickered to dark. The house lights slowly came up on the theater, empty except for the two of us. 
“There aren’t a lot of places you can see something like that,” said Ms. Rossi. “Even fewer where you could do it safely.” She stroked a lock of hair from my face. “When I was your age, I fumbled blind into all this. Into being a lesbian. I didn’t want that for you.” 
I dared to say, “You could have showed me yourself.” 
She laughed, but it wasn’t meant to be cruel. “I could have. I won’t pretend I hadn’t thought about it for a minute. Watching you just now, the sounds you made, they were an incredible turn on for me. We would’ve had a lot of fun together. But, no, I don’t think Josephine would have liked that very much. This was our compromise.” 
My heart sunk. “So that’s it? We watch a movie together and hold hands?” 
“You know we can’t be together, Beth. You have your whole adult life ahead of you and that includes a lot of lust, love, and heartbreak. But not with me.” 
“Heartbreak with you,” I said, feeling it in the knot in my tummy. 
“Would you like to kiss me?” She asked. “With the understanding that is all it is?” 
I leaned quickly across the arms of the seat and pressed my lips to hers. She let the kiss linger, but when my tongue slipped out, she pulled away. 
“Playfully,” she said. “Don’t ram your tongue into my mouth. Here. 
Relax.” 
I tried. I was trembling and keenly aware of the dampness lingering in my underwear. I closed my eyes, which helped a little. Ms. Rossi’s seat creaked as she leaned across the arm rests. Her lips found mine. Pulled away. Found mine again. Pulled away again. She gave me several short, playful kisses. 
Her lips parted after the first few. Mine parted in reply. We kissed with open mouths, but our tongues did not meet. Not yet. I quivered with excitement. At last, she pressed her parted lips to mine, our mouths seeming to join into a single, thrilling, intimate space. Her tongue slipped forward, grazed my tongue. I thrust in reply. Her lips pressed tighter. I moaned into her mouth. 
She thought I was just enjoying the kiss. Her tonguing intensified in reply. She explored deeper into my willing mouth. But the whole time I was moaning, my thighs squeezing tight, cumming as she kissed me. My first orgasm with another person. My first time, whether Ms. Rossi would have counted it or not. 
I was still whimpering as she pulled back from the kiss, her eyes searching my face in the dim light of the theater. I saw that she was flushed as well. Her lips smeared with my lipstick. 
She began to speak. Cleared her throat. Said, “You’re a good kisser, Beth.” 
“Oh, Ms. Rossi,” I sighed. 
“Kat,” she said and squeezed my hand again. “Come on. There’s one more thing I want to do with you.” 
There were a thousand more things I wanted to do with Ms. Rossi. 
Most of them I’d just seen for the first time on the screen of the Cat’s Cabaret. But I was willing to settle for one more. 
It was sleeting and cold and dark as we stepped out of Cat’s Cabaret arm-in-arm. This time, I opened the umbrella, which had the added advantage of making Ms. Rossi press her body tighter against mine. 
“It isn’t far,” she said. “Do you have ID on you?” 
“Really?” I looked at her with surprise. “I mean, yeah, I do.” 
“Good, sometimes they check,” she said. “Even me. They’re paranoid about getting raided by vice.” 
“Where in the heck are you taking me?” I laughed. 
“An adult bookstore.” 
Don’t get misled by the name. The adult bookstore might have made you picture the Strand or some other crammed bookseller in Manhattan. The place Ms. Rossi took me had a glowing yellow neon XXX
ADULT sign in the window. They did sell adult books, but their main trade seemed to be in VHS rentals and shady men walking to the back of the store to use the peep booths. And the fat, scruffy shopkeeper did check my ID. 
He leered at us both. 
“Watch it, Frank,” warned Ms. Rossi. 
“Yeah, sure thing,” chuckled the creep. “I just like to see the sort of girl you bring into my establishment.” He handed me back my ID and said, 
“Here you go, Elizabeth. Need any tokens for the peep show?” 
“No,” said Ms. Rossi as she pulled me away from the counter and deeper into the shop. 
I had much the same feverishly hot feeling looking at all the obscene VHS covers as I felt when Three Ways to Sunday started at Cat’s Cabaret. Only here everything was also claustrophobic. Men brushed past us on their way in and out of the booths. Most of these guys were as filthy as the walls of the bookstore. Like they were camouflaging themselves amid the smoke and grease stains (and worse) that seemed to characterize everything in Times Square. 
“Here,” said Ms. Rossi, drawing me away from the VHS tapes. 
“My dad has a VCR,” I murmured, imagining pressing one of these lewd tapes into the machine and enjoying a private screening. 
“I’m not getting you a porno movie,” said Ms. Rossi. “Come here. I wanted to show you these.” 
A small section of shelving was devoted to “marital aids.” These were roughly phallic and made from various shades of plastic. Most were white or pink. Some promised vibrations. Others offered “realistic look” 
and resembled a real penis made from plastic. 
“Vibrators?” I asked. 
“The real deal,” said Ms. Rossi. “This is the best one.” 
She reached behind all the penis-shaped vibrators for something that looked like an electric hammer or a medieval mace. It was made from white plastic, with a distinct round top and long handle with a switch on it. 
There was a cord hanging from the bottom. 
“Vibrating back massager,” I said, reading the label. 
“It massages a lot more than backs,” she said. “We call it the magic wand. They say in Japan every woman has one. But you’re not ready for that yet. Besides, I think you might have trouble smuggling it into your house.” 
“Yeah, the box is pretty big,” I said, turning it over. 
“So how about this one?” She plucked a much smaller package from the shelf. This one contained a “vibrating massager” that was about twice the length and width of my thumb. It was a smooth phallus in white plastic with textured cap on the bottom. Ms. Rossi explained, “You insert two batteries into the vibrator, twist the base, and away you go. It’s not as powerful as the wand, but it will get you where you want to be.” 
“I don’t know about that,” I said, thinking that where I wanted to be was in bed with Ms. Rossi. The packaging for this one was much dirtier than the bigger wand. That one claimed to be for backs, this one depicted a woman in lingerie posed next to a drawing of the vibrator. 
“You could go with a dildo if you prefer,” she said, gesturing to the other packages. “Something more, well, manly.” 
“No thanks,” I said, making a disgusted face as I looked over the
“realistic” phalluses. 
“Guys think it’s all about plunging these things in,” she said, looking over the dildos with a similar expression of distaste. “You can do that. Sometimes it’s nice. But mostly, you want to press the vibrator right to your clit. Have you ever masturbated with a shower massager or even a faucet in the bath?” 
I flashed back to a recent bath, lifting my hips in an awkward position to get the flow of warm water spilling right over my mound. The pleasure was intense, but I slipped and sent water sloshing over the sides of the tub. The position was too awkward to make me cum, but I certainly understood the appeal of the strong flow of water on my most sensitive spot. 
“Yes,” I admitted. 
“This is like that, but better,” she said. She grabbed my arm and leaned in close. “It’s that warm water right on your clit. Only you can carry it around in your purse.” 
“Forty dollars?” I looked at the price tag. 
“A going away gift,” said Ms. Rossi. “Do you like that pearly white one?” 
“Y-yeah,” I said. 
She smiled and took the package from me. “Alright, I’m going to buy you this. You can look around some more if you want.” 
I nodded and my attention was drawn back to the VHS tapes with their explicit covers. There were racks of even more explicit magazines for every sort of interest, including several lesbian magazines that seemed European, but in English. I looked those over too, but found my way, at last, to the books. 
To my surprise, I almost immediately spotted Kiss of Velvet, one of the books Ms. Rossi had recommended to me. The cover was an illustration that looked to be from the 50s or 60s of two women in diaphanous nightgowns kissing in a bedroom. One woman was on her knees, resting her hands on the legs of the other woman as she knelt between her thighs. I picked the book out without hesitating and found several more interesting lesbian novels, including Beneath Her Lips, with its cover featuring an achingly beautiful illustration of a woman with ruby lips in sheer lingerie. 
“I’d like to buy these,” I said, piling the books up on the counter as Ms. Rossi finished her transaction. 
The sleazy clerk looked them over and chuckled. “Starting a dyke library?” 
“Watch it, Frank,” warned Ms. Rossi. 
He shrugged and punched up the cost for the books on the register. 
Thirty-seven dollars seemed exorbitant for eight slim paperbacks, but when would I get the opportunity to stock up like that again? Ms. Rossi grinned at me as she saw that I had picked out books she had suggested. 
“You’re going to love this one,” she said, holding up Hell’s
Convent, which had a blurb promising, “Lust drunk lesbian action!” 
“I was inspired by a trip to the movies,” I said. 
Farewells and Departures
Katherine Rossi made out with me in the cab outside my apartment building. It was a hot, prolonged, unrestrained teenage kiss. I soared in her arms, against her firm body, my lips and tongue melting with hers. I held nothing back and she let me take what I needed, only stopping me when I started to squirm my body against her. 
“Hey,” she said. “No. We’re not doing that. Just kiss me.” 
“You can do whatever you want back there,” chuckled the cabbie, watching us in the rearview mirror. “I’ll even turn off the meter.” 
“Alright, I think that’s enough,” said Ms. Rossi, glaring at him. 
“No,” I whispered. “Forget him.” 
I kissed her again and this time I pressed my knee between her legs. 
It was accidental, but she responded to it, moaning and turning her hips to let me press my knee down harder into the pleather seat. My thigh was against her mound. I felt the heat of it. I understood the effect I was having on her. I pushed harder. Kissed her. 
“N-no,” she whispered, hands on my shoulders as she gently pushed me away. “No. I can’t, Beth. It’s not the cabbie. It’s Josephine. 
We’ve already gone farther than I intended.” 
“Please,” I said, my eyes welling with need. 
“Don’t end it like this,” she warned, her tone becoming colder. I drew back, stung. She took my hands in hers. “Maybe I’ll come visit you in California. I come out to see my cousin every few years. You can show me around.” 
“You don’t mean it,” I said. 
“Life probably won’t allow me to take a trip to California,” she admitted. “But if it does, I will call you. I promise.” 
We hugged for so long that the cabbie turned the meter back on with annoyance. I wanted to cry. I wanted to sing her name. I loved her and I also knew I couldn’t love her. Finally, we separated. She handed me my brown paper bag of books. The vibrator she’d bought for me was stuffed into my purse. 
The last time I saw her, she was looking back at me from the window of the cab as it pulled away from the curb. 
I returned to our apartment to find dad and Elliott playing my Atari on the TV. Elliott was giving dad a lesson in Warlord. I waved to them, ignoring their requests to join them as I retreated to my room. I held the books and vibrator box against my chest. The cigarette stink of the books was strong, but underneath those notes I could faintly smell jasmine and fresh cut roses. 
As far as I was concerned, I lost my virginity that night to Katherine Rossi. I wanted to stay there and love her, but it was never meant to be. Just another in a long line of cliched tragic lesbian love affairs. The thought of leaving my friends, New York, and Kat behind for California was almost more than I could bear. I hated the whole concept of California. 
I would have clawed its eyes out if it had eyes. 
I had no idea then what I know now: that I was moving to California to meet the woman of my dreams. 
The woman I would spend over 30 years loving. 
The woman I might never speak to again. 
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