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OCTOBER 21ST

Life is irony. 

That’s what Bonnie always says, and it’s certainly true in our case. Her husband has been hoping she’d quit drinking for the past ten years. She finally does and, ten days later, she leaves him for me. 

Irony.

But wait—there’s more!

Bonnie spent those same ten years wishing for a sexually satisfying relationship. She certainly didn’t have that with her husband. Great sex is something we were sure to have.  It’s not like we’ve never been to bed together.  She knows how amazing it can be when we hook up.  That was a big motivating factor in her leaving Jim, I think.  Bonnie says not, but I know sex is important to her, and the lack of sex in her marriage was very frustrating.

But the moment she leaves Jim for me? 

Nothing. 

She tells me she can’t right now. 

She just can’t. 

So now I’ve got my very own sexless marriage. 

Never thought it would happen to me. 

Never thought it would happen to us.

I don’t look like an affair person.  I don’t act like one.  Look at what I’m wearing right now: pink button-down shirt, sensible trousers, black socks, walking shoes.  I look like a hospital administrator.  No offence to hospital administrators. I’m nowhere near as sexy as the one from House.  I forget the character’s name, but you know who I mean. She was hot as hell. In fact, she reminds me a bit of Bonnie. 

The other day I saw a group of teenagers in the kind of clothes we used to wear during the 90s, and I thought: my god, styles take twenty years to come back into fashion. How have twenty years gone by since I was in high school? No, wait—more than twenty years!  Where did that time go? I still feel like a teenager myself.  

Maybe I’ll dig out my old grunge gear.  The black jeans probably wouldn’t do up anymore, but jeans are easy enough to buy.  I bet my old plaid shirts would still fit fine.  My mom probably has them boxed up in the basement.  She never throws anything away.

Bonnie’s out, at the moment.  She volunteered to drive elderly people to their polling stations. She’s political like that.  She’s smart.  Well-read.  I have no idea what she’s talking about half the time, but I love listening.  I could listen to her forever.

I’ve never seen her be emotional before now.  Well, when we were teenagers, sure.  But it was mostly anger, back then.  Ever since she left Jim, it’s been deep, deep sadness.  She cries all the time.  Sobs.  Wails.  

Usually I’m the one crying, but the more of a mess Bonnie becomes, the more I manage to hold it together.  Funny how that works.  We can’t both fall apart.  I guess that’s my reasoning.  Someone has to be strong and supportive.  

Right now, that’s me.  She needs it.

Did you know you can trick people into telling you secrets?  I’ve just discovered this.  I kind of wish I hadn’t.  Honesty is huge for me.  I believe a relationship requires it.  That’s the only way two people will have a solid foundation together.  

Bonnie and Jim were bad at communication, and look where it got them: for ten years she wanted sex from him and he wanted sobriety from her. They didn’t tell each other these things.  They just silently seethed until Bonnie said she wanted a divorce.  

That’s when it all came out: he’d stopped sleeping with her because of the drinking, but she’d started drinking because he stopped sleeping with her. 

So which came first, the booze or the sexless marriage?  

Maybe there is no answer to questions like this.  I couldn’t say.  I’m not part of their relationship.  I broke it up, but I’m not part of it.

So, I asked Bonnie: Is there something you’re not telling me?

That’s the trick.

Because, when you ask it, people figure you know something, and if you already know the answer they might as well fess up.

Bonnie hung her head down low and said, “Jim wants to see me on Tuesday. He wants to talk about finances, and I’m so afraid I’ll beg him to take me back!”

She started sobbing again, which isn’t unusual these days.  

At first I thought: Okay, this is okay.  I can hold it together.  Keep it together. It’s natural to have these feelings.  It’s only natural.

Except that I’ve been the best possible version of me since Bonnie left Jim.  I’ve been supportive, compassionate, generous.  I’ve listened, I’ve held her when she’s cried, I’ve cooked her meals, I’ve bought everything under the sun for the apartment she rented, which sits unfurnished except for a mattress on the floor. 

After all this sweetness and love, she still wants to go back to Jim?  

If this version of me isn’t good enough, then I’ll never be good enough.  This is the best I can be.  This is the best me.

We had a fight after that.  Well, not a fight, exactly.  I didn’t think I was fighting.  I felt full of rage, sure, but that quiet sort of rage.  Quiet seething.  She tells me I was yelling.  I’d say growling, but she says yelling, so fine.  Maybe I was yelling.  But not in her face.  She moved to the couch.  I stayed seated at the table, alternately sipping tea and firing venom in her direction.

Even if she begged him, does she really think he’d take her back?  After what she did?  The way she left him wasn’t exactly kind.  He came home from the chiropractor to find that she’d moved all her clothes over to the new place.  So Jim walks in the door and Bonnie tells him she’s not happy in their marriage, she hasn’t been happy in years, and she’s leaving, that’s that.

I wasn’t there to witness any of this, but Bonnie tells me Jim was very business-like about it.  He told her to clear out her stuff.  He sent her off with a box of provisions.  He asked her to tell him when she’d be hiring movers to get rid of the rest of her belongings, and he’d make himself scarce.  

Maybe he expected this to happen.  

Maybe he wanted it to happen.

At one point, I said to Bonnie: You two never talked.  Maybe he has a private life just like you do.

Her reaction was: I don’t understand.

Weird thing not to understand, especially for someone as smart as Bonnie.

So I said: You’ve been having an affair with me all this time.  Maybe he...

I trailed off like that, because I thought I was being clear, but again she said: I don’t get what you mean.

So I dropped it.  Ego, I guess.  She can’t imagine that her husband would cheat on her, even though she’s been cheating on him, off and on, for the past decade.

There’s so much more to say, but thinking about my life right now is exhausting.  I just needed to get some stuff out of my system.  I’ve got a few friends who will listen, but I don’t want to bore them.  They’ve got their own lives.  

What I’d really like to do is tell my family about all this.  I have no idea how they’ll react.  They don’t like hearing about personal things, or lesbian things, and this thing is both personal and lesbian. 

I think my mom will be disappointed in me for stealing a married lady away from her nice husband.

I think maybe I’m disappointed in me, too.

October 22nd

We went to bed before the election results came in.  I just looked them up.  Bonnie’s local candidate won, so she’ll be happy about that.  There was a party scheduled last night for all the volunteers, but she decided not to go because there would be an open bar.  No sense tempting fate.

I haven’t actually talked to Bonnie today.  She left here at six in the morning to take out the trash at her new place.  Her upstairs neighbour is 71 years old, and when they met, the old man said: With the last tenant, we switched off every week who takes out the trash bins.  

Bonnie was kind of like: How about you let me do it all the time?

Did she also go back to the house she shared with Jim until last week, to take out the trash there? Jim isn’t able to lift things, but, judging from the way he’s reacted so far, I wouldn’t be surprised if he simply asked a neighbour.  That’s sensible.  

My friend Lhasa says: People are more resilient than you think. You don’t have to baby them. They’ll find a way of getting things done. 

Bonnie says I baby her, sometimes—opening doors, offering to carry the heavier bag, wanting to walk closest to traffic so if a car mounts the curb it’ll hit me first.  These actions would be considered chivalrous if I were a dude.  But I’m not, so I guess it comes off patronizing.  That’s never my intention.  

I think it’s got to do with being at that age where most/many/some people are raising children and I’m not.  I never thought I had a maternal bone in my body, but there’s something about 39 that shakes you up.  You suddenly want to take care of someone, anyone.  A partner?  Sure!  Doesn’t matter who.  Whom?  Bonnie would know.  She’s so smart.

With 40 on the horizon, you kind of go: Is my life what I thought it would be?

And even if it is, you go: Am I happy living this way?

For me, the answer was no.  That’s why I told Bonnie that if she wanted to keep this relationship going, it couldn’t be on-again-off-again.  It couldn’t be an affair.  

I don’t want to be the other woman anymore.  

And now I’m not.

Now I’m... what am I?

We kissed yesterday.  She says kissing is all right, just not full-blown sex.  Still, it wasn’t... I don’t know.  We used to kiss for hours.  I guess that was twenty years ago, but even recently the kissing has always been great.  

Bonnie has a set of exercises she does every day, so I asked her to teach them to me.  I figured that would be a nice couples activity to do together.  It’s not sex, but at least it’s physical. 

She taught me her routine of stretches and sit-ups and stuff like that.  It was fun.  I like when she teaches me things, because her breadth of knowledge is amazing, but she also says she learns stuff from me.  For instance, I always do push-ups on my knuckles.  That’s what I learned in karate class: push-ups on my knuckles, on the floor of a church basement. We’re talking 30 years ago I learned this, but it stuck with me, and I find it easier than doing push-ups with my hands flat on the ground.  Bonnie took an interest, and she said she’d try it.

After that, we got talking about how, in yoga, you always want to balance out your poses.  I don’t know how to articulate this concept properly, because I’ve never been to an actual yoga class, but she’s never done anything approximating yoga, so I guess I could tell her anything.

I got out this book from the 70s that my grandmother gave me.  I don’t know what it’s called, because it’s missing the cover and the first 24 pages, but it’s a yoga book. It’s got pictures and poses and instructions. So we went through it together and Bonnie challenged me to take on some of the more esoteric poses. Can poses be esoteric?  Some of the ones that looked kind of silly, let’s say. 

After all that movement, I told Bonnie I didn’t want to pressure her, but I couldn’t stop thinking about kissing.  It’s all I wanted to do.  I wasn’t saying that to make her feel like she had to kiss me, or like she should.  I was just saying it so she would know how attracted I am to her, and that I think about these things often.

She said kissing was okay, kissing wasn’t against the rules.

I climbed on the couch where she was sitting and I started kissing her, but she backed off and said she needed to brush her teeth.  I told her that her mouth tasted fine and I hadn’t brushed my teeth either, but she insisted, which meant I needed to brush, too, so we’d be even.  You can’t have one fresh mouth and one gross mouth.  They both have to be gross or both be fresh (not that they were gross to start out with, but you know what I mean).

So after we’d both brushed, I worried maybe the mood had been shattered.  She sat back down on the couch and I splayed myself across her lap and I kissed her, and it was good.  I kissed her deeply, and it felt like those kisses from twenty years ago.  It felt like kissing in the woods, before we had any privacy.  Up against a tree.  I wanted to run my hands all over her body, and I wanted her to do the same to me.  

I wanted everything. 

But kissing would have to suffice.  

That sounds passive-aggressive, but I don’t mean it that way at all.  Kissing was legitimately fulfilling.  It’s more than we’d done in... gosh, it’s got to be a month or two since we were together, sexually.  We stopped seeing each other before she left Jim.  It seemed sensible, at the time.  I don’t know why.  She set a date and we agreed we would be together then, and not until then, and that’s what happened.

I would have been happy for that kiss to go on for hours, forever, but Bonnie interrupted it to tell me something about her former boss.  She said: We used to go out for drinks every Friday and talk about whatever book we were reading.

Okay.

Bonnie said: Every time we’d say goodnight, we’d kiss. Just a quick peck on the lips, like you do, you know.

I don’t know anyone who kisses their boss on the lips, but okay.

Bonnie went on: Then there was this one time when we were standing in the parking lot, chatting, and I went in for our usual kiss goodbye, but it didn’t stop at just a peck.  He held on for more.  I pulled away.  I put a stop to it pretty fast.

I said: Wow.

And I’ll tell you, from the bottom of my heart, I wasn’t the least bit jealous hearing this.  Isn’t that funny, how I’ve been so jealous of Jim for all these years, but now I hear that a man who wasn’t her husband had kissed Bonnie in a parking lot and I’m just like: Tell me more!

Bonnie said: It was nothing, really.  My boss laughed it off.  It wasn’t a long kiss.  But someone walking by did shout out for us to get a room.

That made me laugh.  If it was the kind of kiss that warrants a Get A Room, then it was definitely a long kiss.

When Bonnie left Jim, Jim asked her: Is there someone else?

Well, yes, there’s someone else.  There’s me.

But Bonnie didn’t tell him that.  She said: There are possibilities.

I’m a possibility.

Bonnie says she isn’t attracted to her boss, and I believe her.  Anyway, I say her boss, but I mean her former boss.  They don’t work together anymore, and they stopped going out for drinks after that incident.  I think.  I’m assuming they did.  I can’t remember if Bonnie said so.  

But now I’m thinking maybe word got back to Jim.  This Get A Room incident took place within walking distance of their house.  Bonnie doesn’t know who shouted the words.  Could have been a neighbour.  Could have been anyone.  Gossip spreads.  You never know who will find out what.

So maybe Jim believes the boss is the possibility.  

Maybe Jim believes Bonnie is with him right now.  

October 23rd

My abs are killing me from that workout the other day.  Clearly, I’m not as fit as Bonnie is.  She does this stuff every day: a 5-minute plank, 100 sit-ups, other stuff. I can’t remember off-hand.  I pushed myself because I wanted to keep up with her.  

I couldn’t do it.

Today is a challenge.  Not just because I’m in pain, but because Bonnie’s meeting with Jim to talk about finances.  I’ve done everything in my power to be the most compassionate, most supportive, generous, loving partner on the planet.  If she still wants to go back to him after all that, what hope is left for me?

Normally I’d break down at the prospect of breaking up.  

I’m not sure how I’m holding it together.  

Maybe I’m holding out hope that Bonnie won’t beg Jim to take her back.  

No, that’s not it.  

I think it’s that I have faith in Jim not to take her back.  The way she left their marriage was pretty shitty.  I’ve pleaded with her: Listen, never do that to me.  Don’t leave me the way you left him, without giving any indication it was coming, then just BAM I’m leaving, like a frying pan to the face. BAM and you’re gone.  Don’t do that to me. 

It’s a cruel way to leave.  But if you ask the internet how to leave your husband or your wife, that’s what you get: Just leave.  Tell them you’re leaving and go.  Don’t discuss how it all fell apart.  Don’t entertain notions that you might work it out.  Just say you’re leaving and leave.  Just go.

That’s basically what her therapist said to do, too.  Seems cruel.  I’d want lots of notice.  I’d want an opportunity to work it out.  Although, I guess Bonnie and Jim have had enough time.  They’ve been through couples counselling more than once.  

Maybe none of this came as a shock, to Jim.  Maybe he was ready. 

I still have a lot of empathy for him.  I’m not a bad person.

Bonnie drove past her former home on the way to her new flat yesterday.  The trash cans were out front, ready and waiting for the garbage truck to arrive.  I asked how she felt about that, and she said: I’m not needed.

I gave her a hug and told her I understand.  Everyone needs to feel needed, and it hurts when you realize someone you love can get along without you.  

I hope Bonnie knows that I need her.  Maybe I don’t need her to do things around the house, but I do need her for reasons I can’t perfectly articulate. For emotional reasons, I guess.  I should have told her so, but I don’t think I did.

She was off to work first thing this morning.  I think she left around six.  I was too sleepy to come up with anything useful to say.  She’s got this big meeting with Jim later on, and I’ll be at work when that’s happening.  Her plan is to spend tonight at her new place.  Her therapist advised her not to spend any time with me for the first month after separation, but she said: How about I only spend every other night with Emma? 

Her therapist agreed that could work. 

So she’s spending tonight alone, and I’ll be at work at the exact time she’ll need a shoulder to cry on.  I asked her to call me tonight, but she said it’s likely she’ll be asleep by the time I’m done my shift.  Not sure I’ll sleep, not knowing what happened with this Jim meeting.  

I might call Bonnie after work, even if I wake her up.  I’m not sure I can stand the suspense.

Last night I took a shower before bed, and it heated up my body so much I had to sleep naked.  I honestly wasn’t doing it to tempt Bonnie, but I guess part of me hoped she would react in some way.  

When I hung up my robe, she did say: Oh, you’re naked.  

She said it in a chipper tone, not irritated, not lustful, just cheerily pointing out the fact that I had no clothes on.  

When I got into bed with her, she put down her book, flipped off the light, and wrapped her arm around me, spooning.  Except I was under the covers and her hand was over the covers, so even though she was lightly holding my chest, she wasn’t touching my skin.  

She had pyjamas on, so her body wasn’t touching me directly.

It made me think of that Gandhi story, which is actually pretty creepy, about him sleeping with a naked girl in his bed to prove that he’d transcended human desire.  I always think: What about the girl, though?  Wasn’t she his niece or something?  And young?

But then, say she wasn’t his niece or young.  Say he was Bonnie and she was me, and she’s lying there thinking: I’m naked. I’m available.  I’m right here beside you.  

I’m right here beside you and you don’t even care.

We used to share desire like you would not believe, and now... nothing. 

I understand she’s going through sweeping emotional changes right now, I really do.  I just feel like the second she left Jim, our relationship changed.  Drastically.  

If we go too long without touching each other, is it possible we’ll never get that spark back?  We’ll never have what we used to have?

I’m worried about that.

I’m worried about a lot of things.

October 24th

I called Bonnie the second I got home from work last night to see how her meeting with Jim had gone.  She sounded pretty upbeat, but she said she didn’t feel upbeat, so who knows?

She said a lot of the conversation was him telling her all the times her drinking had embarrassed him over the past decade.  Like a one-on-one intervention. Which probably would have been more useful before she stopped drinking, and before she left him. 

My sense is that Jim needs to get this stuff off his chest so he can move on, emotionally.  Or maybe he just wants to hurt her because she hurt him.  I don’t know Jim, so I can’t say.  I really don’t think he’s a bad guy.  That’s intuition talking.  Plus, I don’t think Bonnie would have married a bad guy.  Not her style.

We didn’t have a super-long conversation.  Bonnie was just heading out the door when I phoned—heading out to see Beetlejuice at one of the old theatres on her street.  It’s October.  Time for spooky stuff.  And she’s never seen it before.  

Unimaginable!  

Not to mention serendipitous. 

When we were out yesterday buying a new light bulb for my fridge (the old one burned out twelve years ago—funny, what you get used to until another person comes along and goes: Why can’t I see your food?), I started talking about Beetlejuice.  It was my favourite movie, as a kid.  I must have watched it 57 times in 1989 alone. It always stuck with me, how Alec Baldwin gave Geena Davis wallpaper as a gift.  To me, that was so romantic.  I still find household gifts more romantic than candy or flowers or jewellery or anything like that.

Why on earth did that come to mind?

Oh, right—because Bonnie paid for the fridge bulb.  Her gift to me.

Later on—hours later—I said: Oh! We forgot to plug in the new bulb.

She got up and said: I’ll do it.

I said: The new bulb is in my purse.

She said: I know.

I got a warm and fuzzy feeling, that she felt comfortable going into my purse.  My last girlfriend would never have dared.  Purses were sacrosanct, to her.  But I like that Bonnie feels comfortable digging around in there.  I’m not sure she’d be okay with me going into hers. I’m not sure I’m welcome there.  But, to me, it’s a sign of intimacy that she’ll put her hand inside my private place.

Well, inside my purse.

I couldn’t sleep.  I can’t sleep.  I haven’t slept.  

It’s 5:30 in the morning and I’m wired and I’m anxious.  I don’t know why.  Yes I do. Because I thought Bonnie would call me after the movie.  But she didn’t.  

So then I wonder: Did she go with Jim?  No.  You don’t ask someone to the movies after they’ve lectured you about your alcoholism. 

Did she go with someone else? 

No.  She probably went alone.  She still doesn’t have TV or internet at the new place.  What are you going to do for entertainment? Cheap flicks.  Makes sense.

But then I think: What about the marriage scene, where Geena Davis and Alec Baldwin are in their wedding clothes and they get really old and turn to dust?  That scene always scared me, as a kid, but if I were watching it as a newly separated individual, it might foster gushy emotions for the person I’d just left. 

Maybe Bonnie didn’t call me because she rushed back to Jim after the movie.  Maybe I screwed myself by telling her how great Beetlejuice is.

Or maybe I’m catastrophizing again.  

Wouldn’t be the first time.

I tried to masturbate myself to sleep, but that didn’t work.  I can’t get off on my own anymore—haven’t been able to in years.  And it takes forever to get anywhere near turned on.  It’s such a waste of time.

I tried just stroking off, but that didn’t get me anywhere.  Lots of lube later, I put a dildo inside of me.  I thought it would help if my pussy had something to clamp down on.  But I didn’t feel much of a difference.  I kept trying, though.  I haven’t had an orgasm since the last time Bonnie and I had sex, and that might have been two months ago.  I can’t properly recall.

Bonnie told me that, during the off seasons of our on-again-off-again affair, she put herself to sleep every night by masturbating.  Same lesbian porn clip, same finger fap.  No toys for her.

I asked her how long it took her to come.  She said probably 15 minutes.  

To me, that’s commitment. 

But I guess that’s how long it took me to get anywhere near climax tonight.  I definitely didn’t reach the peaks of pleasure, but after rubbing my clit for a long, long while, I felt some twitches.  I felt some stirrings.

Part of me wants to leave my dirty dildo on the bathroom counter so Bonnie sees it when she gets here tomorrow.  Assuming she hasn’t run back to Jim’s loving embrace.  

But I know that would be a passive-aggressive move, and I promised Bonnie I wouldn’t be that way with her.  That’s what her relationship with Jim was like.  They never talked about things, just silently shoved the knives into each other’s backs and twisted.

Bonnie says she never realized her drinking was out of control.  She said she mostly imbibed because every time she poured a glass, Jim would give her that side-eye.  Silent side-eye.  Silently judging her actions.  She told me it’s the one thing she felt she could control.  Not that Jim was controlling.  Maybe she did drink to hurt him.  Maybe she knew she was hurting him.  I strongly suspect she did.

What did he do to deserve that, I wonder?  Was it the no-sex policy?  He wasn’t in the mood, so she poured herself another glass.  Ha! Take that!  If you’re gonna hold out on me, maybe I’ll just drink myself to death.

God, I never imagined I’d spend so much of my time analyzing someone else’s relationship.  Past relationship.  No, relationships never go away.  Even if you divorce someone, there’s something that remains.

It’s weird—I almost feel like I don’t exist.  Bonnie comes here and I cook and we laugh and I have a great time with her, but does she think about me when she goes home?  Does she think about me as much as I think about her?  Am I needy and obsessive, or do normal people feel this way too?

There’s a story Bonnie tells me, and she cries every time she tells it.  It’s about her parents.  They died within a few years of each other, but toward the end of their lives they hired a handyman to repair their fence.  When the handyman was done the job, he said he’d never worked outside a house with so much laughter coming out.  This is the part where Bonnie cries.  She tells me: That’s what I want. I want what my parents had.  I want that laughter.

I know she’s only been living with me for a week, and I know it’s not even every night that she stays here, but I do hope she notices how much we laugh together.  Even in those first few days, when she was a broken-down mess and crying all the time, we still managed to laugh. 

We make each other happy.  I hope she remembers that.  

I hope she doesn’t go back.

October 25th

Bonnie has an appointment with her therapist in an hour.  I’m anxious to hear how it goes.  She won’t have sex with me until she runs it by the doc and I could really, really use some sex.  It’s incredibly difficult to lie in bed beside the most attractive woman in the world and not surrender to temptation.

We had Rusalka tickets last night.  The opera company emailed me the day before with a You Have Tickets reminder, which is handy for someone whose memory is eternally on the fritz.  When I opened the email, the first line said: The opera will be three and a half hours long, including two intermissions.

When I shared this information with Bonnie, she seemed more than a little apprehensive.  She goes to bed earlier than I do, but I really didn’t think I’d be able to sit still for that long anyway, so we agreed we’d leave at the second intermission.

Rusalka is a fairy tale opera.  It’s basically the story of The Little Mermaid, but it’s a reminder of how far Disney versions stray from the originals.  It ends in sorrow and death.

Tangentially, Bonnie has never seen The Little Mermaid—the animated feature. Where was she during the 80s and 90s, on Mars?

Anyway, we got to the second intermission, turned to each other, and we both said: This opera is REALLY GOOD!

We stayed until the end and didn’t regret it for a moment.  

On the subway on the way home, she told me Jim had emailed her that afternoon with a list of residential treatment facilities. For her alcoholism.

This information got me more than a little prickly, for a number of reasons.

Initially, I felt irritated because Bonnie still doesn’t have internet set up at her apartment.  If Jim emailed her that afternoon, she was sitting in my living room when she read that email. And she didn’t say anything until almost midnight.

I want the kind of relationship where we tell each other everything, automatically, instantaneously.  I know Bonnie’s not used to that.  I know she’s never had that kind of relationship before.  But I have, and it’s the only way to live.  I want her to feel like I’m an extension of her body.  I’m not separate from her.  

To me, a couple should be one entity.

Clearly we’re not there yet.  

That facet of my irritation faded, but the other is the more troubling: Jim feeling that he can or should or wants to control Bonnie’s actions and behaviours even now that they’re separated. I don’t want him thinking he can tell her what to do.  She’s not his wife anymore.  I mean, I guess technically she is.  They’re not legally divorced.  But we’re working toward divorce, and it’s not fair for him to be at her constantly. 

I wonder if part of it is just him trying to hurt her, or get out all these thoughts he’s kept to himself through all these years of passive-aggressive, non-communicative marriage.  

Bonnie has already quit drinking.  She quit cold turkey.  It’s done.  Why should she get treatment now?  That’s like getting your tumour cut out and then going for chemo.  Except they actually do that, don’t they?  Bad example.  Or maybe case in point.  I don’t know.  My mind is swirling.

It’s not like I lack compassion.  The fact that Jim keeps shaming Bonnie about her drinking almost makes sense, in a twisted, backward way.  Their marriage was on such shaky ground Jim probably figured if he brought it up, she’d get pissed and leave him.  Now that she has left, the floodgates are open.  She hurt him by going.  He wants to hurt her back.  

He’s stored up his anger and resentment all these years.  He probably feels like it’s not fair for her to leave him when he’s holding on to so many unexpressed judgments.

So he’s sharing those thoughts now.

He’s telling her to go to rehab, and she says: No, no, no!

It’s a new day, but that whole situation is still on my mind.  Especially considering Bonnie will be stopping by the house after therapy to pick up more of her stuff.  Jim’s paying a neighbour kid (kid meaning unemployed 32-year-old) to box up Bonnie’s belongings. So I don’t feel particularly concerned about Jim wanting her back at the moment.  My concern is that his interference will encroach upon our relationship, which feels so fledgling and fragile right now.  I don’t want him ruining it. 

It was after midnight when we got home from the opera, so Bonnie opted out of taking her sleeping pill.  She wanted to see if she could drift off naturally.  I guess I didn’t help.  She got overheated—took off her sleep shirt, came back to bed wearing only her panties.

How could I possibly resist touching her naked skin?

I couldn’t.

This time I was the one in pyjamas—well, a billowy top and some silky-feeling sleep pants.  I cuddled up close to her.  

Bonnie sleeps on her front, so her bare back was exposed to me.  Her skin is so soft.  You’d be amazed how soft.  It’s gorgeous skin.  I pressed my chest to her side and started running my hand across her back slowly.  

She hummed, which gave me some indication that she liked what I was doing.  

I kissed a path across her back.  

I moved on top of her.  

I pressed my breasts to her and kissed her shoulders, kissed the nape of her neck.  

I kissed every bit of naked skin I could get my lips on.

Before I’d begun, she’d asked me: Hypothetically, what would you do if I never became aroused ever again?

I told her we would deal with it.  We’d find a way.

As I kissed her bare skin, she said: Maybe we don’t have to worry about me never getting turned on.

Promising as that sounds, I could tell from the tone of her voice that it wasn’t an invitation.  I did ask: Aren’t you worried what might happen if we let sex slide for too long?  Aren’t you worried that if we let it go, we’ll never get it back?

She apologized and cried, which isn’t unusual these days.  She told me she’d agreed with her therapist that she wouldn’t have sex with me until after they’d talked at their next session—the one that’s starting... actually, any minute now.  

Wow, I’ve been writing for a good long while.  

I wonder how many people resist having sex when they’re turned on and lying half-naked beside someone they truly love because their therapist said so.  Maybe this is a common enough phenomenon, but I somehow doubt it.

Anyway, I went to sleep feeling disturbingly aroused.  Wildly aroused.  Thick and swollen and wet with desire.  

I whispered to Bonnie: I want you desperately.

She apologized quietly.

I kissed her arm.  

I kissed her shoulder.  

I considered asking if she’d mind if I masturbated beside her.  But I figured she might feel... I don’t know.  She’s had so many feelings, recently.  I didn’t want to stress her out.  Anyway, masturbation always ends in misery, for me.  It never gets me anywhere.  

So I rolled over and fell into a deep sleep.

When I woke up this morning, her side of the bed was empty.

I found Bonnie on the couch, cuddled up with my red fleece blanket, and reading my copy of The Diviners.  She’d been up since six, reading and dozing, off and on.

She said: You weren’t snoring, exactly.  I don’t think I can imitate the noise you make.  It’s like a breath in, then a soft sigh, and then it sounded like you were saying something, a word.  It sounded like you were saying: Really?

October 26th

Agitated.

I don’t want to feel this way, but here it is.

Bonnie spent last night at the other place. I tried calling her, but her phone was off.  I tried calling this morning.  Same thing.  Could be that she didn’t realize she’d shut it off.  That’s the most likely scenario.  But I don’t know for sure, and how can I know until I talk to her?  And I can’t talk to her until she turns her phone back on.  

Or gets here.

It’s four in the afternoon.  I know she’s having lunch with her brother, but he doesn’t live far from my place (practically walking distance, if you’re the kind of person who doesn’t mind walking).  

I thought she’d be here by now.

I don’t want to feel this way.

The reason I wanted to talk to her last night is that I knew she’d be going to the house after leaving here.  To pick up some stuff.  What if she saw Jim and begged him to take her back and he did and she’s out of my life forever and I don’t even know about it?

And even if that didn’t happen, she had an appointment with her therapist.  What if her therapist advised her not to see me?  Or... who knows what’ll come out in therapy?  If I’m not there, I don’t know.  

I’m just so stupidly worried about everything.  More than worried.  Anxious.  I don’t want to feel this way.  It’s awful.  I want to trust Bonnie.  I want to trust that every time she leaves me, she’s definitely coming back.  

I don’t have that kind of trust.  

How can I ever trust her?  She cheated on her husband with me.  She left him for me.  And the way she left him!  I’ve begged her not to leave me that way.  Honesty, always.  It’s better to know what’s on someone’s mind, even if it’s not happy stuff.  Even if it’s threatening.  It’s better to know.

I wish I had drugs.  I wish I could calm down.  I wish Bonnie would keep her phone on.  I wish she’d get here.

But if I don’t resolve the root cause of this anxiety, I’ll feel this way every time she goes anywhere.  It’ll only get worse over time.  Trust is something you have to work at, consciously, otherwise it disintegrates.  You make assumptions and, at a certain point, it makes no difference whether those assumptions are based in reality.  If you keep telling yourself the same stories over and over again, they become your reality. 

So I’m sitting here, typing this, listening to Florence and The Machine, trying to distract myself from my agitation.

I told Bonnie to feel free to use any of my devices (computer, tablet, laptop) even though she has her own. But if mine is closer and she just wants to look something up real quick, go for it.  I’ve got no secrets. I’m not hiding anything.

Except I’m not sure I’d want her reading this diary.

She’s told me, in the past, that she’s not the type who would ever read someone else’s diary.  She appreciates that people need privacy.  I’m the same.  One time my friend Lhasa let me stay at her apartment when she was away—this was many years ago—and the one thing she said to me was: Don’t read my journals and don’t have sex in my bed.

I hope she realizes I would never do either of those things.  I have too much respect for her.

Lhasa says I should tell my mother what’s going on, and I tend to agree with her.  My mom and I have never been close, and she might shut me right down—she usually does, if I say anything too personal or too queer—but I’d rather have no secrets.  All my life I’ve been weighed down by secrets, and not even my own.  

I want to feel free.  

Telling my mom I’m involved with Bonnie feels like a first step.

But I talked to Bonnie, and she cried and said it wouldn’t be fair to put my mother through all that stress.  She’s got enough to worry about—that’s Bonnie’s belief.

The thing is, I’m not convinced my mom will even care.  First off, she’s not impressed by the 40-and-single lifestyle.  I somewhat suspect she’d be relieved to hear that another human will have me, even if it is another woman.  

The other thing is that I’ve always kind of been the black sheep of my family, but in a jokey way, like a comical black sheep.  They like to roast me, and that’s okay.  I have a sense of humour. I can laugh at myself.  So the most likely result is my family will give me a sort of sitcom shrug and go: That’s our Emma! 

And life will go on.

I really can’t predict a reaction.  The only way I’ll know for sure is to tell them.

Four-thirty and Bonnie still isn’t here.

Something just popped into my head: Yesterday she mentioned that Jim has a quasi-legal meeting today about an inheritance, which Bonnie was supposed to attend, but not anymore.  Maybe, when she was at the house yesterday, Jim re-invited her.  She’s a powerhouse, that Bonnie.  Probably doesn’t sound that way, after I’ve described her whimpering and crying on my couch, but she doesn’t act that way in public.  Out there in the big bad world, Bonnie’s a real hard-ass.

I think one of the things that always drew me to Bonnie is that she’s soft with me.  Hard with everyone else, but soft with me.  That always made me feel special.  She could be herself with me.  The defences came down, and she could be vulnerable.  A person like Bonnie needs to feel safe before she’ll tear down those walls.  So it makes me feel good about myself when she’s emotional.

Oh God, what if she went to that meeting with Jim?  What if he convinced her?  Or if she felt guilty and offered to attend?  

I want to call her again.  But what’s the point?  Her phone will be off, I’ll feel aggravated.  I wish I knew how to stop feeling this way.  I just want to be calm.  

Drugs would help.

I assume.

Actually, I’ve never done drugs.  Not even pot.  Nothing.  Now that it’s legal, I’m tempted.  But then I think about Six Feet Under, and how the character on that—one of the brothers; I forget his name—would have freaky hallucinations when he smoked pot.  I don’t want that to happen to me. I just want to relax for five seconds.  I don’t know how.

St. Jude is playing now: Patron Saint of Lost Causes.

You know what’s funny?  I always say music is magic, because I truly believe that, but I bought the new Black Dresses album and the first line of one song goes: Music isn’t magic.  

Every time I hear that, I laugh.  I beg to differ.  Music and honey.  Both Magic.

Oh, you know which song follows St. Jude?

Mother.

Thanks, Florence. Just what I needed.

October 27th

I wonder how I used to spend so much time alone.  And happily alone!  Not begrudgingly.  I wasn’t lonely.  I wasn’t miserable.  I wanted those moments to myself.  

Now, I feel desperately lonely whenever Bonnie goes home.  I want her here with me all the time.  That’s not good.  I need to rein it in or I’ll scare her off.  More than that, I need to rein it in or I’ll start to go crazy whenever Bonnie isn’t in the same room as me.

Maybe I’ve already started down that road.

Definitely I have.

The second she shows up, I forget any bit of angst I felt when she was away.  So I forgot to ask her if she knew that her phone had been off all that time.  I didn’t even think about it until she’d come and gone.

When we’re together, I’m so overjoyed to see her that I want to maximize the happy times.  I try not to bring up topics that are going to make her cry—and, these days, there are a lot of topics that made her cry.  

I asked her again if it might be time to tell my mom about us.  That made her cry.  She said she wants to tell Jim before I tell my mom.  Then she emailed her therapist to ask what she should do, and her therapist advised her not to make any decisions at the moment—and telling Jim about me was a decision. Hence, don’t do it.

As much as I believe in making decisions collectively, as a couple, I already don’t know what to do.  I totally understand why she wants to tell Jim about us before I start telling people.  There’s a very active grapevine in the neighbourhood, and the world in general is a lot smaller than you think. Bonnie thinks this information, that she’s seeing someone else, should come from her.  I agree.  It’s just hard to keep information from my family when I’m so proud of myself for finally being in a real relationship.  

I want to tell the world. 

Bonnie brought over a box of Halloween candy, and I keep taking breaks from typing to devour it.  I didn’t think I liked Mr. Big, but I tried one just to see... and then I tried another... and another... and I’ll have to try a few more, but it’s entirely likely that I’ve been wrong about Mr. Big all these years.

Oh, that reminds me: the neighbour guy who’s been helping Jim around the house is away this week, so Bonnie offered to take out the garbage at the house. Without consulting me.  At least she told me, I guess.  I don’t want to be so negative.  I probably sound like a gaping asshole, feeling jealous because my girlfriend is taking out the trash for her disabled ex-husband (not even ex, technically), but I’m so afraid any interaction will end with them getting back together and me being forced out of the picture forever. 

Bonnie suggested today that she still would like to be friends with Jim.  Things have been civil between them, so friendship is a possibility. Then she said: But that’s not what YOU want.

Makes me sound like the Big Bad Wolf, but how am I ever supposed to feel secure in our relationship if she’s chatting with him all the time?  How could I ever trust Bonnie when she cheated on Jim with me?  How can you ever trust someone who has behaved that way in the past?  I can’t.  I don’t.  

People would probably ask: Why be in a relationship with someone you don’t trust?  

I don’t have a good answer for that.  I’m just so in love with her.  I have been for twenty years.  I don’t think I could stop loving her if I tried—and, trust me, I have tried and tried and tried.

But she left her husband for me, so what am I even complaining about?  Why can’t I be grateful for what I have?

Actually, I did express my gratitude to Bonnie today.  I told her how grateful I am for the time she spends with me.  She said it made her uncomfortable to hear that, because it sounds like I don’t feel I deserve her love and attention.  I don’t know about that.  I think it’s nice to tell someone you’re grateful for anything they give you, whether it’s time or a gift or friendship or care.  Grateful is good.

Okay, I’m on my fourth Mr. Big and my second cup of tea.  I must be sublimating sexual desire into chocolate cravings, because I never eat this much junk food. 

Last night was much the same as the previous night Bonnie slept in my bed.  I was really hoping her therapist would give her the go-ahead to make love with me, but that didn’t happen. Her therapist doesn’t think she’s ready for sex, so I spent last night cuddled against her, whimpering vociferously.  

I get the sense the next few nights are all going to blur together.  Could be weeks or even months of me touching her gently, her making no response.  She says it’s okay.  I’m asking permission.  I’m not doing anything she doesn’t want me to do.  But the list of what’s allowed right now is not long.

Mostly, I sweep my hand across her back.  It feels good.  Feels amazingly good.  I get so turned on, I swear.  Last night I was wet in seconds—and so wet my juices soaked through my nightie and onto her arm, which I was half lying on.  

She kept apologizing for turning me on, which is silly because she wasn’t actually doing anything, and, anyway, there’s no reason to apologize for arousing my interest. 

I asked if we could kiss, and she said yes, and I pounced.  I thought she’d fend me off—that’s how passionately I was kissing her.  I got right on top of her for this kiss.  She participated so fully I hoped it might turn into more, but when she didn’t try touching my body at all, I pulled myself off of her.  I spent the next few minutes panting and moaning, feeling absolutely spent from just one kiss.  

And wet.  The wettest I’ve been in years.

Oh, the reason Bonnie was so much later than anticipated yesterday is that she had lunch with her brother.  I knew this was on the schedule, but what neither she nor I anticipated was that her brother’s girlfriend would be there.  Bonnie and this girlfriend ended up talking for nearly four hours, just the two of them, and Bonnie says it was a great help to her. 

I’m glad she had that opportunity to talk.  She obviously needs it.  She’d probably see her therapist every day of the week, if she could afford it, so free therapy from her brother’s girlfriend was clearly something she appreciated.

Sometimes I wish she felt safe talking to me about everything going on in her mind, but the last time she told me something significant that hurt me, my anger scared her.  And I didn’t even yell or anything.  My teeth were clenched too hard to yell. I growled a bit, but I guess she found that threatening. 

It’s hard to hear your partner say they’re scared of you.  Especially for me, growing up in a household with so much violence.  I can’t help wondering if I’ve inherited it.  I’ve never been physical with a partner—never hit or punched or kicked or anything close—but if Bonnie says my anger scares her, what am I supposed to say?  No it doesn’t?  Or it shouldn’t?

Hard to tell whether I’m too forceful with my emotions, or she’s too sensitive.  Couples are bound to have disagreements, I say, and as long as there’s no name-calling or violence, an argument can be very productive.  

Bonnie doesn’t agree.  She doesn’t believe in arguing with a partner.

Maybe if she did, her marriage would still be intact?

October 30th

I’ve lost track of the days. Is October almost over? 

Yes, tomorrow’s Halloween. 

Already. Wow.

Bonnie invited me to come over for shell-out.  This is a big deal for a number of reasons.  First off, I’ve never stayed at her place.  Secondly, and more relevantly, we’ll be in her neighbourhood. Her new apartment is right down the street from the house where Jim still lives.  

I didn’t hear from Bonnie yesterday, not even by email, but as far as I know she hasn’t told Jim she’s seeing someone else.  When neighbours come around with their adorable little trick-or-treating kids, more than a few of them are bound to know Bonnie.  And at least a couple might wonder what she’s doing with me.

Or maybe not.  If we were a straight couple, yes, for sure, because the general population assumes men and women can’t be in the same room together without humping like rabbits.  But two women?  People would probably assume we were just friends.

Unless they know Bonnie well and are aware that she’s bi.

In which case, they might wonder.

But even then, probably not.

So I guess we’re safe.

I don’t know if I’m disappointed by that thought.  I hope I’m not.

A big part of me wonders if she’s invited me over on a night when the whole world will see us together in hopes that word will get back to Jim.  That way she won’t have to tell him herself.  Let the neighbours do the dirty work.

I’ve got a shift this afternoon, but I should think about stopping by the dollar store to pick up some Halloween decorations. I assume Bonnie won’t have any.  Well, she told me she didn’t have any.  I don’t want to carry a pumpkin on the streetcar.  Maybe she’ll buy one today.  If I ever get in touch with her, I’ll try to find out.

The last time I mentioned pumpkins, she started sobbing.  And we were riding public transportation at the time, so that’s how emotional pumpkins get her, I guess.  Probably has something to do with Jim.  Maybe they used to carve pumpkins together.  Maybe they’ve got videos.  Homer and Marge Getting Dirty.  

I’m not inclined to bring her a pumpkin.  I’m afraid of upsetting her.

You never know what’s going to trigger another person.  If it can be something as general as pumpkins, it can be anything.  I never know what’s going to set her off, and that’s hard for me.  I need to be constantly prepared that she might break down at any moment.

Should I dress up?  I haven’t worn a Halloween costume since I was a kid.

I could be myself in the 90s.  I certainly have the outfits.

Yes, that’s what I’ll do.  That’s easy and effortless.

Oh, I do have some big news.  I should have started with this: I told my mother about me and Bonnie.  Just by email.  That’s all I could handle.  But I did it.

The reaction wasn’t at all what I expected.  My mother was basically like: Dish, girlfriend!  You’re my new source of entertainment!

She really wrote that: You’re my new source of entertainment.

Which is fine by me.  I’d rather be entertainment than an outcast. 

My mother said she wouldn’t even tell my siblings, which is going above and beyond.  It would actually be easier for me if she were to tell them.  I don’t have a close relationship with my brothers and sisters, and I don’t want to sit them all down individually to give them this news.  This non-news, maybe.  Lhasa keeps telling me that, even though this thing with Bonnie is a big event in my life, for most people it’s just a footnote.  They’re not going to care as much as I do.

The one thing my mother said by email that really struck me was: Don’t let other people’s secrets weigh you down.

That’s the most insightful piece of advice my mom has ever shared with me. 

So I wrote her back and gave her the whole history of me and Bonnie, how we got in touch conversationally back in the winter, but I told her I’m too old to be an affair person.  I know I’ve done it in the past, but I was younger then.  You’re always younger in the past than you are at present, but I’m starting to feel like... you know, I’m not a kid anymore.  It’s time to be a real grown-up, and that means no more cheating.  Go all-in with a relationship for once.

I didn’t think Bonnie would be up for it.  That assessment is based on past behaviour.  She’d never been prepared to leave Jim before.  Why would she leave him now?

But she set a date.  She said: I’m going to end my marriage in October.  And she did it.  And I’m still astounded.  Amazed.

The other day, we were sitting on the couch, chatting endlessly, and I said: I could talk to you forever.  I never get sick of it.

She said: You will.

I asked: You think so?

She said: Yes.

I asked: Do you think we’re in our honeymoon period?

She said: Absolutely.

And that reminded me of a Dukarol commercial I keep seeing when Bonnie’s not around.  When she is around, she always mutes TV commercials, so I had to act this one out for her.  It’s about a young couple at a resort hotel, and the woman keeps nudging the man, and they run off together, and some old lady says: That’s newlyweds for you.

Then they show the newlyweds in their hotel room.  The girl is in the bathroom and the guy is waiting his turn.  The guy says: It’s not what you think!

They’re not running off to screw every five seconds.  They’re running for the toilet.

Every time I see that commercial, I think about me and Bonnie.  Most people would be at each other constantly during their honeymoon period, but not us.  Not at all.  We’re just like the newlyweds with violent diarrhea. 

I almost want to tell my mom that part of the story.  Is it too much information to tell your mom you’re not having sex?  I feel like mentioning sex at all is too much information.  Although things seem to be changing in the way I relate to my family, so maybe I could take a chance.

The other night, when Bonnie wasn’t here, I watched an hour-long tutorial video about ramping up your masturbation.  I found it insightful at the time.  Now I can’t remember anything I learned.  I didn’t put it into practice.  Maybe that’s my mistake.  I should have taken a hands-on approach.  Thing is, I’m just not tempted.  I don’t get turned on alone anymore.

I used to.  When I was younger, I was great at masturbation.  I mean, really, really talented.  I had a wide selection of toys, most of which have broken and been disposed of.  I used them freely and often.

Now?  

Honestly, I can’t be bothered.  It doesn’t get me anymore.  Partnered sex does.  I need to feed off the other person’s arousal.  A feedback loop.  That’s what it is.  I feel a little bit turned-on, they catch my arousal and send it back to me, and it builds and builds until we’re at it and orgasming.  

Even without the orgasm, sex still feels fulfilling with another person.

Alone, I just feel let down.  Every time.  I can’t convince myself to come on my own.  I can’t even get turned on.

It’s sad and frustrating.

I read in a sex guide that you should force yourself to masturbate.  Use it or lose it.  But the very idea!  It doesn’t appeal to me.  I’ll just end up feeling lonely.

Maybe I’ll call Bonnie and see if her phone is finally turned on.  I’ll be very envious if that’s the case—envious of the phone, because it gets to be turned on even when I don’t.

Sorry.  Bad joke.

November 1st

Halloween was amazing.  Best day in recent memory. I needed that.

I headed to Bonnie’s place mid-afternoon—in the rain.  It was really coming down.  Awful weather for the kids.  I heard on the radio that Montreal has postponed Halloween until tonight.  Too much rain in the forecast.  I’ve never heard of that happening before.

Anyway, it was business as usual around these parts.

Bonnie proposed pasta and salad for dinner, which summoned a flashback of one halcyon childhood Halloween, eating a plate of spaghetti in front of the TV—Captain Kangaroo was on—and all I wanted to do was get in costume and start trick-or-treating.  We always waited until sunset to head out.  I can’t recall ever trick-or-treating when it was light outside.

I remember it so clearly, that feeling of wanting to start NOW.  Not wanting to wait.  Half an hour is a lifetime, to a kid.

Bonnie fixed the salad, but she needed me to make the pasta.  

She didn’t know how.  

To make pasta.  

Did Jim do all the cooking, or did they just not cook?  I wonder, but I don’t want to ask.  Anyway, I’m a good cook and I enjoy preparing meals, even just for myself.  The pleasure of cooking is more than doubled when I get to cook for Bonnie.

Kids started coming around even before I’d finished eating, but I didn’t mind.  Our first trick-or-treater was dressed as Anne of Green Gables, and I blurted out: My mother’s name is Anne!

Stupid thing to say.  What kid cares about a thing like that?  But this girl was probably ten or twelve, and she responded graciously.  

It’s funny, how much I seek the approval of children.

I got to thinking how awkward I felt talking to adults when I was a kid, and how joyful I feel talking to children now that I’m an adult.  There’s a schism, there—the awkwardness versus the joy—and I think it’s because children don’t yet have the experience of being an adult.  They can’t look at the interaction from an adult perspective.  But when adults look at children we remember how it felt to be a kid, and we want that back.  We desperately want that back.

Nearly fifty trick-or-treaters came to the door.  I think.  I kept losing count.  Actually, I kept forgetting to count.

I told Bonnie I was surprised she’d invited me, since she doesn’t want Jim finding out about us through the grapevine, and we’re bound to be seen together.  She shrugged and said: Seen by kids.

Kids, sure, but kids have parents.

Anyway, I guess she wasn’t too troubled. 

I’d downloaded A Fish Called Wanda onto my tablet, because we’d been talking about it the other day, so we watched that on the small screen, and then it was time for bed.  

It wasn’t the best night’s sleep I’ve ever had.  Her new mattress is quite soft, but I don’t think that was the problem.  I probably ate to many mini Mr. Big bars before bed.  Trouble falling asleep, then trouble staying asleep.  The only solid rest I got was from six until eight in the morning.  That’s when I dreamed about kissing Bonnie. 

Passionately.

She was already up when I got out of bed, and just polishing off the coffee.  She kissed me good morning—sweetly, on the lips—and offered to make another pot, but I’m trying to wean myself off the stuff anyway, so she boiled water for tea in a pot on the stove.  She doesn’t have a kettle.

In fact, when I arrived at her place in the rain yesterday, the first thing she offered me was a cup of tea. I asked her: Do you have tea?

She said: I don’t know.  Do I?

I told her I’d brought some for her. It was in my purse.

She said: See, then?  I do have tea.

I thought it was funny that she’d offered me tea even though she didn’t have any.  Good thing I travel with my own.  I’m practically British, that way.

When I told her about the kiss I’d dreamed of, she said: We just kissed—just moments ago!

She was talking about the good morning peck on the lips.

I said: It wasn’t that kind of kiss.

She didn’t really respond.  

Actually, yes she did.  She asked if I wanted to cut her bangs.

Not something I’d ever done before, but her hair’s got enough of a wave I figured I couldn’t go too far wrong.  I was nervous, but I think I did an okay job.  At least she let me get close to her.  That bangs cut was probably the most intimate act we’ve committed together since her world ended with Jim.

At one point this morning, she was standing by the front window, looking out across the street.  Lots of leaves had come down overnight, and they were blowing around the road, looking much more whimsical than the neighbours facing those same winds.

I came up behind her and hugged her and said we were very fortunate.

She asked: Why, because we have a roof over our heads?

Yes, that’s part of it.  But, specifically, I was thinking we’re lucky that we get to spend so much time together.  Our jobs and hours and work styles allow for this.  Most couples can’t spend a leisurely Friday morning together, cutting each other’s hair and looking out across a blustery, windswept street.

I asked Bonnie if she had an appointment with her therapist coming up.

No, not until next week.  This week was booked solid.

I asked her whose decision it would be, when we got to have sex again.

She said she didn’t know.

Not mine—that’s for sure.

But I asked her, more specifically, if it would be her decision or her therapist’s.

She said: Well, ultimately I suppose it’s my decision.  He can guide me and make suggestions, but it’s my body and my choice, at the end of the day.

Somehow I didn’t totally believe that.  I’d ended quite a few days with Bonnie, and none of them had culminated in sex.

But I guess that is a choice.  She’s making the choice to not have sex with me.  

Every day, same choice.

The pyjamas I’d brought to her place aren’t sexy in the least.  They’re flannel and black with colourful polka-dots.  I brought those ones specifically because I know they’re warm and I also know she hasn’t yet turned on the heat in the bedrooms.  Comfort over sexy.  Sometimes it’s got to be that way.

Unfortunately, these pyjama pants have never fit me very well. They have an elastic waist with no drawstring, and they manage to rest on my hipbones, held up by my butt, but only just.  They’re always in danger of falling down.

As I was making myself a cup of tea this morning, I told Bonnie that if my pants fell down, it wasn’t because I was trying to seduce her—it was just because they were too big on me.

She said that if I did try to seduce her, it would probably work.

I asked her if I should. Try. To seduce her.

She said no.

But her resolve sounds shakier than once it was.

Maybe tomorrow?  I offered to buy her Chinese food.  Is that a form of seduction? 

November 3rd

We kissed last night.

I didn’t think it was going to happen.  In fact, it seemed less and less likely as the evening went on.  But it did happen.  Thank god.

Our Saturday night wasn’t what you’d call eventful. We picked up dinner.  The place gave us Chinese Greens and Pork instead of the Beef, Vegetables and Almonds we’d actually ordered, but the pork was really tasty, so I can’t complain too much.  Anyway, I think we’d both come for the Chicken Balls and Fried Rice, which were delicious, as usual, drenched in sticky sweet orange sauce.

After dinner, Bonnie wanted to teach me a card game.  I already forget what it was called, and how to play, but it’s the one where you need a board.  Luckily I had one, because a former girlfriend had given it to me, but it was still wrapped in plastic, never opened. 

We used a deck of cards I’ve had since childhood.  They were sticky, which was a bit of a problem.  We kept dealing out two when we meant to deal one.  

So we played a game of whatever that was, then we watched a DVD, and by then it was nine o’clock and time for bed, according to Bonnie.  She got into bed first.  When I joined her minutes later, she already had her night-grinding mouthguard in and was turning out the lights.

I hadn’t even undressed for bed.

When I saw her like that, I thought: She isn’t even going to kiss me.  That’s where we’re at.  Already.  No sex.  Not even a kiss goodnight.

I took off my top.

She didn’t glance in my direction.

I started to cry.  

Until now, I’ve been fairly good at keeping my emotions in check.  But I was standing beside the bed, half-naked, and then fully naked, and my state of undress made no difference to her.  She didn’t bother looking.

She asked me: What’s wrong?

I told her: You already have your mouthguard in.

She said: I can take it out.

And she did.  But I don’t think she understood what I was getting at.

I had to make it crystal clear: I don’t want to lose it.

She asked: Lose what?

I said: What we have between us.  What we’ve always had.

Her expression fell, which made me feel like I’d kicked a puppy. 

She asked: You think we’ve lost it?

I said: Not all of it.  Just the sex part.  That’s all I’m talking about.  I’m just afraid that if we don’t make an effort now, we’ll never be able to get it back later.

All I could think about was the evening we’d just spent together playing cards, watching TV, pigging out on discount Halloween candy.  I don’t want our entire future to look like that.  Not that I have anything against playing cards, eating candy and watching TV.  I just don’t want that to be our entire existence.

She doesn’t even seem to be interested innuendo.  When we were playing whatever card game we were playing, she said something about the board and told me we were pegging.  I tittered and asked her if she knew what pegging was. She said: Yes, pegging is what we’re doing now.

I said: No, but do you know what it means with sex stuff?

She ignored the question and we went on with our game.

It hurt me that she didn’t even want to joke about sex.

She certainly doesn’t want to have it.

I got into bed wearing a fluttery babydoll nightgown.  The fabric is really soft, and I know she likes it on me, especially because my boobs are always falling out the front.  

But she turned off the lights.

I started crying again.

She held me and apologized, and it felt so good just to be in her arms, feel her T-shirt against my chest.  I wanted her to be naked.  I wanted us both to be.

I said to her: I just wish I understood.

She said she wished she did, too.

I asked her to please help me understand, please tell me what’s going on inside her mind.

She started talking about how maybe she needed a new therapist.  Does that mean this no-sex rule is one her therapist put in place, and she feels she must follow it to please him?  Why?  Why is he more important than I am?

I wasn’t crying to manipulate her.  It was probably hormones.  My hormones are so out of whack these days.  My periods used to be so regular, when I was younger, and then about a year ago I started going long stretches without, then getting two back-to-back.  Everyone says I’m too young for this, but Lhasa tells me there could be many reasons for missed periods, late periods, early ones.  

The most confusing part is that Bonnie says she WANTS to have sex with me.

If she wants to, why won’t she?  That’s what I would like to understand.  

She can’t seem to find the words, and she certainly couldn’t last night.

I cried in her arms while she apologized over and over.

Once I’d stopped crying, I asked if we could kiss.  She was up for that, so I draped myself across her body like a cat and kissed her deeply.  I’m never sure what I’m allowed to do with my hands.  I wanted to touch her skin, touch under her T-shirt, but I felt like maybe that was against the rules. I know I could have asked, but I was afraid that asking would feel like pressure, so I kept my hands on top of her clothing, and not even in sensitive areas.

After we’d kissed for a surprisingly long time, I asked if she could be on top of me, if we could kiss like that.  I thought for sure she’d say we’d kissed enough for one night.  But she didn’t.  I rolled onto my back and she rolled too.  

The press of her body on mine took my breath away.

She didn’t touch me with her hands, and I didn’t touch her with mine, but I noticed after a while that she was writhing against my hip.  That’s the closest we’ve come to sex since she left Jim.

We kissed for a very long time like that. 

I asked her: Do you want more?

She said: Not tonight. But soon.

November 4th

I called my mother last night.

It didn’t go well. 

After that very promising email she’d sent me, I naively believed we could dish like girlfriends.  That was a grave error of judgement on my part. 

I wrote her back, giving her more information.  That was... when?  Last Tuesday, was it?  Today is Monday.  It was definitely early last week that I wrote her.  I gave her tons of information, too.  

Grave, grave error of judgement.

I never thought she’d weaponize the truth against me, but that’s exactly what she did.

Something was obviously amiss.  She hadn’t responded to my informational email.  I sent her pictures of the little mason jar lanterns we made for Halloween.  She didn’t respond to that one either.  But I knew she was around and accessing email, because she forwarded me a sweet little photo of my niece dressed up as Cinderella.  Very cute. 

Why does nobody dress up as Cinderella pre-makeover?  When she’s wearing rags and covered in ash?  That’s a better look, if you ask me.

Kids used to dress up as chimney sweeps.  I guess they don’t anymore.

Anyway, when my mom didn’t contact me after I’d shared all this vital, heart-felt information with her, I decided to call.  Took a few tries to get an answer.

When she heard my voice, she said: Oh.

I said: It’s Emma.

Because I wasn’t sure if she knew who she was talking to.

She said: When I picked up, I thought it would be your sister.

I said: No, it’s me.

For a long moment, she didn’t say anything.  I think she wanted to hang up.

But she didn’t, so I told her I hadn’t remembered it was time change day, and I woke up too early, then I spent the afternoon napping—three hours of napping.  Part of that exhaustion was these exercise walks Bonnie takes me on every day.

My mom asked: Every day?

I said: Well, every other day.

She said: Okay.

Don’t ask the precise order in which this series of insults came at me.  I really couldn’t tell you.  I tried to share cute little anecdotes, but her response to every one was negative: 

Wow, Bonnie sure is cheap.  

Wow, Bonnie sure is emotional.  

What have you gotten yourself into, Emma?

You’re a house-breaker.  A home-breaker.  What’s the word?  Home-wrecker.  You’re a home-wrecker, Emma.  An actual home-wrecker.

Bonnie’s just going to go back to her husband, you know.  She has a real marriage with him.  She’ll never have that with you.  

I’m not judging!  Does it sound like I’m judging?  At your age?  You’re old enough to do what you want and face the consequences.  

I’m just concerned you’ll get hurt.  Clearly, she’s using you.

Don’t spend any money on her!  You’ll end up in the poorhouse.

When she’s had enough, she’ll go back to her husband and you’ll be left alone.

The thing is, everything my mom said to me is true, or could possibly be true. Yes, I am a home-wrecker. Yes, Bonnie may well go back to Jim.  Not every separation sticks.  This is all stuff Lhasa has said to me—well, Lhasa never called me a home-wrecker, and I’m sure she never would—but Lhasa said it because she cares about me.  And she said it softly, with consideration for my feelings.

Everything my mom said was brutal and mean-spirited.  Intentionally so.  She really wanted to hurt me.  

I’m not a teenager.  Far from it.  

When she called me a home-wrecker, I said: Yes, that’s true.  

She wanted me to bite back, but I wouldn’t.  And every time I didn’t react, or simply laughed off her insults, she ramped it up.  She got meaner.

It wasn’t a productive conversation.  I tried to salvage what I could, but no luck.

Last night, I couldn’t sleep.  My three-hour nap could be partly to blame, but mostly it’s because my brain wouldn’t shut down.  I kept replaying, in my mind, all the insults my mother had hurled at me.  

Doesn’t she realize she’s creating a rift between us?

Doesn’t she realize I’m unlikely to keep in close contact with someone who says such hurtful, malicious things?

I’m not a perfect person.  I am a home-wrecker—she’s got me there.  And I don’t care what she says about me behind my back.  I told her to feel free to talk to my siblings about me.  I know people like to gossip.

But, even if I’ve done things some or most people find objectionable, I still deserve respect.  If my mother isn’t willing to speak to me respectfully, I won’t be calling her too often.  And I certainly won’t be visiting.

I don’t need other people berating me.  I can manage that all on my own.

November 9th

I’m crying.  I’m an idiot.  I’m so frustrated and irritated and I don’t know what to do but write these words.

When my grandmother was alive, my mom used to call her every Saturday morning. That’s when they’d check in with each other to talk about their week.

After my grandmother died, I tried to fill the gap by calling my mom in that timeslot.

Which is to say I called her today.

At first, I thought the conversation would go all right.  As long as I didn’t mention Bonnie at all, we could steer clear of any controversy.  But then my mom brought up one thing, and I couldn’t not mention Bonnie, and we were right back into it.

This time I established firm and clear boundaries: I told my mom if she continued speaking to me this way, I would hang up the phone.  If she continued long-term, I would stop calling her. 

She did calm down after that, so I guess it worked.  But she got so many hurtful jabs in before I drew that line, and of course I’m dwelling on the hurtful stuff she said.  

Okay, for instance, my siblings and I all got a small inheritance when my grandmother died—$2,500—and now my mom is telling me I don’t deserve that money.  My grandmother would be ashamed I’m spending it on my girlfriend, who should be able to support herself.  I should give whatever’s left of that money to my siblings, because they don’t spend money so frivolously. 

What have I spent money on?  Food?  That’s what we were talking about.  Food. 

You bought ice cream? Why didn’t Bonnie buy it?

It’s my house.  Why would she buy food for my house?  She didn’t even eat any ice cream.  I bought it because I wanted it.  Anyway, it was on sale.  

Well, why didn’t she drive you to the store?

Why would she?  It’s an 8-minute walk from here.  Why would we drive to buy one thing from a store that’s close-by?

I’m blocking out whatever else she said.  It’s too much to dwell on.  

And yet here I am, dwelling, when I should be focusing on the positives.

Bonnie had a session with her therapist last night.

She called me and said: “You’re gonna get laid!”

Which was particularly adorable, because Bonnie never says stuff like that.

Deliriously exciting, when I think of all the weeks we’ve been sleeping side by side and not having sex.

Tonight’s the night!

Perfect timing, because she’s got a cold sore and I’m scheduled for a period.  We’ll see if it shows.  Last one was early, so maybe this one will be late.  Anyway, we’ll figure it out.

I wasn’t sure how her session would go, because we had a bit of a disagreement just as she was leaving here yesterday.  I asked her what her plans were for today, and she said she needed to go to the house because Jim was having problems with the hot water heater.

That was kind of a record-scratch moment.

Like, excuse me?  You’re going to the house?  You’re seeing Jim?  When were you planning on telling me this?

Her response was: I did tell you.  I just told you right now.

Okay, but only because I asked about your plans.  If I hadn’t asked, you wouldn’t have told me, would you?

She said: I did tell you, so how can you slap me down for not telling you?  I told you.

Yeah, but we’d spent the entire day together.  She could have told me this at any time.  She didn’t.  She wasn’t going to.  I feel it in my soul.  She wasn’t going to tell me.  Even though we’ve agreed to be honest with each other about these things.

So I feel like she’s not living up to her end of the bargain.  I feel like she should have informed me the moment that email came in.  I was probably sitting right beside her—well, her on the couch, me on the chair.  She should have just said: Oh, an email from Jim.  He wants me to check out the hot water heater tomorrow.

Why is she so afraid to just tell me things?  Why does she hide stuff?  

And then she wonders why I don’t trust her?

How can she expect me to trust her when she doesn’t behave like a trustworthy person?  And when she has a solid history of being untrustworthy?

This was not an easy disagreement to resolve, particularly because we were already in our coats and boots when it started.  We talked things through as I walked her to her car, but I was still upset after she left.  In fact, I came back home and went straight to bed even though it wasn’t even dark yet.  I didn’t wake up until she phoned me with the good news.

The good sex news.

Plus, she wanted me to know that her therapist took my side in our argument about Jim and the hot water heater.  That’s a little bit heartening, I guess.  It didn’t stop her from going, though.

My fear is that it’ll become a he-says-jump-and-she-says-how-high situation.  

Well, my big fear is that she’ll leave me.

Or, maybe my bigger fear is that she’ll always be half a wife to two people.  She won’t be able to separate fully from him.  She won’t be able to commit fully to me.  We’ll both—me and Jim—be stuck in this no-man’s-land with Bonnie.  

And that’s not what I want.

So, of all the days to be cleared for sex, maybe today isn’t the best.

Or maybe it is.  Maybe sex will help us feel closer to one another.  That would be useful right now.  Although, I guess it’s been good to build up different types of intimacy that we didn’t have before—the kind of intimacy that comes from sharing a bed and a bathroom and cleaning duties and stuff like that.  You do learn a lot about a person from living with them, even part-time.

I haven’t had the best week, health-wise.  Got that migraine again—the one that moves from my eye to my temple to my spine.  A girl at work sent me a Spotify playlist she listens to when she gets migraines.  It’s all New Age music, like 43-minute tracks, and I don’t know why it worked, but it did.  Better than all the Advil I’d taken.

My best guess is that the music made me feel better because Jaya—the girl at work—told me it would.  Power of persuasion.  Placebo effect.  But that’s fine by me.  Whatever works.  

Oh.  Bonnie had other news to share last night.  When she called, she told me she’d decided to have two glasses of wine with dinner.

That surprised me, because she sounded like her normal self, on the phone.  She didn’t sound like she’d been drinking.  Her plan is to have one or two glasses per week, and she told me to hold her to that.  I said I wasn’t comfortable holding her to anything.  If that was her goal, she needed to be accountable to herself, not to me. I don’t want her to resent me on nights when she wants a drink, but can’t because of a rule she set for herself.  

I didn’t make this rule.  I shouldn’t have to enforce it.

Am I my Bonnie’s keeper?

November 11th 

Wouldn’t it be great if I came here with nothing but glistening memories of a hot Saturday night with my girlfriend?  Wouldn’t that be fan-fucking-tastic?

The truth is that we did spend a hot Saturday night together.  And a hot Sunday morning.  But, just like last Sunday, an argument about Jim is what sticks with me.

I ask myself: Am I addicted to drama?  Am I generating disagreements out of the clear blue sky?

But I’m not.  That’s just it.  I’m really not.

I guess I’ll tell you about the sex first, since it’s the moment we’ve all been waiting for.  I wish I were in a better mood to tell the tale, but here we are.  Might as well record it for posterity before it falls from my mind forever.

Saturday afternoon, Bonnie was sitting on my couch when I got home from the little produce market down the street.  She might have said hi—I can’t recall—but she didn’t get up and come to the door to kiss me, the way I do when she arrives.  So I asked her if something was wrong (I couldn’t see her, with the bookcase in the way), and she told me she was just focused.  She was trying to rent a moving van online.  The guys she’s hiring to help her move are only available tomorrow, which means she’s moving the last of her stuff out of the house... tomorrow.  

This is a good thing.  It’s sooner than anticipated.  I don’t know how she’ll have it all ready, but it’s happening, and I should be glad.

I don’t know why I feel uneasy.  I guess I feel uneasy any time she goes to the house, whether Jim’s there or not.

Once she’d rented the van, she had a bunch of phone calls to make, so she did that while I made strawberry jam.  I asked her why she’d told me, the other day, that I don’t look wifely.  She said because I’m not frumpy and I don’t wear an apron.  But I do wear an apron, sometimes, when I’m baking.  I asked her if I should put one on now, but she just laughed.

The thing is, I wouldn’t want people thinking I’m not good at wifely duties, like cooking and cleaning, because I’m very good at those things.  Better than most, I’d say.

When I told this to Bonnie, she casually told me: No one would believe it, because you’re gorgeous.

Well, that was nice to hear.  But I’d still like people to know I have other talents. 

Not that being gorgeous is a talent.

I made quiche for dinner.  It was very well received.  After that, I asked what she wished to do with the evening.  Sex was my suggestion.  She smiled and proposed we save sex for bedtime, and that could put us to sleep.  I didn’t mind the idea of building anticipation a little longer, so we had a quiet evening in front of the TV before retiring to the boudoir. 

Candles.  I lit candles.  I wanted it to be special.  I wanted to show her that sex still means something to me.  I’d been looking forward to it for weeks.  

No, longer than that.  

I can’t even remember the last time we had sex.  

She got into bed wearing only her panties, which was an interesting choice.  That meant she wanted me to undertake that final stage of undressing.  I followed suit and got in beside her, panties only.  

Hers were black, cotton.  

Mine were black, lace.

She still had that cold sore—in fact, it had gotten considerably worse—so kissing was out of the question.  Anything involving her mouth was out of the question.  I’m still kicking myself about the time I let her go down on me when she had one.  We couldn’t resist each other, in those days.  Anyway, that’s how I got herpes.  

Was the mind-blowing orgasm really worth the incurable viral infection?  

I would say not.

Anyway, it’s not a bad thing when nature forces you to get creative.  Kissing is our go-to, and we’re amazing at it, and it turns us on so hard and so fast that we’re unlikely to take alternate routes to arousal.  

This way, we got to take our time.  

I kissed her neck.  Everything slowed right down.  Kissed her shoulder, her arm, her collarbone.  Touched my nipples to hers.  Brushed them together ever so gently.  

She turned me to the side so she could slide her hand into my panties.  Bonnie has the best fingers.  I’d almost forgotten.  How could I forget?  They’re long.  So much longer than mine.  Long and slim, with short, unpolished nails.  She went straight for my pussy.  I was already wet.  She used those long fingers to drag my nectar up to my clit and stroke me real nice.  

I bowed to her nipple and tickled it with my tongue.  She likes the left one toyed with.  It doesn’t bother her if I interact with the right one, it’s just not her preferred breast, so I stick with the left.  I licked that tight little bud.  I swirled my tongue around and around.  I sucked it.  Sucked.  Oh, I could work on Bonnie’s breasts forever.  Except she started fucking me with her fingers, and I got distracted.  I collapsed across her belly and let her ram me.

Before she could wear me out completely, I put my face between her legs.  She still had panties on.  I didn’t mind.  I sniffed her crotch.  I told her how much I loved the smell.  Her neck smelled amazing, but her pussy smelled a different kind of amazing.  

Her neck smelled like lemons.  

Her pussy smelled like musk.  

I pushed down her panties and sniffed again.  

More than sniffed.  

I pushed my nose into her pubic hair and inhaled deeply.  

Sex is just an idea until you’re having it.  I only wished I could kiss Bonnie’s mouth—put my lips on her lips, my tongue on her tongue, taste each other, suck each other, go wild as we writhed in each other’s arms.

We’ll get there.  Just not quite yet.

I tasted her elsewhere, Saturday night.  I tasted her pussy.  Clean.  Musky, yes, but not overpowering.  I think she’d trimmed her pubes for me, but I didn’t ask.  My mouth was too busy raising her arousal.  

She didn’t say anything.  She never does.  She doesn’t make noise in bed.  She lets me work on her, or she works on me.  I get loud.  She remains silent.  It’s her thing.  I’m done trying to change her.  After two decades, I’ve come to terms with the fact that she’s never going to say a word.

No, that’s not true.  She does say one word.  When I’ve brought her to the heady heights of orgasm, she says: Oh, Emma!

The way she says it, you’d think she was in pain: Oh, Emma!  

And sometimes: Emma, my love!  

Bonnie’s a romantic, in her way.  A secret romantic.  You’d never know, if you met her in the outside world.  You’d never know she could be so tender and loving.  With most people, she’s hard and gruff.  Rough and tough, but in a sophisticated way.  An educated woman who knows what she wants and gets it.

In bed, she’s a creampuff.  

In relationships, she’s a cotton ball.  

In love, she’s a dandelion seed.  

She’s nothing like you’d expect.

I wanted something inside me, so after I’d brought her to orgasm with my mouth, I pulled out the strap-on she bought me many moons ago.  The shaft is quite large, realistic, texture like skin.  

Eating her pussy got me so wet I didn’t need any extra help.  I climbed aboard while she lay on her back.  She watched as I straddled her.  One of her hands on each of my hips.  Her palms were so warm against me.  Her touch aroused me in every direction.

I eased my body down the strap-on dildo.  Its tip parted my pussy lips.  So wet, down there.  Lower.  And lower.  I swallowed that dick with my pussy, and it felt damn good.  

Funny, how this dildo has been in my night table and yet, without Bonnie, it’s dead meat.  Without her, I wasn’t interested.  I needed to wrap my legs around her waist.  I needed her hands to grip my ass.  I needed to look into her face, though she wasn’t looking back at me.  

Her eyes remained closed during sex.  Sometimes she opened them and saw me and smiled, but mostly she smiled to herself, a dreamy grin as she rode one hand up my side, up my front, to find my breast, to pinch my nipple.

I think that’s what put me over the edge.  Oh, no, wait—there was more than just a nipple pinch.  Her other hand moved into my ass crack.  Found my hole.  Circled round.  Those sensations combined—strap-on in my pussy, pinching of my nipple, finger on my butthole.  I went over hard.  Hard.  Very, very hard.

We cuddled for a long time.  When she rolled onto her front, I traced my erect nipples from her shoulders all the way to her ass.  She liked the sensation of my tits on her butt cheeks.  She liked that a lot.

Bonnie has a pretty pronounced tailbone.  I asked if that’s where they removed her vestigial tail and she said yes, but I can’t help feeling it wasn’t a joke.  Anyway, I rubbed my clit against it.  Rubbed until I hurt.  

Then I blew out the candles and went to sleep.

Sunday morning, after breakfast and books, Bonnie relaxed on the couch.  I went down on her again.  For a long, long while.  Took her quite some time to come, but I don’t mind.  I love working away at her.  I love the time together.

She opened her email, and there was a note from Jim asking her to help him with some paperwork.  It sounded, to me, like something an accountant should take a look at.  They’re separated, for Pete’s sake.  Who is she trying to establish a relationship with?  Me or Jim?  Because if she wants to build a life with me, she shouldn’t keep going back to the house.  Every day!  I mean, she was just there Saturday morning to deal with something electrical.  And now again Sunday afternoon?  And last Sunday—I don’t even remember what that was for.  That’s three major arguments between us in one week.  And all around the same topic.

She can’t keep going back there if she wants to be with me.

What she tells me is that she doesn’t want to be cruel.

To Jim, clearly.

She doesn’t seem to care that she’s being cruel to me.

November 12th

Moving day.

Not for me, but I’m nervous about it.  Very nervous about it.  

We got snow yesterday—mammoth snowfall, can’t remember the last time we got one like this in November—and I know what Bonnie’s like.  She’s strong, and she wants people to know it.  So, even though she hired movers, she’s going to lend a hand, and with those stairs going down the front of her property I can’t help worrying she’ll lose her grip and slide and end up under a bookcase.  

I wish one day would go by without me worrying about things I can’t control.  I’ve already asked her to please, if something seems unsafe, please don’t do it.  There’s no sense putting yourself at risk.  

Still, I know she’ll power through.  And what if she’s crushed under one of her heavy antiques?  What if she dies?

Yesterday was equally anxiety-provoking.  Bonnie had a dermatology appointment to look at some bumps that were concerning her.  Her dermatologist just happens to be a five-minute walk from my place, so she popped in real quick, while I was fixing a pot of soup, to say her appointment was at three.  She’d be back by four at the latest.  

Just as she was about to leave for the appointment, her phone rang.  It was Jim.  I just knew.  Because she picked up, she said hello, and then she didn’t say anything for a long time.  But she also didn’t hang up.  She listened for so long that it could easily have been a telemarketer—you know how sometimes you can’t get a word in, or it’s a recording and you’re wondering how many people fall for this scam?—but after not speaking for a long time, she said: I think they’ll be okay.  

Cryptic stuff like that.

I walked into the bathroom and looked for something to clean, to give Bonnie privacy, when what I really wanted to do was shout into the phone: Leave us alone!  Stop calling!

After that mostly one-sided conversation, Bonnie hung up and said to me: That was about tomorrow.  Moving day.  The movers can’t start until 9:30, so I’m going to go over early to pack things up.

How am I meant to respond?  I wanted to cry.  Maybe that’s stupid.  She’s moving her stuff out of her marital home and into this new apartment of hers, and still I feel like it’s all just going to crumble in my hands.

Will this relationship ever stop feeling like fairy gold?

Once Bonnie had left for her appointment, I jumped in the shower, shaved what was hairy, used that soap she likes, and then dressed up in some of the sexiest gear I own: a push-up bra that’s this shiny red fabric with black mesh overtop.  It’s the most sultry piece of lingerie in my collection.  But the black lace thong is a close second, and I paired that with black stockings—the kind with elastic at the top so they cling to your thighs.  

I hadn’t felt so seductive in years.

Once I was ready for her, I watched out the window.  I’d be able to see her walking down my street, then making her way toward my building.  In the snow.

I stood by the window forever.  I spotted her a million times, of course, but the HER I spotted was never the real Bonnie.  When I’m looking for Bonnie, everybody’s Bonnie—no matter how tall or short or skinny or fat.  No matter their gender.  

Everyone is Bonnie.

At five, I started to panic.  Because of the snow.  What if she slipped?  What if she was hit by a car?  What if the dermatologist couldn’t handle it alone?  What if she had a reaction to some medication and was sent to hospital?  Her emergency contact would doubtless be Jim.  And Jim doesn’t know about me.  That means nobody would let me know.  

She could have died, and I wouldn’t know.  I’d find out in the papers, just like everyone else.  

Just like everyone else.

So I called her.

When she answered, she sounded breathless and outdoors.  

She said: I can hardly hear you.

I asked: Are you okay?

She said: I need bandages. I can’t hear you. I’m hanging up now.

Click.

That was it.

Bandages?  

What on earth happened at that appointment?  I knew I should have gone with her, but I had this plan, in my mind, of surprising her in my sexiest lingerie.  Now lingerie seemed completely inappropriate.  I put on a cardigan over my push-up bra.  I put on a skirt over my thong and black stockings.

I put on an apron so I wouldn’t get my nice clothes covered in carrot puree when I plunged my immersion blender into the soup—which lacked seasoning, I now realized.  I worked on it, trying to distract myself.  Soup wasn’t enough of a distraction.  I got some real work done, too.

When Bonnie walked in the door at 5:30, I pounced.  In a worried way.  Not a sexual way.  

I said: I’ve been beside myself!  Are you okay?

She said: I’m fine.  Sorry for hanging up on you. I was in the middle of crossing the street when you called, trying very hard not to get hit by cars.

I wanted to know about the bandages, of course.  What did she need bandages for?

The dermatologist had frozen the site and whipped out her scalpel.  She’d removed the troubling patch and sent it off to be analyzed.  Could be cancerous.  

Bonnie didn’t seem overly concerned.

I tried to follow her lead.  Nobody needs their partner fussing over something they’re not too worried about.

But of course I felt worried.  I am worried, even still.  I’ll worry until we get the results.

Bonnie crept into the kitchen and sniffed my soup.  

She asked: Can I bum dinner?

Of course.  Of course!

I put the leftover quiche in the oven.  She said she liked my apron.  I told her she should have seen what I had on before.

She asked if I’d been naked.  She seemed eager, which was a nice change.

I told her no, I’d worn lingerie.  I still had it on under my clothes.

She tugged at my cardigan, where two buttons were undone near the neck, and peeked at what was underneath.  

She said: Ooooh.

My boobs do look fantastic in that bra, I must say.

Bonnie liked my soup more than I did, which was gratifying.  I’ve always enjoyed cooking, but it’s so much more fulfilling to cook a meal for more than just myself.  

Funny how, with a partner in my life, my whole day is dinner. 

What am I making?  

What do I have?  

What do I need?  

When should I start?

Bonnie sat on the couch and opened a book.

I asked her: Do you want to see what’s under my clothes?

Closing the book, she looked up at me expectantly and said: Sure!

I asked: Do you want to come into the bedroom to see?

She said: Sure!

After she’d followed me from one room to another, I turned around to find that she’d brought her book along.  

I burst out laughing: Is that in case you get bored?

She laughed, too: Yes, this way I’ve got options.

Bonnie put her book on the night table and started unbuttoning my cardigan.  She leaned forward to kiss my breasts, but then backed off and said: I guess I should wait until this cold sore heals up.

I had to agree, only because this is exactly how she gave me herpes.  The least we could do is learn from our mistakes.

Sometimes I wonder if she’s just doing it for me.  Sex, I mean.  Not all the time.  On plenty of occasions, Bonnie seems to want sex as much as I do.  But last night, I do feel she was just going along because it’s what I wanted.  I’ll have to talk to her about that.  I’ll have to tell her she can speak up.  Although I guess she knows she can.  We went all those weeks with no sex.  Clearly she can say no to me if that’s what she wants.  

Maybe she was into it last night and her signals just aren’t as clear as other people’s.

After she’d taken off my cardigan and skirt, I hopped on the bed to show off my bare butt.  I know how much she likes it.  I like hers too.  She spanked me playfully and I begged for the belt—she’s got a great one, an old leather one—and she pleased me by slipping it from its loops in order to smack my ass real nice.  She doesn’t go hard, but I don’t need it hard.  Just a kiss.  A leather kiss.  A reminder that sensation can be sharp.

When she got into bed with me, she asked if I agreed that nude is a sexier word than naked.  I’m not sure.  Nude reminds me of art.  Naked reminds her of the Barenaked Ladies. So I can see where she’s coming from.

I kissed her naked body, or her nude body—whichever is sexier—avoiding the bandage over her biopsy site.  I wondered how much flesh the dermatologist had carved out.  I kept looking at the bandage to make sure she wasn’t bleeding through it.  But she seemed okay.  I hope she is okay.

Let’s see if I can remember whether I did anything interesting or noteworthy to her body.  Can’t recall.  I went down on her for a good long time, but she pulled me up after a while and held me, saying it wasn’t going to happen.  I told her I didn’t care if she didn’t come as long as she was enjoying the sensation.  It’s true.  I love licking.  I could do it forever.  Sex isn’t all about the climax, for me.

That said, I still wanted to come.

I asked if I could get off on her thigh, and she said sure, but it turned out I couldn’t get a foothold.  Or a... pussyhold?  I don’t know, I just couldn’t find the right spot.

So I straddled her hips and I set my clit against hers and tried rubbing there.  That never works.  I knew it wouldn’t.  Plus, I wasn’t even wet anymore.  Doesn’t help that I had a tampon in.  I feel like they suck up my wetness.  So I grabbed the lube and I rubbed it into my clit.  My plan was to pull my hand away and go back to the clit-on-clit thing, but it felt so good to get off on my fingers that I just kept going.  

As an added bonus, my knuckles were stroking Bonnie, and I think she liked that even more than my tongue.  Not that you’d know it from her expression, or lack thereof.  Eyes closed.  Head to one side.  

Are you asleep?  Are we having sex?

Often, it surprises me when she comes.  It seems so out of the blue, like she’s not even participating in our lovemaking, and then suddenly she’s having an orgasm.  It’s a slow burn, a lengthy build-up, but I always feel proud when I get her there.  Even if it’s just a by-product of me masturbating my own pussy while hers happens to be in the vicinity.

So I guess that was a success?  I came hard.  I came very hard.  

My poor neighbours!  The noise I make in bed...

After that hearty orgasm, I massaged her pussy in a fairly non-sexual way.  She said she liked it, felt nice.  I touched her everywhere, all of her skin, except where the bandage was.  I’ll have to pick up some unscented lotion to rub all over her body.  Her thighs and her elbows, in particular, are suffering with the change of seasons.

When it was time for her to leave, I packed up some chocolate cake for her to take home.  Then I walked her to her car.  Walked her in a winter wonderland.

November 16th

Jim hired a lawyer.

A “Collaborative Family Lawyer,” but still.  That was fast.  Barely a month has gone by since Bonnie left him.  

I think Bonnie’s a little fazed by the speed at which proceedings are... well... proceeding.  She hasn’t told me this, but it stands to reason.  When you ask someone for a divorce, there’s going to be a part of you that hopes the other person will be like: No! Don’t leave me! I love you! We can work it out.

Jim’s reaction was more like: You want a divorce? Cool, bye!

That must be hard for Bonnie.  Everybody needs to be needed, and I don’t think she will ever realize how very much I need her.

Thursday, I stayed at her place.  You should see it now that she’s got her stuff all moved in.  The living space is beautiful to begin with: gorgeous new appliances in the kitchen, open concept front parlour.  She’s got so many beautiful antiques, and not because she’s gone out and bought them.  Or, I mean, some she bought, but most she acquired because, for example, she has a friend who’s really interested in refinishing furniture, and after a while you run out of places in your house to put stuff like that, so she has gorgeous old chairs and a side table and two bookcases that he did and she ended up with.  

Her place has a barbeque available for tenants to use, so she grilled us a deliciously rare steak.  We’d been talking about Robbie Robertson, because I think he was awarded the key to the city, and so she got out this DVD she has of a Martin Scorsese film called Last Waltz—it’s The Band’s final concert.  We watched/listened to that while we ate.  We talked about music, she told me about all these artists whose concerts she’d attended during university, stuff I didn’t know about because we weren’t much in contact at the time.  It was great conversation. Felt like one of those first dates where you instantly click with a person.

Before dinner, Bonnie had said to me: I’d like to have wine with the meal, if that’s okay by you.

Of course it was fine, and, actually, if she was having wine, maybe I’d have a small glass too.  I hadn’t had a sip of alcohol in almost a year, so I wasn’t totally sure what my body would do with the stuff.  I only drank two fingers’ worth at the bottom of a juice glass, and I had three sips of water for every one sip of wine, but it complemented the meal nicely.  

I’ve missed wine, I really have.

But I did notice that Bonnie polished off half a bottle.  That seemed like it was probably a lot for someone who was trying not to drink too much.  But it’s her body, and I’m not going to police her drinking unless it affects me.  With a little wine in her system, she was foxy and flirtatious.  I liked her all loose like that and I told her so.  She didn’t get dopey and I told her that, too, and she said: I hope not!

Sometimes she does, though, if she drinks beyond the loose stage.  Sometimes she gets dopey and it’s not a good look.

Thursday night, after we’d eaten, when The Band was still playing in the background, Bonnie took me in her arms and danced me around the kitchen.  My eyes filled with tears, but I blinked them back.  This is how I always imagined a happy relationship: a couple dancing in their kitchen.  My parents never behaved that way.  I must have seen it in a movie or something, but I never dreamed it would be me.  I never imagined this would be my life.

Dancing around the kitchen felt so romantic.  

I wanted so much for Bonnie to take me to bed.

Instead, she asked if I wanted to play backgammon.  

That question confused me, because everything about that night had been so perfectly romantic.  I thought for sure she’d want to make love.  But instead of saying so, I agreed to a game of backgammon.  Of course, I didn’t know how to play, which meant she needed to teach me, but she’s good at teaching people stuff—I would hope so, since her job is to teach corporate employees how to use her firm’s software—and she taught me backgammon so well I whipped her ass at it two games in a row.

By 9:30, we were both yawning. I mean, my eyes were itchy—that’s how tired I was.  Still, I put on the sexy nightie I brought to her place, and we got into bed.  

I tried to touch her, just rubbing her back and such, but when I thought about how much effort it had taken to get her going recently, I realized I just didn’t have it in me.

Still, I wanted sex.  Low-key sex.  I wanted her to do all the work.  I was too sleepy.

So I asked her something like: Do you want sex tonight?

I don’t remember her exact reply.  It was something cryptic like: Whatever happens happens.

As much as I wanted to make the effort, I didn’t really think she was feeling it.  No sense pushing ourselves if we were only going to fall asleep halfway through.

How has it come to this?  Already.

After failing to arouse any interest in sex, I was up half the night due to the explosive sounds emanating from my intestines.  I still try not to fart in front of Bonnie, especially if I suspect the smell might be rancid, so I ended up walking around her cold apartment in the middle of the night.  It was morning before I got deep into sleep.

When I woke up, Bonnie was at the gym.  She got back soon thereafter and we had an okay morning of screwing the top back onto her desk.  Sorry, that came out wrong.  Screwing, as in screwing in screws. Not sex.  I had to bring the screwdrivers from home, because I have 37 of them and she has zero, so I felt pretty useful in that regard.

She offered to drive me to the subway, and that’s when I found out she’d waited until I was out the door before telling me the news from Jim, about how he’d hired a lawyer and they were going to get together that afternoon.

The thing that pissed me off was that she’d waited.

Not the news itself.  The news is encouraging.

But the fact that she’d received this news from Jim more than a day previous, and she knew it all before I’d arrived at her place, and we had that romantic evening together, and all the while she was keeping this information from me?  That really got under my skin.  

I want her to tell me news like this.  I want her to want to tell me.  

I should be the one she always turns to.

She’d clearly chosen to tell me in the car so it wouldn’t turn into a fight.  She knows I won’t argue with someone who’s driving.  When I was a kid, my family’s station wagon got rammed from behind by an arguing couple.  I would never chance that happening to someone else.  

Still, I communicated to Bonnie that I felt she was dumping information on me at the last second so we couldn’t have a real conversation about it.  The result was that I had to go home and deal with my emotions on my own instead of us processing this stuff as a couple, which is what we should be doing if we want to build ourselves a strong foundation for the future.

She got sad and apologized and I told her not to be so hard on herself—we’re learning to communicate better.  We’re not perfect.  We’re still students.  All of which is true.  And saying so actually made me feel better about the whole interaction. 

We’ll get there.  We’ll work at it.

When she pulled up outside the subway station, the last thing I said to her was: See you tomorrow!  We’ll have sex!

Tomorrow is today, so I’ve just taken a shower with that lemon soap she likes, and I’m ready to pounce the minute she walks through that door.

November 18th

Wow!  What a weekend!

The moment Bonnie arrived at my place, she settled in on the couch with her newspaper.  She looked at me in my plush, white, freshly-laundered robe and asked: Are you just getting up?

I told her no, I’d been out all morning running errands.  One thing I really like about Bonnie is that, instead of dropping the conversation like a lot of people would do, she takes a genuine interest in the minutia of my life. She asked what errands I’d run, what book I’d picked up from the library, what groceries I’d bought at Loblaws, whether I had to wait in line at the bank.  Nobody’s ever cared about that stuff before.

And I love talking about all my stupid mundane activities.  I used to talk to myself.  I probably shouldn’t admit that, but it’s true.  I used to maintain this ongoing monologue.  Now I have an audience.

The belt of my robe has these tassels hanging from the ends, so I started swatting her with them, playfully.  She was lying on the couch, batting them with her hand the way a cat would.  It’s funny, when you’ve known someone for as many years as I’ve known Bonnie, and suddenly you start doing something odd that you’ve never done before, and you have that thought, like: there are still new things to do together.

She pulled me on top of her, but she still won’t kiss me.  Her cold sore has healed over, but now she’s afraid she’s coming down with a chest infection and she doesn’t want to make me sick.  

I don’t care so much.  My immune system must be pretty strong, because I almost never get sick.  I grew up digging in the dirt and picking up worms.  Bonnie was a sickly child.  I forget what condition she had as a baby, but a lot of kids don’t survive it.  She had to have emergency surgery when she was very, very small.  

Twenty years ago, the scar was quite prominent.  

Now I have to look hard to see it.

But she still gets sick more than the average person.  Or, she worries she will.  I don’t know how much of it is physical illness and how much is worry.  Although, I’m one of those people who believes that most illness, if not all, comes from the mind.

I invited Bonnie into the bedroom, and she followed, but I didn’t get the sense she was raring to go.  I wanted so badly to kiss her, but that was out of the question.  Bonnie’s such a good kisser.  She says I am, but I’ve definitely been with other women where the kissing fell flat, so I guess it takes two.  You’ve got to have that chemistry, and we definitely do.  When we’re kissing.

When we’re not kissing, it can be hard to find that same level of sensuality.  

Kissing is a treat.  It never feels like work.  

Turning Bonnie on with no kissing does take time.  I can’t deny it.

I’m trying to remember what we did, exactly.  I think I went down on her.  Sounds like something I would do.  I can’t give you any specifics. 

What I do remember is that she went down on me.

Finally!

It’s been so long, oh my goodness gracious, so long, so long!

I had to ask for it, and her first response was: If I’m coming down with something, do you think I could pass it to you?

Pass it to my pussy?

She was like: Yeah, I guess not.

Once she’d crawled down the bed, she... actually, to be perfectly honest, I can’t recall exactly what she did, only that she was down there doing something.

The reason I don’t remember Saturday’s sex very well is that Sunday’s sex blew my mind clear out of my skull.

That’s right!  Sex on Saturday, sex on Sunday! 

The funny thing is, Saturday night, when she was lying on the couch listening to Rachmaninoff’s piano concerto on the radio and doing her crossword puzzle, I came up to her and bashfully asked: If you weren’t interested in sex anymore, would you tell me?

She said: Yes. And I am.

I wasn’t sure what she meant.

After a beat, she told me: I am very interested in sex.

Good to hear.  After the sex we’d had on Saturday afternoon, I wasn’t so sure.  It seemed forced, on her part.  But maybe she thought the same of me. 

Anyway, after the sex we had yesterday, I’m not worried.  We got our groove back, and how!

The past two Sundays, Bonnie took off early in the afternoon to meet with Jim, so I felt beyond relieved when she settled in front of the TV to watch college football, or whatever it was.  Some kind of football.  It must have been college, because I remember thinking the men all looked so young.  

I figured I’d get some work done while Bonnie vegged, but I couldn’t find the file I was looking for, and I got so frustrated I decided the only solution was to seduce my lovely lover.  I slid those wonderful nylon stockings up my thighs and put on my tight grey skirt.  

Earlier in the day, we’d been out for a walk and Bonnie had commented that my butt looks best in leggings or in that grey skirt.  I had on jogging pants at the time, and she said it wasn’t the same.  But leggings and the grey skirt are solely reserved for her. 

No panties.  No top.  Only my burlesque-inspired push-up bra, because I know Bonnie loves me in that.  I love me in that.  It makes my boobs look twice their actual size.  Like magic.

When she looked away from the TV and her eyes landed on my lingerie-clad body, her eyes practically popped out of her head.

She said: Wow.

And she turned off the TV.

She pulled me close and ran her hands up the insides of my thighs, up the sleek nylon, until she reached skin.  

I told her: I’m not wearing any panties.

She said: No, you’re not!

She hiked up my skirt so it was near my hips, and ran her hands the length of my ass.  She squeezed my cheeks and grinned and told me I’ve got a great butt.  I wasn’t inclined to disagree.  But she’s got a great butt, too, and I told her so.

She said: Not as great as yours.

It’s an argument neither of us will ever win.

My bra came off pretty much instantly.  I was sad to see it go, because my boobs look so much better with it on than off, but how could I complain when I knew what was coming?

Bonnie wrapped her lips around my nipple, and I just about lost it.  First of all, she looked good like that.  Just imagine watching the woman you love most in the world sucking your breast.  Imagine her tracing her soft pink tongue around your areola until the your smooth skin puckered and your nipple grew taut.  And then moving to the other breast and doing it all over again.

She looked up at me and asked: Should we move to the bedroom?

I told her: I didn’t mean to interrupt your sports.

She spanked my ass and laughed as she followed me.  She was naked before she set foot inside.  I tore my skirt up and over my head, because it was easier that way.  Bonnie tugged at my stockings.  Everything ended up everywhere, clothing all over the apartment.  It felt spontaneous, almost desperate.  That’s the feeling I’d thought we’d lost yesterday, when I asked Bonnie if she wasn’t interested in sex anymore.

Maybe she was making up for it today.  Maybe she was trying a little harder.

Bonnie buried herself under the covers, which made me laugh.  She told me she didn’t want to get cold, which was fair enough.  I didn’t want her to get any sicker than she already was.  If she was.

We still couldn’t kiss, but I placed my body on top of hers.  Her hot skin felt like heaven against mine.  I love this stage, before we’re sweaty, before we start sticking together.  I love it when we’re hot and dry, when I can skim my breasts across the surface of her skin, when our nipples can kiss momentarily, before one or the other descends.

Yesterday, Bonnie made that first move, gliding me onto my back, dragging her breasts down my belly, kissing a path between my legs.  Kissing my thighs.  Biting my pussy lips.  Tugging my pubic hair with her teeth.  Going at me like an animal.

Watching Bonnie between my legs is another level of heaven.  I look down, waiting for her to look up.  And sometimes she does.  But most often, her eyes are closed and you can tell she’s focused on the task at hand.  The focus itself is a turn-on, because the look on her face reminds me of, say, someone who loves barbeque and they’re devouring a delicious rack of ribs.  When you watch her eating your pussy, you believe that she loves what she’s doing.  

There’s nothing more attractive than that.

After she’d made me come with her mouth, she grabbed my fattest dildo.  It used to be a vibrator, but it’s been busted for years.  I could never bring myself to throw it out, because Bonnie gave it to me.  Plus, it fills you up—it really does.

My body had no trouble accommodating its girth after orgasm number one, but that’s not to say I didn’t feel the beast going in.  I sure did.  

Bonnie returned to my breast, hovering over me so she could suck one nipple and pinch the other while she slammed me with my biggest dildo.  

Didn’t take long before I came again, groaning like a sick animal.

She rolled onto her back, but I wasn’t done yet.  I kept the broken vibrator inside me, thank you very much, and positioned myself between Bonnie’s legs so the base of the vibe rested on the mattress, the shaft wedged between her pussy lips, me straddling her with my fingers on my clit.

I wanted to let this orgasm ride, and I did, bringing on wave after wave.  I love having something fat inside me while I strum my clit, but it really doesn’t work unless Bonnie’s around.  Alone, I’m not inspired.  I require her participation.  I need her hands resting on my hips, driving the action.  One sneaking up to my breast so she can tweak my nipple and make me squeal.

She’s so good at all this.  I missed it so much, when we weren’t having sex.

So, so much. 

Bonnie got pretty worked up while I rode the dildo that rested against her pussy lips.  My knuckles knocked her clit, just like the other night when I brought us both to orgasm in a similar fashion.

This time, my orgasm qualified as a screaming one.  

In all the years I’ve lived in this apartment, none of my neighbours have ever complained about how loud I am in bed, and it’s a credit to them, because I holler!  This orgasm, in particular, blew off the rafters.  Not that my apartment has rafters, but you know what I mean.  I couldn’t stop howling, moaning, bellowing: Yes!

When I’d had enough, I ducked between Bonnie’s legs and worked at her until she came, too.  She didn’t on Saturday.  Not even close.  

Sunday felt like redemption.  

I made her come.  My work was done.

Except a girlfriend’s work is never truly done, because I just realized that tomorrow is the twentieth anniversary of the first time we went out for coffee.  

It was the nineties—going out for coffee was big.  Just ask Friends. 

If I put a greeting card in the mail by five, it might just make it to her tomorrow.  No guarantees, but delivery within the city is usually pretty quick.

Happy Anniversary, Bonnie.  Bet you never thought we’d end up together.  

Bet you never imagined the day would come when we could get married.

Although, I guess you’ll have to get divorced first.

November 20th

I don’t know how much longer I can put up with this.

Yesterday afternoon, I remember looking at the clock—it was 4:30—and thinking: Hey, why don’t I call Bonnie to ask how her training session went this morning?  

But something inside me said: She’s at the house.  She’s with Jim.

I thought no, no.  She never told me she was going to the house today.  And I’ve communicated to her very explicitly that I expect her to inform me of these things beforehand.  I’ve been very clear about that.

But I didn’t call in the afternoon.  I didn’t call until later in the evening.

When we talked, she gave me a new phone number.  She’d decided to have a landline installed after all.  She’d just picked up an old phone.  From the house. 

She didn’t come right out with any of this information. I had to pick and pry to get it out of her.  And that troubles me, because it really makes me wonder what else she’s hiding.  

Bonnie always had this theory, when she was cheating with me, that lies of omission aren’t really lies.  I can’t say I agree with her, there.  In fact, I’ve told her: In our relationship, lies of omission are unacceptable.  I want perfect honesty.  We can’t keep secrets from each other.  No secrets.

The thing is, I really don’t trust her.  I don’t have any faith at all that she’s being honest with me.  About anything.  Ever.

I asked: You were at the house today?

She said: Yeah, I went over to talk about finances again.  And all the other things that need to be done.  There are so many ways I need to extract myself, like change couples insurance to singles.  

I thought she’d already done that.  I thought she told me she’d already done that.  

But I guess not.

So there’s a lot to be done.  I get that.  And I’m glad it’s getting done courteously. The thing that keeps twisting inside me, like a knife in the gut, is the fact that she hadn’t told me about this meeting beforehand.  I don’t think she planned on telling me about it at all. 

Makes me wonder what else she’s not telling me.

When your partner is someone who cheated with you, I don’t think it’s possible to ever really trust them.  I know all the little ways Bonnie got around the truth with Jim.  I have ample faith she’ll use those same techniques on me.  

She says she keeps things to herself because she’s afraid how I’ll react.  That’s so unfair.  She does something wrong, and she feels entitled to keep that information secret because it’s going to create controversy if she tells me about it?  No.  It’s all excuses.  Rationalisations. 

The other thing Bonnie told me was that she plans to retain partial ownership of the house—the one Jim lives in and she doesn’t.  That means she intends to continue paying for insurance, home repairs, on and on.  To me, that also means she’s going to be over there, god only knows how often.

Continuing to invest in that house means she’s continuing to invest in that marriage.  It’s the same thing.  If she wanted to be free and clear of Jim, she would come to some arrangement.

I was hurt beyond measure when she told me this.  But did I say so?  No.  All I said was: I think that’s something you should discuss with a lawyer.

Oh, by the way, that whole idea about the collaborative lawyer fell through.  It’s too much money, according to Jim.  I really don’t think these people realize how much a divorce costs.  You want to minimize the time your lawyer spends on you.  So I don’t know where we stand with the separation.  

I don’t know much of anything.

Honestly, I feel so lost right now.  Hurt, betrayed.  I wrote Bonnie an email late last night to tell her so, but of course she hasn’t responded.  She’s teaching a training session this morning, so I can’t call her to talk.  I’m working this afternoon and evening, so we probably won’t get a chance to fight this battle until tomorrow.  Which is terrible timing, because we’ve got tickets to a comedy show tomorrow night.  I’ve been looking forward to it since the summer, so I don’t want to ruin it with a knock-down-drag-out, as one of my ex-girlfriends used to call these things.

It just seems like every time Bonnie has to make a decision that’s either going to hurt me or hurt Jim, she always chooses the option that’ll hurt me.  Why would she do that, unless Jim’s feelings mean more to her than mine?  

Hasn’t she ever heard the expression Happy Wife, Happy Life?  If she wants a future with me, then I’m the one whose feelings she should be attending to.  I’m the one she has to live with, not Jim.  It makes no sense, what she’s doing.  What’s the point in making me miserable when I’m just going to taint her days with the misery she’s causing me?  

Why is she working so hard to keep Jim happy at my expense?

November 25th

Wow, look at that date! 

Only a month until Christmas.  

I’ll have to figure out what I’m going to do.  I can’t leave Bonnie alone, and I don’t want to, but my family will definitely expect me to show up at my mother’s house Christmas morning and stay there for the rest of the day.  

The simple solution would be for Bonnie to come to Mom’s, but I don’t think my mom would agree to that, and I don’t think Bonnie would want to spend the day with my family, anyway.  She wouldn’t even pick me up from my mom’s place on Saturday, after I’d been there celebrating my brother’s birthday.  I think she’s afraid of my people.  

One more thing to worry about.

Actually, I don’t have a ton of worries right now. I spent a great Sunday with Bonnie.  She has a crush on a singer I’d never heard of, so we went to a concert in the afternoon.  When this woman walked on stage, I understood.  Gorgeous Irish girl, long red hair, and the type of personality that puts you immediately at ease.  Plus, a powerhouse voice.

The entire program was songs about motherhood, which I’m sure Bonnie didn’t know when she bought the tickets, because maternity is a sore spot, for her.  I know she would have liked to have kids.  I know she tried.  I don’t know if she’d want to raise a family with me.  I did ask her, once, and she said it was too late for all that.  

But I’ve seen the way she looks at kids.  Every time a toddler passes us by, she pokes me in the belly and indicates the kid.  So I think there’s a part of her that still would like a family.  Maybe not with me.  Or maybe she’s had her hopes dashed too many times and she can’t be disappointed again.

I don’t know how I feel about motherhood.  Sounds strange, I’m sure.  People are supposed to have strong feelings, and I suppose I did at one time.  When I was younger, the idea of having kids made me irritable, almost angry.  Now, there are times when I wish I’d had a whole hoard of kids when I was very young—a teenager, even.  Whatever age would make them teens and young adults now.  I have this image of me and my teens watching TV and eating popcorn together.  One big happy family.  

In reality, my kids would probably be on their phones or out with their friends.  No time for their old mum.  Their old mums. 

After my brother’s birthday celebration on Saturday, I headed to Bonnie’s apartment.  That place really needs a couch.  

We played two games of backgammon, yawning throughout, and after she’d put the board away I figured we’d go straight to bed.  But she clearly did not want to leave her crossword half finished, because she started working on that, and because I was sitting close to her at the table, she turned the newspaper so I could see the puzzle, too.  

She told me which questions she was stuck on, like: SNL’s Cheri _____.  

That’s easy—Oteri.  That’s the kind of stuff I know.  The easy stuff, some might say, though Bonnie never does.  She just gives me a high-five when I know something she doesn’t.  She thanks me, and I feel appreciated, even though my brain doesn’t yet work the way it needs to, to understand crossword clues.  It’s like a different language, and it impresses me that Bonnie’s so fluent.  

Funny how little things like that can draw you to a person.  Being good at crossword puzzles isn’t generally on those Playboy lists of turn-ons.  

Maybe it should be.

When Bonnie changed into her typical T-shirt and panties sleepwear, I stripped naked and said: Whether I put on pyjamas depends on what we’re about to do.

She said: That’s up to you.

So I said: Okay, then I think I’ll stay naked.

I jumped under the covers because she still hasn’t turned on the heat in her bedroom.  I cuddled up close.  Her body was nice and warm.  

We kissed, but not for long.  Bonnie worked her way down my body, until she was entirely concealed beneath the covers.  Once she was down there, she started on my nipples.  Honestly, she could have settled there forever and I’d be happy.  But she did me one better and toyed with my clit while she sucked my breasts.

Just like the last time we had sex, I couldn’t believe the gush of fluid from my body.  Just like last time, I half worried I’d gotten an extremely heavy period out of the blue.  It wasn’t blood, though.  Just a whole lot of liquid arousal.

I can’t think of anyone else who’s gotten me so wet.  Bonnie brings it out.  It’s chemical, with us.

She kept going down, descending between my legs and licking my pubic hair.  I don’t remember her ever doing that before, but it felt incredible.  With every lick, I jumped.  When she edged her tongue between my pussy lips, I just about lost it.  I had to cover my mouth to keep the sound in, since the walls in her building are so thin and Bonnie is so bashful.  

I don’t care if other people hear my orgasm noises, but I know it would embarrass Bonnie, and she has to live there.

Once she’d thoroughly worked me over, she popped out from under the covers and stripped out of her T-shirt and underwear.  It was incredible, watching her take off her clothes.  Not that she did it in a sexy way, just the fact that she wanted her clothes off indicated she was really into the goings-on.  

She wasn’t just keeping me contented. 

When she’d stripped bare, she planted her body on top of mine.  The sensation of her breasts on my breasts always boosted my arousal, and it certainly did Saturday night.  Just the feel of her hot skin made me crazy with lust.  

She kissed me desperately, which is the kind of kissing I love.  She sucked my tongue, which is something nobody else has ever done while kissing me.  I love it. Bonnie’s so good at keeping her teeth clean, brushing and flossing and mouth-washing.  Her mouth is always fresh-tasting, which makes her a confident kisser.  Confidence is key.  Confidence and talent, which she has in spades.

Bonnie’s body rocked on mine.  One of her thighs landed between my two.  She nudged it around until it pressed against my pussy in just the right way.  When that happened, everything fell into place.  She rubbed herself on me, simultaneously stroking my juiced-up labia with her thigh.

I loved the pressure her body exerted on me.  Her whole body.  Not just her thigh on my pussy.  Not just her breasts on my breasts.  Her skin on my skin.  Her weight settling into the foundation of me.  The experience as a whole.  Kissing all the while.  How do you beat that?  You don’t.  You just enjoy it while it happens, and you hope it’ll happen again.

Again and again.

Again and again and again.  

Efficient sex isn’t necessarily bad sex.  You don’t always want a marathon lovemaking session.  Sometimes all you want is the desire, the caress, and the fulfilment.  It doesn’t have to last an hour.

We held each other as we fell asleep.  When we woke up, I got out of bed, but she grabbed my wrist to pull me back in, under the covers.  Not for sex.  Just for cuddles.  She wanted to cuddle, and we did.  We stayed in bed another half-hour just snuggling warmly together.  It was nice.

Jim and Bonnie have their first mediation session today.  I’m not terribly concerned.  I just hope the process isn’t too hard on Bonnie.  Same goes for Jim, but my impression is that his resolve is stronger than hers.  He’s ready to let go.  I’m not so sure that’s true of Bonnie.

I’ll be curious to find out what’s discussed.

November 27th

Jim’s going to Thailand.

That’s the big news that came out of mediation.  I don’t know what else they talked about for an hour.  I did ask.  Bonnie said the financials are basically going to stay as they are.  Did it take an hour to come to that decision?

Anyway, doesn’t matter—Jim leaving the country is the major surprise.

He’s got family living there.  That’s why Thailand, specifically.  He plans to spend Christmas with loved ones, which I think is nice.  This seems like a great decision—to me.  I don’t think Bonnie’s too pleased.  In fact, when she told me, she framed this as “bad news.”

Why would Jim leaving the country for Christmas (and beyond) be bad news, unless Bonnie wants him around?  She didn’t seem super-excited about spending Christmas with me.  She doesn’t even want to decorate the apartment or get a tree.  

Maybe she held out hopes she’d get an invite from Jim.

Well, that ain’t gonna happen.  

You can see why I take this as good news.  Jim is actively extracting himself from their relationship.  Clearly, he wants out.  Maybe all that time they were married, he wanted out even more than Bonnie did. 

It’s harder for me to worry about Bonnie going back when there’s no one to go back to.

We haven’t spent a ton of time together this week, and we’re not likely to.  She’s working this morning, I’m working this afternoon/evening, then she’s off to her hometown to celebrate her sister’s birthday.  Initially, she’d invited me along, but then a childhood friend and her husband invited Bonnie to stay with them, so it wouldn’t have been exactly polite for her to ask: Can I bring my girlfriend along?

I’m sure some people could pull off that sort of thing, but Bonnie isn’t the type to try.

This morning, when she rolled over to cuddle me, I sent my fingers between her legs and found a surprising amount of wetness down there.  Surprising, because we tried making love last night, right before bed, and we didn’t get anywhere.  Neither of us.  It was one of those lovemaking sessions that went on and on, but you’re really just going through the motions.  Bonnie never makes a lot of noise, but she wasn’t making any last night.  I got the feeling she was bored.  

After about an hour of trying and trying and getting nowhere, we both fell asleep.

I didn’t want to take any chances this morning.  I wanted to make her come.  I don’t care so much about me.  If anyone’s going to have an orgasm, I want it to be her.

When I discovered her body awake and responsive, I figured I might have a chance at making her come.  She told me the other night that, if she’s going to come, it’s more likely to be early on in the process.  There’s still a chance she’ll climax after time has elapsed, and if she does, she says those orgasms are much more powerful.  

Good to know.  

I haven’t observed anything similar with my orgasms.  I can come after a few moments, or a few minutes, or a good long while—and I can come repeatedly, and back-to-back.  I can hitch one orgasm onto the next and ride and ride and ride.

Bonnie pulled the covers up over her shoulders to keep out the cold.  I gently slid my fingers the length of her labia. Then I ducked under the sheets. Her nipples were easy to find. Very. Hard.  I went for the left one, because I know her preferences. 

While I tongued Bonnie’s breast, I slipped a finger inside her wet pussy.  She gasped, so I slipped in another.  Her G-spot’s as easy to find as her clit.  I petted the one with two fingers while rubbing the other with my thumb.

I wanted so badly to get her off, since I hadn’t managed it the night before.  I shoved another finger in her pussy and started hammering her hard while I sucked her breast.

She stopped reacting.

Clearly, I’d ruined it.

So I said: You can tell me if you want it harder, softer, faster, slower...

She told me: You’re going a little rough.

I felt awful.  I guess I already knew the truth and that’s why I’d asked, but I felt terrible, and I said so.

Bonnie comforted me by saying: It didn’t hurt or anything—it just wasn’t getting me anywhere, that’s all.  Go gentle.  

By way of apology, I slid down her body.  I kissed her clit.

She said: Oh! That feels good.

Good.

I licked her labia.  Gently.  Slowly.  Languorously. 

The unique musk of her pussy made me dizzy.  Always does.  I love that soft sensation of her skin against my tongue.  My tongue is surprisingly sensitive, too.  For me, giving is almost as good as receiving.

I didn’t get too fancy with it.  I felt like my best chance of bringing Bonnie to orgasm was to provide sustained motion without varying the pressure or speed too much.  Doesn’t sound terribly sexy when I put it that way, and maybe it’s not.  Maybe it’s a more scientific approach than most would take, but I really wanted to make her come. After trying everything last night, I figured this morning I’d try only one thing.

So I pressed my mouth to her labia and I sucked in everything I could, and I vacuumed her fine flesh in the gentlest way possible.  Gentle, sustained suction.

Before long, I had her writhing on the bed, whispering: Emma, oh, Emma...

Her hips bucked.  Her thighs twitched.  It was a wonder to watch, to co-experience. 

The focus doesn’t need to be on my body in order for it to be good sex.  I don’t need to come every time.  Some partners have said that I’m all about me, but I know that isn’t true and it hurts me to hear it. 

Bonnie never says that, never has.  She knows I live to give.

It’s so strange to think back a month ago, when we weren’t having sex at all.  When I was so desperate to taste her musk, to feel her tongue on my skin.  

Now?

I won’t jinx what we have by saying I wouldn’t mind a day off here and there.  I mean, we don’t even spend every day together.  We don’t have sex every day.  But pretty much every day we see each other, we do have sex.  

Why does it feel like a lot?  

Why does it feel like too much?

If we were nineteen, we’d surely get down five times a day, and even that wouldn’t be enough.  Sex on the brain.  That’s how it was, when I was young.  I couldn’t concentrate on anything that wasn’t sex.  I wanted it morning, noon, and night.

Now we save it for bedtime, although this morning I did start the day off right by giving my girl an orgasm she really appreciated.  

And on a workday, too.

But I can’t help thinking back to my days of youthful indiscretion, when the flavour of the month and I would fumble into each other in the nearest bathroom stall or on a park bench or in the alleyway between the houses where I had my university apartment.  

Anywhere.  

Any time.  

Any girl.

Almost.  

Not quite, but almost.

Sex seemed like a necessity, something required to stay alive, like air.

Now sex seems like... well, a meal, I suppose.  We eat dinner every night.  That doesn’t mean it has to be special.  Sometimes we’re not even hungry, we just eat because it’s the done thing.  Eating for eating’s sake.

Is this what marriage feels like?  Actions around emptiness?  Doing without wanting?  Seeking fulfilment and never quite finding it?

And wondering if it’s out there somewhere, waiting with someone else?  Waiting for you to find it?  When you’re not even looking.

So, should you be looking?

No.  Because Bonnie left her husband to be with you.  You’ve only just begun. 

And already life feels this way?

December 4th

Guess I haven’t written in a while. In point of fact, I haven’t been home.  Bonnie and I spent a long stretch together, and it was everything I could have hoped for.  It really set my mind at ease.  

Amazing, how you can make assumptions about people’s motivations and be utterly and completely wrong. 

But that’s what I’ve been doing all this time.

Saturday, Bonnie came over early.  Not early in the morning, just earlier than she’d proposed.  She always visits her grandfather in a nursing home on Saturdays, but that’s just in the AM.  Initially, she’d told me she might come here around five, which confused me, because the aforementioned nursing home is practically within walking distance of my apartment building.  

I did ask what she planned to do between noon and five.  Often she’ll have lunch with her brother and his girlfriend, but she just saw them for their sister’s birthday on Thursday.  

So what were her plans?

No plans, particularly.  That’s what she told me.  Just so much tidying to do at home.  So much paperwork to take care of.  So many moving boxes to empty.

I guess I didn’t believe her, and I guess my expression said so, because she showed up at my place just after her nursing home visit.  I wasn’t even dressed yet, just sitting by the radio, cup of tea in hand, listening to a week’s worth of replayed morning show segments.

The day was low-key and lovely.  I made tomato soup, and we had that for lunch.  Easy recipe: just canned tomatoes, milk, and stock, pretty much.  Turned out so well we had it for dinner, too.  In between those moments, I went out to pick up some groceries while Bonnie stayed home and watched football.  

It feels good not to have to entertain her when she’s at my place.  She can figure out what she wants to do without me hovering.  

I came back from grocery shopping with a 3L jug of vegetable oil and told Bonnie to get ready, because I was going to slather it all over her.  

First I had to make some preparations. Like find the shower curtain I’d stashed in the linen closet and put that on the bed.  Then find the sheet that’s too pilled to really sleep on.  That went over the shower curtain.  Perfect! 

Except I needed a shower, so I told Bonnie to hang tight.

By the time I’d emerged from the bathroom, it was dark outside.  

Bonnie looked up from the paper she was reading and said: That was a lengthy process.

I told her: I figured I’d trim my pubes, but I got a little carried away.  Long story short, they’re all gone.

She laughed and followed me into the bedroom.  She must have suspected I’d be a while in the shower, if she remained on the couch all that time.  Or maybe she wasn’t keen on my oil idea.  Maybe she wasn’t excited about sex at all.

I sat the jug of oil on the bedside table and we started kissing.  Kissing and kissing and kissing.  Well, one thing led to another, and suddenly an hour and a half had gone by—an hour and a half full of kissing and touching and every intimacy under the sun.

Except oil.

The jug of vegetable oil sat on the nightstand, untouched. 

But maybe that was a good thing.  Maybe it meant we were still so into each other that we didn’t need perks to have a good time.

By then we were hungry for dinner, so we got up and ate and then watched TV and folded laundry.  Suddenly, it was time for bed.

I said to Bonnie: I guess I should take the shower curtain off the bed.

She blew me away by replying: Or... leave it on?

I wasn’t entirely certain what she meant.  Did she want more sex?  Already?

So I asked her: You want to do the oil tonight?

She turned that question on me: Do you?

I said: If you do.  

She replied: It would be an interesting experiment.

From the way she said it, I could tell she’d never played in oil.  I decided not to mention that this wasn’t an experiment, to me.  I had plenty of experience getting other girls oily.  That’s how I knew the process probably wouldn’t lead to the kind of screaming orgasms Bonnie was expecting.

I caught her yawning as she took off her clothes, and I told her: Don’t be afraid to fall asleep while we’re doing this.  I won’t be mad at you.

She seemed amused and slightly scandalized when she said: I could never fall asleep during sex!

I assured her: You could, and you can if you want to.  As long as you don’t mind if I keep going.

She laughed some more and said: Sure! Do whatever you want!

After she’d laid herself naked on the pilled sheet, she watched me undress and open up the brand new jug of vegetable oil.  I climbed on top of her and straddled her waist.

Her eyes suddenly widened and she said: Wait! Is it going to be cold?

I hadn’t actually thought of that.  I asked if she wanted me to warm it up on the stove.  She said that sounded dangerous.  She’d rather be subjected to cold oil than scalded by the boiling variety.

In an attempt to warm the oil somewhat, I poured it into my hand.  It dripped between my fingers.  Every droplet that landed on Bonnie’s belly made her hop and giggle.  I apologized, but she didn’t seem to mind.  

I decided to pour the oil onto my own chest instead of drizzling it directly on her.  That way, my skin would heat it up before it trickled down to meet hers.

When the oil slipped past my belly to kiss my clit, I was glad I’d shaved bare.  Everything felt different without all that hair in the way.  Bonnie’s pubic hair tickled me delightfully as oil dripped from my interested clit onto her mound.  She’d never shaved her pussy.  Never in her life. 

I’d really lucked out. 

She’d left her life behind for me.  

She’d left her husband, her house.  

She’d left it all for this little life.

I couldn’t be more pleased.

Tracing oil up her belly, I swept my hands around Bonnie’s breasts.  They felt so good, oiled up like that.  So different than usual.  Her skin glowed golden in the light from the bedside lamp.  Her nipples looked a much darker shade of pink than usual.  They stood at attention as I slid my thumbs across them.  So hard.  So needy and wanting that I descended to her chest and started sucking.

Soon, my slick breasts pressed upon her soft belly.  The oil made me slide to one side.  It felt amazing to be so slippery.  Sex with oil is barely comparable to sex without it.  Being smooth like that, and slipping against someone else’s skin, makes you feel like a sea creature, not human at all.

I moved to her mouth, and we kissed forever.  Her hands were oily by the time they reached my ass.  She squeezed my sweet cheeks, and I squealed.  Her hands slipped around, of course.  This was all new to her.  I pretended it was new to me.  I wanted to share an experience that way.

Once we’d kissed forever and a day, I turned my body around and reverse-cowgirled her belly.  I massaged more oil into her thighs, and her skin drank it up like a thirsty houseplant.  I played with her pussy.  She toyed with my ass.  We got there together, but that didn’t bring an end to the action.

After we’d come, I turned to face her.  She looked so beautiful in the soft bedside light.  Her eyes fluttered shut.  I kept touching her body, touching her breasts, as she drifted into sleep.  

When she awoke, she apologized.  I told her not to.  I knew that would happen. This sort of sex is conducive to sleep.  Anyway, I like putting her to sleep, especially knowing it’s something she’s had trouble with in the past.

We showered together, which we almost never do.  I put one of my bathmats at the bottom of the tub so the oil wouldn’t make us slip.  

We washed up with dish soap.  Vegetable oil is a fierce competitor.

Bonnie slept soundly, and I did too.  

When we got up the next morning it was starting to rain—freezing rain.  

Bonnie said: I want to go home before the weather gets worse. You can come with me, if you want.

I packed up my gear and we headed to her place, and we spent every second of Sunday, Monday, and Tuesday together.  Every time I thought about leaving, she said something that not-so-subtly encouraged me to stay.

This was so different from the Bonnie I’m used to.  When we’re at my place, she always seems to want to leave.  I really thought she was trying to get away from me, that she didn’t want to spend too much time together.

When I told her so, she confessed: It isn’t you I’m trying to get away from—it’s your laundry detergent.  And your hand soap.  And the plug-in air fresheners. They play up my allergies.  I’m sorry.

All this time I thought it was me.

I asked her why she’d never said anything.  

She told me she didn’t want to make me feel bad.  And she didn’t want me thinking she was trying to change me.

Changing detergents isn’t the same as changing me.  It’s accommodating the woman I hope will one day be my wife.  That’s worth buying all the unscented products in the world.

Just think about all the moments I’ve wasted making assumptions about the root causes behind Bonnie’s behaviours.  She only wanted to breathe better and sneeze less.

Our relationship feels so much more solid now than it did before.  

I hope it lasts.  

I think it will.

December 5th

Bonnie called last night.  We talked about Christmas.  I don’t know how I feel about her plans.

We didn’t set anything in stone.  We just exchanged a few ideas.  I’d say mine make more sense than hers, but I could be biased.

There’s one matter we both agree on, at least, and that’s experiences rather than gifts.  I have a history of giving terrible gifts, so I’m all on board with this.  

I’m also not the world’s greatest gift receiver.  Bonnie reminded me about a few heartfelt presents I made her return.  I’m not the most gracious person in the world.  I know that very well.

We agree about spending Christmas Eve and Christmas morning together, but she thinks I should spend the afternoon and evening with my family while she drives out to her hometown to spend that time with her sister.  She has multiple invites for Boxing Day parties while she’s out of town.  Lots of childhood friends want her at their gatherings, so that’s nice.

I can’t really explain my resistance to any of this.  I guess I just don’t want her being alone during any portion of the day.  I also grew up in a family where spouses spent time with spouses, parents with children.  Christmas was never a day for extended family gatherings.  

Traditions were different in her family.  

Bonnie kept reinforcing the idea that we are a family now, just the two of us, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t forge any tradition we wished.  The choice was ours—a choice we could make as a couple, and as a family.

The big bone of contention is that she’s keen on spending time in the house over Christmas.  

With me.  

But in the house.  

The house where she lived all those years with Jim.  

She figures if he’s in Asia, what difference does it make if she gets in there for a while?

She doesn’t seem to realize how disrespectful that would be. To me, sure, but mostly to Jim.  That house is his home now.  His, not hers.  To spend Christmas in it with her new girlfriend would be such a slap in the face to Jim, even if he never found out about it.  I can’t believe she thinks this is an okay thing to do.  It isn’t.

I guess I’ll wait to mention it.  Things have been so good between us, recently.  I don’t want to cause any controversy.  I just want a little smooth sailing for a while, if that’s not too much to ask.

December 10th

Why am I always so agitated every time I come home from Bonnie’s?  

I should make more of an effort to focus on the good times instead of dwelling on the bad, especially when the bad equates to unsubstantiated fears.

The best thing I could do right now is write about the wonderful weekend we spent together, and instead I’m stewing over the phone call Bonnie received from Jim this morning.

First of all, it was barely eight in the morning, which seems early to call someone you’re no longer married to.  Kind of assumes they’re not in bed with someone else. We were up, but nonetheless, that was the first thing I found jarring.

I could sort of hear Jim’s voice through the phone, and it sounded like he asked Bonnie to pick up the mail and stuff while he’s in Thailand.  Wow, I guess he leaves in five days.  Well, that’s something, at least.  Get him out of the country for a while.  Not that I have anything against Jim, but it’ll be nice to know he’s far, far away this Christmas.

After Bonnie hung up the phone, I asked her: What was that about?

She said: We agreed to split the cost of having the driveway repaved. The work is done. He just said I could come take a look if I wanted.

Nothing about picking up the mail over the holidays.  But I’m sure I heard Jim mention it.  So why didn’t Bonnie tell me?

Bonnie didn’t have to leave for work until ten, so she turned on the TV and watched some morning show.  Oh!  And the chair!  I forgot to mention the chair!

Turns out Jim showed up at Bonnie’s door last week with two guys he’d paid to bring over this chair of hers as a thank you for everything she’s helped him with.  So that sounds sketchy as hell.  Bonnie thought nothing of it, but she thinks nothing of anything, or at least acts that way.

I’m getting more riled up the more I write.  I’ll try to calm down. I just don’t know what to make of all this.

This is what I keep wondering, though: Did he see my shoes?  My slippers, I should say.  

When I got to Bonnie’s place, I stood at the front entrance and glanced around, trying to see the apartment from Jim’s perspective.  Nothing stands out as specifically mine, even though the kettle is mine and the water glasses are mine.  Bonnie could have gotten that stuff from her sister.  You wouldn’t look at those things and naturally know they’d come from me.

But my slippers.  

I found my slippers half-kicked under the bookshelf, with only the back ends sticking out.  Still, that’s enough to identify the dainty Size 5 label.  Jim would certainly know, if he caught sight of those, that they didn’t belong to Bonnie.  If she was ever a Size 5, it was back in grade school.  She has gorgeous long feet now.

So I have to wonder: Did Jim see those slippers and realize Bonnie’s got a girlfriend?  Or did he not notice them because he had other things on his mind?

Impossible to say.

This morning, about an hour after that phone call from Jim, I asked Bonnie: What else did he say on the phone?

I made sure to cuddle up beside her before asking, so she wouldn’t feel set upon.

Still, she harrumphed before whining: I don’t know! He said about the driveway. What do you want from me?

I asked: Just the driveway? Nothing else?

Bonnie whined some more before saying: That’s all.  That’s all I remember.  Why are you always picking at me with the what else, what else, what else?

I said: Because there’s always something you’re not telling me.

She said: Well, I tell you things and you get upset.

I said: So what are you not telling me now?

She said: Nothing!  I’ve told you everything!

Well, that’s patently untrue.  I heard Jim on the phone.  I heard him ask her to pick up the mail, and I know there was more to that request that I didn’t quite catch.  I’d like to know what, but clearly the information is not forthcoming.

So you can see why I’m irritated, when I believe honesty ought to be the pinnacle of couplehood.  If Bonnie can’t be honest with me about the simplest things, how can she expect me to trust her?  And that’s the baffling thing—she does expect me to trust her.  She doesn’t understand that I can’t.

And that’s why, instead of focusing on the Christmas carol service we attended together, which had us both in tears, and instead of reminiscing about bringing Bonnie to orgasm last night after an hour and a half of trying, and instead of remembering running errands around the city yesterday, I’m stuck on this stupid phone call.  I’m stuck not trusting a woman who means the world to me. 

Should I make a rule?  Every contact with Jim, she needs to tell me.  Every trip to the house, she has to tell me.

I thought I already made that stipulation.  Clearly, it didn’t work.

December 16th

Ugh, I’m sick.

Spent the entire weekend in bed.  Doesn’t that just figure? The one year I get my flu shot, I get the flu.  Although, I overheard the pharmacist telling another woman that there were years when he’d gotten his flu shot and his wife hadn’t, and he’d gotten the flu for two days while she wound up in bed with it for over a week.  So I guess the vaccine got me up and about quicker than if I hadn’t had it.

Although, I’m still not up to much.

I’ve got a training session for work this evening, plus I said I would put in a few extra hours beforehand.  We need every hand on deck to deal with the Christmas rush.  Otherwise, I’d probably call in.  I’m not feeling great.

Even prior to the weekend, I didn’t feel wonderful—healthwise or otherwise.  Thursday, I missed Bonnie desperately.  I felt like a teenager, the way I craved her.  Not solely sexually.  I craved her in every way possible.  I wanted to be around her each second of the day.  I knew I couldn’t because she had work to do, but I called her in the evening and asked: Can I come over?

She seemed flustered.  Her response wasn’t: Yes, of course!  It was something like: Oh. Come here?  Well, I just got home.  What do I need to do tonight?  Christmas cards, ironing... I guess I can do that while you’re here.  Sure you can come.

It took that long to get to a yes.  Not even a YES, but a SURE.

That’s the kind of reaction that makes me wonder what she’s up to.

I can’t tell whether she’s acting suspiciously or I’m just paranoid. 

Maybe both.

There was a subway delay, and then my bus was twenty minutes late, so it took forever to get to her place.  It’s two subways and a bus, you know.  Plus all the walking.  

When I arrived, she was madly marking up greeting cards.  She handed me the TV remote and told me I was in control.  I certainly didn’t feel in control when I was around Bonnie, but she was only talking about the TV.

So I watched TV while she wrote her Christmas cards.  

I sat there wondering whether it was better to be lonely at home, alone, or lonely in the same room as Bonnie.  Probably better to be lonely alone, because then you can at least trick yourself into believing that you’d feel more secure if you were with somebody.

Once she’d finished with her cards, she cozied up next to me.  I sniffed her neck and asked if she’d been drinking and she said yes, two glasses of wine. 

We watched her political comedy shows until she was ready for bed.  

Ready for bed meant ready for sleep, as I soon found out.

I tried to get her interested, and it’s not like she batted my hand away or anything, but she didn’t return any favours.  She didn’t even react much.  So I stopped trying and I said: It’s hard to know what you want.  You told me before that your favourite time of day for sex is right before bed, but every time I try to start something, you seem too tired.  Am I supposed to try or not try?

She said: By the time my head hits the pillow, I’m pretty much comatose.

I asked: So, what do you want me to do?  You say sex is important to you, and that’s one of the big reasons you weren’t satisfied with Jim, but you never make a move with me.  You never act like a person who wants sex.  You never tell me you want it.  So how am I supposed to know?

She said: Maybe if I suggest we go to bed, but it’s earlier than bedtime?

That’s a tad subtle for me.  

I asked her: Can’t you just tell me when you’re in the mood? Can’t you say it in words?  That would make life so much easier.

She said she probably couldn’t do that.

So I still feel lost.  Should I just assume she wants sex, even when she doesn’t ask for it?  Even if she doesn’t respond when I touch her?  

Friday we had a huge fight.

The fight was about honesty and trust.  No surprises there.  

I made a simple request.  All I want is for Bonnie to tell me when she’s been in contact with Jim and when she’s gone to the house—and why.  That doesn’t strike me as an outrageous demand, especially when you consider how many people have said this thing with Bonnie and me won’t last long.  She’ll get tired of slumming and go back to Jim.  My mother said that quite emphatically, but Lhasa has also made the suggestion, and I trust Lhasa. 

Bonnie bristled when I made that request.  It bothers her that I don’t trust her implicitly.  But why would I?  If she cheated on Jim, she could cheat on me.  But that’s not even what I’m mainly concerned about.  The big thing is I don’t want to look like an idiot.  I don’t want her spending time with Jim and everybody’s talking about it behind my back, saying how naïve I am.  I don’t want that to happen.  I just want to be made aware of these simple things: when she talks to him, what is said, when she sees him, and why.  That’s it.

She said: I’ll try.

I said: You’ll try isn’t good enough.  I need you to agree to this or we’re going to have problems.

She couldn’t agree.  So we’ve got problems.

Later that day, she got an email from Jim.  She told me she’d been granted permission to go to the house and pick up her mail.

Since I’d seen her write him back, I asked: How did you respond?

Bonnie flipped her lid.  She said: I don’t know!  Am I supposed to remember everything I type?

I said: Well, things you just typed two seconds ago, yeah.

She came very close to shouting when she said: I don’t like all these questions!  I feel like I’m being interrogated!

We were quiet for a long time.  

Bonnie ran water in the sink, and I washed the dishes while she dried.  Those words kept replaying in my mind: I feel like I’m being interrogated! I feel like I’m being interrogated!

I screamed and whipped the dishcloth into the sink, sending sprays of water and suds across the kitchen floor.  I’m sure some of that wetness struck Bonnie, but I didn’t stick around to find out.  I stormed into the hallway and screamed even louder.  Not words.  Just screams.

She appeared at the end of the hall, silhouetted by that strong winter light from the front window—that kind of light that’s grey and dull and bright all at once—so I couldn’t see her face when she asked: Well, what do you want me to do?

There was such an easy answer to that question, but instead of grasping it, I said: Nothing!  I don’t know!

I collapsed in a heap on the hardwood floor, and I cried while she continued drying dishes.

Eventually I returned to the kitchen.  I said I was sorry if I scared her.  She didn’t say anything.  I washed the rest of the dishes, and then took my laptop to bed.  I thought it would be warm under the covers, but the bed was ice cold without Bonnie in it.

December 19th

Couldn’t sleep because of anxiety.

I left work early today (by which I mean I only worked half an hour of overtime instead of the three hours I’d planned).  I was so congested I moaned with every breath.  Turns out that’s off-putting and makes your coworkers uncomfortable.  Who knew?

When I got home, I called Bonnie first thing.  She had news.  Well, firstly, she’d gone to the house to fetch her mail and do some other stuff, but more importantly, she’d heard from Jim.  He wants to Skype with her tonight.  I don’t know why.  If she knows, she didn’t tell me.

What if he feels bad that she’s spending Christmas alone?  She still hasn’t told him about us.  He has no way of knowing we’re together so much of the time.  Unless someone else told him.  Bonnie and I go for walks in the neighbourhood almost every day.  People she knows often give her a wave, shout out Hi Bonnie from across the street.  So maybe someone close to Jim has seen us together and reported back.

Although, how would they know we were even an item?  It’s not like we walk hand-in-hand.  Well, I guess sometimes we do.  If the sidewalks are icy.  But that’s just to keep from falling.

My fear is that Jim is going to invite Bonnie to fly over to Thailand so she can spend Christmas with him.  Maybe not even in a getting-back-together way.  Maybe just in a kind, caring, not wanting her to be by herself at the holidays way.

My fear is that, if she’s invited, Bonnie will say yes.

None of this has actually happened.  Probably it won’t happen.  God help me, I hope it doesn’t.  Because if he asks and if she goes, that’s it.  I have to draw the line somewhere, and it’s got to be there.

Why am I even thinking about this?  Why am I not doing this laundry that piled up while I was sick (well, I still am, but less so)?  I haven’t even started my Christmas shopping.  Or baking.  I’ve got so much to do, so little time to do it, and instead of even trying, I’m clutching my knees and worrying that I’ve got it all wrong.

Is this the right relationship for me?

Bonnie says she left Jim so we could build a life together, but does she even want to be with me?  Does she regret her decision every day?  

Do I regret mine?

But what choices did I even make?  

I guess I told Bonnie that I’m too old to be an affair person—that if she wanted to be together, we had to be exclusive.  And she left her husband to make that dream a reality.  That was a difficult move to make.  I know she didn’t take it lightly.

Still.  Is the life we have the life she wants?

Or does she want her old life back?

I feel like I can’t ask her these questions.  I’m a pest if I do.  Worse than a pest.  Seems like no matter what I ask, she cries or whines or gets irritated.  She doesn’t answer.  And I’m left feeling like... we need to have these conversations.  We can’t move forward if we don’t.

When I had her on the phone, she said she misses me and wants to see me, but she’s terrified of catching this illness I have.  Which seems sensible.  We haven’t always been sensible, and that’s how I got herpes, so time apart makes sense.  But I did sort of think that once I was in a real relationship, I’d have someone taking care of me when I got sick.  

I guess not.

One thing that really sucks is being horny and gross at the same time.  Who wants sex with someone whose nose won’t stop running?  And is it even safe to go down on someone when you can only breathe through your mouth?  It’s probably best to wait.  But sexual frustration doesn’t work that way.  It isn’t sensible.

Saturday night, after I’d spent the day in bed (and taken quite a few Advil), Bonnie crept in beside me and asked: Is it safe for me to sleep with you?

I said: Probably not.

But she stayed the night anyway.  

As soon as her body was close to mine, I had to touch her.  Even with aches like I’d never experienced and a head that felt like a bowling ball, I still wanted everything I could take.  I grabbed her ass.  I slipped my hand under the elastic of her boyshort panties.  I squeezed again.

I really thought she’d tell me to back off, considering how sick I was, but she didn’t.  When I reached under her T-shirt to tweak her tits, she let me.  She let me go beneath her panties to find her getting wet.  

We didn’t kiss.  That would have been utterly stupid.  But I still have a cluster of red marks on my shoulder from where she sucked my skin.  

I love it when she does that.  

I love it when she bites.  

I asked her to go down on me, because it had been a while.  She did.  She looked so good down there.  As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I perceived her enjoyment more clearly.  I don’t usually grab my own nipples when she’s eating me out, because I’m strangely bashful about that.  I don’t know why.  I’ve got no problem playing with my clit while she’s fingerfucking me, but for some reason my breasts seem out of bounds, like they’re reserved for her.

But this time I went for it, because I wanted to come and I know what gets me there.

It worked.

When I asked her to suck my clit, she went for it.

That worked, too.

I rode a wicked wave of orgasm until I could take no more.  Then I told Bonnie: I really want to go down on you, but I think I’ve got a cold sore coming on.  Not sure yet.  It’s at that tingling phase, but I don’t want give you back your own herpes.  Herpes sucks.

She whipped off her shirt before reaching across my naked body.  Her beautiful breasts teased mine gently while she opened my nightstand drawer.  She pulled out the condoms she’d bought after infecting me.  I don’t think condoms are perfectly effective in preventing spread of this disease, but if the choice is doing something stupid or doing something less stupid, why not go with less stupid?

As she tore open the packet and started slicing the condom lengthwise with manicure scissors, I asked her: Didn’t you feel embarrassed, buying condoms?  You were married at the time.

She said: Why would that be embarrassing?  I could have been using them with my husband.

Did people do that?  Use condoms with their spouses?  I thought condoms were just for singles, or if you’re playing away from home.  

There’s so much I don’t know about straight relationships.

I didn’t ask anything else about the condoms.  I pushed away the question of whether Bonnie had used any with Jim, because of course she hadn’t.  They hadn’t had sex in years.  That’s what Bonnie told me.

And I believed her.

I tried to believe her.

Did I believe her?

Once she’d sliced the condom into a rectangle shape, I went down on her, using it as a dental dam.  It didn’t taste bad or anything, but I had to wonder why she’d bought the studded kind—textured with little dots.  Clearly, I should have put that side against her pussy, but it was too late.  I’d licked the studded side and now I had to stick with it.  Made for a change, I guess, but I missed tasting Bonnie on my tongue.  And when I tried to suck her clit, her labia, all that, it didn’t work too well.

Maybe it was me.  I’ve gone down on her before using a latex barrier and we had a great time, both of us.  On this occasion, she didn’t come and it felt like a waste of a condom.  I felt bad, because I’d come so hard and for such a long time, and I was the sick one.  It should have been easier for her to get there.

I was preoccupied, I guess.  Thinking about Jim.  Wondering if everything Bonnie had told me was true. 

January 1st

I’m still a little sore.

It’s been days of sex.  Sex morning, noon and night.  So much sex I’m raw from the experience.  I spent last night bathing my nether regions in Epsom salt.  It was very, very necessary.

Feeling mostly better this morning. Not 100%, but getting there.  

This is the first time I’ve been home in weeks.  And I only really came home to drop off my rent cheque, what with it being the first of the month and all.  Almost feels like a waste, paying rent on an apartment I never spend time in.  

Until now, I subscribed to the idea that home is where your stuff is.  I don’t believe that anymore.  I hardly have anything at Bonnie’s place.  Lots of socks and underwear, but I pretty much wear the same outfit every day.  

When I go back, I’ll take a bunch more stuff with me.  This suggestion came from Bonnie.  That’s why I feel confident that it’ll be okay.  Before, I worried I was imposing any time I brought anything to her place.  I guess that’s because she would often return my things to me.  I figured she didn’t want my stuff in her apartment.  

Turns out she was bringing my stuff home to me to be helpful.  She thought I’d forgotten it.  She thought I needed it.

Look what you find out when you actually talk to your girlfriend!

I found out something else, though not by talking.  Bonnie was watching TV in her big, soft, smooth leather chair.  Just the sight of her there in her long sweater and leggings, with one leg tossed over the armrest, made me lusty as a jackrabbit.  

I know how bashful Bonnie is, so I asked her: If I close the front curtains, can I go down on you?

The weird thing is, a part of me figured she’d say no.

She didn’t.

Her eyes widened.  A smile drew across her lips.  She said: Of course you can.

By the time I’d shut the drapes, she’d kicked off her leggings.  Not her panties.  Just the leggings.  But that was fine by me.  I’ve always liked starting out with underwear on.  

She kept her billowy sweater on, too.  The fabric was heavy, but also silky, like knit butter.  Beautiful feel against my face as I burrowed between her legs.

Her panties were tight. Cotton.  Pink with burgundy elastics, and a small burgundy bow at the front.  

I bit her crotch.  Not hard.  Just enough for her to know I was serious.  Then I shoved the ridge of my nose between her legs and moved my head side to side.  Her hands found my hair.  She moaned as I rubbed my cheeks into her groin.  I bit her again.  The gusset of her panties got wet, whether from my mouth or her pussy or both I wasn’t sure.  I wouldn’t be sure until I stripped off her underwear, which I did pretty soon after climbing inside her sweater.  

Room for two.  That was nice.  I felt welcome in there.  I felt welcome to lick her nipples.  No bra, so no need to fight for her breasts.  They were right there for me, for my mouth.  Delight.  Hard tits ripe for the sucking.  

She clearly enjoyed what I was doing, because she moaned and wrapped her arms around me while I was still inside her shirt.  I could have stayed at her breast forever, but I craved pussy, and so I made my way down her body and settled back on the floor.  

Off came her panties.  They were sopping wet.  Sopping.  I’d never seen so much lust on a cotton gusset.  The pink had turned dark—red, almost purple.  Gorgeous, slick.  Just like her labia.

I took off my top, left on my leggings, so we had on one full outfit between us.  

My lips felt magnetically drawn to her vulva.  I pressed them against her in a kiss.  A supremely wet one.  When she tossed one leg over the armrest again, it created the perfect angle for a French kiss.  I’d never actually tried this with a pussy before, but it worked strangely well.  I was able to shove my tongue inside those tight quarters and make out magnificently with Bonnie’s pussy.  I wrapped my arms around her middle, feeling her smooth buttock against one side of my arm and the buttery leather against the other side.  

The more she moaned, the more sensuously I kissed her.  The world went dark.  My head was beneath her sweater, at that point.  I could easily have stayed there until the end of time, with one of my breasts nestled into her thigh, the other kissing that luxurious leather.  

One thing I’ve learned over the past few days of pussy-destroying sex is that I’m just as happy with breast stimulation.  No, scratch that—I’m much happier with breast stimulation.  My pussy is easily irritated, but Bonnie could suck my nipples all night long and I’d never get tired of it.  She doesn’t suck too hard like some people do.  She knows just how much gentle pressure to exert.  She knows just how to roll my nipples between her fingers to get them tight, sharp, hard.  

As it turns out, pressing one breast into leather and the other into a warm thigh is incredibly arousing.

I didn’t stop making out with Bonnie’s nether regions until she’d come at least three times.  I lost count after that, and anyway, sometimes one orgasm rolls into another and there isn’t much distinction between the two.

When I stopped, I was fully satisfied with our sex, which Bonnie couldn’t quite believe.  She asked: How can it feel as good to make me come as it feels to come yourself?

I said: I don’t know. But it does.

Cuddling meant me hugging her hips with her sweater covering my face.  It meant her running her hands down my shoulders, down my back.  It felt so nice, with the fire crackling at our side.  A perfect winter moment.

There was a knock at the door, and we exchanged an alarmed glance because we were both half dressed.  I scrambled for my top while Bonnie climbed into her leggings.  

I’d sped to the back bedroom by the time she’d opened the door.

It was just a courier, I guess, because when I returned to the room, she held an envelope in her hands.  The chair was still wet with fluids, so she sat at the table to open it.  

Divorce papers.  From Jim.

We didn’t speak.  

I figured she’d be sad.  I figured she’d cry.  Which is why I felt kind of confused when an expression of relief crossed her face.

She didn’t say much as she read through the paperwork.  I washed the dishes in silence, though I wanted to ask a million questions.

When Jim Skyped before Christmas, he announced that he’d decided to prolong his stay in Thailand.  They would have to decide what to do about the house.  Should they rent it out?  Short-term rentals?  No, perhaps not.  If he decided to extend his stay indefinitely, then they’d figure out whether to put it on the market, or whether Bonnie would choose to live there.  I know she’d like to.  But it would always be the house of her marriage with Jim, not her relationship with me, so I’m not sure that’s the best idea. 

Anyway, those questions won’t be answered today.  My friend Lhasa says all we can do is live our lives and make decisions as new situations present themselves.  I think she’s right about that.  I never would have guessed Jim would initiate divorce proceedings so soon.  Maybe there’s someone in Thailand he wants to marry.  He lived there years ago.  Maybe some ex-girlfriend or old friend has stepped back into his life and he wants to be free to marry her.

I hope so.  I want Jim to be happy every bit as much as I want things to work out with me and Bonnie.  And you know what?  I think things will work out with us.  Can you believe it?  I’m becoming a bit of an optimist, I guess.  I can finally imagine a future that doesn’t seem terrible.  I can see myself being happy in the long run.  

The future will likely be full of challenges, but I’m confident Bonnie and I can face them as a couple.  I’m confident we can stick together.
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I NEVER IMAGINED THINGS would escalate so quickly.

Seems like only days ago it was like, “Oh, there’s this virus halfway across the world, sucks to be them.”

Now it’s everywhere.

Now it’s us.

Or, that’s what the news is saying.  That’s what the politicians are saying.  That’s what my parents are saying. 

It’s everywhere.  It’s bad.  It’s gonna get worse.

Stay home.

So yeah, okay, maybe if you’re eighty. But what if you’re eighteen or nineteen?  Who’s gonna get sick and die at my age? 

This virus has radically fucked up my first year at university. Classes have already shifted online. Oh well.  It’s just as easy to skip an online class as it is to skip one in person. Maybe even easier.  As long as I can find someone who’ll sell me exam questions, I’m set.  

Worked in high school. That’s how I met Romi. She’s so smart. And she needed the money.

Not that I care about my education. I only enrolled in university because Dear Old Dad promised to pay me fifty grand if I didn’t move out right away.  Or, to put it less succinctly, he didn’t want me moving in with Romi and her whole consortium.

So I didn’t move out.

I stayed put.

And look where that bright decision landed me.

I swear, I’m never going to make another life decision based solely on money. Money isn’t everything. Anyway, if I got into a real jam, Dear Dad would bail me out for sure.  He says he wouldn’t.  He truly seems to believe an adult should be able to stand on her own two feet.  But, like, honestly!  If I needed the dough, he’d be there for me.  I know he would.

But if I'd moved in with Romi et al last summer, I wouldn’t be stuck here now.  

Mamma Mia and Father Knows Best are both deemed essential workers, obviously, so they’re pretty much never home.  And when they are home, they stay in the basement apartment, where Ty used to live.  Weird to think he’s my cousin and he’s not considered “family” anymore.  Like, he used to be family.  And now that he’s married to Vanessa, he’s her family and not ours?

Does that mean Romi’s roommates are a family now?  I hope so.  They’re, like, a chosen family anyway.  The Island of Misfit Queers. A Mountain of Queers.  Queer Mountain.  I should run that name by them—I bet they’d go for it.  They love naming things.  Especially the trans girls. They’ve got names for everything in the house.  There’s a lamp they call Larry.  

Soap Dee Spencer. 

Count Spatula. 

They have so much fun in Romi’s house, I swear.  I wanted so bad to live with them.  I should have just moved.

Except Father Christmas offered me a big payout to stay put.  Not just money, actually.  He was just about to buy a Beamer, and he told me if I went to school here in town and didn’t move out of Family Headquarters International, I could have my mother’s Lex and she would take the Merc.  

Dad’s not stupid.  No cash upfront.  I get one lump sum June 30th.  If I last that long, I’m free to move out July 1st.  No strings attached.

I got the car right away.

Seemed like a pretty sweet deal, until the virus happened.

Who even knows what life will be like in July?  Things could get even worse.

It’s not like we’re technically on lock-down right now.  Not here.  In some countries, they can’t even leave the house—not even to, like, go for a walk or something as basic as that.  I wonder if they’re allowed to walk their dogs?  If we were on lockdown here and you could only go out to walk your dog, I’d buy a dog.  I don’t even like dogs, but I’d buy one off the back of a truck. Anything to get out of this shack.

My parents have been serious as hell about this pandemic, right from the start. Okay, so maybe they have to take it seriously because of where they work.  If you’re around sick people every day, of course you don’t want to get sick yourself.  You don’t want to get your germs all over someone with a compromised immune system.  I get that.  I’m not stupid.  But I’m not my parents, either.  I don't work in a hospital.  Fine if they want to isolate themselves from me, but they shouldn’t expect me to change my life because of the jobs they do.  

They chose their career.  I didn’t pick my parents.

When there was only one case here in this country, right away my parents told me to cut out all physical contact with anyone.  Even them. 

Okay, when was the last time I touched my parents?  When I was four?  We’re not exactly a huggy family, over here.  

But, more than that, do they really think a heartfelt request could keep me away from my girlfriend?  If Romi and I lived together, like we planned, she’d pretty much be my wife.  Why shouldn’t I touch my wife?  Why shouldn’t she touch me?  

Even with all this virus stuff going on, you can’t stop young people from doing what young people do.

My parents are educated individuals.  They should know this shit.

Teens gonna teens.
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MOTHER GOOSE SKYPED me from the basement before leaving for her shift.  Daddy Dearest started at nine in the morning, but I know what he’s like.  He won’t come home tonight.  He’ll sleep at the hospital, if he sleeps at all.

And you know what that means...

Freedom!

As soon as the maternal force pulled out of the driveway, I grabbed my shit and I was outta there so fast.  My mother warned me to stay put, for the good of society.  But if my parents are never home and they’re living in the basement anyway, what difference does it make if I get together with my girlfriend?

I couldn’t drive to Romi’s house, for a couple reasons.  First off: if my parents came home early, they’d see that my car was gone.  Then I’d be in trouble.  Oops, I mean they’d be “very disappointed” with my behaviour.  They’re not the kind of parents who get mad.  They’re the kind of parents who get disappointed.

Romi’s are the kind of parents who neglect their offspring so bad Child and Family Services removes the kids from their custody, so I guess I shouldn’t complain.  I still do, but I shouldn’t.  I know.

It’s too bad Romi won’t come to my house.  She thinks my parents judge her.  She’s right, but at least my place is warm and I have a nice soft bed to fuck on.  So what if my parents judge her?  They’re not even home.  Besides, the last time I parked near Romi’s place, poor old Lex got her tires slashed.  That’s when my dad told me not to hang out with “that Rhonda girl” anymore.

I said no way, and her name isn’t Rhonda.

He offered to buy Lex new shoes if I complied.

I still said no.

He paid for the tires anyway.

I knew he would. He loves his little girl. 

And he doesn’t mind me, either.  

Haha. That was a joke.

Anyway, getting from my place to Romi’s is faster by subway.  Today was weird, though.  The subway station is only around the block, but the whole time I was walking there, I only saw a few cars on the road.  That would be pretty normal on my street, but on the main road?  Really strange.  There’s always more traffic than that.

There weren’t too many people on the subway either, come to think of it.  

Bizarre.

But I wasn’t paying much attention, at the time, because my blood was pumping hard. 

I was about to see Romi.

When I got to the house, I had to wait forever for Ben to open the door.  I wish they’d just give me a key, but whatever.  Their house, their call.  

I told Ben my idea about naming their house Queer Mountain, but he said Mount Queer sounded better.  Mercury came walking by just then, and she said Mount Q sounded best.  We all agreed that had a nice ring to it.  Ben works at a sign shop, and I told him he should have like a banner printed up, but he just went “humph” and turned away.

As I headed up to Romi’s room, Mercury told me she wasn’t there.  She’d come home and gone back out again. I asked where, but nobody seemed to know.  They don't keep tabs on each other, unless it’s important.

The front door opened and shut, and I heard Ben tell Romi I was upstairs.  I couldn’t hear what she said to him.  Maybe nothing.

As soon as I heard her footsteps on the stairs, I dropped my bag on the floor.  I thought I’d be able to strip before she made it to her room, but it didn’t take long to get to the third floor.  When she opened the door, my jacket had just dropped behind me.

I don’t know why I expected her to be surprised.  She knew I was coming over.  And Ben told her I was up here.  So why would I expect to see surprise on her face?

Maybe it wasn’t surprise I was hoping for.  Maybe it was something else.  Like joy or something.  

Sometimes, when I walked into the room, Romi would be stretched out on her floor mattress, reading from a used textbook and taking notes on my old laptop (I told Daddy Dearest I lost it so he’d buy me a new one). She would look at me and a smile like diamonds would break across her lips. I’d feel like the hottest little mutha in this whole damn city.

Romi ain’t so bad herself.  

She’s got purple hair at the moment, though the top of her head is always hidden under this hat she’s decided she loves.  Her hair still has bits of blue at the ends, from the last dye job. Mercury did the honours, because she really wants to be a stylist.  I don’t know why she doesn’t just go to school for it.  She has a job.  Actually, I think she has two.  

Can’t cost that much to go to barber college or whatever. 

Anyway, not my life. None of my business. 

Even though Romi didn’t look her best when she walked in the room, I still launched myself at her.  Didn’t even give her a chance to drop her bag.  

When I kissed her, she pushed back like, “Jules, fuck, gimme five seconds to take off my coat.”

“I can take it off for you,” I said.  “I can strip you with my teeth.  Whatever you want.”

She told me the libraries are all closed now.  She had to go to the sandwich shop where one of her roommates works to use the Wi-Fi there.  Romi et al don’t have it at the house, which I find ridiculous, with the number of people who live there.  Maybe you need a landline to route the modem through? But they don’t have that either.  With five people total, you’d think they could split the cost.

Anyway, I didn’t care about the stupid library and it bugged me that she kept talking about that bummer bullshit.  I was like, “Dude, you’re killing my horny.  If you want to use your mouth for something, would you please just put it on my pussy?”

For a second, she looked like she was gonna blow.  Then she shook her head and smirked and said, “You’re lucky you’re rich.”

“And hot,” I added.  “Don’t forget about the hot.”

“How could I forget about the hot?”  She looked me up and down before lifting the strap of her bag over her shoulder and setting it gingerly on the floor.  I don’t know how she managed to take off her bag without knocking her hat off her head, but mission accomplished.  

She took off her coat and dropped it on her bag.  She had on high-tops and leggings and a grey knit sweater that went almost down to her knees.  It was so baggy she looked like she had no tits.  I knew better, of course.  I peeled off that sweater to get to them.  

She didn't seem to mind.

Under the sweater, she had on a really tight t-shirt, which is why her tits had gone MIA.  I tugged that off, too.  My mouth watered the second I laid eyes on her pale breasts and pink nipples.  Hard to choose between kissing her lips and sucking her tits.  I could do both, just not at the same time.  

I decided to kiss her, because that’s what I’d been fantasizing about the whole subway trip over.  All the sex stuff we do is great, but kissing is really spectacular.  

Does that sound super-vanilla?  

I don’t know.  

I just know that kissing Romi gets me wet in an instant.  Actually, it’s not just the act of kissing that does it for me.  Even the thought of kissing Romi gets me wet. 

My panties were a pool on the subway.  

I always wonder if randos take one look at me and know I’ve got a river of hot pussy juice flowing between my legs.  Can people tell when I’m thinking about sex?  I hope not, because I think about sex pretty much every waking hour.  

When I’m asleep, I dream about sex.  

Sometimes I orgasm myself awake.  No joke.  I’ll wake up and be cumming up a storm. Half the time I can’t even remember why.

I ran my hands up Romi’s sides as I kissed her.  She shivered in my arms.  

There’s great satisfaction in making a hot girl shiver.

She kissed me harder, breathing through my lungs. Wouldn’t let me up for air.

One of Romi’s hands snaked around my back while the other went under my top.  She deftly unhooked my bra before sliding her cold hand across my warm, naked skin.  

She cupped my breast.  

First, a gentle squeeze.  

Then, a rough one.  

She pinched my tits and I pinched hers.  The difference is that my nipples get hard and hers remain satiny soft and cotton-ball plush.  She has the sweetest nipples I’ve ever seen, and the only nipples I’ve ever tasted.  

I’ve never been with anyone but Romi.

But I’ve been with her lots.

She rode my thigh as we touched and kissed, so I did the same to her.  Skinny jeans are my friend.  The thick seam did the trick.  Wasn’t hard to stroke off on it.  All I had to do was rock my crotch on Romi’s leg.  Seemed like she had to work harder because she didn’t have that nubby fold of denim to get off against.

I tore off my top and let my undone bra fall to the floor.  Sucked to break a kiss, but felt amazing to revive it.  Romi’s bedroom is always cold—the whole house is—so my nipples hardened even more than before.  I clung tighter to Romi, trying to steal the warmth from her skin.  In the process, I pressed my big breasts against her smaller ones. 

This was heaven, to me.  I mean, I don’t believe in heaven.  So feeling Romi’s soft tits against mine is literally what I believe heaven is.  Not a place on a cloud.  Just a girl in my arms.  Kissing.  Touching.  Our breasts pushing into each other.  Our clits throbbing hard as we rub off on the other one’s thighs.

This time, when we kissed, our nipples kissed too.  Hard on soft.  

I kissed Romi’s neck and she wheezed.  Not a gasp, even.  A sound like a final breath before death.  

She would die for this, I bet.  

I sure would.

In perfect synchronicity, we skittered toward the bed.  I couldn’t see where I was going, but I didn’t need to.  I knew my way around my girlfriend’s bedroom, even in the dark.  And, with the shades pulled, it was actually pretty dark in there, despite being midday.

When the back of my ankle met the floor mattress, I dropped myself down.  Romi landed on top of me without untangling her legs from mine.  Once she was there, she pressed her pussy even harder against my thigh.  We had to go one at a time, now.  I couldn’t get my clit in the perfect position anymore.  But I guess she noticed, or maybe she just wanted to take care of me, because she slipped her hand inside my tight jeans and jammed her fingers between denim and lycra. 

She rode my leg in long, elegant motions, the way a rower strokes as they stride through a glassy waterway. I liked the idea of being water for her.  Of being wet. Eternally wet.

Even though her movements were fairly calm and well-regulated, Romi rubbed my clit frantically.  She knows I like it hot and hard.  She knows I like it rough.  

Her tongue jabbed around inside my mouth, battling my tongue as I moaned and bucked my hips.  What she was doing felt so good that I grabbed my own thong and tugged it up in the front.  I pulled at it until the stretchy gusset folded itself between my shaved lips to envelope my swollen clit.  

Now that I could feel Romi’s hand against my naked flesh, I went a bit crazy.  I drove my fingers through her hair, causing her hat to fall off.  That obviously bothered her, because I felt her flinch, but I just wrapped my fist around her purple-blue locks and twisted until her hat was the last thing on her mind.

She shrieked inside my mouth and slowed her hips all the way down.  For a moment, she didn’t move.  Not on top of me.  We were still kissing and she was still walloping my pussy the best she could with my pants so tight around her hand, but she was no longer riding my thigh.

I think she came.  I didn’t ask, because I didn’t want her to stop what she was doing, but I think she was having one of her dead-silent orgasms.  

Her mouth moved away from mine.  Her lips glided across my cheek.  She kissed behind my ear, down my neck, across my chest.

I unzipped my fly and undid the button.  That didn’t make much of a difference.  What did make a difference was yanking my thong out of the way so Romi could reach my clit unobstructed.  

When her fingers glided against my slick pussy lips, I thought I was going to lose my mind.

When her mouth anchored on my tit, I really did lose it.

Four flat fingers moved faster between my legs. 

I can’t believe how good it felt when she touched me there.  Like that.  Skin on skin.

She rubbed me harder, faster, while her lips locked on my nipple.  

I twisted my fist in her hair and she shrieked.

“Don’t stop sucking me,” I begged, pressing her face against my breast.

She went back at it, sucking my tits—back and forth between the two—while she pounded my pussy.  I twisted and writhed beneath her, but she kept up.  She held fast.  Her mouth latched on to me and wouldn’t let go, even when I whipped around and arched up and slammed down.

No matter what I did, she didn’t stop.

She didn’t stop until I told her to.  

Even then, I was undecided.  My pussy was done, but I wanted her to keep sucking my tits.  

I told her to, and she did. 

When I finally unravelled my hand from her hair, I realized it was super-greasy, which I guess is why she’d kept her hat on before.  Usually, she showers at the recreation centre, because the hot water heater at Mount Q barely works and the landlord can’t be bothered fixing it.  So by the time the femmes are finished, the shower’s cold as the crypt. But apparently all the recreation centres are closed because of the virus?  I don’t know.  Whatever.  My gym’s still open.  

Oh!  I should have given Romi my pass so she could shower at the gym.  I didn’t even think of that.  But that would have meant her coming into bougie territory, and she hates my hood.  Plus, if she came all the way up here to shower at the gym, why not shower at my house?  It’s not like my parents are home, and even if they were, they’d be in the basement.  They’d never know I'd smuggled my girlfriend into my room.  

Unless we were super-loud in bed, which is always a possibility.

Anyway, I told Romi to ask her roommate to wash her hair in the sink.  It would make good practice for when Mercury finally becomes a haircutter at First Choice.  

Amazingly, Romi thought that was a great idea.

My plan was to watch all this happen, but then Romi got a phone call from her boss (like, who else would call instead of text? So rude), so I decided to come home.  I think it was something serious with her boss, though.  Romi looked super-bummed when I left.  I knew if I stuck around I’d have to comfort her, and Mercury’s better at that stuff anyway.  Let the house femmes pick up the pieces. 
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THE FUNNIEST THING happened today. I might have gotten Romi fired from her job! But it was totally worth it.  

Sex at work, baby!

I’d been texting Romi all day, asking her to call in sick.  What I really wanted was to see her before her shift, but my dad’s car was in the garage, and they’d for sure notice if I started mine.  Remember, I’m not supposed to go out except for groceries.  Can you believe that?  Now I have to buy my own groceries, like a plebe. Daddy transferred me two hundred bucks, so I guess I’ll just order online when I get desperate. I’m not going into a supermarket. Eww.  That’s what maids are for.  

Except I guess I don't have a maid now that my parents have paid Jintha not to come in.  Can you believe that?  They gave her the same amount of money she would have gotten for cleaning our house and doing our shopping and making dinner and stuff, and they told her to take two weeks off!  Super dumb!  If you pay people to do nothing, they’re gonna get used it, and then why would they ever want to work again?  I wouldn’t.  

Not that I’ve ever had a job.  Eww.  I can’t even imagine doing what Romi does and bringing food to ungrateful assholes for minimum wage.  Work is for suckers.  But I guess Romi has to do it so she can pay her rent.

I’ll just wait until July, when my dad hands me a big wad of cash.

Romi can keep working if she wants.

It doesn’t bother me that she holds a low-level position.  I’m not a snob.  It’s not like I demand my girlfriend have a corner office at some fashion magazine or something.  Maybe someday I’ll be the one with the corner office.  I probably won’t finish my degree, unless Daddy Dearest pays me to, but I bet I could talk my way into a job in fashion or film, something interesting like that.  Then Romi can decide if she wants to quit the restaurant and be my stay-at-home wifey or what.  

OMG, can you even imagine me in a suit and tie, fedora and briefcase?  And I come home to Romi in an apron, up to her elbows in white flour?  Baking a cake?  Cooking me dinner?

She already wears an apron at work—although it’s a black apron, not a housewifey one—and she brings people food—although she doesn’t cook it herself—so maybe that’s not far off the mark.

Today, after my mom had come home (and gone straight to sleep, I’m sure) and my dad had gone back to the hospital, I snuck out and drove to the restaurant to see my girl in action.  

Normally, I had to beg the hostess to seat me in Romi’s section, but this evening hardly anyone was dining.  

The hostess seated me alone in a booth—that’s how empty the place was: I got a booth to myself.  That’s unheard of.  It was also kind of embarrassing, just me with no entourage, taking up this whole big table

When Romi came over, she looked mopey and tired, but she perked up when she saw me. She was like, “Hey, Jules!  What are you doing here?”

“I came in because I wanted something to eat,” I told her. I felt really smart, that I thought up a great double entendre like that.  

I’m not sure she caught on, because she pressed her tray to her chest like maybe she was disappointed.  She said, “If you’re hungry, a restaurant’s a good place to be. What can I get you?”

“What’s on the menu?” I asked, and I made sure to say the words slow and be sultry in my demeanour.  

I raised an eyebrow and giggled. I guess she got my point, because she looked around the empty-ish restaurant and said, “Are you for real?  I could really use it.  My day’s been refried shit and I just wanna die.”

“Have you ever known me to tease?” I asked, feeling pretty sophisticated for finding all the right words.  “When I want you, I say so.  And I want you all the time.”

“God, me too,” Romi agreed, though she didn’t seem happy about it.

“So, can you get off now?” I asked.

She said, “The way I’m feeling, I could get off just looking at you.”

“Yeah,” I said, laughing at her mistake. “But can you get off work?”

She seemed embarrassed, and lowered her chin to her serving tray.  “I guess so.  My boss isn’t here, and you’re my only table.  Meet me in the back hall by the washrooms. I’ll ask Nitya to cover.”

My legs nearly gave out beneath me as I got up from the booth—that’s how anxious I was to get my body on hers.  Kiss her. 

I rushed to the hallway and into the bathroom, because I assumed that’s where we’d get down.  Romi popped her head in not long after and asked, “What are you doing in here?”

No sense trying to explain myself.  My head was spinning, anyway.  Sometimes I get so horny I legit cannot think.  That’s how I felt in that moment.

Romi pulled me across the hall and into some kind of storage closet that smelled like the lemon cleanser Aya used when I was little.  I was like, “Guess we’re slumming today.”

She said, “You’re slumming, maybe. This is life, for me.”

I didn’t get what she meant, but I didn’t really care.  Partly because her body was really close to mine inside that tiny closet and partly because, when she closed the door, I noticed she had on those blue nitrile gloves my parents wear at work.

So I was like, “Dude, why you got gloves on?”

“Boss said to,” she said with a shrug.  “Because of the virus.  He says it’s to protect the health of his staff and patrons, but I think it’s to give people peace of mind.  It’s not like this place is dirty.  I’ve worked in some dirty-ass restaurants, and this ain’t one of them.”

“Oh, okay,” I said.  “Because when I saw you wearing them, my first thought was, like, maybe you’d developed a medical fetish overnight.”

Romi let out a snarky cackle.  She looked like Billie Eilish when she laughed that way.  It was so fucking hot I almost tripped over my own laces.

“Wanna play doctor?” she asked.

“I never understood what that meant,” I told her. “When I played doctor as a kid, it never involved anything sexual.”

Romi didn’t respond, and I knew I shouldn’t have mentioned the words “kid” and “sexual” in the same sentence. It messes her mind up bad, to think of that stuff.

She snapped herself out of it pretty fast, which is good, because I really wanted to fuck.  She was like, “Nothing wrong with a little medical fetish.  Step into my consulting room.”

“Eww,” I said.  “This is like screwing my own parents.”

I shouldn’t have said that, either.  Sometimes, honestly, I’m the stupidest person on the planet.  

Romi’s eyes went blank like they do sometimes.  

Since there were boxes of gloves on one of the shelving units, I grabbed a pair and slipped them on.  They were super-tight and clung to my fingers like fetish gear. 

“Hey,” I told her.  “This ain’t half bad.  I can see why you like ‘em.”

Her eyes brightened and she was like, “Yeah, they’re good, huh?”  She took hers off and dumped them in the trash, then pulled another pair from the box.  “Fresh gloves for you, my dear.  No sense getting restaurant germs all over your glorious golden skin.”

I laughed, because it took a whole lot of foundation, concealer and bronzer to get my skin looking gloriously golden today.  I woke up looking dull and splotchy.  Madre always told me I broke out from stress, but I don’t feel stressed.

Must be hormones.

Romi reacted to the snap of nitrile against her skin, and so did I.  Sounded so bad-girl, that taut, tight echo of gloves on flesh.  I wanted to know what it felt like when she touched me.  I wanted to know what it felt like when I touched her.

As usual, I didn’t know where to start.

So I started by launching myself across the room.

When I reached her, we kissed.  She was on fire.  Romi’s no slouch in the kissing department, but she must have really needed it, because she practically sucked my whole face inside her mouth.  No, that’s not true.  In fact, that sounds pretty gross.  She didn’t do that at all.  What she did was suck my tongue from my mouth and my breath from my lungs. 

That was intense enough I started moaning.  

With an open mouth, it sounded more like “Awwww,” but I guess I was being too loud, because Romi pulled back and reminded me this is where she worked and we were trying to not get caught and there was no lock on that door and I’d better shut the hell up or she was going back to her shift.

I’m not sure if she was serious, but I wasn’t prepared to call her bluff.  

I needed to taste her on my tongue. 

Romi wears baggy pants to work so pervy customers won’t stare at her butt.  One time, before she put this rule into place, a guy slid the back of his hand down her ass. When she called him on it, he denied that he’d done it deliberately.  She totally went off on him, and her boss fired her on the spot. In front of customers and everything.  

That was at a different restaurant, obviously.  But, like, why would she want to work somewhere her boss wouldn’t stand up for her?  The customer isn’t always right—not if he’s assaulting your staff.

Anyway, the baggy pants might work on strangers, but not on me.  I know what she’s got underneath her clothes.  I can see her naked anytime, inside my mind. Plus, I can see her in person just by asking.  Most of the time.  

It didn’t take much convincing to get her into that janky broom closet, did it?  

She’s the one who pulled me in.

I untied her apron while we kissed, then I unbuckled her belt.  I needed to taste her.  

She unzipped her own fly and let her pants fall to the floor.  Her keys and phone were clearly in her back pockets, because they went down with a thud, forming a pool of heavy fabric around her ankles.  Those pant legs were wide enough that she could slip her feet out of them without taking off her shoes, which was a good thing, because we didn’t have time for that nonsense.  

“I gotta eat you,” I said, with the same urgency you might say “I have to pee,” or “I’m think I’m gonna puke!”

She pushed her panties down her thighs.  They were tight black lycra.  They wouldn’t fall on their own.

“My clit won’t stop throbbing,” she confessed.  “It’s driving me crazy.”

There was a chest freezer pushed against one wall.  It had stuff piled on top, and Romi pushed everything to one side. She was about to jump up when she second-guessed herself.  I assume she didn’t want to sit her bare ass on that old appliance.

She started stripping off her apron, then her top and her bra.

Since she had her back to me, I grabbed her butt with both hands and squeezed.

“Jesus Fuck,” she moaned, just loud enough so I could hear it.  “That feels damn good, those latex gloves.”

“They’re nitrile,” I said.

She didn’t care what they were.  She just cared how they felt.

I spanked her ass, but she didn’t want that.  She wanted to feel my gloved fingers on her clit.

She put her apron on again, I guess in case someone walked in, but all I cared about was her soft, juicy slit.  I slid one finger inside from behind, just to get it good and wet, but Romi groaned so I slipped her another.  Her pussy always got so pillowy and yielding when she was turned on.  My fingers loved entering inside her. It felt new and exciting in those gloves.

A burst of uncontrollable arousal shot through me.  Before I could stop myself, I was leaning down to bite Romi’s butt.  She shrieked, then covered her mouth and giggled, “Oh my god, Jules! What the actual fuck?”  

“Sorry,” I said. “I was having a moment.”

She was like, “Do it again.”

And I was like, “Sorry, dude. The moment has passed.  You’ll have to wait for the next one, like a train.”

She laughed, like, “What do you know about taking a train?”

I said, “I’ve taken plenty of trains.  I’ve been on the Orient Express.”

But Romi doesn’t like hearing about that shit.  She says it only emphasizes the disconnect between her lifestyle and mine. I don’t know why that’s a bad thing. She wishes she could live my life. 

Sometimes I wish I could live hers.

But not often.

I explored her pussy with my fingers, then slathered her clit with her own juices.  Standing somewhat to her side, I reached under her black serving apron and squeezed the nearest tit.  God, I love those puffy nipples. Even when I can’t see them, I can picture them, and that’s enough to ramp me up.

Leaning down, I bit her butt again.  She seemed even more surprised this time, probably because I’d just finished telling her she’d have to wait.  But touching her body with those gloves on my hands felt so unusual that even the basic moves made me wild inside. 

I licked her ass cheeks, squeezed her breasts.  Fucked her forcefully.  Stroked her fast.

Before long, she was whining and whimpering, saying, “Yeeeah, babe.  Yeah, rub my clit!”

Her words squeaked out when she really got into it.  Her whole body trembled.  Her ass cheeks quivered. Her tits jiggled against my hand as I went from one to the other, letting her flesh fall against my palm and rebound, again and again, faster and faster.

We’d done this stuff before, but it felt so different with the gloves on.  The bonus layer on top of my skin made me feel like a different person.  This is a feeling I don’t get too often, but when I do, I hold on tight.  

I would give anything to not be me. 

Really, I would.

I wouldn’t change Romi.  Not one bit.  She’s so great.  Like, honestly, I wouldn’t change a thing.  

But I’m shit and I know it and I really wanna show it.  

I am shit and I know it, clap your hands.

Clap, clap!

After I’d made Romi come, I spun her around and got down on my knees.  She was like, “No, no, I need a break, holy fuck, Jules,” so I peeled my top over my head and turned myself around.  

I really wanted to feel her hands on my skin—her hands in those gloves—and I was just about to say so when she dug inside my bra.  She pulled my breasts out from the cups and mashed them together so I was all cleavage.  

Looked good, felt amazing.

When she started kissing down my neck, I melted against her.  Even though she had her apron on, I could still feel her breasts against my back, and I liked that.  Her hands felt so different with nitrile gloves, but it’s hard to explain how.  Like they weren’t real, and I guess they weren’t.  Real on the inside, plastic on the out. Plastic? What even is nitrile?  Just another word I know.

So many words, so little meaning.  I don’t know what anything is, really.  I just know what things are called.

Romi kept squeezing my breast while her other hand slipped down my naked belly. When it burrowed beneath my Lululemons, I shrieked. She shushed me, but I’d forgotten that I’d shaved totally bare last night. When her gloved hand touched my pussy, the sensation made my head swirl. I almost lost my balance.  I’m sure I would have fallen without Romi back there to steady me.

I pressed harder against her while she dabbed her gloved fingers between my soft young pussy and my sopping-wet thong.  She pinched my nipples—both at once, with one hand. How is that even possible?

I felt those pinches in my clit.  I did.  I felt them like lightning.  

Romi yanked me forward by my tits.  I pushed back against her.  She slid her middle finger up and down my slit.  Her hand created a bulge in my pants that sent a thrill right through me.  The sensation was so new, with those gloves and no hair, that I pressed my pussy into her hand, begging with my body.  Begging for more.

“You’re bare,” she said, like she’d only just noticed.  “I gotta see your pussy, if you got it waxed.”

“Shaved,” I told her. “Marta wasn’t taking appointments. Rude.”

If I was going to get naked in a restaurant broom closet, I might as well go for it. So I whipped off my bra, tossed it on the freezer, then pressed my back against the door before pushing my pants and thong to my ankles. I probably could have kicked them off over ballet flats, but I didn’t bother trying.  I could spread my legs enough for Romi to get a good look at my baby-smooth puss. 

So that’s what I did.

“Fuuuuck,” she said, strutting toward me.  “You look so damn fucking good.”

“Damn fucking right,” I replied.

She kissed me hard before wrapping her entire gloved hand around my mound.  The warmth of her skin cut through the nitrile.  I moaned into her mouth as I rubbed off on her palm. She put a few fingers in my pussy and squeezed, but I kept riding her hand and grabbing her ass while we kissed and groaned and pawed at everything we could get hold of.  

Her tits. Her waist.  

My hips. My face.  

She stroked me harder, with her whole hand, with her palm.  She smacked my cunt.  She spanked it.  I felt the quick electric kiss of her glove and her flesh, and it brought me so close to orgasm I almost screamed.  I didn’t, but I almost did.

I didn’t want to get Romi in trouble.  I tried not to, anyway.

We kissed hard while she put me over the edge. A palm in a glove.  Who’d have thought?

She was proud of herself. I could see it in her eyes.

I pressed her across the room and urged her onto the freezer.  She’d laid her shirt on it, so she could hop on that instead of the appliance itself. 

As soon as she was up there, I wrapped my arms around her and dove between her legs. Except she still had on that apron so, really, I dove my head into her apron. She was kind enough to pull it back so I could get underneath, then seal me inside once I was down there.  

It was cozy inside, like a tent.

I told her so, but she asked, “When have you ever been camping?”

When I was a kid, we had an indoor tent Aya would set up in the living room.  But I didn’t tell Romi that.  She knows people who live in tents, in the ravine by the highway.  They live there even in winter.  I don’t know how they stay alive.

But I tried not to think of that stuff as I explored Romi’s folds with my tongue.  Her pussy wasn’t shaved, like mine.  She had wispy golden pubes, like a fairy tale princess.  If I were to let mine go, they’d take over the world.  But not Romi’s.  She’s got the sweetest pubes I’ve ever seen—and I watch a lot of porn.

The scent between her legs was stronger than usual.  Not bad.  I kinda liked it.  But stronger.  And that made me wonder if she still hadn’t showered.  I guess, like, where would she?  At home, if she wanted to battle the frigid ice water that came out of her taps.  But, yeah, she’d said the rec centre was closed, hadn’t she?  I’d forgotten already.

I’ll have to invite her over here again.  Maybe she’ll take me up on my offer, if I keep asking.  I just need to remember to do it.

Not like I’m gonna ask that question with my tongue on her clit.

That would be a little rude, don’t you think?

I’m no porn-star pussy-licker.  I’m not working for the camera.  I don’t care what I look like when I’m going down on Romi.  I’m not flicking my hair out of the way so she can get a better view of my mouth on her clit.  

I’m not tracing my tongue daintily the length of her labia.  I’m not inserting it gently within her folds. I’m not kissing her clit with closed lips.

When I descend on Romi, I go at that muff with all I got.

I give her my whole mouth.

I wrap my lips around her puss and suck it hard.

I make her writhe and twist and scream.  

That’s what she did with her ass right close to the edge of that chest freezer.  The shirt she was sitting on got filthy from our lust.  Even without looking at it, I could tell it was covered in drool and pussy juice. How could it not be?  I was going at her hard, licking furiously, then vacuuming her labia between my lips, alternating between those two moves.

Romi’s gloved hands found my shoulders and gripped them hard.  She sounded like she was hyperventilating, but I’m used to that by now.  After, she started yipping like a chihuahua, which I found funny and she didn’t.  She was obviously trying to keep the volume down and not succeeding at all. When the door to the broom closet opened behind me, I didn’t even hear it.

I guess Romi had her eyes closed for the orgasm, because she didn’t scream until her boss-man said, “Whoa! My bad. Didn’t mean to interrupt anything.”

My body froze solid while Romi went into apology mode, telling her boss she was so sorry for having sex on the job, promising it would never happen again.

“You got that right,” he said, though his voice sounded more sad than angry.

Maybe he liked walking in on lesbian sex in his establishment.  Who wouldn’t? I’d like for every room I entered to be full of hot girls fucking.  I’d pay double to eat at a restaurant like that.

I might even consider working at a restaurant like that, if Romi worked there with me.

We’d put on a fine show.

But I wasn’t expecting to put on a show for Romi’s boss.  It was actually way more jarring than I’m letting on, sensing his eyes on my naked behind and all that.

My head was spinning when I grabbed for my clothes. I slipped my top on, and my pants, without looking in his direction.  I held my underthings against my chest as I darted around him and out the door.  All I saw were his cargo khakis.  

I didn’t look up.  I didn’t want to see his face.  I didn’t even want to see if he was hard.

This all probably happened in five seconds, but it felt like five hours.

When I was out in the hall, gripping my thong and bra tight, it occurred to me that I shouldn’t have left Romi alone in there. With her boss.

Although, she had her apron on.  She wasn’t totally naked.

Anyway, her boss-man left the broom closet almost instantly after I did.  I jumped into the ladies’ room to get away from him, and it was lucky that I did because I’d hung up my coat and my bag in the bathroom stall when I thought we’d be having sex in there.  Forgot all about them.

But before I made that leap from the hallway to the washroom, while Romi’s boss was departing from the closet, I heard him say, “Get dressed and we’ll talk in my office, okay?”

I could tell Romi was scrambling for the perfect apology when she said, “I didn’t think you were coming in today.”

Not an apology at all, though, is it?

Maybe it wasn’t meant as one.  Just an explanation.

As her boss left the room he said, “I came here to tell you in person, because it’s the right thing to do.”

“Tell me what?” she asked.

“We’ll talk in the office,” he said.  “But you know what we discussed last night?  It’s happening.”
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SO, ROMI DIDN’T ACTUALLY get fired for having sex with me in the broom closet.  She barely even got in trouble. What her boss wanted to tell her is that the restaurant needs to close for a while, because of this virus thing. The seating part of the restaurant, I mean. They can still do take-out and delivery, but that means they don’t need serving staff.  

She’s super-panicking now, because today’s Saturday and she would have worked a shift and got good tips. Saturdays are always good for tips, she tells me. But instead, she’s staying home.  Her boss is actually covering her wages for the weekend, but that’s peanuts next to the tips she’d normally be making.

Or so she thinks.

I made the mistake of pointing out there were practically no customers in the restaurant yesterday.  How would she earn tips without customers?

That wasn’t what she wanted to hear, apparently.  She texted back that Mercury is a better listener and she’d rather talk to her housemates than me. 

Whatever.  She’ll get over it.

It’s Aya Visit Day, anyway, so it’s not like I’m relying on Romi and friends as my sole source of entertainment.

Every Saturday, I go to the little shop around the corner to buy flowers for Aya.  That’s just part of my routine. When I got there today, this angry white dude was in the store yelling racist shit at the owners, like they should close up shop because they’re spreading the “Chinese Virus” to the whole neighbourhood by staying open.

The lady who works there looked both tired and stunned.  I felt bad for her because the couple who runs the place are super-sweet and they’ve been around long enough to remember Aya.  When I buy a bouquet, they always ask how she’s doing.

I didn’t even think about it—I just started cussing out the white guy. But I tripped up by calling him a “racist turd,” which is not the word I’d have picked if I’d been thinking harder. I doubt I’ve called anyone a turd since I was eight years old.

The dude seemed kind of stunned, like he’d run out of material, so he just repeated what he’d said before, that they should close and quarantine themselves so they wouldn’t make other people sick.

I was like, “Why the fuck should they close?  People only have to quarantine if they’ve travelled out of the country.  I come here every week.  I know these people. They haven’t had a vacation... maybe ever!  You’ve probably been out of the country more than they have. So you’re a racist piece of shit and you need to shut your damn mouth. Maybe quarantine that tongue, because the words you speak are vile.”

Two white ladies at the order desk clapped for me. They booed the other guy when he started calling me a stupid bitch and some other stuff too. But he was halfway out the door as he was saying it, and I wasn’t about to follow him.  I wanted my flowers for Aya.

Hard to believe some of the fuckfaces you encounter in this city.

The florists did me an extra-awesome bouquet with lots of purple accents, because purple is Aya’s favourite colour. 

They know that because they knew her.

When I got to the retirement home, shit went even more downhill. There was a security guard posted outside the door, and a nurse standing beside him.  I’d never seen that before. 

The security guard stopped me before I went in and asked if my visit was essential.

What does that even mean, “essential?”

Am I essential?

I said I always visit Aya every Saturday, and she’d worry if I didn’t show up—which isn’t true because she probably wouldn’t notice.  She’s not great with days of the week anymore.  It was tough to get around the fact that I’m not family, but I told the guard Aya has no family in this country and I’m her only visitor.  That was a lie, too, because Nancy comes to visit on Wednesdays. I just really wanted to get in. 

The security guard passed me over to the nurse, who asked me more questions—Had I left the country in the past 14 days? Did I have a cough, sore throat, or fever?—and then she took my temperature so she’d know for sure I wasn’t sick.

It took all that to get inside.

Aya is on a locked ward.  I know it’s to prevent wandering, but it makes me feel like she’s in jail.  I feel so bad for her.  Who would want to be locked up like that?

When I stepped inside her room, her face lit up.  She said, “Nancy!”

My throat got all tight. I was even a little mad, because she’s known me way longer than she’s known Nancy, but she always mistakes me for her.  Nancy tells me it happens the other way around, too, but I feel like Nancy is better equipped to deal with those mistakes because she’s a volunteer and she’s had all kinds of training.

She says it’s still difficult, emotionally. Every visit has its ups and downs.

I told her I was Juliet, not Nancy, and she seemed embarrassed. My name didn’t seem to ring any bells. I reminded her that she’d been my nanny the whole time I was growing up, and then I talked about a memory I have of when a neighbour’s terrier got hold of her headscarf and they had a whole tug of war without it coming dislodged. Aya was always so proud of that.

She seemed amused by the story, but I don’t think she remembered it actually happened to her.

As I took last week’s flowers out of the vase and got new water for this week’s bouquet, I thought about telling her all the security measures I’d gone through to get in the place, but I figured it might upset her if she didn’t know about the virus or if she’d heard about it but forgotten. 

She never used to get anxious like she does now.  Sometimes she gets really worked up if something bothers her, and then I have to get a nurse.  So I try not to talk about anything upsetting.

I put the new flowers by her bedside.  She sat up and ran her fingers across the petals.  As she touched them, she smiled nostalgically and talked in her mother tongue, as if I’d understand.  I probably should understand, with the amount of time we spent together in my formative years, but I don’t.

Nancy says this is really common, that people will revert to the language they spoke in childhood. Aya was doing it more and more.  She seemed happier, though, when she wasn't speaking English.

I put on music we used to dance to when I was a kid, which got her up on her feet and moving with me. That was the best.  I love Aya’s face when she’s happy.  Not when she’s confused.  I still love Aya when she’s confused, but I don’t like seeing her face that way.  It makes me want to cry.  But I save that up for later. When I get to the car, I blast my own music so loud it hurts my ears. I sit with that physical pain because it’s way more bearable. 

Today’s visit wasn’t sad, though.  Aya was upbeat and I was, too, and it felt good to be playful, like a child.  Felt good to be around someone who was always there for me, who showed me so much love.

Before I left, I went to the nurses’ station on Aya’s floor.  Nancy’s birthday is this week and I bought her these gorgeous earrings handmade by beader I found on Insta. I follow so many beaders now, because of Nancy.  She’s Native and she’s super-proud of her people, so she believes in supporting crafters and artisans, all that stuff. I know she’s gonna love the earrings.  They’re dangly and iridescent, just her style.

Thing is, other times I’ve left stuff for Nancy in Aya’s room, it’s created a lot of confusion. So now, if I have something to give to Nancy, I leave it at the desk.  But when I talked to the guy nurse who was there today, he said Nancy wouldn’t be in on Wednesday.

Like, OMG, why? What happened?

He said they’d just received orders to not let in any outside workers, volunteers or visitors. Including me. He said I was super-lucky to get in when I did, because it was right before they received the new order.  

I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t think. My head was buzzing.

Maybe I looked mad, because the nurse guy went on explaining that the residence houses a vulnerable population and they don’t want the virus getting spread around. I mean, yeah, that makes sense.  But if I can’t visit Aya and Nancy can’t either, that means nobody will be visiting her.  That thought just makes me... not even sad.  A feeling beyond sad.  Like, this feeling of dread and hopelessness.

I got in my car and cried.

The smart thing would have been to say bye to Aya, since I obviously won’t see her for a while.  But I couldn’t do that.  If I went into her room upset, she would get upset, too.  

Plus, she might have forgotten who I was already.

So I sat in my car and listened to music real loud.  I unwrapped the earrings I’d bought for Nancy and hung them over my pinky.  I wanted the light to catch the iridescent beads and sparkle up my world.  But the sun wasn’t out, so they looked pretty dull.  
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I APOLOGIZED TO ROMI so she wouldn’t be mad at me.  I needed someone to talk to, and my parents weren’t home.  I was legit so desperate for conversation I even would have had it with them. 

Since Romi’s Sunday shift was cancelled, she invited me over.  The parental units still don’t want me traipsing around the city. They were even mad I visited Aya, but I managed to talk my way out of that. Mamma Bear’s car was still around, but when I knocked on the basement door, nobody answered. I’m assuming my dad and my mom drove to work together.

The trip downtown was kind of spooky, to be honest.

Sundays are never super-busy on the subway, but when I got on the train there was pretty much no one else around.  It was like a ghost train, basically.  Deserted.  

Even on a Sunday, I’ve never seen the subway so empty.

I’d been on the train for five seconds when a voice came on the speakers saying shuttle buses were running between Jane and Islington due to an “injury at track level.”  That’s what the transit authority calls it when someone commits suicide by hurling themselves in front of a train.  

So, yeah, it sucks to hear about stuff like that, but I wasn’t even travelling on that line, so it wouldn’t hold me up any.  

The really weird thing is that, right after that announcement, there was another announcement about a suicide. My instinct was to be like, “Dude, you just told us that,” but actually it was a different “injury at track level” on another line, and this one was breaking news.  It had only just happened.

Felt really strange to be on a train and there’s practically no one else on board and you’re getting all these announcements about people committing suicide.

It’s eerie. 

When I got to Romi’s place, Ben opened the door as usual.  I told him about all the suicides, but he didn’t react.  I asked Romi what his problem was, and she said the sign store he worked at was shutting down because of this virus.  He’s afraid he won’t be able to find another job right now.  Everywhere is closing.

I thought about all the little shops and places I’d walked by on my way to Mount Q.  There were still tons of stores open.  I don’t know what Ben’s so concerned about.  He probably just knows he won’t get a good reference because he’s always getting high on the job.  That’s his own fault.  If he’s so concerned about being upwardly mobile or whatever, he should be a better employee.

But I didn’t say that to Romi.  She doesn’t like to hear the truth.

We went to Romi’s room, as usual, and she talked about boring stuff.  Everywhere you turn it’s news, news, news.  Hard to block it out when your girlfriend is one more source.

Everything’s changing so quickly. Whatever you hear today will be different tomorrow.  I don’t want to think about this stuff.  It’s not as if a lot of people have died, and the ones who have are mostly in other countries, as far as I know.

Like I say, I really don’t want to think about this stuff.

Especially when I’ve got someone as pretty as Romi sitting next to me on the mattress.

Even though she was clearly concerned about everything going on in the outside world, I still wanted to lick her all over.  She wouldn’t stop talking about news stuff, so I kissed her to shut her up.  

She drew back for a sec and said, “You know what, Jules? Sometimes I really hate you.”

I laughed and went in for another kiss, and she totally surrendered to that.  

Romi obviously hadn’t been outside. She had on heavy winter clothes even though it was a bright, springy day.  Mount Q always takes a while to catch up with the weather.  

I pressed her down while I kissed her and ran a hand through her hair.  It felt greasier than usual, and I was like, “When was the last time you showered?”

She said, “Fuck you, you fucking princess!”

I got worried she’d kick me out without having sex with me first, so I back-peddled, like, “I just meant you could shower at my place, if you want.  My parents are never home.”

“Maybe,” she relented.

But that didn’t help me in the moment.  When I took off her clothes, what if she smelled?  Would I still go down on her if I couldn’t handle the stink?  If I refused, she’d be pissed. She’d go off on me about how not everybody can afford warm houses and hot water.  

Romi was sensitive about that stuff.

So, instead of provoking her, I was like, “Hey, I’ve got a really great idea.  How ‘bout I wash your body down, slow and sensual?  We never do stuff like that.”

“Like a sponge bath?” she asked.  “Like I’m some gross old lady who can’t clean herself?”

I was like, “No, babe!  I saw it in porn and it was super-hot.”

That was a lie, but it worked.

We went to the kitchen to boil some water, and then we poured in cold from the tap so I wouldn’t scald Romi’s skin.  On the way upstairs, we grabbed a washcloth from the closet and brought it to the top floor room.

Romi was reluctant to undress, since the air was pretty cold, but I told her to stand by the window.  Sun was streaming in, bright and beautiful.  It wasn’t her first choice, to strip nude for the neighbourhood, but I convinced her no one would see her and no one was looking and, anyway, her body was gorgeous.  

When she took off her clothes, I caught a faint whiff of pussy and sweat.  We should have grabbed soap, too.  But we didn’t and it would be rude to get it now. 

She said, “If I have to be naked, you should be naked too.”

Fair is fair, so I stripped.

The room was pretty shivery until I stepped into the sun.  

The light from outside warmed my flesh like a heat lamp.  The real thing was better than fake.  It felt amazing to be naked and cool, but warming from the outside in. 

I got close enough to let my tits dance against Romi’s.  The sensation was slight, and yet it couldn’t have been more titillating.  I dragged my nipples (which were hard) against hers (which were soft) as she raised her arms in the air.  

All I wanted to do was touch her skin lightly with my fingertips, all the way from her wrists, down her forearms, skipping quickly over her biceps to her wispy armpits.  The hair she had there, as well as on her legs, was so sun-blonde you could only really see it in a certain light.  She has no idea how lucky she is.  If she had hair like mine, she’d be waxing and shaving and depilating and bleaching and tweezing and anything else that would work. My hair is madness.

I didn’t want the water to cool, so I grabbed the pot we’d heated up, placed it on the floor beside us, and dropped the washcloth into it.  For a moment, the cloth just sat on top.  It looked like it wasn’t going to suck up any of that moisture, until Romi dipped her toe in to submerge the fabric.

Once it was wet, I wrung it out.  The water stayed warm.  Good thing, because I didn’t want Romi getting hypothermia thanks to my bright idea.

I started with her neck, wrapping the warm cloth around and then bringing it forward.

“Mmm,” Romi cooed.  “That feels good.”

Without thinking, I cupped her breast with one hand, thumbing her soft nipple while I traced the cloth along her chest.  

“I like that,” she said, indicating my hand on her breast.  “Feels amazing.”

So I kept touching her boob, sometimes pressing my nipple to hers, while I washed one armpit and her back.  Couldn’t see what I was doing, but I don’t think that mattered to either of us.  

When I kneeled at Romi’s feet, I had every intention of rising up again to do the other armpit.  But once I was down there, her pussy called out to me.  I saturated the cloth and didn’t bother wringing it out too well.  When I sent it between her legs, she released a lovely little “Mmm” sound.

“You like?” I asked.

She nodded slowly.  “Clean me up, Buttercup.”

I spread her labia as wide as my fingers could send them and gently washed the pink skin inside.  It wasn’t her pussy that smelled.  If anything, it smelled good.  Well, musky.  But that’s a good smell, if you like it.

Between her legs was another story.  The smell of sweat emanated from the peaks of her thighs. 

That’s where I needed to scrub.  

I don't think I hurt her.  She would have said something if I did.  At moments, she giggled and told me she was ticklish there, that she had been ever since she was a kid.  

She blanked out after that.

I dunked the cloth into the water and swished it around to get out the smell.  

When Romi returned to the land of the living, I told her to spin around and I’d wash her butt crack. She blushed as she turned.  When I asked her to part her cheeks for me, she gave me an anxious giggle. But she did what I asked and spread ‘em with her hands so I could get right in there.  

I’d never looked so closely at her crack.  The inside of her thigh, at the back, was dappled with freckles.  Now there’s something I hadn’t noticed before.  Reminded me of a well-tempered mare named Autumn I used to ride at summer camp.

Who’d have imagined I would grow up to ride Romi?

So weird, to think about kid me and nowadays me. Doesn’t seem like the same person.

Anyway.

Romi’s asshole was pretty and pink—a tight rosebud fit for licking.  I wanted so badly to lean in and tongue her begging asshole.  I loved the way it seemed to suck at the cloth, the way a nursing baby takes a go at everyone’s boobs. That’s what Romi’s asshole was like.  It wanted me and I wanted her. 

Why did I resist?

I don’t know.

Maybe she’d be grossed out if I just went for it.  But I didn’t want to ask permission.  I couldn’t bring myself to say the words, “Can I kiss your ass?”

I really wanted to.

Maybe some day.

Once I’d finished washing most of Romi’s body, or at least the parts that interested me, I rose to my feet and wrapped her in my arms.  We kissed.  Slower than usual.  Slow and sensual.  Like in the movies.

When our tits pressed together, a string of arousal wove its way up my spine.  My arms went all goosebumpy, and Romi must have noticed. She said, “You’re cold.  We should get under the covers.”

By the time I’d told her I wasn’t cold at all, she was already beside the bed.

“Can we stay in the sun?” I asked her.  “I like the sun on my skin.  It feels like spring, finally.  It’s been winter for so long.”

Romi considered her bedding, then plucked the comforter from the mattress.  She laid it at my feet.  After that, she got down too, lying on her back, with her head near my toes.  I’d never looked at her from precisely this angle before.  Her skin was so white and her nipples so pink.  Her pubic hair glowed like blonde embers in the sun.  

I got down on my knees, thinking I’d crawl down her body and plant my face between her thighs.  We’d be in a perfect 69 position, then.  

On my way down, I couldn’t resist sucking her tits. Once I’d started on hers and she’d started on mine, it felt so good I didn’t want it to end.

My breasts swung in her face.  She sucked them and bit my nipples.  I couldn’t bite hers, because they didn’t tighten the way mine did.  But hers were nice to lick, like an ice cream cone that never melts.  The skin is slick and shiny.  Her tits beg to be tasted.

I didn’t go at her as hard as usual.  We built each other up slowly, with the steady pulse of mouths on breasts.  When Romi reached for my clit, it surprised me so much I jumped.  I didn’t unlatch my mouth from her breast, though.  I stayed locked on her chest while she masterfully stroked me up and down.

My hand wandered between her legs, and I found her sun-kissed pussy ready for love.  There was so much juice seeping from between her lips that her thighs were actually wet. 

When I wedged my hand between her thighs, she bent her knees and started to rock.

She moaned around my nipple.  Clearly, she liked how that felt.

Romi flattened her hand against my pussy, so I started rocking.  I was so wet I slid easily up and down her palm.  She extended her arm further, and I rode her wrist.  Her soft skin couldn’t stop me.  My clit and my lips swelled. Throbbed.  It felt fantastic, riding her arm while she sucked my tit.  I never wanted to stop.

I guess the slow and steady act couldn’t go on forever, because eventually we picked up the pace.  She rocked harder on my hand and I sucked harder on her nipple.  She bit my tit, I mashed my clit against her palm.  

The sun, which had felt soothing and sweet before we started, now blazed against my back.  I felt like an ant, like someone was holding a giant magnifying glass over me, burning me alive.  If I didn’t move, I might burst into flames. 

But I couldn’t stop until I’d come, so I worked myself up to it, rocking on Romi’s hand in swift repetition until that raw sensation combined with the pure pleasure of her lips on my tit.  That dual delight blew my mind.  

I pulled away after my orgasm, but Romi pouted because she wanted to come, too.  I was like, “Oh my god, I’m burning up and all you care about is coming?”

It pissed her off that all I could think about was myself (according to Romi), but it pissed me off that all she could think about was an orgasm when I was getting burned alive.

Anyway, we got into bed, since the bed wasn’t in the sun, and that felt better.  I let her ride my thigh until she blew.  She said it would have been better if we’d climaxed simultaneously, but what am I? The orgasm genie?  Sometimes it doesn’t happen that way.  It’s not my fault.

We fell asleep cuddling. By the time I woke up, the sun had gone down and Romi was downstairs with Mercury.  It looked like Mercury was crying, so I left quietly, without saying goodbye.
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THIS ISN’T WHAT I EXPECTED a state of emergency to look like.  

When I was a kid, we used to watch footage on the news of the war in Afghanistan.  That’s how I picture a state of emergency: people dying in the streets, getting shot at, blown apart by roadside explosives.  Bombs.  Weapons.  

Aya used to watch that stuff and weep.  I never understood why, when I was little.  She’d explain it, but I still couldn’t understand.  I couldn’t understand her pain because it wasn’t mine.  

Romi tells me I’m still like that.  I have no empathy.  

I don’t know if she’s right.  Maybe she is.  I hope not, but maybe.

This is the only state of emergency I’ve ever lived through, as far as I know.  If there was another one in my lifetime, I must have been a baby, because I definitely don’t remember it.  It’s just so weird that this is what an emergency looks like, according to the view from my window: kids riding bikes—I’ve never seen so many kids riding bikes!—and people being nice instead of giving each other the finger, dog-walkers stepping into the street so they don’t walk too close to other pedestrians.  

Aside from that, a lot of silence.  

Too much silence. 

This is an emergency?  Who even is dying?  Old people?  Old people die anyway.  Old people would die if they got the flu or a cold.  Why do the rest of us have to suffer?

I keep getting all these emails from different companies about their response to the virus.  My gym was the first place to close. What am I supposed to do now?  Use Daddy’s dumb old elliptical?  Find yoga videos online?  I’m young!  I need to move!

Now all the stores are shutting down.  Anything “non-essential.”  How do they even judge what’s essential and what’s not? They’re not closing liquor stores because some people are addicted to alcohol and they don’t want to exacerbate the situation, but what about people who are addicted to buying shoes?  Shoe stores are shut.  How are those people supposed to get their fix?

Right?

I texted Romi to come up and visit me, since my parents weren’t home, but she didn’t want to leave Mercury, who is going through some shit, apparently. Like, who isn’t?  The whole of society’s under house arrest.

There was hardly anyone on the subway again today.  Some of the people I saw were wearing face masks and surgical gloves.  Felt weirder than it had on Sunday.  Now we’re talking weekdays and people aren’t going to work.  The city seems abandoned, apart from kids on bikes.  It’s like the opposite of that Arcade Fire song, City With No Children.  Now the city’s full of kids and families—and teens and younger people—and all the serious adults are nowhere to be seen.

When I got to Mount Q, Ben answered the door.  He was baked.  The whole house reeked.  I said I guess he was glad the cannabis counters were declared an essential service, but he laughed dryly and said he wouldn’t shop at one of those places if I paid him.  The legal stores sold bad weed and it was overpriced to boot. He said if rich people wanted to waste their money there, they deserved what they got.

Romi and the other girls were in Mercury’s room with the door half-closed.  They all looked up when I came in, and the room fell silent.  I don't know if they’d been talking about a secret or what, but it’s not like I cared.  I was only there to extract Romi.

She didn’t want to come.

“Aren’t you happy to see me?” I asked when I got her in the hall.

She was like, “Yeah, of course I am.  It’s just that we’ve got a lot to discuss and—”

I interrupted what she was saying by offering to sit in.

“You wouldn’t understand,” Romi said.  “It’s not the kind of stuff that would interest you.”

“How do you know?” I asked.

“I just know,” she told me.  “I know you.”

She didn’t want to leave the girls, but I kept pushing until she agreed to come with me.  I told her I hadn’t come all the way to Mount Q just to go all the way back home.  Only, Romi had her period. Cramps were really bothering her. She didn’t want sex.  

“But I wouldn’t mind going for a walk,” she said.

Going for a walk in Romi’s neighbourhood didn’t sound like a great idea even at the best of times, but I guess it was fine.  I thought maybe if she moved around a bit, her cramps might go away and maybe she’d get me off in an alley or something.  

How’s that for slumming?

We ended up walking to the park down the street.  

In my neighbourhood, there’d be kids swarming the place, but parents in Romi’s area knew better than to let their young ones out unsupervised. So the playground was completely child-free.

“Hey, look at this,” I said, calling Romi to a sign posted on the playground.  “Did the city close playgrounds?  This says not to let your kids play here.”

Romi came over and looked at the sign.  “I don’t think that’s from the city.  It looks like someone printed it from their computer, and it doesn’t have any official emblems on it or anything.”

“That’s awful!” I said.  “People can’t just take it into their own hands to tell the whole neighbourhood what they can and can’t do.”  

When Romi didn’t respond, I ran to the rusty old swing set and sat my ass down.

“What are you doing?” she asked, sounding moderately pissed off.  Though, she always sounds that way when she’s talking to me.

I said, “Get over here and push! I want to swing high into the sky!”

For a moment, she stared at me blankly.  Then a smirk crossed her face and she said, “You want to be a swinger, eh?”

“No,” I replied.  “I only want you.  I wouldn’t trade you for the world.”

I guess that did the trick, because she rushed over and gave me a big push from behind.

“That’s right!” I squealed.  

“There’s more where that came from,” she said with a growl.  

When I rebounded, she pushed me again—more forcefully this time.  I flew forward, gripping the chain with both hands.  Something inside me burbled up, a sense memory from childhood.  Muscle memory.  Whatever you call it.  I started giggling and I couldn’t stop.

Romi kept pushing me, even when I was so high in the sky I didn’t think she’d be able to reach.  She must have been on her tiptoes, hurtling me forward. I flew so high I felt as though I might shoot off the swing and into the stars.  

I giggled so hard it hurt.  

“Stop!” I cried.  “Oh my god, Romi, that’s enough!”

My stomach flip-flopped, but she just kept pushing me.  

“Romi, cut it out,” I said.  “I’m gonna puke, I swear!”

“As long as you don’t puke on me,” she replied.

She didn’t stop pushing.

I tried to drag my toes in the sand, but somehow my shoes weren’t reaching the ground.  How is that even possible? If I’d jumped off the swing, like we did when we were kids, I’d break my ankle for sure.  It’s not like I’m invincible.  I know there are things I used to do that I shouldn’t anymore.  

Every time Romi pushed me, I screamed for her to stop, but I was laughing all the while, so I guess my pleas weren’t all that convincing. 

Not to Romi, at least.

Some old granny pushing a shopping cart along the path stopped when she heard me shouting.  She added to my caterwauling by yelling, “Cut it out!  Cut it out!  Stop that, you two!”

You TWO?  What was I doing wrong?

Romi stepped back and let me slow down while the old lady said, “Stay off that swing set, kids!  Didn’t you see that there sign?”

I was amazed some crazy lady was making a federal case out of swinging on swings.  It wasn’t exactly the crime of the century.  As far as I know, it wasn’t a crime at all.

What I ended up saying is, “We’re not kids.”

She waved us off like we weren’t worth her time, then kept on down the path, pushing that shopping cart in front of her.

I laughed, but not for long. My abs hurt so bad.  

Romi just watched the lady go.

“Do you think she’s the one who put up that ‘Don’t Play on the Playground’ sign?” I asked.

Romi furrowed her brow.  “I doubt it.  You think she’s got a computer at home?”

I didn’t know.  I don’t know who’s got what.  Romi doesn’t even have a TV, and they have five people living in their house.

Once the old lady was out of sight, Romi sat on the swing next to mine.  She spun herself in slow circles so the chain twisted above her head.  I rocked back and forth, seeing how far forward I could lean without falling off.

When I was a kid, Aya took me to the park every day. Obviously, I was thinking about her.  I told Romi about visiting on Saturday and being told I couldn’t come back. And Nancy wouldn’t be allowed in the home. So, basically, Aya wouldn’t get any visitors at all.  

I told Romi I can’t stand the idea of Aya being alone.  She needs people in her world, even if she doesn’t realize it—and I’m not sure she does.  I can’t get in her head.  The stupid dementia has messed her up too bad.  It’s impossible for anyone to know what she’s thinking anymore.

Then I told Romi about Nancy’s birthday gift, and how I would have to text her to ask for her address so I can mail her the earrings I bought.  They’re in my glove compartment, but I hadn’t shown them to Romi at all, so I described what they looked like in the sunshine, and I told her what they looked like under grey skies, and I said how I’d cried in the car because it was all too much.

I thought for sure Romi would swing sideways and bump me with her butt.  I thought she’d tell me I’m a good person for visiting Aya.

That’s not what happened.

She got all pissed at me for talking about Aya too much.  She claimed I kept cutting her off every time she tried to talk about stuff that was important to her, but I don’t remember doing that.  So I don’t know. Did I?

It made me really mad that Aya was all alone and Romi didn’t even care.

“Your stuff is always more important to you than my stuff,” she said.

I was like, “Of course it is!  Why would I care about your stuff more than mine? Aya is old and she’s all alone.  You’re young and you live with, like, forty people.”

“So does Aya!  And at least her care is paid for,” Romi shot back.  “What happens at the end of the month when we can’t pay the rent because we’ve all lost our jobs?”

If they were sensible with money, they’d have savings like my parents do.  Then they wouldn’t have to worry about a couple weeks with no income, if this pandemic even lasts that long.  

But I wasn’t about to say that to Romi.  She was mad enough as it was.

We were both in a bad mood when I left. I’m willing to attribute a lot of that argument to Romi’s period, so hopefully she’ll get over whatever she’s so pissed about.  If not, I’ll just apologize.  I won’t really mean it, but it’s better than having her mad at me forever.

On the way home, my subway had to bypass one station—not my stop, luckily.  The train conductor came on the PA and said, “Looks like some kind of lunatic is wielding a weapon at next station, so we won’t be stopping there!”

It wasn’t an official announcement from the transit authority, but I keep thinking: I should report that train conductor for referring to someone as a “lunatic.”  Aren’t they supposed to use person-centred language nowadays?  Mr. Subway Conductor could use some sensitivity training, thank you very much.
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MOTHER AND FATHER HAVE been on to me all week.  

They texted to schedule a video chat today.  They had to wait until they were both at home, because they don’t have time for breaks at the hospital.  Mother Bear says she’s practically bursting at the end of her shift, because she can’t find time to pee.

They sat me down and gave me a good virtual talking-to.  It wasn’t fun.

They aren’t the kind of parents who yell.  They aren’t the kind who get angry.  I guess I’m lucky that way.  But when they’re “disappointed,” they’re “very disappointed.”

“You’ve been visiting Romi,” my mother said.  “Don’t deny it.  We remember what it’s like to be your age.”

How could that possibly be true?  They were young five million years ago.

And there wasn’t a global pandemic.

I don’t want to get into what was said back and forth.  If I wanted to hear the news of the world, I’d watch pretty much any TV channel.  I’m not all that concerned.

But my parents kept trying to hit it home, telling me how bad things are getting in Italy and somewhere else. Spain, I think.  Like, fine, I won’t go to Italy!  Not like I could get a flight, anyway.  The borders are closed.  I’m not totally out of touch.  

I just don’t understand why they think a bunch of cases in Asia and Europe and a few cases here should mean I can’t visit my own girlfriend.  We’re not sick.  We’re not going to infect each other.  And, even if we did, we’re young.  We’d get over it.

When I wouldn’t come around to their way of thinking, Daddy Dearest dropped the gauntlet.  He said if I continue to see Romi with all that’s going on, he won’t pay me the money he promised.

Oh my god, my head almost blew off.  I was like, “Hello! We had an agreement! I would live here until the end of June, then I’d get the money. I’ve done everything you told me to. You can’t change the rules now!”

My dad was like, “We hate to pull this card, but we’re your parents and we know what’s best for you.  If you won’t act in the interest of your health, it behoves us to make these tough decisions for you.”

So that’s where it stands. If they catch me going out in the car FOR ANY REASON, all bets are off. That means I can’t even go to the grocery store, unless I walk there and carry my shopping home. Like a Neanderthal. They said if I need anything heavy, I’m supposed to order it online.  

I’m allowed to walk around the neighbourhood.  That’s all.

And I have to wash my hands thoroughly as soon as I walk in the door.

This is madness.  I’m living under an authoritarian regime, here. 

As soon as my video chat with the Tsar and Tsarina was over, I texted Romi to get on with me. She said she doesn’t have enough data and she can’t afford to go over, plus they have no Wi-Fi at home, so I had to wait while she ran to the sandwich shop where one of her roommates works—the only one still employed. 

For now.

The sandwich shop is only open for takeout and deliveries, and who even knows how long that’ll last?  There’s no sit-down eating allowed anymore, so the washrooms are off-limits.  To customers.  Luckily the boss owns three different franchise locations and spends most of his time at the one near his house. 

Romi was allowed in by her roomie.

She called me from the one-stall restroom.

When she came on, she was like, “Hey, okay, what’s up?  This better be important.”

Maybe she was still mad from the other day, since we never really made up after that fight.  If it was a fight.  Whatever it was.  I thought if I put her on ice for a bit she’d get over it, but I don’t know.

I told her what my dad had said, and she didn’t even pause to consider.  She was just like, “Hold out for the cash.”

That surprised me.  A lot.  

I was like, “That means I can’t see you.  And who knows for how long?  Some of the news reporters are saying we might be living this way for months.  It’s not even April.  If my dad says I can’t see you until I move out July 1st, would you really be on board with that?”

Again, there was no hesitation.  Romi said, “Yes.”

I was like, “Yes?  We’re talking no sex, here.  No kissing, no touching, no feeling each other’s fingers, no tasting each other’s tang?  I seriously don’t think I can hold out that long.”

Romi said, “I can.”

Maybe I was stunned or something, because I legit couldn’t speak.  

She was like, “This is a life-altering amount of money for me, Jules.  You don’t know what it’s like.  You have everything you need.  I need everything.  I need money.  Especially now.  I have zero income.  You don’t get it.  Me and Merc and Ben and everyone—shit’s gonna go all to hell for us over the next few months, probably.”

“But I thought the government was giving out free money,” I said.

She was the one who looked stunned, this time.

“You have no idea how precarious our living situation is,” she told me.  “We’ve already applied for the employment insurance thing, but I don’t think it’ll be enough.  Like... I don’t know, Jules.  You don’t seem to understand what it’s like, for us.”

I couldn’t tell if she was asking for money, so I didn’t say anything.

She went on and on about everyone losing their jobs all at once, and how they still need to eat and all that. Then she said grocery stores are hiring, now that they’re considered an essential service.  All the supermarkets are hiring thousands of people all at once, and they’re paying above minimum wage, which is really exciting, apparently.  Romi and her roomies are all thinking they could get jobs really easily.  She’s heard from other people that you basically apply and get right in.  They’re not even checking references.  I don’t know if that’s true, but that’s what Romi heard. 

So Romi’s question, and the question on everyone’s tongue at Mount Q is, “If we can get jobs so easily, should we do it or not?”

I was like, “Of course you should.  If you can, you should.  Like, why wouldn’t you?  How is that even a question?”

Romi looked at me in utter disbelief, like I was some kind of alien life form.  Then she said, “If we’re working with the public every day, there’s a higher chance we’ll get sick.  And if one of us brings home the virus, we could all get it.  Like, we probably would.  That’s the concern”

“So what if you got it?” I asked.  “We’re young.  We’ll get a sore throat or a headache or whatever.  We’re not gonna die.  We’re not in the at-risk group.”

Romi hesitated a long time before saying, “Mercury is.  She has... she’s immunocompromised.”  When I didn’t respond, Romi quickly added, “Ben’s high-risk, too.  He’s got asthma.”

I laughed.  “If he’s got asthma so bad, why’s he smoking joints all the time?”

“He’s stressed out right now.  We all are.”

“What’s his excuse the rest of the time?”

This conversation wasn’t going as well as intended.  I really thought if I told Romi the new rule my mom and dad had just imposed on me, she’d feel super-bad about it and try to console me.  I also figured she’d tell me to forget about the money and come live with her, rent-free, at Mount Q.
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BIG OUTING TODAY: I went to the post office to mail Nancy’s birthday gift. It’ll probably be late.  I should have mailed it before now.  Hopefully it’ll put a smile on her face, whenever she gets it.

Since I was sending her something in the mail anyway, I decided to write her a letter.  Like, an old-school, on-paper letter.  It was kind of fun, except my fingers started hurting from pressing them too hard against my pen.  I’d forgotten that feeling. I used to get it when I was a little kid, in grade school.  I’d press my middle finger into my pencil so hard it formed a callous.

Funny how you forget about something until your body finds a way to remind you.

In my letter, I told Nancy how much I appreciate everything she’s done for Aya over the past three years.  I’m sure Aya would say so herself, if she were more aware of what was going on.  Sometimes I think it’s good that she’s not.  But I’ve heard things get worse over time, and I’m worried that’ll happen now, when we’re not around to help. 

I’ve thought about calling Aya on the phone, but I’m afraid it might confuse her. Nancy said that’s happened before, when she’s called.  Face-to-face visits are best.  Except we’re not allowed to do that now, so what’s left?

On the news, I see these warm-tummy reports about people visiting seniors by standing outside their windows, but Aya’s facility is a high-rise.  We can’t stand outside her window, and she doesn’t have a balcony.  Her window doesn’t even open more than two inches.  That’s a safety regulation, apparently.  

How do you keep someone safe from loneliness? 

I’m lonely already, and my parents are right downstairs.  Well, sometimes. When they’re home.

In my letter, I told Nancy how lucky she is to have a big family. They all live in the same building.  Well, a lot of them do.  I asked if she still gets to visit her sisters and her mom, or if they all have to stay in their own apartments.  At least she has her sons living with her, and her husband.  I know she complains about “her boys” sometimes, in lighthearted ways, but I bet she’s glad to have them now.  I bet she’s glad she’s not alone.  

A lot of people are alone who don’t want to be.

Once I’d finished my letter to Nancy, I walked to the post office.  It was kind of trippy, the whole thing.  Our local post office is in the back corner of a pharmacy, but there was a lineup around the block just to get in.  I asked the lady at the back of the line if I had to wait too, since I was only going in for the post office, and she said everybody had to wait because they were limiting the number of people who could be inside the store at any given time.

Then she told me I had to stand six feet away from her and I was like, “How far is that?  I was raised metric.” 

She said, “Two metres.”

When I asked, “How far is that?” she pointed to a line that had been spray-painted on the ground.  There were these lines all down the sidewalk, all the way to the entrance.  I guess the pharmacy must have done that.  Or the city did.  

It was weird.

When I got closer to the entrance, I could see that there was an employee telling people when the next person could go in the store.  He had on a winter coat and hat and mitts even though it was pretty warm out.  I guess maybe it feels colder when you have to work outside all day.

Once I got into the pharmacy, I had to wait in another line for the post office.  That’s nothing new.  There’s always a line to collect parcels and stuff.  The big difference was that now the line went all the way from the back to the front of the store, and it snaked around a bit when it got there.  

Weird to admit, but I was actually super-scared I might piss someone off.  This time, I checked the floor.  They’d used that green painter’s tape stuff to mark where to stand.

Didn’t take as long as I thought to get to the front of the line.  I mean, I had my phone with me, so there’s always something to do.  

When it was my turn, I asked if I could buy a book of stamps to send in the package to Nancy.  I figured maybe we could be pen pals or whatever.  Sounds stupid. I just wanted her to be able to write me back, and I don’t know if people usually have stamps on hand.  I don’t.  My mom keeps them in her purse, but her purse is with her.  Whether she’s at work or in the basement, I can’t go in either of those places.

I bought the stamps and then I also needed a bubble envelope so the earrings wouldn’t be crushed, and then I had to write Nancy’s name and address on the envelope. The next guy in line went off on me, screaming that he’d been waiting for ages and this rich bitch (me) is taking too long and the other guy who worked the counter had just gone on break, so he was mad about that, too.

Normally, I’d have dug my nails into the guy.  I’d have torn him to shreds.

But... I don’t know... I guess because of the eerie quiet in the store (there was no music playing), and the fact that everyone seemed so fazed and scared and worried about dying, I felt afraid, too. I just had this thought of, like, what is this guy gonna do to me?

Spit in my face?

I didn’t say anything.  Not a word.  I just stared at him, committing every crease to memory while he foamed at the mouth. Every wrinkle, every bit of stubble missed shaving, every eyebrow out of place.  

This wasn’t some homeless guy spouting obscenities at passersby.  This guy probably lives in my neighbourhood.  He’s well-dressed, nice shoes, well-coifed. He could be one of my parents’ friends for all I know.

And he’s screaming at me in the post office.

A security guard rushed over and got the man to leave.  I don’t know how.  By that time, blood was rushing to my ears with such all-encompassing urgency I couldn’t hear a sound outside my own body.  

Once the screaming man was gone, I tried my best to scrawl Nancy’s address legibly.  I hope the delivery person is able to read my handwriting.  I was shaking so hard that, by the time I got to her postal code, it looked like hieroglyphs. 

I asked the post office lady if she could send it express so it would arrive tomorrow, but I don't know what her answer was.  I still couldn’t hear anything except my own blood rushing to my brain.  I just paid what it cost and hoped for the best.

After I’d finished there, I didn’t want to leave the store.  I was afraid the yelling man might be waiting for me outside and I wouldn’t hear him coming because of the situation with my ears.  

So I stood in the makeup aisle until my hearing came back.

As I stared at the new spring shades of nail polish, I realized I won’t be able to get a manicure for god knows how long.  All the nail places are closed. 

They had a peachy pastel shade that would look good on me, and lilac that would look great on Romi.  Maybe one day we’ll get to see each other, somehow, and we can paint each other’s nails. 

I swear I planned on buying them.  Like, for real.  It’s not as if I don’t have the money.

But when I saw how long the line was to pay, and I thought about the man screaming at me when it was my turn at the post office, I just slipped those bottles in my pocket and walked out of the store.  Walked past the security guard and everything.  He smiled sadly as I left.

I’ve never actually stolen anything before, not even in high school.

I don't even feel bad about it.
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LIFE HAS BEEN ENDLESSLY dull over the past few days. I don’t even want to go anywhere. Not to stores—that’s for sure. There’s some Mad Max level shit going on out there.

Well, not really.  Just feels that way, I guess.  The outside world feels post-apocalyptic, even though it’s bright and sunny and the weather’s warming up.

See what a boring person I've become?  I’m talking about the weather.

But what else is there to talk about?  

I went for a walk today.

That’s something.

There was caution tape around the playground in the park.  Like, yellow police tape.  You know the stuff.  It was wrapped around the swing set, wrapped around the jungle gym, even wrapped around the park benches.

Official signs are up now.  Red and white notices from the city, printed on metal and adhered to the play structure.  They say that all parks amenities are closed. 

Sometimes I see news stuff on social media.  It’s hard to miss, even when you’re trying to avoid it.  That’s how I know government officials have been telling people that, if they want exercise, they’re supposed to go for walks alone in their own neighbourhoods.  I’ve been thinking about this a lot.  And I was thinking about it as I walked down my street.  Telling people to avoid public parks and just walk where they live... well, that’s fine for people like me.  I live somewhere safe.  

But Romi doesn’t.  

And Nancy’s area is even worse.  I looked up her address when she gave it to me, to see what part of the city she lives in.  That’s why I mailed her gift instead of delivering it: I wouldn’t get out of the car in her part of town.

I wouldn’t even drive down her street.

It’s not fair to ask poor people to walk around their ghettos for exercise.  Nancy is an amazing person, and she does so much for others, and she really cares.  I don’t want anything bad to happen to her.  I would invite her here, to stay in the guest room, except she has all her family to take care of at home.  Maybe I could invite them all to live here for a while?

Except I don’t think my parents would be onboard with that little plan. If they’re willing to retract my money offer for visiting Romi, I’m sure they’d take it away if I invited people we barely know to stay in our house.

I’ve been thinking more than usual, now that I’m stranded at home.

Sometimes I just sit and stare and think. Thirty minutes go by, and I don’t even know what I’ve been thinking about.  It’s like waking up from a dream.

What else have I done?

Well, today I watched a Riverdale marathon and masturbated.  Yes, both at the same time.  What can I say?  I’m a multitasker.

Usually, I don’t like masturbating.  It feels wrong or bad or... I just don’t like it.  What I’d rather do is save up all my horniness for Romi.

But when will I see her next?

Who knows?

I’m not one of those girls who has a cupboard full of masturbation paraphernalia. I don’t even have a vibrator.  Maybe, if I had those things, I’d wank as often as some people, but I’ve never found my own hand terribly alluring, so I rarely even try.

But I got so turned on today that I just started feeling myself up while I watched the show.  Like, even with my clothes on, I started running my hands over my breasts, pressing them together, squeezing them roughly.

That got my pussy throbbing, so I slipped one hand under my panties and I touched myself.  Tentatively, at first.  Was it tentatively or lazily?  Could have been either. Could have been both.  My body responded with an ebbing pulse that rushed from my belly to my thighs.  A whirlwind took hold when I squeezed my outer lips.  My clit felt pressure from all directions. It pulsed even harder.

I pulled my top down, trying to get my tits to pop out, but they wouldn’t cooperate.  I had to hike it up from below, jam the hem in my neck, lock my chin to my chest to keep it from falling down.

Once my tits were exposed, I pinched my nipples.  One, then the other.  Each time I applied pressure, I felt a burst of lightning between my legs.  I gasped, trying, at first, to keep my voice down.  Then I realized I was alone in the house.  Or, if either of my parents was home, they were all the way down in the basement.  They wouldn’t hear me scream.

So I squeezed my tits and petted my pussy while I watched Riverdale.  The longer I rubbed my clit, the closer I came to orgasm.

I couldn’t get over the edge.

Maybe I couldn’t come because I felt guilty about masturbating to other girls?  I tried picturing Romi.  I thought about washing her skin with the warm cloth and water.  I imagined her ass in front of my face, her pale cheeks parted for me.  I imagined what it would be like to touch my tongue to her hole.  Fearlessly.  No worries of how it would taste, or how she’d react.  

I imagined her ass tasting sweet, like key lime pie.  An ass that tastes like pie.  That’s what I thought of. 

How would it feel if I poked my tongue in her hole?  

Would it open up or stay clamped shut?

Could I slide my whole tongue up her butt?  Could I fuck her like that, in and out, faster and faster?

Would she like it?

Would she stroke off while I did my thing?  One hand on her clit, one hand on her tit, just like I was doing?  Pinching and rubbing?  Scowling and swearing?

I wanted to try.  I don’t know why.  

Maybe she’d let me.  One day.

I came so close, but I couldn’t get off.  Something was missing.  I never felt this way with Romi. But without her?  I needed something more.

Something inside me.

This is a craving I never usually had.  I just knew I wouldn’t come until I found something sturdy to stick in my front.  

Since I don’t have any dildos, I scanned my bedroom, searching for anything that might work.  The only object that seemed even reasonably suitable was my bamboo hairbrush.  The handle was the perfect size, and I’d washed it the night before out of sheer, unadulterated boredom.  So why not give it a try?  I wasn’t gonna come on my own, that’s for damn sure.  

I pulled off my clothes and grabbed my innocent little hairbrush.  It was about to experience its first sexual encounter.  

Was it excited?  I was.

My pussy had gotten so wet and juicy it offered zero resistance.

Once that thick handle was lodged inside me, my pussy clamped down and wouldn’t let go.  I felt like a Venus fly trap consuming its prey.  Good thing the bristled part of the brush was sticking out of me, or I’d worry I’d lost it forever.

I lay back with my head on my pillow, gazing past my pointy tits, to the bamboo brush sticking out of my pussy.  It was a strange sight, but it sent a tingle through my thighs.  

When I touched my clit, my pussy clutched the hairbrush even harder than before.  Felt good.  I knew right away it would get me there, having this thing inside me.  Didn’t matter what it was—I just needed something.

As I stroked off, I raised my hips off the mattress so I could see what was happening.  Every time my pussy locked on the handle, the brush twitched up, then down.  It was pretty funny, actually.  But who has time to laugh when they’re building toward an orgasm?  I just kept pinching my tits and stroking off, raising my hips a little higher, watching the brush to see if it would move.

Then I got a different feeling—still good, just a different kind of orgasm than usual.  This feeling made me want to push.  I tried not to, because I was scared my brush would go flying across the room.  But, ultimately, I couldn’t control myself.  Even though I was trying not to bear down, I found myself doing just that.  The harder I rubbed my swollen clit, the more I ended up pushing, pushing, pushing.

I started thrusting my hips in the air, but that wasn’t enough.  I flipped onto my front and I guess that’s what my body wanted, because ripples of weird raunchy pleasure moved through me.  I could feel the brush pushing into my thighs, so I guess I was kind of holding it in place. My hips started moving as I fucked that bamboo handle, gliding my slick, wet lips against my cupped hand.  Still pinching my nips.  Screaming into my pillow.

Never in my life had I felt an orgasm like that one.  

Took ages to recover from it.

I was breathing so hard, my god, sucking in hair and choking on it, moving my cheek against my pillow to extract those strands from deep in my throat.  Sweating.  Feeling gross and great.  So done.

After a while, I managed to turn my head. 

Riverdale was still on, but I didn’t feel like watching it anymore.

I turned off the TV and stared out my bedroom window.  A lady walked by this a dainty-looking poodle.  It was white with black spots, and four of those black spots were on its feet, in funny shapes that looked like high-heels.  I thought for sure the owner must have put some kind of dog shoes on its paws, but I kept staring and it was definitely just the poodle’s natural colouration.  It was the pranciest thing I’d ever seen.  I started laughing and couldn’t stop, and it felt almost better than the orgasm.

Maybe not better, but good.  Different.

There’s nothing more to report.  Nothing I can think of.

Life is endlessly dull. I’ve been getting all these emails from profs and TAs, telling students what we should be doing with our time.  I haven’t opened any of them, much less responded.

I might actually do some schoolwork today—that’s how bored I am.
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EVERY MORNING, I WAKE up thinking of sex.

I don’t know if I’m dreaming of sex and those dreams slowly merge with conscious thoughts.  I can’t tell you if that’s the case.  I don’t remember my dreams.

But I definitely fantasize about Romi first thing every morning.

As I’m lying on my stomach, I imagine her pressing her naked tits to my bare back.  I can almost feel her driving her hands between the mattress and my body.  She gently cups my breasts.  Her skin warms mine.  Her hipbones drive gently into my butt cheeks as she rocks.  

Everything feels amazing. 

Sensual. 

More than the raw lust we usually share when we’re together. 

More like love.

It’s a bittersweet feeling, having those thoughts when you’re half-asleep. In that state, you almost think it’s real.

If I hadn’t been in the kitchen making a smoothie when Romi texted me this morning, I’d have thought I was dreaming then, too.

She wrote: “Need shower for job interview. Can I come?”

“YES!” I wrote.  “YES! YES! YES! COME!”

I couldn’t believe I was going to see her again.  After our last interaction, I thought she was pissed.  And maybe she was, but not too pissed to have a shower at my house.  

That was good enough.

When she showed up, I was sitting by the front window like a puppy waiting for her owner to come home. As Romi walked up the driveway, I darted toward the door and yanked her inside before she could ring the bell.

“Whoa,” she said.  “Easy up, roughrider.”

“My parents are home,” I explained.

Her eyes widened.  She glanced toward the kitchen, toward the living room, toward the stairs.

“They’re in the basement,” I went on.  “Probably sleeping.  That’s all they do when they’re here.  And they’ve already checked in with me today—by video chat—so they won’t bother us.  At all.  Trust me, they won’t.  I just wanted to get you inside before they could look out the window and see you.  Come in.  Want a smoothie?  I made too much.”

“I just need a shower,” she told me.  “I’ve got a job interview.”

“When?” I asked.

She hesitated, fumbling to take off her shoes. Then she grabbed her phone to check the time.  

Finally, she said, “Three forty-five.”

“That’s great!” I cried.  I was about to grab her hands until I realized she was wearing blue nitrile gloves, like the ones at her restaurant.  That’s probably where she got them. It surprised me to see her wearing those, coming in from outside.  I didn’t want to bring it up, so I tried to follow my lost train of thought.  “You’ve got plenty of time.  You’ve got time for a smoothie.  You’ve got time for all sorts of stuff.”

“I need to wash my hands,” she said.

“Why?” I asked.  “You’re wearing gloves.”

“I need to wash my gloves,” she clarified.  “I need to save them, reuse them.  I don’t have many left.  I gave a bunch to Mercury and Ben.”

I showed her to the kitchen where she thoroughly washed her gloved hands and dried them on a paper towel.  Then she took the gloves off inside-out and left them on the counter.

“Okay,” she said.  “Shower now.”

I offered her food and drinks and anything else I could think of, but she just wanted to shower.

When I escorted her upstairs, I walked right behind her, brushing my tits against her back, then pressing harder to make sure she’d feel it.  The smell coming off her was stronger than usual, but it turned me on because it was the smell of her.  

Having Romi at home with me was a dream come true.

“You can do laundry,” I offered, when we reached the top of the stairs.  “I don’t know if laundromats are open.  Are they?  Are they an essential service?  I haven’t heard anything about that, about laundromats specifically.  I guess people still need to wash their clothes.”

Romi turned, wide-eyed.  She seemed more vulnerable than I’d ever seen her when she asked, “What’s wrong?  Do I smell?”

“No,” I lied.  “Just, if you have laundry, you can wash it here.  Or, actually, I could do it for you. The machine is in the basement, but it’s outside the apartment. We used to share with Ty, when he lived down there.”

Romi got a weird look on her face for a sec, then she said, “I forgot Ty used to live here.  I forgot he was your cousin.”

That was a weird thing to say.  How else would she know my cousin except by virtue of him being my cousin?

I led her into my bedroom, and then toward the bathroom.

She was like, “You don’t have to wash my clothes, Jules.  But maybe... I haven’t done laundry in almost a month. Maybe I could borrow something for the interview?”

“Sure! Yes! Of course!” I said, heading in the direction of my closet.  “I’ll pick out something for you while you’re in the shower.”

“Oh.”  She turned around when we got to the bathroom door.  “I thought you were coming with me.”

“Into the shower?” I asked.

Her gaze lowered.  Suddenly, her body grew slinky, sultry.  It hadn’t looked like that before.  She’d been standing so straight since she got here.  So purposeful.  But as soon as she crossed the threshold, that sex monster living inside her took over.  

She wanted me.  

I could see it in her eyes.  I could hear it in her voice.  Maybe she’d come here for a shower, but as soon as our bodies got close, the electricity between us took over.  It was always this way.

“Get undressed,” she said.

That took about three seconds.  

By the time I was naked, Romi still had on her pants and a bra.  

A clean white bra I’d never seen before.  

She looked down at it, self-consciously, and said, “I want to make the right impression.”

Romi quickly removed the bra and tossed it on the lid of the toilet.  It was obviously too tight, because it left angry pink indentations on her pale white skin.

“You’re hurting,” I said.

She sounded a little angry when she asked, “You noticed, huh?”  Then she realized I was pointing to the lines on her skin and she said, “Oh, this?  I hate that bra.  It never fit right, so I never wear it, but it’s the only one I have that’s clean and proper-looking.”

I said, “I’m more interested in your body than your bra.”

Giving me a good once-over, she said, “I’m more interested in your body than I should be.”

“I see no harm in your interest,” I replied, turning on the water while Romi took off her pants.

As I bent over the tub, I turned my head to make sure Romi had both eyes on my ass.  

You bet she did.  

I wiggled to tease her.

She licked her lips.

“You’re gonna do great in your interview,” I said.  “They’ll take one look at you and say: you’re hired!”

“Hope so.”  Romi ran a hand through her maximally greasy hair.  “Maybe after I’ve doused this mess with shampoo.”

Romi reached in to feel the water.  I guess the temperature was okay, because she stepped into the tub.  Her skin was smooth and soft-looking.  Even though she was skinny, she had a nice butt.  Nice and round.  Not too flat.  The kind of butt you can’t wait to grab.

I followed her into the shower and closed the curtain behind me.  As soon as I was in there, Romi grabbed me and kissed me hard.  A real surprise.  Usually I’d be all for it, except the warmth of the shower exacerbated her skin’s strong scent—like when you’re around a campfire and then you shower later on and that smoky scent comes out of your hair.

Kissing was good—it’s always good—but I figured it would be better if she didn’t stink.  So I grabbed my mango papaya body wash and I said, “Let me scrub you, baby.”

“Why’s it always you cleaning me?” she asked.  “Why can’t I clean you?”

“You can if you want,” I told her.  

Even though I’d showered a couple hours earlier, I splatted body wash on her hands and then I splatted more on her tits.  She yelped, I guess because it was cold, and jumped a little higher than it’s safe to jump in a shower.  But she landed okay. As soon as she did, I pressed my hands into the slick soap.  I ran it along the outsides of her breasts and back up the middle.  

As the body wash got sudsy on her skin, I traced my palms around her breasts.  

My tits were pointy, despite the heat from the shower, and Romi was as drawn to them as ever.  She pressed her breasts to mine, grabbing my ass as she slid her puffy nipples round and round my tight buds. She knew just what to do, grasping my butt in her slick, soapy hands, tracing that scented stuff down my crack, up my sides, into one armpit, making me laugh.  

Her hands were everywhere.  It was amazing.

When we kissed again, the smell of mango and papaya was so pervasive I could taste it on Romi’s tongue. Or maybe that was from my smoothie.  Who knows?  My brain doesn’t work so well when I’m feeling Romi’s skin against mine.  Especially like this, when we’re wet and sudsy and our hands are slipping off each other’s skin. 

We’d never had sex in the shower before. 

Hard to believe there’s still room for firsts, when you’ve had sex as many times as we have.  

Hard to believe there’s anything new.

That’s what got me thinking about plunging my face between Romi’s butt cheeks and tasting her hole with my tongue.

“Hey,” she said—sharp, like a bite. I thought I’d done something wrong until she was like, “I’m gonna wash my hair, okay?”

“Oh. Yeah,” I said.  “Sure.”

We traded places so the water was at my back instead of hers.  She started picking up all the bottles and smelling the different shampoos.  When she found one she liked, she worked it into her hair.  I noticed some of the blue and purple dyes dripping down her chest.  It was really obvious against her white skin. 

With a coy smile, she asked, “Why are you looking at me like that?”

I suddenly felt embarrassed, but I didn’t know what to do.  I didn’t want to wash my hair again—I’d strip it of its natural oils.

“Oh my god, Jules, you’re blushing!” Romi said with a squeal.

“Am I?” I asked, bringing one hand to my cheek.  It did feel hot, but that made sense because we were in the shower.  Without meaning to, I said, “You know the other day when I gave you that sponge bath?  The whole time I was cleaning you, I just kept thinking how much I wanted to try something.  It’s something we’ve never done.  Something I’ve never done.”

Romi looked a little scared at first.  She stopped rubbing shampoo into her hair and just looked at me.  Then the fear in her face turned to curiosity and she asked, “What is it?”

I tried to say.  I couldn’t speak.

Did I have to tell her?  Could I not just shove my face in her ass?

No.  I know Romi.  She doesn’t like surprises.  She especially doesn’t like those kinds of surprises.

“Go on,” she encouraged me.  “Spit it out.  Can’t be that bad.”

“I don’t know,” I said.  “Maybe it is.  I don’t know what you’ll think of it.  I don’t know what you’ll think of me.”

“Trade places?” she asked, slipping by me to rinse her hair.  

She brushed so close that her nipples skimmed mine.  I guess that did the trick, because I blurted out, “I want to eat your ass!”

At first she looked shocked.  But that only lasted half a second.  When the shock wore off, she exploded in spit-take level laughter.  If she’d had a drink in her mouth, it would have been all over my face.

“Is that all?” she asked.  “Christ, Jules, I thought it was going to be something really humiliating, like ABDL or... I don’t know what else.”

I didn’t want to ask what ABDL was. I already felt like a bit of a child, next to Romi.  She’s got this maturity going for her, this sexual maturity.  She’s done so much more than I have.  Or, she’s had so much done to her.  I guess that’s not the same.

“So it’s okay?” I asked.  “You’ll let me do it?”

“Hell yeah!” she said.  “Get your face in there, nasty girl!”

She finished rinsing shampoo from her hair, then traded places with me again.  While she investigated my wide array of conditioners, I splashed more body wash onto my hand and then ran my fingers down her crack.

Didn’t take Romi long to react.  I could tell, by her reaction, when I’d brushed her hole. The hiss she expelled was like a bicycle tire slowly wheezing air.  I decided not to totally wash the stuff away. I thought it might be better to taste fruity-smelling soap suds than the natural aroma of ass.

When I got down on my knees, the warm shower needled me from behind.  Felt good against my scalp, like fingernails tracing down the back of my head.  I didn’t want to get my hair wet, but oh well.  There are worse things in the world.

Romi picked a conditioner and worked it into her hair while I spread her cheeks to see inside. Her asshole winked at me, which was funny, but I didn’t laugh.  I thought it might seem rude to laugh at my girlfriend’s butt.  I wouldn’t want her to feel self-conscious.

But I guess I felt self-conscious, getting so close to her hole.  Looking at it.  Craving it. Mouth watering. Wondering what it would feel like when I leaned in and gave it a lick.

“What are you waiting for?” she asked.  “Do it!”

“Sorry,” I said, and moved my face closer.  

Smelled good, like mangos and papaya. 

I licked it, cautiously.  

She probably didn’t even feel what I’d done. She didn’t react.

So I tried again.  

This time, I swirled my tongue around her hole.  Slowly, but with force.  I wanted to make sure she would feel it.  No point doing this thing that scared me if she couldn’t even sense what I was getting at.

She leaned forward, pressing her forearms against the tile, sticking her ass in my face.  I wish she’d say something or make a noise, give me some indication that my moves were working.  But Romi remained silent while I tentatively touched my tongue to the epicentre of her pucker.  I had to find it without looking, of course, because how do you keep an eye on someone’s ass if you’re trying to insert your tongue into it? 

I didn’t taste anything right away, which was good.  I wouldn’t have wanted to taste something gross and pull away in disgust.  Imagine how embarrassed Romi would be if I did that! So it was a relief that, when I did taste something, the something I tasted was just the soapy aroma of mango and papaya. Not as wildly delicious as a mango and papaya smoothie, but nowhere near as off-putting as other stuff.

When I plugged away at her hole with the tip of my outstretched tongue, it didn’t yield the way I thought it would.  I figured if I was consistent in my approach, it would open up slowly, like a garage door.  It didn’t do that at all.  Romi’s hole wasn’t slow or consistent.  

It was like: no, no, no.  

I kept pressing my tongue against it, and just: no, no, no.

No, no, no.

Even when I swirled my tongue round and round, trying to get in at different angles, it was still: no, no, no.

Just when I decided to give up, suddenly it went: yes!

Glad I seized the opportunity to get in there, because as soon as my tongue entered, her pucker clamped down hard.  I struggled not to get expelled.  I had to force myself to stay strong, otherwise I’d have been shot out of there.

Finally, I got a moan out of Romi.  Finally, finally, finally!  I’d started to think she was only doing this for my benefit, and she didn’t want to be subjected to it at all.

I had to work harder.  I needed to make it good for her.  Really good. Unbelievably good.

Once my tongue was in her hole, I didn’t want to take it out.  I knew how much trouble I’d had getting it in there.  So I grabbed her around the waist and fucked her with my face, drawing my whole head back, then jamming my tongue into her pucker as far as it would go.  I had to be careful, when I backed off, that I didn’t pull out.  Although, in truth, her butt did a pretty great job of keeping me in place.

Took a lot of effort to get her truly excited.  More than licking her pussy, I’d say—though, I have to work hard at that too.  I come way faster than she does, and I don’t know if that means she’s better at going down on me or if I’m more sensitive or what.

I kept one of my arms wrapped around her body, but moved my hand upward so I could grab her breast.  That worked.  She whined the way she always does when I touch her like that. I reached down with the other hand and cupped her mound.  When I pressed it, she moaned deeply.  

That’s how I brought her to orgasm: squeezing her breast, mashing my palm against her pussy, and fucking her ass with my tongue.

To be totally honest, it was a relief when I could finally stop.

My tongue muscles ached.

Even my calves quaked, from holding the same position for so long, with my toes curled under me and my legs extended.

“Oh man,” Romi said.  “I gotta rinse out this conditioner.  Hope it doesn’t strip my colour.”

“Yeah,” I panted.  

My mouth felt funny from being open so long.

I tried standing, but my legs weren’t having it.  So I rolled over and rested on my back.  Romi made her way down my body in reverse, with one foot on either side of me, so when she stopped with her head under the shower flow, she was facing in my direction.

As she rinsed her hair, she said, “Dude, I need to pee.  Ever had a golden shower?”

I wanted to remind her that if she hadn’t done it to me, I hadn’t done it.  Except my mind was racing to remember what that term meant.  I know how stupid that sounds.  It’s not that I didn’t know what a golden shower was, just that my brain was in one of those sex-fried states where you can’t associate a string of words with a set of actions.

“Should I do it?” she asked.  “Shower’s the perfect place.  It’ll wash right off.”

That’s how long it took me to remember what a golden shower was.

When it hit me, I felt shocked and flustered and embarrassed. 

Which is weird, after what I’d done to her.

“Yeah,” I said, laughing nervously, sounding like an idiot.  “Yeah.  No time like the present.”

I watched intently as she parted her pussy lips with two fingers.

She asked if I was ready.

“Ready and willing,” I replied.  

I don’t know why I was talking like someone’s dad.  Romi obviously noticed how weird I was acting, because she arched her brow. I guess she didn’t care too much, though. Or she really had to pee.  She bent her knees softly.  As soon as she’d done that, a sharp golden stream coursed from beneath the small hood of her clit.  I’d never paid any special attention to her pee hole.  I wonder if it would feel good, if I tried licking her there. 

I wonder what her pee would taste like, if I let it fall into my mouth?

Would she think that was totally weird, or is that a normal part of golden showers?  I’m sure I read somewhere about someone drinking pee, but is that a BDSM thing or is that what you’re supposed to do if someone pees on you?

I didn’t react fast enough, anyway. Romi’s gorgeous stream of piss landed with a splash just below my breasts.  The shower was already full of other scents, so I couldn’t smell it. Too bad.  I’d like to know what Romi’s pee smells like, whether it smells like mine or whether it has its own unique aroma.

I wonder what it tastes like...

Once she’d finished pissing on me, she turned around and I got splashed with a bunch of water from her hair. That washed the pee away. Unlike an orgasm or other sensations that go rippling through my body, I couldn’t hold on to this one.

When it was gone, it was gone.

After our shower, Romi asked for a hair dryer.  I helped her choose an outfit for her interview. That was actually a lot of fun.  I’ve never seen Romi take an interest in clothes, or in looking good.  She even let me do her makeup, which is pretty unbelievable. I’ve begged her to let me give her a makeover and she’s always said no.  

She’s always said that she’s attracted to me, but she doesn’t want to look like me.

I’m not sure what’s changed, but when she left for her interview, she looked fantastic. 
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ROMI GOT THE JOB, OF course.  She looked like a million bucks when she left for that interview.  Who wouldn’t hire her?  She could have been a news anchor, or a politician’s wife. Not that she’d want to be either of those things.

After her first shift, she texted to ask if she could come over for another shower.  I’d been hoping she would.  The supermarket that hired her isn’t far from my house.  Well, I guess it’s a half-hour walk.  But still, it’s closer to my house than to hers.  

Two of the girls Romi lives with got jobs closer to home. Ben just started working at a distribution centre on the outskirts of the city.  I don’t know how long a lanky little gay like Ben will last in a macho environment like that.  Can he even do the work?  I can’t picture Ben lifting anything heavy.

When I spotted Romi coming up the front walk, my heart went wild in my chest.  Not only because I was excited to see her, but because my mom had just called the house phone.  She was in line at the supermarket and wanted to know if there was anything I needed.  

Probably there was, but I really wanted her to hang up.

I guess maybe she was bored, standing in line, because I couldn’t get her to stop talking about how the hospital doesn’t have enough personal protective equipment—like masks and gloves and gowns and stuff—and now all the medical personnel are assigned one mask per shift, and they have to sign for it and everything is kept in a locked cabinet. Sounds like kindergarten, to me.

As my mom told me all this stuff, I ran to the front door and swung it open before Romi could ring the bell.  I pushed my finger against my lips to indicate that I didn’t want her talking, then I pointed to the phone and mouthed, “My mom.”

She mouthed, “Okay,” and took off her shoes and jacket.  Then, while my mother continued talking about hospital stuff—like how the rules for who should be tested for the virus are changing daily, sometimes hourly—Romi dropped her bag and her jacket on the bench.  She proceeded to unbuckle her belt, unzip her fly, unbutton her heavy black cargo pants, and allow them to fall to the floor.  

I tensed, because I was so sure my mom would hear the sound of all those heavy metal buckles and chains attached to the pockets clanging against the floor.  But I don’t think she did. She didn’t stop yakking.

Romi had on a baggy black polo shirt with the name of the supermarket embroidered across her right breast.  She proceeded to tear that off, too.  Right in my front hall.  The door wasn’t even locked behind her.  Closed, but not locked.  

I found her behaviour scandalous, but when I looked her in the face, she didn’t seem to be in strip-show mode.  Her expression showed no emotion.  She seemed tired, that’s all.  

Underneath the polo shirt, she had a black sports bra and black cotton panties.  The only other thing she had on, apart from her socks, were those blue nitrile gloves she loved so much.  I wondered if she’d brought them from home, or if the supermarket had provided them.

As my mother went on chattering about work, Romi crossed by me in her bra and panties.  She walked up the stairs like a ghost.  I followed her with my eyes, because I couldn’t bring myself to move.  When she got to my bedroom, she went right in.  Within seconds, I heard the shower come on.  I hope my mom couldn’t hear it through the phone, but she didn’t stop talking for even a second, so I don’t think my world was on her radar.

I stood in the stretch of hallway between the front door and the kitchen for a full 27 minutes. I know because I could see the clock on the oven’s digital display.  I watched time slip through my fingers.  All I wanted to do was throw down the phone, race upstairs, and join Romi in the shower.  Except the shower turned off after a while.  She was done in there.  

My mother had ruined my chance to get with my girlfriend.

When Mother Dearest got to the front of the grocery line, she finally said, “Oh, sorry, honey—I’ve got to hang up.  It’s my turn to go in.”

Finally!  Why couldn’t that line have moved a little faster so I could jump in the shower with Romi?

I placed the phone in its cradle and took the stairs by twos. 

My bedroom door was wide open.  I felt like some kind of marathon-running goddess when I crossed the threshold. Felt like I should be wearing a gown made of daisies, trailing little white petals along the hardwood.  Look at me, being gorgeous and needy, with a strange sense of achievement in the mix.  

The moment Romi caught sight of my beautiful body, I knew she’d want me.

Except she wasn’t in my bedroom.  

She wasn’t in my bathroom, either.

Where was she?

I didn’t know where to look.  

Maybe she’d started checking out my house.

Maybe she was looking for something to steal. 

Would Romi do that to me?

No. Never.

But would she steal from my parents?

That’s another question.

The door to my mom and dad’s bedroom was closed almost all the way.  It was only open a crack.  I pushed it gently, so it wouldn’t creak, and I peeked inside.

Romi was in there.

Asleep in my parents’ bed.

She looked so cute and small, curled up like a kitten.  She only had a sheet covering her.  The duvet was pushed down to her feet.

How had she fallen asleep so quickly?

Unless she wasn’t asleep.

“Psst,” I hissed.  “You up?”

She made a noise like, “Huhhh?”

Good. She wasn’t really sleeping. Or, at least, she wasn’t dead to the world.

I stripped off my t-shirt, hoping she’d open her eyes as my breasts swung free.  

She didn’t.  Too bad.  I wanted her to notice how full and round and fleshy they looked today.  I wished she would tell me how hot I was.  I wanted her to be impressed by the tightness of my nipples.  

Instead, her eyes remained closed.  She didn’t say anything.  But she did issue adorable noises, little high-pitched squeaks.  “Hmm-hmm-hmm, hmm-hmm-hmm.”  That was cute to listen to.

I still wanted compliments, though.

My jeans had trouble sneaking past my hips, so I’m kind of glad Romi wasn’t watching that particular struggle of mine.  A little embarrassing.

Felt weird, stripping bare in my parents’ bedroom.  Sort of felt like they were watching me.  

Gross.

I crossed the room to close the door, then headed for bed.  On my way there, I noticed a picture of my parents on my mother’s night table.  I turned it down so they wouldn’t be watching.  I’ll have to remember to set it upright later on.  When I’m done here.

Romi shivered when I lifted the sheet, so I dove in quickly.  She made a faint noise when I wrapped my arms around her, but she stayed curled up.

When I pressed my tits against her bare skin, she pushed back.  I wrapped my arms tighter around her belly and she made herself small.  A small naked ball.  

I hooked one of my legs around both of hers, then kissed her neck.  It was lucky I could find an access route.  Her wet hair splashed behind her on the pillow—remind me to check for traces of blue and purple hair dye.  I’ll have to look at the pillowcase when I set that photo back where it was.

Kissing Romi’s neck was a great idea.  Why don’t I do that more often?  Never think of it, I guess.  With her all curled up like that, I didn’t have access to the best bits.  I had to take what I could get. 

When I kissed her neck, she made a sexy sound, like a mouse or a squirrel, something small like that.  Or a pigeon.  Because pigeons coo, and that’s sort of what she started doing as I traced my lips down her shoulder, down her arm. 

I moved my mouth across her back and kissed the length of her spine, pressing my tits against her skin as I went.  Felt so good when I pushed my breasts against her ass that I let out a moan.  She didn’t, which surprised me.  If it felt amazing on my end, shouldn’t it feel just as great on hers?

I kept going until her thighs cradled my tits and my mouth was in line with her smooth, sweet ass.  She smelled like my mango and papaya body wash.  Smelled so good.  

I bit her butt, but she barely reacted.  

So I kept moving down, down her body, trying to shove my nose vaguely in her ass crack in an attempt to reach her pussy with my tongue.  It didn’t really work from behind.  I had to flip her over. It was like rolling a dead body.  She didn’t help much. 

Once I had her on her back, it was much easier to get at her sweet spot.

Romi’s pussy tasted like the smell of mangos and papayas.  It didn’t taste soapy.  I could only catch the aroma, which fixed itself to my palate.  I guess it’s all connected in there—ear, nose and throat.

I licked her slowly, struggling to watch her labia lift against my tongue as I ran it toward her clit.  Her pussy is so beautiful.  I like to watch what I’m doing, but it’s not easy.  Not when I’m so close, so intimate against her body.

What I really wanted was to feel my breasts against her thighs, but they were too wide open for me to press one breast against one thigh. I ended up angling myself.  On the diagonal like that, I could push both tits against one leg, and that felt good.  

Her skin was warm and smooth from the shower.  

It turned me on.  

I licked her harder, but she didn’t react.  

That was annoying.  

So, finally, I asked, “Are you awake?” 

She was like, “Yeah.”  

I said, “You’re not moaning or anything.” 

She was like, “No.”

So I asked, “You want me to stop?” 

She was like, “I don’t care. Do what you want.”

Do what I want?  What’s that supposed to mean?  Does she think I go around licking other people’s pussies for my own benefit?

If I’m gonna do what I want, I should get off at the end of it.

So I crawled up her naked body and I sat on her face.  

At first, she seemed surprised, like she legitimately thought I would keep going down on her.  

After a couple seconds, she extended her tongue for me to ride.

I did all the work.  It’s not like she was licking me or anything.  I just rode her face, faster and faster, until I came.  Didn’t take long. Never really does.  But, as I was coming, I flicked my hair. That made me turn just enough that I could see Romi stroking her own pussy.  I guess it turned her on, having me ride her face.  It turned her on enough that she tried to get off too.

As a mercy move, once I was finished with my orgasm, I slid down her body and huddled beside her in bed. I slipped my hand between her legs and she rolled onto her side, trapping my fingers between her thighs.  I didn’t have to do much.  She writhed against my hand for a while—mostly in silence—until she came with a squeak. 

After that, we stayed in place for a while.  Not long.  Because then she groaned and said, “I better get up.”

I was afraid she’d leave, and that’s when I remembered the nail polish I’d stolen from the pharmacy.  I asked if she wanted me to paint her nails.  That way, she wouldn’t be able to put on her socks—or shoes—for a while.

She said no, she had lots of schoolwork to get done, and I should work on mine too.

I’d forgotten school was still a thing. 

But Romi had drive. Internal drive.  She had something to prove.  She came from nowhere, but she could be someone if she tried hard enough.

I’m already someone. I don’t have to try at all.

It wasn’t until she’d asked me for the Wi-Fi password that I realized she had no intention of leaving.  If she asked to stay, I totally missed it. Or maybe she thought it was somehow implied. Like, if she showed up she could stay forever.

And she can. I don’t mind. It’s almost what we planned, except in reverse. 

My plan was for me to move in with her. 

I guess her plan is for her to move in with me.

It’s not as exciting that way, but it’ll do. At least we have hot water here.

I told her she didn’t need the Wi-Fi password because her laptop used to be mine and it would know what to do. She didn’t seem to trust my word, so she grabbed it and opened it up.  Sure enough, it worked just fine.  She got online and signed into the university portal we were supposed to use. After that, it’s like I didn’t exist in her world. 

When I left my parents’ bedroom to get a snack, Romi closed the door behind me.  I thought about knocking to come back in, but instead I watched TV downstairs.  I didn’t go to bed until two in the morning, but I could still hear her typing.  

I left my door open in case Romi wanted to join me.

The light in my parents’ room was on all night.
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BY THE TIME I WOKE up this morning (well, I guess it was afternoon), Romi was gone.  She’d left the door unlocked, since she doesn’t have a key, but, honestly, that doesn’t matter too much.  Especially now, with everyone at home all day to play neighbourhood watch.

It just occurred to me: what if someone on the block sees Romi coming and going from the house and asks my parents about it?  My parents never explicitly forbade me from inviting Romi here.  They just said I couldn’t go to her place.  Or anywhere else, pretty much. 

Daddy Dearest can’t take away my money if I didn’t break the rules. Right?

The day was so long and boring I actually turned on the news. They were interviewing a guy about how rent is due today and there’s no relief for anyone—except out west, where they’ve got a government-sanctioned rent freeze. The interview dude was saying it should be like that everywhere.

But, like, landlords are people too! Hello! Why should renters get off the hook? If they want to live somewhere, they have to pay. Or they can live with their parents, like I do.  These are choices people have to make.  Nobody gets a free ride. 

When Romi arrived home from her shift, I was sitting on the sofa by the front window, watching the empty street, waiting for her.  I had no idea what time she’d be done work, so I’d been sitting there for, like, an hour and a half, maybe?  Just staring out the window. 

What else is there to do these days?

I ran to the door and swung it open and my heart filled with so much joy I couldn’t keep quiet.  I was just like, “Hey!  Hi!  What do you want for dinner?  I can cook for you.  Spaghetti?  I can make that pretty easy.  Or I could microwave some of my mom’s sweet potato curry from the freezer. It’s really good. I think you’d like it.”

Romi didn’t look anywhere near as happy as I felt.  She actually looked more like a beached whale. Not fat!  That’s not what I mean.  Just half-dead or something.  Like she wasn’t getting enough oxygen to her brain. 

“The curry stuff sounds good,” she said.  “I'm gonna take a shower.”

I asked if I should come upstairs with her, but she said not this time.  She was tired and she wanted to wash the workday from her body.

While Romi showered, I cooked basmati rice. It didn’t turn out as good as my mom’s.  I don’t know her secret.  Weird, but suddenly I wish my mom were around so she could teach me how to make stuff, like cook or whatever.  I want her to teach me so I can impress Romi with my domestic skills.  If Romi’s gonna be our breadwinner who goes out into the world and works long hours to bring home the bacon, I’d better know how fry up that bacon without burning down the house.

Never in my life have I wanted to be this person: the wife, the cook, the cleaner.

Oh, that’s right—I meant to clean something today.  

The bathroom sure could use it.  

Didn’t get around to that.

Well... there’s always tomorrow.

Romi came downstairs wearing a long sweater that belongs to my mom.  It was too big on her, but it still looked good.  She loved my mom’s curry.  I lit candles to make the meal more romantic, but I’m not sure she noticed.  

As she wolfed down dinner, I decided I should make conversation.  That was a wifely task, right?  Ask how your day went?

So I asked Romi, “How do you like your new job?”

I figured she’d been hired as a cashier, but it turns out she works in the supermarket as a personal shopper, basically.  So, when someone places an order for delivery, she gets the order sheet and goes around the aisles, picking up what the person wants.

That sounds like a fun job, and I said so.

Romi looked at me across her almost-empty plate.  She was like, “If it sounds like such a blast, how about you take over my shifts and I’ll sit on my ass all day in a big fancy house?”

I laughed, like, “Yeah, right.  My parents would never let me get a job during a pandemic!”

She said, “Some of us don’t have that luxury.”  

All her roommates now have jobs working for supermarket chains.  Everyone except Mercury.  Because Mercury is “immunocompromised,” whatever that means. I guess it’s like how Ben has asthma and that puts him in the high-risk category? Although, he’s working at that distribution centre, so I don’t know why Mercury can’t work.  But everyone in the household is determined take on extra shifts so they can pay her way.  

Some people might call that compassion or whatever, but I think they’re just babying her.  

I didn’t say so to Romi. She’s always had a soft spot for her trans buds.

“Can I borrow a black pair of pants?” Romi asked.

She got up from the table before I’d even asked, “Why?”

“I need them for work. My boss says the ones I’ve been wearing—the cargo pants with the metal hooks and stuff—my boss says they’re a safety hazard.”

I laughed as Romi made her way toward the stairs.  “A safety hazard? How are a pair of pants unsafe?”

My guess was that Romi would join in laughing about how bosses are so dumb and say she hates working for the man and she’ll probably just quit, but she surprised me by replying, with an even temper, “The hooks could get caught on something, and the pants are too long.  I could trip.”

Even though I hadn’t finished eating, I followed Romi upstairs and into my room.  “Well, what good will my pants do you?” I asked.  “I’m taller than you are, ergo my pants are longer than yours.”

She turned when she reached my closet and asked, “Ergo?”

“It’s a word,” I told her.

She opened my closet door and stepped inside.  “I know it’s a word—it’s just not a word I expect to hear out of your mouth.”

“My mouth can do lots of things you wouldn’t expect,” I said.

She didn’t respond to that comment, but I’d like to think it put ideas in her head.

“What about these ones?” she asked, pulling down an austere pair of trousers.

I was like, “Why would you want those?  I only wear them to funerals.”

She looked completely serious when she said, “If they’re too good, I won’t take them—if you’re afraid I’ll ruin them, I mean. I won’t try to, but I make no guarantees.  It’s a physical job.”

“No, I don’t care,” I told her.  “They’re a little small on me, so they’ll probably fit you fine.”

She was already in the process of slipping them on.  That’s when I realized she wasn’t wearing any underwear.

“Did you go to work commando?” I asked.

“No,” she said.  “I just didn’t feel like putting dirty underwear back on after taking a shower.”  Closing the closet door, she checked herself out in the full-length mirror.  “These fit great.  I’ll just pin the hem so I’m not stepping on them and they’ll be perfect.”

They looked okay.  Sagged a bit in the butt, but I guess she doesn’t mind that.  She doesn’t want people grabbing her ass at work.  Or anywhere else.

As she admired the fit, I was like, “You never used to care what bosses thought of you—or your clothes. Why do you care so much now?  You were always the take it or leave it type, with jobs.”

“Yeah, well that’s for normal jobs,” she said. “This is a temp position and I really need to keep it.  I want to earn a bunch of money while I can, while I don’t have classes during the day.  It’s important, so I’m trying to be a good employee.”

I was like, “But you said the supermarkets are hiring thousands of people.  You said they’ll hire anybody.  Why would they fire you because they don’t like your pants?”

Romi got ticked all of a sudden and unzipped her/my pants violently and pushed them down to her ankles, saying, “Look, I just want to keep this stupid job, okay?  Would you please stop pestering me?  You’re being really annoying right now.”

I might have said sorry.  I don’t remember.  I was too distracted by the fact that her pants were down and she wasn’t wearing any underwear.

Pressing her back against the closet wall, I got on my knees and lifted her/my mom’s sweater.  Romi’s pubic hair smelled like my mango and papaya body wash, but I could also detect the scent of my mother, and that was a little unsettling, considering what I was about to do.  

I pushed the sweater up, begging her to take it off, and she did.  She dropped it on the ground somewhere behind me. That was good enough.

When I gazed up at Romi’s naked body, my pussy pulsed.  My mouth watered.  She looked amazing in the dull closet light.  Backed up against my clothes like that, she was the prettiest person I could ever imagine. 

I kissed her pubic hair.  I opened my mouth and ran my top teeth down her mound.  Her fine hairs tickled my palate just a little.  I sucked those curls.  I nibbled her flesh, every bit I could get hold of.  Her pretty pussy was my everything, my world.

With the thumbs of both hands, I parted her outer labia and looked inside.  Her flesh was so sweet and pink, so perfect to look at.  This is all I ever wanted to do: go down on my girlfriend, have her go down on me, rub my little lips against hers, kiss her mouth, fuck her hand.  I didn’t want anything else out of life.

When I licked her, she made the most adorable noise, like a sheep or something. Some kind of farm animal.  Or a mouse.  She was so cute, with the sounds she made.  They were always so tiny.  

I’m the opposite: I’m loud.  At first, she used to tell me to keep it down so I wouldn’t annoy her roommates, but I guess she gave up on that.  I got louder and louder, and she stopped trying to quiet me.

Her pussy tasted fruity and sweet, familiar but different now that she was using my body wash.  I loved the aroma she planted on the roof of my mouth.  I licked her fully to taste it more.  I sucked her slowly and made her sing. 

“Oh yes, oh yes, oh yes.”  

That was the chorus.  

The verses were a mix of “fuck yeah” and “harder, babe!”

So she wanted it like that?  Okay, then I’d give it to her.

I reached up to squeeze her breasts. 

She reached down to pull my hair.  

Oh, so that’s how we’re playing?  

I smashed my face against her pussy. She rode my tongue, grinding, wetting my chin so bad her juices dripped down my chest.  They soaked my damn top.  I wish I’d taken it off.  I’d rather feel her nectar directly on my skin.

She drove her pussy against my face, squealing and whining, coming fast and hard.

I guess that’s all she needed, because she pushed my head away when she was done.  She didn’t offer anything in return, and I didn’t ask for any favours.

But I did remind her about the nail polish I’d picked up.  Apparently I hadn’t told her, before, that I’d stolen it.  She seemed surprised by that element.  Surprised and impressed, I think.  That’s just a guess.

She said she didn’t have time to do my nails, though.  She had tons of school stuff to do.  I told her I could paint hers—paint her toes—while she worked on whatever.  She considered the offer, but ultimately decided it would be best if she shut herself away in my parents’ room.  She said she got a lot of work done in there last night, when I left her alone.
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WHEN ROMI STEPPED THROUGH the front door today, she threw her bag on the floor and said, “Fucking cops!”

“What’d they do?” I asked.  “Are you okay?”

As she kicked off her shoes, she said, “You know that park I have to walk by?  It’s between here and work.  You know the one?  The big one.  I forget what it’s called.”

“Yeah,” I said.  “The one with the playground.”

She nodded.  “That’s it.  I always cut through there on my way home.”

It filled my heart with joy that she’d referred to my house as “home.”

“Didn’t they put up caution tape all over that playground?” I asked.  “All around it, I mean?”

“Exactly,” Romi growled, shrugging off her jacket.  I noticed that the black pants she’d borrowed had white streaks across the thighs, but I didn’t mention it, since she was in the middle of a story.  “And there are these two cops patrolling the park because I guess they’ve got nothing better to do.  The caution tape is really low to the ground, so I step over it and the dude cop’s right on me like ‘Hey, you can’t cross that tape. The playground’s out of bounds.’”

I was like, “Oh my god! What did you do?”

“I told him, like, ‘Dude, I’m just cutting through. I’m not gonna play on the swings.  I’m a grown-ass adult.’”

“We played on the swings last week,” I reminded her.  “Or was that two weeks ago?  I’ve lost track of time.”

She was like, “I don’t know, dude.  Anyway, listen, this cop is telling me I can’t cross that tape and I need to leave the area and I’m like yeah, fine, I'm leaving it—because by that point I’m more than halfway through the playground, just weaving my way through it—but dude’s telling me I have to turn around and exit the way I came and I’m just like ‘Are you shitting me? I’m almost out the other side and you’re telling me to turn around? That’s so fucking stupid. I’ll spend twice as much time in the roped-off part if I go back.’  And still he’s telling me I have to go back.  He tells me if I don’t go back, he’s gonna write me a ticket!”

I was like, “A ticket?”

Romi’s like, “Yeah, he said he had the power to fine me up to $100,000 for using parks amenities that have been shut down. By that time I was already out the other side and I was like, ‘I wasn’t using it, pig!  I was just walking through!’  Then he asked me my name, so I bolted.”

“You ran away from the police?” I asked.  “Did they follow you?”

She shrugged.  “Nah.  I only ran until I got out of the park and back on the sidewalk.  They weren’t following, so I wasn’t gonna waste my energy. But, man, am I sweating.  Can I do a load of laundry after my shower?  I only have this one shirt for work.”

It was the polo shirt with the supermarket name stitched over the breast.  “Looks like quality, at least.  Did they just give that to you?”

Romi furrowed her brow, then cackled.  “Give it to you, yeah, then take the cost out of your paycheque.”

I laughed.  I assume she was joking.  I don’t know.  Maybe she wasn’t.  Would a company make you wear a uniform but also make you pay for it?  Like, for a minimum-wage job, even? 

While Romi took her shower, I put her clothes in the washing machine.  My plan was to wash them for her, but I couldn’t figure out how to work the washer.  

When she got out of the shower, I was there to hand her a towel.  I think she was feeling sort of tender after that cop threatened to fine her.  Romi’s not a fan of cops. She and her roommates have had too many negative experiences.  Personally, I don’t think cops are as bad as she makes them out to be, but I can appreciate where she’s coming from.  I know that Mercury and Dayna and the other girl—whatever her name is—get stopped just for walking down the street, but sometimes I think it’s their own fault.  Mercury especially, because of what she wears.  

I wouldn’t say any of this to Romi, of course.

As she dragged the towel across her naked skin, Romi asked about the nail polish I’d pocketed at the drug store.  I couldn’t believe she’d remembered.  My heart started beating wildly, though I can’t say for sure why.  Maybe because I kept catching glimpses of her naked breasts peeking out from under the cover of her towel. Actually, this sort of excitement was different from the kind I get just seeing Romi naked. She’s got a great body and I love looking at it, but I’ve seen it many times. 

Something about the nail polish made me extra excited.

“I’ll do you first,” she said, and caught me by the arm when I went to leave the room.  “Hey, where do you think you’re going?”

“To get the nail polish,” I said.  “It’s still in my pocket.”

“All right. But hurry back.”

It’s rare to see Romi so coquettish and coy.  The way she batted her lashes made me hurry, hurry, hurry to grab the two pots of polish from my coat and then rush back to my bathroom.

“Wash your feet,” she instructed me.  “I want those tender tootsies squeaky clean.”

Funny way to phrase it, but I wasn’t about to argue.  I pulled off my jeans because I didn’t want to get them wet, but I felt silly wearing just a top. So I pulled off my top before stepping into the tub.  It’s deep and white with powerful jacuzzi jets.

Warm water shocked me as I ran it over my feet.  Felt funny to get only part of my body wet.

“Do you ever use these?” Romi asked, pointing her naked toe at the jets.

“Sometimes,” I said.  “Not really.”

“I bet they’d feel good on my feet,” she went on.  “After a long day at work.”

Shrugging, I said, “Probably.”

“Can I try them out?”

I gave her a look, even though I didn’t mean to, and said, “You just took a shower.  Now you want a bath?”

“It was only a quick shower,” she said. “And that was to wash off the day’s dirt and sweat and germs. A soak would be different. I don’t remember the last time I had a bath, and I don’t think I’ve ever had a jacuzzi.”

“Be my guest,” I said, but I was actually kind of irritated that first we were going to do nail polish, and then we weren’t.  I really wanted to paint each other’s nails.  And I was getting hungry.  Romi probably wouldn’t even offer to help with dinner. She’d just expect me to do everything, as always.  Like I was her little housewife or something.  

Well, I felt like pasta and I knew how to cook pasta, so if she wanted anything other than pasta she’d just have to cook it herself.

Filling the tub took a while. I stood there, letting the steamy water rise up my legs.  

“Mmm,” Romi moaned as she stepped behind me.  “It’s so warm.  I think that’s what I love most about your house: it’s never cold here.  It’s like being back in the womb.”

I wanted to ask her how she could possibly remember being in the womb, but I didn’t because the image was gross.  Who wants to think about their mother’s baby-birthing sector when their girlfriend is cozying up behind them?

Romi pressed her soft breasts to my back. Her skin was still damp and tacky from the shower.  I preferred her skin dry against mine.  It usually got slick and wet as we kissed and fucked, but that was okay, because by then my skin had beaded with sweat, too. 

When I bent at the knees, Romi came with me, cradling me from behind.  The water level rose significantly once we were seated in the tub.  I’d forgotten it would do that.  Didn’t matter, though, because the bath was at that perfect temperature where you just want to live there forever.

I turned off the water and turned on the jets.

“Ohhh!” Romi moaned in my ear.  “Wow, that feels amazing on my back.”

I brought her hands to my breasts and forced her to cup my floating flesh.  “That feels amazing,” I told her. I had to talk pretty loud to make sure she’d hear me over the roaring jets.  “I like when you roll my nipples between your thumbs and your fingers.  That turns me on like crazy.”

“Everything turns you on,” she said, riding her palms down my body underwater, all the way to my thighs.  That felt good, too, but the nipples thing would have been better.

“Put your feet against these jets,” I told her. 

When she did, she reacted like she’d received a jolt of electricity through the tub.  Her body bucked against mine.  She gasped like a character in a horror movie.  “Wow,” she said.  “I wasn’t expecting that.”

“Expecting what?” I asked.

“For it to feel so...”

There was no end to that thought—not one that I heard. 

Romi sank deeper in the tub, which made me sink, too, since I was resting on her tits.  She moaned as she pressed her feet to the jets, moaned like she’d never felt anything so pleasurable.  Like, honestly, I’ve never heard her moan like that in all the times I’ve licked her pussy or sucked her tits or finger-fucked her or anything like that.

She started playing with my breasts and I was thinking, “Finally! This is what I asked for from the start!” But instead of saying anything, I moaned super-loud, trying to drown out Romi and the jets.  That was my way of getting the point across that I didn’t want her to stop.

Romi had a huge orgasm from just that foot stuff, and I kinda felt pissed off and jealous. The jets felt good against my feet, but not good enough to give me an orgasm.  I half wanted to touch myself, but I would have found that embarrassing.  I don’t know why.  Also, I couldn’t bring myself to ask Romi to get me off.  Again, I don’t know why.

Romi started to get up and wow, that pissed me off so much.  I felt abandoned and angry. But she didn’t actually get out of the tub.  She settled at the opposite end, so she was facing me.  She sat up straight, or else she’d have the faucet poking into her back.  Her chest was slick, wet, beautiful. God, she had gorgeous breasts.  Like little sugar cones with pink meringue peaks. So soft. Always soft.

“Has anyone ever sucked your toes?” she asked.

I was like, “Of course not.  If you haven’t done it, nobody’s done it.”

So she plucked one of my feet out of the water and wove her tongue languidly up the base.  When she got to my big toe, she circled around it, then sucked. 

It felt so shockingly good I almost kicked her in the face. Accidentally!  I definitely wasn’t trying to!  But she was prepared, anyway, for an extreme reaction.  She held tight to my foot and applied force when I attempted my kick.  It was really more of a muscle spasm.  

Of all the sex things Romi’s done to me, I can’t think of anything else that produced such an intense and immediate reaction. Yeah, like, it wasn’t just the wow feeling—it was the fact that the wow feeling was instantaneous. 

She put my toe in her mouth, and I had an orgasm. 

For real.

She licked below the next toe. 

Same thing. 

She sucked that toe.  

Same thing.

How could it feel so good every time?  How could I have these instant mini-orgasms just from her tasting my toes?  I’ve never heard of this before.  Is it something people do?  Why does nobody talk about it, if it’s so damn good?

Every toe was a fresh orgasm.  But that wasn’t enough for Romi.  She pressed her foot against my bare pussy and rocked on my crotch.  Good lord, that felt amazing. The way she used her mouth and her foot simultaneously mystified me.  I didn’t think I could be that coordinated.

But I gave it a shot.

When I wedged one foot between Romi’s legs, she purred like a kitten.  The bathwater burbled all around us. As the jets roared, I grabbed her by the ankle. She slipped forward, so I gave her a moment to adjust her position before lifting her toes to my lips. 

Her reaction wasn’t as huge as mine had been, but it was still pretty big.  She didn’t kick me in the face, but she did nudge my teeth.  I bit her big toe to keep her from launching my head against the wall.  I didn’t want to die in the tub.

Believe it or not, her toes tasted good.  I liked feeling them in my mouth.  I liked licking between them and nibbling and running my tongue along the underside.  Her feet were small and cute.  I wondered how much I could fit in my mouth at once.  I wondered, but I didn’t take any chances, in case her nails were sharp enough to cut my face.  I don’t know why that worried me, or even why it came to mind, but I stuck to the simple stuff like sucking her toes and rocking my foot against her swollen pussy until we both started panting and wailing and wanting to come.

I don’t know if she got there, but I sure did.

The Jacuzzi jets have an internal timer, so they turn themselves off when they think you’ve had enough.  They clicked off just as I rose to get out of the tub—which is perfect timing, if you ask me.  

The water was still pretty warm, and I guess Romi wanted to hang out there by herself for a while.  She asked what was for dinner and said she was really hungry after working all day.  She was supposed to have a lunch break, but so many orders came in that she worked right through it.  

That didn’t sound like Romi.  She didn’t usually care about the work she did—only the paycheques she received—so it surprised me that she’d sacrificed her break to some rando’s grocery delivery.

While Romi continued her soak, I threw some of my dad’s “famous” chili in the microwave and grated cheddar to put on top.  

Why does he call it “famous” chili? He’s the only one who even likes it.

I served it with tortilla chips, because that’s how my mom eats it—she scoops it onto one end of the triangle instead of using a spoon, then the second end, then the last one.  She gets three scoops of chili out of one tortilla. That’s my mom.

Is she home, I wonder?  If she is, she’s probably sleeping. I shouldn’t disturb her.  I mean, like, I wouldn’t mind talking to her.  But I don’t want to bug her if she’s had a rough day.

Romi came downstairs in a pair of track pants my mom used to wear when I was a kid.  I was like, “Romi, where’d you get those?”  

She said she found them in my parents’ closet, and the sweater too.  

Weird that she kept wearing my mother’s clothes instead of mine.  I guess my mom’s clothes are cozier.  

Anyway.

We had dinner and Romi liked it.  She had a second bowl, and then a little more.  We ate all the tortilla chips and lots of cheese.  After that, I remembered about her clothes in the washer.  I told her I hadn’t turned the machine on because I didn’t know how, and she seemed kind of disgruntled about that.  

She was like, “Do I have to do everything around here?”

I asked, “What are you talking about?  Who made dinner?”

She said, “Your dad.  You said it was his chili.”

“Yeah, but I heated it up,” I told her.

She said that heating something in the microwave isn’t the same as cooking, but I don’t see the difference.  Who cares whether you cook something on the stove or in the oven or the microwave?  Isn’t it all the same?  Anyway, microwaving is a more energy-efficient cooking method, so I don’t know why Romi’s riding around on a high horse just because she knows how to do laundry and I don’t.

Also, she was scandalized that I’d been prepared to do an entire load of laundry with just one top, one pair of pants and one set of underwear in the machine.  She made me go upstairs and get my dirty clothes to throw in.  

My stuff was all over the place.  I couldn’t remember what was dirty and what was clean, so I just threw whatever in the washer and let Romi turn it on.  

I probably should have paid attention to what she was doing so I’d be able to do it myself next time, but oh well.

Once the laundry got going, we went upstairs.  Romi made her way toward my parents’ bedroom, where she’d left her computer and textbooks and stuff.  I was like, “Hey wait, weren’t we gonna do each other’s nails?”

She looked at me with this exhausted expression and huffed before saying, “Okay, yeah, fine.”

“If you don’t want to, we don’t have to,” I said, but I guess my tone of voice was kind of mean, because she snapped at me that she’d already said yeah it was fine so why was I being difficult?

She was like, “I’ve got all this work to do.  And so do you, unless you’ve dropped out of school.”

I don’t know. I guess I haven’t. Not officially. But I haven’t responded to any emails from any of my profs or TAs. I haven’t watched any of the online lectures or participated in discussion chats. So maybe school will do it for me. 

If I drop off the face of the earth, will I still pass my courses?

We didn’t end up doing nails. Romi retreated to my parents’ room instead.

I got the feeling that, if her work clothes weren’t in the washer, she’d have left and gone home.

Except they have no internet where she lives, so maybe not.
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GOT A LETTER FROM NANCY today. She liked my gift.  Her sister has already threatened to steal it from her.  

I’m glad she got back to me so soon.  I’m actually surprised mail is still happening. I guess it’s an essential service. 

It was nice to see Nancy’s handwriting on a piece of paper.  Hers is much neater than mine, but somewhat similar.  We both write in big loopy letters that take up more than one line.  That’s why I always double-space when I write.  My words take up so much room.

Not the whole letter was pleasant, though.  Nancy says things are bad in long term care homes.  The virus is spreading like wildfire through some. Not Aya’s, luckily, but other ones throughout the country. There’s one that had all these recommendations suggested to them ten years ago, and those recommendations were never put in place. As a direct result, residents have died and a lot of staff caught the virus, too.  

Nancy says she’s seen these systems from the inside since she was a child. She knows for a fact that best practices aren’t implemented.  She’s seen abuses of power and outright abuse. The most vulnerable and marginalized members of society are always the one who suffer.

She’s worried about Aya and the other people she customarily visits.  (That’s the word she used: customarily.  I like it.  Writing is so different from talking.)  Nancy wrote a lot about the volunteer work she does.  She said there’s an empty place in her heart that’s usually filled by those visits with long term care residents.  

People who work in those places always tell her how great she is for devoting so much time to the elderly, and how much they benefit from those visits, but Nancy doesn’t think she deserves the accolades.  She wrote that she probably gets more out of listening than they get out of talking, but I don’t think that could possibly be true.  I know how much Aya loves Nancy, and I bet Aya misses her a whole bunch right now.  Even if she doesn’t realize it.

She also wrote about how so many of the recommendations on the news are for rich people, and aren’t feasible for someone like her mother and sister, who live together in a one-bedroom apartment with no computer or anything.  Makes me wonder what Mount Q is doing for internet access.  Usually they go to the library or cafes or the sandwich shop Dayna works at, but all those places are now closed. So how are they coping?

Is that why Romi’s been spending nights at my place?  So she can do her schoolwork online?  Or does she come here because it’s close to her new job and there’s a hot shower waiting, and lots of food, and my parents’ warm bed?

Or does she come here to see me?

I meant to ask her when she got home, but I didn’t.

When she walked in the door, she said, “I’m only here for a shower, then I’ve got to go home.”

“Don’t got!” I said, trying not to whine.  “I made a real dinner tonight! I found a pork loin in the freezer and I made mashed potatoes and stovetop stuffing and frozen peas...”

Romi looked at me like she was mad or something. Then she shook her head and said, “You don’t even ask why. You just assume your shit’s more important than whatever’s going on with me.”

That seemed like a reasonable call-out, so I was like, “Okay, what’s up with you?”

She growled as she tore off her top right there in the front hall and shoved it in her bag.  She did the same thing with her pants, then said, “We’ll talk over dinner.”

“You’re staying?” I asked, jumping up and down, clapping my hands.

“Only for dinner,” she replied, firmly.  “Then I’ve got to go.  For real.”

I didn’t ask to join her in the shower. Not this time.

As soon as she’d disappeared into my bedroom, I grabbed her work clothes out of her bag and ran them down to the washer. This time, I didn’t hesitate before adding soap and turning the dials. I pressed buttons until the wash time was the longest it could get—well over an hour.

She couldn’t leave if she had no clothes.

When Romi came downstairs, her wet hair soaked the shoulders of a sweater my mom’s had since before I was born. It’s got a cartoon duck on it, and the duck’s wearing swim trunks and relaxing on a beach. It’s surrounded by palm trees and waves and the words: Don’t Worry, Be Happy!

Somehow, Romi pulled off the look.  

In a pair of washed-out leggings, Romi pulled up a chair and said, “Thanks for making dinner tonight.  I’m starving.”

“That’s funny,” I told her.

She scowled before asking, “It’s funny that I’m starving?”

“Because you work in a supermarket,” I said. “Water, water everywhere and not a drop to drink.”

She didn’t respond.  

“It’s ironic,” I went on.

“I guess,” she said, and shrugged.

When I laid out her food before her, she dug in and didn’t complain.  She finished her meat and asked if there was more, and there was, and I brought her some.  She devoured everything in sight. When I told her I’d made Jell-o, she wanted that too.

As soon as she’d polished off dessert, she stood from the table and told me it was time to go.

“Already?” I asked. “But you just got here.  I don’t want you leaving so soon.”

“I need to get back,” she told me.  “We made a collective decision not to pay the rent, and our landlord keeps bugging us about it.  He’s playing nice, pretending he wants to work something out, but you just know how it goes: give an inch and he’ll take a mile.  That’s always the way with these guys.”

What guys? I wondered. 

I didn’t ask.

Romi was like, “The government put a pause on evictions, so he can’t legally shut us out, but you never know what these guys are gonna do.  I need to be with my family right now. Just in case something happens.”

When she referred to her roommates as family, that was like a dagger in my heart. I wanted to get back at her, so I said, “Why not pay your rent?  You all have jobs now—well, everyone except Mercury—and you’re probably making more money than you were before. Maybe not you, because you’re not getting tips, but Ben for sure.  And maybe you too, actually, since you’re working more hours and you’re getting more than minimum wage.  If you’re all working again, there’s no reason not to pay your rent.” 

Romi gave me this look like she thought I was an absolute imbecile.  She was like, “Yeah, okay, we have jobs, but we just started working them.  You think we get paid at the end of each shift?”

I was like, “I don’t know! I’ve never had a job! Don’t they pay you upfront, when you start?  Like a signing bonus?  Isn’t that a thing?”

Romi looked confounded.  She laughed, but in a mean way, and she said, “My god, you really think that, don’t you?  You’re really that clueless.”

“You don’t have to be so mean to me,” I told her.  “Just because we have different experiences doesn’t mean I’m an idiot.”

“Well then don’t act like an idiot,” she yelled.

I wondered if my parents were home.  I hadn’t checked in a while.  I know the basement apartment was pretty well soundproofed from when Ty lived there, but if Romi started screaming, would they hear?  Would they know she was here?

Trying to sound a little less stupid, I said, “I don’t see the point of not paying your rent.  If you don’t pay now, won’t you have to pay double next month?  Then, if you don’t pay again, the month after you’ll owe three months.  You’ll just keep getting more and more behind.  Can a landlord charge you interest, like if you paid your credit card late?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Romi said, in this snotty voice she puts on sometimes when she’s mad.  “I don’t have a credit card.  We just have different experiences.”

“You don’t have to talk to me that way,” I told her.  “I’m just trying to help.”

She was like, “Why does every conversation devolve into an argument, with us?”  Then, without waiting for an answer, she said, “Never mind.  Don’t answer that.  We both know why.”

Maybe she did, but I had no clue.

When she stormed to the front hall, I was like, “Wait.  You can’t leave.”

She said she had to, gave the same reasons again, then started calling me a child, saying I only care about myself and what I want, and I have no consideration for other people’s needs.

“If I only care about myself,” I said, “then why did I throw your clothes in the laundry while you were in the shower?”

I knew the answer to that question.  I was hoping she didn’t.

Romi’s jaw went slack.  “You threw my clothes in the laundry? My work clothes?”

“Yeah,” I said.  “Because I wanted to do something nice for you.”

That’s obviously not why I did it. But it’s not like I’m gonna admit the real reason.

She checked her bag like she didn’t believe me. When she saw that her polo shirt and black pants weren’t in there, she looked up from the floor like she couldn’t believe her eyes.  “You asshole!” she cried.  “I told you I couldn’t stay!”

I fluttered my lashes a bunch of times, to see if I could work up some tears.  Nothing was coming, but I kept trying as I explained how I was only trying to help. Yesterday she wanted her clothes cleaned, so I naturally assumed she’d want them washed again today.

“Bullshit,” she said as she tossed her bag over her shoulder.  She’d already jammed her feet into her shoes.  All that was left to do was grab her jacket. Once she had that in hand, she swung open the door.

I was just about to tell her to wait, come back, when something terrible happened: my mother’s car drove up the street.  She pulled into the driveway just as Romi cut across the lawn.

Now I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop. I can’t believe my mom didn’t video chat me the instant she walked through the door.  It’s been, like, two hours since Romi left.  My mom must be waiting until my dad gets home. They’re probably going to collaborate on my punishment.

My parents are at their best when they’re working together to ruin my life.
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I SPENT PRETTY MUCH the entire night freaking out, wondering what kind of punishment my parents would dream up after my mom caught sight of Romi traipsing across the front lawn. 

It hadn’t dawned on me that Romi’s clothes were still in the washer until she showed up early this morning, asking for them.  

When I told her I hadn’t put them in the dryer, she freaked out because now she was going to be late for work.  She cussed me out, telling me I’m worthless, good for nothing, unreliable, all that. But, like... it’s just a stupid grocery store job. Who even cares if you’re on time?  Do they even keep track of that stuff?

I tried to tempt Romi into being even later for work, but she called me deluded.  Did I really think she’d want sex from someone who’d fucked up her day?

Well, yes, obviously I did.  Why else would I offer?

She threw her shit in the dryer, and said it would take like an hour. So I said, “Perfect. That gives me just enough time to make you come.”

I wanted her to smile.  

She didn’t smile.  She just said, “Fine.  I’ll ride your face, but you better get me off this time.”

This time?  When have I not gotten her off?

She took off her jacket, and it surprised me to see that she still had on that stupid duck sweater of my mother’s.  I told her to take it off if she wanted me to eat her pussy, but she was like, “I’ll wear what I want,” and I could take it or leave it.

I headed upstairs, but she asked where I was going.  She wanted to fuck my face in the sitting room, right in front of the open curtains.  

“Maybe not,” I said.  “Maybe let’s do it in my bedroom or something.”

She stripped off my mom’s leggings, then took off that ugly sweater.  Her white bra, which had been pristine days earlier, was now yellowed around the pits.  Gross.  And I’m pretty sure she had on the same underwear as yesterday.  Double gross.

But when she stood by the front window completely naked, my primary concern was that my parents would see her.  I was like, “You can’t stand there!  I’m pretty sure my mom saw you leaving yesterday.  The fallout from that still hasn’t hit.  So if she sees you here and you’re naked... or if one of the neighbours walks by and they tell my parents...”

“Fine,” she said, grabbing my mom’s sweater off the ground.  “If you don’t want to it here, you don’t get it anywhere.  Your choice.”

“No, no, no, wait!” I cried, because she was already putting the sweater back on.  “Okay, I’ll do it.  Just try not to attract too much attention, okay?”

When she took the sweater off again, that wasn’t a smile I saw on her face. It was for sure a sneer.

“Sit here,” she said, patting the big comfy armchair by the window.

“Sit?” I asked.

“Sit,” she repeated, like I was a dog. 

I did as I was told, sat where she told me to sit.  Once I was in position, she climbed on the chair.  With her feet on either side of me, she pressed her pussy to my face.

“Open wide,” she said, streaking her hands through my hair.

She held on tight as I parted my lips and stuck out my tongue. 

I grabbed her ass to hold her steady.  I didn’t want her falling.

With her body so close to my face, I couldn’t see the front window.  I couldn’t see outside.  For all I knew, every neighbour on the block had assembled on my lawn to watch what we were doing. 

What she was doing.

Because I wasn’t doing anything.

I sat with my hands cupping Romi’s ass, while she rode my tongue indiscreetly. She bucked hard, jamming her clit where she wanted it, sliding quickly, moving fast. Fucking my face.  Going overboard.  Moaning and grunting.  Getting off.
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AFTER SHE’D COME, SHE hopped in the shower.  

My pussy had gotten so wet that the gusset of my panties was actually slick with juice.  I cupped my crotch and squeezed, but I couldn’t masturbate in front of a window.  I went into one of the guest rooms and crouched between the bed and the wall. It was the most private place I could think of.  

I don’t know why I didn’t want Romi catching me.  Made no sense.  I should have waltzed into the bathroom and begged for a fingerfuck.

Instead, I kept my clothes on and stuck my hand down my pants.  I rode my fingers, but it wasn’t good.  I wanted Romi’s.  I wanted to feel her face against my thighs, and her tongue on my clit.  

I stroked off as much as I could, but I didn’t come and, in the end, I felt frustrated.

Don’t ask me why, but I rolled under the bed.  I used to do that when I was a kid, if I wanted to hide. I’d roll under the bed and stay quiet as a mouse. I’d try not to breathe. I didn’t want to be found.

When I came out from under the bed, Romi had left.  My mom’s leggings and ugly sweater were folded neatly on my parents’ bed. Romi’s laptop and textbooks were no longer on the night stand. 

Everything that belonged to her was gone. 

The house phone rang, and I wasn’t going to pick it up, except it was my mom’s cell calling.  The second I answered, I remembered that I was avoiding my parents because I was in trouble. Well, too late now.  Mother Bear asked for a video chat, so I was like whatever, time to face the music I guess, and I opened my computer.

There they were: Mother and Father, side by side in their white coats.  They weren’t in the basement. They were clearly at work.  Maybe that was good.  Maybe I’d get in less trouble if their co-workers were milling around behind them.

Just when I thought they would lay down the law, my mother asked, “How are you feeling, my little one?”

I was like, “Me?  Fine, I guess.  Why?  How should I be feeling?”

She looked to my father, who said, “Many people feel anxious right now.  It’s okay to not be okay.”

I said, “I’m okay, okay?  Let’s just get this over with so I can figure out what to do with my future.”

My parents looked confused.  They kept exchanging glances, but awkwardly because they were so close to one another.  Like how I couldn’t see Romi clearly when she pressed her pussy to my face.

My mother said, “We wanted to tell you in person—or, as close to in person as we can be right now—that there’s news about your cousin.”

“Who?” I asked.  “Ty?”

Stupid question. I only had one cousin.  Of course it would be Ty.

“We understand this might be hard to hear,” my mother said.  “But your cousin has caught the virus.  Your aunt informed us yesterday that he’d gone in to be tested.  Vanessa called her this morning to say that his test was positive.”

I wasn’t sure how to react.  All night I was freaking out that my mom had seen Romi.  Maybe she hadn’t.  Maybe she was so distracted by this news about Ty that she didn’t even notice Romi cutting across the lawn.  

When I didn’t say anything, my dad was like, “Ty will be isolating at home with Vanessa.  We’ll keep you updated if situations change.”

I was like, “K, cool, is that it?”

My parents seemed surprised by my reaction, but I wanted to text Romi right away to tell her someone in my family has the virus.  Before now, it seemed like only randos were getting it, or people in Italy. But I had to get off the video chat with my parents before I could do that.

My mom said, “If you need to talk tonight, I’ll be home hopefully before you go to sleep. We can chat this way, or by phone, or we could even talk in the front yard as long as we keep a safe distance.”

I didn’t want to make any commitment to my mom, because I expected Romi to show up after work and I didn’t want to have to hide her.  So I just said, “I’m fine. I don’t need to talk. Ty is sick, but he’ll get better.”

The parental units declared that they were proud to have raised a daughter with such an upbeat attitude, but whatever. It’s not that I’m an optimist, it’s just that I don’t care.

Right after I got off the video chat with my parents, I texted Romi that I had big news. I told her to call me right away, because I wanted to hear her voice.

She didn’t respond.

Well, okay.  I figured that would be fine.  I’d tell her when she got home after work.

Except she didn’t show up at the usual time.

I texted again, again, again, asking, “Where are you? I want to tell you something.”

Dinner was on hold.  I got hungry, but I didn’t eat.  I waited for Romi.  I wouldn’t start without her.

I got worried.  Something must have happened to her, like an accident maybe.  Otherwise she would have texted back, at least.

Finally, she phoned me.  I didn’t know whether to be relieved that she was still in one piece, or upset that she’d left me hanging all day.

“Where have you been?” I asked.  “Why didn’t you text me?  All day I’ve been dying to tell you something.  You know my cousin Ty?  Well, guess what?  My parents told me he has the virus.  Isn’t that wild?  He’s the first person I actually know who has it.  Before now, it’s always been people on TV or on cruise ships or in other countries.  But I actually know him—he’s related to me—and he has it.”

Romi didn’t respond.

I thought my phone had dropped the call.

Then she said, “I had to come home because Mercury has it too.”

Before, I’d felt like a big fat helium balloon.  When Romi said those word, I felt like she untied the knot in me and slowly let out all my air.  I felt drained.

I was like, “Well... but... why couldn’t you come home?”

She said, “I am home.”

“Home here, I meant.  You should have come here after work.”

“Mercury’s sick,” Romi growled.  “We all need to be here to take care of her.  We need to be together right now.  We’re a family.  That’s what we do.”

I couldn’t believe she would betray me this way.  I was like, “Oh my god, Romi! Don’t you realize that, if you’ve been exposed to the virus, that means you can’t come back here?  Now you have to self-quarantine and we won’t be able to see each other!” 

Romi let out a mean, breathy sound and said, “I honestly can’t believe how self-involved you are!  So what if we don’t see each other for two weeks or whatever.  It’s not the end of the world.  But I tell you Mercury’s got this killer virus and you don’t even ask how she’s doing?”

“Well, you didn’t ask how Ty is doing!” I shot back.

She was like, “That’s because I know how Ty is doing!  Where do you think Mercury got the virus from in the first place?”

I guess I was stunned into submission, because I didn’t know what to say.  I didn’t know what Romi was talking about.  What did Mercury have to do with Ty?  What did Ty have to do with Mercury?

When I asked, Romi stayed silent. She didn’t want to tell me.

“Tell me what?” I asked.

She didn’t answer.

“Tell me what, Romi?”

“If I tell you, you’ll tell your family, and then everyone will know.”

“Tell what family?” I asked.  “It’s only my mom and dad, and I almost never talk to them.”

For a moment, she didn’t speak. Then it was just, “You really had no idea?”

I was like, “No idea about what?”

She didn’t respond. 

“For real,” I said.  “I have no clue what you’re talking about.”

She was quiet for a really long time before saying, “You didn’t know Ty’s one of Mercury’s clients?”

Clients? I didn’t even know Mercury had a proper job.  Was she cutting hair on the sly?

When I asked for more information, Romi said, “Never mind.  I shouldn’t have said anything.  You don’t get what it’s like for us.”

“What it’s like for who?” I asked.

She was just like, “Never mind.  I should never have called you in the first place.  I should have just quietly walked out of your life like I planned.  Would have been kinder, in the long run.”

I had no idea what she meant by that, but I didn’t get the chance to ask.  She hung up as soon as she’d said it.
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TODAY I BROKE THE SILENCE. I texted Romi about this income supplement thing the government is sending out. She texted me back to remind me they have no internet at Mount Q and how is she supposed to fill out the form if she can’t get online?

I offered to submit the claim for her. Or maybe submit my own claim and give the money to Romi?  I texted her like, “You could give the money to Mercury if you want, if she needs it.  How is she?”

Romi didn’t respond.

I kept watching my phone, waiting for the text, but after an hour or two I realized it wasn’t coming.  She didn’t want to talk to me, not even when I offered cash.

It’s hard to figure out what to do with myself, these days.  I guess I could look into all the schoolwork I've missed, but it would take forever to catch up, and what’s the point?  I don’t even care about school.  Anyway, I’ll get money from my dad whether I pass or fail, as long as I stay in the house. So why bother learning stuff I’ll only forget five minutes later?

My parents have called to video chat every day, to check in on me and tell me how Ty is doing, if they’ve heard any news.  Vanessa is fine.  They’re distancing themselves in the house. Ty’s sleeping in their bedroom and Vanessa’s sleeping on an inflatable mattress in the nursery. What a lousy time to be pregnant.  I hope this whole virus thing is over before she’s due.  I don’t know her very well, but she seems nice.  I bet she’ll be a good mom.

Will Ty make a good dad?  I don't even know.  He’ll probably be fine.

The last time I saw Vanessa, her belly was getting round and swollen, but her breasts were out of this world. I swear to you, I’d never seen tits that big in all my days.  Not in real life, I mean. Online and in movies, maybe. But those ones are usually fake.  Vanessa’s are authentic.  They’ve grown so large because she’s knocked up.

I wonder what it would be like to suck those swollen tits. Would milk come out?  I don’t know how that works.  Obviously once she’s had the baby, she’ll produce milk.  But what about right now?  If I were to suck her breasts today, would I get milk in my mouth?

What would it taste like?  Sweet, I’ve heard.  Not sure where I heard that, but it sounds true. 

Vanessa probably thinks I’m a freak. The last time we were in the same room together, I kept staring at her tits.  Couldn’t take my eyes off of them.  Her top was so tight and low-cut that her boobs were practically popping out.  Every time I felt her gaze on me, I realized I was staring unrepentantly at her breasts.  When I looked into her face, I felt my cheeks go red.  

She’s my cousin’s wife. I know I shouldn’t stare. But it’s hard not to, when someone’s tits are that large.

I wonder what it would feel like to stroke my silky wet pussy against her boobs.  What if she tickled my clit with her nipple?  I know her tits get hard, because I’ve seen it through her shirt.  I bet her areoles are dark pinky-brown.  I bet they’d feel like Mike and Ikes against my tongue.  I bet they’d taste like candy.

If only Romi were here.

I thought about texting and begging her to come over after her shift, but then I remembered people aren’t supposed to work if they live with someone who has the virus. So I guess that means Romi and all her roommates need to stay home until Mercury gets better.

I watched cat videos for a while, and when I got bored of that I realized I never wrote Nancy back.  So I got out a piece of paper, and I just stared at it for a while. 

Then I gave up, because it’s hard to write a letter.

It’s hard to write at all.

Wait, that’s stupid. I’m writing right now and this isn’t hard.  I just write down anything that comes into my head.  And stuff I’ve done.  So why would I have trouble getting a letter down on paper?

What could I tell Nancy about?  

Mostly, we talk about Aya, because that’s how we know each other.  Talking to older people can be hard.  Not Aya. She’s easy, because I’ve known her forever. I miss her so much. I wish I could phone.  I’m just too afraid she’ll get confused.  Plus, if she doesn’t know who I am in person, that’s easier to deal with because we’re there in the same room and I can get her involved with things, like I can show her clips of unlikely animal friends on my phone.  

Sometimes I’ll turn on the TV and we’ll watch cooking shows together. She loves those, because she loves cooking.  She’s not allowed to do it anymore, which I bet is really hard for her.  

Nancy and I have eaten a few meals together at the place (Aya has to eat in her room—everyone on the dementia floor does) and it’s not like the food is bad or anything. It’s okay. But I found it bland, and if I found it bland, Aya must find it super-bland.  

She’s a spicy lady, in that she’s a lady who loves spice.

Aya used to cook me the most amazing meals, when I was a kid.  That’s how my mom learned to make that amazing sweet potato and chick pea curry. That was an Aya recipe. 

I never realized how good I had it, when I was little.  I’d whine and complain that I wanted chicken fingers or alphabet soup or macaroni and cheese.  I never wanted the foods Aya prepared from scratch.  

She made me eat those meals, and I’m glad she did, because I’d have a much less sophisticated palate now if I hadn’t obeyed her then.

I guess I could tell Nancy all that stuff.  Can’t remember if I’ve told her before. Hope not.

Life is so boring right now. I just want the world to go back to normal.  I want to go to concerts and skip school and spend the afternoon in that coffee shop on campus. Then meet Romi after her classes are done for the day, go for a walk together in Chinatown, buy those buns with the cream in and try to eat them without getting cream on our noses. But it’s not too bad if we do, because if I get cream on my nose, Romi sucks it off, and if Romi gets cream on her nose, I suck it.  

We’ll be walking down Harbord, sucking noses, and someone’ll yell something contentious and Romi will chase them down the sidewalk, screaming, “Yeah, you better run!”

I’ll walk Romi to work and maybe hang out there for a while, or go shopping on Queen West, or maybe go to my evening class if I’m desperate for entertainment. But that’s a full day of doing stuff.  Not just sitting around the house.  

Going out.  Being places.  Eating food.  Spending money.  That’s the life I’m used to.

I miss it.  Who wouldn’t?

Maybe I’ll call Nancy instead of writing.  It would be nice to hear her voice, and then I wouldn’t have to worry about writer’s block.  I could ask her what she would do in my situation.  Bet she wouldn’t feel as powerless as I do.  Nancy doesn’t strike me as the kind of woman who ever feels powerless. I bet she’d have no problem defying her parents’ orders to see someone she loves.

Although, Nancy is good friends with her mom.  I’m not friends with mine.

Here’s what I’m thinking: if Mercury has this stupid virus, that means all members of her household must quarantine.  And that means Romi can’t come see me.  

But if I went to live at Mount Q, then I would be a member of the household too.  Then I could quarantine with other people instead of spending every day alone.  I guess that would mean a greater risk of getting sick myself, but who really cares about that?  Everyone’s probably gonna get it anyway, at some point in time. So I could get it sooner or I could get it later.

Might as well opt for sooner.

Especially if it means spending my days and nights with Romi.
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I CAN’T BELIEVE HOW much has changed since my last journal entry.  Like, I’m practically a different person!

Calling Nancy was such a good idea.  The second I heard her voice, my whole body relaxed.  And she doesn’t even have a calming voice or anything.  It just felt good to hear the familiar timbre of it.

What is a timbre, anyway?

What’s a cadence?

Doesn’t matter.  The big thing is that I asked Nancy what she thought about me defying my parents and moving in with Romi and the roomies.  

She said she’s got nothing against people my age going against their parents’ wishes—that’s an important part of growing up and becoming an adult—but she wouldn’t advise it right now.  She told me it’s not just elderly people dying of this virus.  She said younger people have died, too, and she doesn’t want to lose me.  

Isn’t that the nicest thing ever?  

She actually told me she cares about me and she admires the role I play in Aya’s life.  She said Aya’s going to benefit from seeing me, whenever than happens, and the world benefits generally from having me in it.  

I didn’t really believe that, so I asked her how, and she told me I impact everyone whose path I cross.  

That’s a pretty general statement, and I guess it could be said of anyone—even if they impact people in a bad way—but it meant a lot that Nancy took the time to boost my spirits like she did.  I mean, she’s got all these other people to worry about in her life, and she spent over an hour on the phone with me.  Made me feel like I’m important to someone and, honestly, I don’t feel that way every day.

Nancy suggested that, since no one at Mount Q can work right now and that means the stores they were placed in have one fewer worker, I might think about applying for the position Romi had to vacate.

At first I was like, “No way.  I can’t do that.  My parents don’t even want me going into a supermarket to shop!”

Nancy proposed that I ask my parents for special dispensation to get a job, especially since I’ve never had one before.  She said it would help someone like me a lot, to see the world from someone else’s perspective. I’m not sure whose.  Someone who has to work in a supermarket, I guess. 

That night, when my parents video called me with an update on Ty (he’s not doing so great—something about an underlying condition, but I wasn’t really listening), I asked if I could apply for a job at the grocery store near our house.

My parents both seemed mystified that I would even ask. They were like, “No, of course you can’t apply. We don’t want you leaving the house.  Why would you even consider this as an option?”

I didn’t tell them Nancy had suggested it.  I think they’re both a little jealous of Nancy.  Or... not jealous.  That’s not the right word.  It’s more like Nancy puts them to shame or something.  She’s not trying to.  She’s not like that.  Just the fact that Nancy visits Aya and they always say they’re going to, but they never get around to it.  So she puts them to shame that way.  

Instead of mentioning Nancy at all, I said how it would be good experience for me to get a job. Good life experience.

They were just like, “Why? Why now?  This isn’t the right time.”

I said this was actually the perfect time, since so many people weren’t able to work—like, they had to stay home because they were sick or a family member was sick, or they had kids to take care of or whatever else.  I also threw in some schmaltzy language that would have made Romi puke, saying how cashiers are modern-day heroes or whatever.  

Romi’s like “Gag me” any time she hears that.  She says, “How am I a hero? I just want a fucking paycheque.”

I told my mom and dad they’re the real heroes, out there on the frontlines every day, and I admire them so much.  Maybe I can’t work in a hospital, but I can work in a store if they let me.

I told them I wouldn’t do it without their permission.

They like to hear stuff like that.

My mom and dad were super not into this idea, at first.  They were like, “We wear personal protective equipment all day.  We wear gloves and gowns and masks.  You won’t have access to those items in a shop.”

I mentioned a few things Romi had told me about the supermarket near my house, like how they’d put up plexiglass dividers at all the cash registers to divide customers from cashiers.  

I assured them I’d stay safe. 

If I got the job at all.  

Like, I hadn’t even applied yet, and I only would if they told me it was okay.

They said they’d have to sleep on it, which they did.  I didn’t hear from them at all until the next night, when they video called me again about Ty.  Something about Vanessa being hurt to the core that her husband hadn’t told her he had a virus.  She said he should have told her he had it before they got married.  But I don’t get it.  I thought this virus was just discovered like three months ago.  Vanessa and Ty have been married longer than three months.

Anyway, doesn’t matter.  All I really wanted to know was if I could apply for a job without losing a shot at the money my dad’s supposed to pay me in June.

My parents didn’t seem super-excited about the idea, but they agreed to let me apply.  It would be character-building, they said.  

From what Romi told me, I figured all I would have to do is fill out a webform or something. When I’d looked at the site before, I hadn’t realized it wouldn’t let you submit the application without attaching a resume.

Like, how are you supposed to have a resume if you’ve never even had a job?  That makes zero sense.  I mean, I guess I had to make one for business class, but that’s when I was in high school.  And I got a C on mine.  Or, like, maybe a C minus?

I sent the file to my dad and asked him to look at it.

Then I fell asleep watching videos of sheep taking over city streets in, like, Wales or something.  

Do cashiers dream of discount sheep?

My dad must have spent half the night working on my resume. When he sent it back to me, it was vastly improved.  He’d added in volunteer work I’d forgotten about—stuff I had to do for school. Mostly, me and Romi found ways of getting out of actually helping, but we still earned our community hours. So I hope nobody actually asks me what I did.  

Like, I don’t think you’re supposed to go into a job interview and be like, “Working sucks.  At my volunteer job, I spent the whole time hiding from my supervisor and making out with my girlfriend in the stairwell.”

Nobody’s gonna give you a job if you say that.

Or... actually, I guess it depends who your interviewer is.  Some people might ask for all the juicy details.  Although, I don’t think that’s the kind of boss I’d want to work for. 

I applied for a job and got a response in, like, three seconds.  They want me to come for an interview, but it’s not at my local store.  I’m supposed to go tomorrow.  

Honestly, I have never been so nervous in my entire life.  Which is stupid, because it’s just an interview for a job I don’t want.  

Well, I guess I do.  I want to prove to Romi and my parents and I guess the whole world that I’m not a total idiot. I can do basic, basic things.  Like find employment.
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I DON’T KNOW HOW MUCH I can write tonight. I’ve never been so exhausted in all my life.

And I’ve only worked one shift.

So, I got a job.  It’s at a supermarket that’s almost half an hour from my house.  When I arrived for my interview, I told them I wanted a job closer to home, but the manager said she only interviews for her location, so she couldn’t hire me and then send me somewhere else. 

Anyway, she needed all the help she could get.  

Cindy is the store manager. She’s the one who invited me for my interview. She told me to enter by the staff entrance.  Okay, except I couldn’t find that.  And the really wild thing is that the line-up to get in the main doors wrapped all the way around the store and then down the sidewalk!

Can you even imagine waiting that long just to buy food?  No—just to get in the store!  Then you have to actually shop. Then you have to stand in line to pay. 

There was a guy with a beard telling people when the next customer could go in, so I went up to him and told him I was there to see Cindy for an interview.  He smiled and said that was great and I could go straight inside. So I did. And right away I hear men in line shouting, “Why does this little bitch get to cut the line?  I’ve been waiting for forty minutes already!”

It seemed like the guy with the beard wasn’t going to say anything, so I turned and was like, “I’m here for a job interview, dickweed! I didn’t come to shop!”

I don’t even know who, exactly, I was talking to, because I didn’t see who was yelling about me, but after I yelled back nobody said anything. Surprise, surprise.  Just what I’ve come to expect of self-appointed “big” men.  They hide inside their turtle shells when they’re challenged by a strong, self-assured woman.  

Or even me.

When I stepped into the supermarket, I felt like I’d entered another dimension.  Despite the number of people waiting in line, there was practically nobody inside.  It was eerily silent, and I think I know why: no music playing.  You’re used to going into a store and they’re blasting oldies from the 1900s, like stuff my parents grew up with.  

Happy eighties music makes people buy stuff.

But that was in the old world.

Nowadays, everybody’s hoarding everything they can get their hands on, from pasta to toilet paper.  They don’t need music to make them spend.

The carts I saw were full to the brim.  The shoppers looked dazed, like they’d just woken up from a deep sleep and they hadn’t figured out where they were or how they’d gotten there.  

There was tape stuck to the floor in every aisle, with arrows indicating the direction of traffic—so, basically, all the aisles were one-way only. Some shelves were fully stocked and others were totally bare.  Like, who’s buying all the flour?  They didn’t have any in the store.  Is everyone suddenly opening a patisserie in their house?  I don’t get it.

Even though there was no music playing, they were still using the PA system.  While I investigated this store I’d never been in, an announcement came over the speakers saying, “Management wishes to remind all customers to maintain social distancing while shopping today. Be sure to keep two metres from other shoppers at all times.”

When I heard that, I remembered why I’d come in the first place.  I checked my phone, and I was already late for my interview.  And I had no idea where I was supposed to meet this Cindy lady.

I stopped the first person I saw who worked at the store and asked the way to Cindy’s office.  She didn’t just tell me how to get there—she actually escorted me all the way.  I would never have found the place on my own.  You had to go to the back of the store, past some washrooms, then down a hall.

Cindy was nice and the interview was easy.  I don’t even know if she asked me questions. We basically just talked for a while. She told me what kinds of roles were available, then she asked me when I could start. 

I was like, “I dunno. Whenever.”  

She asked when I would like to start and I said, “Doesn’t matter to me.”

So she said, “How about tomorrow?”

Okay, sure. It’s not like I have anything else to do.

She gave me a branded polo shirt to wear, and Romi wasn’t kidding—they really do take the cost out of your pay. How is that even legal? But whatever. I didn’t take this job for the money. If I wanted a real money-maker job, I’d get my mom or dad to hook me up with a sweet gig at one of their friends’ companies.  You know, the kind of work where I get paid buckets of dough and I don’t have to do anything, other than show up.  Or maybe not even that. 

I took this job to prove I could hack it, and I think I’ve succeeded.  I mean, I worked an entire shift today.  Not sure I’ll actually show up tomorrow, but that’s not the point.  I worked one whole day.  That’s enough to prove myself.

When I got in this morning, I had to do a bunch of paperwork so they could pay me. I almost wanted to be like, “Keep the money. I don’t need it.”  

But I figured that would be rude.

After the paperwork was done, this girl Zafira tried training me as a cashier. She said usually this would be a much longer process, but the store was strapped for workers, so they were throwing me in at the deep end. It was sink or swim, and I sank.

I don’t know why they make stupid jobs so hard.  Like, shouldn’t it be simple to drag groceries across a scanner and then tell someone to tap their card?  But it wasn’t easy at all!  I had to enter codes for fruits and vegetables. Like, how can anyone be expected to remember stuff like that?  But Zafira knew it all.  

Green leaf lettuce?

4076.

Oyster mushrooms?

4649.

Jicama?

4626.

What even is jicama?  How do you identify these things?  

First you need to be able to look at a kumquat and know what on earth it is, then you need to remember that it’s code 4599.  Who could possibly do this job?  You need a degree in, like, biology or something.  What do you call the study of fruit? I don’t know.  It’s nuts.

At least I didn’t have to deal with people’s filthy money.  The store stopped accepting cash because I guess the virus could be on it?  So that’s one bright spot.

The POS system, which is the computery setup at the cash, is impossible.  I kept screwing things up, and then Zafira had to help me. She was calm the whole time she was fixing my mistakes, but that’s more than I can say for the customers. People were yelling at me, like saying, “I waited forty minutes to get in this store, then another forty minutes in line to pay, and you can’t even do your damn job?”

I’d be like, “Look, buddy,” or “lady” if it was a woman, “this is my first day and I’m still learning. If you waited over an hour in lineups, does an extra five minutes even matter?  Like, you’re shopping at 11 A.M. on a Wednesday.  I doubt you’ve got anywhere better to be.”

Zafira didn’t tell me not to yell at the customers, so I guess it was okay.

After my lunch break, which I spent watching Nailed It on my phone, Cindy came over to talk to me.  She said she’d spoken with Zafira and they’d thought up a new role for me.  

There was just one lineup to pay, and it was so long it wrapped around almost the whole store.  Then when people got to the front of the line, they weren’t sure which cashier to go to. At the same time, other people would start lining up in the shopping aisles, thinking they were in line too. Then the person at the front of the long line would head to the next available cashier at the same time as the person in the makeshift non-legit line, and those two people would start arguing about whose turn it was.

Cindy said I would be the perfect person to take control of the line. I would stand at the front of it and tell people where to go and when. I would also check the aisles to tell people they were lining up in the wrong place and they needed to join the long line like everyone else. 

The manager asked if I felt comfortable speaking authoritatively to customers and directing the flow of traffic.

I was like, “Hell yeah!”

She nodded and told me Zafira thought I’d be the perfect person for this task.

So that’s what I spent the afternoon doing: telling people where to go and when. 

It was a lot easier than remembering produce codes or trying to wrangle the POS machine, but it was also kind of boring. People still yelled at me because they’d been in line so long and, I don't know, I was there to be yelled at, but the funny thing is that other shoppers would tell the yelling person to calm down and tell me I’m a hero for working with the public during a pandemic.

Now I know how Romi feels: I don't want to be called a hero. I’m just a person, and I’m not even good at this job.  Some people are, but I’m certainly not.

After a full day of yelling and being yelled at, I came home and showered, wrote this journal entry, and now it’s time for bed.  I can see that there are messages waiting for me on my phone, but I honestly can’t keep my eyes open. 

It’s not even eight at night.  

I can’t believe I have to do this all over again tomorrow.  

Maybe I’ll quit.  I dunno.  Haven’t decided yet.

19

––––––––
[image: image]


I’M GLAD I LOOKED AT my phone before heading to work.  Actually, I’m glad I checked my phone before getting out of bed.  Meant I got to sleep in.

Romi sent me a bunch of texts last night, saying she’s having symptoms of this virus thing. Like, headache and sore throat and fever. She doesn’t know if she has it or if she just has a normal flu or something else, but everyone at Mount Q is getting sick now. That means they have to quarantine, or self-isolate, whatever it’s called.  

As soon as I read that message, I called Cindy at the store and said I can’t come in because my girlfriend has symptoms.  

It would have been better if Cindy had cussed me out and told me what a bad person I am, to come in for one shift and then bail.  But she did exactly the opposite.  She was sympathetic and caring about the whole thing.  Not just that, but she told me to call her when the appropriate time had passed—call her when I wanted to get back on the schedule.

Like, are you kidding me?  Why would I go back to a stupid job like that?

Anyway, it made me feel awkward and anxious that she treated me so nice. I really wish she’d been a bitch about it.

After I got off the phone with Cindy, I called Romi because I was too tired to text.  She sounded fine.  I mean, she sounded healthy.  Healthy, but stressed as fuck.  I didn’t really believe she had a sore throat, but I don’t know why she would lie about that.

Romi asked if I could bring groceries to Mount Q and I was like, “Are you kidding me?  Do you know what it’s like in those stores?”

“Do you know what it’s like?” she fired back.

I told her that yes, in fact, I do.  I’d been saving it as a surprise, but I broke down and told her I’d gotten a cashier job and worked the whole day yesterday.  Not just that, but my talents were highly praised by my trainer and the store manager.  That’s why they moved me up in the ranks.  By lunch hour, I was in charge of the line.

My assumption was that Romi would be like, “Wow, you got a job? That’s awesome! You’re hardcore, Juliet. You’re much more capable of living in the real world than I ever imagined.”

Instead, she asked, “Do you have a shift today?”

I told her I did, but I cancelled it when I got her texts.

She was like, “Good. That means you can bring us food.”

That’s all.

Romi gave me a list of what they needed, and it was so much! Oh my god!  

I was like, “You expect me to pay for all this?”

She said, “I thought you got a job.  You can afford it better than we can.”

I was like, “Yeah, but I only worked one day. That probably won’t even pay for the shirt I had to buy.”

Romi just said, “Oh yeah, and if they have toilet paper, can you get some? We’re not desperate, but we are running low.  It’s so hard to find, these days.”

Whatever.  I bought all the stuff she asked for and it took forever and cost like three hundred bucks. She’d told me to text when I got there, then leave all the bags outside the door and they’d pick up the stuff, but I wasn’t driving all the way downtown to NOT see my girlfriend.

Unbelievably, there was actually parking on Romi’s street.  You can never usually find a spot.  I managed to park right in front of Mount Q for the first time ever.

When I knocked at the door, Ben answered.  He was like, “You can’t come in, Juliet.”

Oh my god!  I was like, “I know I can’t come in.  I brought you groceries, asshole!”

“So where are they?” he asked.

I said, “They’re in the car, fuckface.  I just want to see Romi for five seconds, if that’s all right with you.  I’ll get the groceries if you’ll get Romi.”

He was like, “Your wish is my command, my liege.”

Ben is such a dickhead, I swear to god.

After I’d dumped their three hundred dollars’ worth of food on the front step of Mount Q, Romi showed up at the door.  She looked a bit shitty.  Not terrible.  Like, when you think of people dying of this disease, you don’t picture them looking like Romi: a mermaid-haired lesbian in a black knit sweater and leggings.

“What do you want?” she asked.

I was like, “What do I want?  I just bought you all these groceries and you can’t even thank me?”

Her brow furrowed, and I thought she was going to say something bitchy, but instead she was like, “Okay, that’s valid.  Thanks for the food.”

“It was really expensive,” I said, even though a lot of the people I’d cashed out during my one day working had spent much more.  

Romi was like, “I said thank you, didn’t I?”

“Yeah, but only because I told you to.”

Again, I thought she was going to chew me out.

Again, she backed down and was just like, “Sorry, dude.  My brain’s foggy as fuck.  This is not fun, this disease.”

“You think it’s the virus?” I asked.  “Or just, like, the flu or whatever?”

“I don’t know, man.”  She glanced over her shoulder as Ben snuck by her to grab more grocery bags.  

Dayna and what’s-her-name emerged from somewhere behind Romi to get food, too.  I could hear them complaining that I’d bought jalapeño chips instead of the sea salt and malt vinegar ones they preferred and I wanted to be like, “Excuse me, but do you know how much stuff is sold out right now?  There weren’t any of your sea salt and malt vinegar chips on the shelf, and even if there were, where do you poor-ass beggars get off complaining?  You should get No Name and be happy you’ve got anything to eat at all.”

But I didn’t say that, because Romi was talking at me, saying, “We’re all sick at once.  This has never happened before.”

I said, “What about the time you brought home all those bad oysters from the restaurant?”

“That’s different,” Romi reasoned.  “That was food poisoning. And, anyway, we didn’t all get sick.  Mercury didn’t have any, and she was fine.”

“Now she’s the sickest of you all, sounds like.”

Romi looked stricken when I said that.  She obviously didn’t want to hear it.

She was like, “Yeah, well, anyway...”

The look on her face was so sad I’d have done anything to cheer her up.  Plus, she was so beautiful like that, with her eyes full of tears.  I couldn’t resist her.  I didn’t want to.

I lunged and gave her a huge kiss. My tongue made it into her mouth, but she seemed surprised as hell, because she jumped back and pushed me away and screeched, “Juliet! What are you doing?”

“Kissing you,” I said as I crossed the threshold.

“Are you stupid?” Romi shrieked.  “I’m sick!  You’ll get it too!”

“I don’t care!” I told her.  “If you’re sick, I’ll be sick.  We can wait out the virus together.  I’ll stay here with you. We’ll take care of each other.”

“Go home!” Romi cried, pointing to the open door.

I shut it behind me and said, “No!”

She was like, “Go home before your parents notice you’re gone.  We can’t risk losing all that money!”

Ben and the others started poking their heads out of the kitchen.  Obviously they wanted to see what all the yelling was about.  I didn’t care what they overheard.  What difference did it make?  We’d all be one, big, happy chosen family when June rolled around.  I didn’t see any reason to keep secrets from the roomies.

So I told Romi I didn’t have to get home.  I reminded her that I got a job.  If my parents came home or called and I wasn’t around, they’d naturally assume I was at work.  And it’s doubtful they’d ever go to my supermarket to check up on me, because that location isn’t anywhere near our house or their hospital.  It was the perfect cover.  

Anyway, I was supposed to have a shift today.  I only cancelled this morning.

Romi kept backing away from me, like I was the one who had a disease, not her.  

When she got to the staircase, she stopped and broke down, saying, “Okay, well, at least we won’t be out the big money.  But it’s stupid of you to make yourself sick.  Why would you want this virus?”

I shrugged and said, “You don’t look so bad.”

“Mercury does,” she told me.  “A bunch of people have died.”

“Old people,” I reasoned.

“Still,” she said.  “You should take it seriously.”

I was like, “We’ve kissed a bunch of times lately.  It spreads through saliva, right?  Like, if you have it, I probably do, too.  Maybe I’m just one of those people who doesn’t show symptoms.  A carrier or whatever.”

“Like Typhoid Mary,” Romi said.

I was like, “Whoever that is...”

Romi needed to lie down, and I followed her upstairs to get her settled.  She didn’t say no.  I got under the covers with her.  She let me do that too.  Her body was hotter than usual, so I took off my clothes and so did she.  She moaned, and I don’t know if that was from pain or arousal.  Her hand made its way to my breast, so I guess she was interested.

I started petting her pussy, just lightly.  Squeezing her mound so her outer lips pressed the inner ones, cradling her clit.  As I worked at her, that pink pearl emerged, all wet and bead-like.  I stroked her gently.  Her pussy felt so warm.  

Her breath grew ragged.  When I kissed her neck, she turned her head so she wouldn’t be coughing in my face.  That was thoughtful.  At one point, she rolled over so she was totally on her front, coughing into her pillow.  My hand got trapped beneath her, which was fine.  I rolled on top so my breasts pressed against her back.  

The sensation of skin on skin was incredible.

She writhed on my hand, coughing intermittently into her pillow. And moaning.  Coughing, moaning.  Her hair shrouded her face, so I couldn’t even kiss her cheek. 

I had to kiss something, so I wiggled down her body and kissed the back of her neck.  Is that the nape, or is the nape at the front?  I don’t know.  Whatever’s at the back, that’s what I kissed.  It obviously felt good, to her, because she moaned a little longer before breaking into the next coughing fit.

The whole time, she never stopped riding my hand.  That’s why I didn’t feel bad about having sex with her when she’s sick.  It’s not like I had to talk her into it.  Did I have to strip her naked?  No.  I undressed, and so did she.  Why would I feel bad about that?

I got low enough down on Romi’s body that I could ride my slick pussy against the curve of her bottom.  That felt amazing, being so wet I could make her body into my own personal slip-and-slide.  I went down, past her butt, to her thigh, then back up again. I arched a bit so I could drive my pussy harder against her skin.  

It was hot as summer under those covers, hot as a heat wave.

I wanted to get off so bad, worked for it so hard, but ultimately Romi’s butt was too soft and cushiony.  I needed something hard, so I used my other hand, rubbing my own clit while my girlfriend got off too.

When I came, it was like fireworks.  I don’t know how Romi felt, since her head was buried in a pillow, but I think she had a pretty good orgasm.  I could feel her body bucking beneath mine.  Every time I bounced on her, she gave another cough, but she finished off moaning, so that’s the important thing.

Just when I started falling asleep, I heard Romi’s voice beside me, asking, “What’s that?”

I didn’t know what she was talking about.  I didn’t care.  I just wanted a nap.

But then I realized what she meant.  Downstairs, it was bedlam. The roommates’ voices all echoed through the rafters, everyone talking at once.  About what?  Hard to say.  One of the girls screamed.  Ben sounded calm, but forceful.  He was giving instructions to someone.  Again, I don’t know who.

“Go see what’s happening,” Romi begged.

I was like, “Why?  I don’t want to. Let me stay here and cuddle.”

Mayhem ensued on the main floor.  Everyone’s voices got louder.  I could hear furniture being pushed across the floor, all sorts of noises like that.

“Go see!” Romi said, firmly.

“Fine, fine, fine.”

I had to put on my clothes first, but by the time I’d done that, Dayna burst into Romi’s room.  Shielding her eyes, she said, “I’m not looking, I swear!  Ben sent me up to say Merc’s real sick.  Like, bad, bad, bad.  She needs to see a doctor.”

Romi bolted in bed, obviously panicking. “What’s wrong?  What’s wrong? What’s wrong?” 

“Trouble breathing,” Dayna answered.  “That’s the big thing.  That’s the main thing.  That’s what we’re most worried about.  She’s struggling.  She can’t catch her breath.  It’s bad, bad, bad.”

Through a coughing fit, Romi said, “Jules, you gotta drive her to the hospital!”

The bedcover had fallen to Romi’s waist without her noticing, which meant her breasts were bare.  Which made it hard for me to concentrate.  You know how it goes. 

Dayna was like, “Ben already called an ambulance.”

“So what?” Romi asked, rolling off the mattress and rounding up her clothes.  “Jules can get her to the hospital faster than waiting for an ambulance to get here.”

At that moment, we all heard sirens crying out in the street.  Thank god. That meant I wouldn’t have to take Mercury myself.

“That must be for us,” Dayna said as she turned to race down the stairs.  

Romi was still struggling into her clothes when I was like, “I should get a move on.  You’ve got a lot going on around here.”
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I TRIED TO APPLY FOR that government assistance thing, but it was really confusing. I don’t think I qualify because I didn’t earn any income last year.  That’s so stupid. Just because I didn’t work last year, I don’t qualify this year?  Makes no sense.

Anyway, I texted Romi to find out how Mercury’s doing.  I figured if everyone was home from the hospital, Romi might not mind a visit.  I guess I should have asked how Romi’s feeling, but she didn’t seem sick to me.  She was well enough to want sex, so what does that say?

Romi hasn’t texted me back yet, so I don’t know what that means.

Nancy phoned to give me an update on Aya.  At first I thought Nancy had gone to see Aya and somehow got in. That made me really mad and jealous, because why should she get in and not me?  

But that turned out not to be the case.  

What actually happened is Nancy called and talked to the nurses.  I never knew you could do that, but Nancy’s been checking up on all the people she volunteer-visits.  Even if she’s not allowed to see them right now, she still cares about them and wants to know how they’re holding up.

She said Aya is doing okay physically, but not so much mentally. The dementia is really taking hold, and it breaks Nancy’s heart that she can’t be there for support.  She said the same about me, too—that it’s a crying shame I can’t be there either.

“I know the good you do for that lady,” Nancy told me.  “I see good in you.”

It made me uncomfortable when she said that.  I don’t know why.  I told Nancy she’s the one who does the most good.  She’s the one who genuinely cares for people, and goes out of her way to improve the lives of elders.  

I’m not worthy of the positive feelings Nancy has toward me.  When she says nice things, I feel like I’ve tricked her somehow.  It would be okay to fool other people into thinking I’m an okay person, but not Nancy.  She’s the real deal.

She asked if I got her package in the mail, and I said no.  Mail’s been weird, lately.  I don’t know if it’s even delivered every day.  

When we got off the phone, I checked the mailbox and there actually was a package.  It contained an audiocassette, like from the 80s, one of those.  

I looked at the cassette tape, thinking, “How does she expect me to play this?” But when I investigated my father’s old stereo system that he’s had since before he and my mom were married, it actually did have a tape deck in it.  I put the tape in, but I guess it was upside-down, because I had to turn it around and, anyway, the whole thing was really frustrating.  Then I had to figure out how to make the sound come out the speakers.  

If that tape had come from anyone but Nancy, I wouldn’t have bothered listening to it.

When I finally got it playing, Nancy’s voice came on to say hello and tell me she and her mother and her sister were going to sing something called Strong Woman Song. She said I could sing along if I wanted to, and that I’d catch on quickly.  She said that singing with her and her sister and her mother might help me feel connected to other people.  Other women, in particular.

It began with a drum beat, like tap-tap, tap-tap-tap, tap-tap, tap-tap.  Then Nancy started singing.  The song wasn’t in English. I don't know what her language is, but it seemed to be a call and response.  Like, Nancy would sing a line, then she and her sisters and their mother would repeat that same line over.

I couldn’t really think when I listened to them singing.  I could only listen.  Like, even if I’d tried to do something else, I wouldn’t be able to.

After the song was over, I rewound the tape to play it again.  When it finished rewinding, it made a weird noise, and that made me wonder how fragile cassette tape is.  It seems really delicate.  I don’t know how long tapes are supposed to last.

So when I played the song again, this time I recorded it to my phone.  That way, if the tape physically broke, I would still have the audio I could listen to.

The third time I played Strong Woman Song, I did sing along a bit. It wasn’t my language or my culture, but Nancy had specifically invited me to, so I guess it was okay.

I don’t know what the words meant, but they sounded something like, “Way-hey-yeah, way-hey-yeah-hey-ho,” so that wasn’t too hard to keep up with.  Nancy’s voice, and her sisters’ voices and her mother’s voice were all unique, but they joined together to create a sound that was forceful and secure.  It was so nice of them to think of me and invite me to join.  It was maybe the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me in my entire life.  

I cried while I sang with them.  

Then I rewound the tape, and cried and sang again.

I did that for a long time.  I turned up the stereo really loud.  I blasted the voices of Nancy and her family and I screamed in response.  

It wasn’t singing.  Not for me. I don't know what it was.  Like, a cry for help, probably.

When the phone rang, it was my mom.  I was sure she’d be like, “What’s all that noise upstairs?” But she didn’t mention the music.  She wasn’t even home. 

Mom said she had bad news and asked if I wanted to video chat.  I didn’t really.  It was enough just hearing her voice.  Plus, when people give me bad news, I often don’t react the way they think I should, so it’s better if they can’t see my face.  Less stressful all around.

I turned down Nancy’s tape, because I couldn’t hear my mom so well.  She said it was really hard to break news like this, so she was just going to tell me what happened.  

My cousin died.  Ty.  

For real, he actually died.  Like, he’s dead.  For real.

I could tell my mom was crying.  I know what her voice sounds like when she’s all choked up, and that’s how she sounded on the phone. Which makes sense. I mean, her nephew just died.

She started weeping, then apologized for the tears.  I said it was okay, she could cry if she wanted to cry.  But, actually, it did make me uncomfortable. 

“You’re the first person I’ve told,” she said to me.  “Your father... I haven’t been able to get hold of him yet.  Usually, you know, he’s my go-to.  He’s my rock.  But today that’s you, honey, so I thank you.”

My mom went on talking about Ty, and things he’d done when he was a kid, and stuff that happened when he lived in our basement apartment.  Eventually my mom stopped crying. Then she had to get back to work.  She was right at the start of a long shift.

I told her she should get time off, like for mourning or whatever, but she said there’s too much to do at work and they’re already overloaded and she wouldn’t want to dump her tasks on someone else.

If it were me, I’d be out of there so fast.

Then I realized she hadn’t said what Ty’s cause of death was.  I assumed I knew, but I asked, “Was it the virus that killed him?  Is that how he died?”

My mother breathed out heavily before saying, “Complications, yes.  Complications from the virus.”

I didn’t know what that meant.  I didn’t even really care, so I don’t know why I pushed for more information.  It seemed like my mother was hiding something from me, so that could be the reason.

“His autoimmune disease,” my mother said.  “That was a factor.  Hard to believe he never told Vanessa.  Can you imagine?  I don’t wish to speak ill of the dead, but it shames me that a member of our family would marry a girl as sweet as Vanessa and never tell her he was sick.”

I wanted to ask, “He was sick?” 

But my mother was still talking.  “Poor girl must be out of her mind—worrying about her own health, worrying about her baby.  We’ll have to take care of her, when we come out the other side of this.”

“Will there be a funeral?” I asked, because I really hoped not. I hate funerals.

Luckily, my mother said, “Vanessa and your aunt will decide that together, but I’m guessing they’ll put off any sort of gathering until we can all get together.  Plenty of people loved Ty.  They’ll want to pay their respects.”

My mom broke down again on the phone, so I didn’t ask her any questions about Ty’s health problems, or what was underlying.  He’s dead now.  I guess it doesn’t matter. 

When I got off the phone, I could still hear my mother crying in my head. I couldn’t make her stop. So I decided to bake her a cake using one of the box mixes in the cupboard.  There was a lemon cake and vanilla icing.  I knew she’d like that combination.

I watched Nailed It for inspiration.  Or... the opposite of inspiration, I guess.  Not sure what you’d call it.  But I made sure to spray the pan a whole lot before putting the batter in, then I let the cake cool for a long time so the icing wouldn’t melt into it.

The mix actually made two cakes, but there was only enough icing for one and a quarter.  I figured my mom should get the fully iced one.  She was having a bad day. I’d keep the one with only a bit of icing.  That stuff is too sweet, anyway.  And the cake is good on its own. I’ve already eaten a bunch of it.

On the news or whatever, they say to leave food on your neighbour’s doorstep, if you’re buying stuff for them because they’re quarantined, or if you’re shopping for a senior or anyone who can’t go out. But I wasn’t going to leave a cake outdoors.  Reminds me of that “someone left a cake out in the rain” song, although I don’t know any of the other lyrics. So I don’t know exactly what happened to it. I can only assume it was eaten by dogs, or stolen.

The best thing would be to take it to the basement, in through the laundry room door.  I could leave it on the table in the apartment down there.  Then it would surprise my mom when she got home from her shift.

As I walked down that back staircase, I thought how weird it was that this apartment used to be Ty’s.  He lived down here, and now he’s dead. He’s dead and he’s not that much older than me. 

But I guess he had some immunity thing, so that didn’t help.

The inside door to the basement apartment wasn’t locked, luckily, because I don’t know where we keep the key. I had to hold the cake plate practically against my boob while I reached for the door handle.  It was really hard not to get icing all over my shirt.

As I opened the door, I thought I heard something and I was like oh shit, maybe Mom’s home already.  I knew I wasn’t allowed to be in the same room with my parents.

But it wasn’t my mom who was home early from work.

It was my dad.

And he wasn’t alone.

I’d never seen her before—the girl he was fucking doggy-style on the apartment couch.  I didn’t look too closely at either of them.  Who wants to see their parents having sex?  Even if they’re having sex with different people.

“I baked this cake for Mom,” I said, putting it on the table.  “She’s really upset because Ty’s dead.  I wanted to do something nice for her.”  I could tell my dad and the girl were scrambling into those cast-off scrubs on the floor, but I just kept talking because I didn’t want him to start.  “Guess you’ll give me anything I ask for now, if you don’t want me telling Mom about your sex bud.  Any amount of money.  Any amount of anything.  I’ll just assume that you will.  We don’t need to talk about it.  It’s a done deal.  I can do anything I want and you’re gonna pay.”

The whole time I was talking, I was slowly making my way out of the apartment.  It’s not that I wanted to move slowly.  I was actually trying to move really fast.  But I felt like I was walking through mud.  I felt like I was in another dimension.

When I got to the stairs, I could hear my dad going, “Juliet! Wait, Julie...”  And then he was like, “Hold on, what did you say about Ty?”

I didn’t answer, didn’t turn around.  I grabbed my not-quite-iced lemon cake on my way through the kitchen and brought it upstairs.  Up to my room.  I forgot to grab a fork, but I didn’t want to go downstairs again.  I closed my bedroom door, sat on the carpet, and ate that cake with my bare hands.

My dad’s been texting me and calling since ten minutes after I walked in on him and whoever that was.  He wants to video chat with me.  He thinks it’s important we discuss what I saw.

I don’t. I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t want to think about it.  I just want him to give me lots of money so I can live my life.

Now I’m tired.  Like, I don’t think I’ve ever so exhausted in all my life.  I should probably call Romi and tell her everything—my cousin died, my dad’s a cheater, we’re in the money—but all I want to do right now is listen to Nancy and her family singing Strong Woman Song. 

All I want to hear is their voices in my ears.
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THERE WAS A KNOCK AT the door this morning.  I almost didn’t check to see who was there. I figured it was probably my dad, wanting to talk about last night.  

I didn’t want to talk.  

I don’t want to talk. 

So I nearly ignored the knocking.  But it had an urgency about it that wasn’t characteristic of my father, so I took a chance and looked out the front window.

It was Romi, wearing a mask made from an old bandana.  

I couldn’t believe she’d come.  I almost thought I was dreaming.

But I wasn’t.  She was real.

She burst inside the moment I opened the door, asking, “Why haven’t you texted me back?”

“You texted?” I asked. 

“Yeah,” she said.  “Like, a million times.”

“I wasn’t checking my phone,” I told her.  “I didn’t hear it.”

“I am pissed,” she growled, kicking off her shoes and marching into my kitchen.

My mind was racing, wondering what I’d done, but it turned out she wasn’t mad at me. Not this time. 

Romi made her way to the sink and washed her hands with dish soap.  After she’d washed them, she took off her face mask and crammed it in her jacket pocket.  Then she took off the jacket, hung it on the back of a chair, and washed her hands again.

“Did you take the subway here?” I asked when she was done.

She shook her head, then said, “I walked.”

I was like, “Wow, dude.  That’s a long way.”

She said, “I’m not gonna get on public transit when I’m sick.  I’m supposed to be in self-isolation right now.  I’m not even allowed to leave the house.  But, like, if I’m walking in the open air with a face mask on, what are the chances I’m gonna infect someone else?  Look at you!  You seem fine even after we fucked!”

I seemed fine?  I didn’t feel fine. But I was more not-fine in a mental health way as opposed to a physical health way.  Romi was right—physically, I’m doing all right.

“I’m just so angry,” she said.  “Like, angry beyond—whoa, I need to sit down.”

She collapsed in the chair with her jacket strewn across it, letting her head fall into the cradle of her arms.  When she moaned, I asked if she wanted a cup of tea.  “We’ve got this s’mores chai that actually tastes a lot like s’mores. You’d be surprised.”

“Tea,” she groaned.  “But regular tea.  Just, like, Red Rose with some milk in it.  Not even sugar.”

Romi didn’t move the whole time I was boiling water and brewing her drink.  But it’s good that she wasn’t coughing, I guess.

When I brought the cup of tea to the table, she didn’t even move.  I told her not to jerk her head to the right or she’d knock it over and scald her scalp.

She was like, “The whole way here I felt really good.  Like, the outside air was helping.  But I think it’s catching up with me all at once.  I shouldn’t have walked so far.  That was stupid.  I shouldn’t be doing this stuff when I’m sick.”

When she didn’t raise her head from the table, I got up to check how my own tea was doing.  I’d made myself a cup of s’mores chai, but that takes longer to brew than Red Rose.  

From across the kitchen, I told Romi what I’d walked in on last night.  I told her about baking the cake for my mom because she was sad, then finding my dad with Identity Unknown and telling him I expect all the money in return for my silence.

All Romi had to say is, “Whoa.”  And she didn’t even raise her head to say it.  

I wasn’t mad about her under-reaction.  She was obviously super-sick with this virus that’s killed a bunch of people.  Like, how can I be upset about anything right now?

Sliding from her chair, Romi said, “I’m gonna lie on the floor for a while.”  And she did.  She curled up on her side like a baby.  I think she was sleeping.  Her tea was getting cold.  I guess I could microwave it when she woke up.  But I drank mine while she dozed.  Actually, I took my mug upstairs while I rounded up a nice fluffy pillow and an old bedspread to make Romi comfortable and keep her warm.  

Her head was super-heavy when I lifted it to put the pillow underneath.  She didn’t seem to notice I was jostling her body around.  That’s how out of it she was.  

I placed the bedspread over her body, then snuggled against her back, lying on top of the cover and circling my arms around her.  It was good to feel her breathing beside me.  If I couldn’t feel those in-and-out breaths, I wouldn’t have believed she was still alive.

Who knows how long we were lying like that on the floor?  I didn’t have an eye on the clock, so I can’t be sure. Anyway, time doesn’t have much meaning anymore. 

I must have been asleep when Romi got up.  It was the shower that woke me. I climbed the stairs and walked into my bathroom and found my girlfriend sitting on the floor of the tub.  I took off my clothes so they wouldn’t get wet and sat behind her and stroked her head.  

She let me rub shampoo into her hair.  I felt like everything I did was painful for her, even though she kept telling me it wasn’t.  So I shampooed her hair and worked conditioner into the bleachy split ends.  Then I got a bunch of body wash on my palms and lathered it into her pits.  

I washed her breasts gently, trying not to be sexual about it.  Same with her pussy.  I wasn’t trying to turn her on.  I just wanted to get her cleaned up and feeling good.

After the shower, Romi settled into my parents’ bed.  She likes the luxurious bigness of it.  So that was fine.  I cuddled up beside her and she closed her eyes and said, “Mercury.”

That’s it.

So I asked, “Mercury what?”

“She pisses me off,” Romi said.  “Like, how could she do this to herself?  To all of us?”

I was like, “Get sick, you mean?”

“Get sick for a stupid reason,” Romi answered.  “Get sick when it was totally preventable. All she had to do was stop seeing clients.  And that’s what she said she’d done.  That’s what she said.  But it turns out she kept seeing one—just one—and that’s all it took: a client she considered safe, even though he’s screwed her before.”

Romi coughed, but only a little cough.

Then she said, “One client. Just one. That’s all it took.  Now she’s on a ventilator and I can’t even visit her in the hospital.”

I was like, “Wait, Mercury’s on a ventilator?”

“Yes,” Romi said.  “I told you that.”

I don’t think she had, but doesn’t really matter. 

Romi was like, “I am so mad at her right now and nobody understands. They don’t understand how I can be mad at someone who’s dying.”

“Mercury’s dying?” I asked.

“Well, you know what?  Emotions aren’t easy.  Emotions aren’t simple.  It’s not like, oh this girl I love is on her deathbed, I’m so sad! No! I am not sad about this.  I am enraged by her behaviour.  How dare she put herself in danger?  Seeing your cousin—was that really worth her life?”

“My cousin?” I asked. 

“Ty,” Romi said, like she’d only just realized I was there in bed with her.  “Ty.  How many cousins do you have that were sleeping with my roommates?”

I was like, “Wait, what?”

Romi wasn’t stopping.  She just went on like, “I love that girl, Jules.  You have no fucking clue how I love her.  I would give my life...”  She started to sniffle, but then her expression hardened and she coughed instead.  “But she loves Ty.  Mercury loves Ty.  She’s in love with Ty.”

“Wait,” I said.  “My cousin Ty?  But he’s married.  Was married.”

Romi said, “I swear, if he were willing to leave his wife for Mercury, she’d ride off into the sunset with him.  She’d do it in a heartbeat.”  Then I guess Romi’s brain caught up with what I’d said and she asked, “He was married?  You mean he left his wife?”

“No,” I said.  “Well, I guess he did, in a way.  He died.”

Romi’s face fell.  She was like, “I... I didn’t know.”

I was like, “I thought I told you.”

“No,” she said, a hint of a smile crossing her lips.  “No.  When did he die?”

I tried to remember.  “Like, on... Thurs...day?  Wait... was that only yesterday?  Oh my god, yeah.  I can’t believe how much stuff happened in the span of a few hours: my cousin died, I caught my father with Mystery Chick...”

“I can’t believe Ty is dead,” Romi continued, her expression awed.  Suddenly, she was sitting straight up in bed, looking as radiant as I’ve ever seen her.  Turning to me slowly, she said, “Mercury will be crushed.”  Then Romi’s expression fell again. “If she lives.”

“I’m sure she will,” I said, offering all the encouragement I could muster.  “I’m sure we all will.” 

“I’m not.”  Romi burst into a coughing fit, and when she was done, she asked if I could bring her computer upstairs—it was in her bag by the door.  

So I did that, and I heated up her tea, and I brought her that, too.  I’m thinking about baking another cake, since I ate the entire lemon one yesterday.  There’s no more icing, but that’s no big deal.  Cake without icing is still cake.

In a couple hours, I’ll ask Romi what she wants for dinner.  I’m assuming she’ll stay over.  She’s got a nice big bed here.  She’s got good strong Wi-Fi so she can work on school stuff, though I don’t know why she bothers.  Her world is crashing down around her and she’s still trying to earn a degree?  That’s commitment.

Maybe, while I bake my cake, I’ll play that cassette tape from Nancy.  Strong Woman Song.  What can I make for her? Can you send a cake in the mail? 

I wish I knew how to do things.  

My dad must be at work right now, because he hasn’t texted me in a while.  My mom texted me a Thank You gif and told me my cake was delicious. 

Maybe I could open a bakery one day.  That would be easy, right?  I could hire all of Mount Q to work for me.  Me and Romi, Mercury, Ben, Dayna and what’s-her-name.  We could all be bakers.  I’ll be the queen bee and they’ll be my drones.  

Sounds like a good life.

But if I can’t mail a cake to Nancy—and I’m assuming that would be way too messy so I won’t even try—maybe I could try to sing her a song, like she did for me.  That is, if I can figure out how to record on a tape.  If I can even find a tape.  

Except every time I try to sing, I get a tickle in my throat.  It’s probably just sore from screaming so much yesterday, and maybe from yelling at people before that, at my job.

My throat hurts a bit, I guess.  Like, the more I think about it, the more it hurts. 

But I’m sure it’s nothing. Just a tickle.
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Today’s Theme: Surroundings

MY MOTHER IS DRIVING me crazy.

I sound like a teenager, talking about my mother that way, but it’s true.  I’m thirty going on thirteen and I’m mad at my mom. How stupid is that?  Most women my age are out there doing something with their lives. They’re getting married and having babies. They’re taking the world by storm.  They’re conquering business. They’re building empires.

What am I doing all day?

Watching my mother throw money at online tarot readers.

No, that’s not strictly true.  I get out once in a while.  When Mother lets me.  

See?  I sound like a teenager again.  Not even a teenager.  A preteen.  A thirteen-year-old, just like I said.  Here I am, three decades of life under my belt, and I’m still living under my mother’s thumb.

It wasn’t always this way.  I left for a while, but she drew me back. Not that I can blame her, considering the situation she was in. But, I swear to God, it’s like she’s got an invisible fishhook in the back of my neck, and guilt is the line she uses to reel me in. 

I should have stayed gone.

I wish I’d stayed gone.

But I came back, and here I am in my childhood bedroom, surrounded by posters I put up fifteen years ago, Beanie Babies my mother bought because she was sure they’d rise in value, white lacquer bedstead with matching night tables, desk covered in skateboard stickers from back in the day when Roxy was everything. 

It’s like living in the past. 

Living in the past and seeing no future.

All my mother seems to care about is the future—her future, that is.  She has no regard for me.  She can’t fathom that I might like to leave this place one day.  Get on with my life.  Live like a normal person.  Maybe she thinks I don’t want normal-people things.  Maybe she thinks lesbians aren’t normal people.  I get the sense she’s mystified by anyone who isn’t exactly like her.  

Not that we talk about these things. 

We don’t really talk about any things. 

Thank God I’m getting out of the house tonight. I saw a notice online about lesbian speed-dating in the city. I’ll take the train later this afternoon, and probably ride the train home after, unless I get lucky.  

I told my mom I’m going to a book club.  

Maybe I should have told her the truth, because she keeps asking why I need to go all the way to Toronto to talk about books.  I don’t think she’d have asked why I need to leave the house to hook up with random chicks. 

Not that I plan on hooking up with random chicks.

Well... we’ll see.

That’s the thing about my mother: she seems to think anyone who isn’t straight is only interested in sex. Not relationships.  Not family.  Not a future with another human being.  Just bodies rubbing on bodies.  Although, she probably thinks that because of the time she caught me with my first girlfriend.  

In this very bedroom.  

In this very bed. 

Instant outing. 

Bad memory.  

Don’t go there. 

My mother and I never talked about it, but I’m sure that singular event coloured the way she thinks about lesbian relationships—that they’re all sex, no emotion.  Which is hilarious, because I’ve had a few relationships that were all emotion, no sex. 

No, that’s not entirely true.  Even the online relationships were sexual in the sense that we exchanged nudes and really hot IMs and emails and stuff.  I had this one girlfriend who was in Holland doing research for her thesis, and she loved getting off in front of me.  On her webcam, I mean. I was never brave enough to get naked for her.  I would have done it in person, no problem—I’m not bashful about my body, and I’m proud of my curves even when other people try to shame me—but I’m not about to get my kit off online. 

The fear is that someone could hack in and steal my image and post it on some scuzzy porn site. Of course, my mother would come upon it and be eternally disappointed in me.  We would never speak of it, but she would somehow make it known that she was aware of my online activities.

But this Holland girlfriend, she didn’t share my hang-ups.  She said she couldn't get off unless someone was watching.  She’d try to masturbate on her own, but it didn’t go anywhere.  She needed me.  She said so all the time.

It’s nice to be needed.

Maybe too nice.

Maybe that’s why I stay here when I really want to leave.

But leave and go where?  Holland?  I don’t think so.  I’ve never even been on a plane.  The only other place I’ve lived is Waterloo, when I thought I’d become an engineer (as if!), but I was only there two years before... well, before I ended up right back where I started.

Maybe it’s stupid to go to this speed-dating thing in the city.  

And not just because of all the plays on words I get when people hear my name for the first time. I’ve heard it all.  The best of the worst was in university, when a guy at a party asked me, “Will Fortune be mine tonight?”  

I told him Fortune likes the ladies, so he could bark up someone else’s tree.

Actually, my favourite line came from a girl I ended up dating for a while.  Something about a stroke of luck... meeting me was a stroke of luck, something like that.  I didn’t get the joke, at first.  

Later, I did.  When we were stroking each other, I got it.

My concern about this speed-dating thing tonight is that, really, the best case scenario is I’ll find someone to hook up with.  A one-night-stand.  Which would be great.  Don’t get me wrong—I could really go for an evening of reckless debauchery.  But ever since I turned thirty, I’ve been thinking about long-term plans.  

Longterm, I’d really like to find someone I can build a future with.  

I’d really like to fall in love. 

That sounds silly, doesn’t it?  Who falls in love after age thirty? 

Well, my mother does, for starters.  She falls in love three times a week—and she barely leaves the house.  She falls in love with the mailman, with the grocery delivery guy, with the doctor, with the physiotherapist, with every neighbour on the block.  

If a man walks past our house, my mother falls in love with him.  That’s why she’s hooked on these online tarot readings.  There’s astrology, too, but the planets and the stars don’t move fast enough for her.  She needs to know what’s in the cards.  She needs to know if any of these men she’s crushing on are secretly in love with her.

I could answer that question for a lot less money than she spends on tarot: Nobody’s interested in you, Mother!

Nobody’s interested in me, either, but at least I’m not shelling out cash on the daily in order for some internet shyster to tell me so.  I know what’s in the cards for me, and it ain’t love.

Maybe I won’t go to this speed-dating thing tonight.

But maybe I will.

Guess I can’t predict the future after all.

Today’s Theme: Speed

No, I didn’t chicken out.  I went to the lesbian speed-dating thing downtown.  

Did I score?

Yes.

Am I happy about it?

Mmm... yes? No? I don’t know.

I haven’t decided yet.

Got to the place early, as usual.  I couldn’t be late if I tried.  If I do try, I end up being ten minutes early instead of forty minutes early.  That’s my idea of “late.”

Brought a book, though.  Got lots of reading done in the hotel lobby before daring to venture into the section of the dining room reserved for our use.

Couldn’t leave my house looking trampy, or my mother would suspect something. (Again, I’m thirty years old and worried what my mother will think. This is a problem!). I considered changing outfits on the train, but those washroom cubicles are so tiny.  There’s just no way.

Fortunately, the restrooms in the hotel lobby were gorgeous and secure, with stall doors that went all the way down to the floor and all the way up to the ceiling. I changed into that dark blue dress with the mermaid purple shimmer, and stepped out of the stall feeling confident as hell.  That dress is so tight it hugs my hips and my belly and my thighs and my tits.  I felt held, in it.  I felt trapped, in the best way possible.  Just me inside that garment.  No panties, no bra.  

It would have been sexier if I could have strolled out of the bathroom without my backpack heaved over my shoulder, but the restaurant had a coat check, so that was good.  

I could tell I’d made an impression from the moment I walked in.  Even the receptionist checking people off the sign-in list gave me a good once-over.  When she asked for my name, she was talking to my boobs.  Maybe, in part, because she was pretty short and I’m pretty tall, so my boobs were at eye-level, for her.  

“Fortune?” the receptionist said.  “That’s a cool name.”

I told her, “Thanks.”

“That’s cool hair,” she went on. 

“Thanks,” I said again.  My “cool hair” is currently birch-silver at the roots and minty green toward the tips.  “It looks better blue.  Or purple.  Or pink.  But I’d never tried green before, so I figured what the heck, right?  You only live once.”

The speed-dating receptionist had streaks of silver woven into braids so tight they seemed to be tugging at her forehead.  As if to affirm this thought, the receptionist raised her right hand to her forehead and gave it a rub.  When she did so, I noticed her silver wire bracelet.  It seemed to be twisted into a word.  

A name?  Her name?  

Maya. 

“I like your bracelet,” I said.  “Maya?”

She shook her head and the beads at the base of her braids jingled like bells. “Oh sorry, yeah,” she said.  “You get one, too.  This is what we’re using instead of name tags. We’ve had complaints in the past—the sticky stuff ruins people’s clothing.  So we had a friend who makes jewellery create one of these name bracelets for every participant.”

“Nice keepsake,” I told her, though I couldn’t help wondering who “we” were.  She kept saying “we.”  Did Maya run this speed dating night with her girlfriend?  The woman I’d paid for the event was named Brandy, so maybe the two of them had created this series together.  To help other women find the love they shared?

Maya found my name bracelet and fitted it on.  When her fingertips brushed the soft side of my wrist, the sensation came as a stark reminder that no one had touched me in a long, long time.  

“Fortune,” Maya repeated.  “I really like that name.  You have no idea how much.”

I waited for the double entendre, and when it didn’t come, I simply said, “Thanks.”

She looked up at me expectantly.  Until that moment, I hadn’t noticed how large her eyes were, or how long her lashes.  She had on a cool mascara that glowed blue, like snow in the nighttime, but only when the light caught it at the right angle.

Funny how, if you catch someone at the wrong angle, you don’t notice their uniqueness.  Sometimes it takes a couple glances.  Sometimes you don’t catch it right away.

At that moment, a tall, slim woman in a striking black skirt suit strode up next to Maya.  I knew right away she must be Brandy.  Don’t ask me how I knew, but I did.  If she hadn’t said a word, I wouldn’t have read her as trans.  Her voice let me in when she tapped her wrist and said to Maya, “Tick-tock, m’dear!  Line’s a-forming.”

I hadn’t even realized there were people behind me, waiting to be checked in.  All that time, I’d felt as if Maya and I were alone in this world—or, at least, alone in this restaurant.

Maya blushed as she passed on instructions.  She stared at her tablet all the while.  

I kept wishing she would look up at me again.  Even just look at my breasts.  That would have been enough.  Maybe she didn’t want to, now that her girlfriend was hovering at her side.  That made sense.  

Finger foods were set out at each table, and drinks were on the house.  No, I guess that’s not true.  Drinks were covered by the fee we’d each paid.  

My nerves almost got the better of me.  I almost bounced.  I almost puked.  I almost did a lot of things, but I’m glad I stayed.  Not because I got anything out of the speed dating.  I mean, the finger foods were tasty and my whiskey sour was fine, but the women were all so intimidating: rich city girls, urban professionals, poseurs and champagne socialists.  And I don’t mean each woman I talked to was one of those four things.  I mean each woman was all of those four things.  

I couldn’t decide whether they were talking down to me, or whether I always think everyone is talking down to me.  Maybe a couple of the women I chatted with were genuinely interested, but I had serious trouble believing that was the case.  Despite their frowny brows and their sighs and their “Awww”s when I talked about life with my mother, I couldn’t bring myself to believe any of those snooty strangers cared about me.  

Partway through the speed dating, servers removed the plates of finger foods and replaced them with plates of finger desserts: petit fours and truffles and tarts of all varieties.  At least I couldn’t complain about the eats.

And I probably shouldn’t complain about the other participants.  They were easy on the eyes, to say the least.  Really beautiful women.  The types who would play lesbians on TV shows.  And I know it’s wrong to think this way, but they seemed inauthentic for that reason.  Like I’m more of a real lesbian because I’ve got green hair and I’m chubby and one boob is slightly bigger than the other.  

I know stuff like that doesn’t matter, or shouldn’t matter.  I feel bad about having these ideas in my head, but there they are.  I see gorgeous lesbians and I just don’t feel like we inhabit the same world.

At least each date only lasted a couple minutes.  Long enough for the other girl to tell me about her successful career in social media marketing or boutique gallery curation, and for me to talk about my mother sending all our money to online fortune-tellers.

But the raspberry truffles were to die for.  I grabbed another one each time I sat down.

When the speed dating portion of the evening was complete, we were supposed to fill in who we wanted to see again on Maya’s tablet.  That way Brandy could send us the contact info for whoever we matched up with.  I stayed in my seat as the others filed out, watching pairs and trios touch each other suggestively on the shoulder, on the arm.  They didn’t need an app to tell them who they’d be going out with.  It was chemical, for some.  You could smell their pheromones on the air.  They left the hotel restaurant like animals boarding Noah’s Ark, heading to clubs, or, more likely, to contemporary condos overlooking the lake.  

Who would wake up with whom?  

What did it matter?  I’d be waking up alone.

That’s truly what I believed.

Until Maya came up to me with her tablet in hand.  

I figured it was my turn to enter information into the app.  

But that’s not what she asked me to do.

Cocking her head cutely, she said, “I know I shouldn’t be asking you this... Brandy would kill me if she found out... but...”

She stared at my shoes.  I honestly thought she was going to ask if she could try them on.  What else would make her girlfriend so mad?

And then Maya asked me, “Do you want to make out in the bathroom?”

Today’s Theme: Incredulity

I couldn’t believe it when Maya asked me to make out with her in the restroom.  She had to be joking.  For a moment, I thought she was making fun of me.  But not this girl, not Maya.  She was the only woman I’d met during the entire speed dating night who interested me even the tiniest bit.

When I didn’t answer right away, she obviously misinterpreted my reticence.  She quickly said, “Sorry.  I shouldn’t have asked.  Don’t tell Brandy, okay?”

“No!” I shouted, springing up from my seat.  I nearly knocked over my table in the process, but I couldn’t let her get away.  “No, sorry, I’m sorry!”

“No, I’m sorry.”

“No, I am!”

Most Canadian conversation of all time.

I said, “I want to.  Yes.  I just thought... I was thinking, ‘Why me?’  But never mind that.  I want to if you want to.”

“Why you?” she asked.  “You’re the only one here like you.”

Her glowing lashes made the whites of her eyes seem blue, too.  Wild.  Gorgeous. 

“I’m the only one anywhere like me,” I said.  “I wouldn’t call that a positive.”

She said, “I would.”

I glanced around the restaurant, looking for Maya’s girlfriend.  

“What about Brandy?” I asked.

Her eyes widened.  “You’re right.  She’s settling up with the restaurant manager. Let’s jet before she sets me to another task.”

“But won't she miss you when she notices you’re not around?”

Rolling her eyes, Maya said, “Please.”

I didn’t want to pry, but it seemed like trouble in paradise.  Maybe I’m just telling myself that so I won’t feel too guilty about kissing another woman’s girlfriend.

Maya grabbed me by the arm and ushered me out of the restaurant, into the hotel lobby.  The moment her fingers touched my skin, it was sparks.  That’s why I don’t feel as terrible as I should about surrendering to my desires, even though she’s clearly seeing someone else.  

And, who knows?  Maybe Maya and Brandy have an open relationship.  They probably do, otherwise why would Maya risk getting caught?

She didn’t need to lead me to the washroom.  I knew precisely where I was going.  But it was sort of nice to get dragged along by the arm.  Nice to be wanted so badly the other person pulls you into the stall.  

There didn’t seem to be anyone else using the facilities, but at that point I wouldn’t have been dissuaded even if every toilet were in use and a line forming out the door.  

My heart hammered as it worked its way into my throat.  

Maya guided me into the end stall and closed the door behind us.  

I felt cornered, like an animal, but I also felt like a tigress on the prowl.  Predator and prey in one.  

“You’re sure you want to do this, right?” Maya asked, her vulnerability transparent as a vase.  “I’m not forcing you or—”

“You’re not forcing me!” I laughed.  “I want this more than I’ve wanted anything in... oh, a good long time.”

“Same,” she said, gently pressing her fingertips to my bare arms.

Her touch sent a frisson through me.  

This moment made it all worthwhile: the trip to the city, lingering alone in a hotel lobby, the dozen or so dates.  If the evening had ended there, with Maya touching my naked skin and looking up at me with that exploratory, eager look in her eyes, I’d have been perfectly satisfied.

But I’m glad the night didn’t end there.  I’m glad beyond glad we kissed.

I can’t say I kissed her and I can’t say she kissed me.  I don’t know who kissed whom.  We both kissed each other.  One moment, she was looking up at me and I was looking down at her.  We were breathing so hard my lungs felt weighted down.  The air all around me tasted tropical, heavy, like our surroundings had transformed into a sauna. 

We were drawn to each other magnetically.  It was like being sucked into a sexual vortex, when we kissed.  I didn’t even feel like a real person anymore.  I felt animated, larger than life.

She consumed me with that kiss, or I consumed her.  Or both.

Her arms encircled me, though she clearly couldn’t reach all the way around.  Her hands landed at the small of my back and then moved up, toward my shoulders.  Every touch was magic, and I mean that sincerely.  She traced a mystical kind of warmth up and down my spine, whimpering softly as our tongues mingled in each other’s mouths.  

My arms went easily around her body.  I could touch my hands to my elbows with room to spare. But what was the sense in touching my own elbows when I could trace my fingers down the back of Maya’s neck.  She had on a nondescript black top and black slacks, most likely a uniform at Brandy’s insistence.  From her hair and makeup, I could tell Maya was the kind of girl who took care in her appearance.  If she’d had the opportunity to choose her own outfit, I’m sure she would have chosen something seriously striking.

Not that she looked bad in all black.  I’m sure Maya would look good in anything.  I’m sure she’d look good in nothing.  She had a slim body and slight breasts.  Narrow hips.  My polar opposite.  I’d never been with a girl like that.  Every girlfriend I’ve had has been more my size.  

My stomach knotted when it occurred to me that perhaps I wouldn’t know what to do with a body so small.  

But that was kind of a silly thought, wasn’t it?  It’s the same thought I had the first time I got with another girl.  Even though I knew exactly how to touch my own body, I was scared out of my mind that I wouldn’t be able to replicate my reaction when I stroked someone else.  

And, true, there’s a learning curve for every new person you touch, but if you pay attention to their reactions, you can figure things out pretty fast.  

The best thing is to have a partner who’ll tell you what they like, or even take matters into their own hands, but not everybody is comfortable talking about sex.  I’m not.  I can write about it here, in my journal, but it’s too hard to tell another human what I crave.

I really can’t imagine telling Maya how much I wished she would squeeze my breasts while we kissed.  There’s no way on earth I could have pulled down my top and asked her to suck my nipples, even though that’s what I wanted more than anything.  

She must have been pretty attuned to my desires, or else she really liked big breasts, because just as I was thinking how much I wanted her to fondle mine, she traced one of her soft hands up my back, over my shoulder, and down my front.  

Maya broke away from our kiss only long enough to ask, “Is this okay?  If I touch you here?”

I tried to say yes, but the sound wouldn’t come out.  I nodded instead. 

“Yes?” she asked.

I nodded again, and managed to squeak out, “Mmm-hmm.”

“Good,” she growled, and rode her fingers inside my dress.

When her hot hand met my warm breast, I moaned like worlds were colliding in my belly.  And it felt that way, too.  Her touch summoned emotions inside me that I never thought I’d get to experience.  

Finally.  

That’s what I kept thinking: finally, it’s happening.  

Finally, I’m in love.

With someone else’s girl.

Just as that thought entered my head, the main door to the restroom swung open.  

My body became rigid in Maya’s arms.

“Maya?” a familiar voice called out.  “Are you in here?”

Pulling away from me, Maya sent a cautioning look my way.  She then said, “Yeah, Bran.  I’ll just be a sec.”

“No worries,” Brandy replied.  “We’re all settled up with management.  Meet me in the lobby when you’re ready.”

“Will do.”

My stomach clenched.  In my mind, I’d tried to portray Brandy as a mean user.  I didn’t want to believe she really loved Maya.  But I could tell, from her tone of voice, that she did.  And that made me feel like a horrible person.

Once Brandy had left, Maya extracted her hand from inside my dress.  I guess I’d gone so numb that I didn’t even realize it was still there.  She picked up her backpack and, seeming as flustered as I felt, said, “I guess I’d better go.  Sorry Brandy ruined the moment.”

“No, it’s okay,” I replied.  

What a stupid thing to say.  Couldn’t I have thought up something else, anything else that would have made me sound like an intelligent human being?

Guess not.

Because, as Maya opened the stall door, the only word that came out of my mouth was, “Thanks?”

I even said it like that, with the question mark and all.  Like I didn’t know if I was thanking her or what.

She smiled bashfully and batted her blue lashes.  She let out a little laugh.  That’s the closest she came to a word.  

One little laugh, and she was gone for good.  

Out of my life forever.

The best thing that ever happened to me.  I had her and lost her all in one night.

Today’s Theme: Desperation

I expected my mother to be in bed by the time I got home from speed dating.  I hoped she would be.  I didn’t want her seeing my eyes puffy and red from crying on the train.  Bad enough every drunk guy who walked by wanted to cheer me up.  Luckily, a very intimidating-looking gym rat noticed this happening, so he came over and sat in the aisle seat beside me and said, “You cry your little heart out.  I’ll fend off the crazies.”

As soon as I opened the front door, my mother’s voice soared across the kitchen: “You’re home late.”

I stifled my tears and told her, “It takes time to get in from the city.”

She said, “I still don’t see why you had to go all the way into town just to talk about a book.  There must be book clubs closer to home.  Or you could chat about a book with your friends online—then you wouldn’t have to leave the house at all.”

I went to my room and closed the door.

Was it too much to ask just to burrow under the covers and be left alone for the night?  

Yes, of course it was.

Not a minute later, my mother was knocking at my door.  “Fortune?  Aren’t you going to tell me about your evening?  Fortune?  Fortune?”

After a while I growled, “I’m tired, Mother!  I’m trying to sleep!”

“But you just got home,” she said.  “Have a bowl of ice cream with me.  You can’t be too tired for ice cream.”

“I am,” I said.

My mother didn’t hear me, I guess, because she asked, “Fortune?  Should I scoop you a bowl?  I can bring it to you in bed.”

I covered my head with my pillow and screamed, “Nooo!”

She must have heard that outburst, because she didn’t say anything more.  

Thank God. 

When do I get a moment to myself?  Only when I leave the house.  And as soon as I get back, she’s picking at me.  Pick-pick-pick.  She needs to know everything I’ve done.  It doesn’t even feel like a maternal, protective instinct.  It's more like those creepy roommates you see in horror movies, who want to own your soul.  It feels like that.  Like my mother wants to own me.

Once the house settled and I could hear the TV in my mother’s bedroom lulling her to sleep, I got out from under my covers and grabbed my laptop.  Honestly, how long am I supposed to live this way?  I’m thirty years old and I’m under my mother’s thumb.  

This is ridiculous.  I can’t live like this.  I refuse.

I looked up apartment rentals in the city.  It must be only millionaires who live there.  I don’t know how a normal person would be expected to pay those prices.  

But I’m putting the cart before the horse, aren’t I?  How could I possibly rent an apartment if I don’t have a job?

So, next on my list was the job boards.

But what kind of job could I possibly get?  My resume has a ten-year gap on it.  That’s how long I’ve been babysitting my mother.  I can hardly believe it.  I tossed away a decade of my life to sit around watching her throw money at psychics.  

At least, in the early days, she’d leave the house to get her fortune told.  Looking back, it was actually kind of nice.  We’d head out to see Lady Matilda and I'd pop into the Polish bakery across the street while Mother had her cards read.  

At least we got out of the house, back then. 

When Lady Matilda closed up shop and moved to Florida, my mother was shattered.  Brilliant me, I found this guy doing tarot readings online.  They were just general readings—he’d do one for every astrological sign, outlining the month ahead.  A combined horoscope and tarot session.  Seemed harmless enough.  Best of all, it was free.

But then these fortune tellers proliferated.  There must be hundreds around, these days.  Thousands!  Millions?  Maybe not.  But maybe.  I’m no expert.

Not only did they proliferate online, but they found a way to take advantage of people remotely.  Gullible people like my mother.  People who really don’t have money to be throwing away on fantasies and pipe dreams.

So, if I haven’t worked in ten years, how am I supposed to get a job?  And if I don’t have a job, how am I supposed to get an apartment?  And if I don’t have an apartment, how am I supposed to get out of this house?

I know this sounds oddly outdated, but I need someone to save me.

The only answer is love. 

I’m not a user.  I know it probably sounds that way, but I’m not.  I don’t want just anybody to lift me out of life with Mother.  I wouldn’t go off and marry someone I didn’t love just to get away from this place—desperate as I am to leave.  I would only ever marry for love.

God, I want love.

What kind of idiot am I?  How could I have let Maya slip through my fingers?  How could I have let her leave that bathroom stall without exchanging contact information?

Unless she didn’t want my information.

Maybe she thought I was a bad kisser.  

Maybe she regretted inviting me into the washroom with her.

Maybe she felt guilty for cheating on her girlfriend.

Her girlfriend!  I’d almost forgotten about Brandy.  Why would I have expected Maya to get my digits when she’s already got someone in her life?

I’m such an idiot.

Such an idiot.

Even so, I went to the website where I’d booked the speed dating.  I thought maybe I’d find Maya’s email address there.  Nope.  All the info was Brandy’s, and I wasn’t about to get in touch with her and be like, “Hey, so... I made out with your girlfriend after speed dating.  Could you ask her if she wants to hook up?”

What next?  Expand my search.  Scour the internet for Maya.  Which isn’t easy when you don’t know someone’s last name.  Needless to say, I didn’t get far.  I even browsed Brandy’s page, but it was all business.  No personal stuff at all.  

How could I possibly compete with a woman like that?  Brandy is beautiful, professional, entrepreneurial and successful, from the looks of it.  I’m thirty years old, unemployed,  and I live with my mother.  What a catch.

Where does hope come from?  How do you find it when you don’t have any?

I have no answers, only desperation.

Why torture myself?  

I put away my laptop and stepped into the hall.  My mother was fast asleep—I peeked in on her en route to the bathroom. Good.  I just had to hope the water wouldn’t wake her.  I checked five times that the door was locked before turning on the shower.  I let it get nice and hot before stripping out of my train clothes.

The needling cascade felt good against my skin, but not nearly as good as Maya’s fingers, Maya’s lips.  That’s what I imagined as the water struck my chest.  Our kiss is what I thought about as I took my breasts in hand.  No, not good enough.  I poured shower gel into my palm and traced it around and around my big breasts.  Yes, that was more like it.  When I tried to pinch my nipples, my fingers slid away.  My skin was too slippery for that kind of play.  

I touched myself lower.  Touched my belly.  All over.  Breasts, belly, between my legs—oh, yes!  My clit was swollen, my pussy wet.  I’d felt that way ever since making out with Maya.  All the way home on the train, I’d been wet.  I’d been ready.  

If only I had something to put in there.

But I didn’t, so I just kept stroking with one hand, grasping my breast with the other, and I got there eventually.

I got there good.

Still, I’d have given anything to get off with Maya.

I’d give anything to be with her.

Today’s Theme: Serendipity?

This morning, my mother followed the advice of one of her most beloved (and most expensive) online tarot readers. She baked a batch of brownies for the fit young FedEx driver who’s always dropping off packages at the house across the way. 

She perched by the window, like a hawk.  

As she waited for the man of her dreams to appear, she kept opening the tin and snacking on that gooey chocolate goodness.  

Ever since I was a kid, her specialty has been these brownies with M&Ms embedded in the chocolate frosting.  My mother knows they’re my favourite.  Even so, she wouldn’t let me have a single one.  They were all for the delivery driver.

When his truck pulled up outside the house, my mother hopped heavily from the ledge and rushed out the door.  I watched from the window as she rushed across the street without using her walker, brownie tin in hand. She looked so tiny—short, I should say—gazing up at the delivery man, who could easily have been a basketball player.  He was that tall.  Good-looking, in his delivery uniform.  My mother certainly thought so.  She lifted the lid on her brownie tin and offered him a taste.

Disaster struck.

He waved his hand, smiling politely, but rejecting her offer.

My mother’s expression fell.  

She extended the tin once more, higher and higher, possibly hoping he’d get a whiff of chocolate and give in to temptation.  

No such luck.

He patted his belly, possibly suggesting he’d eaten a big burrito for lunch, but who knows?  I couldn’t hear their conversation.  I could only see the heartbreak in my mother’s eyes as she replaced the lid on her tin and turned toward the house.

Rejected once more.

My heart goes out to her, somewhat.  Less than it used to, because I watch her go through these doe-eyed crushes and heartaches and teenage levels of angst at least once a month—sometimes as often as once a week—so I’ve reached a point where I’m tired of the drama.  It’s a constant deluge of emotion, like living with a sixteen-year-old, except she’s your mother.  

It’s tiring as hell.

I didn’t ask her how it went, when she slunk through the door.  

First of all, I’d had a ringside view.  

Secondly, I was hoping she’d donate those brownies to a worthwhile daughter.

Nope.  She marched straight to the kitchen and stuck them in the freezer.  An offering for the next fruitless crush, no doubt.  I wasn’t going to ask if I could have one.  That’s not how things are done, in this household.  I’ll just sneak one every night until they’re gone, and when my mother asks if I ate them, I’ll say I didn’t.  How’s she going to prove I’m lying, unless she’s got a nanny cam set up that I don’t know about?

I realize this sounds cruel, but I didn’t want to listen to my mother moan.  And, because I have nowhere to go, I walked to the supermarket. Spent much longer there than I needed to.  Nearly surrendered to the siren’s song of store-bought brownies, but I've done that in the past, and they’re nowhere near as delicious as my mother’s.

So many women in the world.  So many women in one supermarket!  But most of them are probably married to men, and even if they’re not, I’m sure they want to be.  These women aren’t interested in dating me.  It’s possible they’d sleep with me, in a sexier context, but not in a supermarket. Not unless they’ve got some kind of serious fruit fetish.

What was I expecting to find at the grocery store?  Why did I leave feeling so deflated?  Did I think the cashier would sweep me off my feet?  Or that I’d sweep her off hers?  That’s not how it works in real life.  At least, not for me.

When I returned to the minimum-security prison that is my home, my mother was clearly waiting for me.  She’d turned on the TV, but you’d have trouble convincing me she was interested in a talk show about the most efficient way to fold your sheets.  

She clicked the TV off when I walked in the door, and said, “I fired TaraTiara.” 

“Is this one of your tarot people?” I groaned, even though I knew very well who TaraTiara was.  My mother’s every move over this past year has been guided by TaraTiara’s readings.

“She’s been wrong about too many things, lately,” my mother went on.  “She told me if I shared my heart with the tall, dark stranger, I’d find out for sure how he felt.”

“Yeah, but you didn’t share your heart,” I bit back.  “You shared your brownies.”

“Food is love!” my mother wailed.  “Haven’t I taught you anything, girl?  He rejected my food!  He rejected me!”

“Well, then, how is TaraTiara wrong?” I asked, even though I couldn’t believe I was defending that charlatan.  “She said you’d find out for sure how your FedEx dude feels.  Now you know.  If he doesn’t want your brownies, he doesn’t want you.  Case closed.”

My mother’s bottom lip quivered.  

I took great satisfaction in seeing her this way.  More so, when her chin wrinkled and her eyes filled with tears.  

“Is this the daughter I raised you to be?” she hollered.  “What would your father say?  You’re horrible to me.  Horrible!”

That comment about my father was a low blow, but at least she stormed out of the room after saying it.  I got nearly an hour of calm before she emerged from her bedroom to say, “I could kick myself, Daughter Dearest!”

She seemed in a better mood.  Still, I didn’t stop eating my cheese and pickle sandwich to ask, “Why could you kick yourself, Mother of Mine?”

My mother looked at what I was eating and asked, “You didn’t make me one?”

I rolled my eyes, of course, but it was easier to just make another sandwich than it was to ask her why she can’t make her own damn sandwich.  I’m not her maid and I’m not her bloody cook.  Although I guess I do live in her house rent-free on the understanding that she needs taking care of.  So I guess, put that way, I am her maid and her bloody cook, and lots of other things as well.

Putting down my own sandwich, I said, “I’ll make you one now.”

A lost smile reappeared on my mother’s lips as she plonked herself down at the table.  “Good.  Lots of mustard on mine.”

I groaned.  “I know how you like your sandwiches, Mother.  I’ve only been making them for the past forty years.”

She laughed and said, “You haven’t been living for forty years, silly girl.”  

Hard to believe, some days.

“Anyway,” she went on.  “I should have checked FabFortunata’s expanded reading for the week before acting on TaraTiara’s advice.”

“Expanded reading?” I asked, interrupting her before she could get too deep into all this hocus-pocus.  “Aren’t those the ones that cost money?”

“Well, sure they do,” my mother said, seeming shocked that I had to ask.  

I didn’t have to ask, of course.  I knew very well they cost money.  I even know how much they cost.  In addition to being my mother’s cook and maid, I’m also her accountant.  I only asked because I was trying to make a point, but that was clearly lost on her.  

She went on to say, “These girls are running a business, Fortune.  Boys too, but I like to support the young women.  Female solidarity, you know. After all, they’re entrepreneurs.”

“They’re con artists,” I said, under my breath.  We’d had this argument more than once.  I wasn’t willing to have it again.

I sliced a few lengths of white cheddar and laid them across a piece of Wonder Bread while my mother said, “You should be more supportive of these girls and everything they’ve accomplished.  They have business models and everything! It’s not enough, anymore, to simply know how to read tarot cards or create astrological forecasts or even have innate prescient abilities.  You need to be able to harness the power of technology and modern apps.  That’s what these girls are doing.”

“What girls?” I asked disdainfully.

“ClairVoyant, FabFortunata, TaraTiara.”

“I thought you hated TaraTiara.”

My mother clicked her teeth.  “Hate is bad for your karma.  I don’t hate her, I just don’t feel we’re a good fit for each other, as client and reader.”

“After she’s taken how much of your money?” I asked—again, under my breath so I couldn’t be heard.

“You could learn a lot from these women, Fortune.  Each one has achieved a loyal fanbase by consistently putting up free videos forecasting the week ahead.  Some do twelve in a week—one for every sign of the zodiac. It’s quite an effort they go to, and they provide all that value for no money.  If you want a more detailed reading, you can elect to pay.”

“And if you want a personalized reading, you pay through the nose,” I added.

My mother huffed dismissively as I set her sandwich on the table in front of her.  “It doesn’t cost that much, when you consider the value you’re getting.  The service they provide is a valuable one for seekers like me—for those who want insights into the future.  I know you don’t believe in this stuff, but if you’d only open your heart, Darling Daughter, I promise you, your life would bloom before your very eyes.”

Sometimes I want to ask my mother where she got her rose-coloured glasses, because I wouldn’t mind a pair.  Does she seriously think her life is in bloom?  I wouldn’t say hers is any better than mine.  She’s a widow living with her adult daughter, striking out with every gent she hits on.  

The only difference between the two of us is that she’s still got hope.  I’m fresh out.

“Mmm,” she said.  “Good job with this sarnie, Fortune. That's what they call a sandwich on Carnation Street—did you know that?”

“Carnation Street?” I asked.

“Yeah, the TV show. They call a sandwich a sarnie.”

Sometimes her stupidity gets me so mad I want to punch a hole in the fridge. It shouldn't bug me this much, but it does. 

All I said was, “Coronation Street. Not Carnation Street.”

She wasn't listening. Her reply was only, “You got just the right ratio of mustard to pickle.  It's perfect.”

“I aim to please,” I muttered, going back to my own half-eaten sandwich. Sadly, that compliment actually gave me an internal thrill.  I do so much around here, and my mother almost never pays me a compliment.  

At least she likes my sandwiches.

“But, you know,” she said, talking with her mouth full.  “If I’d accessed FabFortunata’s reading first, I’d never have tried my luck with the FedEx guy.  Her reading suggests someone from the past will be returning to me.  I wonder who it will be!  I’ve had such luck with FabFortunata lately.  Everything she says is gold.  It all comes true.  Do you think it could be Patricio, who owned the bakery that closed down?”

I couldn’t believe she was going off the deep end already.  “You didn’t date him, Mother.  We just bought his Kaiser buns every once in a while.”

“True,” my mother said.  “But he had such a nice smile.  I could picture the two of you getting together.  He was closer to your age, anyway.”

Every time she said stuff like that, I nearly blew my top.  She knew I wasn’t going to get with a guy, so why did she keep bringing it up?  To torment me? 

It hurt, what she said, and I wanted to hurt her back.  So I said, “I don’t get why you’d pay good money for these extended readings.  Is this psychic saying every person who buys that video is going to meet up with someone from their past?  What are the chances of that?  It’s more likely people will get the idea in their heads, and then go out in search of someone from their past.  That way it feels like the premonition came true, but really it’s just the psychic planting ideas in gullible minds.”

My mother sat up very straight and said, “I am not gullible.  And FabFortunata isn’t a psychic.  She’s simple a reader.  She takes her cues from the cards.”  My mother took another bite of cheese and pickle.  I did the same, and we ate in silence for a time.  Then, my mother said, “And that information about meeting up with someone from my past—that wasn’t from an extended reading.  That was a private reading.”

“Mother!” I shouted, because I knew how much those things cost and I knew there was no room in our household budget.  “You can’t keep doing this!  Do you want to lose the house?  Everything Father worked for—do you want to flush it all down the crapper?”

My mother waved that thought away like a bad smell.  “Things are nowhere near that dire for us.”

“How would you know?” I asked.  “You’re not the one who keeps track of the finances around here.  I am!  Can’t you trust me for once?  We can’t afford for you to be squandering money the way you do.”

“Yes we can,” my mother said, like she was letting me in on a big secret.  “FabFortunata told me we’re about to come into a windfall!  Money will tumble down on us right out of the sky.” 

My stomach turned.  I couldn’t believe my mother was really buying into this stuff. These tarot girls are basically reading fortune cookies at fools like my mother, and fools like my mother are eating it up with a spoon.  It’s garbage.  My mother is spending our food money on pipe dreams and empty promises.

“How about this, for a change,” I said.  “Why not create a future for yourself instead of relying on fortune tellers?  If you want to do something, do it.  Don’t wait for some scammy internet psychic to tell you it’s time.”

That really set my mother off.  Rising from her chair, she said, “For the umpteenth time, these girls are not scamming me.  They’re providing a service.  I’m honoured to be a client.”

She stormed out of the room, which is just as well, because I didn’t know how to get through to her.  We are never going to see eye to eye—that much is clear.  

What is the point of all this bickering?  It’s exhausting and we do it every single day.

My mother reappeared in the kitchen.  This time, she had her laptop with her.  Setting it open on the table, she said, “Listen to this.  This is a recording of the private reading I got from FabFortunata today. You listen to what she’s got to say and tell me it isn’t dead-on.  She’s a true talent, this one.  She hits the nail on the head.”

Mother started up the video before I was anywhere nearby.  The voice that came out of her computer soothed me instantly, which was super-irritating.  Whoever this scammer was, I wanted to hate her.  But her voice was mellifluous and familiar.  So familiar I came closer to my mother’s computer.  I wanted to see what this girl looked like.

When I got a glimpse of FabFortunata, my breath caught in my lungs.  

I’d know those blue-lidded doe eyes anywhere.  Those braids infused with silver.  I’d kissed those soft pink lips in a hotel restroom.

It was Maya.  

Today’s Theme: Confusion

Ever since I discovered that my mother’s new psychic is the same girl I imagined building a life with, I’ve cycled through a range of emotions.  

To be perfectly honest, I’ve done things I’m not proud of.

I’ll start with the emotions.  

The initial sentiment was disbelief.  How could this be true?  I’d spent so much time searching for Maya online, with no luck whatsoever.  And all along, my mother had been watching Maya’s tarot videos on the internet.

My mother wasn’t the only one, from the looks of it. 

As long as we’re talking about things I’m not so proud of, let’s discuss the fact that, after staring, stunned, at my mother’s computer, I headed straight to my bedroom, pulled out my own laptop, and searched FabFortunata’s tarot videos.

There were tons.  We’re talking hundreds!  I didn’t know where to start.

I felt strangely betrayed, and not just because Maya turned out to be one of the scammers who was siphoning off my mother’s bank account.  I also felt betrayed that my mother had, in some sense, “met” Maya before I had.  I don’t know how that counts as betrayal, but emotions are funny that way.  I just kept thinking, ‘How could you do this to me?  How dare you?  How dare you?’  

Well, I spent all night watching Maya’s tarot videos—or, FabFortunata’s, I should say.  If I’d searched for her tarot name to begin with, I’d have found her in two shakes.  

I’ve never believed in any of this fortune-telling stuff my mother goes in for.  Clearly, Mother has taken an interest in prognostication since before I was around.  She named me Fortune, for goodness’ sake.  But, to the best of my knowledge, my mother has never learned how to read cards for herself.  She’d rather have someone “qualified” do it for her.

We’d save a pant load of money if she’d only buy a tarot deck.  I’ve looked them up online.  You can get one for twenty bucks.

Maybe I should take up the art of divination. Convince my mother I’ve been psychic all along.  Then she can shell out the big bucks to have me read for her.  If she’s willing to support entrepreneurial strangers, why not her own daughter?

Although, I might need more than one deck to satisfy my mother’s whims—if the internet pros are any indication.  

I decided to go back in time and watch the first few videos Maya ever posted.  She looked so innocent in those initial ones.  Her puffball pigtails and minimal makeup made her seem considerably younger, and super-cute.  

Back then, she wasn’t asking for money, just putting up videos for the love of tarot, and to improve her skills.  I couldn’t be mad about that.  Creating online videos for the entertainment of others isn’t hurting anyone.  I know I must sound like I hate anyone who likes all this fortune-telling stuff, but that’s not the case.  I don’t want to yuck someone else’s yum.  I just think it’s all fake and it’s cruel to cast a net that’s only bound to catch the most desperate and gullible people.  

One thing I’ve learned from my mother is that most of these tarot readers on the internet don't just post one general reading per week and leave it at that.  Oh, no.  They post one reading for every sign of the zodiac.  Every week!  Those ones are free to watch.  And we’re not just talking a three-minute spiel, here.  Even the free videos go on for between twenty and forty minutes, most of them.  That’s a lot of work.

The way they turn viewers into clients is by ushering them into a sales funnel.  And by that I mean they finish the free video with a cliffhanger.  “You’re in for a treat this week, Libra!  Your one true love is going to waltz right into your life.  Don’t miss out on this big opportunity! Tune into the extended reading—links are in the comments.  See you soon!”

Of course you want to know all about this love that’s going to sweep you off your feet—especially if you’re my mother.  So you click the link, which takes you to a different site where you can buy a pre-recorded reading that picks up where the free one left off.

But that reading is still general.  It might speak to you, but it’s not saying your name.  If you’re my mother, you already feel like you’ve formed a personal bond with this reader.  If you’re my mother, you feel they’re attuned to your heart, mind, and soul.

That’s why you have zero qualms about paying for a personal reading.

The personal reading is just for you.  No one else.  Depending on the reader (and my mother has been through many, in her time of obsessing over prognosticators), they might conduct a reading on their own and then email you the results.  They might take a picture of the cards laid out on the table, and send that to you as well.  But, more and more, they’re conducting the entire session over Skype, or some application like that.  It feels a lot like when my mother used to pay a visit to Lady Matilda.  Face to face through computer screens. 

The terrible thing is that, now that I've watched all these FabFortunata videos, I feel like I know Maya inside and out. It's weird, because the girl in the video is much more outgoing than the one I made out with.  I could almost be persuaded she was her own twin.  Except I remember once hearing an interview with the mother of a well-known comedian—one of the really famous stand-ups, though I can't for the life of me remember which one—and she said her son had been so quiet, growing up.  Fairly quiet, even as an adult.  With the family, that is.  She always wondered which was the genuine personality: the one on stage, or the homebody who loved nothing better than a good book. Or are they both equal aspects of the same complete person?

I wonder if the Maya I met is more Maya than FabFortunata, or what's going on.  She really does shine on video. She's charismatic—that's the word.  That's the perfect word.  In person, she was sweet and humble and pretty. Online, she's bubbly and sociable, the kind of person who puts you at ease. The kind of person you want to hang out with.

Now all I want to do is hang out with her. Well, that's not all I want to do with her, but you know what I mean. Even though she's scamming my mother and goodness knows how many people out goodness knows how much money, I want to be with her night and day.  Day and night.  

She is the one.

Today's Theme: Intrigue

I won't say that I've never been so embarrassed in all my life, because my mother has caught me in a few compromising positions as the years have gone by—we're talking about a woman who rarely remembers to knock before entering a room—but today's disaster was certainly one for the record books.

Ever since I found out that my crush-of-a-lifetime/future-wife Maya is also that money-grubbing shill FabFortunata, I've been watching her online videos around the clock. I don't always know what she's talking about, where the astrology and tarot cards are concerned, but I love the lilting timbre of her voice. I love how excited she gets when she thinks something good is coming your way. I'm not saying I believe in this fortune-telling stuff, but after watching so many of her readings, I'm convinced that she believes it. And that makes me despise her a whole lot less.  Which is handy, because it really puts you in an awkward position when you hate someone you also desperately lust after.

No, it's not just lust with Maya.  There's much more to it.  

I know we're destined to be together.

Not that I believe in destiny.

Do I sound like my mother?  I do, don't I?  I sound just like Mother with the FedEx guy and the old man who waters his lawn when it's raining and every other male who walks by this vinyl-sided structure.  

There are a lot of qualities I find annoying in my mother, but her constantly falling in love at first sight really takes the cake.  

And here I am replicating her. I'm her clone.

No, just her daughter.

I've met Maya once. We made out in a bathroom stall. That doesn't make us true blue.

What is wrong with me?

Oh, right—back to complaining about my mother.  Almost got sidetracked, there.

While I had one of FabFortunata's videos playing on my laptop, my mother walked into the room.  She says she knocked. It's possible that's true, but I can't say for sure—I had headphones on.  All I can go by is past behaviour and all the other times she's walked into my bedroom without knocking.

The horrible thing is that I felt like she'd caught me diddling myself.  That's honestly how embarrassed I was.  

I wasn't masturbating, by the way.  I was fully dressed, with my computer sitting on my desk and my butt sitting in my chair, my back to the door. My mother could easily see what I was watching when she walked in.

“Fortune!” she squealed.  “You're interested in tarot now?”

A chill ran through me.  The humiliation was instantaneous.  I tore off my headphones and turned around and screamed, “Get out of my room, Mother!  And learn to knock!”

That's when she said, “I did knock.”

I didn't want to argue a point I couldn't prove, so I asked, “What are you doing, hanging around?  I said get out!”

She didn't leave.  Her eyes gleamed as she said, “That's FabFortunata you're watching. Aren't her readings good?  They really resonate with me.  They must resonate with you, too, because we're mother and daughter.  It's in the blood.”

As much as I wanted my mother out of my space, I couldn't stand the idea of her believing I was interested in tarot.  “It's not what you think,” I told her. “This girl—I know her.  We've met.”

An expression of absolute astonishment came over my mother.  It was like I'd just told her I was best friends with Madonna.  

“You know Fab?” my mother shrieked.

“Her name isn't Fab,” I groaned.  “It's Maya.”

“Maya,” my mother sighed.  “That's a beautiful name.  That's a perfect name for a reader.”

“Okay, well... you can go now.”

My mother wasn't listening.  She asked, “Wait, when you say you know her, does that mean you met her online or you met her in real life?”

Online is a part of real life, but that's not what I said.  I told my mother, “I've met her in person.  In the flesh.”

“What?” my mother squealed.  “When? At school?  At university?  Is she local? If she's local, we'll have to get her to come out here for a personal reading.”

My first thought was: oh great—how much is that gonna cost?

My second thought was: glory me—Maya's gonna come to my house!

When I didn't say anything, my mother asked, “Where do you know her from?  Tell me everything!”

“You're being ridiculous,” I said.  “She's just a person.  She not an oracle.”

“Says you!” my mother replied.  “But really, Fortune, how do you know her?”

I hesitated before telling her something between the truth and a lie.  “We met at that book club I went to in the city.  She's not a close personal friend or anything.  We only saw each other once.”

“But if you asked her to come out here for an in-person reading, do you think she would?” my mother wanted to know.

My heart hammered so hard I could scarcely hear my own voice as I answered, “I don't know how she does business, Mother.  We didn't talk about that.  We were just discussing... the book.  At the book club.”

I hoped and prayed my mother wouldn't ask me which book, because I could no longer remember the title I'd chosen in my head, in case she wanted to know.  But she hadn't asked then, and she didn't ask now.  Narcissists are only interested in how things affect them, not the other way around.

“Invite her,” my mother encouraged.  “You said she's local?  I'm sure she'll come out if you know each other.”

“We barely know each other,” I corrected her.  “And we met in the city.  I assume that's where she lives.  I don't really know. But, if she does, I doubt she'd come all the way out here just for a tarot reading. She must have tons of clients in Toronto.  Millions of people live there.”

“She'll come out if you ask her to,” my mother repeated, so sickeningly sure of herself.

I can't imagine it's much of a secret that I was thrilled with the idea of inviting Maya over.  Even if she is a scammer, I still want to grow old with her and for us to die together at exactly the same moment. Is that too much to ask?

It would get me out of the house and away from my mother.  At the end of the day, I guess that's really what I'm looking for.

But then I realized: wait!  If Maya comes over here to give my mother a tarot reading, that means she'll meet my mother. 

Except: wait again... she's already met my mother. Online. My mother is a client of hers. Maya has done private readings, so they definitely know each other, in a virtual sense.

Let me get this straight in my mind, okay?  At this point, Maya knows me from the lesbian speed dating night, and Maya knows my mother as an online tarot client, but Maya doesn't know that my mother and I are related.  She knows us separately.  She hasn't put us together yet.

The second I contact Maya on my mother's behalf, Maya will connect the two of us in her mind. And that's the last thing I want.  If she's been doing readings for my mom, she obviously knows my mother well enough to realize what a needy, egomaniacal basket case Mother really is.  I don't want Maya thinking I'm that way, too.  She'll run a mile.  And I want Maya running to me, not away from me. 

Oh, what am I going to do? 

I'm so torn right now.  

Do I want to date Maya even though I disagree fundamentally with the way she earns money? 

Yes, because this woman's gonna be my wife someday. That's just a known fact. 

But do I want to ask her here to meet my mother, who will no doubt embarrass me and chase off the prospective love of my life for good so that I'll be left alone to take care of Mother Dearest for the rest of my natural existence?

Well, no, of course not! That sounds awful.

Mother's still going to pressure me into organizing this reading, whether I want to or not.

So there's that.

Decisions, decisions.  I might need to sleep on this one.

Although, something happened this evening that pushed me more one way than the other.  

It's really hard to coax my mother out of the house.  She likes to stay indoors.  If she goes out, she needs to use her walker, and she's afraid she'll be a target for muggers. Can you tell she watches way too many NYC cop shows?  What muggers?  We live on a quiet street in the sub-sub-suburbs. 

Anyway.

Tonight we ate too much meatloaf for dinner. We ate the whole tray, between us.  And the entire pot of mashed potatoes.  I'd made a ton, because I'd planned on freezing some for a night when I didn't feel like cooking.  Well, none of that food made it anywhere near the freezer. It all went in our mouths.

Afterwards, I felt myself creeping into a food coma.  If I didn't move, I'd have fallen asleep during Wheel of Fortune.

As a side note, when I was a kid I didn't know what the word “fortune” meant. I thought the wheel somehow belonged to me. As much as I liked the show, I always had a low-key sense of irritation, because that wheel was mine and what right did they have?

So, anyway, this evening I said to my mother, “Hey, why don't we take a walk around the neighbourhood?”

She looked at me like I was a space alien inhabiting her daughter's shell.  “Why on earth would we do a thing like that?” she asked.

“To get some exercise,” I answered.

My mother scoffed at the idea.  “I'm no Richard Simmons and you're no Jane Fonda.”

“No, but we just stuffed ourselves with too much food, and if I don't move around a bit, I'll live to regret it.  I'm already regretting it.  Don't you feel seriously uncomfortable after cramming all that food down your gullet?”

I knew I had her.  She felt as logy as I did.  Still, she said, “I don't want to miss Wheel.”

“Okay, well, we'll go after.”  I got up and went for her walker, which was folded flat and crammed in the front hall closet—that's how rarely it saw any use.  

Incredibly, she didn't argue.  

After Wheel, she got up and said, “I just need to use the bathroom.”  

That would be a while, so I walked out the front door and looked around the yard.  The flower beds my father dug years ago are now overgrown with weeds.  When I was a kid, he planted annuals every Victoria Day long weekend: impatiens and marigolds, petunias and those spiky little plants that look like floral fire. Purple, orange, red, gold. A cacophony of colour.  There was no scheme.  My father figured every shade should coexist. No reason to limit his planting.

Admirable quality of his.  He had a lot going for him, my dad.  

Remind me tomorrow, in case I forget: my plan is to pull those weeds and turn the soil.  It's a little late in the season for planting, but the house will look so much nicer with a multicoloured assortment of flowers gracing my father's beds.

When my mom was done in the washroom, I brought her walker out front and we started down the driveway together. “I don't want to be out too long,” she said.  “There's a show on at eight I don't want to miss.”

“That's fine,” I said, encouragingly.  It was such a big deal to get her out of the house at all that I didn't mind if we only spent ten or fifteen minutes walking around.  

We'd only been strolling down the sidewalk for maybe five minutes when the oddest thing happened: something hit me in the head. It didn't hurt, but I sure felt it.  Right away, I heard a metal tinging noise and looked down at the sidewalk.  

There was a nickel rolling around.

“What the...?” my mother said, raising one hand to her head.

Another nickel hit the ground.  

A nickel bounced off my mother's butt.  A nickel struck my shoulder.

Two kids pealed with laughter.  Two little boys in a second-storey window.  

A woman walking two dogs came toward us and looked up at the house, at the laughing boys. She asked us, “Are those kids pelting you with quarters?”

“Nickels,” I said.

The dog-walking woman took two steps up the driveway and shouted, “I told you boys to cut it out!  Stop throwing things at people!  Do I need to talk to your mother about this?”

One boy stuck out his tongue while the other boy pushed his brother inside and slammed the window closed.

“Kids!” the neighbour woman said to me and my mother.  “They're the reason I have dogs.”

My mother cackled and said, “Amen to that!”

Nice. After everything I've done for her.

I picked up one of the nickles before we continued on our way.  I'd been flipping it through my fingers for a few paces before I stopped with a gasp.

“Mother,” I said.  “Do you remember what Maya told you the other day?”

My mother asked, “Who's Maya?”

“FabFortunata. The tarot reader.  Remember you told me in your personal reading she predicted money would fall from the sky?  Isn't that the term she used?”

Mother's eyes gleamed.  “Oh, that's right. We're gonna hit the jackpot, I bet.”

“She said money would fall from the sky,” I countered.  I held the nickel on my palm, then pointed back at the house with the boys, the pantomimed us getting pelted with change.  “It happened.  Money fell from the sky. Just like she said.”

At first, my mother's eyes widened.  For a moment, she said nothing.  Then she scowled and shook her head and told me, “That's not what she meant, you spoilsport. We're gonna get rich.  Just you wait.”

I don't believe that for a second, but I admit I'm intrigued. 

Today's Theme: Tension

It probably won't come as a surprise that I reached out to Maya. 

Of course I did.

I say that like the decision didn't torment me.

Of course it did.

My mother pestered me endlessly to get in touch.

Of course she did.

When I wrote to Maya, using the contact information in her videos, I opted not to tell her I was the girl she'd made out with in the bathroom at the lesbian speed dating event.  I figured, that way, if I decided to scram before she arrived at our house, she would never know my mother and I were related.

So, basically, my mother could just as easily have asked for this in-person reading herself. Maya didn't come to our house because it was me who asked. She came out just to take the gig.  My mother insisted on paying her train fare and travel time, so that was an extra incentive. 

If Mother spent this much money on any other tarot reading, I would seriously flip my lid.  

But, because it meant Maya was coming to our house, I was entirely copacetic.

I even got the garden planted before she arrived.

When the doorbell rang this afternoon, I just about fainted.  I just about fled!  But I didn't.  I stayed.

From the dining room, my mother said, “Shake a leg, Fortune!  Answer that door and send Fab in!”

My hands had pins and needles.  I felt hot all over.

“Hurry it up!” my mother shouted.  “Open up or she'll think she's got the wrong house!”

“Okay! Okay!” I growled.  “I'm going! Sheesh!”

I crossed the hallway and took a deep breath before opening the door.  

When I saw her standing there, it was like the heavens opened up and angels began to sing.  My mind was all sparkles and doves.  She was here!  I could hardly believe it.

The strange thing was, she didn't seem surprised to see me.

Maybe she really is psychic.

She smiled coyly and batted her lashes, saying, “Fortune. It's good to see you again.”

“Good, good,” I stammered.  “Good, good, good.”

From the dining room, my mother called out, “Invite the girl inside, you dunderhead!”

That snapped me halfway out of my wedding reverie.  Not all the way out, but enough that I was able to welcome Maya into our home.

As soon as Maya stepped into the dining room, my mother started fangirling all over her.  “FabFortunata!  FabFortunata!  This is meant to be, don't you think?  I named my daughter Fortune—you were destined to be my tarot reader!”

My crush took a more professional approach, offering her hand to shake.  “You can call me Maya.  That's who I really am.  FabFortunata is more like a stage name.”

As Maya set her backpack on one of our chairs and started pulling out different decks of cards and a spread cloth and some crystals and stuff, my mother glared at me. Finally, she said, “I don't need you hanging around for this.  Get lost for a while, will ya?”

Maya turn briefly and smiled before returning to her implements of prognostication.

“Fine,” I grumbled. “I'll go to my room.”

“No!” my mother fired back.  “If you go to your room, you'll still hear what we're saying in here.  I want privacy for my reading. Anyway, you're the one who's so fond of walking, all the sudden.  How's about you take a hike?”

Again, Maya turned to offer me a gentle grin.

Swallowing my ire, I told my mother, “Fine. I'll go for a walk.  It's a lovely day, anyway.  Enjoy your reading.”

I didn't want to go. I didn't particularly want to stay, but it was such a tease to have Maya in my home while I wasn't allowed to be there. What if she left before I got back?  I would miss my opportunity to spend a bit of time with her.

So, before heading out the door, I asked Maya, “Did you get here okay from the train?”  

“Oh, yeah,” Maya said brightly. “No problem, there.  It was an easy walk.  Your directions made it... easy.  I just said that.  Sorry.  It was a simple route, I mean.” 

“And it's a nice day for a walk,”  I added.  Then I realized I'd said roughly those same words a couple seconds ago, and I felt like an idiot. I was just so frazzled around this girl, and bashful even though we've literally made out in a public washroom.

My mom kicked me out even harder this time, and I left without incident. There were butterflies in my belly the whole time I walked around the neighbourhood.  I kept thinking ten minutes had gone by when only one minute had. If anyone was watching out their window, they probably thought I was some kind of really ineffectual stalker or something, because I kept retracing the same patch of sidewalk over and over.

Finally, I allowed myself to return home.  As I walked up the driveway, Maya was just leaving the house.  She looked stricken. Her usual smile was gone, replaced by an expression of gloom.  She had her backpack slung over one shoulder as she turned from the front door.

“Hi!” I said.  “Done already?”

Maya gave a flustered laugh.  “Yeah, a little earlier than anticipated.  Your mother wasn't too happy with her reading.”

That surprised me. My mother's usually happy with every reading, even if it forecasts death and destruction. If she's told that her current crush isn't “the one,” she'll say to me, “Guess what? He's not the only man interested in me!” She twists everything until she comes out on top.

To Maya, I said, “I'm sure my mother will find a silver lining. She always seems to.”

“I don't know,” Maya replied, with a nervous chuckle. “Seems like she wanted me out of your house on the double.”

We stood outside the front door in silence while I hoped beyond hope she wouldn't leave. Finally, my brain kicked into gear, and I asked, “Can I walk you to the train station?”

I was sure she'd say no thanks, that she could find her way back on her own, but instead she lit a bright smile and told me, “I would appreciate the company. Thank you muchly.”

Before we could flee the scene, the front door opened and my mother looked at us sternly.

“I'm just going to walk Maya to the train station, Mother.”

From the look of her, you'd have thought there was a four alarm fire inside my mother's brain.  Pointing her finger in Maya's direction, she said, “Remember your ethical obligation: all matters discussed are to remain strictly confidential. You shall not breathe a word of our reading to anyone, not a soul—even if that soul is a close relative and even if she begs and pleads with you, or offers you money.”

A growl emerged from my throat. “As if I'd want to know about your stupid life!”

I stormed down the driveway. By the time I hit the sidewalk, I felt so brutally embarrassed I wanted to dig a hole and hide.  Sheepishly, I turned to Maya, who was still close to the house, near the gardens I'd planted.  She offered me a sad smile, and then turned briefly to my mother to say, “Thanks again for inviting me.” 

My mother closed the door without another word, and Maya's shoulders slumped.  

I wanted to throttle my mother.  How dare she be so rude?  Maya's never going to marry me now that she's met her prospective monster-in-law.

When Maya joined me on the sidewalk, I said, “My mother truly believes she is the centre of the universe. Everything is about her.  Everything!  Not just that, but she thinks her life is endlessly fascinating to other people. Do you know how hard I have to work to even get her to leave the house?  Maybe she wouldn't weigh five thousand pounds if she walked around the block once a day.  Not that I'm one to talk.  Sorry.  That was a low blow.  I shouldn't have said that.  I feel awful.  I shouldn't... I shouldn't talk about my mother that way.  I'm really sorry.”

It took me a moment to realize I'd stopped walking.  

So had Maya.  

I have no idea who stopped first. Did I?  Does ranting about my mother require so much energy I can't walk and talk at the same time?

She gave me this odd look, and I asked, “What?”  I thought I might have something goopy on my face.

Cocking her head, Maya said, “You're cute.”

“You're cuter,” I replied.

We were standing in the shade of a mulberry tree, where the sidewalk was stained with the blood of dark purple berries. They fall to earth and get crushed underfoot, which is how I feel much of the time. Most days, I feel like I've been squished from above by that giant Monty Python foot.  You know the one I'm talking about.

But days like today... well, I guess there's some relief. 

As we stood in the shade of that mulberry tree, Maya leaned forward and kissed me.

This wasn't the passionate kiss we'd shared at that hotel in the city.  This was a different kiss altogether.  It was tender and sweet.  When her lips touched mine, I wanted the moment to last forever.  If I could hit pause just once in life, and stay in a moment for all eternity, that loving little kiss would be it, for me.  Just that.  Until the end of time.

When Maya backed away, her lashes batted and she smiled sweetly.  Her expression read curiosity as she tilted her head to one side. “Was that okay?  I should have asked first.”

“It was more than okay,” I panted.  “You never need to ask me.  Do that any time you want!”

“What about this?” she asked as she wove her fingers through mine.  “Is this okay too?”

My heart beat wildly.  She wanted to hold hands while we walked?  Scandalous!

For some reason, kissing on the sidewalk was totally okay. No problem there.  But walking to the train station hand-in-hand? That was more than I could deal with.  I guess because a kiss is a moment, and handholding is a lot of moments. 

This isn't the big city, I wanted to tell her.  

But I knew how stupid that would sound.  

I didn't want her laughing at me.

When I didn't say okay to the handholding, Maya withdrew and looked away.  “It's all right.  I understand.”

“It's not you!” I cried.  The last thing I wanted was for her to take my reticence personally.  “Maya, seriously, you've got to believe me—it's not you.  It's just... people around here... I don't know what they'll... some of them might... you know what I mean?”

Maya laughed, and it was a glittering giggle, like champagne bubbles in her throat.  She was so light and airy that I had to believe her when she told me, “What you said makes zero sense, but, miraculously, I do understand what you're getting at.”

“It's not you,” I repeated.  Just had to get that in there one more time.

“I know,” she said, consolingly. “If there was no one else around, you'd hold my hand all night long.”

“That and so much more,” I replied, since we were flirting now.  

Hey, she started it.

Before we left the shade of the mulberry tree, I stole a sweet kiss.  It was only a quick one, this time—the kind of kiss that leaves you giggling and feeling like a million bucks.

If only I had more money I'd have bought a train ticket and rode back to Toronto with Maya, just to spend a bit more time with her. I would ride out and see her every weekend, every day, whenever she had time to fit me into her lovely life.

But I don't have that kind of money.  I need to watch every penny. And why? Because my mother spends a high percentage of our household income on prognostication.

When I thought about how much cash my mother had thrown Maya's way, my chest tightened.  I didn't want to be mad, but I obviously was: at my mother, at my whole life situation. 

Maya must have read my body language.  I've heard that so-called psychics are body language pros.  Her face fell and she asked, “Is everything okay?”

“Fine,” I snapped, though I was trying hard not to.  “Let's get you to the station.  You don't want to miss your train.”

I can't believe how mean I was on the rest of the walk.  Every time she asked me a question, I froze her out.  She didn't deserve that.  If I was mad about money stuff, I should have just told her instead of being all passive aggressive and keeping her guessing. I can't believe how cold I can be, sometimes.  It's so wrong.  I've probably ruined my chances with her.

Or maybe not.  

When we reached the train station, Maya told me she wouldn't normally come all this way just to do one reading.  

“I wanted to see you again,” she said.

A thrill ran through me.  “But wait—how did you know you'd see me?  I only told you my mom's name when I booked the meeting.”

“And now you're thinking: wow, this girl really is psychic!”  Maya laughed sweetly.  “Did it not occur to you that your mother has the same last name as you?  Plus the address—it's the one you put on your contact form for the speed dating.  And you gave the same phone number.”

My face must have turned bright red.  I can't believe I hadn't put any of those things together.

“Since the speed dating night, I've had your contact info pinned to my desktop,” Maya admitted.  “You have no idea how many times I've wanted to call you.  I meet a lot of eligible lesbians in my work with Brandy, but when I met you it was spark city.  I felt it all through my body.”

Brandy?

I'd forgotten all about Brandy!  Maya's girlfriend!

Oh, gosh, how could I have kissed a girl who is involved with someone else?  I am a horrible, horrible person. Nobody deserves to be treated that way.  I felt so guilty I wanted to melt into the train platform, blend into concrete, and let that giant Monty Python foot walk all over me.  Anything would feel better than being in love with someone else's girlfriend.

I think I sounded pretty spiteful when I asked, “Does Brandy know you're here today?”

Maya didn't seem to notice the tone of my voice.  She just said, “No, I wouldn't admit to Brandy I was leaving the city just to do one little reading. She's all about efficiency in business and the 80/20 rule, all that.  Put your time into the tasks that'll make the most money—that's what she always says. Don't throw your time away.”

“Sounds sensible,” I replied.

“Yeah, I guess.  For some businesses. But it's different for me.  My business is about people, and I genuinely care about my clients.”

Thank goodness the train was on its way, because I didn't want to reply.  The train made too much noise as it pulled into the station. You can't talk over that racket.

Before boarding, Maya kissed me once more.  

It was over before I even realized it was happening.  

She said, “Tell your mother thanks for having me, okay?  I don't think she's particularly happy with me at the moment, but hopefully she'll come to terms with her reading when it sinks in.”

I didn't know what Maya meant by that. I was barely listening, anyway.

After she'd jumped on the train and before the doors could close behind her, Maya turned around and said, “I'd really love to see you again.  I hope you want to see me, too.”  

“I do!” I cried. “I definitely do!”

How stupid can you get?  I shouldn't have said that.  I shouldn't want what I want.

I'm an idiot.  I am awful.

Maya's showing me all this attention and genuine affection, but she's dating someone else. How could I ever trust a woman like that? Add that to the fact that she's swindling my mom and what have we got? A doomed relationship.  

Doomed.  Right from the start. 

Today's Theme: Regrets

Maya has messaged me a few times since the day she came to do my mother's tarot reading. I haven't responded. Obviously I want to see her, but there are so many considerations.

Mother seems to be on the outs with Maya.  She will not discuss the reading with me, not that I even asked.  My mother is so immature. When I got home from saying bye to Maya at the train station, my mother was like, “Don't even bother asking me, because I'm not going to tell you.”

I said, “Don't bother asking you what?”

“About my reading!” she cried, like this should be obvious. “I'm sure you want to hear all the juicy details, but we're not friends, you know.  We're mother and daughter.  I don't have to tell you everything.  I'm allowed to have my own private thoughts and moments.”

Please don't make me think about my mother's private moments.

Anyway, I said, “I know perfectly well we're not friends,” and I went to my room.

That got her good, and she followed me.  

I closed my door.  She opened it.

She said, “Don't tell me you aren't the least bit curious.”

“I'm not,” I replied.

“We invited a tarot reader to come all the way out here, and I paid her a whole wad of money for her time and travel, and now I'm hopping mad and you don't want to know why?”

She was trying to bait me.  I wouldn't let her.  I just said, “You're right, Mother: I don't want to know.  It's your life. It's your business. You can sort it our yourself.”

The look on her face could only be described as flabbergasted.

And yes, of course I was curious about why she was mad at Maya. Of course I wanted to know what went wrong with the reading.  But you know what?  It was probably something petty and stupid anyway.  Knowing would only frustrate me more.  So I never asked, even though my mother has tried half a million times to get me interested.

This morning, my mother announced that she's gone back to TaraTiara.  “Remember when FabFortunata predicted I'd be getting back together with someone from the past?”

“No,” I said.  “You wouldn't tell me about your private in-person reading with Maya. Or did that slip your memory?”

Ignoring my tone, my mother said, “Oh, this wasn't in that reading.  No, this was in one of her general readings. In that one, Maya said I would return to someone from the past.”

“Let me get this straight,” I said.  “This was a general reading, but she highlighted the fact that you, specifically, would be getting back together with someone from your past?”

With a hint of irritation in her voice, my mother said, “No, not me specifically.  Well, yes me. And anyone else listening.”

“So, basically, everyone will be getting back together with someone from their past.”

“Yes!” my mother replied.  “Of course, I assumed she was talking about a romantic relationship, but now I realize the prediction could be about any type of relationship.  I think she was referring to a reader: TaraTiara. Because, look! Now I'm getting back into her readings, aren't I?”

I don't know how I manage to keep a straight face half the time. Setting aside that this stuff interests me not at all, I do often wonder how I came out of such a gullible woman.  

“If Maya's readings are so accurate, then why did you dump her?” I asked, feeling pretty cocky.

My mother pursed her lips.  “Never you mind.  That's between she and myself, and no one else.”

Fine by me.  

Truth be told, if Maya is no longer my mother's tarot reader, that's one less complication in our relationship—a relationship that cannot be, because Maya already has a girlfriend. 

There's no way I'm going to be the other woman.  I couldn't possibly. Part of that is a moral stance, but maybe even a bigger part is not.  I think, if I'm being totally honest with myself, the real reason I don't want to be “the other woman” is that I need someone to save me. Save me as in get me out of this house. 

Even if Maya and Brandy do have an open relationship, it's doubtful they'll take me in. 

And if Brandy doesn't know anything about me?  Well, then, there's no way.

Except Maya is so pretty and sweet and genuine and bright.  She wouldn't lie to me, would she?  She doesn't seem the type.  If I work up the courage to ask her if she and Brandy have an open relationship, I trust her to answer honestly. 

There will be no more kissing, nothing like that, unless Maya says yes.

If she's keeping our budding romance from Brandy, I'll have to scrub her from my mind.

Good.  I'm decided, then.  I'll write back to Maya.  I'll go to her this time.  I'll tell her I'd like to meet up in the city. 

Maya just has to name the date and the place, and I'll be there.

Today's Theme: Dream Date

I still can't believe any of this really happened. It's like living in a dream.

Maya said she was eager to see me again.  She sent me an address in the city. It's on Bay Street, pretty much right across from the train station. 

She said she'd be waiting for me by the fountain.

The address turned out to be one of those huge skyscrapers in the Financial District.  Not at all what I was expecting.  I figured a tarot reader would meet me in some quirky hippie shop where they sell crystals and woo-woo gear.  This place was not that.

I'd worn a summer dress with a red poppy design, and I thought I looked okay when I left the house, but compared to all the business people milling around the huge atrium of that building on Bay Street, I felt frumpy and poor.  

You should have seen the shoes people had on!  I'm not a shoe connoisseur, but I can tell when someone has spent a bundle on footwear.  Funny thing is, it's the men's shoes I noticed most.  Fine Italian craftsmanship.  

And the suits!  Suits in this weather?  In my neighbourhood, you wouldn't see a young man wearing a suit even for a job interview.  A nice pair of trousers, a button-down shirt, a tie if you wanted to get really fancy. Never a suit.

As I searched the atrium for a fountain, I must have looked like I'd just fallen off the turnip truck.  Whenever I'm in the city, I try to do as the Romans do—or the Torontonians, in this case—but it's hard to rush around with that focused expression on your face when you don't know where you are or where you're going.  It's hard not to get flustered.

I tried to walk by a group of smiley people collecting money for a mental health charity, but a girl  wearing a headscarf started talking to me about their fundraising efforts, and I worried that if I told her I didn't have time to chat, she might think I was rude, and I would never want a stranger to think that about me, so I listened for a while.  The organization she was fundraising for sounded great.  If I ever come into a bunch of money, I'll go online to support them.

After the charity girl had been chatting with me for a while, I thought I heard my name being called.  I looked around the corner, and there was the fountain!  It was huge!  Maya was seated on the bench part of it, as were many other businessy people.  

Maya popped up, waving wildly, then grabbed her bags and ran to join me.

“Fortune!” she cried, her voice resounding with joy.  “You're here!  I'm so happy to see you!”

She hugged me hard and told the charity girl she needed to steal me away.  She dragged me toward the fountain before I knew what was going on.  

“You look so good!” she said.  “I'm glad you came.  I hope the train was okay.”

“It was fine,” I told her. “It's never too busy this time of day.  You look good too. If I didn't say that already, I definitely thought it.”

Maya had on a very tailored jacket that was somewhere between pink and mauve. It had a quaint, antiqued look, owing to the cream-coloured lace covering the lapels. Her charcoal trousers were unbelievably small, just like her.  I wonder where someone so slim buys clothes.  Does she need to get them custom-made, or do stores sell tiny sizes?  

“I appreciate the compliment,” Maya said, batting her lovely lashes. No glowing blue mascara today. Even with the silver threads woven through her hair, she looked incredibly professional.  “Have you been here before?”

“No,” I said, thinking she meant the building's atrium.

Then I realized she was leading me into a lineup to get into a fancy-looking restaurant.  The answer remained the same, of course. I'd never been there.  Who would have taken me?

“I like it because the food is amazing, but it doesn't feel too intimidating,” Maya explained.  “You can go to any of the different counters and order what they're making—sushi over there, wood-fired pizza at that one, tempura, sandwiches, pretty much anything you can think of—and you pay right at the station. Then you take your food to any table you like and eat without a waiter looming over you.” 

“So it's kind of like a food court,” I reasoned.  

Maya's eyes widened severely.  Her nostrils flared.  “Food courts don't charge these prices.”

“I'm sorry,” I said, because I could tell I'd either hurt her feelings or damaged her pride—maybe both.  “It's just that I'm not used to sophisticated places like this. All we have near me is the mall, and it's even a treat to go there.”

The teapot tempest drained from Maya's expression, replaced by an easy grin.  “You're right,” she said. “This place is set up like a food court.  Why had I never noticed that before?”

“Because, unlike a food court, it's got atmosphere,” I said.

She laughed.  Leaning close to me, she whispered, “That, and everything's way overpriced.  Oh, I'm paying, by the way.”

“No, no,” I said.  “I brought money.”

“Seriously,” she replied as we entered the crowded restaurant.  “There's no point working in this palace of drudgery if I can't spend the money I earn on things I care about—and people I care about.”

I was absolutely tongue-tied.  I didn't know what to say.

Fortunately, Maya didn't give me a chance to loll about. She said, “I already know what I want.  Would you like to look around while I get my meal?”

There were so many people in this restaurant, and crowds brought a tightness to my chest.  “Maybe I'll just have what you're having,” I told her.  “What is it?”

She took me to the station that made her favourite dish. It was something I've never heard of: rosti? Apparently it's shredded potato pan-fried in lots of oil, like a giant potato pancake. Then you can choose toppings to go with it. We had it with sloppy, sweetly delicious shredded chicken, a giant dollop of sour cream, and a sprinkling of chives.  

When I saw how much food came with one serving, I told Maya we could probably share an order, since we were having exactly the same thing, but she said, “I can polish off a plate of this no problem. Just watch me!”

Hard to believe, when you consider the size of her.

Once we had our food and drinks, we needed to find a table. This was no simple task. The restaurant was packed with business people on their lunch hour.

When we finally found somewhere to sit, I glanced at the time and asked, “When do you need to be back at the office?”

“Oh, I don't,” Maya replied. Her mouth was already full of crispy potato and sour cream and chicken. “I'm only part-time.  I don't work every day of the week, and when I do, I come in at seven so I can go home at one.”

“Seven... in the morning?” I asked.  

She nodded.  “Yeah, I'm an early riser—always have been—so this way I get the drudgery out of the way in the AM, then I've got all afternoon and evening to devote to my passion.”

“Tarot?” I asked. I had to shout the word because the tables in this restaurant were so close together and there were about a million people having incredibly loud conversations. 

Maya nodded again, pointing her fork at my plate.  “You're not eating.  You haven't even tasted your rosti. Have a bite and tell me what you think.”

It was a lot of pressure, putting food in my mouth while she watched. Especially when I knew how much she'd just spent on the dish.  Although, now that I was observing the pace at which she was devouring her food, I could understand why she didn't want to share. 

When I took my first bite, it became even more obvious.

“Oh my gosh,” I groaned, covering my mouth while I spoke.  “This is the most incredible thing I have ever tasted!”

Maya's eyes lit up.  “I know, right?”

“Wow!”  I went back for more, making sure to get sour cream, chicken, and potatoes all on my fork.  “I could eat this every day.”

“Me too,” Maya said.  “I keep thinking I should learn how to make it, but I'm a terrible cook.  Good eater, terrible cook.”

“I'm okay at cooking.  I get by.  But I only get to cook for my mother, and that limits me to the foods she wants to eat.  Sometimes I want something different, but I've learned that doesn't work.  I used to go out and get all the ingredients for something interesting, like a curry dish, and then my mother would refuse to eat it and sit there at the table like a petulant child until I made her something else.”

Maya nodded understandingly.  For some reason, I'd forgotten that she'd met my mother.

“Sorry it took me so long to get back to you,” I said.  “I should have replied right away.”

“Oh, you don't have to apologize.  Your mother was pretty upset about her reading. I figured I would never hear from you again.”

“My mother and I aren't one and the same,” I told her.  “Anyway, she never did tell me why she was so mad about your reading.”

Maya glanced quickly at a blond guy who was laughing loudly.  He wasn't anywhere near us, but we could hear him like he was.

“Well, that's pretty neat,” I said, “that you can work one job in the morning and then do your tarot stuff after.  I had no idea you worked in the business world. I thought you were tarot twenty-four-seven.” 

She laughed so hard she snorted.  “One day I would love to work in tarot exclusively, but that's years off.  I need to build a solid client base first.  Brandy made me a whole list of stuff I have to do before I can even think about giving up the day job.”

Brandy!

How could I have forgotten? Again!  The whole point of meeting Maya today was to ask if she and Brandy had an open relationship.  Thing is, being with Maya felt so good and so right and so meant-to-be that I didn't want to spoil it.

But I couldn't date someone else's girlfriend.  I just couldn't.

So I confronted my fears and asked, “Does Brandy know you're having lunch with me?”

Maya had just forked a large amount of food into her mouth, so she couldn't speak right away, but she did shake her head to indicate no.  Finally, she was able to tell me, “Brandy doesn't take much interest in my personal life.  We don't really talk about that stuff.”

“So she doesn't mind if you date other girls?” I pressed.

Maya cocked her head, looking supremely confused.  

Did I get the wrong end of the stick?  Were we not on a date?  I thought that's what this was.  Maybe not.  Maybe she just wanted to be my friend. Maybe she only invited me out because my mother had been her client.

Then she said, “I don't think Brandy cares who I date.”

My chest tightened.  My stomach knotted.  I should have been relieved, but Maya's reaction seemed so odd.

“You do know Brandy's my cousin?” she asked.

All at once, the knot unknotted. The tightness untightened. I felt lighter than air.  I couldn't believe my ears.  

Laughing with relief, I said, “Oh gosh!  All this time I thought Brandy was your girlfriend!”

Maya's eyes bulged.  “No way!  I love Brandy to death, but she is super-driven with work stuff.  Everything's about business for her, right now.  But that's why she makes a great mentor. She is so smart with money stuff and marketing, business plans, everything in that domain.  And she's got so many connections!  That's how I got my office job here.  She got me the interview.”

“Brandy's your cousin!” I repeated, because I could hardly believe my luck. I didn't have to share Maya with another woman.  Although, just to be certain, I asked, “You're not... I mean... are you seeing anyone else, though?  Just making sure.”

An adorable blush spread across Maya's cheeks.  “It's been a while since I've dated anyone.  Or... 'dated' isn't even the word, because I don't feel like I've ever dated. Every girlfriend I've had, we've been friends first and then it turned into something more and then...”  

Her face fell, and I could only imagine that, when the relationships ended, so did the friendships. That's rough.

“So you help your cousin run the speed dating night,” I said.  “But you've never done anything like that yourself?”

Her eyes bugged once more.  “Who, me?  Never!  I'd be terrible at stuff like that.  I'm not very social.”

“You seem pretty social in your tarot videos,” I said.

She seemed embarrassed.  “Oh.  You've seen those?”

“They're really good.”  I couldn't believe what I was saying.  I couldn't believe I believed it!  “You seem bubbly and personable, but also reliable and trustworthy.  You come off well.”

Offering a sweet smile, Maya said, “I've got Brandy to thank for all that.  She schooled me, big-time.  You should see my older videos.”

“I have seen them,” I admitted.

Her throat emitted a high-pitched squeal and she comically hid behind her paper napkin.

“It's funny,” I told her.  “Until now, every time you said the name 'Brandy,' I felt all tense and jealous.  Now that I know she's your cousin, I'm totally Team Brandy.”

Maya nodded.  “She's done a lot for me. More than I could ever repay.  That's why I help with the speed-dating, and any other business endeavours she wants to try out.  She's helped me tremendously, in building my business, and with other stuff too.”

“Well, that's what you do for family,” I said, maybe a little too off-handedly.

Maya's smile turned sad, but she didn't say anything. She just went on eating her delicious meal.  

She was almost done.  I had a lot of catching up to do.

We ate in silence, for a while.  Although, I guess 'silence' is a bit of an overstatement, because there were voices all around us. Even as business people started heading back to their offices, the restaurant hummed with a frenetic energy that was hard to shake.

Maya finished her lunch before I did, then sat staring at her empty plate.

I'd messed everything up, clearly.  I'd said something stupid and depressing and I'd ruined our date.

Bravo, Fortune!

“I know you're not done eating yet,” she said.

“I'm sorry!” I blurted.  “You want to get going. You've got work to do. I'm sorry.  I understand.”

The smile returned to Maya's lips and, with supreme kindness, she said, “I was just going to ask if you were up for dessert.”

Today's Theme: Dessert

“I feel like cheesecake,” Maya said.  “The kind with the chocolate crumble base and the pecans on top and the drizzles of caramel.  That's what I want.”

“Wow,” I replied, because her description of this cake made it sound beyond delicious.  “Yeah, I want that, too.  Oops, wait, were you asking?  Or were you just informing me of a craving?”

She smiled so widely it was like a beacon, an invitation.  “I can get you the same thing, or something different.  They do these great chocolate mousse pots.”

“I love mousse!” I said so loudly one of the guys working the sushi station looked up at me. 

“How about I get one of each?” Maya asked, getting up from the table.  “One cheesecake, one mousse. Then we can share.”

“Sounds like a plan!”

“I don't want you thinking I'm one of those people who won't share, after I didn't want to split one order of rosti between us.  I've got no problem with sharing. It's just that I always eat way more than people expect me to.  I've got a hearty appetite, to say the least.”

True enough.  She'd polished off her meal in no time.  I'd eaten all my chicken, but I still had plenty of potatoes left.  

“Coffee?” she asked.  “I feel like a waitress.”  She pretended one hand was a notepad and the other a pen, and she was taking down my order.  “Have you ever been a waitress?  I have.  I was terrible at it.  You can't fire me—I quit!  Or something like that.”

“No, I've never been a waitress,” I said.  “But I did work at a burger joint in university.”

“Oh yeah?” Maya asked, as if this were interesting information.  And maybe it was, to her.  “Which one?  Mickey Dee's?”

“Nope.”

“Burger King?”

“Nah.”  

“Wendy's?”

“Uh-uh.”  

“Harvey's?”

“Oooh I love Harvey's!  But no.”

“Hmm... what else is there?  Wimpy's?  You don't see many of those around anymore.”

“Not Wimpy's.  You'll never guess.”

“Apparently not.  Was it one of those artisanal hipster burger boutique chains?”

I laughed so hard I almost spit out my uvula. “Hardly.  No, it wasn't a chain.  The place where I worked was just a one-off restaurant near campus. Lots of students.  The food was gross, but it was cheap and the servings were huge.”

Maya perked up.  “Sounds like my kind of place.”

“Yeah, you'd probably love it.”

“You should take me there, one time.”

“It's in Waterloo,” I said.  

“That's where you went to school?”

“Yeah.”

“What for?”

She'd been standing this whole time, with her imaginary pen poised above her imaginary paper. 

I said, “Coffee sounds good.”

“Want a latte or something?  My treat!  I'm having a chai latte.  Do you like those?”

“I've never had one,” I admitted.  “I don't even really know what it is.”

“Oh, it's tea with frothed milk. I'll get you one, if you want.”

Sounded not so great, but I ended up loving it. I could drink three a day, easy.  If only I knew how to make them.  Or where to get them.  The places near me don't sell stuff like that.

The restaurant emptied out, little by little, as the suits returned to their fancy offices.  I asked Maya what her job was, thirty-six storeys up, and she fluttered her hand and told me it was boring.  I said I wanted to know anyway, so she told me.  You know what?  She was right—it did sound boring. Incredibly boring!  But I still loved hearing about it.  I loved hearing every word that came out of her beautiful face.

No, beautiful isn't the right word to describe Maya.  She's pretty.  That's the proper term. She's got a prettiness about her that could easily be mistaken for innocence.  Why do those qualities seem to go hand in hand?  Anyway, she's the one who invited me to make out with her when we were perfect strangers, on the night we first met. 

She's not as innocent as she looks.  

We shared the cheesecake and shared the mousse, and I couldn't pick a favourite between the two.  Talking with Maya was so easy.  There was a flow to the conversation, like we'd known each other for ages.  Turns out she can name every teacher she's ever had, from kindergarten up through high school.  Imagine that!  I've got gaps all over the place. And forget about university professors!

We talked about everything and nothing.  I could have talked to her forever.

Still, when Maya glanced at her phone, I thought for sure the date was over.  She asked, “What train are you catching?”

“You mean what time?” I replied, then shrugged.  “I don't know.  Hadn't really thought about it.  I told my mom I was visiting a friend from university, so that leaves it pretty open-ended.”

Gazing at the messy mugs and plates from our lattes and desserts, Maya asked, “Do you need to get home to care for your mother?”

I winced.  I didn't want to talk about Mother.  I didn't want to think about her.  

“She doesn't need me taking care of her. There's a difference between a want and a need.  My mother wants me around twenty-four-seven.  She doesn't need me.  Physically, or however you want to put it, she doesn't require anybody's help with anything. I mean, longterm, if she didn't have me there to clean the house, I guess she might need someone to scrub behind the toilet or whatever, because there's no way my mother's getting down on her hands and knees to wash a floor, but even that... I mean, I guess most people use a mop, anyway.  I just have my way of doing things, but, yeah, if she didn't have me there, she'd whine and complain and urge me to come home, but she wouldn't drop dead of malnutrition.”

When I gazed at Maya, I expected her to seem a little stunned.  She didn't.  She appeared unfazed, and incredibly supportive.  Reaching across the table, she placed her hand on top of mine.  The warmth from her fingers travelled through my arm and across my chest, into my heart.

“You've got a lot on your plate,” she said.

I automatically looked down at the cold potatoes I hadn't finished eating, and we both laughed to ease the tension.

“I was just wondering,” Maya went on, tracing her fingers down my fingers.  “Do you want to see my place?  It's not far from here.  We can walk—it's that close.”

“Absolutely!” I replied, and since Maya had paid for our food upfront, that was that.  We could just get up and go. 

I followed Maya out of her office building and into the street. We turned left and walked to the next intersection.  There was the train station.  I never wanted to look at it again.  A very ridiculous part of me kept thinking that maybe Maya would invite me to live with her that very night. I would call up my mother and say, “I'm never coming home! You'll have to fend for yourself!”

My mother would say, “If you don't come home right this second, I'll burn all your clothes!”

I would tell her to go ahead, burn everything I've ever owned.  I don't need it anymore. I've got Maya now.

When we walked into Maya's condo building, I couldn't believe my eyes.  It looked brand new.  All glass.  Half a million storeys, I'd say.  Waterfall in the lobby.  Concierge at the desk.  Sleek furniture in a lounge no one was using.  

All I could think was: Maya must be loaded! Either she comes from money or that day job pays an enormous salary... or tarot reading is an even more lucrative business than I've given it credit for.

My chest burned a little, at that thought. 

How much has my mother been paying Maya?  Enough that she lives in this beautiful building in the heart of the city while we're in a house where the bathroom tiles alternate between harvest gold and sheaves of wheat?

Enough of those thoughts, I told my brain. I'm on Maya's side now. 

Anyway, my mother's no longer one of her clients.

We stepped on board an elegant elevator with mirrors all around.  I could see myself from every angle, but I was more focused on Maya.

“This building is amazing,” I said.  “You're so lucky to live here.”

Maya shrugged, like she wasn't sure.  “I mean, yeah, it's incredible compared to what I grew up with.  I never imagined I'd live somewhere with a salt water pool, gym, games room, library—it's amazing, that way, but...”

The elevator announced the floor number.

“Oh, that's us,” Maya said, and I followed her into the hallway.

It was quiet and felt safe and everything looked new.  I couldn't wait to move in.

Instead of putting a key in the lock, Maya punched a code into the keypad.  It felt so futuristic, entering her condo.

And then we stepped inside.

There was a kitchen to the left, and the fixtures were nice and everything—stainless steel, tile backsplash—but it was just so... tiny.  Straight ahead was a living space the size of a bowling alley.  There was a futon up against one wall, a slim entertainment unit up against the other, and I bet if I sat on the sofa, my knees would touch the TV.

My bedroom in the suburbs was bigger than everything I'd seen, up to that point.

There was a door off to the right, and I asked, “What's in here?”

“That's Brandy's room,” Maya said.

My heart nearly stopped.  “Is this Brandy's condo or yours?”

“Neither.  We live together, but we don't own it.  Brandy's renting the place, and she lets me stay in the den.”

I hadn't realized they lived together. When Maya said they were cousins... well, I don't know a lot of people who live with their cousins, that's all.  So I indicated the TV room and asked, “Is this the den?”

“No,” Maya said sadly.  “The den has no windows. Legally, a bedroom has to have a window, so if it's got no windows, they have to call it a den.”

There was no door on the den—only a curtain.  My heart dropped.  I'd been so impressed by this building when we entered it, but Maya's condo was incredibly tiny.  And she shared it with her cousin.

Dashed were my dreams of joining Maya in her downtown apartment, and that was even before she drew back the curtain and led me into her den.

Snapping on a light, she said, “It's small, I know, but it's somewhere to lay my head, and that's more than a lot of people have, in this city.”

One wall of Maya's den seemed incredibly familiar.  “This is where you do your tarot videos.”

Smiling, she said, “Yup!  I sit on my bed, here, and do my readings in front of my laptop.”

Her bed was nothing more than a mattress on the floor.  The room had no closet, so her clothes were stored in suitcases and plastic totes out of view of the camera.  How did I know this?  Because most of the cases and totes were open, with various garments and undergarments hanging out.  It's hard to imagine how she manages to keep her clothes so pristine and wrinkle-free.  She looked incredible in her jacket and trousers.

“Do you have any videos to record?” I asked.  “Or any appointments with clients?”

She shook her head no, then took one step closer.  “I cleared my calendar for you.”

My cheeks and ears and neck all blazed when she said that.  I bet I'd gone beet red, but the only mirror I could see was on the floor, reflecting our shoes and our ankles. 

Touching her fingertips to my bare elbows, Maya asked, “You want to pick up where we left off?”

I nodded.  There's no way I could speak.  But I guess a nod was good enough, because Maya met my lips with a kiss—a kiss that started slow, but picked up pace at a surprising rate.  She pulled me close and wrapped her arms around me.  I needed this.  I'd been hoping for it, craving it, since that night in the hotel bathroom. 

Still, I always felt a little bashful with someone new.  I had to remind myself to touch her, or she might think I wasn't into it.  It wasn't enough just to kiss her and whimper like a puppy—I needed to hold her slim hips while she rode her hands down my butt.

I must have taken a step back and tripped on one of Maya's suitcases, because plastic totes toppled to the ground and clothes went flying up in the air and I tumbled to the ground.  I landed among the totes and cases and clothing, which wasn't exactly comfortable. My butt banged against the floor, sending shockwaves down my legs.  Things could have been worse, though.  Maya landed on top of me, and that was the first time a girl had topped me in years.

“Are you okay?” she squealed, rolling off of me so I could get up.  “I'm so sorry, Fortune!  I know I've got way too much stuff packed into such a small space, but I've got nowhere else to put it.”

“It's okay,” I consoled her.  “Don't worry. For real. I'm fine.”

I guess I must have glanced toward the bed, because Maya did, too.  The mattress was covered with books and crystals and decks of tarot cards, all sorts of stuff.

She stood from the floor and said, “Brandy won't be home for hours.  There's always the couch.”

I was on my feet before I realized it, following Maya out of her windowless den and into the brightly lit bowling alley room.  

Out of nowhere, Maya said, “I can't overstate how grateful I am that Brandy lets me live here. She took me in after my family kicked me out.” 

My knees went weak.  I hadn't realized.  I thought I knew a lot of queer people, but I'd never met anyone who'd been kicked out.  I didn't even know that happened anymore.

When we got to the living room, Maya unbuttoned her jacket and slipped it from her shoulders.  She must have misread whatever look I had on my face, because she said, “Am I moving too fast?”

I shook my head no.  Then I unzipped my sundress.  “Am I?”

She giggled.  “Nope.”  She slid down her trousers.

Her legs were dark and slim and stunning.  Her underwear was nearly the same shade of purple as her jacket.  

I let my sundress fall to the floor, leaving on the tight white slip I had on underneath.  It hugged me hard as I watched Maya approach me in her silky sleeveless top.  I was so attracted to her I could hardly breathe, and I knew just from the look in her eye that she felt the same way about me.

Coyly, she asked, “You want a kiss?”

“Just one?” I teased.

She raised her brow as she closed in on me.  “Just one to start.”

Circling one arm around my waist and wrapping the other over my shoulder, she pulled me near and kissed me deeply.  The moment our lips met, I pressed my whole body against hers.  Her tongue slipped silently between my lips, but I couldn't keep quiet for long.  

As she kissed me deeply, I moaned in her mouth.  She issued that glittering giggle of hers and ran her hand up from my waist, until she was touching my breast.  Well, my bra.  Well, my slip.  Despite too many layers of clothing, I could feel her touch like a miracle on my skin.  If she were to slide those fingers beneath my bra, I don't think I could handle the pleasure. I've never been so attracted to anyone in all my life. Or maybe it just feels that way because it's been so long since I've gone to bed with a girl.

Even if it killed me, I wanted more from Maya.  

A lifetime of more.

Breaking away from our kiss, I built up my courage to ask for what I needed.  All I got out was the word, “Maya—” 

That's when the front door swung open.

Today's Theme: Trouble

Maya gasped and jumped back.  “Brandy!”

I swung around in time to see Maya's cousin, the beautiful Black businesswoman who'd been in charge of the lesbian speed-dating night.  It happened so fast I didn't even have time to be embarrassed. 

Brandy's eyes grew wide as she took in the situation she'd just walked in on.  “Oh dear,” she said.  “Sorry, Maya.  I'll be in the business lounge.  Text me when the coast is clear.”

“No, wait!” Maya cried.  “It's okay, Bran. We were just on our way out—honest!”

My heart slumped when she said that.

I don't think Brandy believed Maya, but she did do a double take. At me.  

Recognition sparked.  I could see it in her eyes.

“We've met,” Brandy said as I picked up my summer dress and hurried into it.  “You attended my most recent speed-dating session.  Fortune, isn't it?  You came in from out of town.”

I was flabbergasted.  “How did you remember me?  Nobody ever remembers me.”

“My cousin certainly did,” Brandy replied.  Her demeanour toward me seemed kind and pleasant, but a sterner look took over when she turned her gaze on Maya.  “I would say a discussion is in order.  Text me when you're through here.”

“We are through!” Maya cried, but Brandy was already out the door and I guess Maya didn't want to run after her wearing only a top and no bottoms.  She collapsed on the couch and groaned.

“Did I get you in trouble?” I asked.  

For a moment, she didn't say anything.  When she did speak, it was only to say, “Let me get dressed and I'll walk you to the train.”

“I'm sorry.”

“I'm sorry,” Maya said as she put on her pants.  

“It's not your fault,” I told her, even though I wasn't totally sure what she was apologizing for.

“I thought Brandy would be out all afternoon. She almost never comes home this early.  She usually has meetings and stuff, plus she knows I'll be recording my videos, so she likes to leave me alone.  It's nice and quiet here, during the day.  At night, too, but you know what I mean. Even if she's making tea in the kitchen, it's still background noise.”

Part of me wanted to remind Maya that Brandy had left us alone in the apartment, but I guess the intrusion had ruined the mood.  I mean, if Maya wanted to get back at it, I would have been thrilled.  But I didn't want to push her into anything.  She was obviously frazzled, after having been caught.

“Brandy has this policy on not mixing business with pleasure,” Maya explained.  “She says it isn't worth getting involved with one of your clients.  There needs to be that separation of worlds.  It's funny, because she's so personable that everyone she meets thinks they're close personal friends, but sometimes I think Brandy's only real friend is me.  And my only real friend is her.  It's sort of sad.”

“At least you have each other,” I said as Maya escorted me out the door.  

The hallway was so quiet my ears felt funny.  For a moment, I wondered if I'd lost my auditory sense.  I only knew for sure I could hear when Maya's voice coasted across the fuzzy air to say, “You have your mother.”

A slimy feeling crossed my skin, like I was a trail for a snail.  I shuddered.

When we got to the elevator, Maya pressed the down button.  “She really does care about you.  I get the sense she just doesn't know how to express her love.”

A Ms. Krabappel cackle emerged from my throat.  “That's where you're wrong, my friend.  My mother manages to express her love to every man who walks by our house.”

“That's different.”  

The elevator arrived at our floor and dinged elegantly as it opened for us.  Maya stepped on board and I followed her, asking, “How is it different?  She's gaga for all these dudes, but here I am, devoting my whole life to her, and she can't even muster a thank you. It's like I'm the parent and she's the child.  That's really how I feel.  Except children grow up, and she never will.  I'll be stuck with her forever.”

“Not necessarily,” Maya reasoned.

My heart froze.  I hoped she would say something like, “I know we just met, but I can see that you're desperate to escape your situation. Marry me and I'll steal you away from everything you've ever known. I'll buy us a condo of our own.  A big one!  With a balcony so you can garden in planter pots. I'll work my boring job and you can keep house, cook us meals with the fresh foods you've grown.  We'll be so happy together.  You'll never feel alone in life.  I will always be there for you.”

Wouldn't that be nice?

But Maya didn't propose.  She simply opened her mouth and shook her head to pop her ears as we arrived at the lobby level. She offered the concierge a kindly smile and wave as we passed by, then we were out the door.

“Do you want to go straight to the train?” she asked, once we were outside.  “Or would you like to take a walk along the harbour?”

I didn't want to go home ever again. Anything I could do to delay my departure, I would do. Gladly. But my chai latte was catching up with me, and I realized I hadn't peed since I left the house.  

When I told Maya, she said, “We'll pop into Harbourfront Centre. They've got public washrooms.”

They had plenty more than that.  Even just getting to the washrooms, we walked by potters making cool stuff out of clay, and a blonde woman glassblowing. I would have stopped to watch if I didn't have to pee so badly.  Plus, they weren't putting on a show.  They were artists at work.

On our way out of the centre, we walked through the gallery.  The art was sort of weird.  Lots of neon signs and videos and stuff.  Maya tried explaining it to me, but I don't really get art—it's not my thing. Especially modern art. I'm more into stuff you can use or wear. That's why the potters and glassblowers are cool. They make items you can use in daily life that are also beautiful.  That's what I like.

After we left the arts centre, we walked along the pier.  The sun was hot, but there were plenty of trees to duck under.  There was even a little marshy area with lots of birds fluttering by.

This time, when Maya took my hand, I let her.  My heart still clenched, but I reminded myself we were in the city.  Even just looking around, I could see a definite gay couple, a probably lesbian couple, and a big group of queer skateboard kids. 

I breathed a little easier, and squeezed Maya's hand gently as we walked by a group of older people boarding a big boat for a pleasure cruise. There was a bar with a huge patio, and loud men talking at their phones and at each other. 

There was so much going on.

“This is Sugar Beach,” Maya said, when we arrived at a sandy outcropping.  She led me to a set of chairs under a huge red beach umbrella.  We sat together, kicking off our shoes, sticking our toes in the hot sand.

“Why's it called Sugar Beach?” I asked.

Maya pointed in a westerly direction.  “I think because the old sugar refinery is just over there, but I'm not totally sure.  Maybe it's just a cute name.”

“Ahhh.”

I didn't have much to say, but I was okay with that.  It wasn't an uncomfortable feeling. Maya didn't seem bored.  She didn't get out her phone or anything. 

Finally, I said, “It's too bad Brandy walked in on us.”

“Oh, I'm really sorry about that.”

“No, no.”  I didn't want her to feel bad.  “I'm only saying it would have been nice if...”

I guess I was too shy to finish that sentence.

Maya reached for my hand and I happily let her squeeze it.  She said, “I know.”

Before I could stop myself, I blurted out, “I never want today to end.”

What a stupid thing to say.

Except I guess Maya agreed, because she stood and put on her shoes and said, “The day's not over yet.”

As we continued our stroll, beautiful music wafted on the breeze.  I could hear a violin, a cello... what else? Viola?  They were playing something classical.  I'm no good with composers, but the sound was amazing.

Maya's face lit up.  “There's a concert in the music garden!  Let's go see!”

Before I could speak, Maya grabbed my hand and led me in the direction of the music. We slipped through a concentric trail shaded by trees until we emerged in a clearing.  From there, we could see the musicians, as well as audience members sitting in a casual outdoor amphitheatre. Not even a theatre, really, because there was no stage.  

If we'd gone to a concert hall to see a symphony, I would have felt nervous because I'd never done anything like that. But because the classical concert was outdoors, and you didn't have to buy a ticket or even really show up on time, I felt okay about it. Some of the music seemed really familiar, and I enjoyed it all.  I especially enjoyed holding Maya's hand as we sat in the grass, off to one side, to catch some shade.

After the concert, I sighed deeply and said, “Well, I guess I'd better get home.”

Maya walked me in the direction of the train station, but I noticed we both slowed down more and more with every step. I didn't want to go, and she didn't want me to go.  

It felt nice to be wanted. 

“Are you sure this is the best time to get on a train?” Maya asked.  “It's rush hour. Even if you get on the express, it's going to be packed.  There's no way you'll get a seat.  You'll be crammed on there with all those slick businessmen.”  

Maya shuddered.

“Don't you work with businessmen?” I teased.

“Some,” she reasoned.  “But not slick ones.”

I laughed.  “You're right. A packed train isn't how I want to end a perfect day.  My mother can scrounge up something for dinner.”

Turning us around, Maya said, “That means we'll have to scrounge up some dinner, too.  What do you feel like?”

“I'm still pretty full from lunch,” I admitted.  “Something light?”

Maya's face fell.  “So, not shawarma?”

She'd stopped in front of a Lebanese take-out place.

“They have great salads,” she encouraged. 

For a skinny girl, Maya had an incredible appetite. I told her, “I'm happy with whatever you want.”

“Perfect!  I'll order the beef shawarma with two sides.  That way you can have the salads and I'll have the wrap—if you're serious about not being hungry.” 

“Oh, I'm serious,” I said.

She ordered me the beet salad and tabouleh, which looked like more than enough food.  Her shawarma wrap was gigantic, and she knew exactly what she wanted on top, including those fluorescent pink pickled turnips. 

I went for a table, but Maya shook her head and handed me our drinks. “We'll find a place outside.”

We crossed the street and walked by a young woman busking on the sidewalk. 

“I know that song,” I said. 

“Melissa Etheridge,” Maya replied, leading me toward a neat little alcove. There was a wood-slat bench between two planter boxes, so we sat side by side.  “Our own private concert.”

We were sitting behind the girl with the guitar, so it didn't feel uncomfortable. If we'd been in front of her and she was right there looking at us, then I wouldn't have wanted to sit there eating our dinner. But with her back to us?  I was okay with that. 

Maya brought our meal out of the takeout bag.  She handed me the container with the salads, as well as the plastic fork and a few serviettes. Her shawarma wrap was cut in half, and she asked me, “Want a taste?”

I turned up my nose without meaning to, then quickly said, “Sorry, I've just never had it before. I don't know if I'll like it.”

“You'll never know if you don't give it a taste,” she encouraged.

I took it as a great compliment that she was willing to share food with me. This was only our first date, after all.  I took a bite while she held the wrap, and all my taste buds fired at once.

“Like it?” she asked.

I grabbed for my orange soda, but the hot sauce only made my tongue more sensitive to the bubbles.  “It's good,” I told her.  “Just spicy.”

Maya took a bite to assess.  She clearly didn't agree, but she didn't argue.  She just kept eating.

“Wow,” I said.  “You really like food, don't you?”

“I love food!” she replied.  “Try your salads. Tell me what you think.”

The tabouleh was good, but the beet salad was amazing.  “I could eat this every day, I swear!  I love beets, but they're so hard to cook.”

“Everything's hard to cook in my little kitchen,” Maya said.  “My dream house would have an enormous kitchen.”

“I thought you didn't cook.” 

“Well, I'd like to try baking,” she replied.  “It's hard when you don't have much space. If I had more time for hobbies, I would bake.  But my time, right now, is for making money and building the business.”

The busker started singing a song I'd never heard before.  Maya told me it was called Cornflake Girl, which made me laugh. I couldn't stop picturing an actual cornflake playing a guitar.

I took my time eating because I didn't want to go home. Every time I sucked on my straw and it made that hollow slurping sound, I hoped Maya wouldn't notice I was down to the ice.  

When our busker started packing up to go, Maya raced over and pulled a bill out of her purse.  I couldn't see what colour, but any paper money is a good amount, if you ask me. 

“Your neighbourhood is so vibrant,” I said to Maya when she came back. “I love it here.”

Maya shrugged.  “I like your neighbourhood.  It's peaceful.”

“Peaceful means boring.”

“Depends where you're coming from.”  She stood and said, “I don't want you to go, but...”

All I could muster as a reply was, “Yeah.”

She walked me to the train station, slow as we could go, and when we got there, she bought me a tap card so I wouldn't have to buy tickets all the time.  “It's easier this way,” she assured me.  “Now I won't feel guilty when I keep asking you to come into the city to visit me.”

“You don't have to do this,” I told her.  “You paid for everything, today.  I feel bad.  You're going to think I'm taking advantage of you.”

Maya looked at me flatly, but she also smiled. “I know very well that's not true.  If you were taking advantage of me, you'd have asked for a tarot reading by now.”

I didn't mean to cackle, but I did.  I felt bad about that.  All I said was, “You don't have to worry about me asking for readings.”

She replied with an excited, “I know!  Because you get it!”

I wasn't sure what she meant by that, but I didn't ask.  My train information popped up on the boarding screen.  It wasn't due for another ten minutes, but the timing was right.  I needed a distraction. The last thing I wanted to discuss was tarot.

“When can you come back?” Maya asked as she walked me to my track.

“Anytime,” I replied.  I didn't care how eager I sounded.  I didn't care if she knew how desperate I was.  

Maya is the best thing that's happened to me in years, and I don't want to lose her.

We decided on Sunday. 

The platform was still pretty crowded, but nowhere near what it would have been an hour earlier.  Waiting was a good idea.

When the train pulled into the station, Maya drew me close, but I got nervous and turned away.  She ended up kissing my cheek instead of my lips.  I apologized, but I doubt she heard me.  The train was so loud.

“Sorry,” I said again, as people started to board.

“No need,” she replied, sweet as can be.

“I had a great time with you today,” I told her.

“So did I.”  She squeezed my hands, then let go.  “Get on your train.  Have a safe trip home.”

“Thanks,” I said.  “You too.”

As I got on the train, she called out, “Bring your swimsuit on Sunday.  We'll go for a dip!”

Today's Theme: The Silent Treatment

My mother's been giving me the silent treatment since I got home late on Thursday. 

The joke's on her—my mother's silence is sweet relief. 

I thought I'd get home and she'd pick-pick-pick at me, like a hen with grain. I thought she'd ask me every question under the sun.  I'd prepared my answers on the train.  I had a lie for every occasion. I wasn't going to tell her where I'd really been.

She probably thinks I'm agonizing over why she stays in her room so much.  Like I care!  If she wants to rewatch old TaraTiara readings all day long, that's her business.  Every day, I've invited her out for a walk around the block.  Every day, she's declined. Well, that's just fine. It's her body.  I'm going to take mine for a walk.

The only time my mother's wall of silence broke down was when I slung my purse over my shoulder and said, “I'm going to Pickering Town Centre.”

She slammed down the lid on her laptop and asked, “With who?”

“With myself,” I said.

“Why there?” she asked.

“It's close to the train,” I replied. “And there's lots of stores.”

She seemed truly perplexed. “Well, what are you going for?”

“I need a new bathing suit.  I don't have one that fits.”

“A bathing suit?” she balked.  “What do you need that for?”

“To go swimming,” I said, matter-of-factly.

“When are you going swimming?” she asked.  She was practically shrieking, at this point.

“On Sunday,” I told her.

Everything up until this point had been true, but I could feel that I'd be telling lies soon enough.

“Where are you going on Sunday?  You're going swimming on Sunday?”

“Yes,” I replied.  “I'm going swimming on Sunday. Any more questions, or are we done here?”

Her expression was a combination of angry and perplexed.  Had she run out of questions or were there more to come?

“Who are you going swimming with?”

That was the question. That was the one.  Now I had to lie, because I definitely couldn't tell my mother the truth.

I said, “I'm going swimming with my friend Pia, from university.”

“But you just saw her,” my mother shot back.  “You spent a whole day with her.”

“Yeah, and she isn't in town for long, so I'd like to see her again before she leaves.  Her hotel has a pool, so she asked if I wanted to go swimming on Sunday and I said yes.  Anything else you need to know, or are we done here?”

My mother stopped me in my tracks when she asked, “Is Pia your girlfriend?”

I could feel my face heating up, turning red. I don't know why that question embarrassed me so much. I guess because we don't talk about personal stuff.  Well, my mother talks about her stupid crushes all the time, but it's like she's allowed and I'm not. Because she's straight and I'm not.

That's how it feels, at least.

Luckily, the phone rang at that moment, and it was my little brother, the prodigal son, my mother's favourite. He's travelling.  Well, he tells my mom he's teaching English in whichever country he happens to be in.  Maybe that's true, but maybe it's not. 

I don't know and I don't care. 

The only thing that matters to me is that I'm here making breakfast for my mom every morning and vacuuming up her gross fingernail clippings in every room of the house, and where is my brother? I don't know. I think it's Cambodia now. What difference does it make? I'm here and he's not, and on the rare occasions he calls my mother to weasel a bit more money out of her, she acts like the fricken queen has dropped by. He's so important to her and I'm nothing and I hate it.

On the plus side, his phone call gave me the opportunity to slip out the door without answering my mother's question. Which was an awkward one, because it was a question based on a lie. So, really, I could have said, “No, Pia is not my girlfriend,” and that would have been true. 

Pia isn't my girlfriend.

But I'm not seeing Pia this Sunday. I'm seeing Maya.

Is Maya my girlfriend?

I guess it's too soon to say.  I'd like to think she is, but I'm afraid of getting ahead of myself. If I tell myself she's my girlfriend and then this thing between us doesn't go anywhere, I'll be devastated.  If I tell myself she's just a girl I went out with a couple times and it doesn't work out... 

Oh, who am I kidding?  I'd be devastated either way.

Swimsuit shopping wasn't exactly a breeze. Too many suits looked good on me.  I guess it's been a while since I've bought new bathing attire, because I don't remember there being so many cute suits in my size. I also don't remember them costing heaven and earth.

In the end, I went with a real Bettie Page look: a two-piece suit with red and white Minnie Mouse polka dots. The bottoms are high-waisted for that vintage pin-up look. The top is sturdy and sensual, low-cut enough to highlight my cleavage. It makes my breasts look bigger than they are, which is a bonus. And, because of the polka dots, you can't even tell that one is bigger than the other. 

The only trouble is that my hair, as it currently stands, clashes with the suit.  The colour's looking pretty washed out anyway, and my roots are starting to show, so I've decided to dye it later tonight. Back to black, for that genuine Bettie Page look.  I might even cut some bangs. I've done that before and it usually works out.  Even when it doesn't, I at least look quirky.

When I got home from shopping, my mother was back on her silent treatment.  She didn't say a word to me until dinner.  We ate in front of the TV, as usual, and every time a commercial came on she'd say, “That reminds me of something your brother said.” And she'd go on to tell me, in detail, what a great person that little shit is, and how he's making such a difference in the world. The implication being, of course, that I'm not accomplishing anything. Gee, I wonder why. Maybe because I have to cook and clean for Her Majesty every day of the week?

We can't all be angels. We can't even all be saints.

Even though my legs were tired from all that shopping, I invited my mother on a walk around the block. She said no, so I went alone. Those kids threw money at me again—dimes, this time. They must have gone through all their nickels. 

When they start throwing quarters, I won't be above picking them up. 

There was an old lady watering a sunflower out in front of her house as I went by. I gave her a smile-and-nod as I came upon her, and she said she liked my hair.  That surprised me.  I always assume older people won't like the colours, but I didn't tell her that.  Old people probably don't walk around thinking they're old. Or do they? I guess I'll have to get old one day to find out.

This lady started telling me about seeing someone from behind and thinking they were age mates, because this other woman had beautiful long silver hair, but when the other woman turned around, she was actually a girl who couldn't have been more than sixteen years old.  That was the first time this woman had seen anyone who'd dyed their hair silver. 

I told her I'd done it many times. Silver was often my base coat.  Silver was my starting point.

She asked my why silver?  Why try to look older than I am?

I surprised myself by telling her that, often, I feel older than I am.  She's a perfect stranger, and I'm telling her this.

She told me I should revel in my youth.

“I'm not that young,” I said.

She asked my age, and I told her, and she laughed.  “In my book, that's plenty young.”

I wanted to tell her I've had too many responsibilities heaped on my shoulders. I get so tired, sometimes.  I feel like I'm going to break.  

But I didn't say any of that.  I didn't say anything. I felt choked up, and I knew that if I spoke, I would cry.  So I forced a smile and waved at the woman and continued on my walk.  

When I turned the next corner, I cried.  

Maya is my only hope. That's a lot to put on her, I know.  But if she doesn't save me from this life I'm trapped in, I honestly don't know what I'll do.

Today's Theme: Swimming

My mother didn't even say goodbye when I left.  I shouted “Bye, Mother” as I was leaving, but she didn't respond.  She'd been quiet in her room since breakfast, and when she didn't answer, my heart dropped into my stomach.  I thought for sure she'd died just to mess up my plans.  That sounds like exactly the kind of thing my mother would do. 

So I went to her room and knocked on the door and said, “Mother?  Are you okay?”

“I thought you were gone,” she harrumphed from inside her room.

Instead of feeling relieved, I felt irritated that she hadn't answered me.  So I opened the door a crack and told her, “I'm leaving now.”

She muttered something like, “If you're going, go.”  I couldn't hear her too well. 

Is it too much to ask that your mother wish you well when you're meeting up with a friend?  Why couldn't she say, “Have a nice time, honey!” like a mother in a sitcom?  Why can't she feel happy for me instead of only ever thinking of herself?

Sorry.  I don't know why I'm dwelling on stuff with my mother when my date with Maya was much more interesting.

She had offered to meet me at the train, but I figured it would be easier if I went straight to her condo building.  I remembered exactly how to get there from the station, so that was easy.  The sun was blazing, so the air conditioned lobby was sweet relief.  The pool would be even sweeter.

I walked to the concierge and was about to speak when I heard my name called.  Maya popped up from a seating area under a gloriously waxy tropical plant.  She waved wildly and rushed over to me, crying, “Fortune!  Oh my gosh, your hair!  I almost didn't recognize you! It's so different!  It looks so good!”

“Thank you,” I said.  “Yours too.”

“Think so?” she asked, leading me toward the wide central staircase.  “I worried this look was a little too... I don't know... normal?”

Her braids were gone, and so were the silver threads woven throughout them.  Now her hair was straight, a little longer than shoulder-length, with a centre part.

“I think you look great,” I told her.  “The style is classic, but you could never look normal.”

“Only abnormal?” she laughed.

Heat consumed my cheeks and my neck.  “I didn't mean abnormal.  I meant you're so pretty that you would stand out in a crowd no matter what.”

She waved her hand mock-dismissively.  “Oh, go on.”

“I mean it,” I told her.  “And 'pretty' isn't even the right word. It's more than skin-deep.  Some people are beautiful on the outside and ugly within. You're beautiful in and out.  It's a light that shines through you.”

When I played back what I'd just said, I felt embarrassed.  It was too much too soon. I didn't want to overwhelm her with compliments, even though I meant every word.

Maya didn't seem as embarrassed as I felt, luckily.  She took the compliments in stride, thanking me and saying I was beautiful too.  It's hard to know how to react to stuff like that. Not that I've got a lot of recent experience with compliments, living with my mother and all.

When we reached the top of the white stone staircase, Maya led me through a glass enclosure a lot like the pedestrian tunnel between Pickering Town Centre and the train station.  This glass tunnel led past a gorgeous seating area teeming with plant life, then a gym stocked with fitness machines and other equipment, and finally the pool.  Maya had to tap her key fob against the electronic card reader before we could open the sleek glass door.  

I'd lied to my mother when I told her I'd be swimming at a fancy hotel, but this setting didn't feel far off.  

Maya is so lucky to live in the lap of luxury. 

I would give anything to live that way.

There was a middle-aged man with a couple kids swimming in the pool as we entered, plus a woman who seemed irritated by the children.  They kept getting in the way of her lap-swimming, much as the father tried to keep them in check.

We headed straight for the change room, which was empty, and stripped out of our summer dresses.

Maya looked incredible in her black one-piece.  She looked amazing in classic styles.  She had that kind of classic beauty.  She would look good in anything.

When I realized I'd been staring, I asked, “Are there lots of kids in this building?”

“More and more,” Maya replied as she shoved her clothing in a beach bag and took out her towel. “Brandy gets annoyed sometimes, but I like it.  I think kids are great to have around. They breathe new life into a building like this, that's mostly urban professionals.”

All I could think about were those little boys on my street who throw coins at passersby. 

“I love your suit,” Maya cooed, taking a step back to get a better look.  “Goes great with your hair.”

I admitted, “I actually dyed my hair to match the suit, believe it or not.”

She raised both eyebrows in wonderment.  “Now that's commitment to a style!”

“Yeah, I think pin-up is going to be my summer look.”

“It suits you,” Maya encouraged.  “Hey, you know what?  I've got a friend who works at this cute little shop in Kensington Market.  They sell great vintage stuff.  We could check it out after lunch, if you want.”

My first thought was 'That sounds expensive,' but what I said was, “That sounds amazing!”

When it comes to Maya, I'm up for anything.

I tossed my street clothes in my backpack and threw my towel over my shoulder. “Oh, wait,” I said, turning toward the mirror over the sinks.  “I'd better tie up my hair, otherwise I'll end up dying the pool water.”

“Good idea.”  

Maya pulled out a hair tie, too, and put hers back while I swept mine into a sleek bun on top of my head.  She walked out of the change rooms ahead of me, which gave me a chance to check out her butt in that bathing suit.  I know it sounds sleazy, but her body's really something.  She's got those long legs that are impossibly slim, especially considering how much the girl eats, and a beautiful back and kissable shoulders.  

It took every ounce of my self-control to keep from lunging at her and planting my lips against her neck.

When she glanced over her shoulder, I got flustered and said the first thing that came to mind.  Pointing at a weird wooden door hidden away in one alcove of the changing room, I asked, “Hey, what's that over there?”

“That's the sauna,” she said. 

I got excited.  “Wow, there's a sauna here?”

“Nobody ever uses it,” she told me.  “It's never even on.”

She gracefully walked over and turned a timer by the door.

“There,” she announced.  “Now it'll be warmed up for us, if we want to go in after our swim.”

I clapped my hands.  I was genuinely excited.

When we stepped out onto the pool deck, the father and kids were gone.  Only the lap-swimming lady remained.  Maya led me toward the ladder into the pool, and we put our stuff on a bench that was probably within splashing distance.  Good thing the kids had called it a day.  

We kicked off our sandals and got into the pool.

Even though I'd only spent ten minutes in the hot city sun, that was enough to get me sweaty and gritty and gross.  The pool water felt amazing on my skin, like a warm embrace.  I should swim more often.  It's been years since I've gone in a pool.  I'd forgotten how much I enjoyed it.

Maya took off in front of me, swimming as gracefully as she walks.

Swimming without putting my head underwater was a bit of a challenge, mostly because I love doing the backstroke.

“If I'm going to do more of this,” I said to Maya, “I'll have to buy a swim cap.”

A glittering giggle emerged from Maya's throat.  “That'll look supremely sexy.”

The lap-swimmer glared at us.  Perfect timing—she'd just taken pause at one end of the pool.  She, of course, was wearing a swim cap.

Ignoring the woman, Maya asked me, “Do you swim a lot?”

“Almost never,” I said.  “But I like it.  It's fun.  Maybe I can convince my mom to do one of those aquafit classes.  I hear it's easy on the joints.”

“That's a great idea,” Maya replied.

We got to the far end of the pool and both clung to the edge.  The lap-swimmer immediately took off.  I guess it's not just children she dislikes—it's everyone.

“Oh, who am I kidding?” I asked.  “My mother would never agree to swimming or aquafit or anything that involves leaving the house.  It's like she's afraid of the outside world or something.  Makes my life so difficult, because then it's like I'm babysitting twenty-four-seven.”

Maya nodded her head in an expression of understanding.  “I'm sorry.”

I forced a shrug.  “It's not your fault.  Anyway, we're here to swim.  Let's swim!”

I pushed off with both feet and shot through the water, followed close behind by Maya.  We got our breast stroke on, swimming slowly the length of the pool, stopping only briefly in the shallow end, and then taking off once more.

The lap lady got out of the water, harrumphed like we were a pest and a nuisance, then snapped the backside of her bathing suit loudly against her butt before disappearing into the change room.

Maya laughed first, but I wasn't far behind her.  “What a party pooper.”

It had been decades since I'd heard anyone use that term.  “Kill-joy,” I said.

“Are we being mean?” Maya asked.

“She was mean first.”

We swam some more.  After the lap lady had left for good, Maya cornered me in the shallow end.  “I've been dreaming of doing this since the last time I saw you,” she said before pressing her wet body against mine and kissing my lips with gentle precision.

I panicked, tensing up, pulling away.  “What if someone sees us?  I don't want to get caught.”

Maya backed away, looking hurt.  “Get caught doing what?  It was only a kiss.  That's hardly a crime.” 

“I know it's not a crime,” I replied, laughing a little too loudly.  “I just don't want anyone watching, that's all.”

Maybe it was my laughter that hurt Maya particularly, because she backed away from me, treading water with one hand while also holding tight to the pool's edge.  She looked over one shoulder and then the other, then meekly whispered, “There's no one else around.”

“Isn't that a security camera?” I asked, gesturing toward the black plastic bubble on the ceiling.

When Maya didn't say anything, I didn't either.  I didn't know what to do.  She was my one chance to escape my stifling life with Mother, and I seemed to be doing everything in my power to mess it up.

I finally spoke up, but only to say, “I'm really sorry.  It's not you, I swear.  I'm just... I don't know what I am.”

The look that came over her was so giving and graceful I almost cried.  For a moment, her smile seemed sad.  Then she grinned widely and said, “Race you to the other side!”

She kicked off and got going with a huge head start.  “Hey, no fair!” I shouted.  “Give me a little notice next time!”

“Eat my dust!” was her response.

Joy effervesced in my belly as I pushed off against the side wall of the pool.  It felt amazing to zip through the water and work my muscles.  I needed this—not just this date, but this activity.  I'd truly forgotten how much fun it is to be in the water.  I could do this every day, easily.

Maya's so lucky to live where she does. Her building's amazing, even if her condo itself is a shoebox.

I breast-stroked my heart out, but Maya got to the finish line first.  “Beat ya!” she cried.

“Best two out of three,” I said, gliding breathlessly through the water.

“Okay!” she giggled.

She took off toward the shallow end before I'd managed to make contact in the deeps.

When we were totally exhausted, we climbed out of the pool, grabbed our towels, and made our way to the change rooms.

“Time to hit the sauna,” Maya said.

I'd already forgotten that was the plan.  You could easily walk by the little hallway that went to the sauna and not even realize it was there.  

Maya hung her bag on one of the hooks on the wall before opening the door, which was a good idea, but I also worried someone might steal my backpack if I left it unattended.

“Highly unlikely,” Maya said.  “There's no one in the pool, no one in the change room, and if anybody opens that door we'll be able to see through that little window, there.  Don't worry—your stuff will be safe.”

“If you're sure,” I said.

I mustn't have sounded too convincing, because Maya laughed and assured me, “If anyone tries to steal your backpack, I'll spring into action. I'll wrap my thighs around their neck until they pass out.”

“Yikes!” I said.  “That's a tad forward.”

A blush consumed her cheeks when she realized what I was picturing.  “I meant in a Charlie's Angels way.”

“Oh right, sure you did,” I replied, with a wink.

When Maya opened the sauna door, hot air met my skin like the warmth from an oven in wintertime.  You'd think that, in the midst of a hot summer, heat wouldn't be welcome, but this wasn't the smelly, humid air of the city.  This heat was dry and smelled of cedar, which is what lined the walls.  

The door was wood, the benches were wood.  Wood everywhere.

Maya draped her wet towel over one of the benches and sat on it.  Pressing her back against the side wall, she stretched out her long legs.  “Feels so good,” she said.  “I need this.  That was a challenging race you put me to.  What a workout.”

“It was your idea,” I said, trying to be cute in my pinup bathing suit.  I let down my hair, and it was unexpectedly hot against my shoulders.  I'd forgotten that my hair retains so much heat when it's black.  Probably a bad idea for summer, but I can always dye it another colour in if I get sick of it.  

I wonder which colour Maya would like best on me.

“Aren't you going to sit?” she asked.  “Go on, sprawl out on this bench up here.”

I laid out my towel on the bench she'd indicated, which was higher than hers.  I had to step on her bench to get to mine.  From there, I had a great view of Maya.  Much better than sitting side by side and staring at the wall.

After pulling away from her in the pool, I really felt like I had to prove my attraction.  I didn't want her thinking I wasn't interested in her, physically.  I would do practically anything to get her into bed, at this point.  It had been so long.

So I decided to be bold.  Sort of.

There was nobody around, and no security cameras in the change room.  Plus, this wasn't the sort of move that could get me into trouble.  It's not against the law or anything.

I grabbed my bikini top by the base and lifted it up, over my head, letting my bare breasts revel in the warm sauna air.  

Maya gasped, “Fortune!  Oh my gosh!”

She covered her mouth with both hands, but before she did so, I'm sure I caught a smile on her lips.  I'd shocked her, but it was a good shock.  

“No law against going topless,” I said.

“Too true,” she replied.

She peeled down one strap of her bathing suit so it hung wetly against her arm.  Then she peeled down the other. The top of her suit still clung to her glowing brown skin until she grabbed both those straps and tugged gently.  I watched, I think without blinking, as Maya drew her swimsuit down, revealing her dark nipples, which were tiny and hard.  

A gush of fluid filled my mouth.  I wanted to taste her.  I wanted to suck.

I couldn't believe it when she kept going, pushing her bathing suit down her body, past her hips, revealing a trim triangle of black hair.  She kicked her wet suit to the bottom of the bench, where it sizzled and hissed against the hot, dry wood.  

My, oh my, oh Maya. 

Her body.  My goodness. Where do I even begin?

The words that came out of my mouth were, “Is that allowed?”

“Getting naked in the sauna?” Maya asked.  She shrugged.  “Sure.  Why not?  It's a thing people do.  It's common.”

I knew she was right.  I'd seen this sort of thing in movies.  I'd just never participated in real life.

“You're watching the door?” I asked, since she was the one facing that way.

When Maya nodded seductively, a thrill ran through me.  This was really happening.

I pushed down my bikini bottoms.  The wet fabric hugged my skin so tight I had trouble getting out of it, but I worked until my bikini was down around my ankles.  Then I kicked my bottoms to the end of the bench.

There I was, naked in the sauna.  

There was Maya, her bare skin glistening.  

It didn't feel real.  Felt more like a dream.  

I angled my body to the right, which made my breasts look more the same size, although I can't imagine Maya caring about a thing like that.  She wasn't the type.

“I like your body,” she said.

“I like yours,” I replied.  Not particularly original, but nonetheless true.

She ran her gaze over me, from my flashy red toenails to my knees, thighs, hips, breasts.  She looked me in the eye.  Her expression seemed hungry, to me.  I wanted so badly to feed her, but it wouldn't be right.  Not in the sauna, when anyone might walk in at any moment.

All I could think of was spreading my legs for her, and watching her crawl across the bench like a cat.  It would be so easy for her to settle between my legs, plant her face at the apex of my thighs.  Lick me.

Could she tell my body was throbbing for her?  Could she see how much I wanted her?  

My cheeks flushed.  I crossed my legs.  Between them was a wetness I hadn't experienced in ages.  I wanted to feel her hot body on mine.  I wanted her sweat all over my skin. 

“Is Brandy home?” I asked.

Maya nodded apologetically. 

I can't begin to describe how conflicted I felt.  My need to feel Maya near me was visceral. The worst part was that I could see in her eyes that she wanted me just as much.  Maybe even more.  And I think she'd be willing to get down in this relatively public place.  

Why wasn't she making a move?

Probably because I'd pulled away from her pretty much every time she'd tried to kiss me, or even hold my hand.  Had she given up on me?  Would she never try again?  I wanted her to, but I was so scared she wouldn't.

So I made the first move.  I opened my legs.

Maya's eyes widened.

That's when the door to the changing room swung open.

I snapped my legs closed, fearing that whoever had entered the change rooms would stride right on into the sauna.  They didn't, but the moment was lost.  I was far too afraid to make another move.  I slid down from my bench, wrapped my towel around my naked body, and went out to grab my backpack and put on my clothes.

Today's Theme: Reflection

My mother was in a rotten mood when I got home from my date with Maya.  Now she's mad at TaraTiara, apparently.  Just her luck that there are so many tarot readers in the online world.  It might take my mother a year or two to decide she hates every one of them. 

The second I walked through the door, she started ranting about everything she despises about her on-again-off-again go-to.  She must have forgotten she was giving me the silent treatment. 

Too bad.  It was nice while it lasted.

I let her rant, because it was easier than interrupting, but all I could think was: “You selfish, self-centred, egomaniacal twit! I just got home from this beautiful date, and you don't even ask me how it went?  You don't care about anyone but yourself.”

There's no point in raising these issues with her. She'd just find a way to turn it back on me, to show me how hard-done-by she is because her own daughter doesn't care about what's going on in her life. Nobody understands her. Blah, blah teenage nonsense. 

My mother is a child and always will be.

When she got that out of her system, she turned on the TV.  

I escaped to my bedroom, but my bedroom was no escape.  I felt so restless I could have climbed the walls. Now I know what that saying is all about.  There are so many pent-up emotions inside of me and I don't know what to do with them.  The only action I could think to take was grab my bag and go.

Even after all that swimming this morning, my body wasn't spent. I felt energized, invigorated.

Even after writing in my journal the whole way home on the train, I still had more to say.

Without telling my mother where I was going, I left the house and walked and walked and walked. I walked until I arrived at the middle school I went to fifteen years ago. No, longer than that. Forever ago.  I never come around here anymore.  It's like walking into a memory.

I wonder what happened to all the friends I had when I was a student here. None of them still live in this neighbourhood, as far as I know. Good for them.  I wouldn't live here either, if I had any choice in the matter.  They were smart to leave.  I bet they're off leading great and glorious lives.  I bet they've got husbands and wives, kids, careers. I bet they're happy and they don't live with their parents. 

We used to come out here, in back of the school, at lunchtime.  In June, we'd buy giant Freezies in the cafeteria and have the lunch ladies cut them in half with scissors.  We'd bring them outside and suck down that sugar water.  The blue ones stained our tongues. 

Orange was my favourite.

I had so many hopes and aspirations back then.  My friends and I would talk about the future.  We'd make plans. We'd dream. On my own, I would dream.  Of moving to the city.  Of doing something great.  Being an actress, maybe.  Or a singer.  Never mind that I could never sing or act.  Those things don't matter when you're conspiring with what's possible.  Young minds can imagine just about anything.

Did I ever imagine I'd be living this life?  Very much not.  Unemployed, lodging with my mother, not married, no kids.

Would middle school me have entertained the notion of falling in love with another girl?  That's so hard to say.  I had a boyfriend one summer—after Grade Six, I think.  Ethan.  He was the brother my brother's friend.  We never really broke up, that I can recall.  We just went off to different schools in September. Technically, I suppose he's still my boyfriend.  Maybe I should look him up and tell him there's someone new.  I formally release my hold on him. He can now be free.

Yeah right.  He's probably married with six kids.

I don't know how much longer I can live like this. 

If Maya doesn't save me from life with Mother, I can't imagine what I'll do.  I won't imagine. I won't entertain the notion of a world without Maya.  Why would I torture myself?  Everything's going so well.

Today, after exhausting ourselves in the pool, we went out to grab a bite. She took me to this great little bistro I'd never have chosen, based on the exterior.  Even when we stepped inside, I still would have bailed.  It was so dark and gloomy, with barely any customers. Patrons.  Guests.  You know what I mean.

When a young man all in black approached us, Maya said, “Two for the patio, please.”

“Sounds great!” the guy said. “It's a beautiful day. Why waste it?”

“Exactly,” Maya replied as we followed him out the back door.

It's no wonder there were hardly any customers eating indoors.  The patio in back of this restaurant was everything you could ask for.  

We were in the heart of the city, and yet we were surrounded by lush greenery. There were planter boxes full of flowers that seemed tropical to me, like hibiscus, ones I'm surprised can even survive in this climate.  There were fences around the outdoor area, but they had planters of tall bamboo growing in front, so the atmosphere felt natural rather than industrial.  

When we sat down, I felt immediately at ease.

“Have I told you how good you look?” Maya asked.

“Only about a million times,” I replied.  “It's almost embarrassing, especially because you're so beautiful yourself, so it's just back and forth between us. You look good, I look good.  We're a good-looking couple!”

Maya propped her chin against the palm of her hand.  “I love your confidence,” she said.

I didn't really know what to say in return, but that was okay because the waiter came by to take our drink orders.  We felt so healthy after all the swimming that we ordered smoothies.  No appetizers.  We hadn't even looked at the menu.  

Hungry though we both were, we had to force ourselves to stop staring all gooey-eyed at one another long enough to figure out what we wanted to eat.

The sandwiches spoke to me, mostly because I saw one at another table and it looked delicious. Normally, I'd go for something meaty. If we go back to the same place, I'll probably try the pulled pork on ciabatta.  But, because I had all those healthy vibes coursing through me, I went for the Caprese sandwich on a fresh baguette. I could have ordered salad or fries.  Would you believe I went with the salad?  And not “to be good,” whatever that means.  I ordered it because that's what I felt like eating: something fresh and green and light.

Maya had a salad, too, but one of those big bowls that comes with cabbage and kale and blueberries and sunflower seeds and all kinds of stuff.  I figured there was no way she'd be able to finish so much food, but I've been wrong before and I was wrong again.  That girl can pack it away!

We chatted as we ate, but by the time we'd finished our food, we'd run out of things to say.  Not in a bad way. But I guess the silence made me a little uncomfortable, because I started looking around for things to talk about. 

I said how beautiful the flowers were, and Maya agreed.  I told her I'd been doing a lot of gardening lately, and it makes me feel closer to my father.  He used to work out there on the weekends, and I'd often help him.  I'd dig in the dirt, get my hands good and dirty.  It's satisfying work.

Maya cocked her brow and said, “I thought you didn't know your father.”

“Me?” I asked.  “Yeah, I knew my father.  My father was great. He was quiet, but... what's that saying?  Still waters run deep.  That was Father.”

For a moment, Maya just stared at me.  Then she shook her head and said, “Sorry.  That's so weird. Why did I think you'd never met him?”

“I don't know,” I told her.  “My father died nearly a decade ago.  My parents were in a car crash together.  I thought I told you that.  Didn't I?”

Maya shook her head no. 

“Oh.”  For a moment, I felt my emotions swell.  I knew I had a choice: I could burst into tears, or I could tamp down all those feelings of grief and just tell it like it is.  “Well, my mother survived the crash, obviously.  My father didn't.  There are days I wish it had been the other way around.”  I bitterly regretted releasing those words.  “Sorry.  Forget I said that.  I'm a terrible person.”

“No you're not,” Maya said, grabbing my hand and squeezing.  “It's really beautiful that you were so close with your stepfather.  That's not always the case.”

That statement made me even more confused.  “I don't have a stepfather.”

Maya seemed utterly perplexed.  “Oh.  I thought you said that's who you gardened with.”

“No, that wasn't my stepfather,” I told her.  “That was my real father.  I don't have a stepfather. I'm sure my mom would love to get her hands on a new husband, though.  That's probably what she asked you about when you did her private reading.  I won't pose the question, because I don't really care, but I'm assuming that's what she wanted to know.  She's a little boy-crazy.”

The look on Maya's face threw me for a loop.  She seemed shocked, maybe even scared, and I wasn't sure what I'd said to cause that reaction.

I asked, “What's wrong?”

Maya snapped out of her fearful trance by shaking her head side to side.  She laughed, but it didn't sound absolutely genuine. “Sorry,” she said.  “I'd forgotten all about your mother's private reading.  Can you believe that?  I have a mind like a sieve.”

“No way,” I replied.  “Your mind is as sharp as a steel trap.”

“Not always,” she said, but she wasn't looking at me, so I felt like she had something else on her mind.  I have no idea what, though.  She changed the topic by suggesting we “blow this popsicle stand” and take in the sights of Kensington Market. 

That was fine by me. Lunch was amazing, but I really wanted to move. This is new for me. I can't remember another time in my life when I've had this kind of energy.  I just want to walk, swim, stretch, anything to get my body active. Maybe when Maya and I finally hook up, I'll get those endorphins elsewhere, but for now they're coming from exercise.  And I'm not mad about that.

Maya insisted on paying for lunch again, and I didn't argue too much this time.  I don't want her thinking I'm a freeloader, but she has a job and a business. I have neither.

Spending money makes me tense.

It's a good thing the sun wasn't overly intense today, because we walked what felt like a long way to get where we were going.  Maya considered it a short walk.  I didn't say anything.  

When we got where we were going, I was a bit surprised. The neighbourhood seemed really run down. There was a bunch of graffiti on a lot of the stores, but I guess it was supposed to be there?  I don't know. I've always heard of Kensington market as this free-spirited bohemian area, and I guess that's what it is.  I guess I'm just not used to that sort of thing.  We don't have anything like it around here.

We walked past a couple fruit markets and a store that sells clothes for construction workers. There was an army surplus place and a whole bunch of restaurants.  When we passed a pie shop, Maya said, “Oh wait, we've got to stop!”

After that long walk, I wasn't going to argue.  Anyway, pie is amazing. I had the Ontario Sour Cherry.  Maya went for Key Lime. We both had iced coffees, because hot ones would have been a little overwhelming.  We were already overheated from the walk. 

This time I insisted on paying. That makes once in a row.

When we'd finished our pie, Maya took me to the store her friend worked at. Her friend wasn't on shift, and the girl working there had the craziest haircut I've ever seen.  People think my hair colours can run a little wacko, but I've never dyed my hair lime green and fluorescent orange.

The clothes in this shop were vintage—unusual and eccentric, without skewing punk. That's my take, at least.  Most of the other customers looked more or less normal, like me and Maya, but some obviously put their hearts and souls into their appearances. 

“Your friend who works here,” I said to Maya.  “How do you know her?”

“We used to go out,” Maya replied, with a casual shrug.  Pulling a dress off the rack, she said, “This one's neat.  Reminds me of your bathing suit.”

The dress had white polka dots, much like my swimsuit, but the fabric was black, not red.  It wasn't a dressy dress, more something you'd wear in everyday life if you were a woman in the 1940s. Short sleeves, shirt lapels, three big buttons down the front. Utilitarian by wartime standards, but out-of-the-ordinary by ours.  

Dresses have become notable simply for being dresses, which is a shame. I love wearing them, but sometimes if you show up to meet someone and you're wearing a dress and they're wearing jeans, they feel like you've dressed up more than they have. It's always a thing.

Well, not with Maya.  She's always presentable.  Maybe not wearing dresses all the time, but business casual and confident in her looks.

“You should try this on,” she said, extending the dress in my direction.

It fit like a glove, like it was made for me.  I couldn't believe it.

Still, I said, “I don't know.  I really don't need a new dress.”

“Yes you do,” Maya countered.  “You look amazing.  It goes great with your hairstyle.”

The girl who worked there agreed.

I told them I would think about it while changing back into my own clothes.  Then I ducked behind the curtain that served as the changing room.  Not very secure. 

By the time I came out from behind the changing curtain, Maya had paid for my dress.

“Are you buying anything for yourself?” I asked. If that were the case, I'd feel somewhat inclined to pay for her purchase.

Luckily, she said, “I have too many clothes and barely any storage space. I've put a moratorium on clothing purchases.  That's why it's so nice to be able to treat you!”

“Well, I really appreciate it,” I told her.  “You don't need to buy me things, but it makes me feel really nice that you want to.”

“Awww,” Maya said, before kissing me sweetly on the lips.

My heart beat faster, but instead of feeling bashful and pulling away, I felt proud to have such an amazing girlfriend. 

Wait, is she my girlfriend?  

Let's go with yes, because when the girl who worked at the store sighed and said “young love,” Maya hugged my hip and kissed my cheek.  She wasn't just showing me off—she was acknowledging that we are in love.

That was my take, at least.

“Enjoy the dress,” the shop girl said as we left her store.

We both waved and said thank you.  Once we'd left the place, Maya said to me, “Now you've got something new to wear on our next date.”

The flutter in my belly wouldn't let up.  I asked, “When is our next date?”

Maya grinned cutely, and replied, “I'm not totally sure. I've got a whole bunch of videos to record, before my regulars get antsy and go elsewhere.  Work is busy, too, so I'll let you know when I can carve out time for us.”

“You don't have to,” I said.  “If you've got too much on your plate, I totally understand.”

She stopped walking so she could turn fully to face me.  “Silly you!  Don't you see how eager I am to spend time together?”

I did see.  I couldn't deny it.  

We walked to the train and Maya waited with me on the platform.  When we could see the train in the distance, she asked, “So there's going to be a next date?” 

“I hope so,” I said. 

“I know so,” she replied.

When the approaching train got so loud it drowned out every other sound, Maya leaned in to kiss me.  

I could have lived inside that kiss.  

Or maybe not.  Because I want more.  I want so much more. 

Today's Theme: Doubts

Maya messaged me midweek to ask if I was busy this weekend.  No!  Of course not!  Am I busy any weekend? I am always free.  She should know that by now.  But it was still nice of her to ask.  It was nice of her to pretend I had a life.

The reason she messaged me was to invite me over on Friday night. She said Brandy would be going out of town, which meant we'd have the place to ourselves. 

Finally! At long last!

My mother's been cold to me since I told her. Not the truth, obviously.  I made up a lie about babysitting for a high school friend who'd moved to Oshawa.  I thought that was pretty clever: mixing it up a little, pretending I wasn't heading into the city.

“What's this?” my mother asked.  “All of a sudden you're out and about every other day.”

“No I'm not,” I grumbled.  “I went out last weekend and I'm going out this weekend.  I deserve my freedom, don't I?  One or two days a week?”

The silent treatment has come to an unfortunate end.  Now my mother insults me at every turn. She's passive-aggressive about it, for the most part.  She doesn't come right out and tell me she resents my social life.  She doesn't admit she's jealous that I have friends and she doesn't. Nothing like that.  She just says things like, “That friend of yours sure is lucky—you don't speak to her for how many years, and suddenly she's got you as a free babysitter?  Lucky friend indeed.”

It's not worth responding, when she talks that way.  I'll just get myself all riled up.  And that's not how I want to feel, this week.  I want to revel in my happiness and hope.  

Finally, finally, after weeks of waiting, me and Maya planned to spend a night together. Finally!

Maya asked me what I'd prefer, for Friday night: out on the town, or Netflix and chill?

I opted for staying in.  I wanted to get right down to business.  

I packed my swimsuit so we could hit the pool at some point.  I was hoping she'd invite me to join her in the city at the first possible moment—early afternoon, since she only worked mornings—but I was forgetting that she needed time to work on her tarot videos.  She couldn't let her following down when she was trying to build a brand. 

So I didn't need take the train into the city until evening. Of course, I had to leave the house earlier than that, to match my movements with the lie I'd told my mother, but that was fine. I just hung around my train station for a while.  I still needed to change into the vintage dress Maya bought me on our last date.  If I'd walked out of the house in that old thing, my mother would have asked me why the getup for a babysitting gig.

Doing my hair and makeup in the train station bathroom wasn't so bad.  I took my time, since I had so much to spare.  I boarded a train bound for Union Station and wandered around that hub for a while. I got a lot of glances, so the vintage look was clearly working for me.

The nervous energy bubbling in my stomach made me more than a little queasy, so I bought a bagel and cream cheese to settle things down.  When I finally made my way to Maya's building, I felt on edge—possibly in a good way, possibly not.  Even though these are my emotions we're talking about, I didn't have a great read on them. Maybe it would have been easier if we'd gotten down together first thing.

When I arrived inside Maya's beautiful lobby, the concierge had to call up to her before allowing me access to the building. It's a good thing I remembered which unit she lived in, otherwise I'd have been in trouble. 

I rode the elevator alone, feeling my ears clog as I went higher. I had to open my mouth and shake my head to pop them, and of course the doors opened on Maya's floor while I was doing that. And of course Maya had come to the elevator to greet me.  I don't think she cared that I had a stupid look on my face, because she jumped at me and squealed, hopping in circles as she hugged me hard.

“It's so good to see you!” she shrieked.  “Oh my gosh!  That's the dress!  It looks amazing!  I'm so glad you wore it!”

Nothing had ever sounded so loud.

“I'm just in the middle of a video,” she went on.  “I want to get it done before the rest of the reading falls out of my head.  Do you mind?”

“No, of course not,” I told her. “Get your work done.”

“Well, it won't be totally done,” she said as she led me back toward her condo.  “I'm only on Sagittarius. I do a weekly reading for every astrological sign.”

“I know. I've watched them.”

“You're so sweet,” she told me.  “I don't know anyone else who watches the readings for every sign—people usually just watch their own and maybe the one for their boyfriend or girlfriend.”

“I mostly just listen to the sound of your voice,” I confessed.  “When you're talking tarot, I don't understand a word.  It might as well be another language.  But I like hearing you.”

“That's really kind.”  Maya took one of my bags and set it down in the living room.  “I'll try not to be long.  Do you have something quiet to do?”

I had a book with me, but I'd spent most of the afternoon sitting around and reading.  “I have an idea,” I told her.  “How about you finish all your videos so your followers don't get annoyed with you, and I'll go for a swim.  I brought my suit.  It won't be the same without you, but I'll at least get out of your hair.”

Maya's expression softened, and she set a hand on her heart.  “That is so nice!  I really appreciate the offer. Thank you!”

She gave me the key fob thingy that gets you into the pool, and I grabbed my swim stuff and left her alone.  As I boarded the elevator, I realized we hadn't even kissed hello.  That's when it hit me that maybe she didn't want sex anymore.  Maybe we were just friends now.

We waited too long and we lost it.

Great.

There were kids in the pool. The lap-swimming lady was also there.  Two older men were hanging out in the corner of the shallow end, their chests golden brown and leathery like they'd been sunbathing for the past 60 years.  

At the moment, I'm sitting in the women's change room, writing this journal entry, and waiting for the men to leave.  I feel too provocative, in my Minnie Mouse bikini, to step into that pool.

All this waiting is getting on my nerves.  I just want to race upstairs and see if Maya still wants my body.  If it's only my friendship she's after, I might lose my mind. 

Today's Theme: Satisfaction

By the time the old men left, the young kids were gone, too.  Only the lap-swimmer remained in the pool.  I joined her on the far side and glided through the turquoise water.  It felt so freeing to not have my feet on the ground.  

Swimming is like flying, in a way.  It's kind of a miracle we can do it.

After a thorough swim, I got out of the pool, showered, towelled off, and stepped into my black and white polka dot dress.  Maya spoils me, she really does. 

I worried I might interrupt Maya's recording when I returned to the condo, and that's exactly what I did.  She was almost done, so I waited quietly while she finished off the Pisces reading.  It was nice, just listening to her voice.  Mellifluous.  That's the perfect word for her. 

When she was through, she stepped out of her den-bedroom with the curtain for a door and said, “I'm starving!  What should we have for dinner?”

“Are we going out or staying in?” I asked.

“I thought we'd order delivery, but we can do whatever you want.  I just want you to be happy.”

“I'm already happy,” I told her, and that wasn't mere flirtation.  “Even just having somewhere to go, to get out of the house, away from my mother.  You have no idea how happy I am just coming to see you.  The night can only get better from here.”

A lot of girls wouldn't know what to do with mushy sentiments like those, but Maya smiled softly and walked to where I was sitting.  Gently, she sat next to me on the futon.  She slid her hand across its surface until her fingers touched mine. Her face just kept getting closer, at a snail's pace, like she was moving in slow motion.

When she kissed me, I swear time stopped in its tracks. 

Our fingers intertwined as we kissed.  It was all so slow, which is hard to believe, considering how long we'd waited and how hard my body throbbed for her.

She raised one hand to my hip, and it coasted upward until it was just beside my breast.  I wanted so badly for her to touch me there, but I couldn't communicate how I was feeling. I didn't want to break the kiss. 

Luckily, Maya did, but only so she could gaze deeply into my eyes.  There was magic coming out of her, I swear.  Magic all around.  When she looked at me that way, I felt seen. Truly.  I felt like she could see inside my soul, but it wasn't unsettling.  I wanted her to see me like that.  Clearly.  I wanted her to know me inside and out.

This time, I kissed her. Not just kissed, but leapt at her with such vigour I knocked her back on the futon.  I was on top, kissing her wildly, feeling her slim body beneath mine, sliding my hand down her side and then underneath, grabbing her butt and squeezing.

Maya gasped.

Pulling away, I panted, “Sorry. Did I hurt you? Am I going too fast?”

“No,” she said.  “It felt good, what you did.”

“This?” I asked, grabbing her ass again.

“Oh yes,” she moaned.  “It's been so long, Fortune.  You have no idea.”

“I think I do,” I countered.  “It's been forever, for me.  I've missed this so much.”

“Getting close to someone,” Maya whimpered as I kissed her neck.  “To someone you love.”

My breath hitched.  Did she really say the L word?  Love?  

I didn't want her to realize I was thinking so much about what she'd just revealed, so I continued kissing her neck while she unbuttoned her sweet little cardigan.  It's amazing how well Maya dresses, even when she's just spending an evening at home.  

Or had she dressed up for me?

Maybe she had.  I'd certainly dressed up for her.

Underneath her cardigan was a baby-pink bra—no-nonsense, but hardly clinical.  The pink looked so pretty against her brown skin.  I just wanted to consume her, piece by piece. 

As I kissed down her chest, I undid the three big buttons on the front of my vintage dress.  I'd worn sturdy black undergarments to match my pin-up hairstyle.  I've always loved the way my high-waisted panties grasped my belly and my butt. It's like living in an all-day hug.

I slid the top part of my dress down to my waist, because struggling out of the skirt while also trying to unclasp Maya's bra would have been too demanding. My brain was already taxed just from thinking while being uncannily aroused.

When I'd undone Maya's bra, she let the straps slip down her arms and the soft cups tumble. Her breasts were so pretty.  Those dark nipples of hers were just begging to be sucked.

There wasn't much room to spread out. I kept thinking it's too bad we didn't fold down the futon before we started kissing.  But there was no time for that once we got started. We'd been interrupted so many times before. In fact, every time we'd started something, we'd been intruded upon. 

I was half expecting Brandy to walk through that door because her trip had been cancelled. 

Strangely, the fear of being caught boosted my arousal. I guess it got my adrenaline pumping even harder than normal, because my brain was buzzing as I went down on Maya's breasts.

When my tongue met her nipple, she threw her head back and hissed.

“Did I hurt you?” I asked.

“No,” she said.  “Felt good.”

I tasted the other one, which was every bit as gorgeous as the first.  Her breasts were beautiful, symmetrical, not a mole or a beauty mark between them.  The exact opposite of mine.  

She kicked off her trousers as I licked her nipple.  I took the opportunity to drop my dress to the floor.  I felt so sexy in my pin-up lingerie that I actually backed up a bit to give Maya a good look.  Her gaze drizzled down the front of me like warm caramel on a soft-serve sundae. 

She said, “You really do look like a model.  I bet you could be one, if you wanted.”

The best part is I knew she wasn't blowing smoke.  She wasn't like that.  Not Maya.  She said those things because she meant them.  Every word.

I lunged at her, slanting my mouth across hers.  I sucked her tongue.  We were locked together.  It felt amazing.  

Holding her firmly by the hips, I rocked until I was sitting with my butt flat on the futon and my spine against the back.  I pulled Maya onto my lap so she was straddling me, one knee on either side of my hips.  

She pressed her naked tits against my chest while we savoured each other's mouths.  

I couldn't resist—I grabbed her ass with both hands and squeezed those tight buns until she gasped.  She stepped onto the floor for five seconds, just long enough to throw down her panties, then climbed back on top of me.  

Fully naked.  

She knew what she wanted, and she went for it: planted one knee between my legs and stretched the other across the futon.  As she kissed me roughly, she planted her pussy against my thigh and started rocking.  She was incredibly wet.  I was, too, though I'd never have known it if her knee hadn't pushed against my crotch.  It was good that I still had underwear on, because I'm not sure knobbly knee against exposed pussy would have felt so unbelievably amazing.

As Maya slid her wet pussy back and forth along my thigh, I grabbed her nipples and pinched them.  Not too hard.  I wasn't sure if she'd be into that.  We haven't had much chance to explore each other's sexual comfort zones or boundaries, and not everybody's into pain.  But she seemed to enjoy getting her nipples pinched, because she kissed me harder when I did it.  

I gave them a twist and she shrieked in my mouth.

She sucked my tongue. 

She held tight to my shoulders. 

She dug her fingernails into my flesh.

By the time she'd picked up speed, my thigh was already hot and wet.  She started squeaking like a mouse in my mouth.  I knew she was coming, so I moaned, but I didn't move.  I didn't want to change a thing.  I didn't want to knock her off-balance and kill the orgasm.

It's not that I was jealous.  I wasn't jealous.  I was really glad she got to come.  That was great.  I was really very happy for her.

She started digging into my bra, doing her damndest to extract my breasts from the cups.  Once she'd accomplished this feat, she bowed down, lifted one tit to her mouth, and wrapped her lips around my tender nipple.

That single act felt so amazing I jerked forward on the futon.  Maya's knee ended up beneath me, somehow, so that I was perched on her leg.  I didn't mean to move.  I didn't intend to. But, within seconds, I found myself doing what she'd been doing: riding her leg the way she'd ridden mine. Except I was on top, which meant gravity helped things along.  It's like the force of my entire body was riding on my clit.  

My pussy hadn't felt so hot, so wet, so throbbing, in years.  This is what Maya inspires in me.  She is so sexy, so full of magic and desire.  She could shove my breasts in her mouth—one at a time, obviously, but it was still very impressive.  

When I came, relief swept over me.  

Why relief rather than the myriad other feelings and sensations that usually accompany an orgasm?  Probably because it had taken us so long to get there.  We'd been interrupted too many times. I think part of me truly believed this would never actually happen. 

But it did.  My body exploded for her, as hers had for me.  I still had my panties on, but that's no great shame.  I got there.  That's plenty.  

I helped Maya fold down the futon so we could finally stretch out.  She ordered saag paneer and lamb rogan josh for delivery.  We piled up pillows against the wall, and when dinner arrived, we spread the dishes out in front of us and ate while watching TV.

Maya fell asleep pretty early.  I don't think she meant to, but she must have had a long day: first working her day job, then doing all her tarot videos.  But that's okay.  She's so cute, cuddled under a blanket with her knees bent and one arm under a pillow.  I don't mean to be creepy, but it's nice, being awake like this and watching her.  Anyway, it's given me time to write this journal entry.

If I want to wake her up, I'll just turn off the TV. Always works with my mother.

Today's Theme: Last Hurrah

Remember last night, when life seemed perfect? 

I miss that.

This morning started off the best way it could.  I'd fallen asleep on the futon, near to Maya but not cuddling or anything.  I worried she'd wake up if I touched her, and the last thing I wanted to do was wake her. After a long day, she deserved her rest. 

She must have woken up long before I did. By the time my eyes fluttered open, she was standing beside the futon wearing nothing but a towel.  

“Morning,” she said.

I tried to respond, but I was so groggy no words came out. 

“Sleep well?” she asked.

As well as could be expected, on a futon.  But I wasn't going to say that.  When I looked down, I was surprised to see myself in a mesh babydoll nightie—the one with the lace bodice that hugs my breasts like a dream. I'd totally forgotten I'd put it on before bed.  It was all I'd brought for sleepwear. If I'd had a pair of fuzzy pyjamas on hand, I'd have preferred to sleep in those.  

All night, I remember half waking up, shivering with cold. That's what happens when you let the other girl hog the blanket.

“You look amazing,” Maya said. 

“You look amazing,” I shot back, like her words were a badminton birdie. 

She looked down at her towel.  “This old thing?”

We laughed, but there was tension between us. No, not tension—that's the wrong word.  Electricity.  It was that feeling where you know exactly what's going to happen next, and you're ready to surrender.

Maya dropped her towel to the floor and giggled cutely, like she was a pin-up girl herself.  She did that whole thing where you raise your hand to your lips, covering over a playfully shy grin.  “Oops!  Look what I've done!  Silly me!”

Her body would be beautiful in any light, but the way her skin absorbed the morning sun made her look like a painting—one of those soft, domestic scenes of mothers and children.  Maya's beauty covered many domains.  She was athletic in the pool, professional at work, sexy at night, and in the morning?  Well, this morning she was naked.

“What should we do now that I've got no clothes on?” 

While she asked this question, she was crawling across the futon, so it's pretty clear where our day was headed.  

I don't know whether I got nervous or whether I genuinely needed the bathroom, but I slid by her and hopped off the bed.  “Just gotta pee real fast,” I said as I grabbed my toiletry bag.  When I got to the washroom, I took the opportunity to brush my teeth, too.  

How long had it been since I'd woken up anywhere but home?  Finding myself at someone else's house is so unusual, these days.  Not having to get up and fix my mother's breakfast.  Not having to listen to her tell me about whatever boring dream she'd had the night before.

The weird thing is, I felt guilty for not being there for my mother. 

And I really resent my mother for that. I shouldn't have to feel this way.

After I'd brushed my teeth, I returned to Maya.  She was naked on the futon, propped on one elbow.  

“Kiss me?” she asked.

I kneeled on the mattress and leaned toward her, letting my hair fall to one side.  It still surprises me every time I see it.  I don't expect it to be black.

She whispered, “My gosh, you are beautiful.”

“So are you,” I replied.

We made quite a couple, visually.  I couldn't deny that.  I bet just about anyone would get off watching what we were about to do in bed.

I kissed her or she kissed me. It doesn't matter which.  We kissed each other, I suppose you could say.  Her mouth was amazing, so warm and silky.  I had this one girlfriend whose teeth always got in the way, somehow.  Maybe she just wasn't a good kisser.  It wasn't like that with Maya.  Everything was soft and sensual, building toward passion as she ran her hand up my side and down my back, down my butt.  Felt so good that I did the same to her.  She moaned in my mouth, so I guess she liked it too.

It didn't take her long to roll me onto my back.  “I want to go down on you,” she said.  “But I also want you to go down on me.”

“Well, I can think of one solution,” I replied.  I wanted to tell her to sit on my face, but I thought that might sound crude.  Instead, I said, “Come up here.  Let me taste you.”

Maya gurgled in response.  She didn't hesitate before spreading her legs over my face and settling both knees against my shoulders.  As I looked up at her naked body, I thought my breasts were going to burst through the lace cups of my babydoll.  They always feel huge when I'm mega turned-on, and that's how they felt this morning.  Gigantic.  Inflatable.  Getting bigger all the time.

I reached up and back with both hands, until I'd cupped Maya's perfect butt cheeks.  Then I pulled her down gently.  I could feel her thighs trembling—I don't know how, but I could.  She descended carefully, being attentive not to crush my face when she landed on it. 

In that moment, Maya was my everything.

The aroma of her pussy filled me as I brought her down on my mouth.  I extended my tongue so she'd have somewhere soft to land, and her clit found the perfect spot—I know because of the way she sighed and traced slow, tight circles round and round.  There are other easier positions for eating pussy, but this way we'd both get a taste.  

Eventually.

Speaking of which, I couldn't believe how great her musk tasted.  Maybe it was mostly the scent of her, but whatever it was, it coated the back of my throat like wax.  

I really didn't do all that much.  She moved on me, placing both hands on my breasts to keep steady.  It felt good when she squeezed.  My breasts felt bigger and bigger all the time.  

What a relief it was when Maya spread open the elastic lace cups of my babydoll and grabbed my naked tits.  She did something to me that no girlfriend had ever done before: she traced her hands upward, squeezing all the while, so it felt like she was milking me.  That's a sensation I've never known, and one I want to feel again and again.

It's too bad our date ended in disaster.

But I'm getting ahead of myself.

Maya slid both hands down my front and pulled up the skirt of my nightie.  I heard her growl, and it must have been loud, because by that point there was a pulsing noise filling my skull.  

My whole body throbbed with desire.  I wanted her in the worst way, more than I've ever wanted anything in my life. She was gazing at my naked pussy and growling.  In that moment, I really thought we were meant for each other.  

I thought we'd be together forever.

She folded herself down on me until her nipples met my belly.  My skin rippled with delight, and she hadn't even touched her tongue to my pussy.  She stopped stroking herself on my mouth, so I took over the action, tickling her clit as best I could, considering I couldn't see it.  

Humming with delight, Maya pressed what I thought was the tip of her tongue into my pubic hair. She'd been tracing it around and around for a while, teasing me delightfully, when I realized that wasn't her tongue—it was her nose.  Felt amazing, the way she displaced my pubes and tickled me senseless.

When I spread my legs, Maya's fingers found my lower lips.  She spread me open and liked what she saw, apparently, because she cooed like a mourning dove.  

I couldn't have waited a moment longer.  

When her tongue touched my clit, it was like a bolt of lightning striking me between the legs. That probably sounds painful, but I could feel no pain in that moment.  My chest heaved upward until my nipples met the heat of Maya's belly.  She pressed her breasts down harder on my stomach, her sharp tits taunting my skin.  

Wrapping both arms around my butt, she hugged me tight and ate me hard.  That's not what I expected from her, but it worked.  I can't imagine anything more arousing than the sensation of Maya wrapping her lips around my vulva and sucking to her heart's delight.  

In fact, it felt so fantastic that, for a moment, I forgot I had her pussy on my face.  She brought it to my attention by swirling her clit in circles around my tongue.  That woke me up.  Not that I did much.  I just gurgled with delight as she stroked off against me.  

I held her butt cheeks.  Sometimes I snuck my fingertips into her crack and made her shiver by running them gently across her pucker.  I know she liked it not only by the sounds she made, but because she sucked me even more forcefully every time I did it.

We came together in a frenzy.  It was everything I could have hoped for in a climax: juicy, messy, sweating, wet.  I want one every day.

Unfortunately, I doubt that's going to happen.  I'm guessing we probably won't have sex ever again.  Not together, at least.

Maya told me about a bakery she knows that makes amazing apple fritters, so we were on our way to grab breakfast (yes, donuts for breakfast) when the unthinkable happened.  I'm not even ready to write about it—that's how awful it was.  

Well, I've got a few hours to kill before catching a train. If I go home too early, my mother will ask me what happened with my babysitting gig, and I don't have the wherewithal to lie just yet.  I've been sitting here in this crowded coffee shop, keeping my full attention on my journal because I don't want to accidentally make eye contact with Richie Rich at the next table.  

I think maybe I'll waste some time at the Eaton's Centre.  I don't even feel like shopping, but I know I can wander around there, feeling anonymous. That's how I want to feel right now: like the nobody I am.  

Today's Theme: Everything Falls Apart

I'm still not ready to talk about the argument I had with Maya, but my train's delayed, so what else am I supposed to do?  I don't even have a book with me—I left it with my luggage, which is still at Maya's place. When we left for breakfast, I thought for sure I'd be back.  

Little did I know a fight would break out between us that would shatter everything.

Guess I'll never get that bikini back. 

Not that I have any use for it now.

Things were going great when we headed out for apple fritters. I was excited about the prospect of delicious donuts.  I was excited to be wearing the vintage frock Maya bought for me last week.  I was excited to be seen in public with someone as attractive as Maya.  

When she grabbed my hand in the elevator, I didn't pull away.  There was another man in there with us, standing with his nose practically touching the doors, like he planned to bolt the moment they opened.  We were behind him, so he couldn't see us anyway.  Maybe that's why I felt so comfortable squeezing Maya's hand when she held mine.  

Even when we left the elevator, I didn't let go.  I clung to her for dear life.

We stepped into the morning sun, which blazed with an uncanny strength. I swear the sun was never this hot when I was a kid.  Luckily, there was a light breeze wafting through the air, which I guess was bringing gusts off the lake to cool us.  When we walked in the shade, it was almost chilly.

“Your building's so nice,” I gushed.

Maya chuckled and said, “You've mentioned that before.  Sometimes I think you're more interested in my building than you are in me.”

“No!” I cried, even though she was obviously joking.  “No, that's not it at all.”

“I know,” she laughed.  “Don't worry—I was just kidding.”

“Actually, I was just about to ask you,” I went on.  “Would you ever consider moving?”

With a casual shrug, she said, “Sure.  Location's great, and so are the amenities, but let's face it: I'm living in a closet.  It's not ideal for a person who's in a relationship.”

I didn't know what to say.  Giddiness bubbled through my stomach and my chest.  I wanted to ask her if she meant that we were in a relationship now, but I knew how stupid that would sound, so I didn't say anything.

“It's been such a long time since I've had someone special in my life,” Maya continued. 

“Same here,” I replied.

She rocked my hand forward and back as we walked, the way a little kid would.  It was actually really sweet.

I asked her, “If you were to move, where would you move to?  And this is a fantasy question, so your answer doesn't have to be realistic.”

Giggling, she said, “So I'm supposed to say Middle Earth, or Narnia?  Or Jupiter?  Is that what you're after?”

“Ideally, it would be somewhere on this planet—and in this dimension.  And probably not allegorical.  But aside from that, it could be anywhere. I just mean fantasy as in you're not limited by factors like distance or affordability.”

“Ahhh.”

I'm sure she already knew what I meant, but she always liked teasing me.  

“Well, in that case,” she went on.  “It's kind of hard to say.  I'm not a particularly adventurous person.  I wouldn't want to move to Costa Rica or Fiji or Norway just to see what it's like.  Brandy's always telling me I should be more curious about the world around me, but I guess I'm more preoccupied with internal worlds—the worlds inside our minds and our hearts, our moods and emotions.  And I don't mean just mine.  I mean everyone's.  That's one reason I love tarot so much.  I love exploring the unseen, you know?”

I didn't know, but I didn't even touch on the topic.  Instead, I said, “Ah, ah!  You didn't answer the question.  I asked where you would move, if you had to move.”

Maya stopped walking, stopped talking, but held my hand.  Her brow furrowed as she turned her gaze skyward.  I could see a thought dawning like a light illuminating her from within.

“Have you ever been to Guelph?” she asked.

“Sure,” I said.  “I went to school in Waterloo.  That's not far off.  Why Guelph?”

With a keen smile, she led me down the sidewalk, saying, “Brandy gave a seminar there—she was talking to a businesswomen's association.  She invited me along because I'm basically her assistant.  I always end up helping out with whatever she's got on.”

“That's so sweet of you,” I said.

“Well, I figure I owe it to her.  Anyway, there was one lady at the talk who owned a little bakery, and a few different women who sold candles and stuff.  When Brandy told them I do tarot readings, I was so embarrassed. I was just starting out, at that point, and doing readings in person is way different from doing them in a video.  It was a good thing I didn't have a deck with me.  That got me out of reading for anyone there, at least.”

I felt kind of fidgety when she started talking about tarot. I didn't want to hear it.  

“After the seminar was over, these women got brainstorming about different ways to bring in new clientele.  That's what Brandy focused on in her talk.  We ended up going to one lady's house for drinks and we were all just sitting in her kitchen talking about business ideas, like I could do readings at the bakery on, say, Tuesday afternoons when there's nothing going on.”

“Okay.”

“And the candle ladies—oh, one sold jewellery, too—they hit it off and decided to join forces instead of competing. Their idea was to incorporate my tarot readings into these parties they do, you know?  Like Tupperware parties, except nobody throws those anymore.  Sex toy parties, I guess.”

I laughed at that.  I couldn't imagine sitting around with a group of friends, talking about sex toys.  Although, I guess I'd need a group of friends to begin with.

“A tarot reader would get a lot more people to come to a party like that.  Anyway, it was such a great night with those women, and then nothing came of it.  I think about them sometimes, and how much I'd like to actually interact with other small business owners.  Right now I do my job, I do my videos, but I'm not really interacting with the world the way I'd like to.”

“So that's why you'd move to Guelph?”

Maya nodded.  “Guelph just seems like the place where a tarot business could thrive.  It's got that sort of vibe.  So that would be my pick.  How about you?”

“I don't know,” I said.  The truth of the matter was that, in that moment, I thought I would follow Maya to the ends of the earth.  I didn't want to say so, because that's such an embarrassing thing to admit.

Anyway, I know better now.  

“Do you often think about moving?” Maya asked.

I'm glad she didn't look at me in that moment, because I wouldn't want her to see how nervous I felt.  There was a huge lump in my throat that I had to swallow past it before I could pretend I was okay.

“Sorry,” she said.

“No, there's nothing to be sorry about. Just... I'd give anything to get away from my mother, and I know how horrible that sounds.  I'd go anywhere. Doesn't matter.  If it meant not having to deal with her every day, I'd do whatever it takes.”

“I understand,” Maya replied.  “Living with Brandy isn't bad, but there are times when I wish I had a window—a bedroom with a window, I mean. Not a big deal, I guess.  But also not a lot to ask.”

“True,” I agreed.

“I'd like to be able to look out at night and see the stars,” Maya admitted.  “Not that that's possible, living in the city.  In the heart of the city, I mean.  I've never seen stars from downtown.  It was different, where I grew up.”

“Where was that?” I asked.

“In Scarborough—in the suburbs.  When it was really hot in the house, we'd sometimes sleep in the backyard, me and my brothers and Brandy.  She lived with us off and on, when I was a kid, so I guess that's why living with her now doesn't seem like such a stretch.  We'd go outside and sleep on the lawn and look at the stars.”

“Is that what got you interested in astrology?” I asked.  

Maya's eyes bugged.  “In my family?  No way!  Astrology was up there with witchcraft: strictly forbidden.  Just like tarot.”

I laughed, but Maya's expression didn't change.  “Oh.  Were you serious?”

“Dead,” she said.

“Your family doesn't believe in tools of prognostication?” I asked.  Not sure why I phrased it that way, but Maya of all people would know what I meant.

“It's not just that they don't believe in this stuff,” Maya replied.  “They think it's evil.  I'm not joking when I say it's forbidden.  I had to hide my cards under my mattress.  My mother found my deck when she went searching my room.  My brother told her I had drugs in there, which is ridiculously untrue.  My best guess is that I came home smelling like incense one time.”

I gave her a curious look.  “Incense?” 

“I'd been at my girlfriend's house, and her grandparents were always burning it.  They were old hippies.  That's who got me into tarot, astrology, crystals, all that.  I actually remember coming home one time and my brother giving me the side-eye and I was like: what are you looking at?  And he just shrugged and said: nothing.  The next day, that's when my mother confronted me about my tarot cards.”

“They are pretty scary to look at,” I reasoned.  “I mean, The Devil in particular.  You can understand why some people might be afraid of them.”

“It's more than that,” Maya said.  “My family really does think this stuff is evil, and I'm evil by extension.  My father wanted to have me exorcised.  I'm not even joking.”

I didn't laugh, even though that sounded more than a little extreme.

“Obviously I couldn't stay there.  For a while, I lived with my girlfriend's family, but it was a full house to begin with, with her parents and her grandparents. Her sister's boyfriend was already living there, too, so it was just too many people.  Too much chaos. That's what you get when you live with a chaos magician.”

I had no idea what that meant, but it was enough to give Maya a chuckle.

“When Brandy got this place, it was a godsend. I admire her so much. Like, who can afford housing in this city?  Who can afford to rent a condo in a fancy building?  But she followed the path I'm on, working a day job to bring in the big bucks while working her side hustle after hours, and in time she'd built a business that was flexible enough to pivot and go new places.  She's really an amazing person.”

“She is,” I agreed, even though I barely knew her.  “It sounds like you're lucky to have an older cousin looking out for you.  I wish I had a mentor who would take me under wing.”

Maya said, “When I started living with Brandy, I had nothing. I mean, I had my minimum wage job I was working, but I wasn't going to spend three hours commuting by bus to Scarborough every day just to work some crappy retail job. Luckily, Brandy knows so many people. She's great at making connections and building networks.”

“So she got you your job?” I asked.

With a nod, Maya said, “She got me my job.  It's boring as heck, but the money is great and it's just for now, so that's fine.  This way I can invest my earnings into my tarot business and also save for a place of my own. But that's looking into the future.  That's not now.  To be honest, I don't want to live alone.  I've never lived alone.  So I don't want to live by myself, but I also don't want to live with strangers. This set-up is good for now.  Until... you know... it's time to move on... to a new phase of life?”

Suddenly she was talking so shyly.  I wondered if she meant a new phase of life with me. Or was that wishful thinking?

“You're really lucky,” Maya said. 

I chuckled without meaning to, and asked, “Lucky how?”

“To have a mother who is so open-minded.”

Again, I laughed.  “Why?  Because she believes in all this fortune-telling stuff?”

Maya halted beside me on the sidewalk.  “Because she doesn't equate fortune-telling with evil.  Do you realize how ashamed my family made me feel when they found out I had tarot cards in my possession? It's like I had an arsenal of firearms under my bed.  No, worse: spiritual firearms, because they truly believe this stuff will steal your soul.”

“That's ridiculous!” I said. 

“At first,” Maya went on, “when I was still living with my ex-girlfriend, I kept pleading with my family to see the good I was doing.  To them, I was a witch.  Then my girlfriend's grandmother heard me on the phone, telling my parents I wasn't some creepy old evil hag, and she got really riled up, because she was a witch and so many people in their circle were witches.”

“Did she put a spell on you?” I chuckled.

Maya furrowed her brow.  “No, she did not put a spell on me.  She was hurt.  Of course she was. Their family had taken me in when I had nowhere else to go, and this is how I repaid them? I just wanted my family to understand I wasn't a bad person.  Anyway, that was the beginning of the end.  To everything there is a season.”

“Turn, turn, turn,” I replied.

Maya said, “I'm proud of who I am and what I do. It's a real shame my parents can't see the good that comes from the art of divination, but I'm not going to live my life small because of them.  Isn't it funny how the very people who tell you not to hide your light under a bushel will do it for you if they don't like exactly how it shines?”

I couldn't help thinking about my mother.  As always.

“I help people,” Maya went on.  “If my family can't understand that this is my calling, that's on them.”

This time, I was the one who stopped short.  “But do you?” I asked.

She stopped, too.  “Do I what?”

I thought I'd been clear, but I repeated myself.  “Do you help people?”

Her jaw dropped, like she seriously couldn't believe what I'd asked.  “Do I help people?  Of course I help people.  I help people every day.  Do you know how many viewers tune in to my tarot forecasts?  I give this information for free because I care about the people I serve.  I do twelve videos every week, and that's in addition to a day job and my paid gigs and private readings and extended readings and everything I do for Brandy.  And making time for you!  I barely sleep!”

“I'm not saying you don't get a lot done in a week,” I said.  I was getting a little defensive, at this point, because I could tell she was irritated with me.  “And if I'm taking up too much of your time, it's not like you need to spend so much of it with me.  The last thing I want to do is distract you from your very important work.”

She whipped around to ask, “What's that supposed to mean?”

I'd never seen her so angry.  It was shocking.  Before that moment, you could have easily convinced me Maya didn't have an angry bone in her body.

Maybe I should have taken a deep breath. Maybe I should have walked away.  Maybe I should have done a lot of things instead of admitting, “I just don't believe in this stuff.”

Maya's head shook—trembled, almost.  “What stuff?”

“Tarot,” I replied.  “Astrology.  Palm-reading.  Fortune-telling, generally.  I think it's all fake, and taking money for telling people what they want to hear, or giving them false hope, or anything like that, is really low.  Really despicable, actually. If you want to know what I think, that's what I think.”

The look on Maya's face was one of incredulity.  “All this time, this is what you believed? My life's work... my calling... it's all hocus-pocus to you?”

“Pretty much,” I replied.  

I wanted to hurt her and I don't know why.

She seemed totally bewildered when she said, “All this time... all this time, you thought what I do... is fake?”

“It is fake,” I said.  “Just admit it.  I'll think more highly of you if you admit it's all a scam.”

She stared at me, motionless.  Then her hands went to her head and she cradled her temples tightly.  “I can't deal with this,” she said.  “I'm sorry, Fortune, but I need to walk away.  I need to walk away.”

And that's exactly what she did.

Today's Theme: Disbelief

If only I'd changed out of my polka dot dress before coming home, none of this would have happened. The truth would never have come to light. 

Would I prefer to live in the dark?

At this point, I would say yes.  At this point, I'm not even sure I believe what my mother revealed to me. She does have a tendency to invent her own version of reality.

Of course, I couldn't have changed clothes anyway.  I didn't have anything with me but my purse. I left all my luggage in Maya's condo.  I'm not sure what she'll do with it. She didn't have much storage space to begin with.

When I walked through the door, my mother said, “You're home early.  I thought I'd get another whole day without you.”

“Sorry to disappoint,” I grumbled, marching toward my room.

She was sitting in the living room, watching an astrological forecast on her computer, but she glanced up long enough to get a look at me.  

Closing her laptop, she asked, “Where'd that dress come from?  I've never seen it before.”

I told her a the truth.  “I got it at one of those vintage shops in Kensington Market when I went to the city last week.”

“Why'd you wear it babysitting?” my mother asked.  “That's a good way to ruin an outfit, wear it around kids.  Goodness knows how many of my nice clothes you ruined when you were little, with your grubby little hands and your fingerpaint and food.  I couldn't keep anything looking presentable with you around.”

I stomped to my room and slammed the door.

My mother followed me.  Of course she did.  She wasn't done prying. 

By the time she'd entered my room, I was face-down on my bed, crying my eyes out.

“Well don't go wingeing about that,” my mother clucked.  “I was only saying you were a messy kid is all.  I didn't say you're messy now.”

I sobbed.  She was so stupid.  So intolerable.

Why did I have to pick a fight with Maya?  She was my one way out of this hell house.  I could have had it all, with her.  We were on the right path.  We had a future together.  But I had to throw that all away because I don't think tarot's real.  Who even cares about that?  She can do her tarot.  I can hold my scepticism. We can coexist.  

Except we can't.  Because it's over.  Because I ruined it.  

I ruined everything.  

What is wrong with me?

As I cried on my bed, my mother said, “Now you know how I felt every day, raising you kids.  It ain't easy.”

I screamed loudly enough to regret it. Felt like knives slicing my throat.  I shouldn't have done that.  It hurt.

“What?” my mother asked.  “You think you were all sweetness and light?  Your brother maybe, but not you.  Who are these people saying you get more trouble from a son?  It was always my little Fortune causing me grief.”

Flipping over on my bed, I shrieked, “Get out!”

My mother looked scared.

I'm sure my face was bright red, and I know there was snot smeared across my cheek and my chin.  I was a mess and I was enraged.  I just wanted my mother to leave my room and never return.  Leave the house. Leave my life.  I'd had enough.

When she didn't go, I yelled, “You've ruined everything!  Can't you see that?  Everything!”

Her mouth opened and closed like a fish, until finally she spurted out the words, “What did I do?”

I couldn't answer that question.  My brain wasn't functioning.  I knew that everything was somehow her fault, but in the moment I couldn't even remember what I was angry about. Don't ask me why, but I shouted, “I lied to you!  I've been lying all this time. Are you really so stupid that you didn't know?”

“Know what?” she asked.

My chest had never felt so tight.  There were tears coursing down my cheeks when I said, “I wasn't babysitting this weekend.  I wasn't visiting an old school friend last week.  All this time, I've been seeing Maya.  And now it's over!  Everything was going so well, and now it's done!”

I almost exploded when my mother asked, “Who's Maya?”

Well, I didn't explode, but I did scream again.  I couldn't seem to stop.

“FabFortunata!” I said.  “The girl who came here and did a reading for you!  Are you so narcissistic that you don't remember people who have been to your house?”

My mother's jaw dropped.  She turned sheet white before stumbling toward my bed.  Everything is always so melodramatic with her.

Once she'd sat her butt down on my mattress, her expression turned sour.  She sneered, “That girl swore she wouldn't tell a living soul, and then she turned around and revealed the secret I've been keeping all your life?  You were right about that one—not to be trusted.”

“I never said that,” I squeaked out.

I don't think my mother heard me, because she went on speaking without pause.  “I would have told you myself, if I thought it would help you any.  Sometimes the truth doesn't help.  Sometimes it only makes things worse.  Just look at you, crying your eyes out.  Keep those happy memories of growing up as Father's Little Angel.  Joe was always there for you.”

“Of course he was,” I said, utterly clueless as to why she was suddenly talking about my father.

“I'm sure he's looking down on you right now, like a guardian angel sort of deal,” my mother went on.  Shaking her head, she told me, “You were better off thinking Joe was your father.  Sure you miss him—we both do—but there's no point digging up the dirt of the past.  Don't go looking for the sorry sod that spawned you.  He's not your real father just because he provided the seed.”

My head was spinning.  I couldn't make any sense of what she was telling me.

“Mother,” I said.  “I don't think you understand.  I'm talking about Maya.  That's where I've been.  I just came home from seeing her.”

“Oh, I understand completely,” my mother said with a huff.  “I suppose I shouldn't be shocked.  I might have done the same, if I was you.  It's hard to sit on a secret year after year, and it's even harder not to chase down the truth once you realize you don't know the full story.  But, like I say, that girl shouldn't have breathed a word to you.  That was my secret to keep.  Now I suggest you put it out of your mind.  Are we agreed?”

Agreed?  I couldn't even figure out what she was talking about.

It wasn't until she'd left my room and I could quietly go over that perplexing conversation that I realized what was going on in her mind: when I said I'd been with Maya, I guess she didn't interpret that in a romantic way.  She thought I'd tracked down her tarot reader to get answers.  My mother truly believed I had nothing better to do that try to figure out what her stupid reading was all about.

She'd sworn Maya to secrecy, and it worked.  Maya didn't breathe a word to me.

A word of what?

“Don't go looking for the sorry sod that spawned you,” my mother had warned me.  “He's not your real father just because he provided the seed.”

Was she saying that my father... that the man I always thought was my father... that he wasn't my father at all?  That my biological father was actually someone else?  

There's just no way.  My father was the best.  He was the sweetest, kindest man a girl could ask for.  My mother must be saying all this weird stuff for attention.  It's what she does best.  Any time I've got stuff going on in my life, she tries to steal my thunder, make everything about her.

I don't say this too often, but maybe my mother is right.  If she was trying to tell me my father's not really my father, I don't need to hear about it.

Today's Theme: Fortune's First Tarot Reading

I can't stop thinking about what my mother told me.

Yes, I said I didn't want to know.  I realize that.  But when your mother tells you that your father isn't actually your father, how are you just supposed to put that out of your mind?  

Now, of course, she won't say a word.

I'm trying not to pester her.  I'm trying not to pry.  I'm coming at it from different angles, different directions.

At first, I just said, “Hey, so... you were joking yesterday when you said Father isn't my real father. Right?”

She huffed and walked out of the kitchen, leaving almost a full stack of pancakes on her plate.  She came back for it later, after I'd left the room, but the whole time I was in there eating, she stayed away.  Avoided me most of the day, in fact.

When dinnertime came and we ate in front of the TV, as usual, I said, “I know you were just trying to get me riled up. I know my father is my actual father.”

She turned up the volume on Wheel of Fortune, and continued cramming my baked macaroni and cheese down her gullet.  

These reactions of hers knotted my stomach.  The more I tried to convince myself she'd been lying to me, the more I suspected she wasn't. She wouldn't talk about it, though. So who was I supposed to discuss the matter with? 

I could only think of one person.

Maya kept messaging me with apologies.

“I overreacted and I'm sorry,” she wrote in one note.  “When you've been turned away by your family, you get a little prickly about certain things.  I like you, Fortune. I like you a lot.  If you don't believe tarot is a useful tool for helping people through troubling times, I can accept that. We don't have to see eye to eye on everything, as long as we can show each other respect.”

“I respect you!” I replied immediately.  “I'm really sorry I acted so mean. The stuff I said was way out of line.  I take it all back.”

She wrote, “LOL I'm crying!”

“LOL me too!” I wrote back.  

And I really was.  Tears of relief.  I really thought it was over between us.  

“I need to talk to you,” I said.  “But not in the house. I don't want my mother to hear.”

“I'm at work until one,” she typed.  “Then I can take the train out see you.”

“Or I could meet you,” I suggested.  “I can leave right away.”

Her response was, “I need to get out of the city for a bit.  Do you mind?”

No, I didn't.  I just wanted to see her as soon as humanly possible, that's all. 

When I met her at the train station close to my house, it was nearly three in the afternoon.  I'd told my mother I was going for a walk, which was no longer big news.  I've gotten in the habit of walking around the neighbourhood every day, for longer and longer all the time.  Sometimes I get hit with flying coins, but I'm used to it. The other day the boys threw a loonie at me, so it's basically like getting paid to walk.

As I watched Maya's train pull into the station, my heart palpitated.  I backed up on the platform to give myself a better view of the whole train, since I didn't know which car she'd be on.  There weren't too many people coming home at three in the afternoon, so it's not like a whole crowd off-loaded.  Maya was easy to spot.  Of course she was.  For me, Maya would be easy to spot even in a crowd of a thousand.

I could tell when she'd noticed me, because her eyes widened and a huge smile broke across her lips.  “Fortune!” she cried, waving one hand above her head.  “Oh my gosh, I'm so happy to see you!”

She ran to me and I ran to her, and when we reached each other I wrapped my arms around her and she wrapped her arms around me and we kissed and kissed and kissed.  Thank goodness there weren't many people getting off the train, and no one was close to us, or I'd never have felt comfortable with the public display of affection, but to be honest, my brain didn't have time to process any of that. The kiss was over before it even occurred to me that I ought to behave.

“So much has happened since the last time I saw you,” I said.  “All this new information.  Well, new to me.  Not new to you, I guess, because my mother said something about you mentioning it in your reading?  I don't know.  She shut down after that.  I don't know who knows what.”

“Slow down,” Maya said, offering me a kind grin.  “Before we start talking, can we go somewhere in nature?  I've really been craving nature, lately.  Trees, grass, bushes, anything green.”

I looked down at her shoes.  She'd obviously come straight from work, because she had on chunky heels with her purply-grey suit.  Not the kind of outfit you'd wear on a hike—that's for sure.

The place that came to mind wasn't exactly a conservation area, but it was surrounded by trees, with a ravine in back.  Should do the trick, I thought. I escorted her in that direction, but I couldn't keep from talking as we walked.

“I told my mother I'd been lying to her.  I told her I'd been seeing you.”

Maya's eyes widened, but she seemed more curious than shocked. “How did your mother react?”

“She didn't understand.  Or, she misinterpreted, I guess.  She thought I saw you to ask what happened in the reading you gave.  As if I'd go to all that trouble.”

“So she doesn't realize we're in a romantic relationship?” Maya asked.

“We're in a romantic relationship?” I replied. I couldn't stop myself. I felt so stupid.

Maya blushed gently and took hold of my hand, then immediately released it.  “Sorry,” she said.  “I forgot you don't like holding hands so close to home.”

I decided to be bold.  Grabbing her hand, I said, “No, it's okay.  I can handle it, I think.  I hope.”

“I hope so too,” she replied, and gave my hand a squeeze.  “So, where are we going?”

“We're almost there,” I said, picking up the pace as we turned the corner.  When my middle school came into sight, I told her, “We've arrived!  Well, almost.  We'll cut through the schoolyard and head around back.”

She gave me a quizzical look and asked, “Where are we?”

“I went to school here.  Grades seven and eight.  Seems like a million years ago.  You said you wanted nature.  Well, there's nature in the back.  You'll see when we get there.  It's actually kind of nice.”

We slowed our pace as we crossed the schoolyard.  

“No kids around,” I said.  “That's good.  They must have gone home early.”

Maya laughed.  “It's summer.”

I laughed, too.  “Oh yeah.  It's been so long since I've had to be aware of the seasons that they all sort of blur together.  But I do like this nice weather.  I like the sun.”

“I like the fall,” she replied.

“Yeah, fall's good.  So is spring.”

“And winter,” Maya added.

“What?” I teased.  “You're crazy, lady!  Winter's the worst.”

It felt like a first date.  Felt so good to laugh.  

Of course, I had to go and ruin the moment by remembering why I needed to talk to Maya so urgently.

“Want to sit down in the grass over here?” I asked, indicating the shade beneath a huge willow tree.  “I used to hang out here with my friends, at lunchtime.” 

“I can see why,” Maya replied, taking off her jacket and laying it lining-side-down on the ground.

“Oh, I'm sorry,” I said.  “I don't want you to get your work clothes dirty.”

“If I'm not worried about it, there's no reason for you to worry.”  Maya set her large purse in front of her and unzipped it, then pulled out a chocolate bar.  “Want some?  It's really good—it's got peanuts and bits of pretzels, so it gives you that sweet and salty effect.”

I chuckled as I sat beside her, facing the back of my old school.  “Do you carry a chocolate bar with you wherever you go?”

“What, just one?  Never!”  Raising an eyebrow, she pulled out two more.  

She snapped the pretzel and peanut bar into smaller pieces after tossing the other two back in her purse.  I took a bit of chocolate and sucked it contemplatively, watching her chew one piece and then another.

“So,” she said.  “What did you want to talk about?  Something big, sounds like.”

“Very big,” I agreed.  

Maya popped another piece of chocolate in her mouth before grabbing my hand and squeezing it tight.

I had to work up the courage to admit, “My mother tripped up.  When she thought I'd gone to see you about her reading, she assumed I knew what you'd talked about.  She started telling me about my father, saying he wasn't my real father, saying someone else was.  At first I didn't believe her.  I thought she was doing her usual thing to get attention, but I've been trying ever since to get her to say more and she won't.  Why would she say my father's not my father for effect?  My mother can be pretty melodramatic, but that's going a bit far.  The only reason she would have said something like that is if it's true.”

When Maya didn't say anything, I noticed she'd stopped eating, too.  That's what really worried me.

“What?” I asked.  “What do you know?”

She looked away.  

“Maya?”

Her brows went up in an expression of concern.  “I don't know what I should say.  Normally I wouldn't say anything, but this is you we're talking about.  You're not just some acquaintance.  You're more than a friend, even.  You're really important to me, and I don't feel like it's right to keep things from you.  But, at the same time, I take confidentiality really seriously.  Then again, it's not like you don't already know.  You're the one asking the question.”

“The question?”

“About your father,” she clarified.  “Your mother told you that the man you knew as your father isn't biologically the man who...”

“Planted the seed?” I suggested.  “I believe that's how my mother phrased it.”

Maya shrugged.  “That'll do.”

She took another piece of chocolate and chewed it contemplatively as she handed the bar to me.

“Just to be perfectly clear,” she picked up.  “Your mother told you that the man who raised you wasn't actually your father?  That's what she said?”

I nodded as I sucked my piece of chocolate.  

“Well, then, I guess if she already gave you this piece of information, then I'm not revealing anything new by corroborating it.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.  “Are you saying she told you the same thing?  She told you my father wasn't really my father?”

Maya didn't say yes.  She didn't even nod.  Instead, she said, “I couldn't figure out what the cards were telling me when I did your mother's in-person reading.  She wanted to know who from the past was coming back into her life.  I said it was a person she had kids with.  That's what I was seeing in my spread.  At first, she kept telling me that was impossible, that the father of her children had died so it obviously couldn't be him.  I drew a few more cards for clarification, and when I described to her the kind of man I saw coming back into her life, she went sheet white.  She said it couldn't be, it couldn't be him.”

“Him who?” I asked.

Maya stared at the chocolate bar in my hand for so long that I thought she must want it back.  When I passed it to her, she left it sitting there on top of her purse.

I tried again.  “Who was it?  Did she say who it was?”

Finally, Maya looked at me.  She shook her head.  “She didn't tell me his name or anything.  All she told me was that she hadn't seen him in thirty years, didn't even know where he was in the world.”

“So she hasn't seen this guy since before I was born?”

“I got the sense she never told him about you,” Maya admitted.  Then she gasped and her eyes flew wide open.  “Oh!  Oh!  Oh!  I have an idea!”

“What is it?” I asked.  I'd never seen her so excited.

“You could look for your birth certificate!  Don't birth certificates have both parents' names listed?”

I fished my wallet out of my bag.  

Maya seemed surprised.  “You carry it with you?”

“Sure.  Why not?”

I looked at my birth certificate, and then showed it to Maya.  “Nothing new here. My father is listed as my father.”

Maya licked the chocolate from her fingers before handling the little card.  She stared at it with a gauzy, sublime look on her face.  “What do you think this means?” 

“Nothing,” I told her.  “A birth certificate isn't a DNA test.  My mother could have listed anyone on the forms.  She listed my father because they were married.  That would be easy enough to do.” 

“When I did her reading, I got the impression that your father knew he wasn't really your father—biological father.  I can't remember if she said so explicitly, but that's certainly the sense I got from her.”

“Me too.  I could be wrong, but if we both think the same thing, then probably not.”

She nodded and handed back my birth certificate.

I sighed.  “This is really hard to process.  All my life I've thought one thing, and now it turns out that's not even true.  My mother won't talk about it, my father is dead—or, the man who raised me is dead.”

“Your father,” Maya said, squeezing my hand.  “He'll always be your father, even if you're not related by blood.  That's not what matters.  He was there for you, right?  He supported you as you were growing up?”

“Yeah,” I replied.  “He was a wonderful father.  The best.  I couldn't have asked for anyone better.  We spent tons of time together when I was little.  Even when I was in my teens and other kids were rebelling against their parents, I never had harsh feelings toward my father.  My mother, yes, big time, but not my father.  Never him.  He was amazing.”

Maya threw her arms around me, hugging me so hard I wished the embrace would go on forever.  

“I'm still curious,” I admitted.  “Maybe I shouldn't be, but I'd at least like to know where my genetic material came from.  I guess it doesn't matter.  Or maybe it does.  I kind of feel like... like I need to know my own origin story.  Does that make sense?”

Maya nodded.  “It's natural to be curious, even if the father who raised you was the best father in the world—and it certainly sounds like he was.”

“Yeah,” I said, smiling brightly.  

I miss my father so much.  I really wish I could speak with him, especially now. There are so many questions I would ask. 

Reaching into her bag, Maya said, “If your mother won't tell you what you want to know, there's someone else we could ask.”

“Who?” 

Maya pulled a silky bundle from her bag.  The silvery-blue fabric seemed to undulate in her hand, and I wondered what she had in there—a hamster?  What?

“The cards,” she said.  When I didn't react, she went on, “I know you don't believe in tarot, but we can try, if you wish.  It might not work.  There's always a chance it won't, and that chance is so much greater when the person being read for is super-sceptical, but I feel for you, Fortune.  I want to do something to help, and this is what I do.  This is what I can do.”

As she spoke those words, she unfolded the silk that had been wrapped around her deck and laid the large square out before her.  When she began shuffling, I watched in wonderment.  It was beautiful, the way those cards flew.  They enhanced the loveliness of her fingers, drawing my gaze to the pearlescent polish coating her oval nails. 

“Do you want this?” Maya asked.  “We won't do it if you don't want it.”

“No, that's okay,” I said.  “Maybe it'll help—who knows?”

“What would you like to ask?” 

She was still shuffling when I told her, “I don't know.  You're probably better with questions.  You do this all the time.”

Maya nodded gently, gazing down at the deck.  Those cards wove together so fast my eyes could barely make sense of what they were seeing.  And then, just like that, she stopped.  Handing me the cards, she said, “Hold these for a second, will you?”

I gasped.  I almost dropped them.  I couldn't believe she was letting me touch her cards.  

“Isn't this bad luck?” I asked as she dug through her purse.  “Is it really okay for me to touch your tarot?”

“You let me touch your birth certificate,” she said with a shrug.  “What's the difference.”

“My birth certificate was just a card.  These are... cards!”

Maya laughed as she brought a notebook out from her bag.  “They're not made of magic.”

“Really?” I replied.  Because, as I held them in my hands, I could have sworn I could feel some mystical force working its way through my skin.  

As Maya flipped through her notebook, I turned the tarot deck over in my hands and dared to look upon the faces of the cards.  The tarot readers whose videos my mother watched used all sorts of decks. Some looked very new, others had an Art Deco appearance.  Maya used a variety of decks in her FabFortunata videos, too, but this particular one looked ancient.  

“Did you bring these cards specifically to do a reading for me?” I asked.  “Wait, I thought you came straight from work.”

“I did,” Maya replied.  “I always carry Rider-Waite with me, in case of emergency.”

“A tarot emergency?” I laughed. 

She laughed, too, so I guess that question wasn't too offensive.

“I'm just looking up a spread I did one time for someone who was adopted and trying to locate their birth parents.  That touches on your situation.  But I think I'll combine it with a simpler spread I use to locate missing persons.”

“Wow,” I said.  “You do readings for stuff like that?  Sounds like police matters, to me.”

“Police don't always help much.  Or at all, depending who's gone missing.  Families want answers.  Tarot isn't the best tool for finding missing persons, but I do what I can.”  Looking me in the eye, Maya said, “I care about the people I read for.  I care deeply.”

“I know you do,” I replied.  “Look, I'm really sorry for what I said before, about—”

“It's okay,” she said, cutting me off.  I'm glad she did.  She obviously didn't want to rehash that argument, and neither did I. “I'm just going to plan a spread for you, and I need to concentrate, so—”

“I'll keep quiet for a minute or two.”  I said it so she wouldn't have to, and I think she was glad that I knew what she needed. 

While she plotted something in her notebook, I took another look at the cards in my hands. Some of them looked scary.  Some of them didn't.  Some seemed perplexing, to me.  I don't know how anyone reads those things.  It still seems arbitrary, that people derive meaning from pieces of laminated cardstock, but there was no sense saying so to Maya when she was only trying to help me.

“Okay,” she said.  “I've created a new spread for you.  I think it'll work.  We'll see.”

I handed the deck to her and she started shuffling again.  “We're doing a reading for Fortune,” she said—I'm guessing to the cards?  “Fortune needs to know how we can locate her biological father.  We're looking to discover his identity and his current location.”

A shiver went through me.  I don't know why.

“We'll start with the middle card,” Maya said, this time talking to me rather than the deck.  “Normally, since we're trying to locate a specific person, I would choose a significator for him.  I would actually pick the card out of the deck and put it there, face-up.  But, in this case, since we don't know your biological father's identity, I'll ask you to cut the deck, then we'll place the top card in the centre—face-down for now, I think.”

“You think?” I asked.

She shrugged.  “I'm kind of just making this up as I go along.  I'm kind of just making it all up.”

“Wow, really?  You seem so confident in your videos.”

“It's important to seem confident, in business.  That's one of Brandy's big rules.  I also happen to value humility, myself, but I try to come off as confident as I can, even when I'm not feeling it.”

I'd never have guessed Maya felt in any way awkward or unsure.  She didn't present that way at all.  

She stopped shuffling and placed the deck on her beautiful square of silk.  “Go ahead,” she said.  “Cut the deck.  We're looking for your father.”

My hand trembled as I reached for the cards.  I couldn't believe my body was betraying me.  I felt stupidly embarrassed about it, and hoped Maya wouldn't notice.  She probably did.  She's definitely one of those people who notices stuff like that. 

When I split the deck in two, Maya reached for the top card and placed it in the centre of the square.  She then fanned out the entire deck in a rainbow shape around the edges of the silk.  

“The question I'm going to ask is about Fortune's biological father.  I want to know about his situation, his mental state and, if he's in the right place to receive word from his long-lost daughter at this point in time.  Where's he at in his life: emotionally, psychologically, and just in general?”

My heart barely beat at all.  It felt like it had stopped, but it couldn't have.  Right?  I'd be dead if it did.

Maya reached for a card and turned it over at the top edge of the silk square.  A bright smile illuminated her face as she said, “Ahh, the Six of Wands!  It's always good to see a six!”

“It is?” I asked.

“Well, I think so, anyway.  I mean yes!”  She laughed.  “I didn't say that very confidently, did I?  Yes, sixes are great.  Just take a look at the guy on this card: he's riding high, he's got his crown of laurels, he's got his helping hands, but he's in charge.”

“So this is good?” I confirmed.  “Whoever my dad is, he's in a good place?”

“He's in a great place!  I wouldn't be surprised if he's done very well, financially.  I just get that feel right away.  He's definitely achieved some success.  This is such a great card to see!  I'm so happy for you!  Sorry, I'm being really unprofessional.  It's because I'm reading for you.  I wouldn't be this giddy with anyone else.”

I felt a blush coming on, and I hoped Maya wouldn't notice. “What's next?”

“Next I'm going to ask who he's with.  I'm not sure how useful this'll be.  It's one of the questions I ask for missing persons, so it might be useful, might not.  But we'll ask it anyways.”  She plucked another card from the rainbow and asked, “Who is Fortune's biological father with?”

The card she turned up showed a huge hand holding a giant coin in the air above a lush growing garden.  

“What does that mean?” I asked as Maya set the card opposite the one with the guy on a horse.

“Well, we asked who your biological father is with and we got the Ace of Pentacles.  Ace is a one, to me, so I'd say that indicates he's alone.  Not that there's no one in his life, because, as we saw in the Six of Wands, he's got plenty of supporters, people who are around him to help him achieve the great things he's accomplished, but it looks to me that, ultimately, he's alone with his money.  I'm not saying he's unhappy or anything.  We saw, in that Six, that he's doing very well psychologically and emotionally, but I do see a guy, here, who isn't sharing his life with anyone at the moment.  He's enjoying his material wealth.”

A sudden worry came over me.  “If he's really as rich as you say he is, do you think it's a bad idea for me to look for him?  What if I track him down and he thinks I'm after his cash?  I don't want this guy to think I'm scamming him.”

“Let's not get ahead of ourselves,” Maya said with a chuckle.  “We don't even know who your biological father potentially is, yet, or how to find him or where.”

“True,” I said, laughing along.  “Maybe I'll just ask Bill Gates if he's my daddy.”

“Bill Gates is a close personal friend of yours, is he?” Maya chuckled.

“Not of mine, but maybe of my mother's thirty hears ago. Who knows?”

The smile slowly fell from Maya's lips as she considered the hand/coin card.  “I don't get the sense that this is a tech guy.  I just keep looking at the garden here at the base of the Ace of Pentacles, see?  It makes me feel like your guy is more into nature.  Something natural, not computers.”  She shrugged.  “I could be wrong.”

“There's that confidence!” I teased.

She smirked.  “Moving right along, let's ask these cards where in the world your biological father is located.  This could be a tough one.”

The card she pulled from the deck had two people on it.  Each is holding a golden cup.  Above the cups is a lion's head with wings sprouting out the sides.  There are also a couple of snakes intertwining on the way up.

“What's that supposed to mean?”

“Huh,” Maya said, screwing up her brow.  “This is a great card for this reading, I'm just not sure how to interpret it for where your bio-dad is at.”

“Why is it great for the reading?” I asked.

“Well, it's usually a portent of good relationships.  It's a great card if you're looking for love, but it's also wonderful to see when we're talking about meeting a long-lost relative.  It tells me there's potential for a fruitful relationship when you find him.  But where do we find him?  I'm going to have to think about this one.”

A cold sweat broke across my skin.  

Maya shrugged, then said, “There's farmland in the background.  It's possible he lives in the country.”  She fluttered her lashes at me.  “I know it sounds like I'm grasping at straws, but place in the world is really tough to read, in tarot.  Even timing is easier, and that's tough too.”

I wasn't sure how to respond.  Maya didn't seem especially confident about this reading.  I don't know why I'd let myself boost my hopes when I never believed in this stuff to begin with.  

“Let's pull a card for advice,” Maya said, lifting one more from the rainbow and placing it in the corner.  “What the what?  How is this advice?”

“You're asking the wrong person,” I chuckled.

“Well, see, you got the Four of Pentacles, but in the reverse. This is such a money card it's hard to figure what it's got to do with finding your biological father. If we got it right side up, that indicates material success and holding really tight to what you have. Reversed, it's the opposite: spending until there's nothing left, feeling poor no matter what you earn, but also letting go.  If we put the money stuff aside, it can be about opening up. If you've been holding too tight to the way life has always been, this is a chance to burst through. You've got everything you need: you've got a roof over your head and food on the table, but is that really enough?  Maybe now is the time to realize that life can be bigger than the world you know. It's time to burst through to the other side.”

Everything she said sounded really insightful, but when I tried to apply it to my own life, it just seemed too big.  

“Let's draw a few more cards to clarify the Four of Pentacles reversed,” Maya suggested.  She quickly plucked three from the rainbow and turned them up.  “The Lovers, Strength, and the King of Pentacles. Okay. That's strong.”

“Well, sure it is,” I said.  “You've got the Strength card right here.  Is that lady going to put her head in the lion's mouth?”

“She can if she wants to,” Maya replied.  “She can do anything. And so can you. This is a great message for you, about overcoming obstacles.  There's a chance we're dealing with a Leo, here.  Or a Gemini, since we've got The Lovers.”

“My mother's a Gemini,” I offered.  “It's too bad she won't give me any answers.”

“She might, if you come at it from the right angle. The sun is shining on you with this Leo. Cards are saying look to the lovers who created you.  We don't know where the baby-daddy went, so all we've got left is your mother.  If you allow yourself to be vulnerable with this Four of Pentacles, but also calm, deliberate, and self-possessed with the Strength card, she might just reveal who this guy could be.”

“I don't think so.  Not my mother.”

“Maybe you need a new approach,” Maya suggested.  “I think that's what the Four of Pentacles reversed it trying to communicate, here.  Let go of the old ways.  Open yourself to something new.  You need to develop a sense of trust and rapport before she'll open her mouth—that's what Strength is saying to you.”

For a moment, we both stared at the cards. I was actually so transfixed that I jumped when I heard a hollow banging sound across the schoolyard.  I would have felt really silly, except Maya jumped too.  We both laughed when we realized it was just a couple guys with a basketball. They seemed to arrive out of nowhere, but now they were playing hoops over by the school. It's like we were in different dimensions.  They didn't seem to notice us, and we certainly hadn't noticed them.  It was so weird.  

“I get a really positive feeling, here, with this King of Pentacles,” Maya went on.  “That's a paternal card. And more money!  The pentacles in this reading are just money, money, money.”

“It's a rich man's world,” I said, to quote ABBA.

Maya tapped the card with the money man.  “It's this guy's world.  Now we just have to find him.”

“But who is he?” I asked, pointing to the upside-down card in the centre.  “We never flipped that middle card, there.  Should we do it now?”

Maya took a deep breath in and exhaled strongly through her nose.  “Now is as good a time as any.  Do you want to do it?”

“Can I?” I asked.

She nodded, then looked at the boys playing basketball.  They were laughing and playfully pushing each other around.  It looked like fun.  Made me want to play a sport. 

I turned my attention back to the cards, trying not to tremble as I flipped over the one in the middle.  I didn't need Maya to tell me what it was.  I recognized it well enough.  Under the image of a man and a table and a whole lot of roses and lilies were the words: The Magician.

Today's Theme: Origins

I knew there was no way I'd be able to confront my mother on my own.  

I needed Maya by my side.  

She was my strength.  

That's not a concept she'd agree with, of course.  She tried to convince me I had my own strength, but I haven't seen much proof of that lately.  Maya is the one with the high-paying job in the city.  She's the entrepreneur building her own business, the one who doesn't live with family.  Well, I guess she does, technically, if she lives with her cousin.  But living with your cousin seems more mature than living with your mother.

Luckily, she agreed to come home with me once my reading was done. 

Even though my mother hadn't been pleased with Maya the last time she came to our house, I know this woman.  I've lived with her for almost thirty years. She has more respect for any tarot reader than she'll ever have for me. 

When we got home, I had the weirdest moment where I felt like I'd walked into the wrong house. Everything looked the way it should, but there was music blaring from the living room.  For a second, I wondered if my brother had come home unexpectedly, but why would he be listening to the Heart song Magic Man at ninety decibels? 

“Mother?” I shouted as I crept toward the source of the music. I was scared to enter.  I had the strangest feeling that she'd died while I was out.

Standing just outside the living room, I asked, “Mother?  Can I turn the music down?”

When she glanced at me over her shoulder, I was shocked to see that her face was stained with tears.  Messy red streaks ran down her cheeks.

“Is everything all right?” Maya whispered from the front hall.

I didn't respond to her.  I couldn't believe my mother was crying.  It made me so uncomfortable.  We weren't like that, in my family.  We didn't show emotions, and certainly not sadness. It was almost unthinkable.

The volume really needed to be turned down, so I fumbled my way toward the stereo and quieted the din.  I couldn't question my mother when she was crying, but when I turned to leave the room I found Maya there, blocking my path.

When my mother spotted Maya, she gasped and reached for a tissue to drag across her ruddy cheeks.  “What are you doing here?”

“I invited her,” I told my mother.  “Maya did a reading for me just now, about who my biological father is and how to find him, but we need a lot of clarification and it's stuff that only you would know.”

My mother choked out the words, “I don't know anything.”

“You know who Fortune's father is,” Maya said, boldly.

My mother's red eyes blazed.  “This is why I didn't want the two of you talking amongst yourselves.  I knew you'd let some information slide.”

“Maya didn't tell me anything about your reading,” I said, even though I could no longer remember if that was true.  “You think everything's about you, Mother.  Well, it's not.  I haven't been seeing Maya to get the scoop on you.  I've been seeing Maya because she's the most caring, most beautiful, most fun, most exciting, most special person I've ever met in my entire life.”

I could see, in my peripheral vision, that my mother's jaw had swung open, but I was more interested in Maya's reaction.  I guess I'd never confessed any of that stuff to her directly.  Maybe I should have.  And in private rather than doing it in front of my mother.

“That's so sweet,” Maya replied.  “I feel the exact same way about you, Fortune.  I believe we have a future together.  I truly do.”

“Same here,” I said.  “I want that—a future with you.  I want it a lot.”

Batting her lashes, she replied, “So do I.”

My mother had to go and ruin the moment by clearing her throat.  “Just gonna up and leave me, is that it?  Leave your old mother to fend for herself?”

“You're not old,” Maya said, kindly.

“And you don't need me to fend for you!” I cried.  “Maybe you did, in the beginning, but not anymore.  You've just gotten used to me waiting on you hand and foot.  I'm sick of it.”

Clasping my hand, Maya said, “Strength, Fortune.  Strength.”

This is the exact reason I needed her to come home with me. Where my mother is concerned, I am incapable of controlling my temper. But I thought of that tarot card with the lady ever so gently opening that fierce lion's mouth.  I took a deep breath, and then another, and then another.

Magic Man restarted on the stereo.  My mother must have had it on repeat.

“This song,” my mother said from across the room.  “It reminds me of him.”

I felt Maya's hand clutch mine yet more firmly.  My breath caught in my lungs.  I worried that if I moved in the slightest, my mother would bury herself away from me.  It was scary, getting that feeling like she was about to open up.  But how else would I ever find out who my biological father was?

“I never knew his name,” my mother went on.  “I can't help you, there.  Didn't know his last name, didn't know his first. Everyone called him Leo, but that was his sun sign.”

Maya glanced ever so subtly in my direction.  She'd said something about a Leo in her reading.  I remember that much.  Was she catching his vibe?

My mother sang along with the Heart song. When it came to the chorus, she really belted those lyrics.  This was very unusual, for her.  I couldn't remember the last time I'd heard her sing.  

She seemed to be in another world for a while. 

When she realized we were there, too, she said, “How rude of me.  You two don't need to hang around the door like that.  Young love should come on in. Come inside, have a seat.  It's been too long.”

I'm assuming she was talking to Maya. She'd seen me before I left for the train station.

Or maybe she meant it had been too long since we'd talked—and I mean really talked.  I don't know that we ever really had.  Maybe a bit after my father died.  But those were desperate times.  And it wasn't so much talking as emoting.  We were a wreck, back then.

I escorted Maya to the couch, where we sat side by side, so close our knees touched.  Our hands were still clasped, which embarrassed me a bit.  We're not a family that displays affection.  

My mother spun her chair around so she was facing us.  Nodding to the music, she said, “He was a magic man, my Leo.  He was the type who could cast any girl under his spell.  Well, maybe not girls like you two, but any girl who's prone to seduction by a young man.  I remember the exact moment I saw him for the first time.  This song was on the radio.”  She nodded toward the stereo.

“Where did you meet him?” Maya asked.

A smile like I've never seen crossed my mother's lips.  I could practically see the waves of nostalgia washing over her.  “A bunch of us girls decided to go camping over the long weekend.  End of summer.  One final blow-out bash.  This is back when your father and I worked at the plant, Fortune.”

“Which father are we talking about?” I asked.  I choked on every word, but I managed to get them out.

“Joe,” my mother said.  “He was so good to you.  He'll always be your father.”

“I know,” I replied.

Maya squeezed my hand to show her support. 

I could never have done this without her.

“We were engaged to be married, at the time.  Coming up on the wedding, in fact.  But you know what your father was like.  He encouraged me to take a break, go out and have a good time with the gal pals.  So I did.”

It was Maya who asked, “This other man—Leo—you said you met him on the camping trip?” 

My mother nodded slowly, turned her gaze to the window.  “We had a bonfire on the beach.  Beers and dogs, marshmallows, all the usual stuff.  The moment our eyes met, it was like being struck by lightning.  I'd never felt that way in all my life.  They say lightning doesn't strike twice and, I tell you, I've been chasing that feeling ever since.”

I felt like my mother had shoved a knife in my gut and twisted.  I felt so betrayed on behalf of my father who'd raised me.  He was such a good man, and it hurt to hear my mother talking as if this random dude were more significant to her than her entire marriage had been.

“We kept glancing at each other,” my mother went on.  “He'd look in my direction and I'd look away.  I'd look at him, and he'd hold on for a moment before turning his attention to whichever friend he was talking to.  I can still hear the crackle of the flames.  I can smell the fire, the beer. It was the happiest I'd ever been.”

My stomach was tight like a fist.  I think Maya could probably tell, because she held both our hands between her knees and pressed them like a vice.  

I didn't say a word.

“Time stood still.  It felt as though hours had passed before he finally came over.  He chatted to our group—me and two of my friends in particular—but he kept his eyes focused on mine the whole time.”

Before she could say any more, the kitchen clock chimed, reminding us of the hour.  Dinner should have been on the table.  I hadn't even started cooking.  But my mother didn't say anything and neither did I, so I guess we had bigger fish to fry.

“I spent the night in his tent,” she confessed, without looking in my direction.  “The next night, too.  My girlfriends wondered where I'd disappeared too.  Well, that's not true.  Some of them knew.  And as much as they were my friends... well, I guess you'd call some of them frenemies, these days.  A few of them had big mouths.  I knew word would get back to your father.  That's why I bit the bullet and told him what I'd done.  I confessed my crimes the moment I got back.”

“How did Father react?” I asked.  My chest felt like ice, my heart like glass.

“He was quiet,” my mother confided.  “Just what you'd expect from him.  I told him I would call off the wedding myself.  I would tell everyone, his mother included, exactly how I had betrayed him.”

“Wow,” Maya said.  “You were pretty brave.”

“I was pretty stupid,” my mother countered.  “Anyway, your father was perplexed.  I'd already told him, you see, that this Leo I'd been with... well, he wasn't the marrying kind.  Your father knew I was unlikely to run off with someone whose whereabouts were completely unknown to me.”

“You didn't know anything about Leo?” Maya asked.  

My mother shook her head slowly.  “Leo said he wasn't the type to settle down with just one woman.  He valued his freedom.  He wouldn't even give me his phone number.”  She cackled the way you would expect someone in that position to cackle.  “Well, what did I tell you?  He didn't even give me his name.  Leo's what I called him, but beyond that?  Who knows.  Who even knows where he'd come from, where he lived.”

“So you wouldn't know where to find him now?” Maya asked.  

A faint smile crossed my mother's lips.  “All of this nonsense happened thirty years ago, and I didn't even know where to find him then.”

I spoke up, at that point.  “Are you saying Father was still willing to marry you even though you'd cheated on him with a stranger you met on a camping trip?” 

“He was a very forgiving person,” my mother said.  “You know that, Fortune.  Forgiving, and understanding, too.  Your father was wise beyond his years.  He knew how inexperienced I was.  He realized I needed to sow my wild oats.  Women have to do that, too.  It's not just men.  We're all flawed creatures.”  

I made a point not to look at Maya, in that moment, because I didn't want her thinking I had wild oats to sow.  I didn't.  I don't.  I'm ready to run away with her, devote my life to her.  I just don't know how to tell her so.

Maya said to my mother, “I don't mean to come across as indelicate, but if you were engaged to Fortune's father when you had your weekend with Leo, how can you be sure that Leo... you know?”

When Maya trailed off like that, my mother looked at her meaningfully.  “Trust me, dear—I know.  I know beyond the shadow of a doubt.”

Was my mother saying she'd never slept with my father before they got married?  That's not a question I could ever work up the courage to ask. In truth, it's not a question I even want to know the answer to.  I was squicked out by pretty much this entire conversation. I didn't need any more details than my mother had provided. 

“Don't you know anything about this guy?” I asked, the words bursting forth from God knows where.  “You didn't know his name. Okay. Fine.  But can't you tell me anything, Mother?  If you're saying this man is my biological father—”

“Oh, he is,” my mother assured me.  “Beyond a shadow of a doubt.”

“If you're saying he's my biological father, can't you tell me anything about him?”

“No,” my mother pleaded.  “I spent two nights with him thirty years ago.  If I had any information I thought might help, I would give it to you.  At this point, there's nothing left to hide.  You know the worst of what I've done.  I'm not keeping anything from you, I swear.”

“We believe you,” Maya assured her.  “We absolutely believe there's nothing you're hiding.  I'm just wondering if, perhaps, there might be some random bit of information trapped at the back of your mind.  The tiniest thing might help us.  What else do you remember about Leo?”

My mother lifted herself from her seat and left the room.

Turning to me with a sorry expression, Maya apologized for driving my mother away.

“I don't know why she reacted like that,” I said.  “It's not like you said anything offensive.  My mother can be so weird sometimes.  It drives me crazy.”

When my mother walked back into the room, I didn't look at her.  I was pretty sure she'd heard what I'd said, and I didn't want to talk about it. 

Without looking at me, my mother handed a photograph to Maya.  Mother sat on the sofa so that Maya graced the space between us. Placing her finger on the photo, she indicated a smiling young woman with short hair and a plump cheeks.  “That's me.”  She then pointed to a shirtless man, thin as a rail, golden-skinned, with a shock of orange hair. “That's Leo.  He even looks like a lion, doesn't he?”

“He looks like a hippie,” I said, feeling an itchy sense of irritation in the pit of my stomach. I hated him instantly, but I also felt weirdly fascinated by him.  He looked nothing like my father. Did he look anything like me?  

Do I look anything like him?

No.  Not at all.  He was super-skinny, in the picture.  I've never been skinny in my life.  My hair isn't frizzy like his.  It's not orange.  My features don't resemble his at all.

“This man can't be my father,” I said.  “Father is my father.  I look like him.  We have a lot in common.  I know who my father is, and it's not this man.”

To my surprise, my mother shrugged her shoulders.  “Believe what you want to believe.  I've told you the truth.  There's not much more I have to offer.”

Today's Theme: Road Trip

I've given up on trying to get new information out of Mother. I'm starting to believe she genuinely doesn't know much about the man who allegedly fathered me. I would like to be able to say that none of this matters and I haven't been thinking about it day and night, but who would believe me? 

The truth is that I think about it all the time, like an obsession.

Even though I haven't mentioned to Maya how focused my mind is on all this father stuff, I guess I can't hide much from her. She could tell that I needed a change of scenery, so she got in touch with one of the women she met that time she went to Guelph with Brandy. Actually, she'd already been in touch with the core group she spent that brainstorming evening with. They set up a private group online to discuss business matters, but they end up chatting about what's going on in their lives, too.

All this is to say that one of the businesswomen is going on a romantic getaway with her husband. Her usual dog-sitter is out of the country, so Maya offered to take on the task—if, that is, the woman agreed to let us housesit as well. 

What could be better? A free romantic getaway for us!

Maya's plan was to rent a car, since she's actually got a driver's license, but my mother agreed—after a lot of yelling and whining on my part—to let us borrow the old clunker in the garage. It doesn't get out nearly as often as it should, when you consider that my mother hardly leaves the house and I couldn't drive it if I wanted to. 

I don't know why they make that driver's test so hard. I failed it three times, then I gave up.  

Clearly, I am not destined to drive.

Although, if we do someday move to Guelph, I'm not sure I could get around without a license. I don't know what their public transport system is like. Maybe Maya could retrain me.

As we set off on our big adventure early this afternoon, it seemed like we were both eerily aware there was a subtext at play.  Maya and I haven't even confessed this to each, but it's obvious we set off for Guelph, of all places, to have a look around town and see if this is the sort of place we'd like to put down roots.  

Although, I suspect we'd both made that decision before we left home.

Rather than taking the highway, which would have been the most straightforward route, Maya drove us north until we hit farmland.  

“It's so rare that I get out of the city,” she said, taking her hair out of the bun it had been twisted into.  “I feel relaxed already. I've been looking forward to this all week!”

“Me too,” I told her.  “I can't remember the last time I went on a road trip.  It was probably with my father.”

There was kind of a buzz between us, when I said that.  I felt awkward, now, every time I mentioned my father. 

Maya could clearly sense my emotions.  She was good at that stuff.

“I'm glad you told me this car has a CD player,” Maya said.  “Grab my purse from the back seat, will you?  I brought my old music collection. I haven't played those albums in years.”

Her purse was within easy reach for me, and I couldn't believe it when she encouraged me to unzip it and dig around inside. I've never had a girlfriend who trusted me to put my hands in her purse. This was breaking new ground.

She'd packed plenty of nostalgia-inducing CDs, but I picked Imogen Heap to start us off. 

“I haven't heard this one in forever,” I said.

With a smile on her lips, she gazed briefly in my direction.  When she gave me a wink, my heart fluttered so hard I worried it might break free of my chest, maybe fly off to Mexico with the monarch butterflies. 

Being with Maya was quite an experience.

We stopped in every small town we came to.  In the first one, we had ice cream.  In the next, butter tarts.  Then blueberries to snack on in the car.  When we saw a chip truck by the side of the road, we stopped and ate fries with gravy on a picnic bench shaded by maple trees. I have no idea whether Maya had plotted out all these stops in advance, or if she was just stopping on impulse. She's such an organized person, but maybe a holiday, for her, meant leaving things to chance.

When we arrived in horsey country, we drove up and down long roads where rich people owned mansions with man-made ponds in their expansive front lawns. Stables abounded. 

In the middle of nowhere, we passed a fancy dog-grooming salon and then a place that specialized in coffee enemas. We didn't stop, I'll have you know.  I'm not sure our relationship will ever be ready for that kind of sharing.

Without realizing what we'd done, we overshot Guelph.  I would never have known, but Maya spotted a road sign for that lion safari place and said, “Wait a sec—I thought the lion park was south of Guelph.  Can you get out the map?”

I could get it out, but I couldn't make any sense of it.  I got frustrated with my inability to read a map.  I was sure Maya must be frustrated with me, too, but she said it was no problem and she'd pull over so she could take a look.

She turned off the rural highway we were on, and drove a short distance down a side road.  It was a natural setting.  We'd driven past plenty of farms on our road trip, but this area had a little creek to one side, high grasses and bushes to the other. 

Maya gently took the map from my grasp and pointed out where we'd ended up.  Laughing, she asked, “How did we manage that?”

“We really did drive by our destination?” I asked.

She said, “Sure did. Oh well.  We get to spend more time on our road trip. Not a big deal.”

Most people would have growled and gotten frustrated that we'd driven out of our way. It was such a charming quality of Maya's that she didn't get upset by the little things.  I think it made me calmer, too.

“I don't know about you,” Maya said, “but I'm dying for a pee!”

She wasn't the only one, but I'd been too shy to say anything.  

“This looks as good a place as any,” she went on.  “Lots of bushes and things.”

With a wink, I said, “No poison ivy, I hope.”

We grabbed some tissues and we both got out of the car.

“Should we take turns?” I asked.  I really couldn't imagine a city girl like Maya peeing in the woods.

“Don't care,” she said, hopping down the path carved in the long grasses.

At first, I tried to wait until she came back, but the longer I tried to hold it, the more convinced I was that I couldn't.  We hadn't seen a single car go down this road since we pulled over, so I figured it would probably be fine to squat beside the car—away from the road, of course.  That way I could press my back against the door to hold steady. 

Good thing I'd worn a dress.

I managed to void my bladder without soaking my shoes, which is pretty amazing. 

When Maya didn't emerge from the trail she'd disappeared down, I called out, “Maya?”

She didn't answer.

My heart clenched and my stomach knotted. 

What if something terrible happened to her?  What if a coyote dragged her home to its pups?

“Maya?” I asked again.

She couldn't still be peeing, so I stepped onto the trail.  Even though the long grasses had been packed down by footfalls, they still managed to tickle my bare ankles. The sensory experience reminded me of Maya's fingernails on my skin. 

I couldn't wait for her to touch me again.  It felt like forever since we'd been in bed together.

“Maya?”

She turned around, beaming when she caught sight of me.  “Isn't it gorgeous?”

I looked around.  The trail we were on clearly carved its way around a treed area, but the spot Maya found looked out over a lush meadow. There were hills in the distance.  It really was beautiful, but I'm not sure I would have noticed if she hadn't pointed it out to me.

“Nothing's more gorgeous than you are,” I said, trying to sound romantic. 

She giggled sweetly as she looked into my eyes.  The dappled sunlight kissed my skin, but there was just enough shade from the nearby crop of trees that it didn't feel oppressive.  I kissed her, or she kissed me.  Hard to say which.  Not that it matters.

When we kissed, it was combustion.  I was on fire when our mouths met.  

I wanted her in every way.  I wasn't sure how it would work, but I didn't really care.  Her hands were all over me.  I grabbed her and squeezed.  Her ass felt amazing in those yoga pants.  

Maya's body blew me away.  

How could I resist?  I cupped her mound while she undid the top three buttons on the bodice of my dress.  She planted her face between my breasts and let out a growl unlike anything I've ever heard.  

Clearly, she missed sex as much as I did.

When she dug my breasts out from my bra, I pulled her closer, groaning in anticipation while I fluttered my fingers over her crotch.  She pushed my breasts together with her hands, staring like the very sight of them made her feel faint. 

She licked one nipple, then the other.  She blew on the wetness she'd left in her wake, causing my tits to harden into tight buds. 

“Oh, suck them,” I pleaded.

With a devilish look in her eye, she teased me by running her tongue in circles around one peaked nipple.  She could play games all she liked, but I was going in for the kill.  I plunged my hand down the back of her yoga pants, under her panties too, and dove it so deep my fingers reached her wetness in no time.  

The attraction between us couldn't be denied.  

We wanted each other. 

We were ready for anything.  

Maya wrapped her mouth around my nipple.

Suddenly, a sound.

The snap of a twig, maybe?  That sort of noise.  Easy to make out when you're surrounded by nothing but warblers and cicadas. 

Maya obviously felt my body stiffen, because she said, “It's probably just a squirrel.”

“No, it was bigger than that.  I think someone's coming.”

I didn't wait for Maya's objections before removing my hand from her pants and shoving my bare breasts into my bra.  It was a good thing I'd turned away from the trail to button the top of my dress, because, before I was done, another human arrived to intrude upon our tranquility. 

“Greetings, fellow earthlings!” 

When I'd finished dressing, I turned around to find myself face to face with a pregnant hipster walking some kind of lizard on a leash.  

“Lovely day for a stroll,” she went on.  “I don't think I've seen the two of you around here before.”

“No,” Maya said.  “We got a little lost, so we were just checking the map.  Then we got out to... stretch our legs.”

The sun was getting to me.  I felt boiling hot, and my breasts were suddenly too big for their bustier.

“Lost?” the pregnant woman said, expressing a scary level of concern about our situation.  “What can I help you find?  I know this area like nobody's business.  My husband works at the organic mushroom farm up the road.  Every Friday they have a vegetarian barbecue, and I make the trek from our home to the facility.”

She didn't mention the lizard, even when its tongue flickered and I jumped in Maya's direction.

“That sounds... neat,” Maya replied.

“Oh, it's nothing,” the pregnant woman scoffed.  “Ten kilometres , give or take.  I'm sure I could lead you just about anywhere.  I know where everything is.  Where do you need to get go?”

“Guelph,” Maya said.  “But we looked at the map.  We know where we're headed now, but thanks for the offer.”

A ten kilometre hike with that belly?  And that reptile?

I couldn't take my eyes off the thing.  Its tongue seemed untrustworthy.

When Maya asked the woman if her husband lived on the farm, this question garnered a very perplexed expression.  “No.  He lives with me.  I'm his wife.” 

“Oh. Sorry,” Maya said.  “For some reason, I thought farm workers lived onsite.  I thought I saw something on the news about it.”

“Yeah, me too,” I added.

The pregnant woman shook her head.  “This place is different.  For starters, mushrooms are grown indoors, not outside. The owner of this place hires locals and he really, genuinely cares about the people who work for him.  Ever since they got that big contract with... oh, what's that fancy supermarket called?  I should know this.  Sorry!  Pregnancy brain!  But you know the one—the big one.  Ever since they got that big contract, wages have gone up to the point where I'm not worried about bringing this baby into the world. We've finally got enough to raise a family.  It's amazing.” 

“Yeah, sounds great,” I mumbled.  It was really more of a mutter, actually.  All I could think was: go away so I can kiss my girlfriend!  My body was absolutely aching for Maya's mouth.  

Instead of going away, the pregnant woman talked some more.  “In the last couple years, they've expanded into prepared foods, too. They make vegetarian versions of meat products—sausages, burgers, all kinds of fun stuff.  And they taste great!  I'm not even vegetarian, but I could eat their food all day long!”

“Burgers made from mushrooms?” Maya asked.  “That's a new one on me.”

I tried to catch her eye, because I couldn't figure out whether she was just being polite, or whether she was actually interested in talking about mushrooms.

“You should stop at the factory store,” the pregnant woman continued.  “It's right down this road, if you keep heading that way.”  She pointed with the same hand that was holding her lizard's leash, jerking her pet around in the process.  I don't think she even noticed. 

“Look in, when you pass by,” the woman went on.  “The factory store sells product way cheaper than you get them elsewhere. And, since today's Friday, they're doing their weekly barbecue.  Try the burgers—you won't regret it!”

“Okay,” Maya said definitively.  “We'll be sure to do that.”  Turning her gaze in my direction, she said, “We'd better get this show on the road.”  To the pregnant woman, she said, “Nice meeting you. Thanks for the hot tip.”

As we made our way toward the car, I surprised myself by grabbing Maya's hand.  She didn't flinch.  In fact, she squeezed my hand cheerily. I don't know if the pregnant woman noticed.

When Maya asked if we could offer her a lift, she said she prefers to hike.  “Reggie could use a rest, though.”

Reggie. The lizard king.

I watched Maya's eyes bug.  My jaw nearly dropped off my skull. Maybe the weird woman noticed, maybe she didn't, but she went on to pick that lizard off the ground and hold it tight to her chest.  “This is the part of our journey where I usually carry him, anyway.”

With extreme hesitancy, Maya said, “He looks... very... heavy.  We could... drive him... I guess?”

The woman didn't seem to be listening, but she did say, “Oh, it's good training for when the baby comes.  I've already bought this... this...”  She was trying to hold the large lizard with one hand while she fished around in her backpack with the other.  When she realized she couldn't do two things at once, she thrust Reggie to Maya's chest.  “Here.  Hold this, will you?”

Maya stifled a shriek when the woman released that lizard into her arms.  I probably should have leant a hand, but I couldn't bring myself to hold a reptile.  

When his tongue flicked out of his mouth, Maya jumped, nearly dropping the creature.

The pregnant woman wasn't paying attention to us—or to Reggie, for that matter.  From her backpack, she brought out one of those fabric slings some people use to carry their offspring.  She grabbed Reggie away from Maya and plopped the reptile into the sling.

“I'm in training for mommyhood,” the woman told us.  “It's harder than training for a marathon.”

After reminding us one more time that we should stop by the farm to try some barbecued mushroom burgers, the woman crossed the dirt road and joined up with a path on the other side.

When we'd gotten in the car, I said to Maya, “Thank goodness she didn't leave that lizard with us.”

“But we probably should have driven it,” Maya considered.  “We probably should have driven her, too.  Did you see that belly?”

“Yeah,” I said.  “But didn't you find her annoying?  Like, super-annoying?”

Maya offered an indecipherable shrug.  “I do wish we hadn't been interrupted.”

I could relate.

We were quite far down the dirt road when a surprising structure appeared on the horizon. If it hadn't been for the sign outside announcing it as the Golden Lion Mushroom Farm, I'd have easily mistaken it for a factory. 

“This must be the place,” I said.  “The weird hipster mushroom place.”

“Be kind to hipsters. They buy plenty of tarot readings,” Maya replied, sympathetically.  “Should we stop?”

My stomach chose that moment to growl viciously.

“Sounds like you've swallowed a golden lion,” Maya teased.

“If I had, I wouldn't be so hungry.”

As soon as Maya pulled up to the building, a combination of odours filled our nostrils. Luckily, the predominant aroma was that of barbecue.  There were picnic tables set up on the factory's sprawling front lawn, so we each ordered a mushroom burger topped with caramelized onions and grainy mustard on a bed of baby greens. Not exactly fun on a bun, but surprisingly delicious.

“What do you think?” I asked Maya as we ate under the shade of a large tree.

“I like it,” she replied.  “It doesn't taste like meat, but it doesn't not taste like meat, if that makes sense.”

“Perfect sense,” I told her.  “Same with the texture. It's meaty, but it's obviously not ground beef.  It's more rubbery, I guess, but I like that.”

Maya finished hers before I'd finished mine, but she chatted pleasantly while I took my time.  After I'd finished eating, we strolled to the factory store. The lizard woman had said prices there were cheaper than in supermarkets, but we both thought their prepared foods seemed really expensive. Since we were on vacation, though, we bought some mushroom risotto to heat up later.  That would be a nice treat after a long day's car journey.

When we arrived at last, we found the key where the owner had left it.  Before we opened the door, I kept thinking I didn't even care what the house looked like.  I didn't need the self-guided grand tour.  All I wanted was to get Maya into bed. Any bed.  I would take her on the floor, if it came to that. I was dying to feel her skin on mine.

A black poodle came to greet us when we entered the house, and that's when I knew I'd lost Maya's heart to another—at least for the time being.  She sat on the bench by the door and leaned over so her face was at the level of the dog's.  The curious pooch let her wrap both arm around it and hug it tightly.  I've got to admit, it's a nice-looking poodle—it doesn't have one of those fancy haircuts that makes them look snooty—plus I've heard that poodles are actually the smartest breed of dog.  

Maya apologized to the dog for taking longer than we should have to arrive.  Then she turned to me and said, “We should take Juliette for a walk right away, since she's been waiting so long.”

I looked down at my feet, searching for any excuse not to go.  “These aren't the right shoes for a walk.  How about I unpack the car while you walk the dog?”

Maya paused before grabbing the leash with plastic bags attached.  I could tell she was looking at me because she wanted me to come.  It's hard to explain why I was so resistant.  I guess I just wanted her so badly, and I felt like she chose the dog over me. Which is stupid, because we'll be spending the whole weekend together.  We've got time.

She's been out with that dog for quite a while now, and I haven't even started unpacking the car.  Guess I'd better live up to my end of the bargain.

Hopefully, when she gets back, she'll be ready for love.

Today's Theme: Friday Night Lust

The longer Maya stayed out with the dog, the more I started to worry that she didn't want to spend time with me. Is that crazy or what?  We'd been in the car together all day long. She showed no signs of wanted to escape my clutches, then.

I guess my true fear was that she didn't want to go to bed with me again. That's why she'd taken off with Juliette. We hadn't been together in that way since before our argument about whether or not she was a horrible person for making money off prognostication.  Maybe she was still hurting from that.

As I awaited her return, I unpacked the car and put the food we'd bought in the fridge. That mushroom risotto was calling my name, which is wild when you consider how much we ate on the road.  How could I still be hungry?

When she got back, I was still unloading a few things from the trunk.  She seemed surprised, but she didn't ask what took me so long.  I didn't mention that I'd spent most of the time she was dogwalking alone with my journal.

Maya talked about the walk she'd gone on, saying she'd missed me all the while. That calmed me down a bit.

Speaking of calm, Juliette collapsed in her doggie bed by the kitchen door, tired after the excursion. I figured Maya must feel the same way, but she resisted collapsing on the sophisticated L-shaped sofa in the open-concept living area. 

“Have you checked out every inch of the place?” she asked me.

“No, I—”

“Oh, look!  Geraldine left us a note!”  Maya proceeded to read the message the lady we were housesitting for had left on the kitchen table, but none of it was imminently interesting.  I still felt like Maya was doing everything in her power to keep from getting naked with me. 

After she'd finished setting up her laptop with Geraldine's wifi password, I asked, “Should we check out the upstairs now that the Juliette's asleep?”

The dog looked up at me.  I didn't say another word until she put her head back down.

Without glancing up from her computer, Maya said, “Upstairs? Yeah, sure.  Let me just...”

She trailed off, obviously lost in some work thing that had caught her attention.  

Grumbling to myself, I trudged to the front hall and grabbed the bags I'd left piled up there.  I carried everything upstairs, and gravitated to what seemed like a guest room.  It was beautifully decorated, with a feature wall of striking burgundy and gold-toned wallpaper.  The bedspread was beautiful, as were the drapes.  It was the kind of room you'd see in a magazine.  I put all the bags in there, even though I wasn't sure Maya would end up in bed with me.  Chances were, from the way things got going, she'd end up working all evening and falling asleep on the couch.

“Wow!  What a room!”

I turned around, gasping with fright.  I hadn't heard Maya climb the stairs.  I didn't realize she was standing in the doorway until she spoke.

“Sorry if I scared you,” she said.  

“No, it's okay,” I replied, pressing my palm to my chest.  “You're keeping me on my toes—that's all.”

A sultry sound emerged from her throat as she told me, “I'd like to get you on your back, at some point.”

The suggestion shocked me.  I don't know why.  I guess because I'd convinced myself Maya was no longer interested in sex.  She proved me wrong by stepping into the bedroom and closing the door.  

The look in her eyes said it all.  She wanted me. And she wouldn't wait any longer.

Before I'd even realized she was moving toward me, Maya was kissing me sensually, pressing her front against mine.  She moved me back until my butt met the mattress.  The moment I fell on the bed, she climbed on top of me and kissed me some more.

“I was so turned on today,” she said.  “If we hadn't been interrupted, who knows what would have happened?”

She meant in the meadow, I could only assume.  At the meadow's edge.  Probably best to get down in a bed, where you won't be intruded upon by weirdo women, but who knows?  A tryst in the great outdoors could be very exciting.

Maya unbuttoned my dress all the way to the waist.  The way she looked at my bra, you'd have thought is was a big juicy steak.  It was clear she wanted to dig right in.  

Instead of diving at my cleavage, she slid off the bed and began undressing.  I couldn't take my eyes off of her as she slipped out of her yoga pants.  When she took off her top, I got to see the lingerie she'd picked out.  This is what she wanted me to see her in: pink mesh bra and matching panties.  

She turned around coyly so I could get a look at her butt. The mesh was fine, but I could see her skin through it.  Her butt looked amazing.  I've never seen a prettier one.  Everything about Maya was pretty.  That was her word.

I tore out of my dress so I was down to bra and panties, too.  Mine were dark blue lace, also matching.  I'd picked out exactly what I wanted her to see me in today, though I guess she'd already glimpsed the bra when she'd peeled my breasts out of it earlier.

“You look amazing,” she said.

“You look amazing,” I replied, wishing I'd gotten there first. 

She asked, “What are you in the mood for?”

That question made my heart palpitate.  “I don't know.  I...”

Edging toward the bed, Maya said, “How about we figure things out as we go?”

“Sounds good to me,” I replied as her mouth closed in on mine.

When she laid her slim body out against me, the moan I released could probably be heard three houses away.  Or maybe not, because Maya swallowed most of it.  Her kisses were so sensual and hot I could only respond in kind. 

“I want to feel you on top of me,” she said, leading me to roll on her body.  I worried I might crush the air out of her lungs, but she seemed to like me lying on her, so we just kept kissing.  She grabbed my butt and squeezed, then avidly slapped my cheeks together.  Felt weirdly wonderful.  I don't think anyone's ever done that to me before.

When she dug her hands underneath my panties, I peeled down the straps of her bra and eagerly kissed her neck, planting a path of pecks all the way to her shoulder. Her skin tasted so sweet I kept moving, tugging her bra down to her small waist and tasting her delicious breasts.  Those nipples were like candy.  I could have sucked them forever.

But soon I felt the gentle press of Maya's fingers on my shoulders, and I knew she wanted me to move on down.  I kissed her belly, past her bra, where it was stuck around her waist.  Sliding off the bed, I peeled down her panties and took it all in.  She unhooked her bra and tossed it aside.  

It was hard to tear my gaze away from her naked body.  She looked like a dream.  How was she real?  That's what I kept asking myself.

Bending at the hips, I bowed between her legs and tasted the sweetness of her juices.  She squeaked so cutely my heart fluttered in my chest.  I would have loved to feel her hands on my skin as I licked her most intimate area, but I knew I was too far down for that.  If I wanted her to touch me, I'd have to crawl back up on the bed.

So that's what I did.

“I brought something kind of fun,” she said, shyly.

Sitting up beside her, I asked, “Oh yeah?”

For a moment, she stared at me silently.  Then she giggled, hopped off the bed, and dug into her bags.  When she found what she was looking for, she pulled it out.  It was a large makeup bag.  She unzipped that, and dropped the bag to the ground.  What was left in her hand was one of those strap-ons with the adjustable harness.

“Here it is,” she said.  “Have you ever used one before?”

I asked, “Worn one, you mean?”  

She nodded sweetly.  

“Yeah,” I confessed.  “But it's been a while.”

“It's been a while for me, too.  I mean, I've never actually worn one.  I'm pretty impressed by anyone who can.  But it's been a while since...”

She trailed off, but that was okay.  I knew what she meant, and we were both in the same situation. We were living with family members.  We didn't have a lot of privacy.  Sex hadn't been a big part of our lives in recent years.

Which sucks, because we're both still young.  I mean, we're not old.  It's a shame that we've missed out on so many opportunities to get physical with other girls.

But it's good that we've found each other.  It's good that we have this weekend, with a whole house to ourselves.  It's good that we can dream of what's to come.

Maya helped me fit the harness over my panties. I needed her help to get it so it wasn't too tight that it hurt, but it wasn't so loose that the dildo wiggled around.

As for the dildo itself, it was fat but not long.  The colour matched my panties, by some extreme stroke of luck.  The texture was soft and matte, and the shape tapered slightly.  I couldn't wait to put it inside her, but I was also pretty nervous.  The first time I used a strap-on, it was an entirely frustrating experience.  I couldn't get going the way I wanted, and the dildo kept popping out every time I backed off.  I got better with practise, but that was years ago.  If I tried with Maya and I was just plain bad at it, I'd feel so embarrassed.  I really wanted to impress her.

Instead of confiding my insecurities, I decided to act confident instead.  Brandy's business tips were transferable to the bedroom, I figured.  If Maya could be confident with her clients, I could be confident with a dildo.  

Maya was the one who decided to drape herself across the bed.  Both feet rested on the floor.  Her butt waved beautifully in the air.  I'd never had sex this way, but she certainly knew what she wanted.  What could I do but give it to her?

She did me a huge favour by reaching back and spreading her cheeks. This way, I got a good look at everything down there.  She certainly wasn't shy about showing off her beautiful butt crack and the silky flesh of her sex, and she had no reason to be.  Her body was luscious. That's not a word I'd normally use to describe someone as thin as Maya, but luscious comes in many forms.  Even skinny ones, sometimes.

I guided the dildo toward the wetness of her centre, then softly circled its smooth tip around that juicy hole. She moaned like I was her entire world. 

What an amazing feeling!

As I gently pressed the tip inside her swollen wetness, I held tightly to the base of the dildo. I didn't have much confidence in my strap-on abilities. I didn't trust the harness to hold that thing adequately in place.  

“Oh!” she said as I moved deeper inside her.

I tensed up, not knowing what that “Oh!” meant.

“Did I hurt you?” I asked.

“No, no,” she replied.  “No, it feels good.  Keep going.”

I guess I almost hoped she'd tell me to stop.  That way I wouldn't end up disappointing her with my incredible lack of skill.

“Keep going,” she repeated.  “It's okay. You're doing well.”

I didn't believe that for a second, but I'm glad she said it. Her encouragement gave me the confidence to delve a little deeper. 

When she moaned into the guest room quilt, I went deeper still.

“Is that good?” I asked.

The sound that came out of her was not a word.  It was a deep groan.  I worried that, if she got any louder, we'd have Juliette pawing at the door, trying to figure out what was going on.

I took a chance and let go of the dildo.  That's the only way I could bottom out, which seemed to be what she craved.  I'm not sure how she managed to communicate that to me with only a groan, but she certainly did.

My hands found her hips as her fingers strained for my thighs, missing my skin, but still trying to reach. I held on tight as I drew my body back, then slowly entered her again.  Each time I eased backward, I was careful not to go too far.  I didn't want the dildo falling out.  I didn't want to have to scramble to get it back in, or accidentally whack her with it.  I didn't want anything embarrassing to happen.  

So many things in sex can feel humiliating, if you don't have confidence.

“Feels good,” Maya mumbled.

That boosted me a bit.

“Feels soooo good!”

That boosted me a lot.

I worked it a little faster, and Maya cooed her approval. Faster still, and she started to yelp. When I dug my fingers into her bony hips, she started to buck back against me.  She banged her butt into my pelvis so forcefully I almost got launched across the room.  Good thing I was clinging to her body.

“Oh, Fortune!” she moaned.  “Keep at me!”

I wondered what it felt like.  I'd never been entered like this.  So fast and furious.  Did she realize how exhausting the work was?  Worth it, but not easy!  I could feel the sweat collecting at the small of my back and between my breasts, but I remained focused on staying true to the path.  The last thing I wanted to do was pop out at the exact moment she reached the heady heights of climax.

“Yes!” Maya hollered.  I thought I might be ramming her a little too hard, but it didn't seem so, from the way she reacted.  She just kept bucking back at me, slapping her butt against my front, and crying out to the gods above.  

When she lifted her perfect feet to my thighs and kicked me away, I knew I'd done my job.  She was panting so hard she couldn't speak.  I just rested my back against the wall, staring from Maya's spent body to the glistening nectar coating my dildo. 

I drew down the covers and lifted her into bed, tucking her naked body in and then kissing her on the forehead. By the time I came back from the bathroom, she was fast asleep. The drive must have tired her out, and I'm sure walking the dog contributed to her exhaustion.  

Rather than risk waking her, I came downstairs to write in my journal. Juliette has joined me on the couch.  I might watch a little TV before bed.  We never did eat dinner, but I guess we spent the entire car ride snacking, so we probably don't need it.

Maybe I should go upstairs and join Maya in bed.  I just don't want her thinking I'm waking her for sex.  Even though that's the only thing I really want right now. Even though we just had sex. I wouldn't want her thinking it's a tit-for-tat situation, that she got to come so I should get to as well.

But it's only fair. Right? 

Today's Theme: A Perfect Day

When I snuck into bed beside Maya last night, I couldn't have imagined she would wake me up in such a perfect way this morning.

At first, I thought I was dreaming.  I could feel two hands moulding my breasts.  Squeezing them.  Not too hard. Not too soft.  An incomparable undulating sensation.  Just perfect.

She didn't stay behind me for long.  I must have rolled onto my back, barely awake.  The next thing I knew, her mouth was between my legs, but her hands were still squeezing my breasts.  She could do that forever and I wouldn't complain.  I couldn't get enough.

Her warm tongue slid slowly up my lower lips.  Nothing was rough.  Nothing was hard.  Everything soft and sweet and controlled.  She knew precisely what to do and how to do it. She ran her tongue up to my clit, teasing that engorged nub of flesh before starting all over again.  

I could feel the tip of her tongue dipping inside me, then rising from the depths.  So delicious.  So decadent.  She knew to keep squeezing my breasts all the while.  She never got distracted.  It never slipped her mind.  She kept working them with her graceful hands.  I peeled down the sheet to find her fingers on my silk chemise and her face between my naked thighs. 

Maya was the most beautiful sight my eyes had ever beheld.

It didn't take long before I was writhing against her face, feeling almost guilty for slathering her cheeks and her chin with my wetness.  I couldn't decided which way to move: up and down? Side to side? In circles?  Everything felt good, but nothing felt perfect.  

Not until I worked the diagonal.

That's when I really found my groove.  

Maya stopped licking me, but that was fully fine.  She kept her tongue extended, and that did the trick.  Flat like that, it felt a little less wet and silky, but my parts were wet and silky enough for the both of us.  I just moved, up and down and side to side simultaneously, and she let me use her mouth in the best of ways.

“Oh yes,” I started saying, on repeat.  “Oh yes, oh yes, oh yes, Maya!”

When I said her name, she released an open-mouth whimper.  Quite a sexy sound. 

Not just that, but she started shaking her head around rapidly, keeping pace with my eager thrusts.  She kept making those noises, those incredibly sweet and lovely sounds, until an orgasm took me by surprise.  I don't know why it came as a surprise, when it's exactly what we'd been building toward, but I felt like I went from sixty percent there to one hundred.  Suddenly, I was coming, and I couldn't quite believe it.

Maya didn't stop and I couldn't stop.  She kept shaking her head and I kept shaking my body until a pretty standard orgasm turned into one I'd never experienced.  I'd always thought the orgasms I had were the best they could be, but clearly I was wrong. This one Maya gave me went above and beyond any pleasure I had previously experienced.

I tried to close my legs, but Maya held them open.  When I stopped moving, she took over licking.  Slow, now.  Very slow, as if she knew that's all I could handle.  If she'd gone any faster, I'd have squealed like a piggy, snapped my legs together, and rolled off the side of the bed.

Kneading my breasts, she licked slow circles around my clit.  Her movements were so sensual I wanted the moment to last forever.  After the two orgasms I'd just experienced, I wouldn't have thought I could stand any more pleasure. 

I guess I was wrong.

Maya built me up slowly, though I was already close to the peak.  She acted like she was starting all over again: nothing rough, nothing ragged.  Just gentle, loving strokes with her tongue until I climbed that mountain again. 

Didn't take long to get there, this time. 

When I reached the top, the sensation was mind-shattering. 

Why had nobody ever done this for me before?  It took Maya to guide me through orgasm after orgasm, to get me to the one that made my toes curl and my teeth clench.  

I could never have gotten there on my own. 

I would have stopped after one.  

I thought I was done.  

Turns out I wasn't.

“That was amazing,” I told Maya as she climbed my half-naked body.

“Payback for last night,” she answered.

I was glad she'd remembered.  

Sitting up in bed, she said, “I've got a reading to do—”

“Oh!  Do you want me to go out or something?  Do you need privacy?  Or do you have to go somewhere, to meet the person?”

“No, no,” she responded.  “I'm just doing this one by email.  The client knows I'm away for the weekend, but she's a regular and... well, you know how it is.”

I didn't.

“Best to keep the regulars happy,” she clarified.  “Best to keep everybody happy, if you can, come to think of it.  I have a lot of respect for my clients.  I always want to do the best readings I can for them.”

“That's good,” I replied, because I knew she really meant it.  Maya wasn't a charlatan.  She wanted to help people in life, and tarot was the best way she knew how.  I actually really admire her for that, and for her devotion to the craft.  

I didn't respect what she did before, when I thought she and all tarot readers were just trying to scam innocent people like my mother, but it's up to individuals to choose how they spend their own money.  

Maya clearly wants her clients to live their best lives.  

How could I resent her for such an admirable quality?

When I came downstairs after luxuriating in the shower, I found Maya hopping around in the backyard with Juliette.  “Frolicking” might be a better word for it.  She looked so cute, leaping and teasing the dog with a toy.  

They looked like a couple of ballerinas.

I noticed there was real maple syrup in the cupboard and a waffle maker on the counter, so I whipped us up a batch while Maya worked on her readings.  We still had the blueberries we bought yesterday, so I sprayed on a dollop of the whipped cream I found in the fridge, sprinkled on the berries, and poured the syrup into ramekins. I like dunking my waffles rather than drenching them. I get a better sense of control that way.

Maya's tarot cards were spread out over the coffee table, so she put her laptop on the couch and came over to the breakfast island so we could eat together.  She went on and on about how decadent the waffles were and how great a cook I was, but it really isn't hard to make waffles.  I think she just wanted me to feel accomplished.  Which is nice, in itself.  I haven't done much in life to feel accomplished about.  In fact, I haven't done anything I can feel accomplished about. 

But Maya loved my waffles, and her enthusiasm made me feel great.

After she'd finished her client reading, Maya suggested we check out the farmer's market.  Apparently it's a big thing for the town.  Now that I've been, I can understand why. It made for a really fun outing, and the market was more than just a couple fruit stands.  Outdoors, all kinds of farmers were selling all kinds of produce, from fresh Ontario garlic to peaches to peppers.  We bought a ton. 

I was particularly excited about the peaches.  Just the smell of those things, oh, they were calling out to be eaten.

By that point, we hadn't even entered the indoor market yet. 

“Wow,” I said, when we went inside.  “This place is hopping!”

“Have you ever been to St. Jacobs?” Maya asked.  

I told her yes, many times, because I'd gone to university so close to there, and she said oh yes, of course, like she should have been able to piece that together herself. I don't expect her to know things I haven't told her.  She's a tarot reader, not a mind reader.

The indoor market was nowhere near as large as the one in St. Jacob, but it definitely had its charms. We bought artisanal soaps and matching rings made of wire and beads, then we treated ourselves to fresh-squeezed juice and Taiwanese dumplings.  For dessert, we had Mennonite donuts we actually watched being made.  

We ate outdoors in the sunshine.  

It was one of those perfect excursions you remember for the rest of your life. 

When we got back to the house, Juliette was very excited to see us.  She's not a rambunctious dog, but she knows how to communicate affection.  Maya looked up a wooded area where we could take her for a walk, so we put on our sturdiest shoes and grabbed Juliette's leash.  

The forest was a perfect pick for a dog walk.  There were probably lots of other people around, but it didn't seem crowded until we reached the river.  That's where all the dogs hang out, apparently.  That's where they play catch with sticks they've picked up along the trail and gallop goofily through the water. 

We didn't want to let Juliette off her leash, but she didn't seem terribly interested in the water anyway, so we continued along the riverside for what felt like forever—in a good way.  I can't remember the last time I went on such an extended hike, and I'm not counting walking around the city, because that wasn't planned and it wasn't in the woods.

“I really enjoy doing stuff like this,” I told Maya.

“Me too!” she replied.  “Nature is such an incredible healing force.  It's so good for your mental health, getting out among the greenery, breathing in the fresh air.”  She hesitated for a moment before asking, “Don't you think this would be a great place to live?”

I probably hesitated, too, before saying, “Actually, yeah.  I would love to live here.”

She didn't say anything more on the topic.  We'd already talked about moving, but the realer it gets, the scarier it gets.  When it comes right down to it, we don't know each other that well.  We haven't been a couple very long.  Most people would probably say we're crazy for moving so fast.  

Maybe we are. 

When we came back from walking the dog, we were so tired we collapsed in front of the TV.  We'd talked about going out for dinner, but as afternoon merged into evening, we found we didn't have the energy.

“Oh!” Maya said.  “We still have that mushroom risotto we bought and then instantly forgot about.  Let's have that for dinner.”

“Good idea,” I agreed.  

It felt like it took me four hours to roll off the couch and make my way to the kitchen, though I'm sure it was only a couple seconds.  

The mushroom risotto was really easy to heat up.  I topped our plates with fresh cracked pepper and petals of parmesan, then set them on the table.  When Maya joined me, she said, “Wow, everything you make looks delicious!”

I'm not sure I deserved that compliment when I didn't make the risotto itself.  It tasted amazing, by the way.  So creamy and full of flavour that we decided to go to the company's website, after dinner, to see where their products were sold.

The website was easy enough to find—it was on the risotto's packaging—but the big surprise came when we clicked on the About Us page.  Maya actually jumped out of her chair before I'd even figured out what she was so worked up about.  

Pointing at the computer, she said, “It's him!  That's him!”

“Him who?” I asked, following her finger's trajectory to the photo on the screen.

“The picture your mother showed us.  Remember that photo?  Take that face and age it thirty years.  That's him!”

The oddest sensation took over my chest as I gazed at the image on the website—the picture of the company's owner, Leonard Krashinsky.  Nerdy name for a guy my mother described as suave and seductive.  No wonder he went by Leo rather than Len or Lenny.

Maya was absolutely right, of course: the mushroom man really did look like an age-progressed photograph of the man who was, reputedly, my father.  

Still, I said, “It can't be him.”

“Why not?” Maya asked.  “We should go to the factory tomorrow and see if we can talk to him.”

“I don't think we should.” 

“That pregnant lady with the lizard said the owner was really nice.  We should go tomorrow, since we're in town.”

“Tomorrow is Sunday,” I said.  “He won't be working. And if he owns the company, he probably doesn't work out of that building anyway.  He probably has a nice fancy office somewhere.”

“We can give it a shot anyway,” Maya suggested.  “Even if he's not physically on premises, I'm sure someone who works there can lead us in the right direction.  If the mushroom man has a daughter, I'm sure he wants to know.  I'm sure he wants to know you.”

“Yeah,” I said.  “Well, I'm not sure I want to know him.”

“Why not?” 

When I didn't respond, Maya read my mind.  

“Are you worried it would be unfair to your father—the father who raised you?  Fortune, your father you will always hold a special place in your heart and in your life.  I get that—trust me, I do.”

I surprised myself by saying, “I don't need a new father.”

Maya took hold of my hand and gave it a squeeze.  “This Leonard guy will never replace your father.  He's not supposed to.  That's not why we're looking for him.”

“Then why?” I asked, desperately choking back tears. “If he can't replace my father, then what's the point in meeting him?”

“He contributed to the making of you, and you're my favourite person on this planet. Even if he didn't participate in your formative years, that doesn't mean he can't be in your life from here on in. It doesn't have to be in a big way, but who knows?  It could be. That's up to you. And it's up to him.  But the first step is tracking him down and asking if he's the one.”

Fear took hold in that moment.  My chest had never felt so tight.  “What if he really is my biological father, but he won't acknowledge me?  Or what if he tells me it's true, but he doesn't want me in his life?  If he's rich, he might think I'm after his money.”

Nodding gently, Maya said, “Any of those things might happen.  They're all possibilities. But we don't know for sure how this'll play out until we approach him and tell him what's what. According to your mother, he doesn't even know you exist.  I'm sure that's information he'd like to have.”

“True,” I agreed. “But I'm afraid.”

“I know,” Maya acknowledged.  “I'll be with you every step of the way, if that helps.”

“Of course it does,” I told her.  “I couldn't do any of this without you.”

Today's Theme: New Beginnings

It's been a day of unexpected events, to say the very least.  

Maya came over to visit, but that's become fairly common since our trip to Guelph.  The first time she came around, it was to help me convince my mother it might be a good idea to reach out to the mushroom man.  Actually, Maya had to convince me of it first. I wasn't so sure he'd want to hear from this random person called Fortune.

And since she'd been able to talk me into contacting my biological father, I figured she would be the perfect person to convince my mother as well.

As it turned out, there was no convincing necessary.  As soon as we shared the news that we'd possibly located my father, my mother was set on writing to him.  We did it together that very day.  We wrote to the email address on the mushroom website.  It took us hours to figure out exactly how to phrase what we wanted to get across, but it was actually kind of a relief to get it done.

We received an autoreply right away, but that was the end of it. The day went by, and the next day, and the day after that, with no response.

My mother started picking at me, a little harder with every passing day.  I guess I picked back, if I'm honest.  She blamed me for wanting to include sentences she thought should be cut in the final edit.  I blamed her for anything that came to mind, even if it didn't make much sense.  We were just irritated that the mushroom man wasn't getting back to us, and who could we take it out on but each other?

Everything changed today, when we got an unexpected knock on our door.

Maya and I were in my room, looking at rental sites online, dreaming about getting a place of our own. There were so many snags: who would rent to us when we had zero income?  If Maya moves out of Toronto, she'll have to leave her high-paying job. Lots of people do commute to the city, but Maya doesn't want to—not for a job she doesn't even care about.  Commuting removes too many hours from your day.  

I'd be no help, with no job at all.  Maya has savings, but I don't really.  

It was all starting to feel very depressing.

And then came that unexpected knock at the door.

From the front window, I heard my mother call out, “It's him!  Fortune, it's him!  He's here!”

Rushing from my bedroom, I asked, “Who's here?”

“Leo!” my mother cried.

Maya asked, “The mushroom man?”

“The very same!”  My mother rushed to the front door and yanked it open.

I've never seen such a huge smile on her face.

“Leo!” she cried.

“Renata?  Is that you?”  A matching grin lit up the face of the man I'd seen in my mother's photograph, and again online.  As my mother moved toward him, he extended his arms to wrap her in an enthusiastic hug.  My mother squealed, then giggled, and I don't think I'd ever felt so happy for her.

“I can't believe you're here!” my mother said, jumping in place.

Not that I know much about men, but I imagine most might be scared off by my mother's over-the-top intensity.  Not Leo.  He seemed overjoyed that she was so happy to see him after all these years.

“I should have made arrangements first,” Leo told us.  “I knew I'd be in the vicinity today—my parents live not too far from here, and I visit them every weekend—but some weeks they need more help than others.  If I got stuck up a tree helping them prune, I didn't want to disappoint you with my tardiness.”

“Oh, I would understand a thing like that,” my mother replied.  “Who wouldn't?”

“You'd be surprised.  Some women find devotion to one's parents a tad off-putting.”

“Not me!” my mother said, glancing swiftly in my direction.  “Kids taking care of their parents is the way it should be.”

When Leo followed my mother's gaze in my direction, Maya pushed me forward.  “You must be Fortune.  Thank you for your email.  I'm sorry I didn't reply.  I should have said something in response, only I'm better in person than on paper.  I wanted to meet you face to face—talk face to face.”

“I'm glad you came,” I said, reaching out to shake his hand.  It probably would have been less awkward just to hug him, but I didn't know what I was supposed to do.  It's not every day you meet your biological father.

Maya stepped forward and said, “Why don't we all sit in the backyard?  It's such a beautiful day—would be a shame to spend our time indoors.”

“That's a wonderful idea,” my mother chimed in.  “Leo, I haven't introduced you to the most recent addition to our family: this is Maya.  She's Fortune's special someone.”

My heart inflated like mad when my mother described Maya as family.  I'd never heard her say anything like that before.  I had no idea my mother thought that way.

She went on to say, “I'll make a pot of tea.  Or is it too hot for tea?  Would everybody like cold drinks instead?”

“It's never too hot for tea,” Leo said, cheerfully.  “I would love a cup.”

“Please, Renata,” Maya said.  “I'll make the tea.  You and Fortune catch up with Leo.”

Maya squeezed my hand as my mother said, “That's so kind of you.”

That's Maya.  Kind only scratches the surface.  She really is incredible.  She's secure enough in herself and in our relationship that she was willing to give me and my mother a bit of privacy as I spent time with the man who, apparently, is my father.

We showed Leo out through the kitchen while Maya put the kettle on, and he was immediately drawn toward the fire pit.  “This reminds me of the first time I laid eyes on you,” he said to my mother.

“Across the fire.  You remember that?”

He laughed generously and said, “How could I forget?  You always were the one who got away.”

My mother blushed, then said, “Fortune, see if you can find some wood in the shed.  And a bit of kindling.  We'll have a fire today.”

“Right now?” I asked, but that was a stupid question.  I went into the shed for wood while my mother and her former beau caught up.  For kindling, I had to scavenge around the trees at the edge of the yard.

When I returned to the fire pit, my mother and Leo stopped talking, so I dropped the wood and kindling inside the rusted shell and sped into the house for old newspaper.

“How's it going?” Maya asked.

“Good, I think.  They're just talking.  My mother wants to light a fire.”

“I bet she does!” Maya giggled.

“That's my mother you're talking about!”  I slapped her playfully on the arm.  “The worst thing is, I know you're right.”

“I know I am, too!”

While I was in the kitchen, I helped Maya find a few things—like the teapot, for instance.  We put a bunch of cookies on a plate, put everything on a tray, then I grabbed an old issue of the weekly free paper that came to our house stuffed with grocery ads.  

And a barbecue lighter, as well. 

When me and Maya emerged from the house, my mother and Leo seemed pleased to see us.  Maya set the tea tray down on an old stump, and I got busy lighting the fire.  Luckily, it wasn't a super-hot day.  It was actually getting to feel like fall, and that's exactly when you want a hot cup of tea in front of a nice warm fire. 

The sparks between Leo and my mother were unmistakeable.  You'd think that would make me uncomfortable or even defensive, but I actually felt strangely included in their love—maybe because I'm a product of it.

It's also encouraging to know that attraction can remain, even after thirty years. 

In thirty years' time, I want to feel as drawn to Maya as I do today.

As the tea got passed around, Leo said to me, “I can't tell you how overjoyed I was when I found out I have a daughter.  My mushrooms are my life, and I really do think of my workers as family, but if there's one thing age is teaching me, it's that there's more to life than business.”  Looking to my mother, he said, “I'm tired of being alone.  I'm ready for more.”  Then, turning his gaze to me, he said, “You couldn't have come into my life at a better time.” 

There was something about Leo that set me instantly at ease and made me feel valued.  Honesty overcame me and I said, “I'm really looking forward to getting to know you.”

My mother cut in, saying, “I'm looking forward to getting to know you better!”

I rolled my eyes at Maya, and she offered a soft smile in response. 

“We're actually thinking of moving to Guelph—not far from your mushroom farm,” Maya told Leo.  “It'll mean finding jobs in town, not to mention a place to live.  You surely know the area better than we do.  What would you suggest?”

A brilliant smile moved across his lips.  “Now that you mention it, the tenants at one of my rental properties has given notice—they'll be moving out in three months' time.  I'd planned on renovating the kitchen and bath before getting it back on the market, but maybe it would be of interest to you two.  If you're keen on moving soon, you could settle in prior to renovations.  If you need a little more time, you could move in after.”

“Wow,” I said.  “That's amazing.  Either would be great, if we can afford it.”

“Don't worry about that,” Leo replied.  “You'll be able to afford it.  I'm a sucker for young love.  And if it's work you're after, there are always positions available in my company.  I treat my workers well and they stick by me, but I also hire students who move back home at the end of the school year, that sort of thing.  So jobs come up frequently—especially in my new gourmet food preparation area.”

“You'd be great at that!” Maya said to me.  She told Leo, “Fortune's an amazing cook.”

Blushing, I said, “No, I'm not.”

My mother blew me away by adding, “Oh, yes she is!  Fortune cooks all the meals around here, and they're delicious.  She must get that from you, because she certainly doesn't get it from me.”

I made the mistake of saying, “Father was a great cook.  I got my skills from him.”

Everyone was quiet for a moment.  How are people expected to respond to something so awkward?

But Leo was great.  He reached over and placed a warm hand on my knee and said, “Your father obviously raised you well.”  Then he looked to my mother and said, “Both your parents did.”

I got a lump in my throat, so I just nodded.  I couldn't be expected to speak.

Maya smoothed the way by asking Leo, “So, your parents live around here?”

He said yes and told us where—not exactly nearby, but not far away either.  He's been in this area a lot, lately, to care for his aging parents.  There are a lot of things in life he's willing to throw money at, but his parents' care isn't one of them.  He does everything he can on the weekends, while his other siblings take care of matters during the week.

My mother was clearly impressed, hearing that.  She spoke up quickly to say, “You can stay here, if it's too much driving. You're more than welcome to stay with me.”

“I'm sure I'll take you up on that offer,” Leo replied.

As much as I miss Father and always will, I've got to admit how good it is to see Mother so happy.  She's finally crushing on a man who seems to return her affections. That's new.  I'll tell you one thing, though: if he stays overnight at this house, I don't want to be here! 

Judging by the looks going back and forth between those two, they're likely to get rowdy.

Oh, gross!  What an awkward thought to have about your own mother.

About your own parents!

It was really trippy, the moment I realized these two people made me.  Their bodies formed my body. Maybe the mushroom man didn't make me all of who I am, but he laid the groundwork when he met my mother all these years ago.

And now, thirty years later, they're looking at each other like those thirty years never happened.  Like they just saw each other across the flames of a bonfire, and they haven't even met. Their whole lives are ahead of them.

Just like me and Maya.  We haven't been together long, but when you meet that one person who can move you to a new place—body, mind and soul—you just know you're going to build a life together. 
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	//window.scrollTo(0, window.innerHeight);

	

	window.device.reportPageCount(gPageCount);
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	}
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}
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}
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}
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{
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/**
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/**
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