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Chapter 1
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“Mrs. Galloway!”

Ruth’s spirits soared on the scent of peppermint hot chocolate... 

“Mrs. Galloway, wait up!”

...until she heard her name called across the café. 

“Mrs. Galloway, over here!”

Her guidance-counsellor name.

Couldn’t she make it home from school once, just once, without another “What are you up to these days?” conversation with students she barely remembered?

Maybe Ruth could escape the crowded coffee shop without acknowledging whoever had called her name.  The door was right there.  Definitely do-able, and seriously tempting, but it would be rude, wouldn’t it?  Mustn’t be rude.  

“Mrs. Galloway?”

Setting her cup down, Ruth turned to see who’d hollered.  At one time, a former student would necessarily have been a young person, but after thirty years doing this job, a former student could be forty plus.  

God, that made her feel old.

Ruth scanned the café, but she still wasn’t sure who’d said her name—not until a girl in a bright orange hoodie bustled through the crowd.  “Hey!  I thought it was you.  How’s it going?”

“Fine... yes... thanks.”  

Ruth searched the girl’s face for identity clues.  More and more, these days, she drew a blank.  Many young people had passed through her office, over the years.  

“And yourself?” Ruth asked, still groping for a name.  “What are you up to?”

“Fuck-all right now.”

Cursing. Okay. This is new.

“Why?” the girl asked.  “Wanna do something?”

“Ohhh...”  Ruth didn’t quite know what to say. “I was just heading home, actually.”

“Awesome.  I’ll walk with you.”

What?

Ruth watched the girl tear open packet after little brown packet of natural sugar and dump each one into her black coffee.  Then stir, stir, stir, and top it off with as much cream as the cup would hold.

Who are you?

The girl’s features seemed vaguely familiar: full face, strong jaw, hair an explosion of black curls with orange highlights nearly the same colour as her vibrant hoodie.  Those deep, dark eyes flickered with impish heat that tied Ruth’s stomach in knots.  Beautiful, wide smile, and not too much makeup.  Skin as smooth and fragrant as coffee with cream. Mid-twenties, maybe?  Ruth had never been any good at guessing women’s ages.  Men were easier to peg, easier to pinpoint.  Women mystified her.

“You still live on Estate Street, yeah?”

“Yes...”

How do you know where I live?

Ruth placed a lid on her hot chocolate, but it was too big.  Other customers were edging toward the counter now, and she felt strangely anxious as she struggled to figure out which lid would fit her cup.  She wasn’t normally so stupid, or so easily frazzled.  

“Tricky little fuckers, aren’t they?” the unnamed girl asked as she picked out a lid and snapped it on Ruth’s drink. “I worked at a coffee shop in university.  Now I can spot a medium lid at a hundred paces.”

“Well, that’s something, at least.”

The girl opened the café door and Ruth followed her into the brisk autumn afternoon. “I worked a lot of shit jobs in university,” she said.  “I guess everyone does, if they’re paying their own way.”

“Indeed,” Ruth agreed, thought she’d never been concerned about money, even in her youth.  

“If I’d gone into engineering like Mom and Dad wanted, they’d have paid for everything.  But fuck that, right?  I’d rather serve up a billion non-fat decaf vanilla soy lattes and go to art school than take money from Daddy Dearest and spend the rest of my life as some douchebag engineer.”

“Chasing a treasured dream is enviable, certainly.”  Ruth’s throat tightened, and she took a long sip of hot chocolate in hopes that the peppermint would soothe it.  “Mind you, I always tell my kids to keep their options open.”

The girl looked surprised, as if Ruth had unleashed some sort of Jerry Springer revelation on her.  “You’ve got kids?”

“My kids... at school.”  Ruth waited for recognition to spark, but the girl’s face remained a puzzled mask.  “I’m a guidance counsellor.”

The girl tilted her head, slowing her pace, squinting.  “Oh yeah. I knew that, I think.”

Now Ruth was really confused.  

If this girl hadn’t been a student, who on earth was she?  

“So... you went to art school, then?”

“Yeppers.”  She passed her coffee cup from one hand to the other and stuck out her wrist.  The bulky bracelet she had on was made of bottle caps pasted over with images of 1950s housewives.  “Now I make jewellery.”

“I see.”  Ruth tried to smile, but that was really quite an unsightly trinket.

They moved off the sidewalk while a neighbour pushed an enormous stroller past.

“Ugly kid,” the mystery girl said, loudly enough to embarrass Ruth by association.

In truth, Ruth hadn’t looked.  She’d found it easier to move children off her radar.  If she didn’t see them, they didn’t exist.  Simple enough.

“Shitballs.”  The girl pointed up the street.  “My dad’s home early.  Damn it!  I thought I’d have a few more hours of not being nagged.”

Ruth followed her finger to a car parked in the neighbour’s drive.

“The second I walk through that door he’s gonna be all, ‘What time did you wake up, Agnes?  Did you look for a job today, Agnes?  Well, what did you do all day?’  Bugs the fuck out of me, you know? It’s my life.  I work on my own schedule.”

“Agnes!”

The girl looked both startled and puzzled in light of Ruth’s exclamation.  “Yes...?”  

It was Agnes!

Not a former student at all!  This was neighbour-girl Agnes.  Ruth had never been terribly close with her parents, but they’d lived down the block for... oh, had to be thirty years.  Nevina, Agnes’s mother, had once offered to teach her a few Guyanese cooking techniques, but that was years ago.  Agnes’s father, Maurice, was more the old money country club type.  He met Nevina on vacation, married her and brought her home to Canada.

That was the story, at least.  Ruth only ever heard neighbourhood gossip second-hand, so God only knew how true it was.  The street-wide zeitgeist presumed Maurice a passport for Nevina, who was sure to run off given the slightest opportunity.  But here they were, thirty years and three kids later, still together.

Goes to show what neighbourhood gossip was worth.

“If you’d rather, you could hide at my house,” Ruth said, though she wasn’t sure why she was extending this offer.  “If you’d like to duck your father for a few extra minutes, that is.”

“Sweet!  Thanks, Mrs. Galloway.”  Agnes put an arm around Ruth’s shoulder and squeezed.

Ruth’s knees buckled, but she recovered without dropping her hot chocolate.  “Please, you must call me Ruth.  We’re both adults, after all.”

Both adults.  Hard to believe.  Seemed like just the other day this girl was running through sprinkler in her bathing suit.  Then, in her teenaged years, the rumour mill had pegged Agnes as a ‘bad influence.’ Ruth recalled hearing through the grapevine that Agnes’s favourite sport was shoplifting, and she’d encouraged other girls to try their hands at the game.  

Then again, such rumours could have related more to the colour of Agnes’s skin than her actual actions or behaviours.  People around here pretended not to exert racial prejudices, but this had always been an overwhelmingly white neighbourhood. 

Ruth led Agnes to the house, feeling exceedingly tense as she unlocked the door.  The girl’s arm around her shoulder was a gesture of affection, she realized, but affection had become a lost art for Ruth.  

She managed to slip away by sitting on the stairs and easing off her shoes.

“Make yourself at home, Agnes.  My only request is that you remove your sneakers.”

Leaning against the wall, Agnes pulled her laces from under the tongue of her hightops.  Goodness, Ruth clearly remembered the first time those shoes had been in fashion.  Agnes would have been a baby, then.

The neighbour girl had been gangly, growing up, but she’d filled out nicely.  Ruth couldn’t help watching as she set her coffee cup on the front hall table and peeled off her hideous hoodie.  Underneath, she wore a threadbare Iggy Pop concert T-shirt. Her breasts stretched the white fabric, which was so thin her bright pink bra glowed through like a beacon.

Ruth realized she was staring, and quickly looked down at her dowdy orthopaedics.  When she dared to glance back, Agnes picked up her coffee and chewed the plastic lid, contemplating Ruth with a look so seductive it felt almost threatening.

Scarlet heat tore up Ruth’s neck, blazing in her cheeks.

Agnes swept across the hardwood in stocking feet.  Her socks were black with little white ghosts. “You still live with that bald guy?” she asked.

“Lawrence?  Yes.”  Ruth watched Agnes slip into the front room.  She ached to follow, but couldn’t bring herself to move.  “That bald guy is my husband.”

A sour sensation rolled through Ruth’s stomach.

My husband.

She took a sip of peppermint hot chocolate, and that helped.

Agnes tilted her head to read the titles on the built-in bookshelf. “I always thought you were too good for that dude.”

Ruth watched through the stair railings, not knowing quite how to respond.  Too good for him?  Was that a compliment?

“You always looked so young and beautiful, out there working in your garden.  He looked old.  Way too old for you.”

Ruth laughed without meaning to.  “Lawrence looks younger today than he did ten years ago.  Men are lucky that way.”

Agnes looked Ruth straight in the eye.  “Bet you could still get lucky if you really wanted to.”

Was that... a come-on?  

Ruth’s brain sizzled.  

The heat in Agnes’s gaze travelled the hallway, unhindered by distance.  This situation was strange.  Simply too strange.

Rumour pegged Agnes as a girl who liked girls, even in high school.  But why on earth would a beautiful, buxom young woman be interested in Ruth?  She wouldn’t. 

Agnes hadn’t moved, and yet Ruth felt the girl’s hot breath all over her skin, making her prickle inside and out.

“Well?” Agnes asked.

Ruth’s tongue felt too thick for her mouth.  “I don’t know what you mean.”

Agnes approached slowly.  Her hips surged side to side.  She had on a black belt, though her tight grey jeans would surely have stayed up on their own.  The buckle read ‘Pet My’ and it was set against the retro image of a snarling Halloween cat.  Another Agnes original, no doubt.

What must her father think of this so-called art?

“If you ever wanted to...”  Standing at the base of the stairs, Agnes leaned in, leaned close.  “I mean... do you want to?”

That’s when Ruth realized she was about to get kissed.  

She focused on Agnes’s pink lips because, goodness, they were so full and beautiful even without cosmetic enhancement.  She found herself drawn to that mouth, moth to flame.

Ruth’s chocolate-mint breath bounced from Agnes’s lips back to hers when she said, “Sure I want to.”

When Agnes’s hands landed at Ruth’s sides, attraction transformed to fear.  Ruth tried to escape, but Agnes insisted.  The back of Ruth’s head met a stair. Nowhere to hide.  Their chests touched with every breath, and Ruth found herself hoping the girl would press those gorgeous breasts fully against hers.  She could feel that sensation on the horizon, like a blast of hot anticipation.  

Yes, she wanted it.

Agnes kissed her, softly, on the lips, and Ruth’s whole body turned liquid.  She would have dripped down the stairs if Agnes hadn’t been there to hold her in place.  When that youthful tongue infiltrated her mouth, she moaned.  The heat was unbearable.  She felt itchy on the inside, where nothing but a kiss could scratch—a cause and cure wrapped into one.

How long since she’d been kissed this way?  

Since she’d kissed her husband, even?  

In all the years they’d known each other Ruth had never kissed Lawrence like this. He’d appealed to her intellect, not her body.  Not her mouth.  Not even her heart, perhaps.  

Theirs was a marriage of minds. 

She pressed forward and felt the pressure she’d hoped for, the beautiful bliss of Agnes’s breasts.  She wanted desperately to touch, but she resisted because, of course, it wouldn’t be proper.  It wouldn’t be at all proper to grasp those gorgeous mounds of flesh, to squeeze them like ripe melons, feel them yielding to her palms.  It wouldn’t be right to strip Agnes bare and suck her nipples, or to reach down and find the girl’s wetness.

Oh, yes!

What Ruth wouldn’t give to plant her face between Agnes’ thighs, lick that girl languidly, luxuriously. Take those lovely lips in her mouth and suck.  Ruth would have her screaming to the rafters, crying out for more and then begging for mercy.

Agnes eased away.  Her lips glowed bright red and glistened with wetness.  

Ruth’s heart pounded in her ears, but astonishment kept her from moving or speaking.  In any case, what would she say?  Thank you?

Smiling distantly, Agnes backed away.  

This was a dream.  A good dream.  A fantasy dream.  

Ruth could feel her body throbbing, pulsing right between the legs.

Agnes grabbed her hoodie, tossed it over her arm, and picked up her shoes.

“You know where I live,” the girl whispered in a voice that struck Ruth as both gritty and dark.

She slipped out of the house in stocking feet.  

Ruth watched through the window as Agnes stepped down the garden path.  Her large breasts bounced when she turned onto the sidewalk.

Returning to the stairs, Ruth sat sipping her cold hot chocolate until the sun cast orange streaks across the far wall.  She ought to start dinner, but she wasn’t very hungry. She’d long ago given up playing the good wife, cooking for her husband.  They lived as roommates.  Housemates.  She’d come to the realization long ago, but staying together this way seemed preferable to anything else she could think of.

Now a new alternative presented itself.  A strange, curvaceous, kissable alternative.  And Ruth found herself undeniably curious.



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 2
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“Mrs. Galloway!”

Every time Ruth heard her name called, she perked up.  It had been more than a week since Agnes kissed her on the stairs, and she was starting to wonder if she’d dreamed the encounter.  Of course, Ruth did everything she could to avoid seeing the girl again, even taking a different route home from school so she wouldn’t walk by Agnes’s house.

Why on earth was she behaving this way?

Well, there were lots of reasons...

“Mrs. Galloway?”

Ruth covered the herbal HRT in her shopping basket with a bag of Halloween candy, then took a deep breath and turned.  

It wasn’t Agnes.  

The young woman standing before her had been a merciless overachiever at the school. That would have been five or ten years ago.  Ruth always remembered the overachievers, and not particularly fondly.  They had powerful, intense personalities, and they would step over their own grandmothers to get what they wanted.

Ruth replaced her genuine smile with a false one and said, “Hello, Stephanie.  What are you up to these days?”

“Architecture, of course.”  The girl’s voice was exactly as high-pitched and condescending as Ruth remembered it.  “Finished my honours degree in two and a half years, youngest person ever to hold a high-level position at Marcus-Banerjee-White.  I’m working on the museum overhaul now. Everyone’s always impressed when I tell them about it.” 

“I’m sure they are. Good for you.”  Ruth looked over the girl’s shoulder, as if she might spot something on the drug store shelf that would save her from this conversation. 

“What people don’t realize is that it takes an architect to design not only the bones of the structure, but also to lay out key elements...”

Shut up you little prat!  Stop your self-important babbling!  I don’t care!

All at once, the air changed.  Ruth couldn’t figure out why until she spotted Agnes through a gap in the shelves.

“Well, good to see you again,” Ruth said.  After cutting off Stephanie-the-Architect mid-sentence, she traced a zombie’s path toward Agnes.  Her heart raced.  Now that she’d spotted the girl, she was determined not to lose her again.

When Agnes joined the line for the post office, Ruth breathed a sigh of relief.  Clearly, she wasn’t going anywhere fast.

“Howdy, stranger.”  Ruth tilted her head in an attempt to be coy, but then worried she looked like an idiot and straightened up.  “Long time no see.”

“Oh... Mrs. Galloway.”  Agnes looked side to side like she was hoping to escape.  “Hi... yeah... I’ve been meaning to write you or something, but I didn’t have your email address.”

“No worries.  I’m not really on email, except work stuff.”  

Ruth felt strangely perky despite Agnes’s apparent anxiety.  There was so much she wanted to say, but not in the presence of gossipy neighbours.  

Instead, she nodded to the boxes stacked in Agnes’s arms.  “You’ve got a lot to mail, looks like.”

Agnes smiled.  “It’s product.  I got a huge order a couple weeks ago, from this feminist bookstore in the States.  They saw my stuff online and asked if I could make some custom items—not just jewellery, but magnets and funky shit like that.  I’ve been working non-fucking-stop to meet this deadline.”

The elderly woman in front of Agnes glanced over her shoulder.  Tsk tsk tsk.  

Two weeks ago Ruth might have done the same, but not anymore.  She was smitten and there was no escaping infatuation like this.

Agnes rolled her eyes. “Anyway, got it all done, but I wanted to explain the other week.”

Ruth inhaled sharply.  “It’s okay.  No, no.  Another time.  It’s fine.”

Agnes’s brow furrowed momentarily, and then her eyes widened.  She nodded.

“So, what are you doing for Halloween?” Ruth asked to fill the silence.  “You probably have big plans with your friends—parties and clubs, that sort of thing.”

“Most of my friends are in Montreal.  Like, I went to art school there, got my first job, quit my first job, got my second job, got fucking fired by my douchebag boss, then I started my jewellery business. All in Montreal.  It’s been years since I spent Halloween in Toronto.  What does everybody do here, go down on Church Street?” 

“You’re asking the wrong person.”  

Ruth smiled grimly as she did the math.  How old was Agnes, exactly?  Old enough that it would be rude to ask her age?  

“I’ll just be standing at my front door Halloween night,” Ruth said.  “Spoiling the neighbourhood kids with shell-out.”

Agnes laughed, pressing her chin against the stack of boxes she was holding.  “Shell-out?  That’s so cute.  That’s what my grandma used to call it.”

Ruth felt instantly ancient, and she swallowed that sour sensation like a pill.

“Trick-or-treat,” she corrected herself, squeezing the handles of her shopping basket for courage.  “If you’re not doing anything, you’re welcome to spend the evening in my front hall.”

Cocking her head, Agnes shot Ruth a curious gaze, which could only be broken by a post office employee shouting, “I can help who’s next.”

Why did every cashier say that these days?  I can help who’s next.  What ever happened to next please?  Too simple?  Too grammatically correct?  What?

“Wait for me, ‘kay?”  Agnes dropped her stack of parcels on the counter.  “This could take a while.”

“Yes, of course.”  Ruth stood off to the side, watching Agnes interact with the young Asian woman who worked for the post office.  She had every intention of waiting, but when she noticed the spark in that sullen postal worker’s eyes, she felt instantly uneasy.

Who was Ruth to flirt with a pretty young girl like Agnes?  Just look how other women, women Agnes’s own age, responded to her.  

For the first time, Ruth actively questioned this little obsession of hers.  Her desire was absolutely ridiculous.  Agnes ought to be with someone young and pretty, not someone like... Ruth.

Heaving a sigh, she turned toward the front of the drug store and cashed out.  

She was halfway home when she heard a laboured voice cutting through the cold autumn air.  “Mrs. Galloway! Mrs. Galloway?  Ruth!  Wait up.”

Thank God!

Ruth turned and smiled, but Agnes’s lips curled into a concerned scowl.  “I thought you were gonna wait.”

“I know, I just...”

“I really wanna talk about the other week.”  Agnes shoved her bare hands in the pockets of her military-style jacket.  She had on the same pair of grey jeans she’d been wearing the last time they’d met, and the same hightop sneakers.  “Just... I was so wired because of this project, and I was going on no sleep and way too much caffeine. I hardly knew what I was saying or... doing...”

Ruth’s heart clenched, but she insisted, “It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not.  I would never normally do a thing like that.”

“A thing... like what?”

A thing like me?

Agnes’s dark eyes pleaded, but Ruth didn’t know for what.  Forgiveness?  

Her thick lashes fluttered as she looked to the ground.  She let out a deep sigh, but didn’t answer.  

The streetlights were just coming on.  Men and women in business attire disembarked from the Queen streetcar and disbursed into the neighbourhood.  Dog owners returned home from the boardwalk.

“A thing like what?” Ruth asked again.  Her mind reeled, but she couldn’t come up with an answer, not on her own.

“It was wrong.”  Agnes looked up, and those penetrating eyes urged Ruth toward an unknown precipice.  “You’re married.  So it was wrong.”

“No...”

What?

How could Ruth possibly respond but to plead?  After a week and a half of hopeless obsession, how could she reject the possibility of foolish love?  She was married, yes, on paper, but it wasn’t a happy marriage.  It was, at best, a gloomy coexistence.  

In all her years of living and working, Ruth had never realized there were possibilities for happiness out there in the world.  It took the homecoming of a prodigal daughter, a neighbourhood pariah, to get her juices flowing.  Damned if she was going to throw that away.

“I’m sorry.”  Agnes grabbed Ruth’s forearm and gave it a kind squeeze.  “I’ll see you around.”

Before Ruth could think what to say, Agnes took off, ascending the steep incline toward home.  Sometimes it was a hassle, living on such a hilly street.  Ruth just wanted to burrow beneath the earth, far away from life and love and any prospect of happiness. Because it never lasted, did it?

Nothing gold can stay.

Lawrence’s car was parked outside the house.  His shoes stood neatly by the front door.  Ruth scuttled upstairs before he could ask the daily question: “What did you learn at school today?”

What an infantilizing jerk Lawrence could be.  And he didn’t even realize it, did he?  He had no idea how much she disliked him, at times.  Or how much she resented him.

Oh, why was she upset with Lawrence?  He hadn’t done anything wrong.  He was probably in his den downstairs, working on the computer or watching television.  Rightfully, she ought to be upset with Agnes.

Locking her bedroom door, Ruth stomped to the en suite, casting off her cardigan along the way.  She turned on the shower, then stripped like it was an Olympic sport. Averting the castigating stare of the woman in the mirror, Ruth peeled the shower curtain back and stepped under the warm cascade.

She looked at the showerhead as though it had all the answers.  As though it were Agnes. 

“How could you do this to me?”  

And then, without warning, Ruth burst into tears.

She felt ridiculous crying like this, like the girls at school, her shoulders heaving with every messy sob.  Her nose ran, and she wiped the glossy snot dripping down her lips like she was caught in a spider web.  She felt disgusting, and all she could do about it was stick her face under the hot flow, hoping water could wash away her desires.

Impossible.  The heat only encouraged her arousal.  

How could she feel this kind of pain and still crave the girl’s affection?

“Why don’t you want me?”  

Every word was a hiccupped sob.  

“Agnes, I need you.”

Why?  Why was she saying these things?  Why was she even thinking them, or feeling them?  Agnes was right—she was a wedded woman.  She had no right seeking physical love outside her marriage.

“I have every right,” Ruth growled, tearing the handheld showerhead from its socket.  “I want you, Agnes, you little tease.”

Ruth twisted the showerhead control to massage setting, and became a body again. Casting off all symptoms of sorrow and despair, she sprayed between her legs, from a distance at first, to give herself a chance to acclimate to the pulse.  

She’d lost track of how many years she’d gone without sex.  This was the only reminder, the only remainder of pleasure in the life of her body.  So often, she denied herself even this.

Not tonight.

* * * *
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A WEEK AGO, SHE’D SAID to Lawrence, “Agnes is back from Montreal—remember Nevina and Maurice’s daughter?”

He’d furrowed his brow.  He obviously didn’t.

“Pretty girl.”  Ruth felt guilty mentioning her at all, like she was taunting Lawrence, though that wasn’t her intention.  Agnes was always on her mind.  Everything came back to Agnes, Agnes, Agnes, and she had to say that name.  She had to say, “Agnes makes jewellery now.  She moved home not long ago.  I saw her at the café and she remembered me, if you can believe it.”

“Oh, Agnes.”  Lawrence plastered on a smug smile.  “The instigator, wasn’t she?  The one who got other girls in trouble for shoplifting?”

Ruth’s eyes filled with tears in that moment.  Her throat burned and she left the room, escaping to the quiet solitude of her bed.  

Alone in bed was her favourite place to be.

* * * *
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NOW, STANDING NAKED and wet in the foggy bathroom, reality hit her like a brick: the bliss she’d fantasized about would never happen.  Agnes had rebuked her.  Much as she wanted the pretty young girl, the pretty young girl didn’t want her.

Ruth’s heart clenched, and every bit of life drained from her limbs. She sat heavily on the tub ledge and cried into her towel.
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Chapter 3
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Some flavour-of-the-month mental health guru on PBS had once asked the audience: “What is lacking in your life?  Answering this question is the first step in achieving your heart’s desire.”

“What is lacking in my life?” Ruth had asked herself.  She’d sat down and really thought, because it seemed like a crucial question.  

When she couldn’t come up with a simple answer, she’d written the question on paper, like the guru said, and then closed her eyes.  When she opened them again, she found she’d written one word in response.

Hope.

Not only did Ruth have no hope, she had no hope of ever achieving hope.  It was something beyond her grasp.  She wasn’t even sure what hope was.  Not until she met Agnes.  Suddenly, another world opened up.  She might not have what she desired, not yet, but she had something infinitely more valuable. 

Ruth had hope.

* * * *
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LAWRENCE BOUGHT ELECTRIC hair clippers a few years back.  He’d asked Ruth to give him a hand cutting the few wispy hairs he still had, but she’d stared at him blankly.  The idea of touching her husband anywhere, even just his head, made her cringe.  She couldn’t explain why, exactly.  It was a deep feeling, a sour squirm—that same sensation she got any time some joker said, “Just think of your parents having sex.”

But Ruth had plans.  She retrieved the clippers from Lawrence’s pristine subterranean bathroom before he got home from work.

So much hair down there.  She’d never had cause to do anything about it until now.  Now, all she could think about was how much Agnes would love a smooth pussy.

Pussy.

Just thinking that word sent a tingle through Ruth’s core.

Pussy was an Agnes word, not that she’d ever heard Agnes use it. It just seemed the sort of thing Agnes would say, in a gritty growling voice:  “I want to lick your pussy, Ruth.  I want to spread your lips and run my hot tongue up and down your slit until you scream my name.”

Ruth’s knees buckled, and she tumbled to the toilet seat as the trimmer buzzed to life.  

Was this safe?  Shaving one’s pubic zone was not listed on the box under “Intended Use.”

With a deep breath, Ruth pressed the buzzing clippers between her legs.  Her breath hitched when the plastic guard met the base of her lips.  It tickled in a way she’d never quite experienced.  

The idea of those cruel blades so close to her sensitive flesh made her anxious, and the palpitations in her chest pulsed down her naked breasts.  When fear and pleasure simultaneously arrived at her nipples, they had nowhere to go and responded by tightening into buds.  She could barely believe it when she looked down to find her breasts almost perky.

Agnes’s youth must have rubbed off on her, because Ruth hadn’t felt aroused in this way for as long as she could remember.  When she traced the trimmers up her mound, the intensity increased.  The hub of her arousal wouldn’t keep still.  It begged and jumped as she the plastic guard touched her super-sensitive skin.  She had to force herself to keep still, otherwise she’d certainly have bucked at that vibrating mini-machine, desperate for more sensation.

For years her body had been stone.  All it took to melt that rough exterior was the crassly beautiful Agnes.

Dirty words burst from Ruth as she traced the trimmers half way up her belly.  She didn’t know she had it in her.

Dark, curly hairs tumbled down her hand and fell into the toilet.  She ran the trimmers across her naked flesh until hair went all over the floor and the toilet seat.  Brushing it from her mound, she stood to check the results in the mirror.

The hairs were short now, short enough to shave.  

After rinsing her lower half in the shower, she sat on the ledge armed with shaving cream and a fresh razor.  She drew it meticulously across her mound, and a terrified thrill ran through her when she saw bare skin.

Three years beyond fifty and she’d never shaved down there?  What else hadn’t she done?  The possibilities seemed endless.  Except everything that aroused her was forbidden, and everything she was supposed to take pleasure in didn’t interest her in the least. Including her husband.

Downstairs, the front door squealed and then clicked.  

Ruth stopped what she was doing and listened to shoes coming off, feet on floorboards.  Would Lawrence come looking for her?  She hoped not.  She didn’t want to admit what she was doing.

Feet on stairs—squeak, squeal, squeak, squeal.  

He almost never came up here.  Despite the empty guest room, he slept on the foldout couch in the basement.

Thank goodness she’d locked the bedroom door.  

He jiggled the handle, then knocked.  “Ruth, are you doing shell-out tonight?”

“Yes,” she replied, panic-stricken.

“Good, because I invited Doug over for a classic horror double feature—Night of the Living Dead and The Exorcist.”

Ruth shuddered at the thought of Doug entering her sanctum sanctorum.  If he wasn’t such a boorish misogynist, she might have entertained notions that he and Lawrence were lovers.  Wouldn’t that just wrap things up in a nice little bow?

“Okay,” she called.

Go away.

Ruth sat very still.  She waited to hear Lawrence’s feet on the stairs.

“What do you want for dinner?” he asked.

Ruth hadn’t felt hungry since the day she’d invited Agnes inside.  “Whatever you want.  I don’t care.”

“I’ll call Doug and ask him to pick up a pizza on the way.”

“Fine.” 

Long pause.

“Okay, then.”

And, finally, feet on stairs—squeal, squeak, squeal, squeak.

When she was satisfied that Lawrence had reached the kitchen phone, Ruth sprayed more shaving cream against her fingers and went back to work.  Careful, careful, she traced the razor between her legs.  It took terribly many passes to catch every bit of stubble, but when the task was complete Ruth couldn’t believe how soft she felt.  Her lips were baby smooth, and when she rinsed all the little bits of hair away, the shower spray felt different.  Without that monstrous bush, the water pelted her flesh so hot, so hard it was almost unbearable.  In fact, it was unbearable.

Letting the showerhead drip in the tub, Ruth stood in front of a foggy bathroom mirror.  The cool air kissed her skin, but she was far too hot to feel its chill.  Her fingers danced over her swollen clitoris, which stuck out between smoothly shaven lips.  Bolts of pleasure coursed through her limbs every time she touched herself, even softly. Even very, very preciously softly.

Despite what Agnes had said the last time they saw each other, Ruth had faith the girl would show up at her door.  The attraction was mutual.  She knew that much was true.

From the back of the closet, Ruth plucked the Halloween costume she’d tried on six times since the day she’d seen Agnes at the post office.  Artemis, Goddess of the Hunt.  She’d made this costume years ago, before the sewing machine had become such a pain to thread.

Laying the diaphanous white gown on her marriage quilt, which had also been stitched on that bothersome old machine, Ruth savoured the thrill sweeping across her chest.  She’d made this dress for a university party when she was an undergrad and Lawrence a graduate student.

Ruth pushed that memory aside.  Tonight, she didn’t want to associate this costume with that memory.  Agnes was the only person for whom she would transform into a goddess.

She’d made the gown in two layers of white fabric: the outer one gauzy and the inner one silky.  When she slipped it over her head, the sleek sensation turned her knees to custard.  She cinched a green belt around her waist and put on her strappy golden sandals.  Before glancing in the mirror, she hid her short hair beneath a lustrous blonde wig and completed the ensemble with a leafy crown.

Her nipples hardened under the dress.  They weren’t visible beyond the gossamer layer, but she blushed nonetheless.  Thank goodness she’d made the gown so long.  No way she’d have let the whole neighbourhood ogle her knees or, God forbid, her thighs.  

When the doorbell rang, she pulled herself away from the mirror and raced down the stairs.  Just as she got to the bottom, she heard Lawrence’s footsteps in the hallway behind her.  She didn’t turn around.  He might think this outfit was for him, and she didn’t want to talk about it.  That had become the mainstay of their marriage: she didn’t want to talk about anything.  After twenty years, he’d stopped pushing.

Ruth tore open the front door and screamed.

She was expecting early trick-or-treaters, or maybe Agnes.  What she got was a man with a bullet hole in his forehead.

“Va-va-va-voom!” Doug said when he’d finally stopped laughing at her.  “Do you like my costume?  I sure like yours.  Hey, why don’t you step out of it for a sec so I can try it on?”

“Yeah, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?”  Everything Ruth said to Doug came out as a growl.

“I like a lot of things you probably wouldn’t understand.”  

That statement was obviously supposed to possess some nebulously dirty connotation, because he set his hand on her shoulder as he said it. Not that she was inclined to choose her husband’s friends, but she’d have thought someone as sensible as Lawrence would have better taste.

Ruth brushed Doug’s hand away like filth.  “I thought you were bringing a pizza.”

“Was I?”

Lawrence spoke up.  “I called.  I didn’t get an answer.  You’d already left, I guess.  That’s fine.  We’ll order one for delivery.”

“No, no.”  Doug was already out the door.  “I’ll pick it up.  What, large?  Extra-large?”

Lawrence followed him halfway down the iffy slate steps.  “Get the extra-large.  Meat Lovers.”

“On half!” Ruth called after him. “The other half Greek.”

Doug waved and continued down the sidewalk.

When Lawrence turned around, his gaze drizzled down Ruth’s breasts like warm caramel, and it made her so uncomfortable she shivered.  She could feel her nipples tightening from the slight chill in the air, and she prayed two layers of fabric still masked them from Lawrence.  

Suddenly, she felt full of secrets.  Braless beneath satin and crepe, there was nowhere to hide.

“Happy Halloween, Lawrence!” a voice called out.  “Sandra had to work late, so I’ve got the grandkids tonight.”

They startled in unison, but it was only Nancy from up the hill.  She had one granddaughter at her side and a baby strapped to her front.

“And...?”  Nancy cocked her head before recognition sparked.  “Ruth!  Sorry, you don’t look like you in that wig.  Here was I, thinking Lawrence replaced you with a younger woman!”  She followed the comment with a mandatory chuckle. 

“Funny,” Ruth murmured as Lawrence fled to the staircase.  He was no good with kids.  

Turning her attention to the little trick-or-treater, Ruth started to bend before realizing she wasn’t wearing any underwear.  

She snapped upright and asked, “What have we here?”  The lump in her throat was already the size of a golf ball.  Halloween always did this to her.  The neighbourhood children looked so adorable her womb clenched.

“Trick or treat,” the little blonde girl said, holding out an orange pumpkin bag.

Oh, darn it all!  Ruth had forgotten to buy a pumpkin.  How could she forget something so crucial?  Well, nothing she could do about it now.  She grabbed a handful of candy while Nancy said to her granddaughter, “Mrs. Galloway asked what you’re dressed as, Madison.”

“I’m a caterpillar.”

“So you are!”  The costume was homemade and gorgeous, with multicoloured satin panels forming a little bodysuit over white stockings.  “You’re very cute.”

“Thank you.”

“A hungry, hungry caterpillar,” Nancy said as the girl fished though her bag for candy.  “Remember what your mother told you? Wait until we get home so Gran-Gran can check it over first.”

Ruth felt a pang in her heart as Nancy eased the child down the stairs.  “Check over the candy we doled out?” she wanted to say to Lawrence. Since he’d retreated to his lair, she muttered absently to herself.  “Does she think we’re out poisoning the neighbourhood?”

It wouldn’t be the first time.  Lawrence had already been accused of poisoning raccoons.  That was a few years ago, but it seemed like blame always fell to the childless couple.

With a sigh, Ruth pulled a kitchen chair up to the doorway.  She waved at the children as they walked up her stairs, and stared into oblivion when nobody was around.

When Doug returned with a giant pizza box, he talked at her unendingly.  In her ears, she heard waves lapping the shoreline.  

She’d been so sure Agnes would come tonight—more sure than she’d been of anything else she could recall.  Now she felt silly, playing the virgin goddess as she tossed mini chocolate bars at neighbourhood children.  When their mothers said, “My, Ruth, don’t you look lovely!” she could scarcely summon a smile.

At nine o’clock, she turned out the lights and ate more than her fair share of pizza. Feta, black olives, artichokes, and tomato.  It was her favourite, but her taste buds weren’t enthralled tonight.  Her whole body felt let down.

Creepy music rose from the basement, and it gave her a chill.  She wondered if her husband and Doug were making out down there, clinging to each other’s manly bodies under the blue haze of the TV screen.  The image gave her a little thrill.  

But she knew they weren’t, and that knowledge was endlessly disappointing.

Bed time?

With a heavy heart, Ruth started up the stairs.  She’d made it halfway when there was a knock at the door.  Agnes.  Had to be.  Her heart danced as she opened it.

And there she was: Superhero Agnes dressed like She-Ra in a white mini-dress, gold boots, and red cape.  It had been years since Ruth had seen anyone in a costume like that.

Not to be out-done, Ruth looked her straight in the eye and said, “I shaved for you.”



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 4
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Agnes’s eyes grew large, a stunning display of light and dark.  

“You shaved?”

Ruth nodded.  

This was a dream.  Had to be a dream.  

The movie soundtrack rising from the basement gave her a chill, but the heat coming off Agnes’s nearly naked body set her skin ablaze.

“Where, exactly?”  Agnes took a step forward, and it felt like that first day all over again. “Where did you shave for me?”

The question was an obvious challenge, a push for Ruth to say the word she’d never spoken to another person.  Agnes must have known just by looking that she’d been a lifelong prude.  But not anymore.

“What’s wrong?”  Agnes stepped so close her big breasts brushed Ruth’s.  

There was something Amazonian about Agnes in this costume.  The little white dress with the funny gold symbol that looked suspiciously like the letter Q barely concealed her cleavage.

Ruth went dizzy with lust.  Every breath got her high on the invigorating scents of soap and shampoo, lemon and mint, Agnes’s skin.

“Where did you shave?”  Agnes touched Ruth’s bare arms.  “Your legs?”  She slid her fingers under Ruth’s arms and tickled until Ruth laughed like a child.  “Your armpits?  Where?”

Lawrence was downstairs, right beneath their feet.  With Doug.  Ugh.  Either could emerge at any moment, to fetch another beer or another slice of pizza.  Ruth’s heart raced as she raised her skirts, just a touch.  Just enough to indicate where.

But Agnes wanted to hear the word.  Her eyes blazed as she asked, “Where?”

A whisper was all Ruth could manage.  “My... pussy.”

Agnes leaned in, her breath hot on Ruth’s ear.  “What’s that?  I couldn’t hear you.”

Ruth felt rather juvenile, like a teenager persuaded by some older boy to give herself over.  It won’t hurt too much.  Who knows?  You might even like it.

Harnessing the intense emotion she felt for Agnes, Ruth stood proudly and said, “I shaved my pussy for you.”

Agnes gasped, and then chuckled, deep in her throat.  “For me?  How did you know I would come?”

“Faith.”  Ruth stepped back so she could look into Agnes’s dark eyes.  “Faith and hope—a combined effort.”

Agnes’s expression fell, and she made a face.  “Oh.  You’re a God Person.” 

“No.”  Ruth’s heart clenched.  “No, not me.  My husband drives all the way to Stratford every Sunday morning to go to the same church his parents did, but he’s the only God Person in this house.”

Agnes seemed pleased.

“When I say faith, I’m talking secular faith.  Secular hope.”

Agnes cocked her head like she was asking a question.  After all that rambling, Ruth didn’t know how to answer except to roll up her skirts.

The only lights illuminating the house were in the kitchen and the upstairs hallway.  If the front hall were fully lit, Ruth would never have exposed her varicose thighs and tree knot knees.  But, in the relative darkness, her body didn’t seem so dreadful.  She could convince herself life was all just a beautiful coma fantasy.  Surely she’d wake up from this with a feeling of finally being alive.  She’d wake up and find herself back in the dull and dreary real world.

This feeling was too good to be real.

Agnes reached for Ruth’s shaved flesh, her fingers hovering close to bare skin.  It was Ruth who moved forward, pressing her naked lips into Agnes’s cupped hand.  

A surge of adrenaline coursed through her body, bouncing off every point like a pinball.  Sexual energy rebounded to that central location between her legs.  A touch was all it took.  Her body throbbed as Agnes squeezed her mound, squeezed again in pulsing repetition, harder each time.

Was this really happening?

Oh, please get inside.  Put your fingers in me.  

If only Ruth could say those words, even just whisper them in Agnes’s ear.  But she couldn’t, not yet.  Her body responded on her behalf.  She splayed her baby-soft lips against Agnes’s palm, grinding on the meat of it.  Pressing her face between Agnes’s huge breasts, she whimpered, trying desperately to keep her mouth shut.  Her husband was downstairs.  She couldn’t let him or, God forbid, Doug, hear. 

Agnes had skin like silk, even softer than the slip layer of Ruth’s costume.  There were so many things she wanted to say as the girl’s luscious breasts cradled her cheeks:  God, you turn me on.  I just want to scoop your tits out of this little dress and suck them until you scream.  I want you calling my name when you come.

But Ruth was tongue-tied, as always—too old to be shy, and yet still painfully bashful.

The basement stairs squealed, and Ruth released her skirts, pulling away from the mesmerizing appeal of Agnes’s breasts.  Her heart raced, and she suppressed a gasp.  She patted her blazing cheeks with cool palms, trying to bring down the giveaway flush.

Thank goodness it was only Lawrence.  She could just imagine Doug’s reaction to Agnes in costume: “Hubba hubba!  Dance for Daddy!”  

The thought of that wretched man’s face contorted with lust made Ruth shudder.

“Hello, Mr. Galloway.”  Agnes played nice, giving him a girlish smile.  “Lovely to see you again.  Did Mrs. Galloway tell you I’d moved back to the neighbourhood?”

Lawrence stared at the spot where Agnes’s dress gave way to an unapologetic surge of cleavage.  Maybe he was just as bad as Doug.  Maybe they were all the same.

“Hmm?” Lawrence asked.  “Right... Montreal... art school.”

And here Ruth thought Lawrence was an ass man.  If he found this girl’s tits a knock-out, wait until he caught a glimpse of Agnes from behind!

Agnes just kept smiling, like her fingers weren’t wet with Ruth’s juices.  “I hope you don’t mind me absconding with your wife for the evening.”

Ruth perked up.  You’re doing what, now?

“That’s nice.”  Lawrence couldn’t seem to stop ogling the poor girl.  And then he snapped his head up and looked from Agnes to Ruth.  “Wait, what?”

Even in the mother of all slutty costumes, Agnes came off as angelic.  “I wanted to check out Church Street, since there’s always a party there, but you know what parents are like.  They didn’t want me going alone, falling in with the wrong crowd, getting into trouble, that sort of thing.  It’s silly, if you ask me.  I’m twenty-four years old and they treat me like I’m fourteen.”

Lawrence’s gaze had fallen deep into Agnes’s cleavage, but the cogs still seemed to be clicking because he asked, “What’s that got to do with my wife?”

“My parents thought she’d make a good chaperone, being a guidance counsellor and all.”  Agnes spoke so convincingly Ruth wondered if there was some truth to her claims.

“Like a mentor?”

“Exactly!”  Agnes snapped her fingers and pointed at him like her hand was a toy gun.  “That’s exactly the word I was looking for.”

Lawrence smiled.  Agnes was obviously getting him too worked up, because he poked Ruth in the side as he said, “This one’ll keep you on the straight and narrow, that’s for sure.”

Ruth swatted him away. “Keep your hands to yourself.”

He grimaced, and when she saw the spiteful resignation in his eyes, she felt more than a little guilty.

“Well, bundle up.  There’s a chill in the air.”  Lawrence headed up the stairs.  “Ruth, mind if I use your bathroom?  Doug’s in mine.”

“Go ahead.”  She opened the closet, searching for a wrap that would match her costume.

“And don’t stay out too late,” Lawrence called from the top of the stairs.  “Remember, Ruth, you’ve got school in the morning.”

She rolled her eyes.  “Yes, dear.”

When Lawrence disappeared behind closed doors, Agnes hugged Ruth’s shoulders. “Hey, what’s the rush?” 

“I want to get out of here before my husband’s idiot friend wanders upstairs.”  Ruth wrapped a knit shawl around her shoulders, then tossed her favourite pashmina at Agnes.

When Ruth grabbed her purse, Agnes said, “You’re not bringing that big-ass thing!  Let me see what else you’ve got.”

“No, Agnes, just leave it.”  She was desperate to get out the door, but Agnes wouldn’t stop pawing at her, unzipping and entering her large black purse.  “What are you looking for?”

“Keys and cash are all you need.  Just shove ‘em in your bra.”

Ruth stopped struggling.  “I’m not wearing a bra.”

“I see.”  Agnes extracted an empty hand from Ruth’s purse.  “No knickers, no brassiere.  You are quite the hussy, Ruth Galloway.”

The upstairs toilet flushed and Ruth jumped, grabbing a few twenties from her wallet and her keys from the hook.  Her heart raced as they stormed out the door.

She felt a child’s glee as they ran down the sidewalk. Her braless breasts bounced so hard they hurt. She had to press her forearm flush to her chest to keep them in check.  Agnes clutched her other hand as they giggled and screamed, picking up so much speed Ruth worried her feet would tangle beneath her.

“Wait, wait wait!”  Ruth clutched her keys and cash in her sweaty palm.  She was already out of breath, but she couldn’t stop running.  Her knit wrap whipped behind her, slicing the night sky like a blade.  “Wait, Agnes, we passed your house!”

“So?”  

“I thought...”  Ruth’s throat ran dry.  “Aren’t we going to Church Street, or was that a lie too?”

Agnes put on the brakes, stopping so fast Ruth let go of her hand and zoomed past her like a stone from a slingshot.  She shouldn’t have said “lie.”  She knew that right away.  The word was too harsh, and Agnes was sure to take it as an accusation.

“It wasn’t a lie,” Agnes said, thought she didn’t look upset in the least, thank goodness.  Not that Ruth had much success concentrating on the girl’s face with those delectable breasts jiggling like a pair of water balloons.  “Unless... did you not want to go?  I guess I never really asked you.”

Strangely, Ruth hadn’t asked herself that question either.  She would follow Agnes to the ends of the earth, but the gay village was much closer.  “How are we getting there?”

“Streetcar.”  

“You aren’t driving?”

“I don’t have a car.”

“Well, neither do I.”  Ruth gazed at the sweaty keys in her hand.  She could smell the warm metal, and the aroma warmed her mouth like she’d licked them.  “We could borrow Lawrence’s car, but I hate driving downtown.  And at night.  And on Halloween.”

“No, no, no.”  Agnes took the money and keys from Ruth and shoved them in the little gold satchel strapped to her belt.  She handed Ruth a token for the streetcar.  “Church’ll be blocked off anyway, and parking’s a bitch.  Streetcar’s fine.”

For a split second, Ruth wondered if she was having a heart attack.  And then she realized the clench, the squeeze, the maniacal thumping—it wasn’t in her chest at all.  

It wasn’t a heart attack. 

It was a... lust attack?  

She’d never felt anything like it.  Not even at Agnes’s age. 

“Are you okay?” Agnes asked, gripping Ruth’s hand so tight Ruth knew she could never escape, even if she wanted to.

“I don’t know.”  Ruth savoured the concern on Agnes’s face as slight creases carved moonlit paths across her forehead.  “Is it dangerous?”

“Is what dangerous?”

“Church Street.”  Ruth had never been.  She stayed away from the downtown core as much as possible.  “Will there be protestors?”

When Agnes laughed, her breasts jumped inside that tight little dress.  “What the fuck are you talking about?”

“Gay-bashers.  You see those God Hates Gays banners and hear about people getting beaten up.  It won’t be like that, will it?”

“Oh, Ruth, it’s just a street party.”  

Agnes’s dark eyes sparkled in the starlight.  She wasn’t only beautiful and curvaceous and crass, but care shone from her like a beacon.  

“You stick by me, lady.  I’ll keep you safe no matter what.”

A new sensation bubbled up inside Ruth: a taste for adventure.  There was something about Agnes that scared her, but that very quality made Ruth trust the girl with her life.

In the distance, she heard the rattle of the streetcar.  They were just close enough to catch it, but only if they ran.  

Clasping one arm to her breasts, Agnes tugged Ruth’s hand, dragging her down the sidewalk.  “Come on, slow poke.  Don’t want to miss our ride.”

“You’re going to kill me, Agnes!  I thought you were supposed to keep me out of trouble.”

Agnes giggled all the way down the hill.

Fat chance.
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Chapter 5
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It always felt strange to sleep in someone else’s house.

Christmas at Judy’s was a family tradition.  Ruth might even have welcomed the getaway if it wasn’t for one inescapable factor: she had to sleep with her husband.  Judy always billeted them together because it seemed only natural that a husband and wife of twenty-odd years should sleep in the same bed.  Judy wouldn’t know better.

Ruth loved her sisters, loved her mother, too.  They were close, but not overly so. On speaking terms and free to rely on each other for certain things.  They could discuss general matters, but nothing too sordid.  Nothing too personal.  Nothing about marriage beds... and certainly nothing that happened beyond that realm.  They’d never been the sort of family to talk about sex, even as adults.

Her only consolation was that, while visiting over the holidays, a shared bed was for sleeping only.  Thank goodness they were well beyond the stage where Ruth had to remind Lawrence of that.

What time is it?

2:17 AM.

Lawrence snored like a foghorn, and it made her insides itch.  She wanted to throttle him, elbow him in the gut, punch his nose, anything to stop that horrendous racket.  The trouble was, she didn’t want to wake him up in the process.  There was nothing quite as uncomfortable as lying together in silence, hoping to God he would fall asleep so she wouldn’t have to say anything.

It had been worse years ago—probably fifteen years, by now, though it seemed like only yesterday—when Lawrence would try to touch her.  She’d turn her back on him, but he never got the point.  He’d reach one arm around her belly and walk his spiky crab hand south until she smacked it away.  

Why couldn’t he take a hint?  Why didn’t he understand?

But that was long ago.  Now, whether he understood or not, he kept his hands to himself.

Ruth slid out of bed and into her slippers and terrycloth robe.  Her sister kept the house warm, but on a cold winter’s night, a perpetual chill lingered despite the layers.  

She tiptoed out of the guest room and passed the closed doors of her sleeping nieces and nephews.  Even they now had children of their own, families breathing softly together, cosy cherubs snuggled between parents.  That thought plucked at Ruth’s once-resilient heartstrings. She sagged a little more after each reminder that she would never be a mother.

She wanted the couch, but her bisexual nephew Sean was sleeping there, so she crept into the kitchen and eased herself down on the mat near the sliding glass doors, right beside Judy’s old husky dog, Loki.

Finally, a moment alone with her thoughts.

Ruth had made a deal with herself: no fantasizing, no remembering, no thinking about Agnes.  Her stomach knotted with guilt whenever she broke this rule.

At first, she’d tried not to think about Agnes at all. She quit her crush cold turkey, but those damned desires insisted on manifesting in unfortunate ways.  She made mistakes at school.  At a crucial time for the kids, when she should have been focused on timetables for next semester, her mind rolled around in the gutter, mud wrestling with beautiful Agnes.

She couldn’t stop picturing Agnes’s breasts, the way they’d looked Halloween night in that skimpy She-Ra costume.  When they’d boarded the streetcar together, Ruth had trailed behind Agnes on the off chance she’d get to see up the girl’s skirt.

The streetcar was crowded for that time of night and, much as Ruth wanted to sit, she couldn’t bear the thought of Agnes seeing her as an old lady.  Her only consolation was that Agnes struggled just as hard to breathe after running all the way to Queen Street.

As she held one of the metal poles, watching the glorious swell of Agnes’s breasts, Ruth felt more exposed than she could bear.  The overhead lights were so bright, and there were so many other people on the streetcar.  Were any of these kids students of hers? She’d just die if they saw her like this.

“Hey, hey, hey.”  Agnes blocked her against the window opposite the back doors.  “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”  Ruth’s heart beat in her throat as Amazonian Agnes inched closer.  “It’s strange not to be carrying a purse, that’s all.”

Agnes raised an eyebrow.  “That’s all?”  

“And strange not to be...”  Ruth couldn’t say what she was thinking.

Agnes could.  “Wearing any underwear?”

“Shhhh!”  Ruth’s cheeks blazed, and she felt at once humiliated and exhilarated.  And angry.  “Keep your voice down.”

Ruth was just pulling her wrap tighter around her breasts when a raspy young voice rang out at her side.  “Excuse me, ma’am, would you like a seat?”

At first, Ruth’s heart froze because she was sure beyond the shadow of a doubt that she’d turn to find one of her students gazing up at her in this stupid blonde wig.  When it wasn’t a student, past or present, but a heavy-set young man dressed as a cowboy, an unforeseen anger sizzled in her chest.  She didn’t know this kid from Adam, and he’d called her ma’am, offered up his seat, smiled beseechingly.  Why?  Because he looked at her and saw an old lady, an old lady who needed a seat on the bus.

“No thank you,” Ruth snapped.

But Agnes hollered, “Hells yeah!” at the same time.  

They shuffled into the double seat and the cowboy took their spot across from the doors.

Ruth’s jaw clenched, and she tried to ease it, but she was just so damned embarrassed, being called out in front of Agnes—called out for being old, treated like she couldn’t stand on her own two feet.  She could bite off her own tongue, she felt so humiliated.

Then Agnes leaned in close and whispered, “I’ve had a crush on you since I was seventeen,” and all that anger fell away.

Ruth snapped her head around, as though Agnes had been talking to somebody else.

“Me?”  She forced herself to speak quietly, though her elation quickly took over.  “You had a crush on me?”

“Don’t look so surprised.”

“Well, I am surprised.”  Ruth looked around again, but the streetcar was populated by groups and couples, everyone giddy and loud on Halloween night.  “Why on earth... why me?”

“I thought you were beautiful.”  Laying Ruth’s pashmina across their laps, Agnes sent a hand roving beneath it.  “You always looked so sad, like a young widow, like your sorrow was so ingrained you’d never outlive it.  Made me want to get down on my knees...”

Ruth gasped as Agnes cupped her mound.  She’d nearly forgotten she’d shaved, but the delicious pressure brought that naked sensation screaming to the fore.

Despite the pleasure between her legs, Ruth felt jumpy, unsettled.  “Then why did you say no?  After we kissed... after that first time... why did you say it was a mistake?”

“Same reason I should be saying this is a mistake right now.”  Agnes’s mouth hovered so close to Ruth’s ear she could feel the girl’s breath through her wig.  “I don’t do this.  I never do this.  But I get the feeling you never do this either, and that makes it special, in a way.”

“You’re right.”  Ruth’s breath felt thick, hot, like a cinnamon film coating her throat.  “I’ve never done any of this before.”

Cheating, she wanted to say, but she couldn’t force the words past her lips.  I’ve never cheated.

“I knew you hadn’t.  I could feel it.”

“I’ve never wanted to or even... even thought about it, but then you kissed me and... and I’ve never felt what I felt with you.”

“I knew it.”  Agnes’s hand remained on top of Ruth’s costume, rustling the layer of gauze while the satin remained cast against her splayed lips.

Despite the swelling pleasure between her legs, Ruth craved contact, skin-on-skin.  Her eyelids fluttered, and she swallowed hard.  Her throat felt every bit as engorged as her lower half, and she wondered how she normally coordinated breathing and swallowing.  Everything felt confused.  This was still so alien to her—the touching, the stroking, the closeness.

“It’s like being a teenager again,” she told Agnes.  “A second chance at life.”

God, she wanted to kiss those full pink lips.  Her whole body surged as Agnes stroked in circles.  Even her thighs felt warm with pleasure, with lust, with want.  The throb between her legs took over and worked its way up to her breasts.  Her nipples strained against her satin gown. They pursed and tightened to a delectable sort of pain.

“I want to stop myself, even now.”  Agnes’s breath rustled like autumn leaves.  “I didn’t want to start, but I couldn’t help myself.  I’ve wanted it too much, for too long.  Everything else fell apart, but I came back home and you were still here, and it was like you’d been waiting for me all along.”

“I’ve been waiting for you, and I didn’t even know it.”  Ruth opened her eyes and realized right away that she shouldn’t have.  For a few blissful moments, she’d let herself escape her surroundings, but the visuals brought back her sense of decorum.

On the streetcar, surrounded by people, they were sure to get caught.  And what if somebody recognized her?  She could just see some ratty little student jumping up and shouting, “That’s Mrs. Galloway with She-Ra’s hand between her legs!”

Ruth latched gazes with the cowboy—the one who’d given up his seat.  They must have only fixed on one another for a split second, but in that time his expression shifted from blank to amused, and she was sure he winked as she looked away.

“Stop it,” Ruth hissed, trying to keep her voice down.  When Agnes wouldn’t move, Ruth brushed her hand, pushing it away.  “Stop it. Stop it now.”

Without a word, Agnes retreated from between Ruth’s thighs.  She folded her hands in her lap like a proper little lady.  

Ruth looked up again at the cowboy, and felt utterly humiliated when she caught him watching.  Nobody else on this streetcar seemed interested.  Just him.

Ruth ruffled her skirts, peeling the satin layer away from her hot, wet flesh.  “Are we getting off soon?”

Agnes glanced out the window.  “Yeah, why?”

“That guy, the cowboy—he was looking at us.”

“So?  He’s probably going to the same party we are.  What are you so worried about?”

Ruth stared at the purple paisley pashmina in her lap, but all she could see were the cowboy’s eyes, amused and kind, but dark with lust.

“Anyway,” Agnes went on. “That’s a girl, not a guy.”

When Ruth lifted her gaze, she felt as though she were looking at an entirely different person.  A tingling sort of warmth spread through her chest when the cowboy nudged her hat and nodded.  

An irrepressible smile bled across Ruth’s lips.  They tingled so hotly she had to touch them.

“We’re here!” Agnes cried.

Tearing Ruth from her strange attachment to the butch cowboy, Agnes yanked her into the crowd exiting by the rear doors.

Agnes had been right: the street was blocked off and the party to end all parties was in full swing.  All Ruth saw as she stepped off the streetcar was a sea of heads and shoulders, everybody packed like sardines, everybody dancing.  The dense thumping of dance music rose through her feet and settled in her pelvis like a warm buzz.

There were so many people she could scarcely see faces, just bodies writhing.  And onlookers.  Ruth could tell who’d come to gawp at the gays, because they weren’t wearing costumes. 

There sure were a lot of cowboys!  Ruth had expected more extravagant costumes, like the kind they showed on the TV news after the Pride Parade.  And then they passed a Grande Dame in a silver lamé gown with a full skirt of crinolines and huge butterfly wings.  There were photographers all around, and a line-up waiting for a chance to get pictures taken with the... woman? Or man?

Holding Agnes’s cape, Ruth followed the fruity perfume of tropical shampoo. She pressed her face into those dark curls and inhaled deeply.  That beautiful aroma was bound to stay with her for weeks.

“You smell delicious!”

“Hmm?”  Agnes obviously couldn’t hear her over the punching rhythm.

“Delicious!” Ruth yelled. “Good enough to eat.”

“Ahhhh.”

Bright lights illuminated the street, making it into an outdoor club.  Dancers dispelled autumn’s chill, and Ruth found herself shuffling the wrap from her shoulders.  As they wove their way onto the asphalt dance floor, an unforeseen comfort came over her.

In any other circumstance, she’d have said, “Me?  No, no.  I don’t dance.”  But here... well, for starters, the music was too loud to say anything at all.  More to the point, she had so little space she felt no pressure to do anything but writhe against Agnes’s luscious body.

Their height difference, with Agnes in heels and Ruth wearing flats, only compounded Ruth’s comfort.  The tops of her braless breasts fit nicely against the bottoms of Agnes’s perky ones.  The pressure from other writhing dancers forced her body snug against Agnes.  Her senses ignited, every one heightened, and yet everything a blur.  She felt high as a kite, and yet her feet were planted firmly on the ground.  In the middle, her bare skin throbbed with the heavy beat.  

Ruth had never felt so much a part of something.

And then, after dancing to music that spoke only to her pelvis, a song came on she actually recognized.  A new force surged through her body, between her ears as much as between her legs. The music lifted and stretched her. 

There’s something happening here...

Buffalo Springfield!  A club remix to keep the crowd dancing, but still, this was her music, her time.

Agnes must have seen the trance state in her eyes, because the gorgeous girl chose that moment to slide down Ruth’s body like a pole.  Before Ruth could react, Agnes was on her knees and under Ruth’s skirts.  Spellbound, Ruth took off her belt. As soon as she did, she felt Agnes’s breath hot against her shaved lips.

The music told them to stop, but they just kept going...

Ruth’s breath hitched when Agnes’s lips met hers.  It was a kiss—a hot, hard peck and then another, another, each a sweet tease. Agnes pressed her closed mouth to Ruth’s shaved mound and slowly, oh so torturously, opened it.

As Agnes’s tongue emerged, Ruth’s mouth opened to form a tight O.  The vowel sound became lost under the weight of Buffalo Springfield.  Agnes’s tongue was everything.  It was heat and love and strength and desire sneaking between two shaved lips.

Ruth’s restless hands settled on Agnes’s head.  Even through two layers of fabric, she could feel the heat.  That girl sizzled. 

Concentrating all her energy between her legs, Ruth waited for movement, for motion.  She’d never focused so intensely on anything.

When Agnes teased Ruth by setting her tongue against Ruth’s pulsing clit, Ruth couldn’t wait any longer.  Swaying blindly, like those sensitive anemones at the bottom of the sea, she pressed herself flush to Agnes’s blazing tongue.  It felt thick and hot and wet, hard and firm and yet soft as velvet.  Ruth rode it.  Barely moving, she stroked her lips against the spot that felt fullest, wettest, hottest.  She’d never encountered anything so wondrous.

There must have been a thousand people in the street...

Maybe it was the music.  The beat pounded up through her feet, travelling her body and resounding in her pelvis, hardening her nipples.  Ruth felt wrapped in lust, sweetly strangled by her own clandestine climax. The slowly-writhing dancers all around were velvet ribbons tying her ever tighter, compressing her breasts, her belly, and all the while forcing Agnes flush to the apex of her thighs.

Pressure built between her legs, and it took a long moment for Ruth to realize Agnes was sucking her clit.  Her throat had never felt so dry.  Water!  She needed water!  

She imagined how wet Agnes must be right now, and her grateful mouth flooding with saliva.  What would Agnes taste like?  How would she smell?  Ruth found women’s parts terribly intimidating, but for Agnes she was more than willing to set ego aside.

Just when Ruth thought nothing in this world could feel better than Agnes between her legs—in public, no less!—sucking her clit while Buffalo Springfield serenaded her, Agnes reached up under her dress and grabbed her breasts.

“Oh!”  

Her cry didn’t make a dent.  The music was too loud.  Ruth could scarcely hear herself.  

“Oh yes, baby.  Yes, pinch—squeeze them hard!”

She wanted to say squeeze my tits, but even if no one would hear, she still couldn’t do it.

Maybe Agnes could hear her after all, because the girl pinched Ruth’s tender nipples.  The sensation was astronomical.  Ruth’s body pounded with the music.  She became nothing but a hot pulse of pleasure.  Her clit felt huge inside Agnes’s mouth, as big as a penis, and she imagined her body with an enormous erection slamming into Agnes’s throat.  

The very idea made her dizzy.

“Yes, yes, yes!”  Ruth bucked against Agnes’s face, feeling the hot pulse swell and ebb in rapid succession.  “Yes, baby, suck it!  Suck it!”

Agnes’s fingers put her over the top.  Each time the girl pinched her, Ruth’s clit throbbed.  This was too much to handle.  She squirmed, but with nowhere to go found herself wriggling against unknown bodies, driving her pussy harder against Agnes’s face, coating the girl’s chin and cheeks, perhaps even the tip of her nose with wetness. 

The music called on everybody to look what’s going down...

Nobody was looking at Ruth, thank goodness, though she found the idea of getting caught strangely exhilarating.  Against the darkness, multicoloured searchlights flashed this way and that, toward the crowd and then out at the night sky.  With Agnes underneath her dress, she felt like an escapee from gay prison.  Each time one of the searchlights whooshed toward them, her heart clenched.  She imagined guards in prison towers, eyes peeled for women in ecstasy.  She imagined the streetcar cowboy staring at her from above, catching her in the glow of a pink searchlight, witnessing the orgasmic bliss Ruth experienced under Agnes’s expert tongue.

“Yes, baby!  Oh, oh yes!”  

Ruth slammed the girl’s lips, running fat circles around Agnes’s face, feeling a hum down below.  Agnes was saying something, but she couldn’t hear what.  She could scarcely hear the music anymore, with her heart pounding in her ears.  She’d never felt so wet, so engorged, so thick and full of pleasure.  

All at once, the pleasure grew overwhelming.  Too much.  Much too much.  

Ruth pulled away, but came up against a stranger’s broad back.  Beads of sweat broke across her upper lip and underneath her breasts.  Between her legs, she was monstrously engorged, a hot wet ache.  Agnes kept licking, but the raw sensation was too much to handle, bordering on pain and then crossing that border.

“Stop now, Agnes.  Oh, you have to stop!”

Ruth inched her feet closer together, though Agnes was firmly lodged between them.  She had to get away, though she found the sensation so vastly pleasurable she was certain she’d never encounter anything like it again.

As quickly as she’d disappeared, Agnes emerged from beneath Ruth’s skirt.  They danced, though Ruth was weak with orgasm, and when they kissed, Ruth recognized her musk on Agnes’s tongue.  She felt so dirty she couldn’t look anyone in the eye, and so exhausted she leaned her weight against Agnes until it was time to go.

They hailed a cab, at Ruth’s insistence.  She felt too much a mess to contend with the streetcar’s fluorescent lighting.  Agnes was quiet all the way home, and Ruth wondered why, but didn’t ask.  Because what if the answer was: “We can’t keep doing this.  It isn’t right.  You’re a married woman,” Ruth didn’t want to hear it.  

So she kept quiet too.

It wasn’t until she awoke the next morning, alone as always and invigorated despite the lack of sleep, that she realized something was off.  Her bathroom.  It seemed... different.

The trimmers.

Lawrence had cleaned her bathroom.  He’d swept up the pubic hair she’d managed to get all over the place, and he’d wrapped the electrical cord around the trimmers, set them on top of their cardboard box.  

He must have put two and two together.  He must have known where she’d shaved.  He must have wondered why.

For weeks she felt on eggshells around him.  It didn’t help that she hadn’t heard from Agnes since Halloween, but there was nothing worse than waiting for the other shoe to drop.

The morning after Halloween, Lawrence had teased her by asking, “Did you have a gay old time on Church Street?”  

He wasn’t homophobic in the usual sense, but he seemed to group gay people in with circus monkeys, nothing more than a silly amusement.

Lawrence still hadn’t asked about the trimmers, why she’d borrowed them, why she’d chosen this time of her life to shave down there.  He’d asked her to do it many years ago.  Lawrence was never very good with oral sex, and he’d blamed Ruth’s bush, which she realized now had been quite monstrous.  

Did the trimmers dwell on his mind?  Was he going to ask?  Did he know what she and Agnes had done?  Would he be able to guess from the guilt in her eyes?

* * * *
[image: image]


ANXIETY’S ICY GRIP seized Ruth’s heart as she gazed across the blanket of snow bundling her sister’s backyard.  All she could do to ease the angst was pet Loki’s husky head as it perched restfully across her thigh.

The kitchen lights flickered on, and Ruth jumped. Loki scrambled up on all fours, making scratching noises against the vinyl.  It was only her nephew Sean, but he jumped, too, when he saw her sitting on the floor.

“What the shit?”  He ran a hand down his vampire face.  “Sorry Auntie Ruth.  I didn’t know anyone was in here.” 

Ruth gazed at the deep purple bags under his eyes, his hair sticking up in every direction, and she smiled.  “Have you ever been to the big Halloween party on Church Street?”

“Oh, sure.”  He wandered to the fridge, opening the door and staring inside.  “Everybody used to go, back when I was young.”

Ruth grinned at that strange and highly alterable concept of youth.  “How about we put the kettle on and you tell me all about it?”
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Chapter 6
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Watching other people’s children unwrap gifts used to be a delight. Ruth loved the way their chubby little faces beamed with joy.  Not so much for Lawrence.  In fact, their post-holiday ritual of gossiping on the drive home from Judy’s had devolved into Lawrence complaining about everybody else’s kids.

“Did you see Beverly turn a blind eye when her brat tried to ride the dog?”

Years ago, Ruth would have joined in, but she’d since learned that a childless woman discussing how she’d do things differently had better be prepared for a tongue-lashing.  Parents didn’t want to hear from non-parents.  That had bothered Ruth when she was younger.  She’d felt her opinions were as valid as anybody’s.  After all, she had trained as a teacher.  She worked with young people.  Why shouldn’t she express herself?

“Then she acts surprised when the kid nearly cracks his head open on the coffee table!  Well, what do you expect, Bev?”

Over the years, Ruth realized the parents were probably right.  Ruth hadn’t raised children.  She went home to a quiet house at the end of the day.  No cartoons blaring, no temper tantrums, no mountains of laundry. Her opinions meant nothing, and in time she stopped having opinions at all.  How other people raised their kids was entirely their business. 

Lawrence still liked to concern himself.  “And that husband of hers is just as bad. He eggs the kids on, then scolds them for doing stupid things.  He’s nowhere near mature enough to raise a family.”

“Mmm-hmm.”

Much as Ruth didn’t want to participate in this discussion, she couldn’t help agreeing with her husband.  For a fleeting moment, she remembered why she’d married him.  This relationship of theirs had never been volatile, never been strained by anything but the pressure for sex.  Overall, they agreed about nearly everything.

Ruth’s stomach flip-flopped, which was exceedingly unpleasant, considering she already had to pee.  She crossed her legs and tried not to think about Agnes, because thoughts of Agnes inevitably led to thoughts of sex. 

She wanted to feel guilty for betraying her husband, betraying their marriage vows.  She wanted to feel terrible, but she didn’t.  And the more she thought about it, the more she felt guilty for not feeling guilty.  She wondered, not just now but often, if she was in denial.  But that was the thing about denial: if you deny you’re in denial, then you must be in denial.  So did denying her guilt mean she really felt guilty?  She wanted incontrovertible evidence.

Her stomach clenched, which increased the already severe pressure on her bladder.

Ruth crossed her legs tighter, digging into her purse for the house keys.  They were well within city limits, and still she wasn’t sure if she could make it.  Every time they passed a Tim Hortons, Lawrence asked, “Should I stop?”

“No, just drive.”  She had to prove to herself she could hold out.  She wasn’t as old as her age.

Lawrence hadn’t even stopped the car when Ruth burst from the passenger seat, still fighting with her seatbelt.  She pushed the front door open, stepping over cards and bills and menus that had been shoved through the mail slot while they were away.  

Halfway up the stairs, she turned around. 

Her bladder was ready to burst, but she had to know, just had to know what was in that solitary bubble envelope.  Maybe she knew already, or at least knew who it was from. Her bladder ached so badly the pain almost impeded motion, but she knew she needed to grab the facedown envelope before Lawrence saw it. 

“Don’t pee, don’t pee, don’t pee,” Ruth chanted as she shuffled down the stairs.  

Just as she bent, she saw Lawrence traipsing up the steps with a suitcase in each hand. She grabbed the envelope and turned tail, racing upstairs.  

“Don’t pee, don’t pee, don’t pee, don’t pee...”

She got her pants down just fast enough to keep from soaking her underwear.  A few short months ago, Ruth would have said there was nothing finer than this type of release.  Now she knew better.  Waiting for Agnes’s tongue, and then feeling it hot on her bare skin, and then screaming into the night as pleasure and lust and the beat of a remix took over her body—that was the ultimate release.

Even so, sitting in her clean white bathroom was a nice slice of peace.  

Kicking off her winter boots, she dared herself to flip the envelope in her lap.  Until she did, she wouldn’t even know if it was addressed to her.  But of course it was, with fat curlicue letters written in purple Sharpie.  

A surge of adrenaline shot through Ruth’s core. The envelope had obviously been hand-delivered, since it had no postage on it, and no return address.  

Just two words: FOR RUTH.  

It had to be from Agnes.

“I’ll just put your luggage by the bed, okay?”

Ruth nearly jumped off the toilet.  She must have been so wrapped up in her secret world that she hadn’t heard Lawrence climbing the stairs.  He would never have opened the door while she was in the bathroom, but she shoved her envelope in the laundry hamper nonetheless.  

Her voice quivered as she answered, “That’s fine, leave it wherever.”

Lawrence said nothing more, and soon there was the squeak from the stairs.  She held perfectly still.  When she was satisfied her husband had passed out of earshot, she tore into the hamper and brought out Agnes’s gift.

“Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God.” Ruth pried it open with the utmost care.  She didn’t rip it.  She wanted to keep everything intact.

Would it be jewellery?  Oh yes, it must be.  Except this envelope was exceedingly light, and squishy too.  She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so excited about a gift.  

Once she’d unstuck the seal, she looked inside, but the first thing she saw was paper.  

Ruth,

Tried to resist, but couldn’t.  

Each time I think about you, my head says no.  Today my heart won.  

Hope this doesn’t get intercepted—it’s the one I had on Halloween night.

Unwashed, of course.

I would ask for yours, but you weren’t wearing any. 

Can’t stop thinking about you.

Aggs

Setting the note beside the sink, Ruth opened the envelope and looked inside.  Fear stuck like thick wax to the back of her throat.  She asked herself what she was so afraid of, but she didn’t have an answer.  Or she did, but it was hiding underneath a stretchy lace thong, a colour that used to be called dusty rose.

Ruth tossed the envelope to the floor and held Agnes’s thong in both hands like a lotus flower.  Bending to it, she inhaled deeply, catching the faint aroma from a place she’d never seen, never touched.  The thought of settling between Agnes’s thighs sent shockwaves of anticipation up one side of her body and trepidation down the other.

Cradling Agnes’s underwear in her hands, Ruth plunged her face into that slick elastic lace, rubbing it against her lips, her nose, her cheek.  The scent seemed thicker when she breathed through the fabric.  She could pinpoint, now, the dense, heady aroma of Agnes.  

Having that thong pressed against her face reminded Ruth of boarding the streetcar Halloween night, and trying to lean just the right way to get a look up Agnes’s skirt.  Ruth breathed in the scent. It was a drug, and she was a reprobate, no better than a kid huffing gas off the sleeve of a sweater. 

God, it was good.

She had to have it.

Despite her need to preserve the intoxicating aroma of Agnes on this pretty pink thong, Ruth throbbed to be inside it, to have something of Agnes’s cradling her mound.  Slipping her pants past her ankles, she rose from the toilet.  She held the girl’s thong up and looked at it, so skimpy and sexy.  She’d never worn one.  She had to turn it around a few times to figure out which way was up.  

Did Agnes expect her to put it on?  Or would Agnes think that entirely perverted?  She seemed the type who’d be turned on by perversions. 

Ruth slipped her feet through the leg holes before she could talk herself down.  She thought it would be too small.  She thought it would feel uncomfortable.  If anything, it might be a little big.

She took off her sweater to get a better look. She dropped her bra to the floor and climbed on the tub ledge for the full effect. After years of avoiding mirrors, she’d developed a strange fascination with her naked body.  Agnes’s touch had infused it with new life.  

Wearing the girl’s dirty underwear made her feel filthy and whorish.  And that feeling was a strangely empowering.  “Agnes,” she whispered, cupping her breasts while the triangle of pink lace hugged her mound.  

Picturing Agnes between her legs, just like Halloween night, Ruth hitched up the sides of the thong.  A surge of heat moved between her legs like a sharp slap.  She watched in the mirror as her lips swallowed the crotch of the thong.  The elastic edges trapped her pulsing clit, squeezing it like a two fingers.

A moan climbed her body, but she suppressed it.  If she didn’t stop this right now, she’d wind up making serious noise.  Lawrence would hear, even from downstairs.  And how would she explain?  How would she ward off his wish to capitalize on her desire?

But she couldn’t stop.  Oh, this felt too good.  She pulled harder on Agnes’s thong, hooking it around her thumbs, up and up and up until she had it hitched over both elbows.

A unique brand of pleasure burned through her body.  One thong spanned her torso like some kind of micro-bathing suit from the 80s.  The pink bands barely concealed her nipples, which had grown so hard they hurt.  The strain on her clit became too much to bear.  She adjusted her folds, pressing her lips together and burying them beneath the crotch material.

That was better.

Climbing into the tub, Ruth pressed her back against the tile wall.  The moan she’d suppressed earlier stuck like a fishbone in her throat.  In no time, she would erupt, crying out Agnes’s name. Once she started, she wouldn’t be able to stop.

Ruth turned on the shower.  Cool water gave her a jolt, but warmth crept in.  Soon there was steam all around.  

Grabbing the soap, Ruth coated her skin in bubbles.  She writhed slowly against Agnes’s thong, savouring its tight grip, imagining that was Agnes’s hand.  

All at once, a surge of irritation soared through her chest.  It gripped her heart the way lace gripped her lower lips.  Where was Agnes?  November and December had gone by, and Ruth hadn’t seen the girl once.

For two months, she’d tortured herself, asking if that night had been a dream or a one-night stand.  But no, she kept saying.  No, there was a reason for the lack of communication.  Agnes felt guilty, felt it was wrong to sleep with a married woman, but she would come around eventually and realize Ruth needed this.  

Hope kept her alive.

And then, after two months of silence, a thong shows up at the front door?

Ruth didn’t understand what this was supposed to mean.

But she pulled the straps over her shoulders, feeling the sweet burn against her clit.  The thong was so tight it flattened her breasts, letting bountiful strips of flesh spill over on either side.  The shower made the fabric feel even tighter, and she couldn’t stop herself from writhing against the crotch.  When she rolled her hips, the strip of lace bunched in her crack. It rubbed against her asshole.

Ruth gasped.

As Agnes’s thong danced across her hole, she craved anal stimulation. She might have shoved something in there, even just a finger, if her clit hadn’t started pulsing wildly, demanding her full attention.

Ruth was hot all over, and it wasn’t just from the shower.  Her skin sizzled as droplets spritzed her face.  She jerked wildly, rolling her hips, setting her nipples free and pinching them.  

The bold burning sensation against her asshole set her off.  The feeling was so foreign it made her feel dirty, like she was too old or too... too something to enjoy the sweet press of the neighbour girl’s thong.

That very thought put Ruth over the edge.  Her sexual organs convulsed, clenched, burning from the friction.  She snapped the wet lace against her erect nipples, and the slap shocked her skin.  It felt so good she squealed under the concealing hiss of the shower.

All at once, the pleasure was too much.  Her body throbbed unbearably, and Ruth struggled to inch the thong’s straps off her shoulders, down her arms.

She leaned against the tile and tried to breathe, but steam clung to her lungs.  Turning off the flow, she sat in the tub, regaining her breath.  She brought Agnes’s thong to her nose, but it was too wet to smell properly.  Right away, she missed that aroma.  In fact, now that it was gone she had trouble calling to mind the true scent of Agnes’s skin.

When Ruth emerged in a terrycloth robe, Lawrence sat at the bottom of the stairs, shoving his feet into winter boots.  He already had on his parka, hat and gloves.

Ruth suddenly felt quite ashamed of herself, though she wasn’t sure why.  “Oh.  You’re going out?”

Lawrence held up his gym bag.  “I need to put in some serious time on the treadmill after pigging out at Judy’s.”

Ruth wrapped her robe tighter around her neck, even though she’d put on flannel pyjamas underneath.  “Will Doug be there?”

The words took her by surprise.

“How should I know?”  Lawrence’s expression turned unreadable when he gazed up the stairs.  His eyes went wide, lips pressed into a slight scowl.  Was that a guilty look or a reproachful one? 

Ruth pulled back.  “Just thought you might be working out together, that’s all.”

Orgasms made her sleepy, and she had trouble concentrating.  Thankfully, the conversation terminated itself.  Lawrence simply said, “Be back later,” and headed out the door.

His departure made her slyly gleeful.  Now Ruth could escape as well.

Agnes was out there somewhere, and Ruth was going to find her.
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Chapter 7
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Back to school.

Weeks of walking by Agnes’s house.  No sightings.  No sign of her along Queen Street or the boardwalk.  Winter grew milder by the minute. 

Saturday night, she went to bed at nine thirty, riding her hand as she thought of Agnes’s tongue.  She didn’t know quite how to feel about the girl down the street: one minute Agnes was all over her, the next, no sign of life.  Underwear in the mail, then radio silence.  It was confounding, to say the least.  Agnes must surely have changed her mind, after so many weeks of nothing.  Really, it was stupid to be so obsessed with someone she barely knew.

Ruth fell asleep with her hand between her legs, cradling her endless ache.  

She awoke to the sound of scratching at her bedroom window.  

“Agnes!”

The girl’s forehead pressed against the pane. “Let me in.  It’s freezing out here.”

Ruth scrambled out of bed, hissing, “Shh! Shh! Shh!  You want someone to hear you?”  

Her heart raced as she heaved the window open.  A blast of cold air struck her in the face as Agnes rolled into the bedroom.  

“Are you crazy?  Why aren’t you wearing a hat?  You’ll catch your death!”

Agnes stripped out of her puffy winter coat. “Okay, Mom.”

“How did you...?”

“Climbed up the lattice onto the overhang.”  Agnes pushed her jogging pants to her ankles, then kicked them off.  “The bald guy is gone, right?”

What time was it?  Seven on a Sunday morning.  “He should be.  He goes to church out of town. He’ll be gone for hours.”

“Yeah, I figured.  Every Sunday I saw his car leave without you in it.”  

When Agnes pulled off her sweater, her hair zapped with electricity, but Ruth was more interested in that great swell of breasts in a pink lace bra.  The black mesh underwear with little bows at the hips didn’t match, but she suspected she knew why.

Ruth could hardly react.  “What are you doing?”

“Stripping,” Agnes replied, matter-of-factly.  “I’ve been staking out your house for weeks.  The bald guy takes off with his gym bag every so often, but on Sunday mornings he’s gone for hours.  Then I remembered you saying he goes to church in Stratford, so this seemed like the time.”

Ruth couldn’t stop staring at those lovely breasts, soft but truly mountainous. “This seemed like the time to break into my house?”

Agnes pressed Ruth against the bed.  “I didn’t break anything.  You let me in.”

Ruth’s breath caught in her lungs.  “I let you in?”

She felt dreadfully embarrassed.  Her hair must be a mess, no makeup, morning breath, pink cupcake pyjamas her niece had given her for Christmas.  She tried to inch away, but Agnes caught her by the arm and pushed her back on the bed.  

Nobody had ever pushed her onto a bed...

“What are you doing?” Ruth asked.  Her words came out in squeaks.

Agnes’s dark eyes clouded with lust.  “I want you.  I’m taking you.”

Ruth surprised herself by whispering, “Okay.”

After all these months, Ruth asked no questions regarding Agnes’s extended absence.  She was hardly going to stop the girl unbuttoning her pyjama top for the sake of conversation.

“I think about you,” Ruth said, trying to catch her breath.  “I think about you all the time.”

As Agnes exposed Ruth’s nipples to the cool morning air, they tightened to pearls.

“You think of me, huh?”  Agnes leaned so close the lace of her bra swept Ruth’s belly.  That sensation, of weighted breasts against smooth skin, made Ruth gasp.  “What do you do when you think of me?”

Ruth’s eyes widened. “Oh...”

The expression on Agnes’s face was so naughty, so knowing, it made Ruth’s nipples strain even harder.  “You won’t tell me?”

“Oh please...”

“Please what?”  Agnes yanked Ruth’s pyjama bottoms down to her knees, making her lurch from the mattress.

When Agnes pulled her pyjamas all the way off, Ruth breathed a quick sigh of relief.  Thank God she happened to be wearing her sleek nylon/lycra panties rather than cotton underwear with holes in the crotch seams.

“You don’t like saying naughty words, do you, Ruth?”

“I... I don’t know.”  Ruth felt oddly juvenile, like a young girl speaking to an adult.

Agnes straddled Ruth’s bare thigh, moaning as she pressed her mesh-swathed crotch against it.  Ruth could only imagine how warm and wet the girl must feel.  She wanted to touch.  She wanted to press the soft pads of her fingers against Agnes’s clit, then slide those fingers up inside.  Imagine how juicy the girl must be!  Ruth’s body pulsed just thinking about it.

Rubbing her crotch up and down Ruth’s thigh, Agnes asked, “What do you want?  Want me to suck your tits?  You gotta say the words.”

“Yes please.”  The suggestion worked its magic, and now Ruth wanted her nipples sucked, indeed.

But Agnes wasn’t making this easy.  “Yes please what?  The words, Ruth.  Say the words.”

An impatient whining noise emerged from Ruth’s throat, like the words were blocked.

“You’ve never said dirty words, have you, Ruth?”  Agnes stroked herself against Ruth’s thigh, her big breasts swelling with every push.  “You’ve never told someone to suck your tits.  Have you?”

“No.”  Such a small word, but so much weight.

“Why not?”

“I don’t know.”

Ruth’s mind turned to mush as she watched Agnes writhing on top of her. 

Agnes caught Ruth’s wrists and trapped them against the mattress.  “Yes you do.  Say, ‘Suck my tits’ or tell me why you can’t.”

“I don’t know!”  

Ruth struggled against Agnes’s weight even though there was no place in the world she’d rather be.

Agnes gripped Ruth’s wrists. “Tell me.”

She shook her head so violently she lost herself in dizziness.  The spinning feeling set her free, and, in a voice hoarse with sleep, she said, “Suck my tits.”

“That’s more like it!”  Agnes chuckled darkly, like she’d won a challenge.  And, in a sense, perhaps she had.  “Say it again.  Tell me what you want.”

“I want you to suck my tits.”  It was easier the second time around, easier still the third.  “Please, Agnes, suck my tits!”

Agnes leaned down until her soft tongue met Ruth’s nipple.  

Immediately, Ruth was transported back to Halloween night, when that same little tongue had provided inordinate pleasures between her legs.  

“Oh, yes!”

Black hair fell against Ruth’s white skin, and the tickle made her gasp.  Everything felt so intense, just now.  Agnes’s tongue was like warm velvet, lapping, licking.  That face, oh God, what a beautiful face!  Those steamy eyes gazing past dark lashes seemed to say, “I want you, Ruth.  You’re mine.”

“I’m yours,” Ruth moaned, arching her back to feed more of her breast to Agnes.

Pink lips closed around Ruth’s hard nipple, and when Agnes suckled, all was lost.  Her mind melted like chocolate, just a big puddle of lust for Agnes to lap up.  

She watched the girl move from one breast to the other, sucking in a way that actually felt good.  When Lawrence had done it, years ago, he’d always sucked so hard it hurt, leaving her nipples raw and sore.  Agnes was a perfect combination of gentle and forceful.  

Ruth toyed with the girl’s shining black hair.  “My God, you are beautiful.”

Resting her cheek against Ruth’s breast, Agnes gazed up and smiled.  “So are you.”

Ruth giggled. “No.”  

Whether or not that compliment was objectively true, she could see in those dark, lustful eyes that Agnes believed it.  And that was enough.  

“Am I really?”

“Oh yeah.”  Agnes climbed Ruth’s body, straddling her hips.  

Towering tall above the bed, Agnes reached back to unclasp her pink lace bra, slide the straps down her arms, then toss it to the floor.

Ruth had never seen such spectacular breasts.  They were big and round and real, with dark nipples that pointed more up than down.  Their obvious weight made them so tempting Ruth found herself licking her lips, ready to devour.  Which one first?  How could she possibly make that choice?

Agnes’s lips curled into a knowing smirk.  “Say the words, Ruth.”

Say the words?  She could scarcely breathe!  “What words?”

Cocking her head so her hair tumbled against one breast, Agnes said, “The question.  Ask the question.”

It clicked.  “Let me suck them.”

“Suck what?”  Agnes eased forward slowly, grinning like a fiend.

“Let me suck your tits.”

There was a moment of stillness between them as Agnes looked down from above, like a teacher finally satisfied with her student’s performance.  She cupped her breasts with both hands, holding them up to showcase beautifully pointed nipples.

Ruth extended her tongue.  She couldn’t wait any longer.  

As Agnes leaned in, Ruth gazed at the mirror over the dresser, where she could watch Agnes’s thighs come to rest on her beautiful bare feet.  Her round ass curved up and then down where her back dipped.

Everything happened in slow motion.

Agnes’s breast met Ruth’s tongue, and for a brief moment all that registered was the softness of that tender flesh.  And then Agnes moaned, and reality came rushing in.  Ruth felt the hard press of that pebbled nipple against her tongue, and her skin went prickly and hot, like she was itching for something metaphysical.

Wrapping her arms around Agnes, Ruth brought the girl closer, so close she lost her balance and toppled against Ruth’s face.  

Smothered by breasts, Ruth kept sucking.  

She couldn’t breathe, but she didn’t care. 

Agnes was all she wanted, and she sucked the girl’s tits like they were her world.

“Okay, okay, ouch!”  Agnes struggled, pulling away.

A knot of embarrassment coiled in Ruth’s belly.  “What’s wrong?  Did I hurt you?”

“Just a little.”  Agnes wiped the shimmering saliva from her nipples, and then covered them with her palms.  “You were sucking really hard, there.”

“Sorry.”  The coil tightened.  “Guess I got a little carried away.”

“Don’t worry about it.”  Agnes eased off the bed, letting her mesh panties fall to the floor.

A rush of saliva flooded Ruth’s mouth when she laid eyes on Agnes’s mound.  It wasn’t shaven like Ruth’s was now, but it wasn’t overly hairy like Ruth’s used to be.  The hair was black and trimmed short, just a small triangle.

“I want to taste you,” Ruth said without prompting.  “I dream about licking you, Agnes.”

“You can call me Aggs, if you want.”

That seemed like odd response, but Ruth would do anything to get those luscious lips on her mouth.  “Aggs, get on top of me.”

Agnes laughed.  “You want me to sit on your face?”

“Yes.”  

The girl’s cool fingers fell between her thighs. “You sure you want me to ride your face?”

“Yes.”  The word came out a squeak.

When Agnes rubbed Ruth’s clit, her resolve faltered.  Maybe she’d rather feel Agnes’s soft tongue between her legs.  Oh yes, yes she would love that.  But she’d never tasted Agnes, and who knew how long it would be before she got another chance?  She’d already learned how unpredictable the neighbour girl could be.  Now was not the time to wonder why, but she found herself wondering nonetheless.

“Please,” Ruth begged.  “Get up here.”

The image of Agnes’s lustful gaze would stay with her until her dying day.

Agnes straddled her face.  Pubic hair tickled her lips and big breasts hovered high above.  Ruth knew this was a moment she’d never forget.

As Agnes tilted her hips so her clit rocked against Ruth’s tongue, she asked, “How do you like that?”

“I love it,” Ruth tried to say, but it was like talking to the dentist when his hands were in her mouth.

Agnes rocked a little harder.  “You like my pussy?”  

“It tastes soooo good.”

Every word came out muffled and unclear, but Agnes seemed to understand.  

She rode Ruth’s tongue in long strides.  

The inability to close her mouth meant saliva pooled at the back of Ruth’s throat, but there was nothing she could do about that, except try to swallow and choke a little.  Strangely, she loved that she could never quite catch her breath.  She felt dirty beyond words as Agnes pressed her clit so fiercely it drove Ruth’s bottom teeth up against the back of her outstretched tongue.  This was the greatest discomfort imaginable, but if it made Agnes grunt and grind, Ruth would do it forever.

Agnes pressed her drooling slit flush to Ruth’s tongue. “You’re gonna make me come so hard, you slut!”

Ruth gasped and choked.  She’d never been called a slut.  By anyone.  Ever.  If she’d heard that sort of talk in the halls, between students, she’d have sent them straight to the Vice-Principal’s office.  That word seemed wildly inappropriate for the bedroom.  So why was her clit straining so hard?  Why did it echo at the back of her mind, making her feel giddy and bad? 

Ruth had never acted like a slut before.  Maybe now was the time.

Raising her hips, she grabbed one of Agnes’s hands and pushed it between her legs.  She made every sort of whimpering sound she could to show Agnes what she wanted.

“My slut wants to get finger-fucked, does she?”  

Agnes’s tone was so beautifully condescending it made Ruth’s chest burn.  

She squeaked, “Nah! Nah!” while Agnes rode her tongue, but she couldn’t get the message across.  She wanted Agnes to stroke her clit, not put fingers inside.  Ruth had never been big on having things shoved in her vagina—not fingers, not even her husband.

Agnes leaned back, keeping her clit flush to Ruth’s tongue even while her fingers slid down Ruth’s slick lips.

“Uh-huh!  Uh-huh!”  Ruth tried to keep Agnes on the outside.

“Oh, look at this pretty pink cunt!”  Agnes stroked her and Ruth felt a warm buzz in her pelvis.  “This cunt wants my fingers so bad.”

Ruth reached up to grab Agnes’s breasts, as though that might stop her.  It didn’t, of course.  The second Ruth’s palms met that warm flesh, Agnes gasped and plunged her fingers deep inside.

Ruth’s chest rattled with every drowned breath.

It felt good.  

It felt beyond good.

Each time the girl buried her fingers to the hilt, the meat of Agnes’s palm slapped Ruth’s clit, making a wet smacking sound.

“You dirty slut!” Agnes said, sounding out of breath. “You like my fingers fucking your wet pussy, you cheating slut?”

“Uh-huh! Uh-huhhh!”  Ruth knew the word cheating was supposed be even more of a trigger than slut, but it wasn’t.  Agnes might feel guilty about this, but she was too young to understand marriage, too young to realize how necessary this was.

Ruth’s heart raced as Agnes shrieked, “Oh yeah, oh fuck yeah, slut.  You eat me so fucking goooooooood!”

Her thighs tensed.  Her pelvis tied itself in throbbing knots that felt so tangled, so permanent, she was sure they’d never untie.  And yet it happened, all at once, like a loud pop.  An explosion of heat erupted between her thighs, and she clamped on Agnes’s fingers.  

The explosion wasn’t Ruth’s alone.  They cried out together, their movements jerky now, no longer fluid as before.  The intensity, the energy, the spirit of that orgasm left Ruth breathless.

“Wow.”  Agnes flopped down beside her on the bed.

“Wow,” Ruth agreed.

There were so many questions she wanted to ask.  Like, “Where have you been?” or “Why didn’t you use the front door like a normal person?”

But Ruth probably knew the answer to the latter—if Agnes had knocked at the door with Lawrence away from home, people might talk.  

In fact, in this neighbourhood, people were guaranteed to talk.

But where Agnes had been, and why she’d remained out of contact for so long?  That remained a mystery.

And maybe a bit of mystery was just what Ruth needed.
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“I can’t believe you’ve never played with one of these before.”

For the past month, Agnes had snuck through Ruth’s bedroom window every Sunday after Lawrence left for church.  Ruth could scarcely sleep Saturday nights for the anticipation.

Last Sunday, Agnes had probed into Ruth’s sexual history, which seemed a favourite pastime of hers.  She couldn’t contain herself when Ruth admitted she’d never used sex toys of any kind.  In truth, she wasn’t entirely certain what was out there.  Vibrators, sure, but beyond those, the world of sex toys remained a mystery.

“Don’t you ever go on the internet?” Agnes had asked, the week before.

“Only at work,” Ruth had told her.  “And I’m hardly going to browse for sex toys in my office.  Anyway, I refuse to buy things online.  You hear about identity theft and all that.  No thank you!”

Agnes had laughed.  “There are so many safeguard now, Ruth.  This is the new millennium!  Quit living in the past.”

“I’m not living in the past,” Ruth had said, feeling somewhat hurt.  And old.  “If I’m desperate for a sex toy, I can buy one at a shop.  I guess I’ve just never been that desperate.”

Agnes switched gears, away from online shopping and back to toys.  “I can’t wait to introduce you to new things.  I can be your sex teacher.”

“You already are.”  Ruth petted the girl’s cheek as they lounged together in post-coital bliss.  “You introduced me to lube, for starters.  Where has that been all my life?”

Ruth wondered if she might have enjoyed sex with Lawrence, back when they used to try, if she’d been able to grease the wheels.  But she didn’t share that thought.  She’d learned very quickly that Agnes preferred to pretend “the bald guy” didn’t exist.  And Ruth was okay with that because, despite being married to him, Lawrence only existed on the periphery of her life.

Now, one week later, Agnes perched between Ruth’s legs with a frighteningly large vibrator slathered in lube.

“You’re putting that inside me?” Ruth asked.

Agnes grinned.  “Not right away.”  She was entirely nude, with her winter coat and clothing scattered between the window and the bed.

As an anniversary gift, of sorts, Agnes had bought a stretchy lace babydoll, which Ruth had put on even though it wasn’t at all her style.  She’d never have bought herself purple lingerie (or any lingerie, for that matter), but it actually looked good.  When she’d stepped out of the bathroom, Agnes’s gaze turned instantly dark.

It felt so good to be looked at that way.

Agnes turned the end part of her red vibrator, and it buzzed to life.  The toy looked faintly penis-like, but the resemblance was passing.

“Close your eyes.”

“Close my eyes?” Ruth teased, closing them and lying back on her pillow.  “But then I can’t stare at your beautiful breasts, Aggs.”

Agnes laughed. “Good!  You spend enough time staring.”

“You don’t know the half of it.”  Ruth pulled up her babydoll, feeling the cool morning air against her shaved mound.  “Every time I blink, it’s you I see—your gorgeous naked body.”

“Mmmm...”

Agnes pressed the vibrator flush against Ruth’s clit.

The sensation overwhelmed her, and she sat straight up, eyes flying open and thighs snapping shut.  “What... what... Agnes!”

Agnes’s eyes widened.  “Did I hurt you?”

“Yes!”  Ruth hugged her knees.  “I don’t know.  It was... too much.”

Agnes laughed.  “You’re like the forty year old virgin.”

“Forty?” Ruth chuckled.  “Okay, let’s go with that.”

Agnes stared into Ruth’s eyes.  “I can turn down the vibration so it isn’t as intense.”

“That should help.”  

Ruth felt silly, but there was something vaguely gynaecological about the way they were going about this sex toy introduction.  

Lying on her side, she patted the bed.  “Come here, Aggs.  Kiss me a bit.”

“Kiss you, huh?”  Agnes rolled Ruth her onto her back. “I think I know what you want.”

The heavy press of Agnes’s breasts took Ruth’s breath away.  “What do I want?”

“You want me talking dirty.”

“Is that what I want?”  Ruth giggled—actually giggled, like the girls at school.

Agnes pressed her breasts to Ruth’s breasts and her mouth to Ruth’s ear.  “You want me saying what a sassy slut you’ve become over the past few weeks.”

“Have I?”

Ruth nipped at Agnes’s shoulder.  

“You bet.”  

Agnes traced her tongue slowly around Ruth’s ear.  

“All week I’ve been dreaming of shoving this dildo in your cunt.”

Ruth gasped.  “You have?”

Lunging, Agnes kissed her hard on the mouth and Ruth surrendered to the embrace.  Her hands had a mind of their own as they slid down Agnes’s side and around her back, revelling in that soft, young skin.  Oh, she loved touching Agnes.  Loved every second of it.

Without breaking their kiss, Agnes slid both legs to the side, keeping her chest on Ruth’s.  The vibe buzzed audibly, making Ruth’s pulse quicken.  Her body remembered the sensation that had driven her over the edge, and she wanted more.  But her body hesitated.

“Don’t worry so much!”  Agnes planted sharp kisses all over Ruth’s face.  “You worry about everything.”

Ruth laughed.  She couldn’t argue with that.

This time, when the vibrator met her thigh, she gasped but she didn’t close her legs.  Agnes held her down on the bed, whispering, “Go with it, gorgeous.  It’s gonna feel so good.”

Being called gorgeous by someone as fine as Agnes made Ruth feel like a million bucks. They kissed while Agnes moved the toy around.  It reminded her a little of her husband’s hair trimmers, and the thought made her laugh.

“What?” Agnes asked.

Ruth shook her head and lied.  “Tickles.”

“How about this?” Agnes asked, pressing the vibe to the bare skin above Ruth’s clit.

God, those vibrations!  They rode down her legs, all the way to her curling toes.  They enveloped her entire mound from the inside out and found her most sensitive parts without touching them.

“Oh my goodness, Aggs!”

“You like that, huh?”  She brought the vibe down around Ruth’s mound, circling slowly.  Ruth shivered as the vibe came close.  “You’re so sensitive.”

“I’m not used to this,” Ruth said.

“How about this?”  

Bowing, Agnes wrapped her mouth around Ruth’s breast. She didn’t even shift the lace babydoll aside, just sucked through it, making Ruth’s nipple hard inside her mouth.  She moved the vibe down and pressed its tip between Ruth’s lips, opening them.

Switching breasts, Agnes said, “You want to get fucked so bad.”

Ruth gazed down as Agnes sucked the purple lace.  “Only with you, Aggs.  I don’t want anyone else but you.”

Agnes raised her head and gave Ruth a serious look.  “I don’t want you to be with anyone else but me.” 

“Who else would want me?”

“Lots of people,” Agnes said.  “Men and women, young and old.”

“I appreciate the compliment,” Ruth said, though she wasn’t inclined to agree.

Agnes was obviously concerned, because she said, “Don’t be with anyone else, okay?”

Closing her eyes, Ruth petted Agnes’s hair and sighed.  “I won’t, baby.  Only you.”

Agnes pressed the toy deeper inside Ruth, fucking her harder.  Faster.

“God,” Ruth panted.  “What are you doing?”

“Fucking you,” Agnes said as she slammed the vibrator between Ruth’s legs.

A confluence of pleasures brought her close to the edge, but she only went over when Agnes pulled the vibe out and slammed it against her clit.

Ruth sat straight up in bed, knocking Agnes to the side.  Her legs slammed shut of their own volition, trapping the toy.  Those vibrations were too much, and yet she couldn’t get enough.  Grabbing her breasts through wet lace, she squeezed them together before flipping onto her stomach.

Nothing could save her from that vicious vibe.  Agnes slid the toy away from Ruth’s clit and pressed it inside, ramming her from behind.  Ruth writhed and twitched on the bed, feeling absolutely helpless.  Normally, she hated giving up control, but today? Right now?  Oh, she couldn’t imagine anything better.

“Yes!” she screamed.  “Yes, fuck me, Aggs.  Fuck me hard, baby doll.”

Agnes sneered.  “I’ll fuck you so hard you’ll walk funny for weeks!”

As she spoke, Agnes drizzled more lube down Ruth’s crack.  It felt so cold she shivered, and her shivers resonated right through her.  Her body hugged the toy harder as Agnes plunged a finger in her ass.

Ruth howled, rolling as much as she could with her orifices full.  “What are you doing?  That’s disgusting!  Stop it right now.”

But even as she warned Agnes off, that errant finger brought on an irrepressible orgasm.  If she thought she was coming before, she was dead wrong.  This time her heart fluttered, her ass clenched, and every muscle in her body locked.  

Lying on her marriage bed, she cried out in orgasmic anguish as the girl next door filled her and fucked her.

“No more,” Ruth begged.  “Oh, I can’t take it.  I can’t.”

Agnes gave in and retracted her finger and the vibe.  She quickly disappeared to wash her toy.  

Just as Agnes turned on the tap, Ruth swore she heard something.  She froze in bed, trying not to breathe, trying to decide if Lawrence was about to walk in the front door.  That was the last thing she needed.  He never came back this early, but what if he wasn’t feeling well?  

God, she couldn’t keep doing this.  She shouldn’t let Agnes come over, week after week.  They were bound to get caught.

“What’s wrong?” Agnes asked, making Ruth jump.  “Why are you so tense?  Three orgasms weren’t enough?  You need one more?”

When Agnes reached for her, she brushed the girl’s hand away.  “Don’t.”

Agnes obviously took that as a challenge.  She hopped on the bed, wrestling Ruth into submission.  

Ruth tried to fight, at first, but how could she resist Agnes’s naked body?  

Oh that beautiful brown skin, those luscious breasts, the softness, the wetness...

When Agnes kissed her, she forgot all about the sound at the front door.  Forgot, or stopped caring.  Either way, she lost herself in Agnes’s lips.

At times, Ruth fooled herself into believing they could kiss forever.  Real life didn’t factor into bedroom life.

It turned out that three orgasms weren’t enough.  Agnes made her come one more time.  No toys.  Just thighs.  They rubbed their wetness against one another’s soft skin until they erupted in climax.  

Ruth removed her lace babydoll so their breasts could play together.

When they were exhausted, they lay in each other’s arms and breathed, and slept, and lounged.  Finally, Agnes bid Ruth a sad goodbye and climbed out the bedroom window, into oblivion.

With orgasmic bliss in each step, Ruth sauntered downstairs, past the dark stairwell and into the sun-filled kitchen.  This was the life!  She turned on the coffee maker, tightened the belt on her comfy robe, and sauntered to the front door to grab the Sunday paper.

She opened the front door, anxious for sunlight to kiss her skin, but the air outside was considerably colder than she’d anticipated.  She picked up her newspaper and rushed to the kitchen, dropping it on the table.

Only then did she spot the envelope attached, with “Lawrence” scrawled across the front.

She took it in both hands and stared.  Something about it made her dizzy.  Maybe she recognized the writing.  Maybe she’d seen it before.  Maybe Agnes had written Lawrence a letter confessing her sins, admitting what they’d been up to while he was at church.

Without even waiting for the coffee to brew, Ruth stormed upstairs, closed her bedroom door and locked it.  She tore open the envelope and dropped it on the bed.

Lawrence,

I couldn’t bring myself to tell you to your face, but Ruth is having an affair.  It’s amazing what a person can see through a bedroom window.  I thought it only fair to tell you.  If you have any questions, you should probably address them to your wife.

Your friend,

Doug

Ruth read the note again and again, trembling as she skimmed the words.  It said so little, and yet it said everything she wasn’t ready for her husband to know.

Casting off her robe, she jumped into weekend clothes.  She ran down the stairs, letter in hand.  Boots, coat, hat, out the door.  

Though Doug lived on the other side of their back fence, she had to walk all the way around the block to get to his front door.  And, once there, boy did she bang. 

When Doug didn’t answer, she rang the doorbell.  Still nothing.  His car was parked on the street, so he must be home.  Unless he’d gone to the gym or he was out for a walk.  Ruth didn’t care.  She’d wait out here in the freezing cold until he came back.

And then, she saw the curtains flutter.  He was home after all, just avoiding her!  How dare he?

Stomping through the frozen front garden, Ruth peeked in the window. She could just about see through the gauzy sheers.  There, right there!  It was... oh, wait.  That wasn’t Doug at all.  He had a woman over.  Damn.  Ruth felt sorry for her, whoever she was.  Lawrence never mentioned Doug having a girlfriend.  Maybe she was a secret, or a prostitute—a secret prostitute!  Or maybe Doug had family visiting.  In fact, yes, this woman looked quite like him.

As Ruth stared at the shocked blonde, her uncanny resemblance grew more and more striking.  She held the woman’s gaze.  Couldn’t look away.  And, despite the sheer curtain and the window between them, it finally dawned on her that the woman was Doug.

She couldn’t believe Doug was... was what?  Her brain buzzed. Why was she so hot all of a sudden?  She unzipped her jacket as she backed away. She just wanted to get home, but when she turned, she tripped over her feet and fell flat on Doug’s frozen lawn.

The door inched open, just a crack, and Doug’s face appeared—blonde wig, makeup, and all.  

“Come on,” he hissed.  “Get inside.”

Ruth sat motionless on his lawn, letting the cold ride up through her overheated body. She welcomed the frozen earth’s quick takeover of her menopausal flesh.

But Doug motioned for her to come inside and, God help her, she rose up from the ground, dusted off her butt, and walked to his door.  When she got there, she asked, “Is that really you?”

He grabbed her arm and yanked her inside.
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The scent of spring overtook winter’s air.  Soon, the last of the ice and snow would melt away.  Bulbs would push their little heads up through the dark earth.  They’d blossom into beautiful things, and then they’d die away.  They’d wait underground through another long winter, only to start all over again.

Ruth tried to remember if she’d seen any plants coming up last week, when she’d fallen on Doug’s front lawn.  It was such a shock to see her husband’s best friend dressed in women’s clothing.  Doug had always seemed so misogynistic. That’s why she avoided him.  He was a creep.

But when he’d pulled Ruth into his house, a strange calm came over her. Weird reaction.  Any normal woman would panic, but Ruth gave herself over to it.  In truth, his attire tamped down her anger.  She didn’t want to pound him in the jaw anymore.  Now all she wanted to know was...

“Doug... is that really you?”

“Mostly.”  He indicated false breasts.  “Not one hundred percent, but mostly me.”

He stood in the sunlit hall, prim and proper in a matronly Sunday dress, just enough make-up to mask the masculinity of his skin.  No fake lashes or sparkly eye shadow like the drag queens she’d seen on Church Street.  Just subdued pinkish lipstick, blush and powder.  If she’d seen him on the street, she’d never have realized this was Doug.

Ruth wasn’t sure what to say.  “I didn’t know you were... I mean, are you... going out or...?”

“No,” he replied, then tilted his head.  “How rude of me.  Please, let me take your jacket.  There’s coffee on and I just put a batch of scones in the oven.”

“Scones?”  Ruth let her coat slip from her shoulders and Doug hung it in the wardrobe.  “Lawrence never told me you could bake.  He never told me you... well, these... clothes...”

Doug chuckled.  His voice was light and airy, like a woman’s.  “There’s a lot your husband doesn’t know about me.  There’s a fair bit he doesn’t know about you, too, I gather.”

Ruth froze as Doug led the way to the kitchen.  “Is this some sort of a trick?  Are you playing a trick on me?”

“How could I do that?” Doug asked.  “I don’t remember inviting you over.”

Her heart fell.  “I’m sorry.  It looks like I’ve interrupted something.  I should go.”

“No, don’t go,” Doug replied in a friendly yet resigned tone.  “Seems we’ve got a thing or two to talk about.”

“Yes, like this letter,” she said, holding up her boot.  Wait, hadn’t she been holding the letter?  Where did she put it?  Christ, this menopause brain!

Doug laughed.  “Try your pockets?”

Didn’t matter. He knew what he wrote.

Tossing her boots on the front hall mat, Ruth followed Doug into the kitchen.  She couldn’t recall the last time she’d visited his house.  Had it always been so clean and neat?  And the smell coming from that oven!  Oh, it was heaven.

Sliding into a kitchen chair, Ruth asked, “Why’d you have to write that letter?  You couldn’t come to me first?”

“Lawrence is my friend,” Doug reasoned.  “You’ve made it very clear, over the years, that you are not.”

Ouch.  But how could she argue?  He was right.  “Well, I’m only rude to you because you act... not like you’re acting now.  Like you’re overcompensating for something.”

Doug set two mugs on the table, and gave Ruth a look that read, “Maybe I am.”

Suddenly, Doug made a lot more sense.  Maybe the boorish male act was just a façade to mask this woman he carried around with him.

“So... Lawrence doesn’t know you do this?” Ruth asked.

“Make scones?  No, it’s not something I generally talk about with other men.  Or other women, for that matter.”  Leaving two empty mugs on the table, he went to the oven and opened the door.  “Oh! Glad I checked.  These need to come out.”

“Do you want help with anything?” Ruth asked, rising from her chair.

“You could pour the coffee while I... damn, where are my oven mitts?  Oh, there.  Now I just need the wire rack.  I hope the bottoms haven’t burnt.”

While Ruth watched her husband’s best friend fuss over the oven, she found herself smiling.  She’d never felt comfortable around Doug before.  But now?  She sort of felt like she was in the kitchen with her sister.  Dressed as a woman, Doug felt like family.  It was an odd and miraculous transformation.

“Oh, look at that! They didn’t burn.”  Doug lifted his scones onto the wire rack one by one.  “We’ll have to let them cool for a sec, but they look spectacular.”

“Are those cranberries?”

“Cranberry-lemon—my specialty.  Cream and sugar with your coffee?”

“Please.”  She poured coffee into their mugs, and asked, “Should I leave room in yours?”

“No, I take it black.”  Doug laughed.  “All the things you don’t know about me, and I’ve been your husband’s best friend for how many years?”

Ruth placed her coffee at her seat.  “Well, we all have secrets. I’d never have guessed yours, but looks like you found me out pretty quickly.”

Doug offered a kind smile as he sat across from her.  Actually, it was hard to think of him as he, dressed that way.

“I’d have guessed your secret in a second,” he said.  “In fact I did.  The moment I met you I thought, ‘Lawrence is dating a lesbian? Yeah, that’ll last.’  And then he married you and I thought, ‘Yikes, this is a disaster waiting to happen.’  And here we are all these years later and you’ve both proven me wrong.”

“Twenty-five years,” she said, over the rim of her coffee cup.

“Hmm?”

“Lawrence and I have been married almost twenty-five years.”  She sighed, then laughed.  “Does he ever talk about me?”

Doug fidgeted a touch, then got up to put a few scones on a plate.  “Butter?  Do you want jam too, or...?”

“That bad, eh?”  Ruth felt her shoulders slump.  “Well, I guess I deserve it—frigid wife that I am.”

“No, no, no.”  Doug rushed the scones and their accoutrements to the table.  “Ruth, he doesn’t talk about you.  I mean, nothing intimate, but I get a sense of what’s lacking.”

Tears welled in Ruth’s eyes.  “I’ve really failed him, as a wife.”

“No...”

“I have. I’m this cold bitch who makes him sleep in the basement while my twenty-four-year-old girlfriend sneaks in the window upstairs.  I’m cheating on him with the neighbour girl.  How could he ever forgive me?”

“Trust me, he could,” Doug said, matter-of-factly.

Even in the scope of the day’s oddness, his reaction seemed strange.  “You’re pretty sure of yourself.”

“I am.”  He didn’t look at her.  Instead, he shifted a scone onto her plate.  That was the first time she noticed he was wearing pink nail polish.  “Here, try one. They’re magic.”

Ruth sighed and buttered her scone and, yes, it truly was magic.  It was also nice to have someone to talk to.  Ruth didn’t really have friends anymore.  She’d always been closer with men, but that wasn’t considered appropriate for a married woman.  

“How did this whole thing start?” Doug asked.  “With you and the neighbour girl. I thought she moved away for school.”

“Yes, well, she came back.”  

Ruth told him how they’d met in the coffee shop.  She told him about Halloween on Church Street and underwear in an envelope.  She told Doug everything.  It was incredibly freeing.  

And then panic set in and she placed her hand on his.  “You won’t tell Lawrence, will you?  What a stupid question.  You already sent him that letter. Of course you’re going to tell him.”

Doug tilted his head and gave her a pleading look.  “The letter was an extreme measure, but I’m glad you found it.  It was never my place to tell Lawrence.  Just like it was never my place to tell you...”

Ruth waited.  When he didn’t finish his sentence, she asked, “Tell me what?”

He shook his head.  “I don’t know.  Lost my train of thought.”

* * * *
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AS SHE LAY IN BED ALMOST a week later, she wondered what he’d been referring to.  Seemed a little shady.  Did Doug know something she didn’t?

Just then, she heard a noise outside.  A raccoon?  No, bigger than a raccoon.  Ruth knew that sound only too well.

Scrambling out of bed, she rushed to the window to find Agnes climbing the trellis.  

“What do you think you’re doing?”

Agnes looked up, shocked, and said, “I thought you’d be asleep.  I was gonna slip into bed with you, like a surprise.  Now you’ve ruined it.”

Ruth’s chest burned, and it wasn’t indigestion.  “Go home, Aggs, and quietly.  Lawrence is downstairs.”

“So?”

“So what if he sees you?”

Agnes’s expression hardened. “Well, then, I guess you’ll just have to tell him about us.”

When the girl pulled herself up the trellis and onto the overhang, Ruth said, “Did you not hear me?  I said go home.”

“You don’t want to sleep with me?” Agnes whined.

“Stop acting like a child.  You know my situation.  If you want to sleep, come back in the morning, after Lawrence has left.”

Agnes cocked her head.  “Come on. What’s the worst that could happen?”

“Lawrence will hear us and come upstairs.  He’ll know I’ve been cheating on him and he’ll throw me out on the street.”

Agnes said, “So what?  Who cares?”

That indigestion feeling took over Ruth’s entire chest.  “I care.  And if you had any concern for me, you would care too.”

Agnes laughed so loudly Ruth wanted to shoot her, but that would have made even more noise.  “You think I don’t care about you?  I care more than I’ve ever cared about anyone.  If you can’t see that, you’re the one who’s got problems.”

“Keep it down,” Ruth said, trying not to raise her voice.  “I can’t have Lawrence finding out about you. It’s nothing personal.”

“Nothing personal?  You don’t want me here, but it’s nothing personal?”

Despite Ruth’s attempt to block the girl’s way, Agnes heaved herself through the bedroom window and rolled onto the floor.

“Get out,” Ruth hissed.  “I can’t have my husband seeing you.”

“Who cares if he sees me?  Hasn’t this gone on long enough?  Don’t you want to be with me?  Don’t you want to be a real couple?” 

Agnes stripped out of her clothes to reveal a strap-on dildo and harness.  

Unable to tear her gaze from that incredible sight, Ruth asked, “How could I possibly know if we’d make it as a couple?  We’ve never even been on a date!  We spend all our time in bed.”

The moment those words left Ruth’s mouth, she knew she’d opened the floodgates.  No closing them now.

“So let’s go out together!” Agnes pleaded.

“Shh!”

“Take off your clothes.”

“What?”  Ruth was really confused now, but something made her strip bare.

“Don’t you think I want to go out with you?  I love you, Ruth, but sex is not the be-all and end-all for me.  Don’t you feel my love in the way we touch and kiss?  Can’t you see that I’m in love with you?”

Ruth’s heart raged.  “Of course I see it! Do you think I’m stupid?  Of course I know.”

“Well?”

It felt like a challenge. “Well what?”

Agnes pushed her, pinned her to the bed. “Well, do you love me?”  

That strap-on dildo pressed against the lower part of Ruth’s belly, and she couldn’t deny how arousing that felt.  Her breasts swelled against Agnes’s.  

“Of course I love you. Of course I do.  I’ve been obsessed with you since you kissed me on the stairs.  You’re all I think about.”

Agnes’s hips sat heavy against Ruth’s, her weight a welcome burden.  “Obsession isn’t love.  I love you, Ruth.  I would fucking marry you.”

“Don’t say that.  Please.  Don’t.”  

Ruth’s heart lodged itself in her throat as she struggled to get out from under Agnes.  All she could feel was that dildo pressing into her flesh.

Agnes tightened her grip around Ruth’s wrists, slamming her pelvis harder, pinning Ruth inextricably to the mattress.  “Why shouldn’t I say I would marry you?  It’s true.  I would. I’m not saying it’ll happen.  I’m not that stupid.  I know you’ll never leave the bald guy.  That doesn’t mean I can’t tell you how I feel.”

“You don’t know what marriage is, Agnes.  You’re too young to understand.”

An expulsion of hot breath struck Ruth’s ear, making her squirm.  “I’m too young, huh?”

What a stupid thing to say.  Ruth worked with teenagers.  She should have known better.  People under thirty hated being reminded of their relative youth.  It made them feel insignificant, like they weren’t being taken seriously.

“I shouldn’t have said you’re too young for marriage,” Ruth conceded.  “Only too young to understand what it means to have spent half your life in a relationship.  I’ve been married to Lawrence nearly a quarter of a century.  It’s not all wine and roses.”

“But was it ever?”

Ruth knew Agnes wanted the answer to be no, but that just wasn’t true. “We had a nice time together when we were dating.”

Agnes released one wrist, but Ruth didn’t budge.  

“We stayed up nights, talking about everything except real life.  But that’s how it is when you’re a student: your life is ideas, theories, and they all seem like they’ll have practical applications when you graduate.”

“But they don’t,” Agnes said.  “And you forget all those ideas and theories, and life is just... days.  An endless series of days.”

When Ruth looked into Agnes’s dark eyes, she realized the girl knew more than she thought.

Agnes cupped Ruth’s breast with her free hand.  “I want to stay up late with you.  I want to talk until three in the morning.  I want to talk and fuck, talk and fuck.  Is that how it was with the bald guy, when you were young?”

Ruth laughed, and then gasped as Agnes’s fingers glided down her side.  “No,” she said.  “Not really.  Sex...”

Agnes leaned her weight up from Ruth’s body, and the dildo that had pressed so hard against her belly lifted slightly.  Its absence was a sad relief, though it wasn’t truly gone.  Agnes dragged it down until its tip rested against her throbbing clit.  She hadn’t realized how aroused she’d become throughout Agnes’s attack.

“Did you want him to fuck you back then?” 

Ruth hummed as a tight squeal built in her throat.  “No.”

Agnes traced the dildo up and down Ruth’s wet lips.  “Do you want me to fuck you now?”

“Yes.”  

Ruth released a burst of air, and suddenly she couldn’t catch her breath. Her body pulsed in anticipation.  This was different, so very different from having sex with a man.  

“Please,” she said.  “Put it in me.”

“Yeah?”  

The dildo pressed hard against Ruth’s slit while Agnes slathered lube down its thick shaft.

“Agnes, please... please fuck me.”

Agnes laughed.  “I’m not even inside you yet, and already you’re asking for more?”

“Put it in and fuck me.”

When Agnes jutted forward, she drove the fake cock with such force Ruth squealed and writhed.  

Agnes froze.  “Did I hurt you?”

“No, no.”  Ruth bucked her hips.  “No, it’s good.  It feels so big.”

Agnes’s thrusts were jerky at first, but smoother and more controlled as she gained momentum.  Her big breasts swung above Ruth’s like two heavy pendulums counting down the time until Ruth’s next orgasm.

“I thought you didn’t like cocks.”

Ruth’s breath hitched.  “I thought I didn’t like them, too.”

“But you like one on me.”  Judging by Agnes’s firm tone, that was a statement, not a question.  “You like my big cock in your sweet cunt, don’t you, Ruth?”

“Yes.”  It filled her until there was no space left.  “That feels incredible.”

Agnes released Ruth’s wrist in favour of her breasts.  “And I know you like it when I play with your tits.”

“Oh, I love it.”  

Ruth hissed when Agnes pinched her nipples.  

As the pressure mounted, Ruth held tighter to Agnes’s breasts, pressing them together, suckling.  Climax swirled inside her pelvis, and she couldn’t believe how fast she was set to come, just from getting fucked.  No, it was more than that—the argument was foreplay.  She recognized that now.

“I love fucking your hot pussy, Ruth.”  Agnes heaved her dick forward, going at it like crazy.  “God, you’re hot.”

Ruth felt a blush come on as she said, “Yeah right.”

“You are.  You’re beautiful.”

Not beautiful “for a woman your age,” just beautiful generally.  

How could Ruth not find her orgasm, knowing this gorgeous young woman loved her, lusted after her, and found her beautiful?

“Oh, Aggs!”  Ruth hugged her close, pressing her naked breasts to Agnes’s.  “I love you too, baby.  I think I’ve loved you right from the start.”
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Chapter 10
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“What do you think?” Lawrence asked.  “Good choice?”

Ruth looked up from her salmon and realized he was indicating the restaurant.  “Oh, yes.  It’s great.  Good choice.”

“Well, twenty-five years.”  He lifted his wine glass and clinked hers.  “That’s no easy feat.”

“Mmm-hmm.”  She went on with her salmon, which was truly delicious.  When she felt his gaze burrowing into her, she asked, “What?”

Lawrence sat very straight in his chair, like her question was a strong gust of wind pushing against him.  “You just seem a little distracted tonight, that’s all.”

He was right about that.  Their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary and she was treating him like crap.  That wasn’t fair.  He was the victim here, the cuckolded husband, and she was the cheating wife.  The least she could do was make an effort.

“I’m sorry.”  Ruth picked up her wine glass and tapped his.  “Just, you know, late spring, thinking about the end of the school year.  It’s been busy.”

He smiled kindly and said, “Let’s not think about work tonight.” 

“You’re right.  Let’s think about the summer.  My sister’s invited us to the cottage again, so that’ll be nice.  There’s nothing more relaxing than reading in a hammock.”

“With your family around?”  Lawrence made a face.  “No, let’s just think about us.  So much has changed over the past twenty-five years, but I love you more today than I did the day we married.”

“Lawrence...”  

Ruth looked around to make sure nobody had overheard.  Why was she so embarrassed?  He was her husband.  He was allowed to say schmaltzy crap if he wanted to. 

“Is something wrong?” he asked.

“No, no.  It’s the menopause.  I’m having one of those moods, that’s all.”

“Is there anything I can do to help?”  He shifted his water glass across the table, and she drank from it, wondering how he knew she was parched. 

Smiling, she set the glass down and looked her husband plain in the face.  The bald guy.  That’s what Agnes called him.  Oh, why couldn’t she stop thinking of Agnes?

“Should we do gifts now?” Lawrence asked.

Gifts?  Damn it!  How could she have forgotten to buy her husband an anniversary present?

“I left yours at home,” she lied.  She’d picked up his birthday gift ages ago.  She’d just have to substitute that.  “We’ll have to wait until later.”

“Would you like yours now?” he asked, eagerly, like he really wanted her to open whatever it was.

“Sure. Why not?”

With a childlike smirk, he pulled a bright green box from his suit jacket—a long box, the kind that might contain jewellery.  The colour nearly blinded her as he slipped it across the table.  

“Hope you like it,” he said.  “Doesn’t really seem your style, but... well, open it.  You’ll see.”

Ruth slowly undid the white ribbon, and then lifted the lid.  Inside, on a bed of tissue paper, sat a strange assortment of vintage buttons.  She must have given the gift a funny look, because Lawrence picked it up to show her. “It’s a necklace. See?  I bought it from Agnes down the street.  You’re always going on about liking her jewellery and wanting to support her business.”

“Am I?”  Ruth’s ears rang.  “How did you... how did you find her?”

Lawrence cocked his head.  “She only lives a couple houses down.  I just went over and knocked on the door.  She said she usually sells her stuff on the internet, but you know how I feel about divulging personal information.”

Ruth nodded.  “Identity theft.  I’m with you.”

“So she took me to her bedroom—”

“You were in Agnes’s bedroom?” 

“With the door open,” he chuckled.  “What, you don’t trust me to be alone with a pretty young woman?”

Ruth sighed.  “She is pretty, isn’t she?”

Lawrence nodded slowly.  “Anyway, most of her jewellery was a little... extreme.  I was surprised you liked it.  All the plastic stuff and belt buckles, and so much profanity.  I thought you liked things to be a little more refined.”

“Yes,” Ruth replied, pulling at her pearls.  “Me too.”

“So when I explained about our anniversary, she said she could put together a custom project that would suit you.  I think she did a pretty good job.”

As Lawrence rose from his chair, Ruth gazed at the necklace.  It really was quite nice.  The vintage buttons reminded her of her mother’s clothing, way back when.  The refinement of fashion.  

“Take off your pearls, Ruth.”

“Oh. Sure.”  

She undid the clasp as her husband stood behind her.  Half the restaurant watched as he secured Agnes’s design around her neck.  She felt a hundred times more embarrassed than she ought to.

And then her husband’s fingertips brushed the back of her neck, and his energy passed through the entire necklace, warming her chest everywhere the buttons touched her skin.  He lingered at her back, then set one of his big hands on her shoulder.  Normally, she would have recoiled.  But not tonight.

“There,” Lawrence said, and returned to his seat.  “Looks beautiful on you.”

“Thanks.”  She could feel a blush crossing her cheeks.  “Thank you. Really.  I can’t believe you listened to me.”

A keen waiter came over and said, “If it’s a special occasion, perhaps champagne is in order?”

“I don’t know,” Ruth said.  “Champagne goes right to my head.”

Lawrence looked to Ruth and shrugged.  “We’re walking home.”

“We also have chocolate-covered strawberries,” the waiter said.  “To stay, or to go...”

The young man’s presumptuousness embarrassed Ruth, but obviously emboldened her husband. “We’ll take both to go, thanks.”

Ruth offered a meek smile as Lawrence hurried to finish his steak. How long could she draw out eating this piece of fish?  God, was she actually nervous?  Nervous to go home with the man she’d been married to for twenty-five years?

When the waiter brought the bill, Lawrence took care of it.  The young man winked and handed over a paper bag that contained champagne and strawberries.  

Ruth followed her husband into the street, where the evening breeze warmed her bare arms.  Thank goodness winter was almost over.

“You enjoyed your dinner?” he asked.

“Yes, the salmon was very good.  And your steak?”

“Perfect.”  He chuckled.  “You get what you pay for.”

“Mmm-hmm.”  Ruth found herself looking all around, and when Lawrence noticed, she realized she was keeping an eye out for Agnes.  “Sorry, I just...”

He hooked his arm around hers and escorted her down the sidewalk in a most gentlemanly fashion.  “Would you rather forgo the...”

Lawrence wasn’t the type of man who would say “sex” in public.  Or in private, for that matter.

Ruth felt guilty for the first time in ages—guilty for not having any sexual desire for her husband.  

Poor Lawrence. 

“It has been a while, hasn’t it?”

“So, what do you think?”  He wrapped his arm around her waist.  “Should we give it a go tonight?”

She moved a little closer to him.  “It’s our twenty-fifth wedding anniversary.  How could I possibly say no?”

As they walked home together, Ruth felt oddly drawn to her husband.  She remembered all the things she’d loved about him when they met.  She remembered why she’d married him.  Lawrence truly was a good man.

When they arrived home, Ruth led him upstairs without even kicking off her heels.

“You’ve got candles on the night table,” he said.  “So you were planning on bringing me up here, were you?”

Agnes had set the candles out, but Ruth wasn’t about to tell him that.  “Light them while I get your gift.  I didn’t wrap it.  Hope that’s okay.”

Lawrence set the champagne, along with two flutes the restaurant had added to the mix, on her dressing table.  He laid out the strawberries next.  Six of them.  He lit the candles as she pulled his gift from the closet.

“You even bought an intimate lubricant?” Lawrence asked, picking up the tube.  “My, you did come prepared.”

Ruth shrugged.  Agnes had bought the lube, too. But Ruth had bought this book, and now she handed it to him and watched his eyes light up.

“Is this a first edition?” he asked.

Ruth laughed.  “Are you kidding?  Am I made of money?  No, but it’s an early edition.  Hope you like it.”

“Oh, I do.”  He hugged her gently.  “I really do.”

She stood in his embrace, feeling his solid front pressing against her breasts.  Lawrence was in excellent shape for a man of his age.  She shouldn’t wonder why.  He took all his sexual frustration to the gym.  Because he couldn’t take it out on her.  She never let him.

But tonight, she would.  And not just because it was their anniversary.  If she really didn’t want to, she’d say so and he’d understand. Because that was the kind of man he was: understanding.

“This feels good,” she said as they stood in each other’s arms.

“Yes,” he said.  “It does.”

She stepped closer and felt his hardness against her belly.  Was a hug really enough to turn him on?  What a surprise.  She let her hand ride down the side of his suit jacket, and his throat made a sound: Mmm...

After all these years, she wanted to touch it.  She didn’t know why.  Maybe just because it was there and it was hard.  

When she plunged her hand inside his pants, she found his erection easily and rubbed it over his cotton jockey shorts.  The fabric moved with her hand, and his penis pulsed against her palm.

“I can’t believe you’re ready to do this,” Lawrence said into her ear.

When she looked up at him, he kissed her fully, inescapably. 

He shrugged off his jacket and unbuttoned his shirt.  

She laughed. “Wait, wait—your tie.  You’re getting yourself all tangled.”

Withdrawing her hand from his pants, Ruth loosened his tie and pulled it over his head.  He took it from her and said, “Why don’t we try this?”  Then he turned her around and secured her wrists behind her back.  “How about that, huh?”

She laughed.  “How do you plan on getting my dress off?”

“Like this.”  He unzipped it, then pulled the top down her arms until he realized it was stuck.  That’s when he took off the tie and hung it on the bedpost.  “Okay, we’ll save that for later.”

Ruth finished taking off her dress.  She’d worn black lingerie, though she really hadn’t expected her husband to see it.  She hadn’t expected to bring him to her room.

“You look beautiful tonight.”  He draped his pants over the chair by her dressing table and swiftly removed his black socks.  Wearing only his black jockey boxers, he didn’t look all that bad.

“You’ve got nice thighs,” she told him.

He took a step closer.  “You’ve always liked my thighs.”

“Well, I still do.”  She felt bashful, being flirtatious with her husband.

Lawrence came so close the heat of his chest kissed her body.  He slipped his thumbs under the waistband of her pantyhose and pushed them down.  He went down with them, all the way to the floor, helping her step out.  When he’d thrown them across the room, he traced his hands up Ruth’s smooth calves.  Her body tingled when he touched her thighs.

And, strangely, she wondered if she was betraying Agnes.

Lawrence kissed her belly, above the band of her tight black panties.  She felt his lips imprinting on her vulva like magic, and heard herself gasping in response.

“Wow,” he said.  “You’re very sensitive.”

“It feels like the first time,” she admitted, though that sounded terribly silly.  “Say, where’s the champagne?”

“Right.  Of course.”  Lawrence leaned against the bed, grunting.  “Oh, my knees!”

“Aww!”  Ruth helped him up, but his knees buckled and he landed back down on the bed.  “Never mind. I’ll get it.”

She opened the bottle and poured them each a glass, downing hers as fast as humanly possible, then pouring another one.

“Somebody’s thirsty,” Lawrence said.

Ruth chuckled.  “Yes.”

She brought the chocolate-covered strawberries to her bedside table and took a stem between her fingers.  Lawrence grabbed it from her and said, “Let me feed it to you.”

“Oh. Okay.”  Her jaw hurt from grinning as she opened her mouth to the strawberry’s sweetness.  The chocolate crackled between her teeth.  She gave her best effort to catch the escaping shards, but they fell against her hot skin and melted immediately.  “Oh dear.”

Her husband grinned.  “Take off your bra.”

She obeyed, and he stared greedily at her breasts.

“Lie down, hands over your head.”  He secured her wrists with his necktie, and the sensation of that silky fabric against her skin made her hot.  Very hot.

Lawrence tightened the tie, like a noose around her wrists, and then secured the long end to the headboard.  Ruth knew she could easily escape if she wanted to, but that was just it: she didn’t want to escape.  She wanted to find out what her husband might do to her while she was bound on the bed.

Sitting at her side, he took a strawberry by the stem and teased her with it, letting the sweet fruit hover just above her lips. “You want this?”

“Yes,” she whispered, as the strawberry landed softly against her collarbone.  “What are you doing?”

He grinned as he traced it down her chest, between her breasts.  When dark chocolate melted against her skin, she wanted it in her mouth.  She’d take almost anything in her mouth, in fact.  But, when she closed her eyes, it was Agnes she envisioned straddling her face.  It was Agnes’s tang she tasted while Lawrence swirled that strawberry around one breast and then the other, making her nipples sticky and brown.

She gasped when he traced the fruit down her belly.  The melting chocolate tickled.  It tickled even more when he lodged the strawberry in her belly button and pulled down her panties. 

His eyes grew wide.  “You shaved... for me?”

She’d never felt so shady in all her life.  “Do you like the look?”

“I like... the thought.”

What was that supposed to mean?  She didn’t ask.

When she opened her legs for him, he crawled silently between them and took her ass cheeks in his hand.  Leaving the strawberry in her navel, he edged his face closer between her legs. Closer and closer, until she felt his breath on her naked flesh.  She bit her lip as she waited for him to lick, but he didn’t.  He just hovered over her, teasingly, and then picked up a fresh strawberry and fed it to her.

When juice spilled out the side of her mouth, he licked it up.  He licked every trace of chocolate from her skin.  He sucked it from her nipples, arousing her beyond any heights they’d ever experienced together.

It was good.  It was damn good.

His mouth warmed her breasts, warmed her flesh.  He worked his way between her legs, and when he got there he made an effort.  

With her hands bound above her head, Ruth closed her eyes and offered herself to her husband.  His warm tongue wasn’t doing any of the things Agnes did when she spent time down there, and Ruth didn’t know how to give him the message.  She wanted to repay his effort with excitement, but she only found expectation.

He gave up soon enough, and shuffled out of his underwear.  Coating his erection in lube, he directed it between her legs.  She clenched her eyes shut. Tight shut.  She bit her lip and strained against his tie as he pressed himself inside her.  His throbbing tip filled the mouth of her vagina, pulsing inside that swell of her tender flesh.  

He entered slowly, lowering his weight onto her sticky chest.  It felt better than she’d expected—good enough, in fact, that she raised her hips as he thrust inside. A smile broke across her lips. When he moved in her, she moved with him.  He filled her arousal with his own, and when his body pressed in just the right place, she opened her mouth and said, “Oh, yes...”

She rolled her head to the side and opened her eyes.  

When she looked toward the window, two dark eyes stared back at her.  

Two wide eyes, angry eyes.  

Agnes’s eyes.
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Chapter 11
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Summer had been easy.  Life is always easy when you’ve got an escape hatch, and for Ruth, that place was her sister’s cottage.  Her sister had a bit of an open door policy where the cottage was concerned, and so Ruth had spent nearly two months with various family members.  Anyone could come at any time.  Some weeks, the place was packed.  Other weeks, it was just Ruth and her nephew, Sean.

God, did she ever want to tell him about Agnes.  He was bisexual.  If anyone would understand, he certainly would.  

Sometimes the hardest secret to keep is your own.

Coming back to the city at the end of August proved more stressful than she could possibly have imagined.  At the cottage, she could pretend Agnes was an angel, a dream.  Back in Toronto, everything reminded her of the girl who hadn’t come to visit since the night of Ruth and Lawrence’s twenty-fifth wedding anniversary.

Every time Ruth walked by the drug store where they’d talked in the post office line, or the café where Agnes had first called her name, she itched to see the girl again.  She needed someone to talk to, and there was only one person in the world who could fill those shoes. So, on Sunday morning, when Lawrence was out of town at his late parents’ church, Ruth walked around the block and rapped on Doug’s door.

He opened up to her, wearing a smarty navy dress and a flour-dusted apron.  “If it was anyone but you, I wouldn’t have answered.”

Ruth smiled as she kicked off her sandals.  “You must have other friends who know this side of you.”

“Not around here I don’t.”  Doug strode down the hall in strappy white heels, drawing Ruth’s gaze to his shaved calves.

“Jeeze,” Ruth said.  “You’ve got nicer legs than I do.  How’d you manage that?”

He shrugged, and then resumed mixing dough in a large bowl.

“Scones?” Ruth asked.

“What else?”

She sat at the table and watched him knead.  His arms were shaved, too.  She hadn’t noticed that before.  It made her wonder how far his hair removal went.

“So, Ruth, what brings you to my humble abode?”

“Oh, sorry... I don’t know.”  Lie.  “Agnes.”

“Surprise, surprise.”  Doug floured a large board and turned out the dough.  “Anything in particular about Agnes?  Have you heard from her since you got back to town?”

Ruth shook her head.  “I guess she hates me now.  I suppose I can’t blame her. I don’t know what she saw in me to begin with. She’s so young and vibrant and beautiful, and I’m... this!”

Doug gave her T-shirt and shorts combo a lengthy once-over, then made a face.  “Well, we can’t all be goddesses.”

Visiting like this always made her feel a bit better.  She said, “I thought I’d get over her, but it’s been months and I’m still obsessed.  I’m like one of the pathetic puppy love teenagers at school.  It’s ridiculous.”

“It’s cute,” Doug said as he rolled out his scones.  “Don’t get me wrong—I never was happy knowing you were cheating on my best friend, but I guess what’s good for the goose is good for the gander.”

“In what way?”

Doug dusted his rolling pin with a little more flour.  “Oh, you know... just that men are expected to cheat on their wives but women must remain unwaveringly faithful.”

“That’s true.”  Ruth traced the floral pattern in Doug’s placemat with her thumbnail.  “At least that’s something I never have to worry about, with Lawrence.  He would never cheat on me.”

Laughing high up in his register, Doug said, “Oh, I forgot to offer you coffee.  Silly, silly me.  Would you like a coffee?”

“Sure.”  Ruth got up from the table and went to the cupboard.  “I’ll get it myself.  Do you want one too?”

“I’ve got one on the go somewhere, but you could top it up.”

Ruth was starting to feel at home in this kitchen.  She almost wished she could spend more time here.  Her female co-workers all seemed to have “girlfriends,” in the antiquated sense of the word, and she’d never understood the appeal until now.

But could Doug be considered a “girlfriend” in any sense of the word?  Ruth was curious, so she asked.  “Doug, do you wear women’s clothing because you’re a man who likes wearing women’s clothing, or is it something else?  Is it something more?”

Setting aside the rolling pin, he turned and brushed blond locks out of his eyes with a shaved forearm.  “You know, Ruth, that’s a question I’ve been asking myself for as long as I can remember.”

She smiled gently.  “Sorry if it’s too personal.  You don’t have to answer.”

“I would answer if I knew the answer,” he told her.  “It’s complicated.”

Setting her coffee on the placemat, she asked, “Would you rather be a woman than a man?”

His shoulders fell and he sighed.  “I can’t answer that.  I just... I really... I don’t have an answer to that question.”

Ruth could see how uncomfortable she’d made him, and she apologized.  When he said it was okay, that he didn’t mind her asking, she believed him.  They really were friends now.  Real friends. Maybe, in some ways, closer than Doug and Lawrence had ever been.

“As long as we’re asking personal questions,” Doug said, “have you and Lawrence been at it since the night of your anniversary?”

“Oh no!  Don’t ask me that.”  She covered her face with both hands, and then quickly removed them.  “Okay, I’ll tell you.”

Doug laughed.  “That was easy.”

“Yes, but I’m not.  Lawrence has hinted at it a few times, but... I don’t know.  The stars aligned that night.  I really wanted him.  It was romantic.  But ever since?  Every time I think about it, I shudder.”

Nodding, Doug said, “You want your girlfriend back.”

“Yes.  I really do.  Is that so wrong?”

Returning to his dough, Doug said, “That’s not for me to answer.  But, if I may say so, it doesn’t seem like you’ve made much of an effort to get her back.”

Anger welled in Ruth’s chest.  How dare he?  Except he was right.  Ruth relied on Agnes to make every move.  It was her turn now.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Doug called as she raced to the front door.

Ruth plunged her feet into her sandals.  “I’m making an effort.  I’m taking initiative.”

With hope in her heart, Ruth ran around the block. She didn’t stop until she’d arrived at Agnes’s parents’ house.  

Utterly out of breath, she rang the doorbell.

Maurice answered.  “Oh, hi Ruth.  Are you okay?”

“Fine, yes, fine.”  She gulped and gasped, leaning against the door frame.  “I came to see Agnes.”

Maurice’s brow knitted.  He took a step back and held the front door with his hand.  “Why?”

His reaction seemed so unapologetically harsh that Ruth straightened up instantly.  Had Agnes told her parents about their sordid affair?  Is that why Maurice was treating her so strangely?  

“I... oh, well, I wanted to thank her for this necklace.  Lawrence bought it from her, as an anniversary gift.  Agnes made it custom for me.  Isn’t it nice?”

Maurice turned his gaze to the cluster of vintage buttons hanging around Ruth’s neck, then rolled his eyes.  “I don’t want to question your taste, but you deserve better.”

With that, he closed the door in her face.

Ruth looked at the bronze lion doorknocker, in shock.  “Did that just happen?”

The lion said nothing.

She rapped gently at the door, but nobody came.  They were obviously home, but they weren’t answering.  They must have found out, somehow, that Agnes had been sneaking out of their house and into hers.

After a minute or two, Ruth walked reluctantly down the front steps and gazed up at the house.  After all these months, she needed to see Agnes.  Once that drive had been ignited, she couldn’t shut it down.  No way.

It was a beautiful Sunday morning.  Was Ruth about to give up?  Hell no!

Sneaking into the backyard, Ruth crawled across the lawn, staying low and close to the house so Agnes’s parents wouldn’t spot her through the windows.  Agnes’s bedroom was in the basement, away from her parents.  There didn’t seem to be a separate entrance.  Window wells would have to suffice.  Good thing Ruth wasn’t prohibitively large.

Peering through one of the basement windows, Ruth spotted Agnes in bed.  What time was it?  She hadn’t even thought... although, the number of times Agnes had snuck into her bedroom in the wee hours of the morning indicated that the girl didn’t mind rising early.  Maybe she’d fallen ill.  In fact, she didn’t seem perfectly well.  That would explain a thing or two.

Ruth tapped on the glass, and Agnes rolled over, rubbing her eyes.  She mustn’t have been able to see who was at her window, because she screamed loudly enough for Ruth to hear.

“Shhh!”  Ruth set a finger against her lips.  “Quiet, quiet, it’s just me. It’s Ruth.”

Agnes’s brow knitted, as her father’s had done at the door.  “Ruth?”

Tossing down her bright green comforter, Agnes swung two legs lazily over the side of her bed.  She had on nothing but panties and a T-shirt, and the sight of that girl’s legs brought a thick pulse between Ruth’s thighs.

Agnes yawned and took her time moving a chair under the window, then climbing up, unlocking it, and sliding it open.

“What do you want?” Agnes asked.  She looked like hell—hair that probably hadn’t been washed in a week, deep-set bags under her eyes.  “Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Sorry,” Ruth said, quietly.  “Can I come in?”

“I don’t know. Can you?”

“I tried the front door, but your father shut me out.  Please.  I feel awfully conspicuous out here.”

“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather be with the bald guy?  Last time I saw you, you were all over him.”

This wasn’t turning into the happy reunion Ruth had been hoping for.  “I’m sorry, Aggs.  I should have come to see you sooner.  I’ve been away all summer.”

“And before that?”  She crossed her arms over her chest, drawing Ruth’s gaze to her hard nipple.  “You couldn’t have come see me in the springtime? It’s been months!”

“I know.  I’m sorry.”

“I gave you my email.”

Ruth sighed.  “You know I don’t use the computer at home.  The only address I have is my work one and...”

“And you won’t give me that,” Agnes snapped.

“Because it’s for work only.  Mind you,” Ruth grumbled, “this conversation is certainly starting to feel like work.”

“Suck a dick!”  

Agnes slammed the window and jumped down from the chair.

Hunching over, Ruth watched as Agnes threw herself on her bed, sobbing against her pillow.  Ruth reached for the window and slowly slid it open.  Agnes hadn’t flipped the latch.

“I’m coming in,” she warned, sliding carefully into the well and then sticking both feet through the window.  She sat trying to propel herself downward, but she was too old for this. Far too old.

Agnes looked up from the bed.  “What are you doing?”

“Trying to get in!”  Ruth laughed. She couldn’t help it.  “Can you give me a hand?”

Looking up from her tearstained bed, Agnes growled, “Fine.”

Agnes threw her nearly naked body off the side of the mattress. Climbing up on her chair, she swivelled around so Ruth could half-sit on her shoulders.

“Careful, careful!”  Ruth couldn’t remember the last time she’d done anything this dangerous, and that thought depressed her a little, because climbing through a basement window wasn’t actually dangerous all that, was it?

Ruth grabbed Agnes’s hair as the girl helped her down from the window. 

“Oww! What are you doing?”

“I’m sorry!” Ruth said as Agnes let her fall on the low bed.  “Sorry, I just needed something to hold on to.”

Agnes quickly closed the window, then collapsed on the chair.  “Why are you here, Ruth?”

Ruth sat, too, and kicked off her shoes.  “I haven’t heard from you in months.  I just want to know what happened.”

Agnes snorted.  “You know what happened.”

True enough.  Still, Ruth argued, “It was our twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. What was I supposed to do?”

“Not sleep with him,” Agnes snapped.  “And you never even said sorry to me.”

“You never came back!”

“But you could have emailed me.”

“I already told you—”  Ruth pursed her lips. “Look, I’m not having this conversation again. You’re right. I could have figured out a way to have this conversation before now. I was scared and I’m sorry.”

A strange gasping sound escaped Agnes’s mouth, and that’s when Ruth realized the girl was crying again.  Sobbing.

Rushing to her side, Ruth asked, “Agnes? What’s wrong, honey?”

Agnes threw her arms around Ruth’s shoulders.  “I missed you so much.”

Her sadness expanded into something monstrous.  All this rampant emotion brought out the stiff-upper-lip in Ruth.  She stood, bringing Agnes with her.  “Well, I’m here now so you don’t have to cry.”

As she sobbed on Ruth’s shoulder, Agnes said, “This is why my parents are ashamed of me.”

“Because of us?” Ruth asked. “You told them?”

“Because of me!”  Agnes pulled away and threw herself on the bed.  “Because of this.  Because I cry one day and I climb through a second storey window the next.  And ever since I saw you with him, there’s been no climbing.  I’ve stayed in bed every day. I can barely even get up to go to the bathroom sometimes.  I only eat because my mom forces me.”

Ruth sat with the girl, trying to ignore the sheer sexiness of her naked thighs.

“When I was in Montreal, I could talk to someone. My school covered it as part of their health plan.  Now I’m just alone.  My parents lock me away in the dungeon so the neighbours can’t see what a freak I am.”

“You’re not a freak,” Ruth said, gently petting Agnes’s leg.  “Why would you think that?”

Agnes looked up, blinking away tears. “Can I tell you a secret? Only my parents know, but they don’t know why I did it.”

“Of course.”  Ruth swept a tendril of hair away from the girl’s swollen face.  “You can tell me anything, Agnes.”

She rolled away.  “After I saw you together, I took a bunch of pills and I drank... a lot.  I was done.  I was so done...”

“You tried to kill yourself?”

Ruth’s whole body felt like it was being pricked by tiny pins.  She’d had these conversations with kids at school, but everything felt different with Agnes.  With Agnes, it was personal.

“Aggie, honey...”  Ruth felt numb, felt outside herself.  “What happened?”

“I told you what happened,” Agnes snapped.  “You almost killed me!”

Ruth took that one like a bullet.  She searched for her professional demeanour, but it was lost.  Anger surmounted all other emotions, and she asked, “How could you say something so wretched, Agnes?  I would never intentionally hurt you by saying something so mean-spirited.”

Curling around Ruth’s body, Agnes whimpered lightly against her thigh.  “You did hurt me. You hurt me so badly I wanted to die.”

“I’m sorry. I apologized, Agnes.  Enough of this, now.”

“You sound just like my parents!”  

Agnes sobbed without moving away from Ruth’s lap.

What could Ruth say but, “I’m sorry.  You’re right”?  

“That’s more like it,” Agnes moaned.

Petting her hair, Ruth asked, “What can I do to make things better?”  

“Nothing.  This is who I am.”  She cried, unabashedly.  “My parents are so ashamed.”

“Why, why?  Why would they be?”  Ruth caressed the girl in every way she could.  “They’re your parents, Agnes. They love you, just like I love you.”

Agnes let out a croaking sob, then said, “You’ve all got a funny way of showing it.”
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Chapter 12
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A book sat open on the kitchen table, but Ruth wasn’t reading it.  Just staring. Staring, and remembering.  Remembering dragging Agnes out of bed, saying, “Let’s get you cleaned up.  When was the last time you took a shower?”

Agnes couldn’t remember, but her T-shirt had an incredibly sharp odour when Ruth pulled it over her head. The bathroom was strewn with dirty clothes and towels.  It obviously hadn’t been cleaned in ages, but Ruth didn’t comment. She yanked off Agnes’s underwear and turned on the shower.

“Aren’t you coming with me?” Agnes asked.

“Oh...”

Cupping her breasts, she said, “Wash me.  Please?”

After all these months, Ruth couldn’t have refused.

Closing the bathroom door, she undressed quickly and slipped under the flow. A thought occurred to her: that she might be taking advantage of the situation.  Agnes was obviously unwell.  But it was Agnes who’d made the request, so...

Warm water needled Ruth’s naked flesh as she asked, “Where’s the soap?”

Agnes pointed to a bottle of body wash.

“Is there a washcloth or a puff, or...?”

Agnes shrugged.

So Ruth opened the bottle and poured a dollop of thick, creamy coconut wash onto her palm.  “Turn around.”

Agnes turned, and Ruth slid soapy palms up the girl’s back, over her shoulders, and into her armpits. When Agnes laughed, Ruth grinned and tickled her there.  But Ruth could only resist the call of Agnes’s big breasts for so long before she swept them into her hands, squeezing.

Agnes moaned.

Ruth pressed herself against the girl’s slick back and spoke into her ear.  “I love your breasts.”

“I love yours too.”

Ruth pinched Agnes’s nipples, but her fingers were so slippery they slid right off.  She tried again and again.  When Agnes heaved her ass into the saddle of Ruth’s hips, Ruth pulled the girl closer.  Under the shower’s warmth, she touched Agnes everywhere. She introduced coconut body wash to her bush and rubbed vigorously.  

Lather, rinse, repeat.

“Do you touch yourself when I’m not around?” Ruth asked.

“No,” Agnes replied.  “Sometimes I try, but it just doesn’t work.  Not when I’m sad.  I don’t think about sex when I’m sad.”

Ruth slipped her fingers between Agnes’s familiar lips, finding the girl’s slit sopping wet. “What about now?”

Agnes whimpered.  “Feels good...”

“Feels good on this end, too.”

“I’ve missed you so much.”  Grasping her own breasts, Agnes pressed them together and seized her nipples.  “I wish you’d come earlier.”

“I’m here now,” Ruth said, and stroked Agnes harder, faster.  “And I’m not going anywhere.”

Lawrence’s voice intruded upon her reverie. “Ruth?”

“Hmm?”  She looked up from the book she’d been staring at for God knows how long.  “Sorry, were you talking to me?”

Lawrence cocked his head.  “Yeah, I asked if you’d heard about this.”

“This what?”

He folded his newspaper in half and pointed to an article about Nuit Blanche.

“Nuit Blanche?” Ruth said.  “That’s the big all-night weird artsy stuff festival. The kids at school take it as an excuse to stay out until sunrise and smoke pot in public.”

Lawrence chuckled in a manner that seemed, to Ruth, apprehensive.  “I was talking with Doug earlier.  He wants to check it out.”

Ruth smirked.  “He would.”

“Well, I thought I’d go with him.”

“Why? You want to hang out with the underage drinkers?”  When she glanced up at him, she realized his earnestness.  “Oh. You’re serious.”

“Yeah, why not?  So much goes on in this city that we sleep through.  It’s a free event and Doug says it’s pretty neat, so why not?”

Ruth closed her book.  “Okay, well, have fun with that.”

“You mean you don’t want to come?” 

She laughed, then covered her mouth.  “Sorry. No. I’m good, thanks.”

“You’re starting to sound like the kids at your school,” he said.  “I’m good...”

“That’s what I get for devoting my career to the betterment of young people,” Ruth replied, without a care for how terse she sounded. She glanced at the paper while Lawrence opened the fridge and peered inside.

Nuit Blanche: an all-night outdoor art thing.  Sounded right up Agnes’s alley.  

Ruth’s heart palpitated when she realized her husband would be absent, leaving her alone to do as she pleased.  She and Agnes could go on a date and Ruth wouldn’t even have to lie regarding her whereabouts.

“So,” she said.  “You’ll be out all night and you won’t come home until...?”

“Well, it’s a Saturday night, so I’ll pack the car with my Sunday clothes and head to Stratford straight from downtown.”

“You won’t be home at all?” Ruth asked, perhaps a little too eagerly.

Lawrence cocked his head.  “Is that okay with you?”

“Sure, yes. You deserve a night out.”

He knitted his brow.  “Okay...”

Closing the fridge, he swept up his newspaper, tapped Ruth on the head with it, and left the kitchen without any food or drink.  When he was gone, she turned to make sure he’d retreated to the basement.  When the coast was clear, she raced out the door.  

The early September breeze surprised her, and she rushed to Doug’s house quickly, to keep warm.  When she knocked at the door, Doug’s better half answered, wearing a floral print dress.

“Thank you!” Ruth cried, throwing her arms around her new best friend.

“You’re welcome?” Doug asked, closing the door behind her.  “Should I ask what you’re thanking me for, or just reap the rewards?”

She laughed and let go, feeling giddy as a child.  “Silly!  You know what you did.”

Doug raised a brow.  “Do I?”

“Don’t you?”  This was feeling less and less like a game, and more and more like Doug had no idea what she was talking about.  “Nuit Blanche?”

“Oh, that all-night art thing.”

Ruth stepped into Doug’s front room, which was arranged in much the same way as theirs and used, she assumed, roughly as often—which was to say only when company came over.  Falling into a wingback chair, she said, “Lawrence told me you asked him to Nuit Blanche.  I was starting to think maybe you’d done it to give me a night out with Agnes, but...”

“Oh!”  Doug’s eyes grew wide as he said, “That’s right. Yes, I did ask him.  I didn’t realize he’d told you, that’s all.”

He stood in the doorway that divided the front room from the hallway, and fidgeted by rolling his ankle one way, then the other.  His beige heel lifted off the hardwood floor, then met it with a soft crack.  

“I like your dress,” Ruth said.

“Oh, thanks.  It was my mother’s.”

“She must have been a big woman,” Ruth replied, calmly.

“Yes, she was.  Not fat, but tall. Big-boned.  The top of my father’s head only came to her shoulder, if you can believe it.”

“I can,” Ruth said.  “But I don’t believe you invited Lawrence to Nuit Blanche.”

Doug stared straight ahead, and Ruth followed his gaze to the mirror over the mantelpiece. 

She said, “Tell me the truth. What’s going on?”

His shoulders fell, and he came to rest on the settee.  “Ruth, I can’t.”

Her closest friend could easily become her most fearsome enemy.  And then what?  

“Are you sleeping with my husband?” she asked.

“What?  No!  Ruth, I’m not all that interested in men.”

“Oh really?”  She sat very straight.  “You wear women’s clothes, but you’re not interested in men?”

“That’s what I’m telling you, Ruth.”  A blaze of anger crossed his face.  “Just because I dress this way in the privacy of my own home doesn’t automatically mean I’m gay.  I mean, I’ve experimented with... well, when I was younger... I just didn’t know myself as well as I do now. But I was always wound up disappointed when I gave in to curiosity.”

She wouldn’t let up.  “You’ve never been married. What am I supposed to think?”

“Think whatever you want.”  He shot from the settee, and crossed the small room before spinning around.  “No, you know what?  I want to set things straight.  A: I prefer women’s clothes, B: I’m not gay, and C: what woman would marry this, anyway?  Oh, and D: you’ve been married to a man for twenty-five years and you’re obviously a lesbian, so what’s marriage got to do with it?”

Ouch.  That one cut deep.  

Ruth’s lips pursed.  Her jaw tightened as she stared into his livid eyes.  “You swear you’re not sleeping with my husband?”

Doug tilted his head and let out a sighing sort of laugh.  “Even if I wanted to, can you imagine Lawrence going for it?”

“I don’t know what I should imagine anymore.  My whole life has turned upside-down.”

Returning to the settee, Doug sat with his legs open, and then noticed his position and quickly closed them.

“What’s really going on?” Ruth pleaded.  “Don’t I deserve to know?”

Doug shook his head.  “It’s not my place to tell.”

“Tell what?” she asked.  “Whose place is it?”

“Lawrence needs to tell you this.”

“Lawrence needs to tell me what?”  Ruth shot up from the chair and sat beside him on the settee.  “Tell me what?  Tell me what?”

With an exasperated sigh, Doug said, “I can’t.”

“You have to!”

“Lawrence is my friend.”

“I’m your friend!”

“Fine!” Doug said, his voice shattering like glass.  “There’s a girl, okay?  He’s got... a girl.”

Ruth felt every vertebra straighten one by one, until she was sitting very tall indeed. A strange calm came over her as she asked, “What girl?”

“I don’t know, a girlfriend or... a... mistress.”

“Ahh.”  She should be angry, enraged, but she wasn’t.  And not because she’d been cheating on Lawrence, but because... well, she wasn’t exactly sure why.  Maybe because it just didn’t seem possible.  “Who is this girl?  Someone from work?”

“I don’t think so,” Doug said.  “I really don’t know much about it.”

“He doesn’t brag to you?”

“No, nothing like that.  He only mentions her if, you know, they’ve had a fight or... I don’t know. He tells me when there’s drama.”

Ruth nodded slowly.  “So this has been going on for a while, then?”

“Seems so.”  Doug moved away from her, like he was afraid she’d lose it and strike him.  “I really don’t know much about it, honestly.  He doesn’t talk about her as much as he talks about you.”

Ruth laughed.  “Okay, well...”  Prickly heat rose through her cheeks.  Her throat swelled like she was having an allergic reaction.  

The tears gave her no warning at all.  The moment she felt them glazing her vision, they were already cascading down her cheeks.  She fell into Doug’s arms and set her head on his shoulder.  She cried and cried—sobbed, really—until weakness took over.  When she couldn’t cry anymore, she simply propped herself against him like a rag doll.  

Everything about her went limp.  The joy she’d experienced when she thought about spending a date night with Agnes was gone.  Every emotion had seeped out of her bones.  Gone.

“I should hate you,” she said to Doug.

“I wouldn’t blame you if you did,” he replied, with his arm around her shoulder.  “But I’m sure you can appreciate the position I’m in. It wasn’t my place to tell you, just like it wouldn’t be my place to tell Lawrence about you and Aggie.”

“Agnes,” Ruth whispered.  

She felt so low she didn’t want to move.  Was this how Agnes felt, in her depressive state?  Was this how the poor girl had felt since Anniversary Night, seeing Ruth and Lawrence together?  God, Agnes had tried to kill herself and what was Ruth’s response?  “Let’s have sex in the shower!”  Smooth move.  For all her professional training, she really was a dunce when it came to personal matters.

And now all this: Lawrence had a girl of his own.  He’d been cheating.  He was a cheater.  How could she not have noticed?

“What do I do?” Ruth asked.  “Do I tell him I know?”

“That’s entirely up to you.”

“I can’t believe he’d do this to me.  He’s not exactly Don Juan.  What kind of girl would even be interested in him?”

“The kind of girl that’s attracted to older men,” Doug replied.  “Now, how about a cup of tea to get your strength up?”

Ruth fell into his abandoned spot on the settee when he went to the kitchen.  The cushion was warm where he’d been sitting, and it smelled like Crabtree & Evelyn.  She curled up like a sick child and stared at the chair she’d abandoned.  Her gaze followed the paisley pattern up the seat, then back down again.

She had no right to be angry, or even upset.  But she was.

When Doug brought her Earl Grey in a china cup, they sipped their tea without words.  She’d trusted Doug, and all this time he’d been holding this huge, life-destroying secret in his hands.  She thought they were friends.  At times, she thought he was her only friend.  

Setting her teacup on the coffee table, Ruth asked, “Do you think Lawrence is going to this Nuit Blanche thing with his girlfriend?”

“I really don’t know, Ruth.  He didn’t mention it to me.  I guess he doesn’t realize we have our little chats.”

Ruth chuckled.  “He still thinks I hate you.  And, at the moment, I sort of do.”

“You shouldn’t,” Doug said, rather defensively.  “I kept your secret.”

“But you kept his, too.”

“He’s my friend.  We’ve been friends forever.”

“Okay,” Ruth snapped.  “I know what that means.”

“Ruth...”  Doug stood when she did, and followed her to the front hall.  “Ruth, I kept your secret.  Promise you’ll keep mine.”

She stared at him blankly. She didn’t want to hurt him, but she felt so overwhelmed with betrayal and confusion that all she could do was leave his house and close the door behind her.

When she got home, Lawrence was peeling an orange at the kitchen table.  He said, “Oh, were you out?” but she didn’t answer. She stormed upstairs, tore a suitcase from the closet, and started packing her bags.

There was nothing left for her here.
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Chapter 13
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Ruth packed her bags with enough clothes to make it through the workweek.

She sat on her bed and stared at the horrid floral suitcases her parents had given her one Christmas, early in her marriage.  She hated being seen with it.  And where was she supposed to go?  She needed to be at work first thing Monday morning.  It wasn’t as if she could flee to her sister’s hideaway.  Even a hotel downtown would mean commuting practically to Scarborough.  

Could she stay with Doug, perhaps?  No.  Lawrence would think they were having an affair.  Everybody would.

And what about Agnes?

Well, obviously she couldn’t stay in that basement room, right under her parents’ noses.  And just imagine Maurice and Nevina’s reaction if she lugged her suitcases to their front door and said, “I’ve been sleeping with your daughter and I need a place to stay.”

Maurice didn’t seem like the type of man who’d raise a hand to any woman, but Ruth wasn’t willing to put that theory to the test.

And what if she looked for an apartment?  Somewhere nearby, where she and Agnes could live together?  

Slipping downstairs, she tore a newspaper from the recycling bin and brought it upstairs.  She laid the classifieds flat on the carpet and hovered over them, searching the Toronto East category for any listings that mentioned “Queen Street” or “The Beach.”  There were a few, but... God, is that what an apartment went for these days?  And a one-bedroom... in a basement!  Ruth wasn’t twenty years old.  She wasn’t about to live in a basement.

This was hopeless.

And what if she asked Agnes to live with her and Agnes refused?  

No, that would never happen.  The girl was desperate to get out of her parents’ house.

Leaning against the bed, Ruth closed her eyes and imagined a life with her young girlfriend. She’d go to work in the morning, maybe come home at lunch to find Agnes working on her jewellery.  They’d enjoy a naughty nooner and Ruth would head back to school with a smile on her face.

What would her co-workers say when they found out she’d left Lawrence?  And left him for a twenty-four-year-old jewellery maker?  Twenty-four?  No, Agnes must be twenty-five by now.  When was her birthday?  Ruth didn’t even know.  She’d obviously missed it.

Wait... if she left Lawrence for a woman, Ruth would have to come out as lesbian.  How would she tell her family?  What would they say?  Would they laugh?  Would they whisper behind her back?  “Can you imagine?  Taking up with a young girl!  And a young black girl... oh, not that we’re prejudiced, but really!  To leave her husband?  At Ruth’s age!”

Her heart began to palpitate in a way that didn’t seem perfectly healthy. She quickly closed the newspaper, and then crawled into bed.

* * * *
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“DINNER’S READY!”  

Lawrence knocked at the bedroom door, then tried the handle, but of course it was locked.  

“Ruth?  Everything okay?”

She didn’t respond.

“I made Eggplant Parmigiana with that big one from the farmer’s market.”

Eying her luggage, Ruth slinked groggily out of bed and opened the door.  She blinked at the sight of her husband in shadow. “Smells good.”  

Then she remembered what Doug had revealed, and a soft surge of sadness caught in her throat.

“Are you okay?” Lawrence asked.  “You don’t seem well.”

She shook her head, couldn’t look him in the eye.  “I’m fine.  I just... I don’t know.”

Heading downstairs with a spatula in hand, he said, “Well, I’m not sure that I am.  After dinner, will you check something for me?”

* * * *
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RUTH STOOD WELL AWAY from her husband’s shirtless back. “I think it might be shingles.”

“That was my reaction, too.”  He pulled his shirt down under the bright kitchen light.  “I’ll try to get in and see Dr. Fruhman tomorrow, but the last thing I want is to pass it to you.”

“I’ll just have to keep my hands off your body, I guess.”  

Tearing off her rubber gloves, Ruth turned on the kitchen tap and poured a good helping of dish soap into her palm.  Staring out the window, she watched Doug’s house light up and she wondered what he was having for dinner tonight.

What did he do in the evenings?  Wouldn’t he like to share his life with someone?

Ruth could feel Lawrence’s gaze boring into the back of her head, but she ignored him.  Until she had a plan of attack, she wasn’t going to mention the affair.  

God, an affair!  

Then again, who was she to talk?

“Remember my friend Bill, from Western?”

“Nope,” Ruth said as she scrubbed her hands under scalding water.

“He’s got quite a few properties around the city.  Most are in Bloor West, I think, but last time we spoke he mentioned some short-term rentals around here.  Want me to give him a call and see if anything’s available?”

“What are you talking about?” Ruth snapped.  She didn’t mean to.  She didn’t even see it coming, actually.

“I don’t want you catching this.  If we’re in the same house, you probably will.  So why don’t I phone Bill and see if he’s got somewhere you could stay?  Or I could... I just figure the house is already contaminated, so—”

“Call him,” Ruth said.  “I’ll go.  I want to go.”

She didn’t care if he had ulterior motives.  At this stage, she didn’t even care if he was faking the shingles.  

Anything to get out of this house.  

Anything for a room of her own.

* * * *
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WHEN RUTH SET THE UGLY luggage in her temporary living room, it was like breathing in fresh mountain air.  She hadn’t felt so revived since... since she first kissed Agnes, actually.

Speak of the devil!  Agnes arrived, hovering in the open door.  When Ruth caught sight of the girl in the bright orange hoodie, she pulled Agnes in.  The last thing she needed was the neighbours taking notice.  

They only had use of the second floor apartment, but it was enough for Agnes to say, “Wow, fancy!”

“I know,” Ruth replied.  “This Bill usually rents the place for twelve hundred a week.  Can you imagine?”

“I always knew you were secretly rich,” Agnes teased.

Ruth grinned because, actually, her family was well-off.  She didn’t like to mention it, particularly because she’d always made a point of earning her own money.  

“He gave it to us free because he’s known Lawrence since university.”

“That’s lucky.”

“Indeed.”  Ruth looked at Agnes—really looked at the girl.  “Your hair is different.”

“Yeah, I cut it.”  Agnes set down a duffel bag and a case.  “What do you think?”

“It’s very... what’s the word?  Different.”

“Well, I’m very... what’s the word?  Different.”  Agnes wove her fingers with Ruth’s.  “Don’t you think?”

They’d spoken, briefly, through the window, but Ruth had spared with the details. Seemed like they were both hiding something, but Ruth couldn’t be sure how much of that was simply Agnes’s depression veiling an otherwise bubbly personality.  Or maybe the bubbly personality was Agnes’s manic state masking her most authentic self.  Maybe Ruth didn’t know the girl at all.

But her body didn’t care.  Her body didn’t want to deal with doubtful thoughts, particularly not when she let her gaze wander down Agnes’s chest.  What was it about a nice pair of breasts that turned Ruth’s mind to mush?

“What did you end up telling your parents?” she asked, still staring into Agnes’s cleavage.

“As far as they’re concerned, I’m visiting friends in Montreal.”

“My little liar.”  Ruth traced her fingers across Agnes’s thick belt, then pushed the pussycat buckle, hoping it might unlatch.  “My little liar.”

“Like you’re so superior,” Agnes muttered.

“Hey, come on.  Don’t be upset.  I was only kidding.”

Agnes cracked a smile, then gazed over Ruth’s shoulder.  “So, where’s the bedroom?”

“There are two.”  Ruth led the way to the master suite, which had clean, modern furnishings.  “What do you think?  Nice big bed...”

“Kind of outdated.”

“Outdated?”  Ruth was a little hurt by that comment, even though she had no vested interest in the rental’s décor.

Agnes shrugged.  “Looks like my parents’ house.”

“Oh.”  Pulling down the covers on the bed, Ruth traced a hand across the crisp white sheet.

She stared at Agnes expectantly, and Agnes stared back.  

Wasn’t something supposed to... happen?

“What kind of tricks do you have up your sleeve?” Ruth asked.

Agnes looked away. “Psshh!”

“Don’t be that way, baby.”

“So now I’m your baby, huh?”

Ruth loosened the scarf she’d worn to conceal her low-cut top from students.  She did this not only to tempt Agnes, but because, if she was honest, she was getting a little overheated.  

“You don’t like being called baby?”

Agnes leaned against the espresso-coloured dresser and gazed at her reflection in the mirror. “Call me whatever you want.  I don’t care.”

Well, now Ruth wasn’t sure what to do.  Usually Agnes initiated their lovemaking.  Usually, the girl climbed in her bedroom window, for Christ’s sake!

“We don’t have to, if you don’t want to,” Ruth said.  “We can watch TV or... I don’t know.  Whatever you like.”

“No, it’s fine.”  Agnes lifted her messenger bag over her head and stripped to her skivvies like it was her duty.  “We can fuck if you want. Doesn’t matter.”

The girl’s blank expression made Ruth’s heart bleed.  As she stood beside the bed in her hot pink bra and underwear, Ruth asked, “Agnes, honey, what’s wrong?  Did I do something?”

“No, it’s fine.”  Agnes smiled, but the deadness never left her eyes.  “See?  Fine.”

“Obviously, you’re not.”  Fully dressed, Ruth sat on the bed, propped up against the luxurious pillows.  “Tell me what happened.”

“Nothing happened.”

“Come on.  Come here.” 

Agnes approached reluctantly, and then flopped across Ruth’s lap.  “I told you when you asked me here that I’m sad these days.  I don’t know why you’d expect me to suddenly not be.”

Ouch.  

“I suppose I figured you’d be glad we could spend the week together,” Ruth reasoned.  “This is exciting, for me.  I thought it would be exciting for you, too.”

“It is exciting.  I am glad, but gladness and excitement don’t make the sad disappear.  I can’t just pull Happy Agnes out of a hat like a rabbit.”  Agnes rolled in Ruth’s lap and cast her gaze to the floor.  “You don’t understand.  You’ll never understand.”

Ruth wished she could say differently, but Agnes was right: she didn’t understand how a person could be glad and sad at the same time.  Wouldn’t the two emotions cancel each other out?

While she pondered the girl’s predicament, Agnes pulled at Ruth’s top, bringing her bra down and exposing her breasts. They hadn’t even closed the bedroom door!  But how could she care about an open door when Agnes wrapped those full pink lips around her nipple?

Ruth felt Agnes’s warmth everywhere at once.  “That feels nice, Aggs.  You like doing it?”

With her eyes closed, Agnes nodded. 

Ruth cradled her gently. 

The maternal nature of their pose made suckling feel a bit taboo, and Ruth wondered if mothers ever felt this kind of arousal while feeding their babies.  What a thought!  She shook it off and buried it, not only because of its uncomfortably incestuous leanings, but because it only served to remind her she’d never know the pleasure of nursing a child.

“Do you think you’ll have children one day, Agnes?”

Agnes shook her head against Ruth’s breast.  She didn’t lose suction, not for a moment, but the back and forth motion sent pleasure swirling through Ruth’s belly and between her legs.  Her trousers suddenly felt tight, as though her clit were expanding with every hot throb. Felt too big to contain.

“Oh Aggs, you’re turning me on like crazy.”

Agnes smiled. 

“Feels so good,” Ruth moaned. 

Switching sides, Agnes gave Ruth an opportunity to scoop her big breasts out of her bra.  Why did that feel so incredible?  Just taking another woman’s breast in hand and squeezing?  Something about that act brought Ruth’s temperature to a terrible peak. Oh, boobs!  She felt like a teenaged boy thinking that way, but boobs, boobs, boobs!

As Agnes suckled, she grabbed Ruth’s hand and shoved it between her legs, under her panties.  Talk about heat!  Agnes blazed, wet as could be, and Ruth rubbed.  Rubbed.  Felt that nubby clit beneath her fingers. And rubbed.

“Mmm!”  Agnes clawed at Ruth’s clothes, like she didn’t know what she wanted next. “Mmm! Mmm!”

Pulling her nipple from Agnes’s mouth, Ruth crawled down the bed. She yanked the girl’s panties off, making Agnes shriek, then laugh.

“Surprised?” Ruth asked.

“That you’re taking initiative?”  Spreading her legs, Agnes said, “Yeah, kind of. I started to think you were afraid of my pussy.”

“I’m not afraid of it.  I’m just never sure if I’m treating it right.”

Agnes propped her head on a pair of pillows.  “Don’t worry about stuff like that.  Just surrender to your lust. That’s all it takes.”

She made it sound so easy.  Maybe it was?

Ruth dove between Agnes’s gorgeous young thighs, zeroing in on the girl’s clit like it was the only thing that existed in her world. Agnes giggled while Ruth lapped juice.  That tangy substance coated the back of her throat with an aroma so sweet and musky she could both taste and smell it as she licked.  

Suck, swallow, suck, swallow. 

Go crazy.  Eat the girl. Eat her hard.

Ruth licked Agnes’s clit until her jaw hurt, and she kept going even after that.  She licked and sucked and slurped that juice, wishing she’d taken her clothes off because they were already soaked with sweat.  Such hard work, but so worth it to hear Agnes scream and howl, cover her face with a pillow to stifle the sound and then tear it off again, gasping for breath.

“Stop!” Agnes cried, pressing her foot to Ruth’s forehead. “Stop. Enough. Enough!”

“You can’t take any more?” Ruth asked, backing away and stripping off her sweat-soaked clothes.  “That sounded like a pretty good orgasm.”

“More than one,” Agnes said, panting.  “God, that was... wow... wow...”

As the girl lay flat on her back, wheezing with orgasmic bliss, Ruth couldn’t help feeling proud.  She’d taken a depressive young woman and perked her up using nothing but her body.  It might be premature to say so, but she couldn’t help wondering if perhaps she’d fixed Agnes.

But the ache between Ruth thighs wasn’t interested in mental illness or bipolar depression or anything of that ilk. Her clit throbbed jealously, and if she didn’t feel Agnes’s tongue against it in the next few seconds, she thought she might explode.

Tearing out of her pants, Ruth crawled up the bed and straddled Agnes’s mouth.  Rolling her own engorged nipples between her fingers and thumbs, she set her slick centre on the girl’s gorgeous face.  “Now you do me.”
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Chapter 14
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Granted, there were a few things Ruth hadn’t anticipated about living with a girl in her twenties. Correction: a girl in her twenties with no job to speak of and some brand of untreated depression.

Thursday at lunchtime, Ruth arrived “home” with her heart set on a little afternoon delight.  She couldn’t keep a lid on her lust.  All morning, she’d thought of nothing but Agnes’s full, luscious breasts and that wet little pussy.  

God, her legs shook just thinking about it.

But when she arrived at her temporary home, Agnes was still asleep in the guest bed. Early in the week, they’d stopped trying to sleep together.  Ruth went to bed too early for Agnes, and Agnes stayed up too late for Ruth.  When the girl crept in beside her at three in the morning, it woke Ruth up and then she couldn’t get back to sleep and she was grumpy all day long.  It was just easier to sleep in separate rooms.

Just like she did with Lawrence.

“Aggs?”  Ruth crept to the bedside and placed a hand on her bare shoulder.  “Are you thinking about getting up soon?  It’s after noon, you know.”

“Meh.”

Ruth sat at the edge of the mattress as Agnes pulled up the covers.  She’d expected the girl to hop out of bed and greet her with open legs.  Why, she couldn’t say.  That hadn’t exactly been their trend.

The week had not gone the way she’d anticipated.  Again today, Agnes refused to rise and shine.  Ruth knew she shouldn’t fault the girl, but if she was honest, the laxity irritated her.  Agnes was a penniless pauper whose moods determined her self-employment schedule.  She hadn’t so much as offered to pay for groceries, though she surely consumed her fair share.  Imagine if they lived together, full-time! Ruth would end up paying all the bills, cooking all the meals, generally playing Mother to Agnes’s extended infancy.

“You know what?” Agnes mumbled.

Ruth was a little snippy when she replied, “What?”

Agnes sighed softly, and then said, “I love you.”

Those three little words on the girl’s sleepy breath caused Ruth’s tender heart to quake.  She felt guilty for every unkind thought she’d harboured.  “I love you too, doll.”

“Get into bed with me?”

She didn’t have much time, but how could she possibly resist a naked girl?  Stripping right down, she slipped under the covers. The bed was toasty warm with Agnes’s body heat, and it only got hotter when Ruth wrapped a leg around her.

“Oh, these breasts...”  Ruth scooped them into her hands and squeezed. She inhaled deeply.  “I love the way you smell first thing in the morning.”

“Mmm...”

“Your hair,” Ruth said. “Your hair smells so good.  Smells fruity and... I don’t know, just good.  Warm.”

She moved against Agnes’s backside, rubbing herself unapologetically against the girl’s warm skin.  

“You’re turning me on so much,” Agnes said, moving Ruth’s hand between her legs.  “See?”

Agnes was wet as hell, and Ruth wasn’t satisfied just rubbing.  She turned herself fully and opened her legs like scissors.

Looking down at Ruth, Agnes laughed.  “Someone’s feeling adventurous.”

“I’ve always wanted to do this,” she said, and pressed herself against Agnes’s slick lips.  “I don’t know why we’ve never done it before.”

“Because it doesn’t work.”  Agnes wiggled her bum on the bed and squirmed against Ruth.  “It’s hard to fit together, usually.”

Ruth grabbed Agnes by the thighs and yanked them desperately.  “We seem to fit together pretty well.”

They rocked and writhed, bumping clits.  It was a soft yet gritty sensation, satin and sandpaper.  

A slow-building orgasm crept into Ruth’s core as they moved together.  She wanted more.  Faster.  Ever since Agnes had introduced her to vibrators, she knew she could get off fast and, on days like this when she had to get back to work, all she wanted was a quickie.

“I have something,” Agnes said, and twisted off the side of the bed.  When she returned, she held lube in one hand and a snake-like toy in the other.  “Ever used a double-ended dildo?”

Ruth laughed.  “I’ll give you one guess.”

“Wanna try it?”

“Sure.”

She wanted to ask if it would take long, but that would be rude.

Agnes squirted lube on her palms and gave the toy a double-ended handjob.  She smiled sleepily as she found Ruth with one end.  The thing looked huge, but it didn’t feel so big, once inside.  Maybe Ruth’s body was getting used to having things shoved in it.

When Agnes pushed the other end inside herself, her pussy seemed to gobble it up.  “Ready?”

“I don’t know.”  Ruth glanced at the length of purple snake.  “What do we do now?”

“This.”  Agnes rubbed her clit in circles, encouraging Ruth to echo her motion.

“Oh, I can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“Touch myself? In front of you?”  Ruth cringed, and her body locked on the thick shaft inside.  “I have enough trouble doing it on my own.”

“But it’s hot,” Agnes said, grabbing her breast and teasing the nipple.  “I want to watch.  Do it for me?”

She was so saucy, the way she pinched her breast and begged.  How could Ruth resist?  And yet, when she touched herself down there, she felt so self-conscious it made her dizzy.  She watched Agnes rubbing that sweet pink clit, and the sight inspired her.

“Pass the lube?” she asked.

Agnes squirted some on Ruth’s fingertips, and she dabbed the cool liquid against her swollen clit.  Was this the moment she’d dreamed of as she sat in her office, helping students get their schedules in order before the drop date?  It was terrible, how her mind wandered.  Her thoughts were occupied, constantly, by Agnes.  Sometimes it wasn’t even a direct thought. Just a sense, just a whiff of Agnes, of sex.  Of pussy, of tits.  Rubbing, stroking, licking, throbbing.  How could she concentrate?

Now that they were in bed together, did their actions live up to Ruth’s daring fantasies?  Was Agnes really the girl of her dreams?

She rubbed herself in sweeping circles, summoning the dragon from its depths.  “Come on,” she whispered to herself.  “Come on, come on...”

Agnes rolled her hips.  “Oh my God!  That’s so hot!”

Every time Agnes moved, the double-ended dildo thrust deeper into Ruth, striking the spot that sort of hurt. Sort of. Not enough that she wanted to stop.  Because, actually, even when it hurt, it still felt good.  

She rubbed herself viciously, driving her mound closer to Agnes’s, devouring more and more of that snake.

Agnes arched from the bed like a Jack-in-the-box. Her clit met the back of Ruth’s hand and she grinded forcefully against it.  “I wanna come!”

“Me too,” Ruth said, and pulled her fingers away.

Agnes’s swollen clit meet hers, and Agnes grabbed her breasts and she grabbed Agnes’s breasts, and the union was explosive.  They kissed viciously, rolling across the bed, messing up the sheets. 

They didn’t stop until they were both exhausted, and even then they kept at it through breathless giggles.

Ruth reached for her watch. “What time is it?”

Agnes’s face turned to stone.

“Oh, shoot. I need to get a move on.”  

Ruth hopped out of bed and fell promptly to her knees. After an orgasm like the one she’d just had, there was no chance of standing.  

Shoving her feet into her discarded panties, she fell into the nearby chair.  “Wow, that took it right out of me, Aggs.”

Agnes pulled the covers around her shoulders and rolled away, facing the far wall.

“So, what’s on the schedule for today?” Ruth asked.  “Any custom orders come in?”

“How should I know?  I haven’t checked my email. I’ve been asleep all day, remember?”

“Time to rise and shine,” Ruth said, trying to stay pleasant.

Agnes snapped, “Yes, Mother.”

Ooh, that one was vicious, but no way would Ruth get sucked in.  She could spot the girl’s game a mile off: get her all riled up, keep her around a little longer.  Well, it wasn’t going to work.  Some people had jobs to get to.

Ruth stormed the bathroom and freshened up as much as she could without taking a shower. No time for that right now.  She put her clothes back on, trying to think up a good comeback for Agnes calling her “Mother.”  When nothing spectacular came to mind, she decided to be the mature one and say nothing.

When she was fully dressed, she dipped into the bedroom. “I’m heading back to work.”

Agnes sat in bed, staring out the door. 

“See you later.”

Ruth waited a short moment for some response, but she couldn’t risk being late.  She left the room without another word.

“Wait!” Agnes called.  “I’m sorry. Don’t be mad.”

“I’m not mad,” Ruth said, returning to lean against the doorjamb. 

Agnes watched Ruth watching her.  “What would you like for dinner?”

“You’re cooking?”

Agnes nodded.  “Whatever you want.”

“Whatever you make will be lovely.”

Agnes grinned like the Cheshire Cat.

“What?” Ruth asked.

She shivered, either with cold or with excitement, and then said, “I have a surprise for you.  I’m trying not to tell, but I really really want to.”

“So tell me.”

Agnes flashed her tits, and then quickly covered them, laughing.

Ruth smirked.  “Was that my surprise?”

“No.”  Agnes giggled like a child.  

“What, then?”

“I got us a hotel room for Nuit Blanche!  It wasn’t easy, but I did it.”

“A hotel room?  But we don’t need one. We’ve got this place right through Sunday.”

“I know,” Agnes said.  “But the hotel is downtown. And it’s a hotel!  It’ll be romantic.”

Ruth really wasn’t sure why the expense was necessary, and felt it somewhat minimized the effort she’d gone to in securing this apartment for an entire week, but Agnes seemed excited, so she played along.  “We’ll go downtown for the all-night art thing, and then whenever we get tired we can just sneak to our hotel room.  That’s smart. Good idea.”

Agnes perked up considerably, and that was nice to see.  “It wasn’t cheap, but we deserve a night out.”

Ruth wondered how Agnes could afford the expense.  “Would you like me to contribute to the cost at all?”

Agnes laughed.  “You already did.  I booked it on your credit card.”

At first, Ruth thought Agnes must be joking, but when she didn’t say “kidding” Ruth cautiously asked, “You... no, you didn’t.  Did you?”

Agnes shrugged, nodded, no big deal.

Ruth’s jaw fell slack. Even with her mouth hanging open, she could hardly breathe.  “You... Agnes, how did you even get my credit card number?”

“You left your purse in the living room after you went to bed.  No biggie.  When you book online you have to enter a credit card number, so I used yours.”

No biggie?  Oh, this huge.  This was unacceptable behaviour.  “You used my credit card on the internet?  Agnes, you know I don’t do that. What if hackers get it?”

Agnes rolled her eyes.  “It’s the new millennium!  Stop living in the past!”

Living in the past!  Says the girl who’s living in her parents’ basement! 

“Sheesh, Ruth.  You talk like you’re a million years old.”

“And you talk like an entitled preteen!  You went into my purse, you made a purchase without my consent... I’m just... I’m... I don’t even know what to say to you right now.  You do realize I share my accounts with my husband?  You do realize he could just as easily see our credit card statement?”

Agnes threw off the covers, a veritable volcano of ire.  “So what?  Maybe it’s time for you to stop playing Little Miss Perfect and tell the bald guy what you’ve really been up to.  You think he’s never cheated on you?”

That one stopped Ruth in her tracks. She couldn’t say no without lying, but she couldn’t tell Agnes the truth. If she acknowledged that her husband had a bit on the side, Agnes would tell her to leave him.  And Ruth wasn’t ready to do that.

“Lawrence isn’t the type,” Ruth said, softly.

“Are you the type?”

Tears welled in her eyes.  She couldn’t take any more of this conversation.  Anyway, she’d be late for work if she delayed much longer.  “I need to go now, Agnes.”

Agnes didn’t respond. Not when Ruth marched down the hall. Not even when she picked up her purse from where she’d left it, unattended, in the living room.

Her mind raced and her heart ached as she hurried back to school.  She felt foggy, totally lost, and she wasn’t sure what to do.  A thought occurred to her, then—a thought she’d perhaps repressed ever since Agnes appeared in her life—that her love for this girl could in fact be a sublimated desire for something else, something far from a girlfriend.

If Ruth had started a family at somewhat the same age as the friends who’d since drifted out of her life, she could easily have a daughter Agnes’s age or thereabouts.  Maybe that’s the role she’d fallen into with Agnes.  Maybe that’s what she wanted, subconsciously.

Freud would have a field day.
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Looking out across the lake, Ruth followed the curve of Ashbridge’s Bay until her gaze met the CN Tower.  She’d never liked that thing.  Too phallic.  But, then, there wasn’t much she appreciated about the city. It had been years since she’d enjoyed heading downtown.

“Maybe we should give this art thing a miss.”

“Why?” Agnes asked.  “It’s such a nice day.”

“There’s a chill in the air.”

“Of course there is. It’s fall.”  

“I suppose so.”

Strapping a brightly-coloured backpack over her shoulders, Agnes asked, “Is this the same woman who danced with me on Church Street last Halloween?  You weren’t afraid of the cold that night.”

Things were different then.  Hard to believe they’d danced on Church Street only a year ago.  Not even a year.  It felt like a lifetime had come and gone since they’d met.

Agnes grabbed Ruth’s ass.  “Get your coat on, babe.  We’ve got dinner reservations.”

She didn’t acknowledge Agnes’s affection, and she wasn’t even sure if she appreciated it anymore.  This week had been trying on so many levels. And now she had to decide whether or not to comment on Agnes’s attire.  That attention-grabbing hoodie and cargo pants were not suitable for Cendrillion.  The restaurant didn’t enforce any sort of dress code, but those who could afford it knew better than to arrive dressed like... well, dressed like Agnes.

But no sense sparking another argument. They’d had enough of those. Tonight, Ruth would make a concerted effort to have fun.

When they took the Queen streetcar, Ruth said, “I haven’t been on the TTC since Halloween.”

A young man with plenty of piercings looked over and rolled his eyes, which Agnes obviously noticed, because she leaned to Ruth’s ear and whispered, “Don’t talk like a yuppy.”

Ruth hadn’t realized she was talking like a yuppy, so she simply stopped talking altogether.  So did Agnes. Although they were sitting side by side, they sat so far away from each other their thighs barely touched.  

Would this small overnight bag weigh Ruth down as they walked around the city, she wondered?  But she didn’t mention her concern in case it was a “yuppy” thing to say.  She was really more anxious that they might bump into Lawrence out on the town with that girl of his, but she wouldn’t tell Agnes that thought, either.

What did Lawrence’s girl look like?  Younger, Doug had said, but he didn’t seem to have all the details.  Was she big or small?  Tall or short?  Was she a younger version of Ruth, or altogether different?

Again, it occurred to Ruth that she ought to be angry.  But if she let herself acknowledge Lawrence’s betrayal, she’d have to acknowledge her own, and from there everything would fall apart.  She’d end up living in a studio apartment with Agnes.  And after the week they’d spent together, she knew that sharing a small space with the neighbour girl was not what she wanted.

When Ruth considered what a “normal” couple she and Lawrence seemed to be, on the outside, it actually made her laugh. Out loud. 

Agnes shot her an odd look.  

So did the boy with the piercings.

At Cendrillion, nobody took notice of Agnes’s odd attire. That didn’t stop Ruth from feeling awkward, though.

When their heavily-accented waiter asked for their drink orders, Agnes replied in French.  Ruth had no idea Agnes spoke French, and couldn’t keep up at all... not even when the waiter said something and Agnes’s face fell.

“What?” Ruth asked.  “Is there a problem?”

The waiter spoke directly to Agnes. “Je suis navré, mademoiselle, mais ce sont les règlements.”

“No, there’s no problem.”  Agnes pulled photo ID from her purse and showed it to the waiter.  “Voilà. Satisfait?”

“Oui, c’est parfait.”  He nodded and backed away.  

“What was that all about?” Ruth asked, even though it was pretty obvious.

“He was just trying to humiliate me,” Agnes grumbled as she shoved her ID back in her purse.

“I doubt that,” Ruth said, following him to another table with her eyes.  “He’s just doing his job.  They card anyone who looks under twenty-five.”

“Whatever,” Agnes grumbled as she slumped in her chair.

“I’m the one who should be insulted,” Ruth said, trying to raise Agnes’s spirits.  “He didn’t card me.  I must look like an old lady, next to you.”

That brought a smirk to Agnes’s lips.  “Yeah right.”

The night changed tracks after that.  They smiled again, and laughed together. Ruth wondered why she’d held such harsh feelings toward Agnes throughout the week.  They had fun.  They loved each other. 

When the bill came, Ruth was more than happy to pick it up.

They left the restaurant after dark.  Nuit Blanche began at sunset and didn’t end until sunrise, so they had plenty of time to play in the city.

Ruth wasn’t entirely sure what to expect, but the festivities were obviously well-organized, judging by the number of volunteers handing out programs. There were all manner of exhibits spanning the length of the downtown core.  She and Agnes started their journey at the Art Gallery of Ontario, which was hosting a strange sort of disco dance party.

As Agnes dragged her onto the dance floor, she looked around to make sure she didn’t know anybody.  Agnes held her fingers, but Ruth pulled away, shifting awkwardly from side to side.

“That’s how you dance?” Agnes shouted over the blaring Jackson Five track.

Ruth shrugged.  She really wasn’t a dancer.  And, was it just her, or was it unfathomably hot in here?  She pulled at her collar, trying to let some steam escape, and when she took a step back she came face to face with... what was that thing?  It made her scream.

Agnes laughed, wrapping an arm around Ruth’s shoulder.  “I thought you got over your fear of stuffed beavers.”

Yes, she was right: a taxidermically preserved... beaver.

Taking a deep breath, Ruth asked Agnes, “Do you think we could step outside?  I’m boiling in here.” 

Agnes seemed disappointed to leave, but she nodded.

On their way out, Ruth said, “You could always stay, if you wanted to.  Loud music is more your thing than mine.”

One more difference they’d discovered while living together...

“No, it’s okay,” Agnes said as they tramped across Dundas West.  “There are plenty of things to do.  Like, there are lots of exhibitions at U of T.”

“My Alma Mater,” Ruth said.  “I’m a Trinity College grad, you know.”

Agnes smirked in a way that seemed to say, “Whoop-dee-doo! Good for you!”

“You never finished your degree, did you?” Ruth asked. For some reason she just had to get that dig in, even though she knew she was only saying it to be mean-spirited.

“I didn’t go to school for a degree.  I went to learn things, and I learned everything I needed to run my business, so that was enough.”

“You learned business at Art College?” Ruth asked.  “Now there’s a novel approach.”

Agnes said nothing as they turned onto University Avenue.  She simply buried her hands in her pockets and trudged ahead.

“Don’t walk so fast,” Ruth called after her.  “These shoes aren’t the most comfortable.”

Agnes spun around as people coursed past her on the sidewalk.  “Well then why did you wear them?  You knew we’d be walking around all night.”

“They went with the outfit. I wanted to look good for Cendrillion.”

“Why do you care so much what other people think?”

“Why don’t you?”

A young family walked quickly by, and the mother shot Ruth a quick, apologetic glance.  They probably figured Agnes was her surly teenaged daughter. They certainly sounded like mother and child.

“Agnes, you’re making a scene.”

“I am, am I?  All on my own?”

Ruth didn’t want to argue in public. She walked right by Agnes.  In fact, she didn’t even turn to make sure the girl was following until she arrived at Queen’s Park.  When she did turn, Agnes was there, dragging her feet.

“I don’t want to spend the night arguing,” Ruth said. “If we’re going to do that, you might as well go home to your parents and I might as well go home to my husband.”

Not that he’d be there...

Agnes held up the Nuit Blanche map and pointed toward Hart House.  “There’s lots of stuff over there.”

They walked through strange modern exhibitions and performance art, engaging more with the presentations than with each other.  When they arrived at Trinity College’s back lot, there were twinkling lights strung up on heavy-duty helium balloons. Other couples lay on their backs, looking up at the pseudo-starry night.  Ruth and Agnes silently followed suit.

At first, they didn’t touch. Ruth lay on the cool earth, looking up into the sky.  Then Agnes curled in, placing her head on Ruth’s shoulder.  Quietly, she said, “I’m sorry.”

Ruth kissed her head.  “I know.”

They held each other gently, under a shroud of darkness.

“Do you ever wear the necklace I made you?” Agnes asked.

“The one Lawrence bought? Yes, I wear it sometimes. It makes me feel a little awkward, because you made it but my husband commissioned it.”

Agnes nodded against her shoulder, and then asked, “Would you call me your girlfriend?”

Ruth’s heart slowed, and then raced.  “Call you my girlfriend... to whom?”

Agnes breathed a heavy sigh.  “Never mind.  Doesn’t matter.”

But the question stayed with Ruth as they made their way up Avenue Road and into Yorkville, where Agnes insisted on joining the tremendous line for the Secular Confession Booth.

“What is this thing?” Ruth asked.

Agnes read from the program. “Installation performance art by Todd Julie and Jesse Ewles. Do you have a troubled conscience?  Introducing the Secular Confession Booth—it’s cheaper than a shrink with no possibility of damnation. Mature personnel will hear your confession, judgement free. Of course, what’s said in the booth stays in the booth.”

Ruth gulped.  The line was fairly packed in and she didn’t want to comment within earshot of other people.

When their turns came around, Ruth let Agnes step into a booth first. She half planned to bail, except another booth came free immediately thereafter.  Her feet led her toward the velvet curtain.  There would be no escape.

She entered the dark chamber and closed the curtain behind her, then sat in a chair and gazed into what looked like a heating grate.  “Am I supposed to say the whole ‘forgive me father for I have sinned’ thing?”

“No, no. This is a secular confessional.”  The voice that came through the grate sounded young and male, but lispy, like the boy was perhaps gay.  “You can tell me anything. It stays right here in this booth.”

“That’s kind of comforting, actually.”  Ruth rolled her program into a cylinder, tighter and tighter.  “Because there’s something I’ve never admitted to anyone.  Well, almost no one.  But I guess I can tell you, since it goes no further.  How do I say this?  How do I say that I’m a married woman—married twenty-five years to the same man—except I’m not interested in men?  I’ve only just come to terms with the fact that I prefer women. One woman, in particular, right now, but she’s young.  Oh, not too young! Not underage. That’s not what I mean.”

“Good,” the boy replied. “Because I would have to report that, actually.”

“No, no, she’s in her twenties, but you see I’m considerably older than that. I haven’t told my husband any of this.  I told his friend Doug, who turned out to be a cross-dresser—actually, that’s something I haven’t told a soul, because he asked me to keep it secret—but aside from Doug I’ve got no one to talk to about Agnes.”

“That’s your girlfriend?”

Ruth laughed nervously. “You sound like her. She asked me that just a few minutes ago, if she was my girlfriend. But you know what? I’d feel silly calling her my girlfriend.”

“Why is that?”

“Good question.”  Without really thinking about it, Ruth said, “Maybe because I don’t know how much longer this affair will last.  I’m starting to feel old with her. I’m starting to feel like her mother. But Agnes is bipolar, I think, and prone to deep depression.  If I break it off, what’ll happen to her?  You know?  I guess it isn’t my job to take care of her, but I do feel a certain responsibility.”

“Sometimes we have to make accommodations when our loved ones are mentally ill.”

“Mentally ill?  I hadn’t really thought of Agnes that way.  I suppose you’re right.  But I still... I mean, how long can you stay in a relationship once you start to feel like it’s not working out?”

“That’s a good question,” the boy said.  “But it’s a question only you can answer.  You did mention you’ve been married to a man for twenty-five years even though you’re a lesbian, so...”

Ruth surprised herself by saying, “Yes, but I love Lawrence.”

The boy made no reply.

“Isn’t that weird? I love him enough that I want to stay together even though he’s heterosexual and I’m not.  And he’s cheating on me with some young thing.  I’ve known for a while and I haven’t confronted him because there’s a fairly big part of me that doesn’t care.  I don’t know what to make of myself, sometimes.”

“Sounds like a complicated situation.”

Ruth laughed.  “And I used to lead such a boring life.  Anyway, I’ve talked your ear off.  Time for me to let someone else have a turn, I suppose.”

“Thanks for opening up.”

“Thanks for listening.”

Ruth stepped out of the booth wearing a smile, and when Agnes caught her gaze, she smiled too.  “You were in there for a while.”

“I had a lot to confess.”

Agnes hooked her arm around Ruth’s.  “Feel better now?”

“Light as air.”  

Ruth took a breath and sighed happily. She felt grounded by her confessions. She felt she knew herself better than when she’d stepped inside the booth. 

Pulling Agnes closer, she asked, “Now, where’s this hotel you’ve booked us?”



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 16


[image: image]


The city sparkled like a jewel.  Why had Ruth harboured such resentment toward downtown Toronto?  It was beautiful, when it wanted to be.

Approaching her from behind, Agnes wrapped both arms around her waist and hooked that cute chin over Ruth’s shoulder.  “Pretty, isn’t it?”

“I was just thinking the same thing.”

“And how about the girl in the window?”

Their reflections shone back against the dark sky.  “She’s pretty, too.”

Tracing her hands up Ruth’s naked belly, Agnes said, “You look good in a black bra and panties.  You look good naked too, but I love the way these cups lift your tits.”

“Do you think anyone down there can see us up here?”

“I don’t know.”  

Ruth moaned as Agnes squeezed her breasts together.  

“What do you think?” Agnes asked.  “Can they see my bare butt?”

Agnes slipped her hands away and stripped naked in front of the window. She pressed her ass to the glass, and Ruth laughed.  Ever since she’d stepped out of that confessional, she felt free as a bird. She couldn’t explain it and she didn’t try. 

Falling to her knees on the hotel carpet, Ruth grabbed Agnes by the hips and dove between her thighs.

“Ruth!” Agnes squealed. “What’s got into you?”

She didn’t speak, only licked, lapped, sucked the girl’s clit.

“Holy fuck, where’d you learn that?”

“From you,” Ruth said, and then bit Agnes’s thigh.  “Man, you taste good.”

“I do?”  Agnes seemed shocked, but she held Ruth’s head gently.  “Damn, that feels amazing.  I guess you learned from the best, eh?”

“Mmm...”

Agnes’s musk stuck to the roof of Ruth’s throat as she ate the girl’s gushing pussy like this was the last day on earth.  Maybe that’s where Ruth’s energy came from.  Maybe she knew, in the pit of her gut, that after tonight...

Knock, knock, knock.  “Room service.”

“Nooo,” Agnes moaned.

Ruth backed away, licking the girl’s juice from her lips.  “Go get the door.”

“But I’m naked!”

Ruth shrugged. “I thought you were hungry.”

Knock, knock, knock.  “Room service.”

“Go!”  

Ruth smacked Agnes’s ass, sending the girl scrambling for clothes while Ruth slipped into the bathroom and closed the door.  She sat on the edge of the Jacuzzi tub until the coast was clear, and then emerged boldly into their hotel room.  

“What did you order?”

“Just a sexy snack.”  Agnes lifted the lid on chocolate covered strawberries. “All the better to paint you with, my dear.”

Just like her anniversary night with Lawrence.  Though, in fact, Ruth’s most prominent thought was: “We’ll get chocolate all over the sheets.”

“Who cares?  We don’t have to wash them.”

As Agnes popped the cork on a bottle of champagne, Ruth pushed aside the question of how much this extravagant snack cost.  Tonight they would go all out, because tomorrow the world would end.

“Take off your clothes,” Ruth commanded.

“Let me pour some champagne.”

“I’ll pour. You undress.”

Agnes’s eyes widened.  “Who are you and what have you done with Ruth?”

“I’m the Ruth you always wanted me to be.”  She downed half a glass of champagne and the bubbles went straight to her head. “Now strip. I want to lick some chocolate off those big, beautiful boobs.”

Ruth drank a little more champagne while Agnes tore out of her clothes, then ripped the covers halfway down the bed.

“You’re crazy,” Agnes said, eyeing her suspiciously.  “Gimme champers.”

Ruth held the girl’s glass as Agnes splayed herself on the bed.  Instead of handing it over, Ruth spilled it across her belly.

Agnes shrieked as she arched up from the mattress.  “What the fuck, Ruth?  We have to sleep here tonight!”

“You can have the wet spot, baby.”  Ruth set both glasses on the bedside table and jumped on board, licking Agnes’s champagne-soaked skin.  “Mmm... tastes so good!”

Agnes scooted up the bed and grabbed a pillow, holding it against her chest.  “What wrong with you?  You’re not acting like yourself at all.”

A voice in Ruth’s head called out, “See how you like it!” but that was such a callous thought.  Agnes had a valid excuse when her temperament shifted from frenzied to sombre and back again.  Ruth was just being a jerk.  She knew that. But it didn’t really stop her.

“Surrender to the moment,” Ruth said, fetching the tray of strawberries.  “Let me take you.  Just let it happen.”

“Let what happen?  You’re acting really weird.”

“I’m not allowed to act weird once in a while?”  Ruth set a strawberry just inside Agnes’s ankle and traced it upward when the chocolate started to melt.  She followed it swiftly with her tongue, savouring the warm sweetness.

At first, Agnes didn’t react, as if she was resisting pleasure on principal.  When Ruth reached her inner thigh, she broke just a touch, and whimpered, “Oh!”

“Feels good, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah.”  Agnes’s voice sounded smaller than Ruth had ever heard it.  “Can I have a strawberry too?”

Ruth looked up.  “Put down the pillow.”

Agnes did as she was told.

Ruth caught sight of Agnes’s characteristically huge belt.  She shifted off the bed to grab it.  “Sit forward just a bit, and put your hands behind your back.”

Agnes’s eyes widened.  “Why?”

“You’ll see.”  Ruth wrapped the belt around her wrists, securing them tightly together.  “There.  How’s that?”

Agnes’s eyes filled with fear.  “I don’t let people do this to me.”

“People?” Ruth asked.  “Am I people?”

Bowing her head, Agnes said, “I guess not.”

Ruth hopped off and looked at Agnes’s naked body in the middle of that big hotel bed.  The chocolate from the strawberries was considerably darker than her skin, and traces remained on her thigh, where Ruth hadn’t finished the job.  Despite Agnes’s size, she looked helpless, and Ruth didn’t mind being aroused by the sight.

“What now?” Agnes asked.

Picking up a strawberry by its stem, Ruth climbed between Agnes’s spread legs.  “Now you get your treat.”

She pressed the tip slowly between Agnes’s lips, poking it into her mouth and thinking how hot it would be to have a cock.  A cock to shove in some pretty young woman’s unsuspecting mouth, really shock her with its girth.

Where were these thoughts coming from?  Either Ruth was coming unhinged, or her sexual mores were loosening considerably.  

She savoured the crunch as Agnes bit through the strawberry’s shell.  When shards of chocolate tumbled down the girl’s tits, Ruth waited only long enough for the melting to begin. Then she bent down and licked.  She grabbed another and traced it round and round Agnes’s nipple. Chocolate had never tasted so sweet as it did mixed with the salt of that girl’s skin. 

When Agnes gulped and sighed, Ruth asked, “What’s wrong, Aggs?  Are you starting to like this?”

Agnes nodded as Ruth ran her fingers in and out of the girl’s wet pussy.  She shoved them in Agnes’s mouth, and Agnes sucked her own aroma like it was the best thing she’d ever tasted.

“Look how hard these nipples are,” Ruth said as she traced her strawberry around one and then the other.  

“Lick them,” Agnes whispered.

Ruth smirked.

Taking her time, she ran chocolate-covered strawberries all over Agnes’s body and then followed the trails with her tongue.  She wanted that gorgeous taste to imprint on her brain, so every time she thought about Agnes she would remember this moment. Nothing of the trials and tribulations of living together. Nothing of the vicious argument that would surely follow their break-up.  Just chocolate and pussy and the salt of Agnes’s skin.

Ruth draped herself over the girl’s naked body, and kissed her mouth.  Oh, that tongue!  That tongue!  God, she’d miss that tongue...

She fed them both champagne and they kissed as Ruth undid the belt.  “There,” she said.  “You’re free.”

“Free to get in that Jacuzzi tub?” Agnes asked.

“Free to do whatever you want.”

Agnes shot Ruth a sly smile.  She obviously knew something was up, but she couldn’t seem to figure out what.  “Will you come with me?”

“Come where?”

She laughed.  “In the tub!”

“Oh, sure.”  Ruth grabbed the bottle of champagne and poured more bubbly as the huge tub filled.  She absently nibbled on chocolate-covered strawberries as they waited, standing together like roommates who just happened to be naked.

When the water level reached a high enough point that they could turn on the jets, they stepped in and sat facing each other.  

Agnes asked, “Have you ever shoved your pussy right up against one of these?”

“Not that I can recall.”

“Oh, you’d remember if you had. It’s unbelievable.”

Ruth watched Agnes’s big boobs bob as she threw her legs over the tub ledge and opened her thighs.  Her eyes flew wide open and she gasped, as if a vibrator had hit her on its highest setting.

Agnes wiggled.  “You try it. Oh my god!”

“I’m not sure I can get into that complicated a position anymore.”

“Sure you can.”  Agnes took hold of Ruth’s hand and plunged it under the water.  “Here, fuck me with your fingers.”

God, that pussy... it sucked her in, so hot and wet and pulpy.  Maybe Ruth shouldn’t end this relationship.  After going so many years without sex, she now wanted it constantly.  Agnes had ruined her for the life she used to know.

“Harder,” Agnes said, fucking Ruth’s hand while she moved riotously against the jet.  “Yeah, that’s good.”

“You’re spilling water over the side.”

Agnes grabbed her breasts and squeezed.  “I don’t care!”

For a brief moment, Agnes’s insouciance bothered Ruth, but as bliss dawned across the girl’s face, Ruth thought perhaps Agnes was the lucky one, to be so carefree.  So Ruth let her body slide down the side of the tub.  As Agnes reached a fierce climax, Ruth hiked both feet out of the water and opened her legs.

It was that first touch with a vibrator all over again.  She shrieked and closed her legs, which made Agnes laugh.  

“Can’t take the heat?”

“Apparently not.”

Agnes pulled away from Ruth’s hand and straddled her belly, facing away.  Oh, that ass!  That luscious ass!  Ruth only wished she could arch close enough to take a bite.  But instead of saying anything encouraging, she said, “You’re going to drown me, sitting on my stomach like that.”

“Open sesame.”  Agnes pried Ruth’s thighs apart, letting the jet gush between them.

Ruth felt hot all over, and it had nothing to do with the warm water bathing her skin.  She grabbed Agnes’s waist, ass, shoulders.  She scraped her nails down the girl’s back. The jet’s pressure turned her mind to mush.  Half her brain wanted to push Agnes away, while the other wanted to be tortured.

And a joy this intense could easily qualify as torture. It was too good, too much sensation, too overwhelming.

For some reason, Ruth’s brain chose that moment to ask, ‘What do you think your husband is doing right now?’

Ruth gasped too close to the water, and sucked some into her lungs, which sent her into a coughing fit.

Agnes turned her head, looking down.  Worry gleamed in her big brown eyes.  “Are you okay?”

Nodding, Ruth said, “Water. Went down the wrong way.”

“You sure?”

More nodding, more coughing. “I’m fine.”

“Good,” Agnes said, and launched one hand between Ruth’s legs.

Suddenly, it wasn’t just the jet she had to contend with, but Agnes’s flat fingers rubbing her swollen, pulsing clit. As if that weren’t enough, Agnes found Ruth’s pussy with her other hand and fucked it so hard Ruth clamped her legs shut.

No go. Agnes held them apart with both elbows, working her clit and fingering her slit under the jet’s forceful stream.  She struggled so hard water splashed over the edge.  She tried to care, but she didn’t.  It felt so good that she gave in.

Ruth reached for the ledge, reached for Agnes’s waist, anything she could hold on to.  “Yes, keep going!  I’m so close, baby.  So... oh... oh!”

Agnes scoured her clit, fucked her slit, crying, “Come for me, Ruth.  Come just for me.”

“Yes!”  She couldn’t contain herself.  Her muscles seized as Agnes hammered her pulpy pussy.  “Yes! Fuck me! Yes!”

Heat rose through her body, expanding in her chest like a blossoming rose.  Her whole body opened up for Agnes, for pleasure, for love. Agnes didn’t stop, and neither did the flow of water over her clit.  The wider Ruth opened, the more of Agnes’s hand entered.  

How could life be this good?  

She tried to remember the week they’d shared, but it tumbled out of her mind and fell into oblivion.  It couldn’t have been as bad as all that, or they wouldn’t have made it this far.

“How many fingers are inside me?” Ruth gasped.

Agnes laughed.  “All of them.”

“What?”

“And my thumb.”

“What?” Ruth clamped down, locking Agnes’s hand in place.

“Not all the way,” Agnes said.  “Not my whole hand, just to the knuckles.”

Ruth’s heart raced.  “You scared me, there.”

Agnes slowly pulled her fingers from Ruth and turned around in the tub.  “Here, taste.”

It was embarrassing how much she loved the taste of herself.  She licked every finger, until all she got was the faint aroma of Agnes’s hand lotion.

They held hands underwater.  When the Jacuzzi clicked off, Ruth revelled in the soft tinkling sound of water dripping into the tub from their hair, their legs, their feet. Her vagina was full of water.  She could feel it escaping into the warmth of the bath.

This was nice.

“Ruth?”  Squeezing her hand, Agnes asked, “What did you talk about in Secular Confession?”

The night came rocketing back into view, and Ruth looked everywhere but at Agnes. “Just that I’m cheating on my husband. That’s kind of a biggie, as far as confessions are concerned.  Why? What about you? What did you say?”

Agnes shrugged, and water rippled around her naked body.  “I told her I fell in love with a married woman. I said I’d just spent the week with you and it was the best week of my life.”

Ruth petted her smooth thigh underwater. “That’s sweet.  Thank you, Agnes.”

“I’m not done.”  She dug her nails into Ruth’s wrist and said, “I told her I want to kill myself every time I think of you in bed with the bald guy. I told her if anything came between us, I’d die.”
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Chapter 17
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Ruth considered Halloween an anniversary, of sorts. Not so much an anniversary in relation to Agnes, whom she’d continued seeing on the sly in the month since Nuit Blanche, but a personal anniversary: the anniversary of the day she opened up and gave in to being... well, Agnes used the word “queer” but that term held such blatantly negative connotations, to Ruth.

At the same time, “lesbian” didn’t feel quite right, because what would people think?  She’d been married to a man for twenty-five years, for Christ’s sake! But did she consider herself bisexual? No. Men really didn’t interest her enough to say she was bisexual.

And yet she remained married to a man...

Sexuality was a complicated beast, and its relation to romance wasn’t always clear. For instance, there were times when Ruth thought about Lawrence and experienced real heartfelt emotions. Did that mean she wanted his hands all over her? No. Did she want to kiss him? No. Did she want to make love?  The evening of their wedding anniversary aside, that would be a no as well.

Was she in love with him, or was she not?  And, if she was, how could a lesbian be in love with a man? And a man who was, apparently, cheating on her with a much younger woman. It made no sense.

Who was Ruth?  What was she?

A teenager, if her emotions had any say.

There was a knock at the door, and Lawrence asked, “Are you just about ready for Nancy’s party?”

His voice jolted her back to consciousness.  “Getting there. Come in, if you want.”

The door opened and she watched him in the mirror as he entered.  “Where’s your costume?”

“I’m wearing it.”  He gave a little turn in his chalk-stripe suit. “I’m the picture of Dorian Grey.”

Ruth rolled her eyes.  “That suit’s not exactly from the era of Oscar Wilde.”

“Picky, picky.”  Placing his hands on her shoulders, he hovered behind her at the dressing table.  “I’m a decrepit old man. I’ve got that much going for me.”

She shook her head. “Hardly.”

Holding her gaze in the mirror, he said, “You look stunning.”

Her cheeks grew a blush.  She struggled with a make-up brush, but she’d forgotten what she was doing.

“And who are you supposed to be, young lady?”

Ruth smirked, grabbing a headpiece with a peacock feather sticking out of it. “I already told you I’m going as a flapper girl. Can’t you tell from the boyish mini-dress?”

His eyes nearly popped out of his head when she stood. “You call that boyish?”  

She had to admit, the look suited her.  

He went on, “I never thought I’d be attracted to boys.”

Rolling her eyes, Ruth went to the closet for her shoes.  She could feel Lawrence’s lusty gaze on her backside as somebody knocked at the front door.

“Must be Doug,” Lawrence said. “I already put the bowl of candy out front, so it shouldn’t be trick-or-treaters.”

When he’d gone, the glow of his desire stayed with her and she wondered... if they didn’t have to go out tonight, would they...?

Lawrence opened the door and a familiar voice drifted up the stairs.  “Is your wife around?”

“Shit.”  Ruth grabbed her shoes from the closet and ran downstairs.  “Agnes! Hey, hi, what are you doing here?”

Lawrence’s jaw hung slack, and when Ruth followed her husband’s gaze to the Agnes’s costume, she understood why.  “Wow, you look... you look...”  

Ruth tried not to drool all over herself as she stared into Agnes’s cleavage.  Hard to look anywhere else, even though her white satin mini-dress barely covered her thighs.  The dress had a high neck with a large peephole in the front. Ruth remembered when something like that would have been in fashion. Agnes wouldn’t have been alive back then.

“Get a load of the go-go boots,” Lawrence said to Ruth, with a slight laugh to cover his obvious arousal.  “Where on earth did you find those things?”

“Thrift shop,” Agnes said.  “The dress too, and the veil.”

“Looks like somebody’s wedding dress from the sixties,” Lawrence jumped in.

Agnes nodded.  “I’m sure it was.”

Ruth found enough breath to say, “Looks good on you.”

With a smirk, Agnes said, “Thanks.”  She was obviously waiting for Lawrence to leave them alone, and when he didn’t, she came right out and said, “Ruth, I wondered if you wanted to come to Church Street with me, like we did last year.”

“I’d love to, but Lawrence and I got invited to this party up the street.  It’s the first one Nancy’s thrown since her divorce, so we really ought to go.”

Agnes’s eyes widened and then filled with an air of suspicion, as if to ask, ‘Why didn’t you tell me about this?’  

Ruth said nothing.

“Will your parents be there?” Lawrence asked, with his tongue pretty much lolling out of his mouth.

“They were invited, but they’re not going,” Agnes said solemnly.  Suddenly, she brightened up and clapped her hands together.  “Hey, maybe I’ll go with you! Actually, yeah, I totally should.  Why not?”

Lawrence grinned.  “The more the merrier.”

Agnes didn’t seem to notice that he was eating her in with a wolfish stare.  She only had eyes for Ruth.  “You look really nice.  Really sexy.”

“I think so too,” Lawrence said.

Agnes pursed her lips.

“We’re just waiting for Doug,” Ruth told her.

Agnes wrinkled her nose.  “That guy?  You like him?”

“He’s Lawrence’s friend.”

“Old friend,” Lawrence said.  “We go way back.”

Ruth hadn’t told either of them what she knew about Doug’s home life.  She hadn’t told them she and Doug considered each other close confidantes.  But she did go so far as to say, “Doug’s not so bad once you get to know him.”

A tall figure stepped through the open door and said, “My ears are burning!”

Ruth had to look twice before she recognized the person in the black wig and Egyptian get-up. When Agnes turned around in her go-go boots, Lawrence did a double-take.  “Is that... that’s not Doug?”

Agnes’s eyes lit up and she shot Ruth a look that appeared to say, ‘ONE OF US.’

Lawrence didn’t seem to know how he should react.  He laughed, but then straightened up and knit his brow.  Just when he looked as though he might say something condescending, his shoulders fell and he laughed again.  “Well, Dougie-boy, that’s quite an outfit.”

“It’s been in the closet too long,” he said, and winked at Ruth.

Her throat closed up.

“You look good!” Agnes said, feeling the fabric.  “Did you make this dress yourself?”

“Would you believe me if I said I did?”

Lawrence laughed again—this time a short, sharp cackle.  “Well, now I feel distinctly underdressed.”

“Are you coming to the party?” Doug asked Agnes, adjusting the tips of his Cleopatra wig as he spoke.  “It’ll be all old fogeys like us, you know.”

She shrugged.  “I don’t mind. Maybe Ruth will change her mind and head to Church Street with me after.  We had such a great time last year.  Remember, Ruth?”

“Yes, lots of fun.”  Ruth quickly grabbed her clutch purse and rallied everybody out the door.

“Remember how we danced together?” Agnes went on.  “It was so hot in the middle of all those moving bodies.  Wasn’t that amazing?”

Ruth accidentally caught Doug’s eye, and he said, “I’ve always wanted to celebrate Halloween on Church Street.  I’ve never been able to work up the nerve.”

“Why would you want to go there?” Lawrence asked.  “Isn’t it all queers?”

Nobody said anything as Ruth hurriedly locked the door.  When they walked past the bowl of candy Lawrence had set out for the neighbourhood kids, Agnes grabbed Ruth’s hand.  She whispered, “You should tell him.”

“Shh!”

“Even if you don’t tell him about us, at least tell him about you.”

Lawrence turned around from up ahead.  “What are you two whispering about?”

“Nothing,” Ruth snapped, then mended her tone with an appeasing smile.

As her husband walked with Doug past a group of costumed children, Agnes asked Ruth, “Do you think your husband’s ever hooked up with his friend there?”

Ruth laughed, mostly because she recalled holding the same question in her mind.  “I very much doubt it, Aggs.”

Agnes slowed her gait as they ascended the hilly street. She pulled Ruth’s hand, dragging her back.  “Come on, let’s bail. Let’s go to Church Street like we did last year.”

“I’ve RSVP’ed to this party, Agnes.”

“Who cares?  You don’t have to be responsible all the time.  Let’s just go.”

“No, Agnes.” 

The girl circled one arm around Ruth’s waist, but Ruth batted it away.  She started to feel like she was dealing with a child. 

“Please stop touching me.”

“Why? I’m your girlfriend.”

“Not tonight!”

Agnes’s hands fell away from Ruth’s hips and she took a step back, nearly walking into the family coming up behind her.  The young father checked them both out as he walked by, and Ruth didn’t know whether to feel insulted or proud.

“I’m going to Nancy’s party, Agnes. Whether you choose to attend is entirely up to you. But be forewarned that I’m walking into Nancy’s house on my husband’s arm, not on yours. So be on your best behaviour.”

Agnes pursed her lips.  “I’m not a kid.”

“Then stop acting like one.”

Her eyes widened.  “You stop acting like one.”

“Ruth!” Lawrence called from up the hill.  “What’s the hold-up?”

She turned to find her husband and Doug watching their spat.  “Nothing. Coming.”

Trudging up the sidewalk, Ruth joined Cleopatra and The Picture of Dorian Grey. Doug said, “I was just telling your husband he should have a frame around him.  Wouldn’t that be clever?”

“Yes.”

“Is Agnes upset about something?” Lawrence asked.

“She decided she’d rather go downtown, I think.”

“That’s a shame,” he replied. “I hope we didn’t spook her.”

Doug said, “If anybody spooked her, it was me.”

Ruth didn’t want to talk about Agnes anymore.  When they got to the house party, Nancy greeted her with a warm hug and a lingering kiss on the cheek.  Ruth let other thoughts go and danced with her husband, danced with Doug, even danced with Nancy.  She danced and drank and danced.  Every time she thought about Agnes, she pushed the girl out of her mind and delved deeper into the moment.  She felt sexy and free in her flapper dress. Her head was spinning, but she’d never felt so fine.

And then, in the distance, she heard the host saying, “Agnes, isn’t it? I don’t think your parents are here.”

“I’m not looking for my parents.”

The go-go bride stormed through a crowd of middle-aged white people, and the moment Ruth met the girl’s gaze she knew something bad was about to happen.  

“There you are.”  Agnes pointed to Ruth like her finger was a sword. I challenge you to a duel. “You know what they call Halloween on Church Street? Gay Christmas! And, thanks to you, I’m spending Gay Christmas alone.”

Ruth exchanged a brief glance with Doug as the crowded house fell silent.  An oldies mix played in the background, but all eyes settled on the girl in the white satin bridal gown.

“Why don’t we talk about this outside, Agnes?”

When Ruth crept across the dance floor, Agnes pushed her shoulders and she fell into Doug’s arms.  He propped her up while she struggled to figure out what was happening.

“I love you, Ruth.  And I’m sick of you putting a muzzle on me.  I love you and I don’t care who knows it.”  She crossed her arms in front of her chest, urging her cleavage higher into her dress’s cut-out.  “Well?  Isn’t there anything you want to say?”

How would she handle this situation if it were a student acting out?  “Let’s have a quiet talk in private, okay, Agnes?”

Agnes shook her head emphatically.  “Nope!  Because nothing ever changes with quiet talks in private. It’s time to go public, Ruth.  It’s time to come out.”

Ruth looked quickly around the room, but every face was a blur.  Every face except her husband’s.  His blue-grey eyes widened until he looked positively owlish. “Ruth?”

“Go ahead,” Agnes shouted.  “Tell him.  Don’t you think your husband deserves to know?”

“Agnes...”

“Know what?” Lawrence asked. 

Those eyes!  God, those trampled little puppy dog eyes... 

“Ruth,” he said.  “Are you...?”

“A lesbian?” Agnes jumped in. “Funny you should ask, because, actually, yeah! She totally is!  Aren’t you, Ruth?  Tell the truth.”

Ruth’s eyes filled with tears, but her chest swelled with a combination of rage and humiliation.  Her mouth opened and closed like a goldfish.  She said nothing.

Lawrence had been dancing with a neighbour dressed as a mermaid, but she faded into the dizzying mess of faces when he approached.  “Ruth, what’s she talking about?”

“Yeah, Ruth.”  Agnes took one step forward in her clunky go-go boots.  “What am I talking about?  It’s truth time.”

Ruth shook her head.  “Let’s just talk about this. Just talk, Agnes...” 

But Agnes was done talking. Without warning, she pounced, wrapping her arms around Ruth’s shoulders.  Their mouths met violently and Agnes’s tongue breached the barrier of her teeth.  

In front of the entire neighbourhood, Agnes kissed her in a way that felt passionate without being loving.  It was a possessive kiss, and though Ruth struggled to press Agnes away, her knees weakened. Without Doug supporting her from behind, she’d have fallen flat on her ass.

A coil of arousal snaked up her belly and combined with the rage in her chest. That’s where the power came from—the power to push Agnes away. 

Ruth obviously didn’t know her own strength, because Agnes went flying across the room.  Costumed partygoers zipped out of the way, spilling drinks on the floor as Agnes landed hard against the couch.  She seemed stunned, but much less so than Lawrence.

“What’s going on?” he probed, looking quickly to Agnes.

Doug clung to Ruth as she stammered, “I... this... this isn’t the right place for...”

“For making out with a girl half your age?” Lawrence said, standing stiffly between them. “I should say not.”

Half her age and then some, but that was beside the point.  

“I didn’t mean for you to find out like this,” Ruth assured him.

“You didn’t mean for him to find out at all,” Agnes snapped.  “If you had your own way, you’d keep lying and cheating, lying and cheating, all your life.”

Ruth found her voice and said, “Shut up, Agnes. You are waaay out of line.”

“She’s out of line?” Lawrence asked, speaking in a whisper, but getting right up in Ruth’s face.  “She’s not the one who’s married. You’re thirty-some years her senior, Ruth.  You know better.”

Oh, that does it!

“You’re one to talk!” Ruth shot back, bumping his chest with hers.  “How dare you chastise me for doing exactly what you’ve been doing?  Don’t pretend to be the innocent third party, Lawrence.  I know all about your bit on the side.  I’ve known for months!”

Lawrence laughed, almost hysterically, like a character in a play.  “Months, she says!  Months!  Well, bravo! Nice detective work, oh wife of mine, because it’s been going on for years!”

Ruth stumbled back in horror, planting her kitten heel into Doug’s poor sandaled foot.  He hissed in pain, and she tried to apologize, but confusion reigned.  This whole scene felt like a nightmare.

From somewhere in the background, Nancy asked, “Can I refill anyone’s glass?”

And then Agnes joined the freak show, pushing her tall body between Ruth and Lawrence, building tension on tension. “Your husband’s having an affair?” she shouted.  “And you never told me?”

“Oh, for goodness’ sake!”  Ruth tossed her head back like she’d just been told a joke.  “Of course I didn’t tell you. Why would I?  You use every little thing against me.  Every! Little! Thing!”

Agnes backed off, just a touch.  “No I don’t.”

“If I’d told you Lawrence was cheating on me, what would you have done?  I’ll tell you what: you’d have said, ‘Well, there you go. There’s your perfect reason to leave the bald guy.’  But you know what, Agnes?  I don’t want to. I don’t want to leave him.”

The rage in Lawrence’s eyes shifted to Agnes, and then turned to tears.  “You don’t want to leave me?”

She had every reason to hate him.  He had every reason to hate her. But did she want their marriage to end?  She shook her head.  “No.  And I don’t know why.  Because Agnes wasn’t lying.  I’m not... straight.  Men don’t interest me.  Not... not sexually.”

Ruth was suddenly very aware of the roomful of eyes.  She’d just come out of the closet in front of all her neighbours, and she wasn’t sure whether her heart felt swollen with pride or deflated by humiliation.

Agnes’s seething expression didn’t break for even a second.  “Fine. Whatever.  Choose monotony over me.  See if I care.”  She turned to go, and then spun around.  “You know what, Ruth?  Fuck you.  The first time I ate your pussy, you told me you’d never felt anything like it.”

“Agnes,” Ruth growled. “Cut it out.”

Lawrence’s eyes glazed over as Agnes came between them and took Ruth’s cheeks in her hands.  With violence in her voice, she said, “You don’t even like men.  You don’t even like them!  But you love me, you love me, and instead of leaving the bald guy, you’re just gonna stay with him because... why?  Why would you do that?”

“Maybe you could have this talk some other time,” Doug said, gently brushing Agnes’s hands from Ruth’s face. “When there aren’t so many people watching.”

“No!” Agnes screamed, like a toddler throwing a tantrum. “I want to talk about it now.”

Ruth drew her line in the sand. “No, Agnes. We’ll discuss this matter like adults, in private, or we’re not discussing it at all.”

Flames roared through Agnes’s eyes. “If you stay here with him when I walk out that door, I swear I will never speak to you again.  I mean it, Ruth.  It’s him or me.”

Ruth stood her ground, but said nothing. The guidance counsellor in her came out to resolve the issue through inaction.

Agnes’s lip trembled.  “I mean it, Ruth.  If I go and you don’t come with me, we’re done. Forever.”

Closing her heart, Ruth nodded solemnly. She didn’t say a word.

“Fine!”  Tears escaped as Agnes stomped on the floor, making her big breasts jiggle enough to hypnotize half the room.  “Fine, Ruth. Just fine!”

Turning on a dime, Agnes sped through a crowd of partygoers.  When she slammed the door behind her, nobody moved except Doug, who followed Agnes into the night.

There couldn’t have been a more WASPish reaction from the room if they’d planned it collectively.  Somebody turned up the music, somebody started chatting about the weather, and soon enough everybody was contributing to the din.  Nobody acknowledged what had happened.  Even Lawrence just looked at Ruth and asked, “Want to dance?”

She shrugged.  “I suppose we might as well.”

For some odd reason, she wanted to laugh.  It was all she could think to do.  Her lesbian lover had just outed her and walked out on her in a very public way.  She knew how she ought to feel, but, for the moment, Ruth didn’t feel anything.

“She might come back,” Lawrence said.  “You never know.”

“I’ll tell you a secret.”  Ruth leaned in close to her husband and said, “I don’t think I want her back.”

The recently-divorced party host sidled up alongside them and said, “Hope I’m not interrupting anything.”

Ruth backed away from Lawrence. “Oh, Nancy!  I am so sorry for ruining your party.  I feel just awful.”

“Ruining it?”  Nancy laughed.  “This party’s going to be the talk of the Beach. I bet half the neighbourhood will show up for the Christmas do.”

Ruth chuckled. “Well, then, glad I could help.”

Nancy looked expectantly between them, and finally asked Lawrence, “Do you mind if I cut in?”  

She didn’t wait for an answer before sweeping both arms around Ruth’s waist.  It felt strangely nice to be touched that way—much warmer and more intimate than she was prepared for.  She was even less prepared for Nancy to ask, “Is it true what Agnes said?  You’re not straight?”

Ruth’s mouth ran dry, and she smacked her tongue against the roof multiple times, hoping to find words there.

Nancy leaned in close, almost too close, and whispered, “I hope it’s true, because I’m not, either.”
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Epilogue
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Lawrence passed through the open door and into Ruth’s bedroom. “I walked by Nancy’s place on the way home.  She’s just packing the car.  I’m supposed to remind you to bring your walking shoes.”

“They’re already in my shoe bag, along with a selection of dress shoes for the Shaw festival and dinner and... what else? Do I need slippers? No, nothing says old lady like a ratty pair of slippers.”

Lawrence caught her by the shoulders and held her steady.  “Calm down.  It’s just a weekend getaway.  There’s no need to panic.”

Her breath rattled as she laughed at herself, but his calm expression soothed her hammering heart.  “I know, I know.  I’m freaking out for no reason.”

“You sure are.”

Turning to the open suitcase, Ruth ran her fingers across the silky things she’d packed. “It reminds me of last year, when I spent that week with Agnes in your friend’s rental unit.  That was the beginning of the end, for us.  It’s the proximity, you know? We found out too much about each other, about each other’s habits.  That’s when it all fell apart.”

“This is different.”  When Ruth sat on the bed, Lawrence pulled the dressing table chair up to it and took her hand in his.  “It doesn’t work long-term with younger women. Trust me. I have experience in this domain.”

Ruth laughed and swatted his bald head with her free hand.

He laughed, too.  “It’s true. The age gap... it creates too many complexities.”

“I know.  I know.  You’re right.”

They sat for a moment, staring down at their interwoven fingers.  Two years ago, she’d never have held her husband’s hand. Too intimate.  Since then, they’d found their groove. They’d stopped lying and fearing each other. A marriage that had once been passive-aggressive was now pleasantly platonic. 

They were friends again. Close friends.

Lawrence squeezed her hand.  “Do you ever hear from Agnes?”

“You think I wouldn’t have told you?”  Ruth shook her head.  “Only what I hear through Doug: she moved to Montreal, got back together with an ex who I think earns enough to support them both.  I don’t know if that’s good for Agnes. I really don’t.  I think she needs the structure of a real job. All her little jewellery-making stuff isn’t enough to keep her focused.”

“She’s not your responsibility, Ruth.”

The image of Agnes lying in bed, totally unengaged with the world, stuck in Ruth’s mind.  She couldn’t get past it.

“Ruth?  Listen to me.”  Lawrence looked at her insistently.  “Agnes is not your responsibility. She never was.”

“Sometimes I think about what might have happened if I’d left you and got a place with her.  I just don’t see us being happy together.  God, I’m a terrible person.  I am truly a terrible, terrible person.”

Lawrence moved onto the bed and wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “You know that isn’t true.”

“I used her, Lawrence.  She was just a young girl and I knew better and I used her.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself.  She wasn’t a young girl—she was, is, a young woman. There’s a difference.”

Ruth took a long breath, and glanced at their reflection in the dresser mirror.  They looked like such a normal couple.  Or maybe they were normal.  Maybe tons of middle-aged married gals were attracted to other women while their husbands went off with pretty young things.  Although, Lawrence’s pretty young thing had dumped him again.  Apparently this was a common occurrence, running hot and cold, but he seemed too enamoured of her to go out in search of another mistress. Not yet, anyway.

Ruth sighed.  “Women...” 

“Women indeed.”  Lawrence smiled.  “Speaking of which: Doug asked if I’d come with him to some kind of... I’m not sure, exactly... something on Church Street. A social group or something. He wants to go dressed as a woman.”

“Yeah, he invited me too, but Nancy had already booked the B&B.  I would have gone, otherwise.”  She threw an arm around her husband and asked, “Is it weird for you, seeing your buddy dressed like a girl?”

“Not as weird as it should be.  Doug was always one of those guys who seemed like he was over-compensating, you know?  Pretending to be something he wasn’t.  When he’s in women’s clothing, he seems more natural, more like a more real person.  The make-up goes on and the mask comes off.”

“Yeah, that’s exactly it.”  Ruth cocked her head and smiled.  “Very astute.  Now I remember why I married you.”

“Well, it obviously wasn’t for my masculine charms.”

“I fell in love with your mind, dear Lawrence.”  She kissed his cheek playfully. “And you know what? I still love talking to you. I really do.”

She gazed at him and he gazed at her and, yes, they definitely had a moment.  What kind of moment?  Hard to say.  Ruth’s insight on her emotions was about as clear as mud, these days.

Slipping off the bed, she finished packing the last of her getaway gear while Lawrence watched.  She hadn’t felt this nervous since her wedding night.  A whole weekend away?  It was nerve-wracking.  She’d slept at Nancy’s house once or twice, but that was just up the hill.  An easy escape.  Niagara-on-the-Lake was a considerable hike from Toronto.

When the doorbell rang, a giddy thrill coursed through her, all the way down to her fingers.  She zipped up her suitcase while Lawrence grabbed her shoe bag.  He led the way downstairs, and Ruth’s heart sang as she spotted Nancy through the leaded glass pane.

How many husbands would happily hand their wives off to the neighbour lady, and be there to hear all the news when she arrived home?  And he never even asked to watch!  He simply smiled as Ruth greeted her girlfriend—her girlfriend! She had a girlfriend!—at the door.  

Oh, the blushes!  You look... wow.  Nancy was so beautiful, so beautiful!  And when they were ready to leave, Lawrence wished them a safe drive and fine weather for their weekend away.  

And cars moved slowly up and down the street, people greeted their neighbours with friendly salutations and comments about the weather.  And the world turned as it always had, taking everything in its stride.  Simple as that.  

What a life.
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js/kobo.js
var gPosition = 0;

var gProgress = 0;

var gCurrentPage = 0;

var gPageCount = 0;

var gClientHeight = null;



function getPosition()

{

	return gPosition;

}



function getProgress()

{

	return gProgress;

}



function getPageCount()

{

	return gPageCount;

}



function getCurrentPage()

{

	return gCurrentPage;

}



function turnOnNightMode(nightModeOn) {

	var body = document.getElementsByTagName('body')[0].style;

	var aTags = document.getElementsByTagName('a');

	

	var textColor;

	var bgColor;

	

	if (nightModeOn > 0) {

		textColor = "#FFFFFF !important";

		bgColor = "#000000 !important";

	} else {

		textColor = "#000000 !important";

		bgColor = "#FFFFFF !important";

	}

	

	for (i = 0; i < aTags.length; i++) {

		aTags[i].style.color = textColor;

	} 

	

	body.color = textColor;

	body.backgroundColor = bgColor;

	

	window.device.turnOnNightModeDone();

}



function setupBookColumns()

{

	var body = document.getElementsByTagName('body')[0].style;

	body.marginLeft = '0px !important';

	body.marginRight = '0px !important';

	body.marginTop = '0px !important';

	body.marginBottom = '0px !important';

	body.paddingTop = '0px !important';

	body.paddingBottom = '0px !important';

	body.webkitNbspMode = 'space';

	

    var bc = document.getElementById('book-columns').style;

    bc.width = (window.innerWidth * 2) + 'px !important';

    bc.height = window.innerHeight  + 'px !important';  

    bc.marginTop = '0px !important';

    bc.webkitColumnWidth = window.innerWidth + 'px !important';

    bc.webkitColumnGap = '0px !important';

	bc.overflow = 'none';

	bc.paddingTop = '0px !important';

	bc.paddingBottom = '0px !important';

	gCurrentPage = 1;

	gProgress = gPosition = 0;

	

	var bi = document.getElementById('book-inner').style;

	bi.marginLeft = '10px';

	bi.marginRight = '10px';

	bi.padding = '0';

	

	window.device.print ("bc.height = "+ bc.height);

	window.device.print ("window.innerHeight ="+  window.innerHeight);



	gPageCount = document.body.scrollWidth / window.innerWidth;



	if (gClientHeight < window.innerHeight) {

		gPageCount = 1;

	}

}



function paginate(tagId)

{	

	// Get the height of the page. We do this only once. In setupBookColumns we compare this

	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.

	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {

		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;

	}



	setupBookColumns();

	//window.scrollTo(0, window.innerHeight);

	

	window.device.reportPageCount(gPageCount);

	var tagIdPageNumber = 0;

	if (tagId.length > 0) {

		tagIdPageNumber = estimatePageNumberForAnchor (tagId);

	}

	window.device.finishedPagination(tagId, tagIdPageNumber);

}



function repaginate(tagId) {

	window.device.print ("repaginating, gPageCount:" + gPageCount); 

	paginate(tagId);

}



function paginateAndMaintainProgress()

{

	var savedProgress = gProgress;

	setupBookColumns();

	goProgress(savedProgress);

}



function updateBookmark()

{

	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;

	var anchorName = estimateFirstAnchorForPageNumber(gCurrentPage - 1);

	window.device.finishedUpdateBookmark(anchorName);

}



function goBack()

{

	if (gCurrentPage > 1)

	{

		--gCurrentPage;

		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;

		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);

		window.device.pageChanged();

	} else {

		window.device.previousChapter();

	}

}



function goForward()

{

	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)

	{

		++gCurrentPage;

		gPosition += window.innerWidth;

		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);

		window.device.pageChanged();

	} else {

		window.device.nextChapter();

	}

}



function goPage(pageNumber, callPageReadyWhenDone)

{

	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)

	{

		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;

		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;

		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);

		if (callPageReadyWhenDone > 0) {

			window.device.pageReady();

		} else {

			window.device.pageChanged();

		}

	}

}



function goProgress(progress)

{

	progress += 0.0001;

	

	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;

	var newPage = 0;

	

	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {

		var low = page * progressPerPage;

		var high = low + progressPerPage;

		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {

			newPage = page;

			break;

		}

	}

		

	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;

	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;

	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);

	updateProgress();		

}



/* BOOKMARKING CODE */



/**

 * Estimate the first anchor for the specified page number. This is used on the broken WebKit

 * where we do not know for sure if the specific anchor actually is on the page.

 */

 

  

function estimateFirstAnchorForPageNumber(page)

{

	var spans = document.getElementsByTagName('span');

	var lastKoboSpanId = "";

	for (var i = 0; i < spans.length; i++) {

		if (spans[i].id.substr(0, 5) == "kobo.") {

			lastKoboSpanId = spans[i].id;

			if (spans[i].offsetTop >= (page * window.innerHeight)) {

				return spans[i].id;

			}

		}

	}

	return lastKoboSpanId;

}



/**

 * Estimate the page number for the specified anchor. This is used on the broken WebKit where we

 * do not know for sure how things are columnized. The page number returned is zero based.

 */



function estimatePageNumberForAnchor(spanId)

{

	var span = document.getElementById(spanId);

	if (span) {

		return Math.floor(span.offsetTop / window.innerHeight);

	}

	return 0;

}
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