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 Chapter 1

 


Craig didn't usually talk while we unloaded
the dishwasher. In fact, normally I got stuck matching up
chopsticks and re-washing crusted food off plates while he shoved
the laundry in the dryer, climbed on his magnetic exercise bike,
and called it division of labor.

But tonight, he popped open the dishwasher
before it finished its drying cycle. "Let's do something
different." Steam fogged up his glasses. I still could make out his
long, white chin and even the freckles on his nose.

I grinned at him. Somehow, he still managed
to look boyish at 37. Kind of the Bill Gates/nerd rejuvenation
phenomenon. "You want me to do the laundry?" Maybe this time
"laundry" was code for spreading my legs on the kitchen
counter.

His smile congealed. "No. Let's talk."

I paused. Craig and I had been married
eighteen months and already we'd stopped talking on weekdays. Next
thing you knew, we'd be changing each other's Depends. Then
late-onset Alzheimer's would rob us of our ability to speak
altogether and we'd lie in our nursing home beds, wondering who was
the weirdo beside us.

Oops. Craig was already talking while he
popped a lid back on a sandwich Tupperware container. I tuned in
guiltily. It was hard to understand him because he was mumbling
without making eye contact. "—and I know you like Frieda Kahlo
because you made me watch that movie where Selma Hayek had big
eyebrows—"

I laughed. I had no idea why he'd bring up
the movie Frieda. He fell asleep before the closing credits. But I
remembered the reason he stayed awake during the first half. "You
got to see her breasts too, so don't pretend I made you suffer." I
handed him the rack of cutlery since he was closer to that drawer.
"Why? You want to see it again? We could rent it."

He slid open the drawer before he spoke. He
hunched over the knives. "No. I just thought you might, um, see her
as a role model."

A role model? Craig was an engineer. He was
more likely to talk to me about stress analysis (as in steel, not
as in psychotherapy) and video games than in mentorship.

"Or maybe you look up to other people." He
clinked two forks into their slots, still not looking me in the
eye. "Like Simone de Beauvoir or Edna St. Vincent Millay—"

"What about them?" I finished stacking bowls
on the counter and crossed my arms. As an English teacher, I liked
all of these women, but Craig was acting seriously bizarre.

He paused while clutching a silicone basting
brush, the one we called the squid brush because of its malleable
blue tentacles. His knuckles blanched. The overhead light bounced
off his glasses, making his eyes wink in and out of view. The squid
tentacles quivered in the air. Finally, he said, "They had an open
marriage."

"Open marriage," I repeated. No. This
couldn't be happening. No matter how bizarre my husband was acting,
he couldn't mean...

"Right!" His freckled face cleared, as
innocent as the boyhood pictures I'd hung in our hallway. "All
these famous people had them. Even Dolly Parton!"

I slammed the dishwasher door shut with the
heel of my hand. Dolly Parton. I felt like I was being Punk'd,
except Ashton Kutcher could not be bothered to harass a no-name,
30-something couple in Montreal, Canada. "What are you saying,
Craig?" I enunciated, as if elocution would save me from this
hellish alternative dimension.

His lips quivered in a pseudo-smile, even
though his eyes were wide enough so show the whites around his blue
irises. "Well, it really worked for them. I thought we could, you
know..."

I drilled him with my stare. I have a really
good stare. Scares the scabs off of 17-year-olds about to start a
riot at 2:04 p.m.

"...give it a try," he finished, although
his smile withered. He dropped the squid brush into the cutlery
rack.

I slammed the drawer closed. He yanked his
hand out just in time. But when I spoke, it was with deceptive
calm. "Why would we do that?"

"Well, you know I love you.
I think you're great." He blushed. My pale-skinned, emotionally
transparent husband. My loveable computer geek. The man I'd sworn
to love and honour. No. This could
not be happening. He could not be saying, "But our
marriage has been kind of—it could use some spice."

"Spice," I repeated. "Like Dolly
Parton."

"Right." His shoulders twitched, a dead
giveaway that he was lying.

"Like the Spice Girls."

He rubbed his nose, another one of his lying
signs. "Um."

My voice dropped two registers. "Do you have
a name for this spice?"

"Well, I wouldn't put it that way. But I
have met someone. Her name's Lena." His face lit up like he'd been
offered a stripper, a cold beer, and three uninterrupted hours on
his favorite video game, World of Warcraft. "I think you'd really
like her. She's a poet. She's the one who knew Edna St. Vincent
Millay. I told her I was married, but she talked about polyamory.
That means loving more than one person. It's common in other
cultures. Mormons allow polygamy."

"So did David Koresh." At his blank look, I
said, "A cult, Craig."

He pushed his glasses back up on his nose.
"Well, I wouldn't call the Church of Latter Day Saints a cult."

"I'm not, Craig. I'm just trying to keep
myself from pounding your head straight down through your body and
out your scrotum. Especially when you keep trying to make your case
all cultural and enlightened instead of what it is: you being a
lying, faithless ass of Satan." My brain kept on thinking, though.
My brain and mouth are kind of like a freight train. Maybe it's a
side effect from teaching teenagers: I would maintain my calm voice
even if nuclear missiles landed in the principal's office. "Okay.
Let's say you're unhappy. What happened to marriage
counseling?"

He swallowed again. His Adam's apple bobbed
in his long throat. "Well, Lena said that was old school."

Old school. Translation from Little Lena:
old. I could hear my breathing. I sounded like an asthmatic horse
on a racetrack.

He took a step backward, but he kept
talking. "It's not that I want to divorce you, Oona. I just want to
be honest with you about my need to develop a relationship outside
our marriage." His voice seemed to bounce off our matte Benjamin
Moore Winter White walls and cheap plywood kitchen cabinets. "I
think it will revitalize our marriage and make it stronger than it
would be through societally-forced monogamy."

Craig would never talk like that. This slut
had already reprogrammed his brain. I locked on his eyes until his
voice shrank like I hoped his penis, heart, and brain would wilt in
short order. "Get out."

"If you think it would help, Lena said—"

I pointed at the door.

He got out.

***

After a blurry, vodka and chocolate-filled
48 hours, my best friend, Marie Girard, handed me a falafel, bit
into one herself, and said, "We need to talk revenge."

"Mmm." My voice rasped a little from her
previous therapy suggestion, screaming along with Marilyn Manson
and Billy Idol. That was probably what made my other two friends
leave and one of my neighbours pound on the wall. Still, I felt
marginally better as I chewed on the falafel. Now I could eat all
the garlic sauce I wanted without Craig offering me a breath
mint.

"You know, you're way too calm. You're not
crying enough."

"I cried," I said, annoyed. "You and Ciara
and Michael all saw it."

"Yeah, but it was only for an hour total.
You anglophones are too repressed." She shook her pixie-cut
brunette head.

I barked a laugh. "My mother's mother is
from Ghana—"

"That's ancient history. So's your father's
Chinese ancestry."

"—and I'd hardly call myself repressed.
Besides, you're supposed to be all comforting and supportive.
That's your job." Marie's bluntness was usually a tonic, but it
could grate, along with her occasional cigarette and her slim
hips/D-cup breast combo. Only Barbie was allowed to have that
figure.

She snorted and pushed her kitchen chair
back from the table. The legs scraped on the tile floor. Craig was
supposed to buy more felt pads for the chair feet and, of course,
hadn't bothered. One more sign he'd flown the coop in advance.
Marie said, "I am supporting you. I'm supporting your mental
health. We already made that list of why you're better off without
him."

"Yeah." I eyed #16: Now I can buy the condo
I always wanted. Hooray. I turned the list face down beside my
falafel plate. "Listen, I've already got an idea—"

She said, "I'm listening," but she walked
into our second bedroom, across the hall from the kitchen, to
grimace at Craig's extra clothes stored in the closet. "Do you want
to cut up his ties? That's classic." She rattled the hangers. "And
the rest of his clothes while we're at it, although he was already
committing fashion suicide by wearing khaki. Why don't we use your
good kitchen shears?"

"It's a cliché. His ties aren't worth
cutting up." I poked the beet piece back in the falafel so I could
eat it.

She lounged in the doorway, her brown eyes
sparkling. "I've got a better idea. Let's smash his video
games!"

I paused. Marie worked in communications,
loved to talk, party, and drink, and was sort of the Antichrist to
Craig. I was surprised she could read him that well. "That would
hit him harder. But he mostly does it on-line. World of Warcraft.
Before that, some sort of Star Wars thing."

"Even better! Let's kill all his characters
that he spent months building up!"

I sighed. I could just picture Craig suing
me for pain and suffering for killing his video characters. But a
bigger part of me, the bitch just sharpening her teeth, said, Bring
it on.

I knew his password, the same one he used
for everything, so I gave it to Marie and she turned his elf
kamikaze.

"C'mon! I can hardly move this thing!" she
yelled, pounding the keyboard, but only making the elf turn to the
right.

She was pretty hopeless, so I helped her on
her suicide mission. Then I half-heartedly broke some game CD's. I
bent one in half over a table edge. It took a surprising amount of
energy to split it. So I took the next one into the kitchen sink
and bashed another with a meat hammer.

"There! Feel better?" Marie peered over the
back of her chair.

"No." I picked up a CD sliver and almost
stabbed my index finger. I had to don a pair of washing gloves and
drop them piece by piece into a yogurt container. Five seconds of
pleasure for ten minutes of hassle. Maybe a metaphor for my
relationship with Craig?

"What's next? His books?
I've never burned any." She grabbed a black-sleeved hardcover.
"Crypto-nom-icon?
Sounds like a blast. I can't even pronounce that."

I sighed. "Forget it. I love books."

"Yeah, right. That English teacher thing.
Okay. You should sell them for cash instead. There's that place on
St-Denis..."

I tuned her out. I'd already cancelled the
joint credit card I held with Craig and withdrawn half of the money
from our joint account. That was what would really damage him and
his munchkin.

She clapped her hands. "I've got it. You
know where he's staying? We could pull a Carrie Underwood and torch
his car!" She started singing off-key.

I grimaced. "I never liked that part of the
song. How smart was it for her to carve her name into his
upholstery?"

"Come on, Oona." She wrapped her arm around
my neck. She smelled like shampoo and garlic and her hair tickled
my nose. "This isn't you. Let's get even! "

I sighed. The more she pushed, the more it
felt like New Year's Eve: paying $13 for drinks and dancing in
too-tight high heels, desperately trying to have fun because
someone else thought I should. I disentangled myself with a weak
grin. "Marie, thanks for trying, but I don't want to just smash all
his stuff. I want to do it my way."

She wrinkled her nose. "What way is that?
Are you going to be all 'good,' 'forgive' him, and start exercising
all the time?"

I patted my round little choco-belly. "Not
likely. Actually, what I want to do is get my own back." As soon as
I said the words, I felt better.

"What does that mean?" But Marie's eyes
glinted like she understood.

"I've got this List." It was hard to tell
even my best friend, so I walked back to the kitchen and
double-wrapped my yogurt container o' CD shards in duct tape. The
tape made a satisfying ripping sound.

"Don't leave me hanging!" Marie grabbed the
duct tape out of my hands, stomped on my garbage can's pedal, and
tossed the yogurt container inside. Thunk.

I took a deep breath. Outside, someone's car
brakes screeched. My own brakes were about to come off. "Okay. My
list. I think every woman has one, whether we admit it or not. A
list of alternates. The guys we wish we'd had, or loved, or at
least tried out good." My lips curved into a smile.

Marie grinned back. "The guys not
taken?"

"Exactly!"

"First of all, that's pretty whacked for
you. So congratulations." She held her hand up in a high-five. I
slapped it, probably harder than I should have, but it was a relief
that she was supporting me in my search for inner slutitude.

Marie seized my hand and held it hard enough
that my pinky ring dug into my hand. "So for sure, I want to see
you go for it. But I've got to tell you—"

I waited for the pointed shoe to drop. A
herpes lecture? A warning to lose ten pounds first?

"—there's already a book
called The Guy Not
Taken." She cackled. "Gotcha. You should
see your face!"

"Shut up. There should be a rule about
teasing girls who've just been dumped. Anyway, it's not the same. I
don't want to read about it. I want to live it."

She stuck two fingers in her mouth to
whistle, but I waved her quiet.

"And, also—" I took a deep
breath—"I've got a whole list. It's not the guy not taken.
It's guys."

 



 


 Chapter 2

 


Marie actually screamed.

I clapped my hand over her mouth so fast
that her teeth slimed my fingers.

She shoved my arm away. "Oh, my GOD, I love
it so much!" she yelled. At least she was no longer screeching.
"Can I see your list?"

"It's kind of personal. And, I've got to
admit, if I had just one guy who I knew would take me, I'd go for
him. I just have a list of question marks, so I need a lot of
them."

"This calls for a drink." She rummaged my
cupboard for a clean and empty wine glass, gave up, and poured port
in a Winnie-the-Pooh cup. "Here."

I shook my head. My temples had tightened
up. I was one head-shake away from a suicidal hangover
headache.

Marie nodded knowingly and poured me a
glassful of water.

"To your list," she said, clinking Pooh
against my water.

"To my list!" I said, and downed the entire
pint glass. My bladder contracted in immediate protest.

Marie dropped into a kitchen chair and
crossed her legs like a lady as she sipped her port. "This is
great. Go big or go home."

"So you're not going to lecture me?" I
dropped into the chair beside her and pressed the empty glass
against my cheek, enjoying the coolness.

"Me? Honey, I was your maid of honour.
You're so sweet, you could have been a virgin when you got married.
It's about time you broke free. Otherwise, you'll just keep smiling
and telling people 'It's all right' and 'I don't mind' until the
day you bring an Uzi to school and blow everyone away."

"Hey. I'm not
crazy." I confiscated
her Pooh glass. "You'd better not drive home. You've had
enough."

She gave it up with a shrug, raising her
voice while I walked to the sink. "You know what they say about
Catholic girls? They're brought up to be the ultimate
goodie-goodies, but when they break out, they're the dirtiest girls
around. It's true. I was one."

"Um..." I stopped pouring port down the
sink.

She saluted me with the last piece of 70
percent cocoa chocolate before she popped it in her mouth. "So go
for it, my child! You have my blessing!"

***

I pushed open the yoga studio door and
stepped into an oasis of plate glass windows and spider plants. I
kicked my sandals under the bench by the front door, already
breathing hard.

I had a purpose.

"You're here early," observed Ben from
behind the bamboo desk. My morning yoga class teacher laid down his
pen and crossed his arms behind his head, showing off his biceps,
deltoids, pectorals, and other yummy muscles I couldn't name but
could now legitimately gawk at post-Craig.

Yes. Purpose, thy name is Ben.

Deep brown hair, intelligent brown eyes,
strong but gentle hands as he adjusted my arms while I did upward
dog. Oh, and he was completely ripped. Arms. Abs. Legs. Ass. All
tanned as far as I could see. He probably went to a tanning salon
and was as vain as the entire cast of the Jersey Shore put
together, but as long as he was straight, it wasn't my problem.

I'd guess Ben was no more than 25.

Craig was 37. He did the stationary bicycle
and some weights. He danced with me at our wedding, but otherwise,
he'd rather play video games. Of course, for Lena he'd probably do
the Macarena.

But it wasn't about him and Lena. It was
about me and Ben. Bendy Ben. He could do me against a wall, up a
ladder, in mid-air, and still have enough breath control for
tantric sex and oral loving.

Or so I hoped.

I gave Ben my best smile. I have great teeth
and full lips that Angelina Jolie would envy. I was also 42 minutes
early. Usually, I'm the last one to unroll my mat. At least he'd
noticed my tardiness. "Let's just say I'm in severe need of inner
peace."

He eased out from behind the desk. Uh uh uh.
My eyes raked his body, wearing his usual black top and pants,
simple, label-free, but still revealing the man candy body
underneath. "Yeah? What's going on?"

I clutched my yoga mat bag. This was the
first time I had to tell a stranger. He glanced at my tense
knuckles and I forced myself to relax them with a deep breath.
"Craig and I broke up."

His brown eyes drifted down to my left hand.
"I thought you were married."

I tingled. Oh, yes, he'd noticed me. Too bad
I now had to confess my humiliation. "We were. Technically still
are." "Broke up" sounded younger and more normal, but what the h.
"He asked for an open marriage."

"Are you serious?" He burst out laughing. I
was torn between loving the tiny dimple in his left cheek and
wanting to smash his headlights for chortling at me. It must have
shown because he sobered up quick. "I'm sorry. That was totally
rude. But it sounded like something out of the sixties."

"He's not that old." And neither am I. Blood
flooded my cheeks. Thanks to my melanin-blessed parents, it
shouldn't be that obvious to the young whippersnapper here.
Suddenly, I remembered the girlfriend he used to bring to class,
this little, lithe blonde gymnast who could do the headstand and
the splits. Boy, we hated her. What made me think I could compete?
I fumbled with the string on my yoga mat bag. "Anyway."

"I thought you were joking." I looked up at
the honest regret in his voice and caught him glancing me up and
down. "He's nuts."

My turn to grin and paw the ground with my
foot. Hot damn. This was my inaugural visit with the List. This was
my first time trying to score in years. Was it possible I could
actually do it?

Was this what I wanted? I put Ben down first
as kind of a practice run, but what if he really did come home with
me? Was I ready to rock and roll?

Should I just play it safe and laugh it
off?

My mind's eye replayed Craig telling me
about Dolly Parton.

No way.

I moved a few inches forward and licked my
lips. We were close enough that I could see the cowlick at his
right temple and the pulse in his throat, but I looked straight
into his lovely eyes. Up close, they were almost almond-shaped,
like my own. "Thanks."

He reached forward. I held my breath, but
his fingers stopped just shy of my skin. Even so, he brushed the
hair on my forearm.

The hair on my head electrified. My nipples
tightened.

We just stood there, breathing, our eyes
locked.

Then his hand touched my skin and moved
slowly upward until his fingers stroked the tender inside of my
elbow.

Oh.

I lifted my lips. Oh, God, I needed this. It
felt so good to be desired after Craig had told me I wasn't
enough.

He broke the silence. "I wish—"

I caught the note in his voice. Wistfulness.
Not desire. My eyes flew open. I took a step backward.

He gritted his teeth. "We're not supposed to
fraternize with the clients. But—"

Oh. Oh, no.

I was going to cry.

"Sure! I understand that." My yoga bag
almost toppled off my shoulder. I yanked it back up and ran toward
the door. "That's cool. Makes total sense. Company policy, right?"
Wait. I was barefoot. I crouched under the bench to locate my
sandals and to avoid his pity. "My school has it too." I jammed my
sandals on. "It's a great idea. I mean...have a good class!"

"Oona—"

I wrenched open the door. Two Lulu Lemon
girlies about to enter the studio reared back at my crumpled face.
I said to them, too loud, "Have fun! He's a great teacher! I left
the stove on. Otherwise, I'd stay too!"

 



 


 Chapter 3

 


"That was fucking humiliating," I said to
Marie. I'd called her as soon as I'd dried my eyes in privacy of my
own home. I refused to sob into a cell phone in public. Also, this
way I could lie in bed with the covers over my head while I spoke
from my cozy cave.

She sighed. I knew Marie so well, even her
sighs were comforting. "It does sound pretty raunchy. But at least
he was interested. Right?"

I felt a tiny glimmer of hope and quashed
it. "Maybe he's just 'interested' in anything with tits." I pressed
the blanket against my face and pretended to smother myself.

"Or maybe he'd like to get witcha, but your
stupid studio really does have that rule. Can you go somewhere else
for yoga so you're not his client anymore?"

"Hadn't thought of that." I switched the
phone to my other ear. "But I think it's more likely his way out
when saggy older women hit on him. I've seen them giving him their
cards. He has to have an exit line."

"Saggy. Are you looking for pity points? You
know you're tight. You've got curves. And a brain. You're a triple
threat."

I sighed. Tight was relative. I could've
ended up all delicate wrists and ankles like my Chinese
grandmother, but instead I got my mother's hips and thighs. Bosc
pears got nothin' on me. Only yoga kept the jiggle in check. "I
deserve pity points. I just mortified myself hitting on my yoga
instructor!"

"So what? He hit back. You
got game. Just give it to someone who's less of a company wuss."
Her tone changed. "Donnes-moi deux petites
secondes," she said to someone else at
work.

"I guess. I know you have to go." Her mild
tough love approach was working. At least I poked my head out from
beneath the covers and breathed the cooler air. My own private
sauna.

She lowered her voice. "I hate to leave you
like this."

"No, go. Go earn your big bucks."

She laughed to herself. "Thanks. Later."

"Love you. 'Bye." I hung up and climbed out
of bed immediately, because otherwise, my rose bamboo-cotton sheets
would claim me all day and night.

I knew I should be "good." I'd missed my
yoga practice, so I should do it at home. One wallow in chocolate
and alcohol was mandatory, but more than a half-dozen would be
counterproductive.

I still had my List.

I walked to the living room and slid the
piece of paper out of my day planner. I crossed off Ben's name with
a permanent black marker, blotting it out until the marker soaked
through the card stock and the marker fumes made me
light-headed.

And I moved on to List man number two, which
required considerably less humiliation.

I went on-line and loaded up yogatoday.com,
my favorite site of free sample yoga classes, but I brought up a
second tab for my email.

I'd started with Ben because I thought the
stakes were lower. But maybe that was the wrong approach. I hardly
knew the guy beyond his hard body, and now I might have to find
another yoga studio and waste my monthly membership.

My second man in command was the opposite.
He was my first love.

Also, I had no idea where he was, so #2
required research. No face time. No humiliation required.

Yet.

I brought up another tab for Facebook and
started searching for one Mr. Connor Solberg.

You could call it a crush, but the first
time I fell in love, I was wearing a Cotton Ginny sweatshirt big
enough for two. I tried to force my relaxed hair into a casual
flip. However, I eschewed the stirrup pants and acid wash jeans
because even at the tender age of 13, I knew those items would be
on the out list soon. The stirrup pants bagged at the knees as soon
as you walked out of the store, and the acid wash just looked crazy
terrible to my eyes. Yes, dear reader, we're talking the late
1980's, and I'd already found twue wuv.

His name was Connor Solberg. Sandy blond
hair, pale skin that burned instead of tanned, cool blue eyes that
watched me without comment when I gave a lecture on medieval
torture devices.

The other kids called me Chigro, as in
Chinese Negro, as well as Nerd and Kinky Chink. Boys blew spitballs
at me and yelled, "Hey, Oona, how's your sex life. Non-existent,
right?" One girls drew a cartoon of me with slanted eyes and an
Afro. Another asked me if I'd picked my shoes out of the
dumpster.

Connor was a popular guy, but more on the
periphery of the popular universe. He went to the parties I wasn't
invited to and he sat with the group at lunch. But he never made
fun of me. Once in a while, he'd change the subject from Loona Oona
to hockey. Once he nailed one of my main tormenters, Gary Jones,
with a spitball behind the ear. That started a spitball war so
huge, the teacher actually noticed and gave us all detention.

During that detention, Connor flicked his
blond bangs and met my eyes with half of an apologetic shrug.

So I noticed Connor. Oh, yeah, I noticed
him. But I was marking time until high school, where a bigger, more
evolved pool of humanity awaited me. And Connor was out of my
league.

The phone rang, interrupting my trip down
memory's avalanche. I'm one of the last remaining people on earth
without caller ID, so I picked up the phone with some trepidation.
Was it Craig? His girl toy? Or even Bendy Ben, back to tell me he
had to cancel my Bliss Yoga membership for hitting on the
teacher?

"Girlfriend," said my friend Ciara.

The heavy sympathy in her voice made me
wince. "Marie told you about the yoga guy?" I like Ciara a lot, but
since Craig ditched me, I find it especially hard to ignore the
fact that Ciara's pretty, slim, blond, happily married, and makes
more money as a real estate agent than I do teaching kids.
Sometimes, it's hard to decide which aspect is more hate-able. But
she's been my friend since she dropped out of teacher's college and
I do love her.

Fortunately, she has a high and slightly
nasal voice, so she's not completely perfect. "Of course she told
me. I'm taking you out dancing tonight." Not to mention her
dictator complex is a complete minus.

"Tonight?" I cringed. I'd rather stay home
and count my rings of cellulite.

"Tonight. I'll work on Michael to join us
too."

I brightened. Michael is always fun. I know
it's a gay stereotype, but he knows how to shake it, and he's at
the top of my "friends who cheer you up" list. Not that I'm
obsessed with lists. "How about the hubby?" I felt obliged to ask
Ciara. Her husband is six years older and, I swear, would rather
read The National Post and masturbate over his stock portfolio than
come out with us. He has some business job I don't understand, but
he makes more money than Ciara, me, Marie, and Michael put
together.

"He's closing a deal. It's a perfect night.
I'll pick you up. Don't chicken out."

I sighed.

"And don't wear one of your potato sack
dresses. I'm going to check you out like your worst bouncer
nightmare. If you don't pass, I'm going to strip you down and
remake you in my image."

Reluctantly, excitement stirred in my
stomach. Maybe this was exactly what I needed. Put the List aside
for a night and just get funky. Even if Ciara was threatening to
strip me down like one of her "MUST SEE" apartment projects.
"Okay."

"More than okay. Fantastic." And she hung
up.

I shook my MacBook's mouse to wake up the
computer and turned back to my virtual life with a little more
zest. "Come on, computer gods. Get me some Connor."

I think everyone has their golden boy, the
one you remember as young and carefree and restless and beautiful,
just as you were then. Connor was mine.

For all I knew, he was married. Drugged-out.
A father of ten. Unemployed in Antarctica. Or all of the above. But
I still wanted to know. What happened to that untapped goodness?
Where did he go? And could he be mine again, thanks to a twist of
fate and a lecherous husband?

Minutes later, I figured out that whatever
happened to Connor Solberg, he wasn't on Facebook unless he was
going to university in Minnesota or graduating from high school in
Utah next year. Ah, well. I didn't expect it to be that easy.

So I was shocked that he came up on
MySpace.

No guff. And no gut, either. He had the same
hypnotic blue eyes, a tanned face, and a whipcord build I could
pick out even behind his drum kit. He was a drummer in the
Galvanized Jazz Trio. Nice!

He still had white-blond hair that grazed
his collar. He still managed to look cool, which is harder to carry
off at age 35 than 13, especially when your hairline is just
starting to recede. He carried it off, though, the same way Sting
does.

I copied Connor's picture to my desktop and
zeroed in on his face, bright and alert with one drumstick in the
air. Yes. Same guy. No question.

The Galvanized Jazz Trio's music washed over
me. The saxophone took the lead, but the cello plucked a rhythm in
time with Connor's drums on a hypnotic backbeat that thrummed in
time with my heart.

I took a deep breath and joined MySpace in
order to send him a message.

 


Hey Connor,

I haven't seen you since spitballs and
tennis lessons. Sweet band. How's it going?

Oona Mak

 


If nothing else, he should
remember my name. It was always the weirdest moniker in the room.
"Oona Mak," I would say to whatever teacher had fallen silent
midway through the attendance list. In university, I'd explain,
"Oona. Oo, as in
'Ooh, ice cream,' and then na, like, "Nah, no thanks.' And then
just Mak."

Nine times out of ten, they'd say, "Mac
what?"

Sometimes I'd say, "Mac and cheese" or,
sarcastically, "MacDonald's," but then too many people started
calling me "Mak and Cheese."

I was delighted to change my name to
Wechsler when I got married.

Just before I clicked over to Yoga Today for
my daily dose of yoga, I got a chat request from Benjamin
O'Young.

Who the heck was that?

The picture gave the clue: the Yin-Yang
symbol. It had to be Bendy Ben, the youthful yoga teacher who
wouldn't give me one-on-one time. And dear God, his last name was
O'Young. Oh. Young. A sign that he was wrong is just so many
ways.

On the other hand, the guy had headed my
List. And now he was seeking me out at 10:29, which meant he'd hit
the computer as soon as the class ended and he'd ushered out the
last student.

Also, I took small comfort in the fact that
his initials were B.O. He must've gotten teased when he was a kid,
too.

I signed on to chat with him.

 


Ben: Hi. How are you?

NumeroUna: Fine, thanks. U?

 


That was sarcasm. I'm not big on
abbreviations like that, but I assumed he and his compadre used
them all the time.

 


Ben: Missed you in class. Want to have
coffee tomorrow?

 


I hesitated before typing back. Part of me
screamed YES! I've got to tell Marie! Meanwhile, the rest of me
cringed at the prospect of more rejection.

 


NumeroUna: I thought you weren't supposed to
fraternize with the students.

Ben: Checked with the boss. It's cool. 2
p.m. okay?

 


He had cojones. He must have tracked down my
info from my registration sheet in order to message me. And I was
free. I crossed my fingers.



NumeroUna: Sure.

#

Night falls. Out. Dancing. With Ciara and
Michael. Heavy beat. Unz, unz, unz. The bass rises and falls.
People cheer. Club floor bright red. Someone's painting a Che
Guevera mural in the back.

No alcohol, but smart drinks and packs of
cigarettes are for sale. Ciara pauses at the display of silver
cigarette cases and hip flasks, but I'm swaying with my arms in the
air.

I'm already drunk. Can't you tell?

Not drunk enough, though. There are only
about ten people on the dance floor and I wish there were 100 more,
or at least dimmer lights to hide me gyrating.

The spotlight hits one guy. Medium brown
skin, Arabic or black or something else tasty behind a bit of face
stubble, eyes closed, just grooving to the music. Slim hips moving
under loose khakis, muscled arm stabbing the air in time to the
beat before dropping back to his side.

I move so I can read the logo on his red
T-shirt. It's probably some soulless corporate logo.

Actually, it's an ad for a space probe to
Mars.

Maybe he's smart AND a good dancer.

Or maybe his sister bought him that shirt
and he doesn't even know what Mars is, if it ain't the chocolate
bar.

But the boy can dance.

And I know I should stop staring. Younger
men hurt. See Ben for details. Of course, older men like Craig can
hurt even more.

But this guy's eyes are closed, he can't see
me, I'm not hurting him. And he is living poetry, liquid music,
flesh in rapture, with the way he spins and flows and grooves. His
eyes seem closed, but he never runs into another dancer or a person
cutting out for a smoke.

I dub thee Dance God.

So even I though I don't have and will never
have the same moves, even though I'm aching from Craig and Ben,
even though I'm probably ten years older than most of the kids in
the club, I'm glad I'm here and I'm dancing a foot away from Dance
God and his friends.

I'm glad I'm alive.

Hey, I'm glad Craig dumped me so I can try
new stuff. He can have his poetry ho. I'll dance.

The Dance God's eyes never open. But he
reaches for my hips, pulls me closer to him. His touch is light,
assured, like all of his movements, and soon I join the flow. Cheek
to cheek. Lips against my ear for a moment, so I feel his warm
breath before he spins me around so he can dance behind me.

I tense. I've never been a fan of the "guy
stands behind you and pretends to grind" dance mode. But neither is
the Dance God. He lifts my arms in the air in an easy arabesque
while his hips undulate behind me, and it's not porn, it's romance,
it's erotica, it's beauty. It's freedom and respect. It's
everything my marriage has not been for the past 18 months. And I
dance, dance, dance with him until the smoke makes me light-headed
and I don't even know my own name.

He tugs my arm. His eyes open. His irises
are black in the dim light and his eyelashes are blacker and
thicker than mine. He raises a questioning eyebrow.

I shake my head. I signal Ciara. And I am
gone, gone, gone.

I slide between dancers and off the dance
floor. I dash up the steps and edge out of the door. I flee into
the night like Cinderella because it's so beautiful and in my heart
of hearts, I don't want to love again. I don't want to be hurt. One
perfect, mind-bending dance is all I need.

Outside, in the fresh air, the bass muffled
behind the brick walls, my ears cautiously recalibrating to the
usual night noise, I'm breathing fast, my mouth is dry, and it all
seems like a dream except Ciara said, "What the hell was that? That
was so hot! You've got to get his number!"

 



 


 Chapter 4

 


"You're crazy," Ciara told me over and over
on the taxi ride home. I swear, the taxi driver turned up his
Latin-flavored music so he wouldn't have to hear her rant any more.
Unfortunately, her nasal voice cut through the samba beat. "I would
have been all over him. You don't even know his name! And he might
never go to that club again!"

How to tell her that, for me, it was sweeter
to leave him as a mystery? My head throbbed in time to the taxi
music like it was trying to do a Lambada using two cerebral
hemispheres to rub up against each other. I could smell cigarette
smoke embedded in the taxi's cushions. Or maybe that was my hair.
Or both. Finally, I cut through her nagging. "If it's meant to be,
I'll see him again."

She smacked my thigh. "Are you going all
spiritual on me now? I thought you were my List girl!"

I rubbed my thigh. For a skinny girl, she
sure could hit. "I am. Especially if you're going all S&M on
me." God. Ciara had been married too long. She'd forgotten what it
was like in the trenches.

For that matter, so had I. I needed a
warning label on me: Fragile. But, thanks to Dance God, I was a
little less fragile now. And a little more fond of house music.

***

The following afternoon, as I elbowed my way
from the métro to the Côte-des-Neiges Second Cup, my eye fell on
the blind man sitting in his red metal wheelchair, just off the
sidewalk. As usual, dark glasses masked his eyes and a tin cup of
pencils sat on his tray.

I dropped a loonie in his tin. It rattled
like it was empty. The man nodded his thanks.

I didn't pick up a pencil in return. I
bought pencils by the gross every school year. I just wanted some
good karma for my meeting with Yoga Man.

My Dance God confidence had ebbed. One
perfect song was one thing. My first official date, even a coffee
date, was another matter.

"Thank you," said the blind man in
English.

"You're welcome," I said, even though I was
startled he could tell I was an anglophone. It seemed unlikely he
could tell from the sound of my money. Maybe the beat of my low-key
thong sandals gave me away as an unfashionable English speaker. Or
maybe he wasn't blind after all.

A woman slipped by me with a baguette tucked
under one arm and the fishmonger's bag on the other.

My cell phone buzzed. I didn't recognize the
number that started with a 613 area code. But at least it didn't
look like a telemarketer's 1-800 number, and I had about ten
minutes to spare. I flipped it open. "Hello?"

"Oons."

I burst out laughing. Oons, as in rhymes
with goons. There was only one guy who ever called me that: Yoel
(rhymes with Noël) Matheson. "Hi, Yo." I started walking toward
Queen Mary Road again, in a considerably lighter mood.

"How's it hangin'?"

I paused at a crosswalk. Although the lights
blinked, outlining a pedestrian crossing the street, no cars slowed
to let me pass. Welcome to Montreal. "Do you already know?"

"I know the shitheel left you."

Yoel never pulled his punches. A black GMC
truck pushed past me, followed by an SUV and an Escort. I hoofed it
when, contrary to form, a taxi stopped. I waved my thanks and
corrected Yoel, "Open marriage."

"Same diff. Sorry you're hurting. Not sorry
you're getting rid of him."

I could tell he meant it. Sometimes, guys
were comfortingly direct like that. Still, I had to wonder who his
source was. Yoel and I hadn't really hung out since McGill
University, so somewhere in my circle, a gossip girl had leaked the
info. Probably Ciara. Which meant she hadn't stopped at the Craig
news.

"I heard about your list, too. Am I on
it?"

For some reason, I felt morbidly
embarrassed. Tears dotted my eyes. I didn't answer.

"C'mon, Oons. We never got it on at the
Uni."

The Uni. I managed to smile and unlock my
legs again, heading south on Chemin de la Côte-des-Neiges. "Because
you were taken and I wasn't interested." I checked my watch. One
small block to go, five minutes to spare.

"Ah, bless your anti-Semetic little
heart."

I laughed again. Only Yoel
could get away with stuff like that. "I am not anti-Semetic."

"So go out with me already."

"You live in Ottawa." A good two hours away.
I only ever saw Yoel once or twice a year, at group gatherings.

"So? We've got cars, trains, planes..."

I checked my reflection in
the darkened window of the Indian restaurant next door to the
Second Cup. My mini-Afro was sleek and I was grinning wider than
I'd seen for a long time. "Aren't you with that princess?" I'd
never call her a JAP, since misinformed people used to call
me a Jap, but she was
one of the few girls I'd met who pranced.

"Didn't work out. C'mon, Oona. I'm free,
you're free. I'll show you the sights."

"Tempting. Although I'm a little afraid what
kind of sights you're talking about."

"Tempting. I like that. C'mon. Be
tempted."

I sighed. Yoel was a doctor. He didn't
understand the meaning of no. "What if I told you no means no?"

"You haven't said no yet."

A smart doctor. Who made me laugh.
But..."You used to date only Jewish girls."

"I've changed. Obviously."

I hesitated. I didn't want to get hurt
again.

"C'mon. Dare ya."

"I'm not twelve!" I checked my watch: 1:58.
I had to go into the café, but couldn't quite bring myself to hang
up.

"Good. Otherwise, you'd be illegal. Come on.
It's just a date, Mak. Wanna go fly a kite? Drag me to the Vagina
Monologues?"

"Lock you in a dungeon with Master Tom?"

"Ah, there's the girl I used to know.
C'mon."

I summoned up a memory of Yoel: skinny,
curly black hair on his head and chest, grinning at me before he
dove off the high tower at the swimming pool. He had chutzpah,
something I lacked.

Until now.

"Okay. We'll set up a dungeon date."

He chortled. "Yes! You're on!"

"You're a freak." I laughed into the
phone.

"Takes one to know one. 'Bye, freak
show."

"'Bye, hammerhead." I closed my phone and
shoved it in my purse. 2:01. Did I have time to sneak a breath
freshener? Would Yoga God even show up?

From inside the café, a bronze arm pushed
open the door and paused there.

I glanced up to see who was leaving, but it
was Ben standing in the doorway, holding the door open and smiling
down at me like I was his own cup of Arabica coffee. "Oona," he
said.

Did he hear me insulting/agreeing to date
Yoel?

Did he think I was a complete rube for
yakking on the cell phone instead of arriving promptly?

Ben stepped on to the sidewalk let the door
swing shut behind him. I noticed two girls goggling at him through
the plate glass window. When they caught my evil eye, they just
laughed. Ben must have rattled my usual light-saber glare.

Ben bent toward me to kiss my cheeks, a
typical Montreal greeting, but not how he'd ever said hello at
Bliss Yoga. I stood rooted to the sidewalk, simultaneously
embarrassed and thrilled.

This! Gorgeous! Man! Is! With! Me! And! I!
Don't! Know! What! To! Do!

The first brush of his warm lips against my
cheek made me blush ferociously. He didn't believe in air
kisses.

Neither did I. I managed to kiss him back on
the second cheek. His skin made my lips tingle. I left a faint
blackberry lip gloss stain on his cheek, but I couldn't bring
myself to point it out. I kind of liked marking him.

He pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket,
an old-fashioned square of white cloth that charmed me even as he
wiped my lip gloss off. Well. He probably had practice with women
leaving their lipstick trails up and down his hard body.

He folded the handkerchief so the berry
stain stayed on the inside and replaced it in his pocket. Then he
smiled at me in a way that pulled me up on my toes and made me grin
back like I was a five-year-old tobogganing down a giant hill. I
couldn't help it.

He pulled open the door once again. "Shall
we?"

I slipped ahead of him. I felt like a lady.
A millisecond later, I worried if he was staring at my ass,
prominently displayed in a pair of denim shorts.

Then I worried that he wasn't staring at
it.

When I turned around, though, he stepped
beside me and gestured at the menu displayed on the wall behind the
stainless steel counter. "Could I get you something?"

I hesitated. A gaggle of students pushed
past us, one of them so close that I could hear the bass beat on
his iPod.

"Or are you a buy-your-own kind of girl?"
Ben asked.

"It's just that I don't drink coffee," I
said.

His mouth jerked in a smile. "Then why did
you agree to meet at a coffee shop?"

Because you asked me and I grabbed my second
chance. "They've got other stuff. Just give me a second." I scanned
the menu. A businessman shoved his coffee cup in the garbage and
circled around us. I took a step inside, out of his way.

"Why don't you sit down and I'll pick up
some un-coffee for you. Do you want to sit by the window?" Ben
gestured at the one free table in the window, conveniently located
beside his girl fans. They giggled when he looked their way.

I made a face at the table's empty plastic
cups, crumpled napkins, and the remains of a muffin. Ben strode
over to clear it himself, but a barista managed to swoop ahead of
him, snatch the garbage, and wipe down the table, while displaying
her perky bum. "All ready." She beamed at Ben.

Uh huh. I could already hear my mother
lecturing me. "Never marry a guy who's prettier than you. Or has
smaller thighs than you. Or a smaller bank account—"

I turned off my mother's auto-recording.
Plenty of time for madness later. It was true, I'd never dated
someone this glorious before, but I'd learn. "Thanks," I said to
Ben.

He pulled out a chair for me. "Sit down.
I'll get our order."

I sank into the black plastic chair and
watched Ben's back as he ambled to the counter. His black hair
stuck up with a few endearing cowlicks. Strong, straight shoulders.
Tapered back. A tight, muscular ass. He wore jeans instead of
shorts, but I could still tell his thighs were cut under the
thicker material. Even his feet looked lickable in sandals.

Heavenly. I wrapped my arm around the chair
back while the barista hastened to double his double. I let the
smell of coffee and scones wash over me. Even though I don't drink
coffee, I'm a big fan of the smell.

The counter girl's glance flickered over to
me. Clearly, she wondered what Ben was doing with me.

I practiced tossing my head with a haughty
stare.

She looked away.

I grinned and tucked my legs under the
table. Sexual harassment of my date was mildly annoying, but way
better than the pity I got from my own crew, post-desertion.

Ben slid the tray on the table. He'd gotten
a coffee for himself, an iced drink for me, a muffin, a scone, and
a sandwich.

"Thanks." I looked up from the food to see
him staring fondly somewhat north of my eyes. "What?"

He grinned and made direct eye contact.
"Your hair. I noticed it the first class."

"Right." Among the silky blondes, brunettes
and redheads, he noticed the one girl fighting a 'fro.

"It's cute. I like it short. It shows off
your neck. It's nice long, too."

He noticed me! I picked up my drink.
"Thanks," I managed around the straw while my heart sang. "I like
your hair, too," I added, aiming for nonchalance.

"Wash and go," he said with a shrug. "I hope
you like iced chai. If not, I'll get you something else."

So he came by the bed head look
legitimately. The guy had it all. "Thanks for the chai." I sipped
it. Sweet with a hint of cardamom. Not bad. I tried to think of
something kosher to say.

He said, "You've got something on your
mind?"

I shrugged.

He smiled at me. "You have a transparent
face. Also, you stopped making eye contact and started playing with
the napkins. Want to tell me about it?"

I dropped the napkin. "What are you,
psychic?"

"I just know body language. C'mon.
Spill."

I narrowed my eyes, realized I'd given him
another clue, and fought to keep my eyes wide and innocent. I could
hardly lie with my words, let alone my body. Ben laughed. So I
blurted out, "I just wondered what it was like." Oh, man. Could I
really say this?

"What?" He sipped his coffee and set it down
again. Even his hands were beautiful, long-fingered with short,
neat nails.

I stirred the ice with my straw, pushing it
through the murky caramel liquid, but made sure I made eye contact
with him at the last second. "Having everyone pay attention to you
because of your looks."

He just nodded like it was a perfectly
normal thing to say. "Depends on who's looking. I like it
sometimes." He smiled at me.

That was my cue to flutter my eyelashes.
Instead, I felt more ornery. "When don't you like it?" I folded a
corner of my napkin and smoothed it out again. It was bizarre, but
now that I as on an actual date with Monsieur Yoga, all I wanted to
do was puncture that perfect facade.

When I looked up again, his chestnut eyes
were steady and his expression clear. "Usually other guys hate me
or think I'm gay."

The million-dollar question.

"And no, I'm not gay." He lowered his voice.
I found myself leaning forward. He said, "It's kind of a liability,
everyone making that assumption between my face and the yoga. But
looks are just something you're born with. You work with whatever
cards you're dealt."

I sipped my chai and thought about that. I'd
faced racism, but not other forms of looks-ism. We all had our rows
to hoe. "Sorry."

"Don't be. It got us here, right?" He
smiled, but it didn't touch his eyes.

"It's one of your cards," I said cautiously.
"Nothing wrong with it."

The silence grew between us. At the table
next door, a guy started coughing so hard, it made me wish I'd been
inoculated against TB. Still, Ben's smile widened into genuine
amusement when he said, "You want me to tell you what your cards
are?"

Was I that transparent? Craig would never
have been able to read me like that. I rubbed the condensation off
my chai. "You don't have to," I said to the speckled beige
tabletop. "How are the Blue Jays doing?"

"Oona." His voice was so gentle, my eyes
lifted to his again. Even more softly, he said, "You have no idea
how beautiful you are, do you?" He surveyed my face, from my broad
forehead to my pointed chin, but didn't stray below my neck. He was
serious.

I almost cried. Ever since Craig whumped me,
my emotions rode too close to the surface. Kindness undid me far
more than pity or contempt.

He picked up half the sandwich and pushed
the other half toward me. "It may sound conceited, but the way
people react to my face, I'm a lot more interested in what's on the
inside than on the outside."

And the Lord taketh away. My nose burned
with tears again, but not in a good way. "Right. I have a great
personality." I set my iced chai on the table.

He placed his sandwich beside it. "I didn't
mean it like that. Seriously."

I hated being this sensitive, but when your
husband is diddling another woman, that's what you're left with:
the usual insecurity upped an order of magnitude. I forced a smile.
It felt more like a cattle prod-induced tightening of the lips and
buttocks.

"I'm just saying that looks
are a genetic fluke. I like the way you look, you like the way I
look, great. But, even better, from what I've seen, I like
you."

"How would you even know what I'm like?
We've hardly spoken two words to each other. One would be
'namaste.'" That was a bitter joke, because we all said namaste at
the end of class.

"Yes, exactly! That means 'I salute the
light within you.' You'd be surprised how much I can figure out
about you from an hour-long yoga class."

Time to deliver my killer stare, complete
with raised eyebrows. Flared nostrils optional. Seeing as how this
was a date, I opted out of the nostrils, but it was still an 8 on
the Richter scale.

He took another bite of the sandwich and
shrugged his shoulders, seemingly impervious to my stare. "I know
it sounds like a line, but it's basic psychology. For example, you
always come in just before class. You're never late, but you barely
leave enough time to change and unroll your mat. So you don't like
to chill out and chat before class. That means you're a bit
impatient."

Guilty. And embarrassed. I reached for my
half of the sandwich, peeled back the whole wheat bread to avoid
his eyes, and revealed the veggie and cheese innards. I would have
figured him as a roast beef kind of guy. Just goes to show.

"You also keep checking the clock if I start
off with deep breathing exercises, so this isn't rocket science,"
he said.

"Once I get into yoga, I'm totally into it,"
I said, stung.

"I know. It takes you around 20 minutes.
That's about average. Nothing to worry about."

Man. I took a nibble of the sandwich.
Crunching alfalfa sprouts was less humiliating than this impromptu
psychoanalysis.

"I could go on, but you might walk out. So
let's just chill, okay?" He saluted me with his coffee.

"I'll try," I said. I toasted him back with
the iced chai. At least the ice would help me chill. "There is just
one thing I'd like to know before we kick back. How old are
you?"

His teeth flashed. "I'm 28. That's not too
bad, eh?"

"How do you mean?"

"Well, I hope you don't mind, but I read
your studio application form. You're 35. right?"

"Right." I swallowed carefully so I wouldn't
choke on my chai.

Round one to Yoga Man.

 



 


 Chapter 5

 


Only The List, and my one semi-successful
coffee date, gave me the courage to break the D-I-V-O-R-C-E news to
my parents in person instead of over e-mail.

At our favorite Chinese restaurant, Eastern
Winds, my father doled out the rice while it was still steaming.
That was his job. He insisted on a communal rice bowl instead of
individual cups. However, rice mastery was not enough to distract
him from the fact that there were only three bowls to fill instead
of four.

"Where's Craig?" he asked. "Is he
working?"

I handed him my bowl. Ironically, "That's
Amore" played in the background, barely audible over the sound of
clinking china and Chinese/English/French/other chatter. I took a
deep breath and looked my father straight in the eye. "Craig's not
coming."

"Because he's working?" asked my mother.

I shook my head. "Craig won't be coming from
now on. He, ah..." I inhaled the rice steam. "Wants a change." I
helped myself to some orange fried beef. This was not the time to
go vegetarian. I needed iron, literally and figuratively.

My mother wrinkled her forehead. Her face
was round and dark and wrinkle-resistant, so she looked more like a
puzzled child than a wronged wannabe grandmother. "You mean he
doesn't like Eastern Winds anymore? We can try somewhere else."

My father just watched me, sober behind his
wire-framed glasses. He hadn't touched his own rice bowl.

"Craig has flown the coop," I said. To
demonstrate, I displayed my empty left ring finger. It was a gauche
way to announce our ruptured marriage, but it was easier than
words.

"But where...You're getting a divorce?" she
gasped.

I nodded.

"After that big wedding? And you were so
happy!" Unspoken dollar signs danced in her head. Craig and I had
paid for most of the wedding, but my parents insisted on covering
the reception dinner and part of the honeymoon. Not cheap. The
Chinese banquet alone would drive most students debtors to
suicide.

I set my chopsticks on the table. "Yes.
After the big wedding. And I thought we were happy, but I guess he
wasn't."

My father finally spoke. "Is this
final?"

I shrugged.

"Have you thought of some sort of
mediation?"

I hooked my chair legs with my feet. I
always regressed with my parents, but Dad's questions were
reasonable. And, mercifully, in the background, Dean Martin had
been replaced by Michael Jackson's "Black or White," so I could
concentrate on my answer. "I thought about it. Haven't done
it."

"What happened?" he asked.

I had to eat three pieces of beef before I
could answer. Hoisin sauce could not disguise my humiliation. "He
found someone else."

My mother's mouth rounded into an O. "Oh,
no. He can't do this to you. I'll kill him!"

We both turned to stare at her.

"Not my baby girl. That is absolutely
unacceptable!"

I placed my chopsticks on my napkin. "Mom.
This isn't about you."

"I'm going to call him!" She dug in her
purse. Her address book fell on the floor along with a travel pack
of tissues. "Where's my phone? It's here somewhere. Wait. Did you
take it?" she asked Dad.

He barely glanced at her. "Why would I take
your phone?"

"Well, I can't find it!"

I finished my serving of orange beef, then
started on imperial ribs, snow peas, and steamed fish while my
mother alternately searched and chided my dad. "I don't know where
it is. You shouldn't have made me clean my purse the other day. Now
I don't know where anything is. Oh, here's my coupon for dry
cleaning..."

Dad laid his hand on the table, not quite
touching my hand. "You've made up your mind?"

I hesitated. I had promised to cleave unto
Craig until death, in front of my family and our assembled friends.
This fracture felt like my fault. It had been easier to scream
divorce at Craig and weep on my friends' shoulders than it was to
tell my father. Dad had worked at the same company since his
graduation from the top of his engineering class. He took his
responsibilities seriously.

"I don't respect him anymore, Dad," I
said.

"It happens," he said, without turning to
look at my mother.

"I found it!" She yanked the phone out of
her bag. "I knew I had it. It was just at the bottom!"

"What happened to the cell phone case I gave
you? The one you were supposed to clip on your purse strap?" I
asked. I already knew the answer, but I wanted the distraction.

She waved me away. "I lost it. It's at home
somewhere. Okay, what's his number?"

"I don't have it offhand," I said, which was
sort of true. "He lives somewhere else now."

"Well, I'll call him at work!"

"He won't be there."

"I'll leave a message."

"I just bet you will," I murmured to
myself.

"Now, where is his number?" She frowned at
her cell phone. "I never did figure out the phone book. Is there a
button I should press?"

Dad looked at me. "We'll help you any way we
can."

"Yes, we will! Do you need money?" My mother
looked up from her phone. I glanced at her screen. It looked like
she'd accidentally tried to launch her Internet browser.

"We're here," said Dad. "Now, eat."

I bent over my gai lan, hiding my tears. Too
much kindness. But at least there was food.

Good thing, too, because when I unlocked my
apartment door and ran to check my land line, Ben hadn't called in
the 24 hours since our coffee date. Not cell, not home phone, not
text on phone or Net. Nothing.

I know a day doesn't seem like a big deal,
but in the ringing emptiness of my apartment, voices crept into my
head.

He's not that into you.

Give it up.

A list? Get real. You'd be better off making
a list of top ten spinster moves.

Buy a cardigan.

Better yet, knit one.

Buy a cat to shed all over it.

Allow cat to breed indiscriminately.

 


Fortunately, the phone rang before I could
completely diss myself and all unmarried women of the world. I
grabbed it. At this point, telemarketers would be a blast.

"How did your parents take the news?" asked
Marie.

I gave her the quick lowdown, then said,
"Yoga Man didn't call."

"You could call him."

"But I won't."

"I know."

I sat cross-legged in the hall with my back
against the bookshelf while we digested the sadness of the
situation. Somehow, the shelves digging into my spine seemed
appropriate. I offered, "I hate gorgeous guys."

"He could still call you."

"It's not just him." It was
a love-hate, moth-flame kind of thing, but I was in the mood for
the hate. "When I see piercing eyes, a classic nose, and sculpted
abs, I think gay."

"You told me he denies it."

"Vain. Idle," I went on.

"I think you're just feeling down and
insecure about your own looks," said Marie. "C'mon. You know you're
hot."

Right. When I was younger,
they called me cute. Now it's hot. But they're glossing over my
six-impossible-things-before-breakfast hair that is
kinky/frizzy/fuzzy, untamable and unmanageable. One magazine
article called it "black girl with white mama" hair. The problem
is, my mama is black. She should have been able to help me. Instead, she
introduced me to straightener when I was eight and lectured me
about "good" hair.



Even though I stopped straightening my hair
a decade ago, making my hair presentable still took up about 90
percent of my prep time. Which was why I cut it into an Afro two
months ago.

Moving south on my looks: while every
Western woman strives for the top-heavy Barbie doll look, I've got
the opposite: sunny-side-up breasts, as tiny as any "me love you
long time!" M*A*S*H* extra, in contrast to my black mama junk in
the trunk and ghetto thighs.

"I'd take your body in a second," said
Marie, reading my mind.

Right. She has the French
girl body with breasts. She's milk pale, with a skinny build that
can wear a turtleneck and jeans or a tidy pencil skirt with equal
poise, and she
has serious cleavage. In any movie, she'd be the star and I'd be
the sassy girlfriend.

"Right," I said. "You want
the battle of the bulge. You want strangers to ask you, 'Where are
you from?' or 'What are
you?' before they even know your
name?"

She shrugged and bit down on a celery stick.
Its crunch rang in my ear. "Sure. Because it's different."

"You could be 'different' too. Gain 20
pounds, or have a third ear grafted on your arm."

She snorted. "Knock that chip off your
shoulder. You're beautiful. Your eyes are so large and expressive.
Your lips make men stare. Remember that boyfriend I had, when I was
going down on him, he said your name and then tried to pretend he
said 'Oh, MA!,' or 'Oh, MA-rie' instead of 'Oona!'"

I shuddered. "He was a creep."

"He was. But he noticed you. The way you
walk. The way you challenge men and get in their faces. Trust me.
You are very, very sexy. You just don't know it yet."

"Craig—"

"Craig is a foolish hussy, like all men. On
his deathbed, he will cry out in yearning for you."

We burst out laughing. Oh. If only.

I let her go back to work while I checked my
email and my MySpace. Nothing from Connor.

However, I did find this
gem in my inbox: How's it
going?

That was from the man formerly known as my
husband Craig. I deleted it. He could find out from my lawyer.

Ding! A chat request.

 


Ben: Hey.

NumeroUna: Hi. Thanks for the coffee.

Ben: Thanks for you. Want a private yoga
class next Saturday?

NumeroUna: Saturday night?

Ben: You got it.

 


I basked in the IM afterglow. Well,
basically, I spun my chair in a 360 until the room blurred around
me while I whispered, "Hooray! Hooray! Hooray!"

The phone rang.

I grabbed the desk. My chair stopped
spinning. My head continued to whir. For a second, I thought I'd
vomit. Eventually, the merry-go-round high and blurred vision
resolved into my black laminate desk. I pawed my way to the
trilling phone. "Hello?"

A man said, "Oona?"

"Yes?" I had no idea who it was, but a
telemarketer would have called me Mrs. Wechsler.

"Oona Mak?"

"Yesssss." I liked his voice, low-pitched
and husky, but I was not in the mood to participate in a survey on
my long distance preferences. I wanted to tell Marie, Michael, and
Ciara I'd scored times two. Bendy Ben and Yoel.

"It's Connor Solberg. How's it hanging?"

"Connor Solberg! Oh, my God!" I was sure he
didn't sound this sexy in grade eight, but then again, none of us
did.

"MySpace is a beautiful thing. Looking good,
by the way."

I pressed the phone against my ear. Holy
smokes. It was like he'd eavesdropped on my convo with Marie. "Um.
So do you. So where are you right now?"

"In a small Ontario town you've never heard
of. I left Montreal and went to the dark side of the moon."

I grinned. "They must play good jazz
there."

"Hey, you liked the sample on our page?"

"Loved it." I hoped that wasn't laying it on
a little thick, but hey, I hadn't seen this guy for half a lifetime
and he'd tracked me down. "Do you call all your fans?"

"Well, since I only have
five of them, it's not too much trouble. We've got a concert on the
15th,
if you're free and willing to drive about an hour."

"I don't have a car, but let me see what I
can do."

"Cool. I'll send you the deets on-line. Nice
talking to ya."

"Likewise."

We hung up. I checked my e-mail, but he
hadn't sent me anything in the nanoseconds since we'd rung off, so
I clicked the bookmark for his MySpace page and found the concert
listing. The Galvanized Jazz Trio, live at Francine's. Alexandria,
Ontario. 7 p.m.

My fingers tingled. I realized just how
refreshing it was for a guy to call me. Heck, even with my girl
friends, it seemed like 99 percent of our communication was through
the ether or text or, more rarely, telephone tag. Recently, we'd
been doing a lot of face time because while I sorted out my love
life meteorite, but that was the exception rather than the
rule.

I hadn't seen Connor since I was 13, but he
called me long distance to invite me to his concert.

Wow. I guess I
was looking
good.

 



 


 Chapter 6

 


The cherry on the ice cream sundae was
calling Marie to tell her. To make it even more glorious, I dialed
while basking in the sun of my balcony. I leaned back on my plastic
deck chair and propped my feet up on the wrought iron railing.

Marie squealed at my news. "I don't believe
it! Now you have three men lined up! Yoga Man, Jazz Man, and—what
would you call Yoel? Doctor Man?"

"I don't have Connor. He might just want to
pump up his ticket sales."

"So he called you from the middle of
nowhere? Give me a break."

"Yeah. Well, you never know."

"I know. He's hot for you. Let me
check my schedule. Oh, no. I can't come."

"Really? It's a Friday—"

"Yes, and I have my semi-annual review. We
all go out afterward. Sorry. I really want to meet him."

"It's okay. I'll call Ciara. And when I see
Michael tonight, I'll ask him."

She groaned. "A road trip! I'm jealous. Have
fun."

"Sure. I'll have fun doing private yoga,
too. With Ben. On Saturday."

"What? Bee-yatch."

I laughed. I don't like that kind humor from
just anyone, but Marie's my best bud, and her French accent makes
English swear words ridiculous.

"Back atcha," I riposted.

"Just kidding. Love you. Maybe I'll see you
tonight? Call me,"

"Yup. Love you."

I cut the connection and reached for my
glass of water, cleverly positioned on my upside down laundry
detergent bucket-turned-coffee table. Marie told me I decorated
like a guy, but I didn't see the point in fancy furniture for a
rickety balcony we only got to use about two months of the
year.

Correction.
I got to use two months
of the year. We no longer existed.

I rested my elbows on the railing and sipped
my water. The ice cubes tinkled, a tiny ode to joy.

Thanks to my List, I was finally enjoying my
summer vacation. The wind rustled the leaves of the tree in front
of the balcony. The sun warmed my skin. I could almost smell
summer, that combination of sunshine, sunscreen, and fresh-cut
grass.

A movement below my balcony caught my
eye.

I live on the second floor. Although I'm a
pretty relaxed Montreal girl, and people often walk back and forth
to the apartment entrance almost directly below my bedroom, now
that I lived alone, I wanted to keep an eye on what was going on
underneath me.

I peered over the balcony. I caught only a
glimpse of a woman's black patent leather shoes, white sport socks,
and turquoise pants cuffs. She seemed to be lying on her stomach.
At least her soles pointed up toward me.

Uh oh. I hurried back to my chair. I did not
want to speak to the owner of those ankles. It was Mrs. Minton, one
of my downstairs neighbours.

I snuck back in the apartment, holding on to
the screen door and tiptoeing so my clinking ice cubes wouldn't
disturb her. I sipped my water, but Mrs. Minton's feet had killed
my buzz.

What was she doing on the ground, face down,
under my balcony? Had she fallen?

I sidled back to my balcony and took another
peek.

The feet hadn't stirred.

I know a smarter or more detached person
would have called 911.

I reached for my phone. God knows I'd been
on it all day. Time to make a good Samaritan call.

On the other hand, if they asked me what
they were coming for, I'd have no answer.

I tucked my phone in the back pocket of my
shorts. Then I locked my door and proceeded down the apartment
stairs at a slothful pace, praying someone else would discover the
elderly body before I did. I was on a List/lust mission. I did not
have the strength for a murder mystery.

And in this case, I already knew the
potential victim.

Maybe every apartment has a Mrs. Minton. Her
short white curls framed her powdery skin, contrasting with her
slightly protuberant blue eyes and black mascara clumped on each
eyelash. Her frosted pink lipstick didn't quite match her coral lip
liner, but hey, she wore makeup, which was more than I could bother
with.

Her clothes were probably really chic in the
octogenarian set. Turquoise blue cotton-poly pantsuits, say, or a
pink cardigan over a beige sweater and slacks. She wasn't afraid of
color, at least, even if her fashion sense lay suspended in the
no-man's land between vintage and Wal-Mart.

But speaking as a relative anti-fashionista
in the style mecca of Montreal, I didn't care so much about her
appearance as her personality. When we parked too close to her 1996
Buick (Craig), or played hip hop on the stereo instead of the iPod
with earphones (me), she had no compunction about hammering on our
door to scream at us until our dinner cooled.

Today, despite my glacial pace, I pushed
open the apartment door and glanced around the corner before anyone
else appeared.

The bushes rustled under my balcony. Either
she was still alive or a rat chowed down on her corpse.

I took another step, fighting the urge to
squeeze my eyes shut.

"Mrs. Minton?" I quavered.

No one answered, but after a pause, the
bushes stirred again and I caught a flash of turquoise.

She was definitely alive. But was she hurt?
Maybe she'd broken her hip?

"Mrs. Minton," I called.

A white head topped by a wide-brimmed straw
hat popped out of the bushes to glare at me. "What?"

She sounded like her usual devil incarnate
self. But what was she doing in the bushes? She still hadn't stood
up. She knelt with her head twisted toward me like a curious,
stringy chicken.

"Do you need any help?" I asked.

"Yes, I do! I thought one of you would never
offer. Young people are so lazy nowadays. Back in my day, we would
never let an elderly woman do this by herself." She jabbed her hand
at the ground. She was wearing a pair of white canvas gloves.

"What exactly are you doing?" Had she
dropped her cane? Or had she finally lost her marbles? I stopped
five feet away from her, well out of hitting range.

She threw her gloved hands in the air. "I'm
weeding! What do you think I'm doing?"

Weeding? Mrs. Minton was now attacking our
meager apartment garden? Aside from the two urns of geraniums
flanking the front door and the bushes now camouflaging her, I
hadn't noticed much green space. Well, whatever. "It's nice of you
to help the landlord."

"He does a poor job of it. I want to plant
some tomatoes."

I could understand a senior wanting to
supplement her diet with something she grew herself, but I wasn't
sure her doctor would recommend her crawling around on the dirt.
And even if Mrs. Minton got the medical okay, our landlord might
not be too keen. "That's a nice idea. What about the community
garden across from the mall?"

"You think I'm going to pay to rent a garden
when I already pay rent here? Ridiculous!" She smacked some dirt
with her spade.

Right. Mrs. Minton had the guts to scream at
me and Craig and every other resident who displeased her. She could
certainly take on the landlord. I should leave her to it. I turned
away.

She scattered a teaspoon of soil in my
direction. "I've read about this. It's called guerilla gardening.
Supposedly it's all the rage with young people. But not young
people around here! Too lazy, I always said."

I sighed to myself. Normally, I didn't hang
around with people who despised me too much to let me carry their
groceries. On the other hand, Mrs. Minton looked like she'd barely
managed to move five blades of grass with a dented hand spade. She
couldn't plant tomatoes on her own. Would the Dalai Lama hold a
grudge?

I said, "I could give you a hand. So here's
one young person who's not too lazy."

"Ha. You're not so young!"

I gritted my teeth. Breathe, breathe.

"But I guess you'll do. I've got a shovel
around here. Maybe you can loosen up the soil a bit. I've got to
put stakes in. No one's worked this soil for years."

I hadn't touched a shovel since I graduated
from high school. My parents kept a garden. I did help them weed,
but I remembered once sneaking a book out to read instead of
weeding. It was a big garden, but my dad caught me. He never asked
me to weed again.

I picked up the shovel. It was surprisingly
heavy, maybe because of its wooden handle. Mrs. Minton must be the
only apartment resident with full-sized gardening implements. Where
did she manage to store everything? Mrs. Minton gestured for me to
take her spot while she moved her hand rake, a watering can, and an
extra pair of gloves out of my way. She failed to offer me the
spare gloves.

Beside the bushes, Mrs. Minton had made a
crater no bigger than my palm. It was up to me to help her.

I dug the tip of the shovel in the soil. It
barely pierced the surface. I hopped on to the top of the spade. It
moved less than an inch. The dirt was packed too tight.

"I guess you're not too lazy, though," she
added. "Even though I don't know what you teachers do over the
summer. Talk about an easy job!"

My rage made me drive the shovel hard into
the ground. I jumped on it twice more. Then I managed to turn over
a big mound of dirt.

"That's better," she said. "I thought you
were a big sissy for a minute."

I sighed. This was going to be one long good
deed. "You know, Mrs. Minton, I could probably come back later and
do some more work. So you could weed now and I'll come back." When
you're in Tanzania.

"Ha! Giving up after one minute? I'm 81
years old! Do you see me running away?"

I jumped on my shovel again. After the first
hole, it got easier. I still wished I had my iPod to block her out.
In the meantime, I told myself that this was my service, my
demonstration of the work ethic and generosity of young-ish people.
But I did have to say, "Mrs. Minton, you know that saying about
catching more flies with honey than with vinegar?"

Her face split into a further subset of
wrinkles. "Ha! At my age, who needs flies?"

***

Later that afternoon, I
claimed my reward: a get-together with my friend Michael. That was
the plan, anyway. I nursed my lemonade and tried to concentrate
on One Hundred Years of Solitude
and ujjayi
breathing, but mostly I cursed Michael's chronic
lateness until he wove through the tables and kissed me on both
cheeks. "I'm sorry. I got caught up with a client. How are you
holding up, girlfriend?"

"Better since you're here."
I do love meeting Michael for a summer cinq à sept, which is the Montreal
version of Happy Hour: hanging out on a patio, drinking and
watching the beautiful Montrealers and loud, awkward tourists
trundle by. "How was your day of architecture?" It's no wonder
Michael has chosen to live and work in Old Montreal, flanked by
Notre Dame Cathedral and other historic stone buildings I've never
learned the names of but which look suitably impressive.

"Who cares? I'm here for you." He signaled
the waiter for a beer. "Are you holding it together?"

"Yeah. I even did a good deed today before I
squeezed in some shopping with Marie." I explained about Mrs.
Minton while he picked a nearly invisible hair off his plum cotton
dress shirt. Michael's round baby face and slightly pug nose made
women—and some of his partners—want to mother him, but he was
surprisingly tough.

He took a slug of beer. "Gardening. I kind
of like it."

"I'm not going to make a habit of it. It's
was a one-time deal."

"Uh huh." He unfolded his napkin in his lap
and eyed me until I squirmed. "Why don't you put aside your List
for a few months and put some tomatoes in? At least you'll get a
square meal out of it."

I turned, ostensibly to stare at a white
horse clopping on the cobblestones a block away. The owner had
strung white roses in its mane in an effort to lure tourists into
his red velvet carriage.

It was the first time someone had dissed my
List. "I can't," I said finally. "I've got three dates lined up
with three different guys and I'm really looking forward to
them."

"If they're worth waiting for, they'll still
be there."

I downed the rest of my lemonade. "I'm
sorry, did aliens possess you when I wasn't looking? And if not,
could you stop channeling my mother? It's creepy."

Michael grabbed my hand. I stared at the
huge square-cut gold ring on his middle finger, ignoring his warm
grasp, while he said, "You've got to grieve."

"I did." I could almost taste the lie, more
sour than the lemonade on my tongue. I pulled my hand away.

"Yeah, right. But fucking the Island of
Montreal?"

I drew myself upright until my posture
rivaled the Queen's and stared down my nose at him. "Don't knock it
'til you've tried it."

He finally laughed and I joined in.

"Sorry," he said. He drank more beer and
shook his head. "I'm just worried about you."

"I know." I shrugged. I'd worry about me,
too. "I tried all the usual sad girl tropes. After a while, it gets
depressing stirring a bowl of chocolate ice cream, waiting for it
to melt and give you zits."

"You don't need food, hon. You need to go
inward."

Part of me would rather fuck the Island of
Montreal. I asked the waiter for some water for both of us, and
then I pointed out to Michael, "I do yoga."

He snorted. "You have a crush on your yoga
teacher."

Crush. That made me sound like one of my
students. "I went to other people's classes, too," I said with
dignity. "Even Heather, and I can't stand her. I still can't do
wheel pose properly and when she adjusts me, she hurts me and I
feel incompetent."

"Did you tell her?"

"No. I just don't go to her classes." I
sighed. "Michael, I've got enough confro in my life, believe
me."

"Confrontation?"

"Right. I'm too tired to actually say the
word."

"Well, listen to me, Oona. I want you to
heal yourself. I don't mean chocolate and I don't mean penises, as
delicious as both of them may be." He raised an eyebrow. I shrieked
with laughter, but he kept the deadpan thing going. "I mean just
plain grieving. Weren't you the one who leant me that great Anne
Lamott book?"

"Traveling Mercies," I remembered
aloud. "Yeah, that's my favourite." I sobered. Books always bring
me back to my more thoughtful side. "I know what you're saying. And
Michael, I did re-read the section on grief. She's right and you're
right. You can read magazines and you can shop and you can even
dance with strangers and schtup the Island of Montreal, but in the
end you have to grieve."

The waiter returned just while I was talking
about schtupping, of course. The waiter said nothing, but he
clanked our waters down and withdrew hastily.

That time, even Michael couldn't keep a
straight face. We giggled.

I held my glass in the air. "Cheers."

"Cheers." He tapped my glass. "I love you,
you know."

"I know. If you liked girls, I'd be all set.
But instead, since you don't approve of my List and I don't want to
join the gardening mafia, I've got to talk to you about
shopping."

His nostrils flared slightly. Michael loves
shopping the way I love food, books, and sex put together. Still,
he said, "I am resisting the gay bait. We are talking about
grieving your marriage."

"We will. But can I tell you about this
one coat I found, please please please?"

He hesitated, but shook his head and held
his hand up.

I talked over the hand. "It's black. Wool
cashmere. Fur trim. A hood. It's on sale because it's summer. The
owner she said she could line it with chamois to cut the cold and
add an extra hook under my chin, again to prevent the wind from
coming in. This is my dream coat, Michael. I could wear it to the
opera or I could totally shame everyone else in the grocery store.
I love, love, love it."

He watched me with genuine love and worry.
"If I tell you to buy the coat, will you listen to me and give up
your list for, oh, at least a month, to recover?"

I giggled, but he was serious. In a moment
of tenderness, I pressed my palm to his cheek. It felt nearly as
soft as my own. I swear he waxes instead of shaves. "Oh, Michael. I
know you're so much wiser than me and I'll probably end up spewing
my emotional garbage all over my List and ruining every single man
on it. But right now, this is how I'm healing. Can you stand by
me?"

I expected him to launch into the Ben E.
King song, made popular in our lifetimes by the movie of the same
name, but instead he hummed, "Stand by Your Man," the country song,
and held his hand out to me.

I took it and he walked me out on to the
sidewalk. I stared at him, not sure where this was going, and
worried because my purse still hung on my chair instead of over my
shoulder, but he kept on humming the Tammy Wynette song and swept
me into a waltz. I followed as best as I could. A forty-something
woman in cropped jeans and an oversized T-shirt emblazoned with
poppies took a picture of us while the waiter paused to watch
us.

And even though ninety percent of the
audience could probably out-dance me, and even though potential or
past students were probably smirking at me, I kept on dancing, just
like I'd keep up on the List. It might prove as deadly as vodka
combined with a pair of car keys, but for now, I danced on.

 



 


 Chapter 7

 


Three men.

No. Three men and a killer coat.

I poured myself a tall, cool glass of water
to celebrate and checked my phone messages, which was becoming one
of my favorite activities. At least until I heard the tentative
male voice on this particular recording.

"So, um, it's kind of weird leaving a
message on our own phone, but..."

So, um, it's kind of weird when your husband
dumps you for Poem Spice Girl, but...

I waited for Craig to get to the point, but
all of a sudden, I could taste the iron in my tap water.

"I wanted to check that you were okay. I
still love you, you know."

Sure he did. Tainted love. I deleted the
message.

My cell phone rang. Area code 613. So it was
Yoel, always good for a laugh. I sure needed it. "Yo. El," I said,
unfolding the phone.

"Oons. How's it shaking?"

I had to think of an appropriate response.
Yoel was always crazy. "To the max."

"Groovy, baby. I had no doubt. Listen, can
we reschedule the dungeon date?"

Aw, no. I'd rather fence a dozen calls from
Craig than lose one of my Three Men before I even got to say hello.
I tried to match his banter. "You found another mistress
already?"

"Not even. One of the other docs, his father
died. I want to pitch in and cover his shift. I hate to do this to
you—"

"No, no. You should help him." My woes
shrank to an anthill compared to that.

"But I was really looking forward to my
dungeonista. I'll email you for a definite rain check?"

"Sure." I tried to chirp.

"Sorry, baby. I'll make it up to you."

"Twenty lashings with a cat tail."

"Wow! I thought teachers used rulers. It'll
be my lucky day. Thanks, Oons."

"You're welcome." I hung up. And I started
to calculate. I pulled out a note pad. Ben—yoga. Connor—jazz date.
What were the chances they'd cancel, too?

On the other hand, Connor wasn't really a
date. More like a group invitation. And Ben probably had to do pro
bono pity dates as part of being a Yoga God.

I slashed my note pad with my ballpoint pen.
No. I could not get down now. Even though Michael told me to torch
my List and grieve. I couldn't.

I booted up my computer. Only one new
non-spam e-mail, from my friend Samantha. Subject: your list. I
clicked on it.

 


I'm really worried about you. Maybe I
shouldn't say this, but I'll say it anyway. You've been hurt. You
need time to recover. You'll find Mr. Right, but if you don't heal,
it'll just turn into Mr. Rebound.

 


Holy heck. Two friends in a row, telling me
to abandon ye olde List, not to mention one of my List men bailing
on me two seconds ago.

Was everyone else right?

Should I give up and go No Men and a
Coat?

Or, worse, No Men and No Coat?

Mrs. Minton flashed into my mind again.
Eighty-one years old, kneeling in the dirt, tough, tart-tongued,
and alone.

Couldn't do it.

I'd rather go for it and lose.

I took a deep breath and called a different
613 area code phone number. Connor would probably be off drumming
"My Funny Valentine" at a jazz club. I could leave a cute
message—

"Hello?" said Connor.

"Hi." I nearly swallowed the word.

"Oona! Oona Mak! I was just thinking about
you."

"You were?" Even if it was a line, it was
one I desperately needed to hear. I sank into the cushions of my
squishy purple sofa and relaxed into his voice.

"Yeah. You remember how I used to whip your
ass at tennis?"

"That's not how I remember it." I propped my
feet up on the arm of the sofa and stretched out full-length.

"Yeah, yeah. You were too busy getting
lessons and praying I wouldn't whup ya."

Crazy revisionist history, worse than a
Japanese minister censoring World War II textbooks. I laughed
anyway. "You were just fooling around with your friends while I
learned how to perfect my serve."

"With the six-year-olds. Right, right.
Anyway, I was unpacking and I found my tennis racquet. Maybe we
could play sometime."

"Sure!" Then I remembered. "Um, I haven't
played since I was 13."

"That's okay. I don't know if I have,
either. I moved on to squash, and then horses."

"Horseback riding?" I resisted the urge to
pull the receiver away from my ear and goggle at it.

"Oh, yeah. That's my life now."

"I thought you were a jazz musician."

"Aw, that's just something I do for fun.
I've always drummed. But horses, yeah. That's my thing."

Okay. I was just starting
to realize that 1) I didn't know Connor at all, malgré our tender moments over
tennis balls and spit balls a lifetime ago, and 2) he might have
too many layers, even for me. "So what do you do for a
living?"

"Horses. Stable 'em, give riding
lessons."

I didn't know a single person who owned a
horse, let alone tended them for a living. I said, "Wow."

He laughed. "I know. It's weird. But that's
my calling. Just like yours is teaching, right?"

"Right. Although I'm not always sure of
that, either."

"I'm looking to buy horses and set up my own
stable eventually."

I cheered up a bit. I guess I'm too much my
parents' daughter, but I felt more comfortable knowing he had a
business plan.

He chuckled as if he could read my bourgeois
thoughts. "So you want to play tennis sometime? I'm sure you've got
a court around you. In the country, the closest one is about a 20
minute drive away. It's just a thought. Let me know."

"Okay."

"Hey, listen, I've got to go. But it was
great talking to you, eh, Oona? I'll call you."

"Sure." When I cut the connection, I should
have felt buoyed up by his "Tennis, anyone?" suggestion. Instead, I
felt lonely. I stared at my bookcase. Craig and my sleeping bags
were tucked in a basket on the bottom shelf. His was green, mine
red. Suddenly it bothered me that I was still living in the same
apartment, weighed down by the same history.

I called Ciara.

"Chica," she yelled through the static.
Dang. Bad connection.

"You want to go out again?" I shouted
back.

"When?"

"Right now."

Her laugh cut in and out. "...on my
way...meeting."

"Right."

"...you...okay?"

"Perfect."

I hung up and hung upside down on my sofa,
heels on the back of it, head on the seat, like an L shape. A yoga
inversion without the stress.

I had one more guy I could call. If I
couldn't get a hold of Ben, it would be a complete strike out. I'd
have to start my List over again.

The safe thing to do was to call Marie, or
to retire to bed with a copy of Faulkner.

Instead, I took a deep breath and called
Ben's cell.

He picked up on the first ring. "Hi,
beautiful."
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I couldn't speak for a moment. Did he know
it was me?

"Oona?" he said into the silence.

"Yes," I said. "Hi, Ben."

"Is something wrong?"

I swallowed back my sudden tears. Yes again.
Since my husband dumped me, I was a total suck, undone by a casual
compliment. "No."

"You sound funny."

We hardly knew each other, but he could tell
I was off. Or maybe my adenoidal voice gave me away. "Just not used
to, uh, calling you."

"I'm glad you did."

Silence. I knew I should speak instead of
trying to remember the last time Craig had called me beautiful and
meant it. It was probably our wedding day. He fed me cake with a
fork, but still managed to get icing on my cheek. He licked it off
and said, "You're gorgeous" while our friends whistled.

To Ben, I managed to say, "Sorry."

"Do you want to talk? Or we can just hang
out in silence."

I listened to the background noise at his
place. I thought I heard traffic, but nobody else was chattering.
No music. Just his breathing. "What are you doing? Am I
interrupting?"

"No. I just finished sivasana."

The final relaxation pose. Dang. "I'm sorry.
I didn't mean to bother you. You go rest."

He laughed. "I told you, I'm finished. I
wouldn't have picked up the phone otherwise. Are we still on for
this weekend?"

"Yes." I smiled broadly at him before my
self-esteem wavered. "If you are."

"Of course." His breath moved in and out,
evenly, but otherwise, he didn't talk. He was the opposite of my
frantic mother or, in all honesty, my own fast-talking,
don't-blink-now life.

"Who are you?" I found myself
saying.

He laughed some more. "Is it that weird that
I call you beautiful and that I'm a yoga teacher who does
yoga?"

"Yes! If you'd asked me what I thought you'd
be doing on a Wednesday night—" I bit back the rest.

"Go on."

I sighed. "Oh, I don't know. Clubbing.
Picking up at your yoga class. Rock-climbing with your
buddies."

"Been there, done that. Just not
tonight."

I chewed the inside of my cheek, a nervous
habit from my childhood that I'd forgotten until now. "Yeah? Who'd
you pick up lately?"

"You."

I pinched my nose. "No. I picked you up.
Unsuccessfully."

"So I picked you up successfully an hour
later."

"It doesn't work that way."

"Doesn't it? You just told me we're on this
weekend."

A smile crept up the corners of my mouth.
"I've never met anyone like you."

"Likewise."

Right. He was confident, gorgeous, flexible,
and funny. We were practically twins. I seized the one problem that
sprang to mind: too young. He was just my training wheels guy,
someone to bounce off of while I recuperated from Craig. Might as
well enjoy Ben while I had him. "Thanks."

"You're welcome. So what's new and
exciting?"

"Guerrilla gardening. My crusty old
neighbour and I planted some tomatoes in our front yard, probably
illegally, but you only live once."

Ben chuckled. Naturally, he possessed a low
and sexy laugh that electrified the skin along my back and arms.
"It's a bit late for tomatoes, but definitely give it a try."

What? A sexy laugh and a green thumb? I
raised my eyebrows. "You know tomatoes?"

"Hey. I'm Greek and I'm Chinese. I believe
in good food. My parents had a garden."

"Wait. You're Greek and Chinese?"

"And British and Irish and a little French
Canadian. But my grandfather—my dad's dad—was Chinese, and he lived
with us when I was growing up. My mom's side is Greek, so if you've
ever seen My Big Fat Greek Wedding and add in a Chinese grandpa,
it's kind of my life."

This guy was more mixed than I was. My heart
surged in my chest before I stomped it back down again. "My dad's
family is Chinese too. My mom is from Ghana. West Africa."

"Cool. I've always wanted to go to
Africa."

"Me too. We were supposed to go for our
honeymoon—" I bit it back. Even I knew you weren't supposed to talk
about your ex, let alone your honeymoon.

"What happened?"

"Oh, Craig didn't want to bother with all
the vaccinations. I think he got kind of scared off by words like
hepatitis, yellow fever, malaria..."

"So where did you go?"

"Um. Jamaica. It was nice."

"Sure."

A death knell in conversation. I changed the
subject. "Your dad's dad is Chinese, but your name is O'Young? Did
he change it?" Not uncommon, to make it sound less ethnic.

"They did it for him when he got here. It's
actually more like Ouyang, but that's how it got Romanized."

"At least it's an easy name. Some of my
friends deal with, I don't know, Owusu-Ansah."

"What's that?"

"Oh, it's a Ghanan name. But it's a bit
awkward, so he just goes by Owusu unless it's his birth certificate
or something."

He gave his chuckle again. This time, my
breasts tingled. I crossed my legs while he said, "That's what I
love about Montreal. It's such a mix."

Multiculturalism. Chalk that up as number
#117 on Stuff White People Like. "Did you really love being mixed
as a kid?"

"Well. Most people thought I was white, so
it didn't come up."

"Right." Greek was a variation of white, and
his Chinese grandpa was far back enough that he'd just been left
with more genes for dark hair and eyes that, now that I thought
about it, might have a little epicanthal fold. He looked different
enough to catch the eye, but not so obviously ethnic as to be
out.

"You?" he asked.

"You don't want to know." I didn't need any
more school flashbacks.

"That bad, huh?"

"Hell, yeah."

He paused. "Well, could I cheer you up?"

"How?" I already felt twelve times better
than before I'd called him.

"Well, going back a few topics, we were
talking about gardening."

"Right." I pulled it out my memory. "You
said your parents had one. So did mine, but I kind of ignored it as
much as possible."

"Sure. Me too. But after I moved out, I
thought it was cool that they grew their own stuff. So I got a few
pots for my balcony. Including tomatoes. I could pass on a few tips
to you."

"When?"

"How about right now? You busy?"

Crazy. I should head to bed. Instead, I sat
upright on the couch and said, "Now I am."

***

Ben lived on the Plateau, which is the newer
playground for 30-somethings. Or, in his case, 20-somethings. Lots
of condos, but still plenty of old stone duplexes with wrought iron
balconies and second floor staircases. Classic Montreal, especially
the ones with a touch of personality like purple doors and window
frames or a hanging flowerpot of fuchsia petunias. Hey, maybe I was
a closet gardener after all.

I parked on St-Dominique, neatly avoiding
both the forest of parking meters on St-Laurent and the most
stringent do-not-park signs dotting the region. I strolled a few
blocks to avenue Coloniale. My keys jingled in my purse. A grey cat
glared at me from its perch inside a windowsill, draped by a muslin
curtain. I waved back at it. Its yellow eyes failed to blink.

The July heat had dissipated into the
evening. Even so, one well-lit second-floor apartment had left its
doors open to the street and I could hear a bunch of guys laughing
and playing the guitar within.

I loved Montreal. Where else would people
leave their doors wide open for a party?

And where else would I have an impromptu
rendez-vous with the most gorgeous yoga teacher on the planet,
thanks to some tomatoes?

Maybe he felt as platonic toward me as I did
toward Mrs. Minton. But just in case, I'd slipped into a little red
dress that Marie had helped pick out last month. It began with a
Marilyn Monroe halter top. A diamante circle hung between my
breasts, making the most of my cleavage. The crimson fabric fitted
to my torso before it flared out in a knee-length skirt with a full
V in the back. The point fluttered at the backs of my knees as I
walked, giving me a girlish, flirty swing.

Overdressed? Probably. So I donned a tiny
black bolero jacket, toning down the top. At home, I'd decided I
looked fashionable enough for a Montreal evening, but with every
step, I wondered if I looked more like a desperate cougar who
didn't know how to kick back on a Wednesday night.

After all, I'd called the guy. He hadn't
called me. My mother would read me the riot act. And now I'd come
at a moment's notice, dressed for cocktails. Agggggghhh...

I pulled out my cell phone. I needed to be
talked down. I called Marie's number, but it went to voice
mail.

I squared my shoulders and shoved the phone
back in its case. If Ben thought I was a loser, he'd let me know.
I'd move on. Quickly.

At 6021 Coloniale, a brick-faced building, I
rang the doorbell for apartment D.

While I waited for the buzz, I fantasized
about Ben's designer digs. Lots of windows. Black leather
furniture. So neat and empty, my voice would bounce off the
stainless steel countertops. He would have hired some designer to
make it perfect.

Or maybe it was a gross-out boy pad with
underwear on the floor and hair in the soap.

All I knew for sure was that he had a garden
and space for yoga.

Allegedly.

Maybe he was a serial
killer, preying on gullible yoginis. Sure, he said he broke up with
that little blond gymnast. Little did we know, broke up carried an entirely
different meaning at apartment 6021D.

Instead of buzzing me in, I heard steps
approach from the inside the building. Heavy male steps. I
considered fleeing in my scarlet cocktail dress. My black thong
sandals were jog-worthy.

Ben threw open the door. "You made it!"

He was so glorious-looking, his face was an
assault on my eyeballs. I forced myself to deconstruct his face
instead. Yes, maybe there was a hint of his Chinese grandpa around
his brow and eyelids, but the overall YUM factor was too
distracting.

He leaned forward to kiss both my cheeks.
His lips, even in a chaste kiss, were worth entering his lair. I
giggled and inhaled his light, masculine aftershave.

My phone rang. I ignored it, reluctant to
disengage from Ben's arms, but he felt my hesitation and released
me. "You can get that."

I checked the number, sighed, and took the
call. I hate people who cell-chat their way through dates. "Marie,
I'm—"

"You're going over to his house?"

"Um. Yeah. I'm here already." I glanced at
Ben, who'd taken a few steps back into the lobby in a pretense of
privacy. He gestured for me to take my time.

She squawked loud enough that I pulled the
phone away from my ear and Ben's mouth quirked before he turned
toward the stairs. She said, "You've been married too long! You
never go over to a guy's house this early on."

"Excuse me, Mar." I huddled
with my back to Ben. "You've
done it."

"Yes, but—"

"But what?"

"You're an innocent," she said finally.
"It's just not a good idea."

"Listen. I left you the address. 6021D
Coloniale. I'll call you in an hour. If I don't call, you can send
the police."

"I will. You can tell him that."

"Sure. It'll be a real turn on, right after
the tomato plants. Later." I snapped my phone shut and turned to
Ben with a pained smile.

"Your friends worry about you," he said. He
smiled down at me.

My heart tumbled in my chest. "Yes."

"It's probably a good idea. You want to go
out? There's a great crêpe place—"

"No." I touched his cheek. It was warm and
freshly shaved. His eyes narrowed at my touch, but he didn't move
away. "I want to check out your potting soil."

 



 


 Chapter 9

 


His eyebrows shot toward the roof. Since his
building was two stories high, with an open staircase at the
entrance, that's pretty high for eyebrows to migrate.

Meanwhile, I felt ready to somersault back
out the door. Potting soil? "Um..." I backed away from him. His
fingers spread open for a second, but he didn't stop me.

"That's cool," he said, and then we both
laughed. Huge, humiliated laughs on my part, but he seemed
genuinely amused. "I've never met anyone like you before," he
said.

"That's my line," I said and managed a real
smile.

"Well. You look fantastic. Do you want to
come up?"

I closed my eyes. I could still smell his
aftershave. "Yes."

He followed me up the stairs. I wound my
skirt around my fingers so I wouldn't flash him, but that meant I
outlined my legs and ass for him as I climbed up the steps. To
distract myself, I tried to concentrate on the cream walls and high
ceilings.

Didn't work. I was still aware of my sandals
slapping each step and his breath and his body behind me.

"Left or right?" I asked at the landing,
slightly out of breath, and not because of the climb.

"Left," he said. His lips hovered close to
my ear.

I turned. Up close, his eyes were chestnut
brown but with a rim of dark grey around each iris. Heat radiated
from his skin. I could feel his breath against my skin.

His head bent forward.

Our lips touched.

It was a physical hallelujah.

My lips burned. My scalp prickled. I wanted
to inhale him inside me. I moved my head and opened my mouth,
seeking more.

Our noses bumped, but Ben slid his hand
along my cheek and wound it into my hair so he could kiss me more
deeply and thoroughly. With his other hand, he molded me against
his body. I could feel him hard against me and it made me crazier.
He wanted me too. This wasn't just a game.

A door opened. A woman's laugh drifted down
the stairs, followed by a man's low voice.

I pulled away from Ben. He kept kissing me
for another second, branding my mouth, until I stood dazed. Then he
broke away to allow the couple to brush by us on the landing.

"Good evening, Ben," murmured the woman.

I focused on her and blinked hard. It was
the little blond gymnast. His ex-girlfriend. Holding hands with a
grey-haired man in an expensive suit.

She looked me up and down. She was wearing a
stretchy white dress that outlined every curve, merciless on
someone like me, who would always manage to reveal cellulite or a
panty line or another fashion sin, but on her slight body, she just
looked like a goddess, from her artfully curled blond hair to her
gladiator sandals.

The good news was, Ben obviously wasn't a
serial killer.

The bad news was, looking
at her made me wish I was.

"'Bye, Jacinta," he said. He stood between
her and me. I could still feel the heat from his body. But I could
feel something else radiating from him as he watched her—anger?
Jealousy?

I would rather have Ben than the rich
businessman any day.

But I wasn't at the heart of this drama. She
was.

We watched her descend the stairs. The
businessman held the door open for her. She tossed her hair and
stepped into the night without a backward look, but from the proud
arch of her back and shoulders, I knew she knew we were
watching.

And I couldn't help wondering if he'd known
she was about to go out. If he'd calculated our kiss to try and
throw her.

I had my List, but I'd never stopped to
think if Ben had his own agenda.

"Shall we?" Ben gestured up the stairs
toward his apartment.

Five minutes before, I would have sworn that
kiss felt like destiny.

But now, I hesitated. "You know that crêpe
place?"

He leaned on the railing. "Yup."

"Would it be—"

"Sure."

I walked back down the stairs. He followed
at a sedate distance.

We didn't kiss for the rest of the
night.
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"Fuck," said Marie, when I called her for
the full run-down two hours later.

I sat in my front hall, massaging my feet.
For some reason, my arches ached, and I couldn't even blame it on
high heels. "No, actually. No fucking, unless it's between Jacinta
and that businessman. Or maybe her and Ben after I left and she
ditched the rich guy."

"The kiss sounds good."

I hung my purse in the hall and flicked on
the kitchen light. "The kiss was transcendent. To me. For him, it
might have been the equivalent of passing out gumballs to first
graders. No big deal. A charity thing."

"You've still got game," she offered.

I stayed silent, but inside, I flinched. I
was too vulnerable for this mess. Finally, I said, "No, I got a
crêpe, which just makes me fat and even more out of the game. I
should have listened to Michael."

"What, and turn into a nun for a year while
Craig punches star 69?"

"Maybe."

"No. You listen to me. You're doing the
right thing. Didn't you say Connor left a message about tennis
tomorrow?"

"Yes."

"You're doing it. You're doing it even if I
have to shove you into a white skirt and stick a tennis racquet in
your mouth."

I winced. "Sounds painful."

"That's what dating is, Oona. Sorry to break
it to you."

"Right." Now I was starting to remember
dating and all its aching glory.

"I'm sorry, baby," she said.

"Me too. Did you have a good night?"

"Yes. I'll tell you later."

"What is it?" I knew she was at Marc's and
couldn't talk, but I yearned for company and distraction.

"It's worth waiting for. You all right?"

"Yes." But after I hung up the phone, I
cried.

***

Before tennis, I hit a yoga class.
Restorative yoga, which meant I lay on blocks and bolsters for up
to five minutes, breathing with my feet planted on the bamboo
floor, while stone buddhas watched over me and I closed my eyes and
Tried Not to Think about Men.

It worked pretty well until the end of the
class. Ben was teaching the 10 a.m. I rolled up my yoga mat and
strapped it to my shoulder at 9:08. Plenty of time to avoid
him—

—but not Jacinta, who
walked up to the studio's glass and wood frame door just as I
pushed it open. Instead of standing aside like a normal person, she
blocked the doorframe with her tiny body while the door's bells
chimed.

"I know you," she said. Her voice was high
but authoritative.

"Hi," I said, and tried to duck around
her.

Her snake arm continued to block me. "No.
Wait. You look so familiar."

"We've been in the same yoga class."

"No. Not that." Her hazel eyes narrowed.
This close, I noted a sprinkling of freckles on her cheeks and the
bridge of her nose, which was probably transmitted cute and
wholesome to all the Y chromosomes, but she didn't fool me. She was
a 95-pound Cruella DeVille in bright red lipstick, an ice blue tank
top, and cream yoga pants embroidered with Indian symbols.

She snapped her fingers. Her nails matched
her lipstick. "I've got it. You were sucking face with Ben last
night."

I almost denied it, but then I thought, that
kiss might be all I get, and it was damn fine. I drew myself up to
my full five-foot-six and stared her down. She didn't blink until I
added, "Jealous much?"

She shrugged and made a face. All of a
sudden, her narrow nose reminded me of slit-nosed Voldemort in the
Harry Potter movies. Maybe she was part snake, too. Or maybe she'd
just had a nose job. She said, "He's not all that."

"Good," I said in my detached teacher voice.
"So you won't miss him, then."

She placed her hands on her miniature hips
while her voice dropped to a dangerous level. "I didn't say that."
Then she looked me up and down while her Gwen Stefani lip curled,
but she'd already used that move the night before, so it lacked the
same punch.

I heard some people jostling behind me. The
desk girl cleared her throat. We were causing a traffic jam. I said
the first thing that came to mind: "You snooze, you lose. Excuse
me."

She snorted and stepped aside.

I sauntered past her, throwing my yoga bag
over my shoulder, but I'd never been so relieved to feel the
sidewalk under my sandals. Who knew that a lame line would shut her
down? I'd have to ask my students for some fiercer sayings.

Her hand shot out and grabbed my shoulder.
Her fingers stopped just short of a pinch.

I shook her off.

She let me go with a megawatt fake smile,
all teeth, no eye warmth. "Let's talk."

"No, thank you."

"No. He told me about you. You're a teacher,
right? So you've got nothing to do over the summer?"

Ben had talked to her about me? I took a
second to digest that before I parried, "No, actually—"

"Seriously. I'm here for Ben's class, so
I've got time. Let's go next door. They have a great French
roast."

"No thanks."

"My treat."

"I said no." I stepped into the street in
order to give her wide berth, but it made me uneasy to turn my back
on her. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure she wasn't
following me on her broom, just in time to see Ben appear from
behind the yoga studio door and push it open from the inside.

"Oona. Jacinta. Is everything all
right?"

"Ben, I'm so glad you're here. I came for
your class." She brushed his tan, muscular forearm with her talons
and turned her round hazel eyes on him like she was Bambi and he
was her long-lost mama.

"Thanks." He took a step toward me and let
his arm fall to his side, out of her reach. "Oona?"

I couldn't help smiling. At least he wasn't
going to just swoon back into her clutches. "I already did the 8
o'clock."

"Restorative? You could do my class, too.
It's an all levels."

I wanted to. I ached to rise into an
effortless headstand while Ben gaped in admiration, his hands ready
but unnecessary to spot me. I wanted to lie on my back, bend my
knees plant my hands and soles on the floor, and rise into
wheel/upward bow pose that would make Olympic judges rise in a
standing ovation. I wanted rise to my feet, then stand with my legs
spread and bend forward until my head rested on the floor and my
perfect ass pointed in the air. From there, I'd rise into another
headstand, triggering prostrations of gratitude from my fellow
classmates for demonstrating the perfect asana.

Unfortunately, Jacinta was the one who could
do all those things. Not me. And I had a tennis lesson to practice
for. So I said, "I'm good. Have fun."

"I'll call you," he said.

I nodded and raised my voice. "We're still
on for the weekend?"

"Wouldn't miss it," he said.

I walked away with a swing in my step. Round
one went to Yoga Man. And maybe round two went to gymnast. But
round three went to the teacher.
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"Up or down?" Connor held his racquet poised
in the air and grinned at me. His red ball cap shaded his eyes, but
I liked the angles of his face. His eyes were still the same eerie
light blue that reminded me of husky dogs and laser lights, now
they were surrounded by laughter lines. He wasn't
knock-your-eyes-out handsome like Ben, more of a maverick with his
slightly ragged, collar-length blond hair and prominent cheekbones,
but just looking at him made me want to smile.

I was so focused on his looks, it took me a
minute to remember what Connor was talking about. When you play
tennis, you spin your racquet to decide who's going to serve first.
It's like calling heads or tails on a coin toss, but you're
guessing if the logo will land right side up or upside down.

I said, "Up. Now that you're here."

"Sorry. Parking was a bitch. Reminds me why
I hate this city. So is that your call?"

"Sure." Having a List was optimistic, wasn't
it? And I definitely felt up. I'd bounced a few balls on the tennis
court, hit some volleys with a nine-year-old to warm up, and now I
had a handsome blast from the past ready for a tennis whuppin'.

Connor placed the head of his racquet on the
ground. I stared at his tanned, wiry forearms and fantasized about
those blunt fingers caressing a horse's muzzle. Or, let's be
honest, caressing something more interesting than a horse.

The racquet clattered on the court, logo
upside down.

"I win." He winked at me.

Around us, tennis balls thunked on other
courts. I should pay attention in case a stray one whacked me on
the head. Instead, I smiled back at him. "Best two out of
three?"

Connor laughed. His front teeth were
slightly crooked, a feature I'd forgotten until now. "I've never
heard that one before."

"Just kidding. You had to drive in and you
won. Let's play."

"It's all right. We can do two of three. Or
you could just take it. Ladies first." He tossed me a ball.

I smacked it down to the court with my
racquet, caught it on the next bounce up, and threw it back to him.
My serve was always my weak point. I was just messing with him. "I
insist. I'll still take you."

He caught the ball one-handed. "I hope so."
He glanced me up and down.

I flushed. I didn't own any tennis whites,
so I made do with a sleeveless white tank top and ultramarine
shorts. He seemed to approve, anyway.

I smacked my racquet against my palm. "Let's
do it."

He just grinned some more.

Dang. Everything sounded like an innuendo
around this guy. And I had to admit, I felt more at ease with
Connor than with Ben. I didn't know if it was because he was more
like a friend than a date, or because he was my age, or because we
had a history, or because he was good-looking instead of
eye-gougingly handsome, but I felt more connected with him than
with Ben.

"Shut up and serve," I said.

A woman wearing a knee brace grunted as she
hit an ace against the guy beside me.

Connor walked behind the base line, tossed
the ball in the air, and smacked it diagonally across the court,
right to me. It was a gift.

I hit it back, but at too much of an angle.
Out of bounds.
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