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 Chapter 1

 


Hi Kate,

I hope you're the Kate
("don't call me Katie") Zhao who went to the International School
of Frankfurt from 1991-1993. If you aren't, have a nice day. If you
are, if you remember Todd Jamieson Barillaro, and if you don't want
to garrote him, write me back. I think about you.

Jay

 


That friend request on Facebook made
the real Kate (not Katie) Zhao forget the legal brief in her hand
and the tea cooling on her desk.

It made her so late that she had to
sprint from work to the subway for her first belly dancing
class.

Kate hated being late, but
it happened all the time. Corporate law at Taylor & Schwartz,
the firm her friend Gavvy called the Great Satan, always trumped
her social life. It was starting to piss Kate off. She'd joined the
firm thinking, Money! Power! Prestige! Now she was starting to
think, Money I never get to spend! What
power? And what prestige when people don't even know what a
corporate lawyer is?

Except her parents. Her parents were
always very proud of her credentials. Hoorah.

Kate rushed past a dry cleaner, a Thai
restaurant that smelled like peanuts and chilies, and a grizzled
panhandler who smelled considerably worse, trying not to think
about Jay.

Jay Barillaro. Oh. Em. Gee.

As soon as Jay tried to friend her,
Kate's brain promptly dropped two decades, from 32 to twelve. She
wore glasses and braces. She hated her baby fat and baby breasts.
She worshipped Madonna. And she adored Jay Barillaro, her best
friend in Germany and in all the world.

I think about
you

What did he think, exactly?

Their friendship lasted through her
return to Canada, endured the misery of high school, and ratcheted
up into a summer love affair when he flew in from Germany and they
promised each other everything...until he left for the University
of Chicago and apparently dropped off the face of the
earth.

So obviously, she
should garrote
him.

What a great word. Garrote.

No! Who cared about his vocabulary? He
was a heartbreaking, unreliable SOB. Either that, or he'd been
whisked away by aliens, and that many years of rectal probing would
turn anyone into damaged goods. She should ignore his friend
request and step up the pace. She was already thirteen minutes late
for belly dancing.

Where the heck was Création
Dance Studio, anyway? In the Plateau, a
former Jewish ghetto-turned-trendy section of Montreal, new
studio-sized businesses sprouted like adolescent acne pre-Accutane.
She hadn't taken the time to map out the studio's exact
location.

Kate spotted her friend Hailey waving
at her from half a block away. As usual, Hailey St. Laurent
radiated sheer, unquantifiable gorgeousness, which had only been
magnified by pregnancy and giving birth. She complained about a few
extra pregnancy pounds, but everyone else was too stunned by her
phenomenal face and curves to notice any flaw. On cue, a guy paused
to check her out, but she ignored him, pushed her dark bangs out of
her eyes, and called, "Kate!"

Gavvy, taller, blonder, and madder,
cupped her hands around her mouth and yelled, "Move it! We've
already missed a quarter of the class!"

"Sorry," Kate called back, breaking
into a 100-meter dash.

Hailey rested her hand on oversized
silver door handle, waiting to let them inside.

Gavvy glowered.

Kate salaamed. "I texted you, though.
You should have gone in without me."

"Little Miss Priss wouldn't let me,"
Gavvy said, barely dropping her voice when Hailey threw open the
door. Half the throng of middle-aged women in the studio turned to
stare at the trio. The rest gawked at the latecomers' reflections
in the floor-to-ceiling mirror.

Kate smiled apologetically through her
teeth, taking in the students' positions.

The dancers' arms formed a
diamond shape above their heads, palms together, head in the middle
of the diamond. Kind of like little kids acting out the bell at the
end of "Frère Jacques", where the arms are the bell and the head is the clapper.
Kate turned up the wattage on her grin for the pretty,
zaftig teacher at the
front of the room.

"The whole point was that it was
supposed to be together time," Gav muttered under her breath as she
walked to the front row and claimed the space beside a very skinny
woman wearing black leggings.

"My bad, especially since I roped both
of you into it," said Kate. Well, Gavriella was up for anything, so
it didn't take much for her to buy in. "When and where?" she'd
texted back. Hailey, new mom and budding agoraphobic, hadn't caved
until Kate pushed the "We never see each other. I miss you" guilt
button. Finally, they struck a deal: belly dancing every Monday, 8
p.m., on penalty of death or cheesecake.

"We're already here and roped, so
let's not fight," said Hailey, smiling regretfully at the crowd as
she squeezed next to Gavvy, leaving a square foot for Kate. "I bet
Kate has a good reason. And as long as he has a single brother for
you, who cares?"

"Welcome, ladies!" called the
instructor. She radiated good vibes and jingled as she walked
toward them, thanks to the sequined triangle of black material
covering her generous hips. No bare midriff on her or anyone else,
though, which was kind of disappointing. Kate tried to focus on the
teacher's words instead of fashion. "We're doing head slides. Bring
your palms up together on top of your head—temple arms—and slide
your head from side to side."

Kate obeyed. She was supposed to glide
her head from side to side in the middle of the diamond formed by
her arms. She eyed herself in the mirror. Her loose-cut, brown yoga
pants made her look fat. Her first attempt at belly dancing did not
improve the picture. "They do this in videos, only they look
better. I feel dumb."

"We need to rent some
Bollywood," Gavvy agreed, grinning at her in the mirror, and just
like that, their fight was over. One of the things Kate loved about
Gavriella Schumacher was, she got mad fast but didn't hold a
grudge. Gav pursed her lips and pretended to shimmy her hips as she
slid her head from side to side. Today, she'd shoved back her
blonde ringlets with a red velvet headband
that Kate found hilarious.

"Relax your hips. You're supposed to
be in dancer's pose." The teacher materialized between them. Up
close, her wide-set eyes were a lovely, light brown, contrasting
with her punk-cut blond hair. "You missed this part. Move your feet
hip-width apart, with your knees bent slightly."

The three friends got into position.
Kate felt comfortable, because she stood like this sometimes for
yoga squats.

Naturally, Hailey was the most
gorgeous woman in the room, despite waking up to breastfeed her
six-month old baby throughout the night. Even the teacher kept
half-turning her way, but, as per usual, Hailey seemed oblivious to
the way everyone's eyes kept zinging toward her. She said, "I feel
like I'm skiing."

"I feel like I'm doing something
else," said Kate. Sticking her ass out always seemed like asking
for it somehow.

Gavriella laughed low in her throat.
"Dirty girl."

"Speaking." Kate arched her
eyebrow.

A forty-something woman gave them a
look from behind tinted glasses, but Kate stared back until she
looked away. Kate Zhao was not afraid of speaking her mind, which
was part of the reason why she became a lawyer, but most people
didn't take her seriously at first glance. Maybe it was because she
was only five foot two, or because some people still thought Asian
females were supposed to be seen and not heard unless they were
whispering, "Yes, Master." But sooner or later, Kate whipped them
into shape.

"Looking good, baby," Kate murmured to
Hailey, to buck her up, even though her friend was concentrating so
hard, her head was starting to jerk from side to side more like a
chicken than a Bollywood chick. Maybe she was thinking about
Willow. Babies seemed to suck up more time and energy than heroin,
which was why Kate had stuck to the gushing aunt role up until
now.

"Don't lie. It's embarrassing. Black
people are supposed to have rhythm," said Hailey. She sometimes
called herself black, even though she really had a mixed heritage
like Tiger Woods, although fortunately not the same tomcat morals.
Sometimes Kate played a game, looking at Hailey. Her straight,
shiny, dark brown hair was almost Asian, her skin bore a natural
tan from mixing black and white, and her nostrils arched just
enough to give a fierce, aristocratic edge to her face, possibly a
gift from a Cree grandmother. Kate always gave up the game. Hailey
didn't fit any one ethnic background and none of it explained the
real mystery: how each individual feature came together to make her
friend so glorious-looking, men often stopped talking, typing, and
possibly even breathing when she entered a room.

"Well, you're only one-eighth black.
Blame those bad ass white genes," said Gavvy.

The skinny Spandex woman glared at
them.

"Snake arms," called the teacher. Her
right arm, waved up and down, graceful and serpentine. "Lead with
your elbow, bringing it up to the ceiling. Follow it with your
forearm and your hand, then lead down with your elbow, followed by
your arm."

Kate thought she looked okay with one
arm, but she had trouble when the teacher had them do it with both
arms. It was a failure of concentration, kind of like rubbing your
stomach and patting your head at the same time. Hailey was the
first to get the hang of both arms, even though she was usually the
least athletic of the three.

"Nice," said Kate, and this time,
Hailey smiled back. "No lie."

"What about me?" Gavriella
demanded.

"Not bad for a Jewish girl," Hailey
said. Kate would have high-fived her if their arms hadn't been
busy.

"So why were you late?" Hailey fixed
her long-lashed, brown eyes on Kate, who squirmed. Hailey always
seemed so innocent, it was hard to tell anything but the
truth.

"Would you believe I was scared of
snakes?" She nodded toward her arms.

"No. You're not scared of
anything."

If only they knew she was wrestling
with a twenty-year-old ghost. Well, fifteen, if you counted from
the time he'd loved and left her.

"So tell us now, and it better be
good, or you owe us cheesecake," said Gavriella.

Kate narrowed her eyes at Gavvy in the
mirror. Kate's one claim to the baking hall of fame was her
cheesecake, but it took three packages of cream cheese and five
eggs, so it was basically sin in a pan, not to mention she just
didn't have time to mess around with a mixer.

On the other hand, she didn't want to
tell them about Jay, even though they were her bestest friend
ever.

Gavriella stared right back. Her snake
arms were going to hell. Hailey watched them in the mirror, her
eyes pinging from one to the other. If it had been just Gavvy, Kate
would have stared her down, but not Hailey.

The lady or the tiger. The truth or
the cheesecake. "Cheesecake," Kate finally said.

"I knew it. Work, right?" Gav
said.

"Sort of." At least, it had been a
message at work. "When is payment due?"

Gavvy clicked her tongue. "I'll let
you know after class. Hailey too," she added, even though they both
knew Hailey was basically chained to her baby 24/7. Then they
launched into the hip part of the class and tried to shimmy. It
made them laugh so hard, they forgot to grill Kate.

***

Why I signed up for belly
dancing, by Hailey St. Laurent

1. Kate asked
me.

2. Gavvy ordered
me.

3. David encouraged
me.

4. Cabin fever

5. I've got a post-baby
belly. I might as well dance with it.

 


Hailey paused at the bottom of her
apartment stairs with her hand on the banister. The varnished oak
was cool under her fingers. She yearned to see her daughter,
Willow, but dread nailed her feet to the tile floor. She'd
forgotten how good it was to have her arms free, to laugh and dance
with her friends, and to get away from David.

No. Not David. Where did that come
from? She loved her husband.

Willow's scream pierced through the
door. Hailey raced up the steps two at a time. If she hadn't
managed to unlock the door within seconds, she probably would have
burst right through it. She tore into the bathroom. Willow stopped
squirming on the change pad long enough to crane her head at Mommy.
David wore a nearly equal expression of relief. Both were alive and
well.

Hailey pressed her forehead against
her daughter's, mute with relief. Every night, she tormented
herself with the specter of SIDS. Every day, she imagined
kidnappers, pedophiles, and global warming conspiring to kill
Willow. That paranoid part of her wouldn't have been surprised if
something had struck Willow down while Hailey was at belly dancing.
Pay back.

"Hello, my love. How was your class?"
David planted a kiss on the back of her neck.

Hailey tensed at the first brush of
his lips.

David muffled a curse. She started to
apologize, but then she realized he'd stabbed himself with the
claws of the Snappi, a three-pronged, plastic, new-wave replacement
for diaper pins.

Willow kicked her fat, little
legs.

David dropped a corner of the cloth
diaper.

Willow promptly peed all over the
bunnies on the change pad.

"God damn it! She always does that,"
said David.

"I'll do it," said Hailey. Guilt
chewed her gut. He'd worked all day before babysitting Willow so
Hailey could belly dance with the girls. Belly dancing. How
ludicrous was that?

She mopped up the pee with the
half-sodden diaper and kissed Willow's little tummy. It amazed her
how much their baby had changed already. She was developing a
little Buddha belly to match the fat creases on her thighs. And her
face! As Willow's features emerged and grew more animated, her
splendor entered another dimension. The grey eyes grew round with
delight. The little rosebud mouth began to babble. Of course, David
wasn't too charmed with her right now.

"Gah gah," said Willow, and beamed as
if she could read her mother's mind. Hailey fell in love with her
all over again as she refolded a flat diaper and snagged it in
place with the Snappi. She snapped a cover over it.

"You make it look so easy," said
David.

Hailey felt a flash of
irritation. So that's why you let me do it
all the time?

Stop that. What was wrong with her?
She should feel grateful to David for her first night out in six
months. She turned her smile on him, but her mouth stretched
unnaturally. "Practice, I guess."

"Better you than me."

Hailey gritted her teeth. To
counteract her irritation, she pressed one last kiss on Willow's
chest, right over her heartbeat, before she zipped up Willow's
little, penguin-covered sleeper. "Well, if we manage to get her
potty trained in the next three months, no one will have to do her
diapers."

"Ostille." She flinched at David's
swear word, even though it was a French one and therefore less
harsh to her anglophone ears. He said, "I've got enough trouble
with cloth diapers without holding her over the sink and going
'psst, psst, psst.' Could we do something normal, for
once?"

Hailey picked Willow up, enjoying her
baby's greater heft. Every day, she got fatter. Willow nuzzled into
her shoulder. Hailey inhaled the top of her head. She smelled like
the lavender bath wash. "What do you mean by normal? Cloth diapers
are normal. And in India, kids are potty trained even
earlier—"

David shook his head. "Why don't we
get a babysitter, so we can go out and have a good time without
talking about diapers? Dinner, a movie, whatever you like." David's
face softened, reminding her of his vulnerable expression when he'd
said his wedding vows.

Hailey froze. She was used to the
arguments about how she wanted to raise Willow "all neo-hippie, New
Age bullshit," as David's best friend put it. But more and more
often, David was pushing Hailey to go out with him on a
date.

There was no way she could leave
Willow with a stranger or even David's mother. Couldn't he see
that? She'd almost been too petrified to scramble out for an
hour-and-a-half of dancing, even though David was the baby's
father.

Willow burrowed her head in her
mother's shoulder. Hailey loosened her grip, wondering if she'd
held her too tight.

David ran his finger through Hailey's
belt loop. She was wearing low-riders for belly dancing class, and
her mommy belly runneth over. She turned away, but David tugged her
closer. Hailey closed her eyes and kissed him, faking enthusiasm.
They still hadn't had proper sex since Willow was born. David
probably couldn't wait much longer.

To have and to hold. For richer, for
poorer. In sex and in abstinence. Hailey prayed his vows would
hold.

***

Gavriella touched the tip of her
tongue to the guy's neck. It tasted salty and smelled like soap.
What was his name again? Oh, yeah. Quentin. Like Tarantino. Like
San Quentin jail. But she didn't really care what his name
was.

It was more important that his neck
was clean, muscular, and tanned, but not a no-neck or a heavy bull
neck. Gavvy was particular about everything, including her fuck
buddies. She was old-fashioned enough to be wary of guys who
drenched themselves in cologne, let alone got manicures or wax
jobs.

After belly dancing, she'd thought
she'd hang out with the girls. Grab a coffee, at least. But Hailey
had to scurry back to her baby, and even Kate had dashed off after
one lousy espresso. So Gav had to find her own fun. Which she did,
in Reuben's Deli Bar, on Ste-Catherine. This guy, Quentin, had
stopped for a take-out, smoked meat sandwich. She'd liked his clean
nails and clear brown eyes, so even though he had a soul patch,
violating her no facial-hair rule, and even though he stood a good
two inches shorter than she did, she'd asked what he was listening
to on his old-fashioned CD player.

He'd paused the CD. "My
friend's podcast. He does a political satire, kind of like
'This Hour Has 22 Minutes.'" His voice was low and sexy, radio-worthy, and he had a
great smile.

Cool. "Why don't you download it to
your phone?"

"My phone's not that fancy. He burns
me a copy. It's kind of a rough draft."

Gavvy liked him right away. Plus she
hadn't picked up in a while. She took him home, sandwich and all.
She introduced him quickly to her cat, Neil, and more thoroughly to
her wrought iron bed.

Quentin kissed her neck, little
butterfly kisses that made her toes curl. Oh, she'd picked well
tonight. A guy who could take non-verbal cues. She sighed and
kicked her sandal off so she could run a toe up his calf. Her Ikea
mattress squeaked under their shifting weight.

"I never do this," he said.

Yeah, right. "Okay," she said sweetly,
moving on to circle the buttons of his shirt with her index finger.
She was romantic in her own way. She believed in taking the time to
undress each other, unless you were truly carried away. She rarely
felt like performing a striptease. Worst of all was each person
glumly undressing himself or herself as if for an ultrasound
exam.

Quentin ran his finger down the V neck
of her shirt. She inhaled deeply. Foreplay. Oh, yeah. This was
definitely Mr. Right Now.

Then he ruined it by speaking. "You're
so sexy."

Her shoulders neck tensed. Gavriella
wasn't used to compliments while fully dressed, unless it was at
work. "Um. Likewise."

He stuck his nose in her neck and
inhaled deeply. "What were you doing out on a Monday,
anyway?"

This was definitely not the usual
pre-screw talk. She considered batting her eyes and breathing,
"Looking for you, big boy," but she short cut to the truth. "Belly
dancing."

"Really?" To her surprise, an extra
glint grew in his eye. "I bet you get asked this all the time, but
if you have the urge to demonstrate—"

She held up her hand. "Whoa. It was my
first class."

"So? I bet you're a quick study." He
pulled away and rested his arm on the headboard like the iron
railing didn't bother him.

Somehow, she hadn't thought
of the sex appeal of belly dancing. She'd been more focused
on night out with the girls
and core body
strength. "It's not stripping, you
know."

"Hey, give me a little
credit. I know it's a Middle Eastern art form. What's the other
name for it? Baladi?"

This was totally derailing. She
squeezed his bicep. He was a skinny guy, but he was pretty toned.
She pretended to take a bite out of it. "We've got better things to
do, right?"

He kissed her. He tasted mysterious,
like unsweetened dark chocolate and chicory. But then his mouth
started moving the wrong way again, i.e. talking. He grinned down
at her. "We could trade off. I could do something embarrassing if
you would."

She shoved at his chest. "No thanks.
Why, you can't get it up without a woman shaking her
hips?"

He started to stand up. His nose was
hooked and leaned a little to the left. It had probably been
broken, and now her erratic mind wondered how. Was he dangerous?
She reached for her wine glass. It could double as a weapon in a
pinch.

"I'm sorry," he said. "I didn't mean
to freak you out."

Gav was still breathing hard. How had
she ended up inviting him to her apartment? She'd sworn off
one-night stands. He was probably a nice guy, but she was not about
to belly dance for a guy from Reuben's. She knew it was weird that
she was willing to fuck him but not dance for him, but what the
hell. "I contain multitudes," she said aloud.

"Walt Whitman," he said. He
straightened his collar as if to go, but he was watching for her
cue.

Okay, so he could read books and he
could kiss and he could listen to podcasts. On another day, on
another planet, she might have been intrigued. As it was, she said,
"Right. We should play Trivial Pursuit sometime. But as you pointed
out, it's a Monday and I've got to get up early tomorrow.
Sorry."

 



 


 


 Chapter 2

 


Gavvy used to call Facebook
"Crackbook" because it was so addictive, but Kate had mostly
resisted its lure until now.

Or at least until last night, post
dance class, when she accepted Jay as a friend and started
frantically searching his profile.

She could not resist checking him out
once again Tuesday morning, on company time, when she should have
been upping her billable hours.

First things first: Jay was single,
looking for relationship.

Huh. So he wasn't married, or claimed
he wasn't. Big deal. She ignored the relief exuding from her
chest.

No picture. His profile pic was a
question mark. No friends had tagged him in a photo, but his Wall
was free of posts and he only had ten friends, so he'd probably
just joined.

Did that mean he'd searched for her
right away? Maybe even joined so he could find her?

Man. She might as well be twelve years
old again. More likely he was a weirdo with no friends. Maybe
because he'd slept with all of them and dumped them.

Still, Kate read Jay's
message one more time. It was the last line that got to her.
I think about you. A
little wistful. A little thoughtful. It reminded her of the guy she
used to know, or thought she knew.

She compared their Facebook
profiles.

 


Favorite TV
show

Jay: TV sucks

Kate: Six Feet
Under

 


She hadn't had time for TV in
years.

 


Favorite
Movies:

Jay: The Classics: James
Bond & Alfred Hitchcock

Kate: Brüno was pretty
good

 


Again, zippo time. She had other faves
but hadn't bothered to update her profile. Perusing Facebook at
work today was about as foreign to her as taking a day off or
forgetting her mother's birthday. Usually, she kept her head down
and worked until her eyes were bloodshot and her shoulders cramped.
Then she ran, slept, and worked some more. Repeat.

 


Religious views

Jay: N/A

Kate: spirituality okay,
intolerance not

 


Hobbies

Jay: rock climbing,
kiteboarding, surfing, snowboarding, guitar, poker. Haven't done
for a while : skiing, skydiving, spelunking

Kate: running, blading,
yoga, reading, snowboarding, belly dancing

 


Well, at least they had snowboarding
in common. And she wouldn't mind trying out some of his other
activities, except skydiving. She had no interest in jumping out of
a plane unless it was for survival.

She was kind of intrigued. Jay hadn't
been such a daredevil when she'd known him. Wasn't the huge
adrenaline rush supposed to be a teenager thing?

Her phone rang. She picked it up and
said, "Zhao. Oh, hey, Vinny." Duty beckoned. She switched to
speakerphone and started to click the Facebook window closed, but
she hesitated. If nothing else, Jay had been her best friend from
the day she moved to Frankfurt, Germany, until she moved back to
Canada a year-and-a-half later.

It could have been the end. Maybe that
would have been kinder. Instead, they e-mailed. They called long
distance. They even wrote old-fashioned letters. Hey, this was in
1996, pre-Skype and pre-text, although Al Gore had already invented
the Internet.

Jay and Kate fell in love.

He visited for one glorious August
when they were seventeen, just before he started freshman year at
the University of Chicago.

And then total communication whiteout.
Answering machine ghetto. E-mail wasteland.

It got to the point she was sure her
parents were sabotaging her mail in some sort of Romeo and Juliet
drama. They denied it. Just to be sure, she used part of her
hard-earned babysitting money to rent a P.O. box. She called and
wrote and told him to reply there. She wanted to drive down and
confront him, but he hadn't been sure of his dorm address and when
she tried to track him, he wasn't even listed at the University of
Chicago.

So she didn't go, and she never heard
from him again. Well, never until yesterday.

Vinny was still blathering away, i.e.
"Did you get anywhere on the Danson case? Because I've got some
papers right here—"

Corporate law. Sometimes, she wondered
how she'd ended up here instead of saving the world.

She started typing.

 


Hey Jay—

 


No. That was how she used to greet
him, with a rhyme that she used to find o so clever. It showed that
she remembered too much.

 


Jay. It's me. What's
up?

 


Too curt.

 


Hi Jay,

Yeah, you found the right
not-Katie. How's it going?

 


Kind of unenthusiastic, but he
deserved it.

Vinny again. "And furthermore, the
implications for the firm—"

The Firm. Sometimes, she felt like she was in a John Grisham novel,
only, not interesting. Once upon a time, she thought she'd sit in a
tree to prevent loggers from cutting it down, or at least become a
vegan in pleather shoes. A few years later, still eating meat, Kate
headed to law school, but promised she'd do environmental law. Then
patent law beckoned. And now? She'd sold out. Somehow, Jay
contacting her just reminded her of the girl she used to
be.

"—at that conference in Minneapolis—"
droned Vinny.

Kate pressed 'send.'

***

Gavvy cruised for a parking spot, and
had to circle around the block before she found a good one. She
slammed and locked her Honda Civic's door, passed the ant-sized
playground at the end of her road, and half-noticed a guy in a
yellow and black hockey jersey walking toward her with a bunch of
daisies in his fist.

He smiled and pulled off his mirrored
sunglasses.

She suddenly recognized him as one of
the few white men who looked good with a soul patch.

Aw, man. When she wanted a guy, he
wouldn't stay, and when she didn't, he was Superglue.

He walked up to her, but instead of
attempting to kiss her cheek or shake her hand, he clicked his
heels like an old-fashioned European. "Gavriella."

She winced. She mostly just went by
her full name at work, but she didn't want to encourage him by
correcting him. "Hi, um, Quentin." Pretending to forget his name
altogether would have been rude, and she tried to be honest but not
mean. "Out smelling the daisies?"

"Yeah. And I made you a CD, so I
thought I'd stop by." He flashed a green jewel case from behind his
bouquet.

The guy was a fruit cake. "I hardly
know you. You could have called first."

"I would have, but I don't have your
number. I was downtown anyway. If I didn't see you, I would've
given the flowers to someone else."

"Like who?"

He shrugged. "I like
daisies."

She took a closer look. The bouquet
was tied with cotton string. "You picked them yourself?"

"Yeah. Most florists use a ton of
pesticides. Anyway, take 'em or leave 'em, it's up to you." He
smiled. He had a disarming smile for a stalker.

It had been a long time since she'd
gotten flowers, even straggly, weedy daisies. Still, she hardly
knew the guy. "I'll let you enjoy them. Thanks for the nice
thought. Listen, I'm on my way out, so I can't talk."

"That's cool. Have the CD, anyway. It
was good seeing you." He handed her the jewel case and kept heading
north, whistling.

Nettled, Gav said to his back, "I
don't accept music from strangers. It's against my
religion."

He turned on his heel. "That's one sad
religion. Does that mean, if you're walking on the street and a guy
is playing the sax, you have to run away covering your
ears?"

"Yes," she lied.

"Too bad. You'd better toss the CD or
give it to a friend who might be into it."

"What kind of music is it?" She
frowned at the disc. Some people made fancy labels on their
computer, but this was just a plain black and gold CD-R. He'd
written the date and her name with a Sharpie. "Is it music? Or some
sort of cult chanting?" Or, even worse, some dreck he'd written and
performed himself?

"Are you a musician?"

She started to shake her head and
hesitated.

"Aha. You used to be, right? I
recognize the signs. Something classic?"

How did someone look classic? Did the
years of piano lessons show somehow? Maybe her fingers looked
extra-long. Or, more likely, he was full of shit. She laughed and
decided to go for the more interesting answer. "Hardly. The
drums."

He nodded, smiling. "I like that. I
like it a lot. You used to play in a band?"

"Just in high school. We had
a percussion class and I used to play with the guys after school.
So no "Stairway to Heaven"
covers, just straight rhythm. I had fun,
though."

"Why don't you do it
anymore?"

"My parents wouldn't buy me a drum
kit, and I didn't have time once I was in university." Engineering
consumed her waking and semi-sleeping hours.

"And now?"

"I'm really—" She stopped herself from
saying "busy." Everyone and their grandmother were busy these days.
It got old. She'd made time for belly dancing. Why didn't she make
time for drums? It kind of appealed at the ripe old age of
thirty-three, when her mother thought she'd be better off at the
synagogue, trying to hook up with a nice Jew boy ("I'm not
prejudiced, Gavriella, it's just easier when you know your
own").

"Who are you, anyway?" she found
herself saying, How could a perfect stranger, hell, a stranger she
was trying to avoid, get her to think about the last time she'd
tried a syncopated beat?

He waved. "You know who I am. See you,
Gavriella." He walked away with his arm crooked so he could smell
his own daisies.

The guy was a lunatic. Obviously. She
should throw the CD in the garbage in case was covered in
anthrax.

Instead, she held it between two
finger tips as she walked home, after a few quick glances to make
sure Quentin wasn't following her.

He was easy to track in his hockey
jersey. He never looked back.

***

"Reverse figure-eights are a little
less natural for some people, so that's why I start out with them.
Dancer's pose."

Hailey separated her feet and squatted
a little. Just coming to the dance studio put her in a better mood.
Even the wall-to-wall mirror reflecting herself with a round face,
blubbery bum, milk-inflated boobs, and post-baby belly, didn't
bother her too much. Instead, she focused on the mottos
hand-painted above the mirrors.

We dance for joy, we dance
for sorrow

"I want you to put your weight on your
left leg and push your right hip toward the back. If you imagine a
clock where noon is at the front, push your right hip back and out
to five o'clock."

Hailey stuck her hip out a little
self-consciously. Beside her, Kate stuck her tiny ass out. Once,
Kate had complained about the "Asian no-ass syndrome" and how it
meant it was hard to buy pants that didn't fall off, especially
low-riders. "Boo hoo," said Gavriella, who occasionally complained
about her curves, and Hailey had literally stuck her fingers in her
ears. Everyone was always telling Hailey how good-looking she was,
but she hardly ever believed it. Tonight, though, belly dancing,
surrounded by a lot of middle-aged women who still made her look
tight, she could smile at Kate and relax a little.

We dance for love, we
dance for hate

"Now, rotate your hip up toward the
front, like you're moving from five o'clock to two, just slow and
easy. Back to centre. That's one half of the figure
eight."

Hailey revolved her hip. Hey, not
bad.

"Now it's time for the other half.
Throw your left hip back to eight o'clock and rotate it around to
ten. Back to centre." The teacher demonstrated, her hips gliding
back and forth, tracing in the air. She wasn't thin, but it didn't
matter. The grace was in the movement.

Hailey imitated her and soon felt like
she had the hang of it, her hips rotating almost as smoothly as the
teacher's.

Kate smiled at her in the mirror. Her
own tiny hips swiveled, but for once, Hailey thought she might have
it down better than either of her friends. Gavvy also had the
moves, but she was standing up too straight and had her knees too
close together. The teacher went to correct her, then said, "Good"
to Kate.

"Very nice," she said to Hailey, who
smiled back.

We dance for the future,
we dance for the past

We dance for what we are
and what we may become

***

At post-belly dancing
drinks, Hailey noticed Gavvy slumping. Totally not like her, she
who stood five foot eleven in stockings and insisted she was proud
of it. Hailey handed her a Stella beer. "Where'd your
oomph go?"

"I'm being stalked," Gavvy
said.

Hailey touched the incipient wrinkle
between her eyes, a nervous habit. Was Gavvy for real? Hailey
glanced at Kate, who raised one perfectly-arched eyebrow and said,
"By who? The Professional Engineers of Ontario?"

Hailey wished she could come up with
lines like that. Instead, she sipped her water with a twist of
lime. Since she was breastfeeding, she abstained from drinking, as
well as all the other major sins.

"Naw. This guy named
Quentin."

"That's a new one," said Hailey. She'd
remember a weird name like that. "What's he doing?"

"He keeps calling me."

"How is that stalking?" Kate shook out
her cocktail napkin.

"I came home from work and he tried to
give me a bunch of daisies and a CD he'd burned."

Hailey snorted. "That's called
romance. I remember when David made me a mix tape. Damn. Those were
the days." What was on that tape, anyway? She should dig it up. It
was probably deteriorating in his mother's basement.

"Yeah, but did you actually know
David? I don't know Quentin."

"Except in the Biblical sense?" Kate
managed to look innocent when she asked the most leading questions.
Must be a lawyer thing.

"Shut up," said Gav
half-heartedly.

Hailey shook her head. Sometimes, she
got bored with safe un-sex, safe mid-length hair, safe wedding
ring, safe life, but she had no desire to switch beds with
Gavriella. The girl seemed to think condoms were the new black.
Hailey wanted to talk about David's mix tape. She waited for a
chance to break into the conversation, but Gavriella had already
moved on to her plan to date through Twitter. "I'm going to make up
a new hashtag like #gavvysguys. I'm not going back to the regular
dating sites. Too many freaks. And you two keep telling me we're
too old for bars. Blind dates just never work and waste an hour or
two of my life."

"Twitter is old news," said
Kate.

"Speaking of old news, do
you guys remember 'I'm Too Sexy,'
by Right Said Fred?" Hailey broke in.

"Uh, yeah." Kate looked confused. She
signaled the waitress for another Bailey's.

Gavriella was game. "Oh, yeah. Bring
on the memories of grade nine dances in the gym with sweaty guys
who can't get it down."

Hailey smiled. "David put it
on his mix tape for me. The rest of it was mostly
québecois ballads, so
when he finished off with that, I burst out laughing."

"Right Said Fred. Now, that's
romance." Kate accepted her Bailey's and slipped the waitress her
credit card.

"Uh uh." Hailey half-stood. "It's my
treat."

"No, I think it's my turn. And I had
two drinks. You had freaking water, okay?"

"Perrier. They charge for that."
Hailey rummaged for her wallet. She managed to find a travel case
of baby wipes and Purell hand wash while Kate waved away the
waitress.

"Whatever. Do you want some
Bailey's?"

Hailey's face flushed. "I don't want
to be a charity case." She spotted Kate and Gavvy exchanging a
look. "Look. David's still working, I've got mat leave. Teachers
don't make a ton of money, but we're not in the poor house
yet."

"It's just drinks. I can get her to
cancel the sale, if it means that much to you. Or you can pay me
back." Kate was looking at her strangely.

It was Gavvy who touched her knee.
"Hail. Is everything all right?"

Hailey rubbed her eyes with the back
of her hand. "Yeah. Well." She used to tell her friends everything,
but now she was afraid of being the stay-at-home downer who droned
on about Exersaucers and pumping milk. "I guess I'm just
tired."

Gavvy nodded. "I get that. You want to
go home?"

Hailey checked her watch. Nine
thirty-eight. "Kind of pathetic, isn't it?"

"Nah. I had a co-worker who wouldn't
leave her kid with a babysitter for two years. Now, that was—uh,
different," Gavvy finished after a look from Kate.

Hailey held her arms up to the air.
"You don't get it. You won't get it until you have
kids."

"So you'll just have to explain it to
us until then," said Kate. "We don't talk a lot about you. What's
up?"

It was Hailey's big chance. She had a
hard time talking about her problems, though. She was a better
listener than talker. She squeezed the last of her lime into the
slush at the bottom of her glass. "Well. Okay, I guess."

"What's Willow up to?" Kate
prompted.

"Sitting." Hailey smiled. "I know it
doesn't sound like much, but it's so cute. I shove the
breastfeeding pillow behind her in case she topples backward. She
loves it. She sits and smiles. And this way, I don't have to worry
about her head getting any flatter on the left side."

"She looked great the last time I saw
her," said Gavvy.

"Yeah, but they can get
plagiocephaly—you know, a flat head—because we put them on their
back to sleep to decrease the risk of SIDS. That's Sudden Infant
Death Syndrome. But between car seats and sleeping on their backs,
you end up with a lot of—" Hailey stopped suddenly. They were
listening, but not riveted. This was not a part of their world.
They were more interested in shoe-shopping than Willow. Not for the
first time, Hailey felt disconnected from her best friends. Maybe
she needed to subscribe to Today's
Parent and go on play dates. The thought
was extremely depressing.

"—flat heads," she finished. And
because she'd already bored them once, she didn't mention the
no-sex problem with David. "So what songs did he burn for you? Or
were you too scared to take the CD?"

"I told him my parents told me never
to accept contraband music from strangers," said Gavvy.

Kate accepted the credit card slip
from the waitress. Hailey couldn't help noticing that the tip she
wrote was bigger than she would have given. Kate slid her gold card
back in her purse. "And what did he say?"

"Oh, nothing. But I bet he knows that
the copyright law in Canada ruling said you're allowed to make one
copy of a CD for personal use."

Kate smiled. "Not your average
stalker."

Gavvy nodded and drained her beer.
"I'll send him your number."

"No, thanks. I've got stalkers of my
own."

Hailey cheered up. "Do
tell."

Kate shook her head. "I'll get back to
you after I stalk 'em back."

***

Hi Kate the
great,

So you're a lawyer. I can
totally see that. I'm a high school teacher, which is the last
thing I thought I'd do, but it's fun most days.

I should have called you
years ago. I'd like to tell you why I didn't. Any chance we could
meet face to face? I can travel. School ends in June.

Jay

 



 


 




 Chapter 3

 


After work, Kate dropped by Hailey's
apartment with Tibetan momos, a baguette, green grapes, and the
scoop on Jay. Since neither of them were hungry, she stuck the food
in the fridge and mumbled, "He said he'd fly in if I was
game."

"That's so romantic! Are you going to
say yes?" Hailey thrust her left hip out and stuck Willow on it
with unconscious, practiced ease.

What was so romantic about seeing an
ex-boyfriend? There should probably be a law against it. Instead of
answering, Kate stretched out both sides of her mouth with her
index fingers, stuck out her tongue, and bugged out her eyes at her
goddaughter.

Willow frowned and nestled against her
mother.

Kate straightened. "Isn't she supposed
to think I'm hilarious?"

Hailey kissed the top of Willow's
head. "She probably thinks you're avoiding the question from her
mother."

"Damn. I thought I was the
lawyer."

"You are. But teachers cross-examine
kids every day, and don't you forget it. Speaking of teachers,
isn't Jay a—"

"Can I hold her?" Kate broke in and
held out her arms.

Hailey thrust her daughter at arms'
length. "Thought you'd never ask, Godmama."

Willow smiled. Her chubby legs dangled
in the air, still half-bent like she was in- utero. How could
anyone resist such trust, even if they didn't know nuthin' 'bout
holdin' babies? It was insane how fast Willow grew, too. It seemed
like yesterday that she was a scrawny, sleepy newborn. Now Willow's
eyes focused, and she seemed genuinely delighted with her mother
and semi-willing to let Kate practice on her.

Slowly, gently, Kate folded Willow
Jane St-Laurent in her arms.

Willow burped, a brief, enthusiastic
belch.

Both women laughed. Kate held Willow a
little tighter and brushed the fine, dark brown curls on top of her
head. She smelled like baby shampoo and milk. Her cheek was softer
than a tulip petal.

Kate closed her eyes and tried to
imagine this was her own baby.

Willow squirmed.

Worried she'd drop her, squeeze her
too tight, or otherwise mangle her, Kate handed her back to her
mom. "Thanks for letting me hold her."

"Thanks for letting me have my arms
back for two seconds." Hailey held Willow on her left hip and
started to pour two glasses of water with her right hand. Kate
tried to take the water pitcher away from her, but Hailey waved her
aside.

"It's already done. Now, sit down and
tell me everything about Jay Barillaro." Hailey had a gift for
making small spaces cozy. She'd draped a white crochet tablecloth
over a small round table and set their places with floral napkins.
Her tumblers were cut glass.

Kate sipped the water. "Man, you even
put a twist of lemon in it!"

"It's nothing."

Kate specialized in instant coffee and
dishwasher-friendly dishware. Hailey had apologized for the chaos,
but the only thing out of place right now were the baskets of
laundry in the bedroom. "Seriously, Hail, you keep your place nicer
with a baby than I do without one!"

Hailey unfolded her napkin in her lap.
"Thank you, but don't change the subject."

Kate sipped her water some more. Truth
to tell, she was embarrassed how much she wanted to talk about Jay.
It was lame. Girl meets boy, boy dumps girl, girl waits a decade
and a half for him to say hello. "Okay. You remember how depressed
I was in first- year university?"

Hailey nodded. It would
probably have been hard to forget Kate going for long runs in the
middle of the night, weeping for no obvious reason over songs like
the Chumbawamba's "Tubthumping", and studying herself
into oblivion.

Before Hailey could comment, Willow
screwed up her face. Hailey pulled a U-shaped pillow from under her
chair, yanked her shirt up, and started breastfeeding.

Kate averted her eyes. She
was still embarrassed to see her friend's breasts. It was almost
easier to talk about Jay. "Maybe I wouldn't have taken it so hard
if he'd just been some jerky boyfriend. But I knew him, or I
thought I did. He was my best friend in Germany. We did everything
together. And it was that weird age where it wasn't cool to be
friends with boys anymore. You were supposed to wear makeup and
giggle instead. But we didn't care. He wasn't good-looking or
anything—. I checked our yearbook, just to make sure:. floppy brown
hair and some acne. But he wasn't ugly. He had great hazel eyes,
green at the edge and yellow-brown in the middle. He
listened. He was smart as
hell. He knew more about history than the teacher. I never heard of
Mesopotamia, but he knew all about it. We used to play Trivial
Pursuit. I remember once he creamed me and I cried, which was
really embarrassing, but he was so nice about it—"

Willow started to whimper. Hailey
swiveled her on the pillow and switched breasts.

Kate laughed. "Okay, I guess Willow's
right. Too much detail. Basically, I really liked him and he was my
best friend."

Hailey waited in a comfortable
silence. Willow's lips smacked. Kate poured them some more water.
She finished her next glass and realized Willow was asleep. "Can I
hold her?"

"Please."

Willow snuggled up on her shoulder.
She was still so light and looked perfectly angelic. Kate relaxed.
This was perfect. This was terrific. No wonder Hailey wanted to
spend a year on mat leave.

Then Willow uttered a few hiccupping
breaths. Kate checked Hailey's concerned expression. Uh oh. This
was indeed a bad sign.

Willow screwed up her
rapidly-reddening face. Hailey bounced to her feet, but Kate,
wanting to prove her motherliness, began to rock her
goddaughter.

Willow howled.

Kate relinquished Willow, who
immediately settled in her mother's arms as if to say, "Where were
you? Who was that ogre you tried to foist on me? Never leave me
again!"

Hailey shushed her back to sleep and
cracked a smile at Kate. "It takes practice."

"I'll say." Crisis averted, Kate
became conscious of the damp spot on her hand and hip. Yeech. There
was an upside to her ovaries shriveling like raisins.

Hailey noticed. "We'll pay for your
dry cleaning."

"The hell you say. It was dirty
anyway." A white lie. Kate was not a lawyer for nothing. Also,
after years of watching her parents, aunts, uncles, cousins,
grandmother, and now her brother and herself wrangle over the
cheque, she had no interest in fighting with her friends. The one
side- benny of insane working hours and, sometimes, mind-numbing
work, was that she could buy what she wanted. In this case, it was
Hailey's freedom from money worries.

Hailey gestured her toward the
bathroom. "Send us the bill. I mean it. When Miss Willow awakens
and needs a change, would you like to see her latest
transformation? I bought her a new diaper off Diaper Swappers and
it just came in the mail."

Kate winced. Hailey was so
eco-whatever, she saved money by buying used dipes off the
Internet. That was hard to take. Also, Kate had already witnessed a
diaper change where Hailey used some plastic clawed thing Kate
wouldn't let anyone put near her own private parts, let alone her
baby's. But if she got to see the diaper, she could buy Hailey a
case of new ones for Christmas, and well, what were friends for?
"Can't wait."

On the way to the bathroom, Kate
tightened her P-C muscles. She had plenty of time for babies.
Thirty-two was young nowadays. Really. Even if she had yet to find
her prince. Not for the first time, she considered freezing her
eggs as a backup option. A few grand for some peace of
mind.

When she returned, Hailey had nodded
off in her wooden chair, her head resting against the kitchen wall.
Willow still rested in her arms. Kate hung in the doorway,
unwilling to wake them. Being a mother seemed to siphon the energy
out of your body faster than incubating an alien. Sometimes, it
felt like she and Hailey would never have a decent conversation
again. Today had been good, but often, Hailey would zone out in a
total body-present, spirit-absent sort of way Kate had never felt
before. Which was normal. New mom, new baby. But if Kate were
honest, it made her feel lonely.

Jay wasn't like any guy she'd meet in
the bar, on the slopes, or online. The great thing was that he knew
her when. And that was the scary thing, too.

Kate used to feel like the ugliest
girl in the world: frog face, four-eyes, tinsel teeth, flat chest,
and flat feet. Okay, nobody but her dad noticed the her flat feet,
but she had a whole rack of nicknames to prove her unworthiness:
frog-face, four-eyes, tinsel-teeth, flat-chest, and flat-feet. And
even though she told them the kids who routinely taunted her where
to go— and Jay offered to beat them up—, it was still etched into
her psyche. Other girls were Pretty. She was Smart. It was like you
were only dealt one ace at birth, and she had to use the suit she
had.

Now, of course, she looked good. Not
over-the-rainbow like Hailey, of course, but Kate held her own. She
could tick off her good features: shiny hair, winsome eyes,
enviable legs, not to mention her brains and career and
occasionally raunchy sense of humour. But would Jay see all of
that? Would he see any of it?

All of a sudden, she was sick of her
own dithering. She whipped out her phone and messaged
Jay.

 


If you're serious, mid-June
is good for me. We could check out the Fringe Festival in
Montreal.


 


 


 Chapter 4

 


Things nobody knows about
me, by Gavriella Schumacher

1. I used to be very
shy.

2. I used to be
fat.

3. I used to be Jewish,
but I don't know what I really am.

***

Quentin had left her alone after the
CD incident. No calls, no e-mails, no stalking at the park. Thanks
be to God, thought Gavvy for the first day or three. But then she
started to—well, not miss him. She hardly knew the guy. But she was
curious, and a touch disappointed. Every guy she faced down
scampered off sooner or later. This guy did it sooner, at her own
request.

She wasn't ready for anything heavier
than "Ribbed or plain?" Still, as she rubbed her hair dry after her
post-work shower, her gaze kept flicking toward the potentially
poisonous CD tossed into the back of her front hall
closet.

She wanted to break the
guy's hold on her. If he'd filled the disc with obvious come-on
schmaltz, like the Doors crooning Light My
Fire or, worse, Elton John asking her
to "feel the love tonight,"
she could laugh Quentin into the next millennium
and stop thinking about him.

She dug behind her rack of shoes,
various bags on their way to charity, rollerblades, shoe polish,
and her broom. According to her mother, Gavvy's closet made the top
25 list of signs of the end of civilization. In contrast, Kate was
nauseatingly organized. Hailey preached simplicity and the fact of
the matter was, even with a baby, she didn't have enough junk to
mess her place up, but Gavvy was a closet bohemian. Literally. She
finally located the CD under her bag of single socks.

She dropped the CD in her clock radio,
and pressed play as she wound her hair in a towel. She should blow
her curls out, but she couldn't be bothered.

The first few seconds were silent. She
checked to make sure the clock radio-CD player was working. She
frowned. Was it all some sort of joke? A big to-do about,
literally, nothing? If so, she wasn't laughing.

The first high-pitched notes
from keyboard broke into the air. Gavvy reared back. She knew this
song. She just hadn't heard since she was in grade four, when her
hippie teacher tried to make them do "calisthenics." Gavvy even
knew the song's name, "Popcorn."

It was the most ridiculous synth-pop
fake organ song, the equivalent of cotton candy, happy and carefree
and yet somewhat robotic. It was not romantic. It was silly. It the
last thing she would have expected him to put on the CD. She stood
with her fingers poised above the stop button. It took her a minute
to realize that her cheeks ached from an enormous smile.

She started to clean out her closet
while listening to his music. What the heck, it was more fun than
messing with her impossible hair. She had to stop periodically to
laugh at his choices. The Pussycat Dolls were clearly ironic when
he slipped it in between John Mayer and Curtis Mayfield.

By the time he finished with
"Closing Time," by
Supersonic, which was predictable but still fun, she realized that
she liked 90 percent of the CD. The yoga chants in the middle did
nothing for her, but everything else was groovy. That was an
incredible batting average. Gavvy's tastes were so eclectic that
even with satellite radio, she found herself flipping around in
irritation. Nothing but her own iPod would satisfy. Her own mother
probably would have batted about two percent, and any given ex, no
higher than forty.

Now she was intrigued. It had to be
luck or coincidence, but if nothing else, she'd happened upon a
musical soul mate. For the first time since He Who Shall Not Be
Named, she wanted to get to know a guy and not just get off and go
to sleep. She popped out the CD, tilting it from side to side, this
time looking for contact info. At this point, she would not have
put it past him to leave a card written in lemon juice so she'd
have to hold it up to a light bulb to burn the writing into
visibility.

What she found was even more
disturbing: nothing. Nothing on the disc and nothing on the case.
Since she never asked a guy for any coordinates, she had nothing to
go by but a weird first name.

And, for the past five days, he'd been
non-communicado.

***

Gavvy chewed her gum extra-hard, and
blew a bubble that Kate could probably hear pop through the
receiver. Gavvy scorned Trident and other grown-up flavours,
preferring the tooth-cracking, kid brands like Bazooka (for the
cartoons) and Double Bubble (for the bubbles). Today, it was grape
Double Bubble. "I want him."

"So go get him. Didn't you say he was
stalking you?" Gavvy could hear Kate shuffling papers.

"He stopped, the asshole." Gavriella
didn't mean it. She was just making a point.

"Not the sort of thing we hear every
day. So what do you want me to do about it?"

"Well, you're a lawyer. Do you know
any good detectives?"

The shuffling halted. "You're kidding
me."

"Sort of. But I'm kind of in a hurry.
Why not?"

"Why don't you just go back to the bar
and see if he's there?"

"I did. Nada. And it's a deli bar. I
feel dumb hanging out with the pastrami, playing with the salt
shakers."

"Okay. Where else did you see
him?"

"Hanging in the park outside my
apartment." Gavvy scrolled through the notes she'd made on her
phone. She felt very professional. "And, well, inside my apartment
when I was jumping his bones. That's about it."

"So he knows where you
live."

"Uh huh."

"Do you know his last
name?"

Gavvy sighed long and hard. "Does Pope
Benedict love and respect Muslims like his long-lost
brother?"

She could hear Kate's smile. "You're
nuts. First you want to get away from him and now you want to put
out an all-points bulletin on him. Why don't you sketch his face
and post it in the park?"

"Good idea. Thanks." Gavvy hung up and
called Hailey.

***

Two days later, at Hailey's apartment,
Gavvy rubbed her eyes. It felt like she'd fallen asleep with her
eyelids open after one too many beers. Even so, she could judge bad
art. This rendition had a narrow, almost blade-thin nose, too-high
cheekbones, and staring eyes. "Sorry, Hails. That's not Quentin. It
looks like a white Michael Jackson. I mean, it looks like Michael
Jackson."

Hailey slammed her sketch pad shut,
making Gavvy jump. "You're welcome."

Gavvy belatedly remembered that Willow
was napping and her friend was probably gonzo from lack of sleep.
"I'm sorry. You've gone above and beyond the call of duty. I
thought it would be fun to do together. We never see each other,
except at belly dancing. Come on, I'll buy you dinner. Pho Lien?"
She wouldn't even tease Hailey for drowning her Vietnamese soup in
hoisin sauce. "Sushi? Snooty French food to make me really
pay?"

Hailey shook her head and closed her
eyes. She was so beautiful, the dark fingerprints under her eyes
just made her look fragile and in need of protection. "I'll try it
again later. It might help if you gave a better description. Even
if he looked like Ben Affleck or something."

"He doesn't look like anyone. He's not
even good-looking. And I wasn't looking at his face half the time.
I mean..." Gavvy wasn't used to feeling awkward with Hailey. She
flipped the sketch pad open again. "You know me, foot-in-mouth
disease. This is terrific. If you could just, you know, make his
face a little longer and give him more of a nose—"

"I'm busy! I tried!"

As if to provide supporting evidence,
Willow promptly screamed from her crib.

Hailey's face screwed up, but she rose
to her feet.

Uh oh. "Um, I'll get her."

Hailey had the grace to laugh. The
lines smoothed out of her face. "Do you even know how to hold
her?"

"No. But I could learn. I am her other
godmother, right? The non-fairy one?" Secretly relieved, Gavvy
followed her into the bedroom. It was a bit stifling, despite the
drawn blinds and one small fan whirring its little motor out.
Willow howled until Hailey dropped in the rocking chair with her in
her arms. "Could you pass me the breastfeeding pillow? I forgot it
in the kitchen."

"Sure." Gavvy sprinted for it. When
she returned, Hailey was doing her best with her feet up on the
rails.

"This is such a godsend," said Hailey,
propping Willow up on it. "I'll get you one if you ever need
it."

"Ah, thanks." If she ever decided to
procreate. Right now, she couldn't even track down a guy with the
same odd taste in music, but it was a nice thought. "Anyway, forget
the sketch. I should have just taken you out for
dinner."

"No! Let me do it!" Hailey's cheeks
flushed.

Gavvy stared at her. Hailey used to be
so darn reliable, she was like an atomic clock. Now she took
offense at everything. That was Gavvy's job.

"I mean, I'm sick of everyone treating
me like an invalid. I may be at home with Willow, but I still want
to try different stuff. So I didn't sketch Quentin right. I want to
try again! You just have to describe him more. 'White guy, crooked
nose and goatee' doesn't cut it!"

Gavvy didn't bother explaining the
difference between a soul patch and a goatee. "Okay, okay. Let's do
it over pho." At the very least, they should get a meal over it,
and no harm done if soup splashed on that MJ rendition. "That is,
if Miss Willow agrees."

Miss Willow, sweetly nursing, seemed
to look forward to pho, heavy on the hoisin.

***

Several hours and several metro steps
later, Gavriella set her pen down in disgust. She might as well
draw a stick figure with a triangle nose for all the good it would
do.

She'd thought she could recall Quentin
pretty easily. White guy, shaved head, brown eyes, soul patch. But
now she found herself wondering, brown eyes or black? And how could
she capture the crinkle at the corner of his eyes when he smiled,
or the way he stood with both feet firmly planted on the
floor?

It was ridiculous. The only thing that
made it more pathetic was that she was hanging out at Reuben's
while sketching, hoping Quentin would show up again, but so far,
the closest she'd come was a pair of teenage skaters.

Her cell phone buzzed. She grabbed it,
but it was her mother. Gavvy sipped at her tomato juice while they
talked. "Hi, Ma."

"How come you didn't call me? Are you
working too hard?"

"No, work is okay."

"A mother worries, you know. All the
time, I worry. When you're a mother, you'll understand."

Gavvy started nibbling at her fries,
even though she was sick of junk food. All fats and carbs, going
straight to her ass

"So? Is it a new boy?"

Gavvy glanced at her stick figure man.
For a second, she felt like saying, Yeah, Mom, I'm chasing after a
guy. I don't know his last name. I'm not even sure I know his real
first name. He wouldn't fuck me, he gave me a CD, and he
vanished.

When she didn't reply right away, her
mother said, "Is he Jewish?"

Why did her mother have to be such a
stereotype? It was embarrassing. Gavvy licked the vinegar off her
fingers. "Don't worry, Ma. There's no guy."

"Gavriella. You want to grow up old
and alone, like me?"

Guilt. Guilt. Guilt. "You've got
me."

"How would I know? I never see you.
Are you coming on Saturday?"

Gavvy suppressed a sigh. "Of
course." Her friends thought she was such a free spirit, but she
was chained by an invisible umbilical cord. Their family had never been religious, but they did try to
get together once a week, which was one of the goals of the
Sabbath. After Gavvy's father died, Gavvy plunged into school work
while her mother, Marion, kept the grocery store going as long as
she could. Over the years, Marion nagged and Gavvy stormed. Gavvy
moved out as soon as she hit McGill University. But no matter what,
they almost always spent Saturday beautifying Marion's
hair.

"Good. I'll make you apple turnovers.
You call me and tell me when you're coming."

Pillsbury apple turnovers. She'd loved
them when she was twelve. Aw, who was she kidding? They still
tasted great. "Okay, thanks."

"And bring your boyfriend,
when you have one." Marion gave a long, gusty sigh.
"I feel so tired all the time."

"Uh huh." Gavvy switched her phone to
the other ear. "Did you go to Dr. Weitz?"

"Oh, he doesn't know what's wrong. He
thinks it's my blood pressure. He has me on so many different
pills! But he sent me for more blood tests."

"Uh huh." Gavvy pushed away the empty
glass of tomato juice. Why did they always serve tomato juice in
teeny-weeny plastic glasses? What was the point?

"The girl poked me three times. I had
to ask her how long she'd been doing it. She said two months. Can
you believe it? Experimenting on me!"

"Uh huh."

"I said to her, 'I don't want to hurt
your feelings, but I have very sensitive skin. Is there anyone more
experienced here?' I didn't want to say it, but I was hoping there
would be a man around."

"Mom!"

"What? I'm just being honest. Men are
better with their hands. I always let your father handle all the
repairs at the shop."

Gavvy gritted her teeth. Her
engineering degree clearly meant nothing to Mommy
Dearest.

"The man was on his lunch break, but I
waited. I have nothing better to do. He got it on the first try.
Still, I have terrible bruising from the girl poking me. My skin
feels tight all over. Across my back, even. And my head hurts. My
knees, too, especially the left one."

Gavvy caved and ate another French
fry. This was going to be a long one.

***

When Gavvy was in a bad
mood, she felt like a Yeti around Hailey and Kate. Gavvy was the
biggest, the tallest, the hairiest, stomping-est beastie girl. But
those moods didn't last long. By the time
Monday spun around again, she noted her
good points—brains, wit, tits—and she couldn't wait to show her
friends her solution to the Quentin conundrum. She'd traded her pencil for Photoshop.

When Gavvy met her posse for
pre-dancing coffee, she whipped out her laptop. She'd modified
Keanu Reeves's face and titled it "Have
You Seen This Man? 5'9", answers to the name of Quentin."
"You get the idea," said Gavvy, though even she
had to admit that it didn't look a lot like Quentin.

"You'd be better off with my sketch,"
said Hailey.

Kate nodded.
"True story. You're not going to get anywhere with
that. What you need is one of those Craigslist 'missed connections'
ads. If he's really the one you want, it's more efficient. Let him
come looking for you. And that way you don't have to screen out all
the freaks who think they look like Keanu."

Gavvy hit her forehead loud enough
make their neighbours look up from their chilled chai and wireless
access. "Why didn't I think of that?"

"Because you're an engineer, and the
only person more isolated than you is a stay-at-home mom?" The edge
in Hailey's voice cut at all of them.

Gavvy bit her lip.

Kate tried to take Hailey's hand. "Is
everything okay?"

Hailey waved her away. "Fine! Enough
about me. Bad joke."

Gavvy waited, but Hailey really didn't
seem to want to talk, so they brainstormed over the ad. In the end,
Gavvy decided to run with her own version:

 


Your name's Quentin and
you're a tease. You brought me music and flowers and then you
disappeared. Qué pasa?

 


Hailey gulped.

Kate said, "It's not exactly a 'Missed
Connections' ad. It's more like, I don't know, 'women seeking to
confront men.'"

Gavvy took in both their reactions.
"Perfect."

 



 


 


 Chapter 5

 


Three things you don't
know about me, by Hailey St. Laurent

1. How David and I
met.

The thing about being
beautiful was, it attracted the wrong kind of guy. It was like
being rich: you never knew if he was into you or the benefits.
Hailey, the English teacher, wanted someone who would love her
pilgrim soul and the ravages of her changing face.

***

"I only know that's from a Yeats poem
because you told me," said Gavvy. "I think looking for someone
literate—beyond reading Maxim—should be your first
step."

But Hailey was a dreamer. She'd
already done the boring bits like job security and a solid RRSP.
Now she deserved a Prince. She'd met enough toads.

She was hustling out of
the Place-des-Arts metro, late for Dim Sum with the girls, when David St. Laurent
flagged her down. "Excusez-moi. Hi there."

"Yes?" She turned to see a guy with
tousled dark hair and eyes that made her smile right down into her
stomach.

He was holding a bike helmet under his
arm. "You don't know me and I don't know you, but would you like to
have breakfast with me?"

The smile and the bike helmet made him
look trustworthy, but she knew the drill. "I'm sorry—"

"I just moved to Montreal. I know no
one. Pardon my bad manners."

She squinted at him. It was a bright
May day and she'd forgotten her sunglasses in her haste to leave
the apartment. She shaded her eyes with her hands. He was cute, but
his eyes were a touch close together and his upper lip was thin.
Still, just looking at him made her want to grin. "Do you just go
up to all the girls and ask them out?"

"Only the extraordinary
ones."

She nodded and started to move away.
She'd heard that line before.

"You are the first."

She raised her left
eyebrow.

"The first in Montreal. I did it a few
times in Quebec, where I am from. Sometimes it works, sometimes it
doesn't. But if I didn't try, what would that yield?"

She liked his directness. She could
use some of that. She liked his French accent and his formal
diction.

"And why did you pick me?" She waited
for him to say she was beautiful, or maybe something more
crass.

"The way you walk," he said. "I could
tell you were in a hurry, but you were still looking people in the
eye and paying attention. Nowadays, too many people pay no
attention to anyone else. We are removed from the society of
others. But you, you are still connected, even when you are on the
move."

Hailey paused. It was true. People
were always coming up to her and asking for directions or wondering
if she could take a picture of them. Gavvy and Kate sometimes grew
impatient, but maybe it was because she was connected, like he
said, and not just because of her looks.

"My name is David
St-Laurent."

She held out her hand. "Hailey." She
paused and did not give her last name.

"You are cautious and that is good.
Could you give me your phone number? Perhaps your e-mail? Or I
could give you my coordinates and you might feel more
comfortable."

Hailey checked her watch. "I'll do
more than that. Do you like dim sum?"

***

"Cute," said Gavriella afterward,
wiping egg tart off her mouth. "I'll take him if you
don't."

Hailey snapped back, "He's not for
sale." Her irritation surprised her. She'd just met the
guy.

Gavvy smiled. "Just
checking."

Kate nodded. "I like him, too. I think
you finally found a good one."

Hailey blushed. "Hey."

"It's about time you met a guy who has
a bit of edge. Enjoy," said Gavvy.

Gavvy and Kate said they weren't
surprised when David called again. Soon he and Hailey started
holding hands under the table and saying things like, "No thanks,
Wednesday's our Scrabble night." Just over a year later, they got
married, with two maids of honour. Hailey, fair to the end, divided
her bouquet and threw the halves to each of her best friends. She
glowed in David's arms. Everyone said she was the most glorious
bride ever.

***

2. Things started to go
downhill when I was pregnant with Willow

 


Hailey had never been a risk-taker.
Even as a kid, she'd never broken any bones, jumped off the play
structure, or even run with scissors. She didn't make a religion
out of safety. Even a few years ago, she'd smoke weed once in
while, and after a few drinks, she could rip up the dance floor.
But during her pregnancy, she started to get more and more
cautious.

No alcohol or smoking since three
months before conception, of course. But soon she banned hair dye
and straightener, peanut butter, sushi, and tuna. When one of the
other teachers fell in the parking lot and broke her ankle, Hailey
brought her a bouquet and bought herself strap-on crampons for her
winter boots.

Everyone said motherhood changed
everything. Hailey had thought she'd be different. She was
organized. She was practical. While other preggie girls were buying
ironic, MOTHERSUCKA onesies, frilly dresses, or bassinets, Hailey
was crawling around on the floor, all the better to childproof from
a child's perspective. She was one of a select group of paranoid
mothers who knew the cut-off corner of a milk bag was a choking
hazard for a baby.

She read What to Expect When You're Expecting,
but she also chose a few more diverse books like Christina Baker
Kline's moving anthologies, Child of
Mine and Room to
Grow; Naomi Klein's pregnancy
autobiography Misconceptions; and
Fresh Milk, a book of
essays on breastfeeding. Hailey felt prepared for anything. She
even knew it was normal for David to grow a sympathy belly and to
feel either turned on or off by her burgeoning body.

The one thing she didn't expect was
for him to hang a blue and white fleur-de-lis flag from their
balcony railing.

She waited until David poured her a
tumbler of water, although she made a point of sitting on said
balcony with her swollen ankles propped up on an empty flower pot.
"Thank you, David. I notice we have some extra décor."

"Yes, I thought we should start
celebrating St-Jean year-round."

Hailey blinked. She knew francophones
were big on St-Jean-Baptiste Day as a symbol of Quebec
independence. David had taken her to the parade last July. She'd
tried her best to sing along with the French anthems, although she
refused to paint her face blue and white or rant with her fist
punching the air. Now it was August. Were they going to hang up a
Quebec flag permanently? Why didn't he ask her first? "I'm sorry I
didn't make it to the parade this year, but I felt too
tired—"

He patted her Buddha belly. "That's
okay. I just wanted to show where our sympathies lay."

Our? He knew she was a
federalist.

Before she could articulate the
thought, he said, "Tomorrow, after work, I might invite some
friends to have dinner and play some guitar for our little
baby."

Dear Lord. All she wanted to do was
sleep with her legs propped up. She'd been looking forward to a
quiet weekend. "Okay."

"It's important that he or she learns
French as mother tongue."

"I'm English," she pointed out, in
English.

He smiled. His dimples flashed. "All
right, then, as her father tongue. Why don't we try speaking French
at home?"

Well, it made sense to raise a
bilingual baby. She needed the practice. "All right."

His kiss swept away her
doubts.

***

3. Okay, you know this
one: it's only gotten worse since I had Willow...

 


"Bonjour, ma petite cocotte," Hailey
whispered to Willow. Truthfully, it had gotten easier to coo in
French, but that was about all she was up to. Fortunately, Willow's
ba-ba ga-ga babble was multilingual.

"Encore une autre!" one of the guys
yelled from the balcony. Hailey winced, imagining one or more amber
bottles smashing into the pavement below. Why couldn't her husband
be normal and go to a bar to drink? Why did he have to bring the
cretins home?

"Just you and me, kid," she murmured
to Willow. It was her secret rebellion to speak English to her own
daughter. Kind of pathetic.

David said that having a
child made him feel closer to his roots. Maybe he was regretting
marrying a mongrel like herself, instead of some
pur laine blonde with
chopstick legs and a perfect French accent.

Hailey's hair stuck to the back of her
neck. She reached for one of the hair elastics she kept circled
around the bathroom doorknob, but they'd all gone AWOL. She dropped
the changing pad on the floor and laid Willow on it for safekeeping
while she searched for something, anything to hold back her sweaty
locks. Eventually, she dug an old Scrunchie from the back of her
medicine cabinet.

Bang! One of the blowhards thundered at the bathroom door and
rattled the knob. Willow's face collapsed into a pre-shriek freak.
Hailey scooped her up, dropping the Scrunchie, but it was too late.
Willow started to wail. For a tiny baby, she could howl. The walls
began to reverberate, along with Hailey's ears.

"Eh
ben, 'scuse..." the loser mumbled and
thudded away in heavy soles. Great. As usual, David had forgotten
to make them take their shoes off, and they'd track dirt all over
the floor for her to sweep up. Hailey rested her back against the
tub, crossed her legs, and yanked up her bra and shirt
simultaneously. Willow latched on, eyes wary, and scratched her
nails along her mother's arm.

Hailey's eyes popped wide open, too.
She couldn't stand much more of this.

***

4. ...so I'll throw this
in for free. I have never had an orgasm in my entire life. It's not
David's fault. It's mine. I'm 32 years old and I've never managed
to come. Pretty sad, eh?

 


Looks were an asset, no
question. Hailey was used to men kissing her hand in greeting, men
smacking their own fingers and yelling "Bella!", strangers speculating how
gorgeous her baby would be, teachers nodding and smiling even if
she got the answer wrong.

Maybe she was the stupidest pretty
girl around, but she'd never enjoyed it. It felt more like fake
goods. Even if she worked it, wore heels and got her hair done, it
felt like she'd won the lottery by being born with this face. She
didn't deserve the accolades. It had almost nothing to do with her.
Sometimes, she felt like she'd spent her whole life trying to prove
that she was smart, generous, caring, and thoughtful, just so
everyone would notice more than her features.

Maybe that was why she'd never had an
orgasm.

Shameful, right? For a girl
who read about the big O in Cosmo when she was 13. For a feminist
who actually tried to read Our Bodies,
Ourselves but gave up after she felt too
weird looking at her vulva in the mirror. For a woman who drove men
mad and could have had any one as a sex slave with a wiggle of her
ass. For a thirty-two-year-old woman who couldn't plead either
virginity or the nunnery as an excuse.

Maybe that was why she'd never told
her friends this secret. She could just imagine their
reactions.

Gavvy: You're kidding me,
right?

Kate: Oh my God. Well,
I've got a great book if you want to try it. Let me find you some
articles on the Net.

No, Hailey didn't want to be in
Ripley's Believe it or Not as the world's oldest unorgasmic woman.
She just wanted to have one. Preferably with David, although she'd
settle for a few good ones by herself.

The problem was, she was married with
one child, one childbirth, and one episiotomy under her belt. She
did not feel comfortable saying to David, "And by the way, I've
been faking it for five years. Want to order some vibrators with
me?"

It was like, after living a lie for so
long, it was easier to keep onmaintaining the lie instead of
throwing a truth bomb at everyone.

Besides. Kate and Gavriella were so
busy. And David—well, David probably wouldn't ever notice, as long
as she put out and put up a good show.

Except she didn't have the energy to
put up a good show anymore. Most of the time, she was a) overjoyed
at Willow, b) exhausted, c) frustrated, d) sleeping or
breastfeeding, and e) exhausted.

Everyone asked about labour. It was
supposed to be excruciating. True, it was the most pain she'd ever
had to go through, but praise Jesus and modern medicine for the
epidural. There was no such thing as a sex epidural. Too bad. It
would be a lot easier shoving herself into a white, virginal,
please-don't-hurt-me satin slip for David if she had some good
drugs on board.

 



 


 


 Chapter 6

 


Kate sat at one of the round, rickety
picnic tables, cradling a lukewarm beer in a plastic cup. She hated
beer, especially crapola stuff that tasted like cat urine, but it
was all they had, and she wanted to reserve a table for her and
Jay.

The bad beer tent was the Fringe
Fest's one weak link. She adored everything else. Basically, it was
a festival of cheap plays, dances, skits, improv, whatever. Minimal
cast and backdrops. All live. First come, first served. It could be
dreck. It could be brilliant. But she liked to taste it every
year.

No one would come with her. Gavriella
once walked out of a dance performance where two men frolicked in
front of a safety light. "I didn't get it and it was annoying me.
Plus it was too hot." Kate had been bored, too, but she stayed
until the two guys wound white sheets around each other's waists
and closed their eyes while a heartbeat boomed around them. It
wasn't good, but it was better than sitting through a meeting in
control top pantyhose.

Hailey had suffered silently. She
shifted her weight, she checked her watch, she eyed her cell phone.
And now that she had Willow, she used her as an excuse to molder at
home.

So Kate had been planning to go it
alone. She had a crazy schedule, it was hard to coordinate with
acquaintances, and she liked her own company. But it would be a fun
venue to see what Jay was like, and, worse come to worst, she could
ditch him at the beer tent.

But first she had time to ponder
life's critical questions. Like, what did you say if your childhood
crush zoomed back into your life and he was so hot that he made
your teeth ache?

What if he then broke your heart all
over again?

She knew what to do if he was a toad.
That was the easy part. It was the un-knowing, the potential hope
and disappointment, that was agony.

Kate had looked up Jay's old yearbook
pictures. He'd seemed shockingly young. His cheeks were still a bit
plump with baby fat. She'd remembered his long bangs as so cutting
edge, but now the overall look was like a mullet with a fringe.
Even by age seventeen, in the pictures of them squinting in the
sunshine, he wasn't as breathtaking as she remembered. So her
expectations had been pitched suitably low today.

She sniffed her alcohol and set it
back on the table. What a waste of hops. Even the plastic cup would
go straight to the landfill.

She looked up when she heard a sexy
guy's chuckle. Jay bore down on her, pushing his sunglasses up on
his head. He looked so fantastic, it felt like he'd socked her in
the gut. She had to remember to close her mouth with an audible
click of her teeth.

He laid his hand on the plastic chair
across from her. "I knew it was you. You still make the same
face."

"Jay?" Her voice broke.

"Kate." His was strong and
certain.

She stood to hug him. "You grew," she
said into his chest. He had to be at least six feet tall.
Ridiculous. That would make him almost a foot taller than
her.

He grinned down at her. He smelled
good, like soap and a mild aftershave, and he looked even better.
Frank hazel eyes, brown at the centre and cat-green at the edges,
already getting a few crow's feet from the sun. Smiling, biteable
lips. A straight, strong nose. Tousled brown curls cut short at the
nape of his neck. A long, lean body.

In other words, the kind of guy who
looked great in jeans. Or out of them.

Her belly flipped. Part of her had
been hoping he'd be some buck-toothed, bald, pot-bellied Ku Klux
Klanner she could scorn and cross off her to-do list. Instead, he
was at the head of her to-do list.

Kate wanted to stand up on her toes
and kiss him. She had a good excuse. People in Montreal kissed
hello and good-bye, both cheeks. His intimate smile told her he was
thinking the exact same thing.

Instead, she eased herself out of his
arms after one hug. She never had such strong reactions to guys at
first glance. She felt strangely reluctant to let go of him, which
made her retreat even faster.

She unrolled the newspaper-style
festival program from her purse. It gave her a chance to regroup
and stretch her lips into a tour guide smile. "Did you have a
chance to check this out on the Net? What show do you want to
see?"

She was honestly curious. What was he
like after all this time? She bet he'd pick a comedy. Improv or
stand-up was pretty safe. Maybe he'd like a drama or even an
obscure modern dance.

Instead, Jay grinned and handed the
program back at her. "I have no idea. I just flew in and I've never
been to a Fringe Festival. What is it, anyway? The website was
chaos."

Kate laughed. Gavriella and Hailey
said the same thing. "That's the Fringe Fest, all right. Tonight
alone, there are sixty-seven shows happening at tiny venues all
over the city. The sets are minimal, but so are the fees. I just
find it a lot of fun."

He nodded. "Because there's everything
from tap-dancing to, I don't know, some sort of Japanese-Swedish
murder mystery?"

"Yeah, exactly." She felt like
skipping. Gavvy had met a guy who clicked with her weird music
taste. Why couldn't Jay could be her Fringe Fest friend? Or Fringe
friend with benefits?

"Is there anything
you want to see?" he
asked.

"Oh, yeah. 'Deep Fried Curried
Perogies.' It's a one-woman show about intercultural dating—" She
stopped. He might think she was hinting about them. She hurried on.
"I think I remember seeing the murder mystery you were talking
about. I'm not sure it's on today. Or there's a dance troupe that
incorporates sign language, if you don't mind something
different—"

He held up his hand. "It's all good.
Let's figure out what's on. Can I buy you something you actually
want to drink?"

She shook her head. "They only have
beer."

"Okay. Well, let's figure out what
we're doing and get out of here."

They sat back down at the
rickety plastic picnic table. His knee bumped into hers and she
almost giggled. God, she really was twelve again, babbling and
foaming at the mouth over every touch. She also couldn't stop
sneaking peeks at him. It was fascinating to see how much he'd
grown up. No more baby fat anywhere she could see, plus a relaxed
confidence in everything from the way he talked to the way he sat,
leaning back in his chair. Underneath that handsome face, she could
spot the twelve-year-old who made water bomber paper airplanes and
sang "Unbelievable" along with EMF. Now that they were legal, though, she kept
sneaking looks at the muscles of his calves and wishing she could
touch the hair on his arm.

He flipped to the schedule in the
centre of the newspaper. "Okay, nothing's on around here until
seven, but we could walk around 'till then. What do you want to
do?"

"You're the guest." She didn't want to
be pushy.

"I'm up for anything. Let's see the
Perogies one. It got five stars."

She smiled. She wanted to see it, too.
"You have to be careful. Almost everything gets four or five stars.
If you tour enough, your show tends to be a hit with at least one
critic."

"Yeah, well, at eleven bucks, I'm
willing to take that chance."

She wanted to high-five him. Well, to
be honest, she wanted to do a lot more than that, but she'd start
with a show. "Great. It's at the Ukrainian centre, and we've got
time. Let's walk around."

She pushed her chair back and knocked
the table with her knee, almost toppling the beer cup. She caught
it. "I don't suppose you want this? I didn't really have any." She
hated food and drink going to waste. Her parents had raised her to
revere both, even bad beer. Also, she was curious. Did he drink?
Would he bolt it down and burp like Homer Simpson? Would he lecture
her about the risk of catching mono from her cup?

Would she ever relax and stop testing
him? Probably not.

He shrugged. "I guess I deserve one
after flying out here."

Guilt. "I should have met your flight,
but I couldn't get out of that client meeting."

He laughed. "Don't worry about it." He
drank it down and grimaced. "Okay, now I know why you were making a
face just smelling it."

"What do you like to drink, anyway?"
There. That was a nice, normal question.

He tipped the cup into the nearest
garbage. "I like beer, but not warm, no-name stuff." He glanced at
the adjoining tables. Two girls were hawking bead jewelry. Their
sign read NOT MADE IN CHINA. Another woman hovered over multiple
copies of a zine called Zinc. Further along, a man turned sausages
on a grill. "You want anything?"

She was touched he'd ask, even though
she probably made triple his salary and he'd just flown up from
Chicago. "No, thanks. Anyway, the party's on St-Laurent. We can
find something there."

A large chunk of Boulevard St-Laurent
had been closed to traffic, and transformed into a market/street
festival/party. They strolled past tables of folded T-shirts,
baskets of sandals, and racks of cheap sarongs and designer
dresses. A radio station gave away free deodorant.

Kate paused at some sneakers imprinted
with a black-and-white picture of a woman winking. They were so
kitschy they were cool, but she had enough footwear.

Around them, a wave of humanity
laughed, strolled, shopped, chowed down, and chilled. Jay stepped
aside for a woman in a beige headscarf who cradled a suckling
infant to her bare right breast as she ambled down the sidewalk
with her husband and two other children. Although Kate was
pro-breastfeeding, she felt a twinge of embarrassment and checked
Jay's reaction. He was watching Kate sidelong.

They had to step around a guy in a
purple velvet suit and a woman in a Miss Universe slinky gown, who
were both handing out free fruit gums, causing a minor people
jam.

Kate gestured at the commotion. "You
like?" she asked.

"I love it. It's
hilarious."

Kate relaxed a little. A guy who
climbed mountains and taught fourteen-year-olds was not about to be
intimidated easily. "Welcome to Montreal."

He grinned and pivoted on one foot.
Her eyes dropped to the muscles in his calf and thigh before he
said, "You know those people who cry because there are too many
choices in grocery stores?"

Kate raised an eyebrow. "Please tell
me you're not one of those people."

"Nah. But they'd freak if they came
here." He paused at a rack of Converses and rubber boots, but
lifted his head to the sound of a Latin American beat. "Hey, I know
that song."

He took her hand in an easy motion and
pulled her past billowing smoke—some vendor was barbecuing/burning
chicken—to the source of music a block away. It was a live stage
sponsored by a beer company. A band, pared down to a trumpet,
drums, and keyboards, played backup to a couple twirling on stage.
The woman was wearing a fluorescent orange dress. A small crowd
paused to watch them.

Kate held on to Jay's hand, marveling
at how natural it felt after so many years. It was such a simple
thing, but she felt secure and light-hearted and even delicate
because his hand was so much bigger and a little rougher than
hers.

Jay dropped a hand on her waist and
lifted their joined hands to chest height, bending their elbows,
and started to sway to the music.

"Um—" was all she managed to say
before he urged her into a twirl.

She complied as best she could,
because resisting would have looked even more awkward, but when he
drew her body close, she poked her face into his and said, "Jay, I
don't enjoy humiliating myself in public."

He pressed his cheek against hers,
humming lightly with the trumpet. "This is the merengue. It's easy.
Just shuffle your feet a bit and follow me."

Kate's hand and waist burned where she
made contact with him. Her friends called her a natural athlete,
but that was when she was doing sports she liked, fast and hard,
like running and skiing and blading. Nothing artistic. Belly
dancing and yoga were okay because they were non-competitive and
non-demo sports, but she wasn't used to dancing in public. What if
one of her clients saw her?

"Look. If I want to dance, I take
lessons." It sounded tight-assed to her own ears. Jay had flown all
the way from Chicago. The least she could do was shuffle to the
beat. She tried to get into the rhythm of it over the thumping of
her heart.

Jay grinned. "That's it. Now just
relax. You're in front of a hometown crowd!"

"That's the problem," she said, but
she was starting to feel better, especially when another couple
started dancing beside them.

Jay's eyes never wavered from hers.
His intensity seemed to create a shield between them and the rest
of the world, so that she forgot about decorum, old grudges, and
anything except him and the music. His voice pitched low. "This is
an easy dance. Nothing formal. They think slaves invented it in the
Dominican Republic. It's a shuffle because their feet were in
chains."

Kate paused mid-step. "That's
awful."

Jay pulled her closer. "The other way
of looking at it is, they danced even through their
chains."

And Kate, staring into his eyes, could
understand why.

He twirled her again. This time, she
spun faster and pressed right against him, imagining that she could
feel his heart beat against her own.

All too soon, the song ended. A few
people clapped. Reluctantly, Kate released Jay so she could clap
too, although they still stood with their sides pressed against
each other. The trumpet player punched his fist in the air and the
female dancer gave a tiny curtsey.

Kate had to admit she'd had fun. It
would be even more fun if they escaped to an island like St.
Maarten. They could drink rum and dance the merengue until they
retreated to their room to rub their naked, sweaty bodies against
each other.

"A buck fifty for your thoughts,"
murmured Jay.

She turned red. How would he react if
she actually told him?

He brushed the hair off his face in a
familiar gesture, as if he'd done it yesterday instead of fifteen
years ago. "Or is it twenty bucks for a lawyer?"

She ate, slept, and bathed in lawyer
jokes. This one didn't even register on her radar. Instead, she
reached toward him with an index finger. His eyebrows drew
together, but he didn't move. She touched the springy, lightly
curled blond hair on his forearm. Then she stroked the freckled
skin beneath it, moving up to the soft crook of his elbow before
she drew away.

When she looked up at him from beneath
her lashes, he was frowning a little.

She stepped back, but he caught her
arm. "I like the way your mind works." He leaned toward her and
kissed her thoroughly.

Her first kiss had come from the same
guy. Back then, she worried about him catching his tongue on her
braces.

This time, it was magic. The first
brush of his lips electrified her to the roots of her hair. She
gasped. His tongue slipped inside her mouth and began to explore.
He tasted like mint toothpaste and just a faint tang of beer. He
felt both like home and the best kind of adventure.

She didn't believe in public displays
of affection, but by the time she broke it off, she was dizzy. Her
fingers were tangled in his soft curls, she was standing on her
toes again, and his hazel eyes were hypnotic. She felt like she
could stay on St-Laurent and kiss him until they missed their show
and the sun set and the moon rose and people elbowed them out of
the way for their morning bagels.

Jay rested his forehead against hers.
They were both breathing hard. He said, "You're a
miracle."

Now, that was a disproportionate
reaction. She laughed and started to pull away. She was just a
human being.

He pulled her in tighter. She resisted
for just a second before she rested in the security of his arms.
"No. I mean it," he whispered into her ear.

There was something odd about his
intensity. Her friends would laugh if she told him. What was
miraculous about finding your old best friend and sharing a kiss,
even a mind-blowing one?

Her romantic heart told her cynical
brain to hush. For now, she yearned to listen, to accept, and to
believe.

She tucked her nose into the crook of
his neck. Despite their differences in height, she seemed to fit
just right. Maybe he was bending over for her. She closed her eyes
and breathed him in while the evening unfolded around them and the
band struck up their next song.

Kate's stomach gurgled. Jay laughed.
She hid her face in his shoulder, but he said, "Come on. Let's get
you something to eat."

They walked more slowly now,
his arm tucked around her back and his hand resting on her right
hip. Every restaurant had set up a térasse, cordoning off part of the
street so they could set up tables and blast some music. Glitzy
young things lounged on white plastic armchairs with cocktails in
their hands; older couples shared a dozen mussels at Maestro
S.V.P.; the usual line-up of people shuffled outside of Schwartz's,
arguably the best smoked meat deli in the city, while a homeless
guy held out his hat and advised the people, "You here for take
out, you don't need to line up. Just go right in."

Jay said. "You pick. I had something
on the plane. We still have half an hour before the show if you
want to grab something."

No time for a resto, then. Kate peeked
into a little Portuguese bakery. A plump woman chattered on the
phone at top volume.

While Jay scoped out the
fresh loaves of bread, Kate cased the pastries on display behind
glass. She pointed to the rectangular pastries filled with
chocolate. "I've never been here before, but the
chocolatines are always
good for breakfast." She could have bitten off her tongue. She
normally didn't make innuendos. "I mean, or dessert."

"Up to you. Those look good. Actually,
I make something like that."

Kate gave him a look. Was he
serious? She'd tried making them at home herself, buying the frozen
version from Au Pain
Doré. It was so much work, just to make an
egg wash and bake the pastries with a pot of water in the oven.
More maddeningly, they still turned out inferior. Now she either
just bought them fresh, or froze the ready-baked
version.

Jay shook his head. "No, I'm serious.
I'll show you if we go hiking. I'll get some fresh bread—it's gotta
be white bread, none of that healthy stuff—and drill chocolate bars
into it. It sounds disgusting, but once you've been hiking and
sweating and alxxl that good stuff, the chocolate melts into the
bread. When you take a break and sit in the sun and eat it, it
tastes awesome."

She started to laugh. He was such a
guy's guy. He thought bread and a melted Snickers were equivalent
to fresh pastry.

She could not resist touching him. She
trailed her hand down his back and tugged on one of his belt loops.
He nuzzled her ear and kissed it, sending shock waves down her
spine. The look on her face must have been quite transparent
because the baker turned her back on them and raised her voice on
the phone, embarrassing Kate all over again.

Kate grabbed Jay's hand and led him
out of the shop, while he protested, "What about those chocolate
things?"

"I'll get you some tomorrow.
Fresh."

"Will you bring them to my hotel
room?" His casual tone of voice made her blush even
more.

"If you want."

He squeezed her hand. His thumb
skimmed up and down her knuckles. If they'd been in private, she
might have dissolved into a puddle at his feet, like the Wicked
Witch in the Wizard of Oz, only hopefully more attractive.
Fortunately, she spotted a distraction across the
street.

"Look. That's what I want." Kate
pointed at a stand of ready-to-eat pineapples and mangoes, set up
by an enterprising fruit and veg store.

"You want the mango?" Jay reached for
his wallet. The mangoes had been partly cut in a criss-cross
latticework and came in a more manageable size, but Kate shook her
head. It was crazy, it was worse than eating spaghetti on a date,
but she felt like eating an entire pineapple stuck on a
kebab.

Jay raised his eyebrows, but made no
comment as he handed her the stick.

She began nibbling the outer edge. It
was perfect, ripe and not too sweet. "Thanks. You want one
too?"

"I'll share yours." He grinned at her
and stuffed a few napkins in his back pocket.

Kate jerked up her head at the thunder
of drums from the south. Not just one drum, but a whole battalion.
A woman wearing stilts loomed above the crowd. She stepped to the
beat in a Mardi Gras peacock mask, a spangled bra, and
emerald-green pants. Jay gave Kate a look and they headed straight
for the parade without needing to exchange a word.

Kate held tight to her pineapple stick
as they wove through the crowd. Jay grabbed her other hand and
slipped around people with such finesse, almost like he'd been
trained in Hong Kong.

They ended up close enough
to the second dancer to witness the muscles rippling in her purple
sequined bikini-clad bum. Kate glanced at Jay, but he was checking
out the dozen drummers rapping a tri-part beat: ba-da-DAH!

One soloist wore his drum low enough
on his hips to give a guitarist phallic symbol envy. He raised his
drumsticks in the air, waiting for the chorus to subside. Then he
battered out his own rhythm, a hard, insistent, thrilling call to
dance.

Kate had always wished she'd learned
to play the drums instead of the ho-hum clarinet. Gavvy had
promised to teach her, but never gotten around to it. Tonight, the
drums and Jay's presence pulled something primal out of Kate's
chest. She jabbed her pineapple in the air and grooved.

A second soloist took over, eyes
closed, hair plastered to his temples, as he raised the rhythm to a
new and fevered height.

Jay grasped Kate's hips in strong
hands and pulled her in front of him. She felt him sway, slow and
easy. She tipped her head backward. He kissed the top of her
forehead and moved closer, fitting his front against her back as
she danced. She was aware of his hands, his skin, his overwhelming
warmth behind her. God, she wanted him.

Somehow, she wasn't self-conscious
like at the merengue. Maybe because it was very clear what was on
both their minds. Maybe it was because she'd already danced once in
public. Maybe it was just Jay Barillaro and the tribal drums
holding them in thrall. The belly dancing moves were being pulled
out of her subconscious. Grooving, shaking, hip shimmy, shoulder
shimmy, she orbited in the music, sexy and sensual and freer than
she'd ever been in her life.
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