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KRISTI

        

      

    

    
      The thing about dogs is that they are always pleased to see you, and, with a wag of a tail and a slobbery kiss, they can ground you even after the hardest days. I had a girlfriend with very similar attributes a while back, although she was less loyal. It turned out she’d let anyone tickle her behind the ears.

      I think I’d like to come back as a dog, not as a stray, or even a pampered pooch being paraded around in a purse, but just as a regular family dog: playing with the kids, protecting them from intruders and stuff. I could be the modern day Lassie, saving everyone so they could live happily ever after. We’d go on hikes together, or swim in the lake.

      “I think I’m going to puke!”

      Startled, I turn to the dark-haired woman next to me, wondering what’s so wrong with wanting to be a dog in my next life. Realizing she isn’t telepathic, but rather about to relieve her stomach of all its contents, I grab the flattened white paper from the seat pocket in front of me and, with one quick flick of my wrist, snap it open. Being a quick-draw barf bag champion is a lifesaver in my job.

      One giant heave, and the passenger next to me has what looks to be carrots shooting out her mouth and distressingly (for me at least) down her nose. Why do carrots never digest? Even if you’ve not eaten carrots for a week, they’re always in the mix.

      “Are you okay?” I ask apprehensively. She nods then wipes the back of her hand across her mouth, stretching a thick, gloopy line of snot and saliva. I try not to grimace, unsuccessfully, but I doubt she notices as the next eruption seems to start from her toes, gathering speed as it rises. Seriously, of all the seats someone could have allocated me, they sat me here? My sigh is silent as I rub the small of her back and pull her hair out of the corner of the bag. Now I need a tissue. We both need a tissue, or a pack of them.

      “The worst might be over,” I suggest, watching her pluck a piece of carrot from her left nostril. Thankfully, it stuck to her finger. “Hang on, I think I have—” With my clean hand, I pull my rucksack from below the seat in front of me, clasping it between my knees. Rummaging in the front pocket, I find my packet of tissues.  

      “You might want this.” I offer her the tissue, which she takes with a shy smile. Is it weird to find someone cute even when they have vomit drool plastered over their face? I distract myself from contemplating the answer by using another tissue from the pack to wipe my fingers. It’s not ideal but it’ll do until I can get to the washroom.

      An audible ping grabs my attention, and I look up. They have switched the seatbelt sign off and as if by magic, my colleague Tamara appears, shimmying up the aisle in a tight dark dress, no doubt attracted by the not so subtle retching which has been keeping everyone entertained for the last ten minutes.

      “Is she okay?” Tamara mouths the words while looking at me, and I glance at the woman next to me, who is still wiping thick mucus from her face. I nod, although I imagine my expression doesn’t follow through with the positive vibe.

      “Would you like some water?” Tamara asks, leaning across and tapping the woman’s shoulder. The woman jumps, and so does Tamara, but then she nods.

      “I’ll get you a glass. You’re lucky to be sitting next to Kristi. Has she told you she’s cabin crew? She’s usually up front helping me look after all the passengers, but she’s got herself a vacation—and she still can’t keep away.” The woman next to me smiles, first at Tamara and then at me. Yup, even covered in snot and regurgitated carrot, she’s cute.

      “Kristi will take good care of you. I’ll just get you that water.” Tamara winks as she turns to make her way down the aisle, and I find myself distracted by the gentle sway of her hips.

      If I’m lucky, the woman will wear herself down into some sort of comatose slumber. I’ve never had much of a problem with sleeping on planes. I know for some people, the idea of cramming your body into a little seat with minimum legroom while figuring out a place to rest your head that isn’t at odds with the rest of your body isn’t easy. But you have to take what you can get when you’re cabin crew. Being comfortable in confined spaces is a prerequisite of the job. Although, nowadays sleeping in the same bed for three consecutive nights is more of a challenge.

      When Tamara returns with the water, the woman takes it, offering a “Thanks.”

      “You must think I’m a fool.” She tucks her long dark hair behind her ear, and again I get a glimpse of that smile. “I’m Ali. The world’s worst traveler,” she jokes.

      “Kristi. It’s nice to see you breathing again.” My words cause an adorable blush to rise up her cheeks. I reckon she’s about mid-thirties, maybe a touch more. Safe to say she’s at least five years my junior, and sweet.

      “I bet you wish you’d got another seat.” Ali shakes her head, seeming a little mortified.

      “Everyone gets scared from time to time. We’ve all got hang-ups, you know, the stuff that sets us off.” This is my standard response after someone has clutched my hand so tightly they’ve drawn blood, or puked over my shoes.

      “So, what’s your thing?” Her question catches me off guard. “What scares you? It’s obviously not flying.”

      I hesitate; I know that answer but it’s not something I’m about to share. I don’t readily share emotions with anyone, least of all a stranger. Plus, saying “fear of abandonment” is such a buzzkill. So, I opt for something safe and lame. “I’m scared of spiders.”

      Ali nods, watching me as though she’s assessing how much candor underlies my claim of arachnophobia. There is a modicum of truth, I mean I don’t like the huge hairy ones that wear Doc Martens, and run like Usain Bolt mainlining Red Bull, but the smaller ones are okay. I even like the tiny ones. My grandma called them money spiders. Raising her arm in the air, she’d let them dangle, spinning and climbing, before allowing them to run over her palm.

      “They’re the lucky spiders, Kristi,” she’d tell me. “Let a money spider run over your hands and he’ll bring you good fortune.” How she knew it was a him is beyond me, but then is gender relevant in a spider’s world? Maybe I should ask a black widow? But that was one of the many superstitions she’d inherited from her mom, a formidable Irish woman as wide as she was tall, with hair the color of fire. I never met my great-grandmother, Molly, but she sounded like a character, albeit a very scary one.

      Ali yawns next to me.

      “Get some rest.” I pat her hand, watching her heavy eyelids blink as she fights to stay awake, but it’s a fight she isn’t going to win as she comes down from the adrenalin rush. Within minutes she’s already drifting off.

      I glance around the plane and start my preferred pastime while I fly and I’m not wheeling a trolley up and down an aisle—people watching. It’s always interesting to look at the passengers while I try to figure out who they are, where they’re going, and why. How many people are going for business, how many are traveling for pleasure?

      There’s a young couple sitting a few rows ahead of me, both wrapped up in each other’s arms so tightly they might not come unstuck when we land. They might be newlyweds, on their way to the honeymoon, or maybe they just need to get a room.

      Across from them there’s a man who is a similar age to myself, early forties, but he looks exhausted. I hope I don’t look that tired. Beside him, a toddler is jabbing the screen of a tablet, swinging her chubby little legs while she giggles. Unsurprisingly, the woman in the seat directly in front of them has her headphones on. The rest of the passengers are reading, trying to get some rest, or talking quietly amongst themselves.

      I’m not used to sitting still for any length of time so with the seatbelt signs off, and an aerophobic Ali fast asleep and snoring like a brass band at a New Orleans wake, I take the opportunity to head to the galley to find Tamara.

      I find her loading the drinks trolley again, for what is probably the third time, as Gael, her fellow steward, fills one thermos with coffee and another with hot water. Curtains block my view of first class so I lean against the galley wall, talking to them as I absently run my eyes over the passengers through rows 18 to 29. Some have their heads down reading, while others are tilted back in sleep. My gaze lands on the woman in 25C. There is something about her that’s—I don’t know… Strangely familiar.

      When I passed her on my way down, she’d been poring over papers and a laptop, just as she is now. But now, as though she senses me watching her, she lifts her head a little, and a pair of eyes, so dark they almost look black, meet mine. It’s just for a moment, and then she looks back down at whatever she was reading before. I barely even get a good look at her, but there’s something about her. I can’t help but feel this isn’t the first time our paths have crossed.

      Maybe I’ve seen her on a flight before, just like this one. Most of my routes send me south of the equator, so if she’s a frequent flyer to San Jose, San Paolo or maybe even Quito, there’s every chance I’ve served her a drink. Although, right now, unlike most passengers, all she has in front of her is water.

      The high pitched rattle of glass tells me the drinks trolley is about to rumble up the aisle so I grab one of those tiny cans of soda and head back to my seat, passing the beautiful occupant of seat 25C, and move on towards the percussion section, which is Ali. I doubt she’ll wake before we land. I lean into the aisle to see what drink my mystery woman orders from Tamara, hoping it might jog my memory.

      Tamara hasn’t reached her yet, and 25C is still flicking through papers. She takes the tip of her forefinger and touches it against her bottom lip, using the traction from the moisture to separate the sheets. I’ve seen her before. I’ve seen her make that exact same movement, feverishly flicking through sheets of paper as if she’s looking for something she can’t quite find. It’s such a small thing, but oddly it’s the small nuances and quirks about people I remember, never the big things. The way she moistens her finger and then flicks the paper has a sensual quality to it. I laugh at myself. Of course this would be what I remember.

      I see thousands of people every month, and most barely make eye contact. I reckon we’ve a finite capacity available for remembering people so when our memory gets full, we just dump the irrelevant files to clear space for the next lot. But 25C, in amongst the miniature bottles of bourbon and tiny packets of nuts, with those full lips and deft fingers, I remember.

      I wonder what she does? She didn’t come aboard in a pantsuit, brandishing a briefcase like she was about to weaponize it, so I don’t think she’s the corporate type. But she’s studious, detailed, taking her time to go over each bit of information more than once. Whatever she’s doing, she makes it look important.

      Coffee. That’s what Tamara pours for her. Perhaps she doesn’t drink, or maybe she is heading straight to a meeting. Perhaps she lives in San Jose? Those big brown eyes and dark waves suggest a more exotic heritage than my red Celtic roots.

      Now, I don’t want you to think it’s normal for me to spend so much time focusing on one passenger, because it isn’t. Not really, although I must admit to being a sucker for a beautiful woman. But 25C is fascinating. She has an intensity to her character which mesmerizes me. Although it’s a little crass, I can’t help but wonder what kind of lover she would be. Passionate? Bold? Or a little shy?

      I’m still indulging my imagination when the seatbelt sign illuminates with a ping. If the vibration wasn’t announcement enough, the pilot tells us we’re experiencing some turbulence. Ali’s eyes open wide, and I offer my hand which she gladly accepts, squeezing hard. The whole body of the plane shakes, and my fingers drain of color as her grip tightens.

      “Oh, god,” she murmurs, squeezing her eyes shut as the plane rumbles on. “Oh, god…” 

      “Relax,” I say gently. “It’s just a little turbulence.” 

      “Just?” She lets out a mirthless, clipped laugh and rocks her head. “It doesn’t feel like that, and I can’t help worry that—” 

      “We aren’t going to crash. I promise. Do you know that in the US about one point seven million people fly every day? That’s like fifty-one million flights a month, and turbulence injures only about five people, and they’re mostly cabin crew trying to close overhead lockers, so your odds on keeping safe are good.”

      “I’m being stupid. I know I am, but I just—”

      The plane shakes and with my free hand I grab the can of soda before it launches itself over my lap. “I’ve got you. Just imagine me as your own private bodyguard.”

      The intercom dings as the plane shudders one last time, and then the pilot speaks up. “Sorry about that, folks. We passed through some rough air back there, but it looks like we’re through the worst of it. We should be calmer from here on.”

      A few moments later, the seatbelt sign turns dark, and the sound of clicking seatbelts fills the cabin. Ali, unsurprisingly, doesn’t follow suit. I doubt she’ll unbuckle her belt until we’ve come to a complete stop. The kindest thing to do is to keep her distracted so I ask her why she’s traveling to Costa Rica, and as the conversation flows, she visibly relaxes.

      It turns out she’s an Animal Behaviorist specializing in small domestic pets, but mainly cats, and people fly her all over the Americas to sort out their feline catastrophes. Being a dog person myself, I can’t help wondering if the fact that these owners appear to have more money than good sense might be the cause of their calamities. Today she’s en route to visit a black Bombay. I’m assuming that’s the breed because she goes on to call him Dwayne—I don’t think she’ll need to dig too far to find the root of his issues.

      She’s not married, never has been, no kids, and her last long-term partner was a female Mexican wrestler. Interesting. It turns out there is much more to Ali than a fear of flying and a penchant for organic carrots, and I accept the business card she gives me, with a suggestion we meet up the next time she’s in Denver. You have to admire a woman that still tries to pull you after you’ve seen her snorting carrots.

      As the captain announces our descent, he tells us it’s a humid eighty-three degrees Fahrenheit in San José, and that we should land at 4:18 p.m. local time, twenty minutes ahead of schedule.

      “Oh, god,” Ali says under her breath and slips her hand into mine. I think I’ve made a new friend.

      I still can’t feel my fingers over an hour later when I reach for my rucksack on the baggage carousel. Sixty minutes with no blood flow will do that to you. I’ve one more piece of luggage to collect, but, as usual, even though they were checked in together they’re never unloaded together.

      As I wait, I glance around the crowd. You can tell a lot about passengers when they leave an aircraft: the speed they depart, the first place they go, the urgency in their movements. Ali made straight for the washrooms, confirming her as a nervous flyer, or someone with a weak bladder, but my digits know better. Then there’s the novelty flyer whose trips are so infrequent they become overzealous, practically sprinting from the plane to baggage claim so they can secure that prime spot one foot away from the little hole where bags are born. And lastly you have the frequent flyers, who are efficient, yet chill. They don’t rush to get off the plane; they stand a little back as bags appear because they know how to pick out their bag from the crowd at a thousand paces. A hundred thousand air miles, or more, gives you that level of zen.

      The woman from seat 25C is a frequent flyer. She was a few feet ahead of me as we made our way through customs, and then she slipped into the crowd of passengers. I just catch a glimpse of her as she leaves, wheeling a small silver case behind her. My own small silver case follows, and I lean between two large football players standing with their arms crossed as though they were doormen at a club. I grab the handle with one hand, swinging it sideways to fit through the small gap between their bodies. They only seem to notice me at the last minute and I flash a quick smile before being on my way.

      I look out for 25C as I make my way out towards the taxi rank and pickup points, but I can’t see any sign of her. Maybe she had someone waiting to collect her. With my rucksack on my shoulders and pulling my case behind me, I use my free hand to swipe my screen and order an Uber.

      I wish I had someone coming to pick me up, I think as I step out of the air-conditioned arrivals hall into the heat of the afternoon. The pilot wasn’t lying when he said it was humid; the wall of moisture instantly sticks my T-shirt to my back, but in a few hours I won’t care about that because I’ll have a hundred distractions to keep me occupied.
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KRISTI

        

      

    

    
      The routine I’ve fashioned for myself on these trips is both comfortable and comforting. I stay for three days but occasionally, when my schedule allows, I add an extra day. I always book the same hotel, and I’m usually given the same room. Whenever I arrive, I check in, have a cold shower, then head straight to the shelter. Given my day job, this is one of the few parts of my life where I’m able to have a set routine.

      Casa Verde is a tiny guest house I found on my first trip to Costa Rica, and it sits just off a small side road not far from the center of Alajuela. It has the most unassuming doorway, I mean, you’d never know it was a hotel. It might not be the most glamorous or prestigious place in the city, but it has charm. It’s small, only offering a handful of rooms, and it’s so nondescript that if I hadn’t happened to spot the small sign hanging above the door, I would never have known it existed. The green paint echoing its name is peeling and faded, the hot water takes an age to heat, and some of the lights flicker, in a scary movie sort of way, but every time I’m greeted by Julio and Elisabeth, the elderly owners who’ve been running it for years, it feels like I’m home.

      “Hola, Kristi!” Julio calls from behind the front desk. “My heart smiles when I see your face. It is good to have you back.”

      “Julio, you can’t keep me away.” I grin and wait for him to slide the key to my usual room across the desk, but he doesn’t.

      “Kristi, I have a problem that I must share with you. I am so very sorry.” Julio shakes his head, staring at his hand, which holds the key to room five. This isn’t right. I always have room three. “My neighbour’s son, Mateo, has been assisting us, and he has made a very grave error. He has booked in too many people. More people than we have rooms, and tomorrow is football. Saprissa plays our team, Liga. It is a big game”—he raises and widens his hands as if he’s holding a huge inflatable beach ball to emphasise his point—“and everywhere is booked.”

      I stare at him, unsure of what to say. Is he telling me I don’t have a room? I can’t be angry with him because he’s Julio, and nobody can get angry with such a sweet man, but what the hell am I going to do?

      “I can see if there’s a spare bunk at the shelter,” I hear myself say, trying to hide my disappointment. I’m sure Diego would find room for me. Over the years I’ve just become accustomed to spending my days in the hills and then returning to the city at night. I like the order of my time when I’m here.

      “Elisabeth, she says there is another way, but you might not like it.” Julio glances up quickly through a lowered brow and then away again, his apprehension obvious. If he’s this nervous about Elisabeth’s suggestion, then it’s highly unlikely I’m going to appreciate it. “We have you and another guest, also a woman, and room five has two beds.” He falters but I can see where he is going with this and I’m not sure I like it. “She thought you could share?” His eyebrows seem to be the only part of him that holds hope as they lift, creasing his forehead. “Perhaps this could work?”

      Sharing with a stranger? My knee jerk reaction is no! The last time I bunked up with anyone was in Peru on the world’s shortest backpacking trip. After three nights of dealing with Moldavian flatulence, German snoring, and some heavy Canadian masturbation, I returned home to my grandmother declaring I’d find another way to explore the world. And I had.

      But what were my choices? Stay in a shared dorm up at the sanctuary, with no air conditioning, five to a toilet that flushes with the aid of a large bucket of water, and a shower that has one temperature—cold? Or share a comfortable en suite guest room with one other woman, who hopefully isn’t an axe murderer?

      “This other woman, do you know her? Has she said yes to sharing?”

      Julio smiled broadly. “Yes. Yes, she stays here many times—like you. A doctor with children. Very quiet. Very, very quiet.”

      “She has children?” I ask, unable to hide my astonishment at being expected to share not just with this woman, but her family, too. Julio stares at me with a blank expression. He obviously doesn’t think sharing a family room with a strange ménage to be weird. I have a vision of several children on camp beds spread across the room and me picking my way through to reach the bathroom. “You said she’s a doctor, with children. How many children?”

      “I do not know. The hospital can get very busy, but how many children?” Julio lets out a large breath, throwing his hands in the air.

      “Wait, are they her children? Like, is she their mom?” I ask in quick succession as I realize something might be getting lost in translation. “Are you asking me to share a room with a mom and her children?”

      “No. No, that is not what Elisabeth suggests. It is only the doctor. The children she looks after are at the hospital.” He shakes his head, and laughter deepens the creases at the side of his eyes. “Kristi, you are funny, but do you not like children? I can fill your room with them.”

      “Give me puppies over babies any day.” I say, and I mean it. I know how to talk to a puppy, but a baby? Well, that is a whole different thing. “You’re sure there are no other available rooms in the city?”

      “No. No, nowhere else. I called everywhere I knew, and nada.” Julio shrugs, pauses for a beat, and then asks hopefully, “You will stay?”

       I nod.

       “You will stay. Elisabeth will be happy, muy feliz.” Julio hands me the key to room five, as if I’d won the keys to a new car on The Price Is Right. I hadn’t, and that was a shame, because I could have slept in the car. “You go up. Ms. Rios never comes in until late. First, she goes to the hospital, and then she comes here to sleep.”

      I nod again, imagining an older lady with grey hair and glasses who spends most of her time treating patients, returning so tired all she can do is sleep. How bad could this be? Really. Unless she snores, now that would be a bummer.

      “Thanks, Julio.” I take the key from him as a young backpacker comes down the stairs.

      “Tomorrow he is going to the jungle,” Julio says solemnly, nodding towards the man with the unkempt hair.

      “You think he’ll make it back alive?”

      Julio grimaces. “Alive, perhaps. Unhurt? Perhaps not.”

      We share a knowing grin, watching as he disappears down the street towards the cantina. In the years I’ve been coming here, many of the people I’ve come across in the hotel are backpackers who like the cheap price. Most come with the best intentions to explore the country, but they tend to struggle getting past the bar on the corner.

      “American?” I ask.

      “Texan.”

      “Technically, still an American.” I grin. “I’m going to shower and head out.”

      “Good.” Julio sits back down behind his high desk and pushes his thick-rimmed glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Say hi to Diego for me.”

      “I will!” I call over my shoulder, smiling to myself as I head up the narrow staircase to my room. Costa Rica is always an adventure.
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KRISTI

        

      

    

    
      I’m freshly showered, but by the time I get to the shelter that clean feeling is a distant memory. Almost as soon as I step out of the cab I can feel sweat beading on my forehead, and the back of my neck is damp. I’m stickier now than I was when I walked out of the airport.

      The shelter looks pretty much the same as it did the last time I was here, six weeks ago. Actually, it looks pretty much the same as it did when I first arrived here three years ago. It’s nestled up in the hills just outside the city, far enough away that the noise from the traffic is hidden by the trees, but it’s not so far that I have to live out here when I volunteer. I stumbled across this place by chance, courtesy of an older passenger who regaled me with stories of the foundation’s good work. He was leaving his entire fortune to them, and when I looked them up online I realized he wasn’t alone.

      The sign that stretches across the top of the large wooden entrance gates has been repainted. It had become so sun bleached that the letters had blended into the wood, but now it’s a beautiful sky blue, and the name of the shelter is written in a swooping cursive script. El Corazon De Las Colina. The heart of the hills. It’s a fitting name, considering what they do. At any given moment there’s probably around a hundred dogs in here, needing to be fed or cleaned or walked. Some of them are strays that have been wandering the streets, others get brought in by families who don’t have the time or money to keep them. No matter how they end up here, as soon as they appear, they’re showered with love.

      Maybe that’s why I keep coming back. There are plenty of animal shelters in the US, plenty in my city of Denver alone, but I always return here. People think it’s stupid, even the people who work here think I’m crazy, to keep making so many trips. But no one understands what it is about this place that keeps bringing me back, and it isn’t something I can easily explain, other than this feels like home. They’re my family, and the moment I walk through the large gates, I’m grounded.

      I close the gates behind me securely, and in the whoosh of their movement I lose sight of my beaten up, old brown Oboz boots in the storm of red dust. Turning my attention to the old shed, which doubles as the office and shelter HQ, I see a shadow moving around inside, but before I can make it up the gritty path the door bursts open. A familiar head of curly dark hair appears, and I hear my name. “Kristi!”

      It’s Diego, the son of the owner. He’s one of the few paid workers, along with his father and sister. I can’t imagine him ever working anywhere else than here. This is his passion, and a lot of the dogs that don’t end up finding homes in the city wind up at his house. He’s exactly the kind of person every dog shelter needs.

      “Hey, Diego.” I slip in through the door. Luz, his older sister, is behind the reception desk frowning at her computer screen. She gives me a quick wave and a brief hello, but the phone goes off before I have the chance to say anything back.

      Diego and I head through the doors to the left of Luz’s desk, into the main compound which belongs to the dogs. I’m greeted by a chorus of barking, panting, and wet snuffling.

      “We’ve had five new dogs come to us since your last visit. People calling and asking us to take their dog away. My father was angry when one man sent a picture of his dog and an address. When we arrived, the dog was tied to a post, waiting for his owner to come back. It’s sad. Some can’t afford their food, and others—” He shakes his head in exasperation. “You have heard me say this before. It’s not new.”

      An old mutt with fur the color of speckled forgotten chocolate sniffs my hand as I walk past him. Rogelio—Diego’s childhood pet, the first dog his father rescued, and probably the animal responsible for his enthusiasm when it comes to rescues. His muzzle is almost completely white now, his eyes bloodshot, and even though arthritis makes it difficult for him to move, his loyalty means he is never far from Diego’s side.

      “Hey, old man,” I whisper, dropping a kiss to the top of his head. “You miss me?”

      Rogelio licks my hand and sniffs me experimentally. I wonder if he can smell America, or if he can smell a little bit of Julio and Elisabeth.

      “I missed you, too,” I assure him, kissing him on the top of his head again before following Diego further into the large courtyard area. I recognize all the familiar faces, and smile when I see the small scrawny dog (possibly part Chihuahua) that was in the treatment area the last time I was here. He’s now running around, being followed by the big dogs, and barking as if he owns the place. Bribón, a spaniel cum setter mix, runs towards me at full pelt, mouth wide and tongue lolling, his excitement to see me obvious.

      “Bribón, my friend. It’s good to see you, too!” I crouch down to run my hands over his shaggy fur, which, Diego teases, is almost the same color as my own. He jumps, desperate to lick my face and smother me in kisses. He’s my main boy here, the one I’d take home in a heartbeat if I didn’t work such crazy shifts. But I do, so I can’t. Happy to have cleaned my whole face, he rolls over on his back, offering his stomach, knowing I won’t be able to resist.

      “He is your dog, Kristi. You are the only person he is this excited to see. But maybe you play later?” Diego checks his watch. “I need your help now, yes?”

      I give Bribón one last frantic tummy rub, then follow Diego across the dusty ground to the long, low building which houses the treatment area. I swallow, nervous at what I’m about to see. All newbies are brought here when they first arrive: the sick, the underweight, the injured. He stops in front of a sandy dog who’s curled up in his cage. There’s a bandage wrapped tightly around the stump where one of his front paws should be, and he is wearing a huge plastic collar that resembles a light shade.

      I crouch down beside Diego, peering into the cage to look at the dog. “So, who have we got here?”

      “This is Paco,” Diego tells me. “Some kids from the village brought him in. Poor guy was malnourished, carrying fleas and mites in his hair. It was ma—” Diego moves his fingers together in a clamping motion.

      “Matted?” I offer.

      “Yes, matted. We shave it off, and there was a smell, you know, from a cut. It was badly infected and my Papi had to…” Diego makes a scissor motion with his fingers, and I wince. “He’s feeling a little sorry for himself right now.”

      “You don’t say.”

      Paco gazes up at me, his honey-colored eyes full of sorrow. Poor thing. It’s hard enough to get an adult dog adopted, let alone a dog with only three-and-a-bit legs. “How’s he doing?”

      “Better.” Diego reaches a hand in between the bars of Paco’s cage and scratches at the top of his head. “He’s eating, drinking, trying to walk, but he doesn’t understand where his leg went.”

      I know the look in Diego’s eyes. We’ve worked together for long enough for me to tell when he’s itching to sweep a stray into his arms and carry him to the main house where he lives with his father and sister. It’s happened a few times, but his father has put his foot down and said, No more.

      “You want him, don’t you?” I nudge his shoulder gently, but if he notices the teasing tone to my voice, he doesn’t say anything. He’s too wrapped up in poor little Paco.

      “I do,” he coos, scratching Paco under his chin. “But I can’t.” His watch emits a high-pitched tone, some sort of alert which brings his attention back to me.“But this is the help I need you for.”

      We walk towards a large brown cardboard box, and before I can see them, I hear their yelps. A patchwork of brown and white fur with snuffling pink noses is squirming, nuzzling and climbing over each other, making it almost impossible to see where one warm little body ends and the next begins. Except one, who is all one colour, a gingery brown, lying curled in a ball on its own. I let out a squeal of excitement, and just as quickly I frown, asking Diego, “Their mother?”

      “She didn’t make it. We found these five curled into her body but—” He inhales deeply, shaking his head. “Not enough strength. They were lucky we found them.”

      I lower myself to the edge of the box, dropping in my hand to touch the soft fur over loose skin. A volley of excited whimpers escapes from their tiny bodies as they clamber to get closer to my hand. Small, wet mouths nudge against my skin.

      “You can help me.” Diego offers me the small feeding bottle and I grin back at him. “They’re about two weeks old. They are feeding well, but this one”—Diego nods to the tiny bundle of gingery brown fur that lies alone—“it isn’t putting on weight like the others.”

      He knows puppies are my kryptonite, especially orphaned pups like these. I lift the ginger pup that has him worried, placing its belly on the palm of my hand, and take the bottle which Diego handed me, nudging the teat towards its mouth. The tiny body wriggles, a pink nose sniffs, then pup tentatively suckles.

      “You need to eat to get big and strong, girl,” I coo before winking towards Diego, who just shakes his head.

      “I will not accept your wager this time. I can’t afford to keep losing,” he declares.

      I’ve this uncanny knack of being able to guess the sex of a puppy way before it can be visibly confirmed, and so far, I’m fifty for fifty. Fifty pups, fifty correct guesses, although not one of my little triumphs are still here at the shelter. They’ve all found their forever families because people want puppies. Finding families for them is great, but sometimes I wish potential new owners would look into the eyes of the older dogs and see how much love they are desperate to share. 

      “So, how long are you staying this time?” Diego asks, barely turning away from his feeding duties long enough to glance at me.

      “Three nights, and then I’m flying back out on the fourth.”

      “Three whole nights?” He grins. “Do you want to go out? There’s a new bar that opened near your hotel. The music is good.”

      “Sure, why not? What’s this place called?”

      “Caliente.” Diego pulls the empty bottle from the pup’s mouth, using his thumb to wipe the excess formula which has gathered around its whiskers. “It’s a salsa club. You salsa, right?”

      My stomach lurches. I don’t dance. Sure, we usually end up in a club, and I can aimlessly move my body with the aid of a few Guaros, but real dancing with organized steps, that’s so out of my wheelhouse. But it’s a bar, so there’ll be alcohol (I’ll need it) and Diego looks excited, so why not. What’s the worst that could happen?
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      Did you land okay?

      Is it sunny in Costa Rica?

      Missing you already my love.

      I’d gone straight to the hospital when I landed and as usual, was so absorbed in the medical notes I’d brought with me that I hadn’t turned on my phone—until now. Sitting on the edge of the small single bed nearest the window in my hotel room, I stare at my phone as message after message comes through, making my phone vibrate and ping in quick successive blasts. My Grandma, Yaya, of course, has sent the most. Six texts in the last several hours, like she doesn’t understand that I can’t receive calls if I’m 10,000 feet in the sky, or when I’m scrubbed in for theater.

      I’m fine, Yaya, just tired. I’ll probably spend tonight in my room, busy week ahead. Love you. I’ll call you tomorrow. X

      I don’t really feel much like heading out, but I know she’s going to want photos, and stories too. She always does when I fly anywhere south of the US border. All my family do, but she’s the most eager. It doesn’t matter that I spend half my time in an operating room or a clinic, staring at the same instruments that I do in the hospital back home in Denver. She just wants to know all about my ‘adventures.’

      I always try to drag myself out for an hour at some point just to have something to show her. On rare occasions I do leave the hospital at a decent hour, I’ll head out to a local bar with some of the other doctors and nurses to unwind, but most of the time I don’t have the energy to enjoy the scenery. I let out a snort of laughter in the otherwise silent room. It’s pathetic. I spent over five hours traveling here, plus all the time in the airport back in Denver, and I never make time to see one of the most beautiful parts of the world.

      The hotel room has a balcony that’s just big enough to step out onto and appreciate the scenery, and from my room I can see across the city, up towards the green hills that seem to go on for an eternity.

      It’s nice to get away from Denver. Even though I know I’m only here for a couple of days, and I’ll spend most of my time working, I appreciate the change. Alajuela is a city too, of course, and it has the same hustle. But from where I’m standing on the balcony, it’s a world away from Denver. Denver is cramped and busy. Even in the middle of the night I can hear cars passing by my window, or people jostling each other on the street when they pile out of the bars. Of course, it doesn’t help that I live close to the hospital. The blaring sirens of ambulances as they pull into the emergency bay has become a familiar background to my daily life. In fact, it’s not until I’m somewhere like this that I realize just how loud it is where I live.

      Alajuela isn’t exactly quiet, though. I can hear people. I can hear cars. In an intersection a few blocks away I can just make out the indignant horns of frustrated drivers, people who have probably been snared up in traffic. But I can also hear birds. I can see trees on the horizon, leading up into the hills. I can see a gorgeous skyline that stretches out in front of me, rather than my usual view of another condo block, exactly the same as my own. Here I have life in technicolor, the luscious greenery that only exists in this part of the world. It reminds me of how Yaya would describe her home. She’s lived in the US for sixty years now, but she still thinks of Managua as home.

      With a sigh, I turn away from the balcony and head back into the room. Even though I don’t need to be back in the hospital until tomorrow morning, I should really get a head start and look through the case files the clinic sent me last week. It never hurts to be prepared.

      At the bottom of the pile, there’s one file that doesn’t belong, one that’s not like the others I brought with me. It’s the one file I couldn’t bring myself to look at on the plane, and even now my stomach turns just looking at the plain manilla cover. I set the other folders aside, pulling this one towards me, and open to the front page seeing a familiar name at the top right-hand page. Flora Silva.

      I don’t know why I brought it with me; I know all the details by heart. I’ve read and reread this file so many times I could recite the issues identified, procedures performed, the medicines administered. I know it inside and out. Perhaps that’s what I find so frustrating. I’ve memorized it like it’s one of my college textbooks, but that hasn’t helped. No matter how hard I look into her case, she still just keeps getting sicker. No one who isn’t even a year old should have a patient file as thick as Flora’s—but it’s even sadder because it’s Flora’s.

      “Oh, Flora…” I whisper, trailing one finger down the list of checkups and procedures she’s had. Even now, months on from the day she was born, I still get shivers down my spine when I think about it. I was at work when my sister went into labor at just thirty weeks, and I didn’t have any idea what was going on until the nurse found me and brought me to theater. I scrubbed in and flew through the doors as they plucked Flora from my sister’s stomach. The surgeon had no option but to perform an emergency C-Section after Sophia suffered a prolapsed umbilical cord.

      This was a far cry from the birth she’d hoped for when she and Mondo first found out they were expecting a child. They had grand visions of a birthing pool at home but that ship had long since sailed. I watched them frantically work on her small body, the silence deafening as we all waited for that first cry. If there would be one.

      When it did come there was audible relief, but that was short lived because even for a premature baby, she was impossibly small, and fragile. I worried they would break her when they moved her to the NICU. It’s been months since she was born, and I still feel the same whenever I see someone pick her up.

      She’s had enough problems to last a lifetime. Undersized lungs. A hole in her heart. Bowel problems. Her eyelids hadn’t even formed properly, so they were still fused together for a few days. I had to explain to Sophia, my sister, that she wouldn’t be able to breastfeed for a while because Flora hadn’t developed enough to handle it, and she broke down into horrified sobs.

      Working with preemies comes with the territory as a pediatric surgeon, and while most of the time they fight through, perhaps with the help of a few corrective surgeries down the line and/or some potential learning issues, most get there. But then there are that rare handful where it seems like they have had the odds stacked too highly against them from the start.

      Flora is one of those kids. At first, I assured my sister that the slow development was just because of how premature she had been, born ten weeks early. She had a lot of growing that she needed to do outside the womb that most babies would do inside. I did my best to make sure that everything was organized for Flora’s first day at home, and even taught everyone in our family how to do CPR on a baby in case the worst were to happen. And when Flora had finally been allowed home, they all thought that the worst of our problems were behind us. I had seen the scans of her heart, though, and I knew it would not be that simple.

      I close the file and toss my laptop back on the bed with a heavy sigh, closing my eyes for a moment. I probably shouldn’t have read through it yet again. Every time I do, looking at all the treatments and surgeries that we’ve tried, I just end up feeling so lost and helpless.

      She’s due for another surgery at the end of the week. Normally I’d be there with my sister, holding her hand and talking her through everything, including all the steps they go through in the theater, or depending on the surgeon, I’d ask to be present as an observer, watching everything unfold on camera. But I’m miles away, and I’ll likely be operating on someone else’s niece, someone else’s daughter, when Flora is at her most vulnerable. In some ways that makes it better because I won’t have the time to fret about what is happening. My focus will be on my patient. But right now…that’s a different matter.

      I should do something, something to distract myself. This is the first time I’ve had an evening to myself on one of these visits for—I’m not sure in how long—too long to remember. I should do something, and not sit and mope around here. I wonder what Evie is up to. Evie is a surgeon just like me, but her field is cosmetic surgery. Unlike many of her US counterparts I’ve suffered over the years, she isn’t just interested in the big bucks that comes with her speciality, thankfully. I’m sure she said she was going to be in town. I grab my phone and type in the start of her name to bring up her number and hit the call symbol.

      “Evie, it’s Fenna, I was wondering—”

      There’s music in the background, making it difficult to hear. Evie is shouting something but I can’t make it out. “Evie?”

      “Hold on!”

      There’s scuffling followed by a bang, and then the volume of the music becomes muffled.

      “Sorry, I had to get out of there. I couldn’t hear you. Is everything okay? Is it about a patient?”

      “No, it’s not. Everything is fine.” It hadn’t even occurred to me she’d think I was phoning about a patient. “I was just wondering if you wanted to meet up, but it sounds like I’m late to the party.”

      “I’m with Martin and Eric, we’re at this great little salsa bar a couple blocks from the hospital. Come over, we’ll be here for the rest of the night.” 

      “I don’t know. I was maybe just thinking about grabbing something to eat. I don’t want to curb your—”

      “Get your ass over here, or I’ll come and drag you out myself. I’m not taking no for an answer. Besides, they do tapas bar snacks here so there’s no excuse.”

      Evie sounds even happier than usual, making her almost euphoric, and even though she still sounds compos mentis, there is no disguising she’s had a drink or three. Thank god I wasn’t phoning about a patient.

      “Fenna, I mean it, I’ll—”

      “Okay, give me the address and I’ll come.”

      This might not be the wisest decision I’ve ever made.
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      The bar is heaving with people, many of whom have spilled out onto the road in front of me. The ground under my feet vibrates with the Latino beat as I push towards the main door. There are a few tables outside, one has a couple sitting engrossed in each other, talking while staring deep into the other’s eyes; several gossiping young women who check over their shoulders as I walk by occupy the other.

      “This is madness, Fenna,” I mutter to myself as I turn sideways to squeeze between two quarterbacks clutching their Imperial beer. They lift their arms in the air, sucking in their bellies as I shuffle through.

      “Hey, cutie,” the one in a bright orange football shirt drawls, “wanna salsa?” From the Longhorns shirt and the way his words slide together, I’d reckon he’s a Texan. He moves his hips in what I think is meant to be a gyration, and I quickly step away, fast enough not to have him rub up against me. Where do guys like him get off? I don’t hide my disgust, shaking my head and continue on into the bar.

      “What? You some sort of fucking lesbian?” he shouts at my back. I hear him, hesitate, and then scold myself for even considering any sort of acknowledgement. I deal with enough dickish behavior from other surgeons who think they’re god to know better than rise to the bait, so I won’t let this frat boy get under my skin. Queer or not, I wouldn’t touch anything he had to offer, even if I was scrubbed, gowned, and gloved.

      I move my focus back to finding Evie. Where the hell is she? My head turns one way and then the other, all the while I’m wondering why I ever agreed to come here, especially when I knew Evie was already buzzed. Would she even remember me calling? The music is loud and the place is jumping.

      “Fenna! You made it.” Evie’s arms are around me, and she is placing a huge slobber of a kiss on my cheek before I’ve barely registered it’s her. The way the weight of her body falls against mine tells me she’s had way more to drink than I’d imagined. “Eric and I are going to dance,” she tells me before launching herself in what must be the direction of the dance floor. “Martin’s hooked up with some local dude, if you see him tell him he owes me a beer,” she screams and then with one outstretched arm she snags Eric and pulls, leaving me to watch as they are sucked into a vortex of writhing bodies.

      I need a drink.

      It’s not my usual kind of place. Back home, if I was choosing somewhere to go out for a drink, I’d probably go somewhere quieter, with a bit of a relaxed vibe, not that I go out often to drink. But tonight, I’m actually kind of glad for the noise and chaos around me. I wanted a distraction and I’ve got one. Pushing through bodies to reach the bar which is sticky to the touch, I’m surrounded by a swirl of nationalities. There is the guttural harshness of German, a smattering of Australian drawls, and the dulcet tones of my fellow Americans—a lot of them. Everyone seems to be in various stages of inebriation, laughing loudly at each other’s jokes. I eavesdrop on pieces of their conversations as I stand on the very tips of my toes in a vain attempt to get the bartender’s attention. I’m small at only 5’4” and even waving my hands around like a woman drowning doesn't always get me attention.

      There are a couple of servers, and the bar is two, or in some places, three deep. Sometimes being smaller and female has its advantages, like weaving your way through to the front of the queue. It’s a technique I learned at college, and there’s something nostalgic about this place. The chaos, noise, and confusion remind me of the bars I used to go into as a student, only to fall back out at 3 a.m., stumbling to my dorm so I could sleep it off before my first lecture. Those bars felt like this, tight and claustrophobic, with sweaty patrons jostling each other, eliminating any notion of personal space.

      To their credit, the bartenders are doing a pretty good job of working their way through the crowds of people. The dark-haired twenty-something in the tight black shirt and snug-fitting pants has a crowd of giggling admirers all vying to be next in line, and he is obviously enjoying the attention, winking as he spins bottles and throws glasses from one hand to the other. It’s a good way to keep the customers entertained while they wait for their drinks, I suppose.

      I’m so engrossed in the bartender’s antics and the wall of people clamoring for his attention that I don’t notice the familiar face at first. It’s not until the bartender takes my order and dashes back up to the far end of the bar to grab the chilled bottle of Sauvignon Blanc that I catch sight of her. She’s tall, tanned, with thick, wavy red hair that hangs just past her shoulders. And I’ve seen her before.

      On the flight today, that’s where I saw her, I’m sure of it. She was sitting a few rows behind me, but it hadn’t been until she got up to stretch her legs that I noticed her. Even then I had this sense that I’d seen her before. Before the flight, but I couldn’t remember where. I was trying to remember when she caught me staring, but I wasn’t confident or sure enough to hold her gaze, never mind speak to her. Maybe she’d been on another flight with me before today? Or perhaps she just looks like someone I’ve met before. But I can’t shake the feeling.  

      The bartender presses my drink into my hand, but I hardly notice it. I’m still staring at the redhead. And as the bartender blurs into the corner of my vision, having taken the bill from my hand, she looks up and meets my gaze. She looks me straight in the eyes and smiles. It’s not the warm, friendly smile of someone who knows me well. It’s a fleeting semi-smile, one that takes up just a little of her face and then vanishes, but I know she recognizes me, too.

      Someone jostles in front of her to call out an order for beers, and she melts back into the crowd. I stretch up on my toes to catch another glimpse of her, but she’s gone, nothing more than a face in the crowd.

      “Looking for me?”

      The voice comes from right beside me. She’s standing so close that her breath practically tickles my ear. I try to turn to look at her, but we’re all jammed so tightly together that I brush up against her breast, nearly spilling wine over her bright white tank. I’ve definitely seen her before. I would never forget that smile, one that’s so wide I can see it clearly even in the semi-darkness of the club.

      She beckons me away from the bar, past the dance floor, to a quieter area at the very back. Without thinking I follow, but I don’t know why. Maybe it’s intrigue, or perhaps it’s because I can’t take my eyes off her. She is gorgeous after all, but I push through the crowd, desperate not to lose her. By nothing short of a miracle, she’s found a table. It’s small and crammed into the darkest corner but she slumps down and flashes that huge smile again. I’m powerless to do anything except grin back at her inanely. It’s a little quieter back here, not by much, but at least there aren’t a dozen drunk tourists pressing up against us. She says something, but over the noise I can’t hear her words.

      “What?”

      She smiles again and slides around the table until we’re side by side, so close I can feel the warmth of her body, and it sends a surprising but welcome shiver through me. “25C from the plane, right? Nice to see you on the ground.” She sticks out a hand for me to shake, and I do. Her skin is warm and her grip firm, but there is no mistaking the slow caress of her thumb as our hands part.

      “You know my seat number?”

      “Occupational hazard.” She chuckles. “My name’s Kristi.”

      “Fenna,” I say, aware I’m staring at her mouth but making no attempt to look away. It’s so I can hear better, I tell myself. It has absolutely nothing to do with those full pink lips. No, of course not.

      “So, Fenna.” She leans against the table and props her head up on her chin, grinning at me. “What brings you to Costa Rica? Work or pleasure?”

      “Work,” I say with an oddly firm nod, then realizing how serious I probably looked, I cringe. Jesus, why am I always such a nerd? I make myself sound so boring, but that’s because… I am. But I don’t need to make it obvious.

      “You?” I ask before focusing on her dimples in an attempt to drown out my inner monologue.

      “Work,” she echoes, copying my resolute nod. It looks silly now I see it mimicked. So silly, I feel a blush rise up my neck and settle in my cheeks. “I volunteer at the dog shelter just outside of town. It’s about twenty minutes from here, tucked up in the hills. I try to get down every month or so, depending on my rota.”

      I watch her take a sip of her drink, her tongue twisting around the straw before lips pucker, securing the end, and she sucks. The movement is hot. My heart almost misses a beat and try as I might, I can’t tear my eyes away. A fizz of excitement shoots from my stomach down to a very neglected part of my body. When I finally raise my gaze, I find a smirk and blue eyes staring back. Hell, I’m no better than those frat boys from earlier. I take solace from the fact my tongue wasn’t hanging out and try to subdue my yearnings, hoping I might still pass for vaguely normal. However, the amusement in her face suggests that hope has been well and truly sunk. Still, I forge on regardless.

      “You came all the way here from Denver to volunteer? What, they didn’t have a pound closer to home?” 

      She smiles wryly at me from over the rim of her drink and shakes her head. “No. Not like this one. It’s this little independent place, run by a father and his two kids. The dad, Victor, he’s a vet. His son is going to follow in his footsteps probably, and the daughter, Luz, she manages adoptions and stuff. It’s just a little operation, not like the places near me. I mean, this place barely makes enough money to keep the lights on. They rely on fundraisers and volunteers for everything.”

      “So you travel five hours each way once a month because… What? You feel bad for them?”

      She laughs. “No, that’s not why. I just…like it there. As soon as you walk in, you can tell they’re doing this because they have a passion for it. There’s no profit in a business like that, you know? This isn’t some lucrative money-making scheme, they aren’t doing this for anything other than a desire to help the dogs.” She takes another sip of her drink, and I take a moment to realize she’s started talking again. “Have you seen the number of strays here? There are more dogs than homes, but at the shelter they take them in, neuter them, give them their shots, and train them, so they get the best chance of finding a new home.”

      “But still. You fly for five, six hours to be here?”

      She nods, taking another sip of her drink. “Plus the check-in time, if I’m not working.”

      “That’s dedication.”

      She shrugs. “I travel a lot for work. I’m used to it.”

      “I’d have thought that would make you less likely to travel when you don’t have to. What do you do?”

      “I’m a flight attendant.”

      She smiles at me, and it clicks into place. Now I understand why she seems so familiar, why she knew me by my seat number. Occupational hazard.

      “Is that where I know you from? When I saw you on the plane today, I thought I recognized you from somewhere. I wasn’t sure, but—have you worked a flight I’ve been on?”

      “Probably. If you fly regularly for work, chances are we’ve crossed paths.” She leans back from the table for a moment and glances around the room. Her gaze lands on a table a little further across the room, one that’s half shrouded in shadow. I can make out a few figures who are sitting around chatting amongst themselves, and when one of them catches sight of us, they wave.

      “That guy waving at us?” She points. “That’s Diego. The guy from the shelter I was talking about. If he could spend the rest of his life around animals instead of people, he would.”

      I squint at him, but in the dim lighting he’s little more than a waving arm and a head of curly hair. “Is he the reason you keep coming back?”

      Kristi almost chokes on her drink at my suggestion, and a bit dribbles down her chin as she bursts into laughter. “Jesus christ—no.”

      “No?”

      “Diego is…” She trails off and laughs again. “Let’s just say Diego couldn’t be further from my type. For a lot of reasons.”

      “Oh? So, what is your type?” The words are out before I can even think about what I’m saying. Seriously? I chide myself, where the hell did that come from? I shoot a panicked glance at Kristi out of the corner of my eye, but she doesn’t react, so maybe she didn’t think I was flirting with her. It’s fine, I tell myself, slowing down my breathing in the hope it’ll reduce the burning in my cheeks. She thinks it’s just a casual curiosity. Stop being a drama queen. But was I flirting with her?

      I’m not even sure I know how to flirt anymore… If I did in the first place. It all takes so much effort. Between figuring out if the other woman is queer, judging whether she’s interested, and then coming up with something to say, it’s exhausting. I can’t even remember the last time I flirted with someone, even casually at a bar like this, and she doesn’t react for a good few seconds. At first I think perhaps she hasn’t heard me, but then, she turns to look at me and grins. “Someone more like you.”

      Is she flirting with me? If it’s been a long time since I flirted with anyone, it’s been an eternity since anyone has flirted with me. How do I react? I should say something to her. I know I’m supposed to say something, something funny and charming, or maybe a bit suggestive. But my mind has gone blank and all I can do is smile at her, like an idiot.

      “Are you here alone?” she asks after a beat of silence.

      My heart is thumping. She’s cute, interesting, and maybe interested? Stuff like this doesn’t happen to me. But wait, why is she asking if I’m alone? Jeez, that would be ironic. I finally get lucky—with the only female serial killer in Costa Rica—but before I blow this way out of proportion, I take a breath and remind myself she’s only making conversation. Or is she? It’s hard to tell; the music masks her voice, and the lights are so dim that I can’t see if she’s smiling or smirking.

      “I’m alone, yeah,” I say, trying to sound casual as the straw for my drink misses my mouth and inserts itself up my right nostril. I’m still trying to control the convulsive wink brought on by carbon bubbles fizzing up my nose while I remember Evie, Eric and Martin—but I’ve not seen Martin so does he count? But Evie knows I’m here—well, if she remembers. “I’ve a couple of friends here but—”

      But what? They wouldn’t notice if I left with her. I’ve never left a club alone with anyone, ever. But is that what she’s asking, or am I jumping to conclusions again?

      She nods again and takes another swig of her drink before turning to face me directly. She leans in close and her breath fans across my cheek when she speaks. “Do you want to get out  of here and go somewhere quieter? I can hardly hear myself think the music is so—” She holds up her hand pointing towards the speaker, and then to her ear.

      “Sure.” My answer comes out before I’m aware I’ve made a choice. “Do you have anywhere in mind?”

      “Yeah, I know a place.” She turns her head so her lips brush against mine, and I swear my heart is about to burst out my chest. I let out a small gasp and Kristi takes that small parting of my lips as an invitation. Our mouths seal together, and I feel the faint whisper of her tongue against my bottom lip. She’s sweet and spicy, all at once, and the more her tongue explores the more I taste her. Then she abruptly pulls away, leaving me floating, my eyes closed, and she laughs.

      “C’mon, Fenna, let’s have some fun.” Standing, she grabs my hand and pulls me to my feet.

      No one has ever swept me away like this. It’s as though she’s cast a spell on me, but then I remember Evie, and all that good advice my mother and Yaya have instilled in me.

      “Wait, I should tell Evie, my friend, she’s—” I look back towards the dance floor, but the throng of bodies all merge into one. “Can you give me a minute to find her? I’ll just be a minute, I promise.” There’s a hint of desperation in my voice but I don’t care, I don’t want her to go without me.

      “Then let’s find her,” Kristi chuckles as though sensing my need.

      Amazingly, finding Evie proves easier than I’d imagined, but then again, it is hard to miss her, slumped over the edge of a seat by the dance floor with a line of vomit trickling down her chin. Right now, if I told anyone she was one of LA’s rising stars in the world of plastic surgery, nobody would believe me, let alone sign up for a tummy tuck, but that is exactly what she is, a rising star with magical fingers…covered in vomit.

      “Evie, are you alright?” I bend over, placing my hand under her chin and tilting her face up towards me. Relief waves over me as her hot sticky breath coats my wrist. At least she is breathing. “Evie, look at me.”

      Gray dazed-looking eyes blankly stare up from her pale face. Her pupils are huge, blown wide, but I’m hoping that’s just the drink. Please don’t tell me she’s taken anything else or worse—somebody’s put something in her drink.

      “Get off me,” Evie moans, pushing my hand away from her face. “Where’s Eric? It’s his round.”

      “Jeez, Evie, what the hell have you taken? You’re a mess.”

      “Ooh, it’s little miss prissy pants!” The elevated pitch of her whine is irritating but I can’t let that distract me. I need to make sure she really is okay.

      “What have you taken, Evie?”

      “What? Nothing—” she slurs. “Let’s do more shots!” Pushing up from the edge of the seat, Evie lunges forward and then falters before grabbing her hand to her mouth. “I feel icky, Fenna. I think I need to go home.”

      “At least we agree on that, but—” I’ve been so engrossed in Evie, I’ve forgotten about Kristi. Shit. The weight of Evie’s body slumps against me and I turn around to find bright blue eyes smirking at my obvious predicament.

      “I’m sorry. I need to make sure she’s okay,” I mumble, unable to hide my disappointment, but what choice do I have. It’s not like I can leave her here. “Maybe…”

      “Maybe I should give you a hand to get her to wherever she’s staying?” Kristi says, her smile resigned. At least I’m not the only one feeling acutely disappointed.
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      After the hot, sticky air of the bar, even the humidity of the city streets feels refreshing, or at least it would’ve, had it not been for leers of the orange neanderthal offering to make sure Evie “got home safe.” With my shoulder lodged in the pit of Evie’s arm, I lift our patient a little higher.

      “I’m really sorry about this,” I mutter, glancing towards Kristi who has Evie’s other arm wrapped over her shoulders. “It’s not far, just a few streets away.” I thank whatever deity might be awake in the small hours of the morning that I knew where she was staying or else I’d have to take her back with me.

      “Is this a regular thing?” Kristi tightens her grip around Evie’s waist, which I’m grateful for as it takes a bit more of the weight off my shoulders. I’m the smallest out of all three of us, and Kristi is the tallest, so we probably look odd to anyone who comes across us.

      “I’d like to say no, but I don’t know. I don’t usually come out with them.” I cast a shy glance back in Kristi’s direction. “By them, I mean my colleagues from the hospital.” She raises her eyebrow in question. “Evie and I, and Eric, work with a medical charity in our spare time. It’s for kids and teenagers. Well, anyone up to the age of sixteen.” I groan a little, trying to shift my position and tug Evie’s arm further around my neck. “We’re surgeons, believe it or not.” I grimace, knowing we’re doing nothing for the reputation of our profession.

      “Sit her down on that step over there so we can catch our breaths.” Kristi nods to a large, wide doorway with several steps leading up to it and we make our way over, grateful to lower Evie onto the still warm stone.

      “So, at the risk of sounding cheesy, do you come here often?” Kristi asks with a smirk. There’s no flirtatious note simmering below the surface when she speaks, more like she’s making fun of me. I silently curse Evie.

      “It’s my fourth visit to Costa Rica. But the last few trips haven’t been here. Most of the work I’ve been doing this year has been in El Salvador.”

      “Oh.” She pauses then points to a place along the street. “That’s where I was going to take you, if our sidekick here hadn’t—well, you know.”

      “A bar? I thought—” I catch myself just in time.

      A huge smile spreads over Kristi’s face, and I swear even in the dim light of the street I can see her blue eyes twinkle. I close my eyes, trying to hide under the wall of mortification that’s crushing me, and then I hear her move. Warmth brushes against my cheek then onto my lips. I daren’t look for fear she might melt away, but then the gentle press of her kiss disappears, and, bereft, my eyes involuntarily shoot open, and I gape.

      “There’s nothing I’d like more than to take you back to my room and kiss you all night,  but…” Kristi paused. “We have your colleague here, and I’ve a surprise roommate so—” Her mouth once again meets mine, and this time I’m damned if I’m giving her the opportunity to pull away. Full soft lips pull me in and I don’t care if my desperation shows, I hungrily deepen the kiss, teasing, biting and weaving my hand through her red waves to pull her closer still, until I hear the low rumble of a moan. There’s no way I’m letting her go without leaving an impression, even if it is just swollen lips.

      “Get a ro-o-oom,” Evie slurs in a loud voice, covering her eyes with her hand in a dramatic drunken flourish.

      We pull apart and I let out a childish giggle that in any other circumstances would’ve made me cringe but not now. There was just something about that kiss, about Kristi that feels so…right. Even knowing we’ve an audience with Evie, the usual self-conscious awkward me doesn’t care. It’s like she’s reached in and turned down my internal volume so all that exists is out here, with her.

      “I want my bed.” In one single whine Evie bursts our bubble, and I curse her and her drunkenness again.

      “We’d better get her to her room. Where’s she staying?” Kristi lifts Evie’s arm over her shoulder and winks at me, making my insides go to mush. “Are you going to participate, Evie, or are we going to have to haul your sorry ass the entire way?”

      “I can walk.” With a sudden explosion of energy, Evie pushes Kristi away, rises to her feet and staggers off—in the wrong direction. We swap surprised glances, and Kristi stifles a laugh, letting her eyebrows raise in obvious amusement, but again the moment is lost as our patient comes to an abrupt halt.

      “Fuck!” Evie is bent over, clutching her head. “Who puts a streetlight on the sidewalk?”

      Kristi and I roughly grab her, turning her around to face the right direction, and this time with Evie’s help, guide her to where she wants to be: her bed.

      “What hotel is she staying at?” Kristi asks again as we turn the corner onto a dimly lit street.

      “Casa Verde. It’s just at the end of here, and to the right.”

      “Shit.” She sounds a little incredulous, but I’m not sure why. 

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Do you believe in coincidences?” she asks, then pauses, and asks another question on top of the first. “Hang on, are you staying here too?” Even in the relative obscurity of the half-lit street, her eyes sparkle, making my tummy flip. I smile, mimicking what appears to be her amused anticipation of my answer, but I’m still clueless.

      “No, I’m a couple of streets further back. Why?” In another world, or even on any other night, her interest in where I’m staying would have notched up my hopes. But the heavy weight which is Evie is lumped between us, and whilst she’s more alert than she was half an hour ago, I wouldn’t be happy about leaving her on her own, for fear she chokes on her own vomit.

      Kristi looks crestfallen. Maybe she was just hoping to offload the two of us here and escape? But then what’s the coincidence?

      “Looks like Evie and I are sharing the same hotel.” Kristi nods to the small painted green entrance as we turn the corner.

      “Well, at least I didn’t take you out of your way,” I offer lamely, wishing I could reach into Evie’s pocket and swap hotel keys, but I don’t have time to lament on the universe’s torturous sense of fun because the small door swings open and an older man with wispy white hair grins at us.

      “Kristi, you are just in time. I was about to lock the door, and—” He stalls for a moment glancing at Evie. “You’ve met Dr. Rios, your roommate, yes?”

      Kristi looks from the man, to Evie, and then to me with an expression of abject horror. It’s so unabashed I let out an inappropriate nervous giggle, which I try to stifle when I realize she isn’t ready to see the funny side.

      With the older man, who I now know is called Julio, helping us, we make it up the narrow staircase, and unceremoniously dump Evie onto the bed. He goes in search of a basin and some towels, telling us he’ll be quick. I don’t think this is the first time he’s had an inebriated guest by how quickly he returns with everything required. It must be better than cleaning up after someone the next day. With Evie to be ‘put to bed,’ Julio makes himself scarce, bidding us goodnight, then there’s just the three of us, accompanied by the roar and grind of 120 decibels of snoring.

      “Why don’t you take my room, and I’ll stay here with Evie. I’m not far from here. She flies back tomorrow, so I’d imagine you’ll have the room back to yourself?” I shrug, grimacing at the embarrassment of the situation as I tug off Evie’s jeans, nearly falling on my ass as they suddenly give way, slipping over her ankles. Kristi catches me, saving me from what would have been a nasty bump against the old wooden floors.

      “No, but thanks. Didn’t you say earlier you had surgeries tomorrow? I can’t be responsible for you not being on your A game. Besides, I’m used to looking after people while they throw up. It’s becoming a regular occurrence these days.”

      “Okay.” I’m not sure what she means, but I’m not going to push it. I throw the comforter over Evie’s semi-clad body. “I better get back.” I stand awkwardly, unsure of what the correct etiquette is for making out in a stranger’s bedroom with a work colleague several feet away.

      “Oh, no you don’t!”

      “What?”

      “You're not going off to prowl those dark streets alone while leaving me here with Jeremy!”

      “Jeremy?”

      “The guy from The Package that gets pissed and cuts off his—” She shakes the image from her head. “Anyway, you’re staying.”

      “I’m not going to—you know, with Evie lying there.” My eyes are wide, because the very idea just creeps me out, but Kristi bursts into peals of laughter.

      “Shit, girl, I’m not suggesting you go down on me with an audience.” She shakes her head as if it’s the most ridiculous thing she’s ever heard, and despite my discomfort I laugh, too. “This hasn’t played out like I imagined, but I know you aren’t walking back to wherever you’re staying on your own, and I don’t think scalpels here is in good enough shape to be left on her own, which means I can’t walk you home so—stay. Please.”

      I glance from Evie towards the one other empty bed in the room, and Kristi seems to sense my hesitation.

      “It’s big enough to share and, I promise, no hands!” She laughs, holding her hands high in the air, waving them in a silly gesture, which makes me grin. Sexy and funny is a rare combination, and one I can’t resist.

      “Is that a promise or a threat?” I kick off my boots and move a little closer, wrapping my arms around her waist, only then realizing she’s in flats and I’m at least four inches shorter than she is. I don’t know where my chutzpah is coming from, because being so forward, teasing, isn’t me, or at least it isn’t me when I’m not around Kristi.

      “What happened to that shy girl at the bar?” With one hand placed gently under my chin, she tilts my head up and places a light kiss on my lips. “Tonight, it’s a promise, but only as long as the pair of you don’t pinch my kidneys while I sleep. But if you’re free tomorrow, we might revisit that question?”

      “I don’t steal kidneys…only hearts,” I say, feeling very brave, then pull my top over my head, grinning in satisfaction at her small gasp when she realizes I’m braless. After all, when you are bold, there’s no place else to go.
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      “She’s so good with the parents. The way she explained it to them—”

      The scrub-clad medics standing to my side, waiting in line for a coffee, are deep in fevered conversation, and I can’t help but eavesdrop, mainly because there is little else to do. The tall one is American, definitely New York, but the shorter, dumpy one with a shock of ginger hair sounds, I’m not sure, British maybe? Or they could be European, because I can hear the smallest inflection on certain words.

      I’m trying to distract myself from how out of character it was to come here, to where Fenna works, but her message didn’t say she didn’t want to see me, only that she had to cancel because she was stuck at the hospital. I shift in the plastic seat, causing a disconcerting squelchy sound as my hot flesh peels off vinyl. Ironed-in creases adorn the underside of my thigh. I’ve been sitting here for so long. I should have brought a book.

      “We were just saying how impressed we were with your work, Dr. Vargas,” the taller of the two women clad in scrubs coos to someone behind me, and part in curiosity, part in boredom, I turn to see who it is that is creating such idolization. Staring back at me are those same dark eyes that lured me in last night.

      “Thank you, Autumn, but it’s teamwork. The success is as much yours as anyone’s.” Her voice is a little huskier than last night, or even this morning, when I kissed her as she lay in a drowsy slumber. Watching her, all peaceful and languid, made it almost impossible to leave to catch my ride up into the mountains—until Evie snorted herself half awake. Diego was tooting his horn in impatience, much to Julio’s disgust, when I came running down the stairs and out into the quiet street. It’s the first time I’ve ever made Diego wait.

      “Keep up the good work, and there'll be no need for me to be here.” Fenna’s compliment makes each of them grow an inch taller, and their smiles broaden. Then she turns back to me with a quizzical look. “I didn’t expect to find you here.”

      “Me neither until about an hour ago.” I shrug like a decidedly awkward stalker that’s just been caught in too small a bush. This is only weird if I let it be, I tell myself unconvincingly. “I figured you might be hungry?”

      Fenna takes the small brown bag I’m holding out to her, reading the label before hungrily pulling it open. The thin, white linen of her top lifts to reveal a glimpse of tanned soft skin above the waistband of her jeans. My mind takes me back to gently caressing that exact spot while we spooned last night. Tempting as Fenna was, stripped down to her panties, there was something about her that was too good, too wholesome, and I’m not one to take advantage of a situation.

      “Oh, La Casona del Maiz tamales, my favorite. How did you know?”

      “I didn’t. I bumped into Evie as she was leaving and she told me. She says you dragged her and the cab driver there the last time you shared a flight, so I thought you must really like their food to do that, so I got an Uber—there’re some chips, and cream cheese and salsa too. I wasn’t sure what you liked, so I got a bunch of stuff.”

      “This is incredible. Nobody’s ever—” She stops herself, and the delicate blush that appears on her cheeks tells me she’s embarrassed by whatever she was about to say.

      I could ask, but it seems unfair, besides I can make a pretty decent guess. Before I can stop myself, I involuntarily throw myself under the same bus.

      “I’ve never made a fifteen-mile round trip, then waited all night to bring someone tamales so…”

      “Kristi, I’m sorry. I’ve kept you waiting all this time, and you’ve brought me dinner. Jeez, I bet you wish you hadn’t bothered. You must be beat.” Her face creases in concern, highlighting the start of two faint vertical WTF lines between her eyebrows. They are adorable, and I want to reach out and smooth them away, but I don’t. That would take this whole semi-stalkerish thing too far.

      “Let me take you for a beer, please?” she asks, those thick dark brows raised in hope.

      I nod, offering a lop-sided grin, then I realize the two younger women in scrubs are watching us. “Let’s go.” I nod to the door, glancing back at them, and I’m sure the look I’m getting from the taller of the two is one of sheer envy.
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      “So,” she says, settling back into her seat as the server brings over a couple of beers. “You’re a flight attendant who travels thousands of miles to volunteer at a dog shelter, and randomly picks up women at salsa clubs?” She cocks her head, flashes a mischievous grin, and tips the glass beer bottle back towards her lips. I know she’s trying to be cool and aloof, but equally, I know she just isn’t that chill. Inside she’s probably shaking a little, worrying about what I think of her. I try to place her age. She’s a surgeon, so she must be in her thirties, but I think she’s got an old head on young shoulders, at least when she’s not being cutely awkward.

      “That sounds about right.” I give her a warm, open smile which seems to unarm her because as she pushes back in the chair, it slips, the unexpected movement causing her to spill golden liquid over her chin and down the skin beneath her shirt.

      “Shit!” Beer sputters over the small table as she leans forward, trying not to drop any more on her shirt.

      I lean forward and place two fingers just above her breasts and slowly swipe upwards, stemming the flow. “I think you might be better off keeping all your feet on the ground.”

      The lightest, self-deprecating chuckle follows, and Fenna, the girl with that naïve innocence is back. I watch as she laughs a little at her own thin façade, fascinated by the irony of how authentic she is now. Damn, Kristi, be careful with this one, I think.

      “In answer to your question, I think I probably spend more time in the air than on the ground at this point.” I take a sip of the beer and grimace. Calling it beer is generous given it tastes more like water that’s been vaguely waved toward some discarded hops.

      “And you still choose to fly out here in your spare time? I’d have thought you’d just want some time at home in Denver.” Her assumption tells me more about her than confirming any thoughts she has about me, but I leave that alone and answer her question.

      “You’d understand if you went up to the shelter. There’s just something…good about it. It’s peaceful, the people there are kind. They… I make a difference when I’m there. I can’t say that about my day job.”

      “You don’t enjoy being a flight attendant?”

      I pause, unused to being questioned so directly. This feels like work-mode Fenna. Direct and straight to the point. “I didn’t say that. The job definitely has its perks.”

      “But…” she prompts.

      “But… There are some things I could do without, you know? It would be nice to not clean up puke, bagged or unbagged, or be the one to remove unmentionable items from the toilets mid-flight. I’d prefer it if I didn’t have to deal with angry, entitled customers who want to get everything they can for free, or talk down nervous flyers who are convinced we’re all going to die as soon as the seatbelt light comes on.” I glance at her, realizing she probably heard Ali and her capacity for superhuman vomiting, because she’s grinning. “Like the woman on the flight here. I thought she was going to have a panic attack when we hit turbulence.”

      “So, if you don’t like it, then why do it?”

      I laugh at how forthright she is, but answer all the same. “Because I’m an adult, and I need to pay bills. Besides, I like traveling, I live straight down the highway from the airport, and when I first started it seemed like the best way to see the world. In fairness, it has given me that much. In the first six months I went to more countries than some people have visited in a lifetime.”

      “But how much of each country do you see? Plus, there are other jobs you could do that let you do that.”

      “Not ones I’m qualified for,” I say. “When I first started, I was fresh out of college. I guess at the time I just wanted to take my passport, get on a plane and go anywhere I could. Being a flight attendant was the easiest way to do that, and get paid for it.”

      Fenna stares at me as though I’m one of her patients. I’m half expecting her to ask me to stick my tongue out and say ahh. It’s disconcerting. This was supposed to be a beer, and maybe a hook up, not a medical exam or the Spanish inquisition. I don’t even know why I’m telling her all this stuff, but when she asks, I don’t seem able to do anything other than give. Those deep, dark eyes hold my gaze for a beat, and then they soften, melting like warm buttered chocolate, and I’m lost.

      “Kristi.” She pulls her chair closer and takes my hand, rubbing her thumb over my palm. It’s such an intimate move and I swear there is a weird energy connecting us right now. “The way you light up when you talk about working at the shelter is…” She shakes her head, rolling her eyes, and then I see the glint. Her eyes are wet. Somewhere in the middle of all of this, she’s wading through emotion to find the words. It’s not just me that feels the connection, she does too. “It’s exhilarating. Every part of you comes alive. You can’t hide what you love, what excites you, but when you talk about your job, being a flight attendant…” She shrugs. “When you talk about passengers and turbulence and vomit, your sparkle, well—it fades.”

      I open my mouth, aiming to make a wisecrack about “who sparkles with vomit,” but all that fills the air between us is a small choking noise. My small choking noise. I touch the end of my nose, aware of the tingling sensation which signals the sudden, inexplicable rush of emotion surging through my body, threatening to overwhelm me. My chest keeps getting tighter until I forget to breathe. Somewhere, somehow, she sees me, she gets me, and I don’t know what to do. This is—awful. Flustered and drowning, I try to stand.

      “I’m sorry, I just need to—” My eyes dart around the dim surroundings, looking frantically for a sign that tells me where to find the restrooms. I just need a minute… A minute to—what? Gather myself? But before I can squeeze out past our chairs, Fenna’s hand catches mine.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you. Please, just sit. Just take a moment.”

      It’s only then I see the small wooden plaque with a white arrow, baños. Fenna’s thumb rubs the inside of my wrist. Her touch is light, yet firm, and it’s enough to distract me, bringing me back here, with her. I stand perfectly still for a moment. The motion on my wrist is soothing, dissolving the urgency to flee, which was so important only seconds before. I look from the sign back to Fenna, still unsure of what to do next.

      “Sit with me,” she says in a soft, low tone.

      My body sags back down onto the small wooden stool. The pacifying movement of her thumb continues, and after a few minutes my breathing returns to normal.

      “What happened?” she asks.

      I shake my head, unsure of how, or if, I want to explain what just happened. I’m not sure I can. One minute I’m fine, more than fine, engrossed in those eyes with the little green flecks piercing through the rich brown embers, and the next I’m trying to bolt for the bathroom to stop myself from crying in front of her. She’s going to think I’m some sort of weirdo, or worse, emotionally unhinged.

      “I’m not sure,” I answer honestly. “Can we maybe take the spotlight off me and talk about you? Please?”

      “Sure. What do you want to ask me?” The warmth of Fenna’s smile tells me this is fine. She might not understand what just happened to me, but hell, neither do I. At least she doesn’t seem to have written me off because of some strange neurosis—yet.

      “You’re a surgeon, right?”

      “Yes, indeed I am.”

      “So why aren’t you up in the States performing, I don’t know, heart surgery?” I laugh,  waving my hands in the air.

      “Eh, that would be because I’m a pediatric surgeon, but in fairness it could be a tiny heart I’m operating on. I specialize in neonatal surgery, so my patients are usually newborns up to about a year old.” She pauses, waiting to make sure I’m understanding. I nod. Shit, just because I’m cabin crew doesn’t mean I’m stupid. But then again, having such a tiny life in your hands when they’re so new to the world is kind of mind blowing. I try to visualize how small a newborn's heart actually is, but I can’t.

      “Back in Denver, I work between St. Joseph and Rocky Mountain mainly, but my ex got me involved in this charity program that flies doctors to wherever they’re needed in some of the poorer areas of Central and South America. Some of us are US based, but lots are from Canada. And it’s not just doctors and surgeons, there are nurses too. They cover everything from vaccine rollouts to specialist stuff like mine. While you were so sweetly waiting on me,”—she flashes a toothy smile—“I was finishing up heart surgery, so good guess, but my patient was only six days old. They call me whenever they need me, send me the files, and if I’m available, they fly me down. There’s a small team of us so it just depends on which one of us has availability.”

      “Is there always someone available?”

      She shakes her head, “No, not always. But we do our best, and it’s usually with very little notice.”

      “Ah.” I nod slowly. “That explains it.”

      “Explains what?”

      I take another sip of my beer, finding my footing. “During long flights it’s pretty easy to get bored, even when you’re working. So, when we’re working an eight-hour flight, a lot of us like to people watch. I look at people and try to figure out why they’re traveling, where they’re going after the flight, what they do for a living. For some people it’s pretty easy. We had an Instagram influencer show up once asking for free champagne in exchange for publicity on her page, but we had her sussed before she started making her demands just by her look. Well, that and the fact she kept pulling these ridiculous poses for selfies. For others, though, it’s usually harder.”

      “You were trying to figure out what I was doing on the plane?”

      I nod, and this seems to amuse her.

      “I recognized you on the flight yesterday, and I knew I’d seen you before. Both times you were flicking through files and reading serious looking stuff. You’ve got this thing you do with your fingers when you try to separate pages.” I mimic what she does, and she lets out a loud, glorious laugh.

      “I can’t believe you noticed. I’m not denying it, and god, I’m never playing poker with you. If I’ve a tell you’ll be the first to spot it.” Fenna shakes her head and that dark hair falls a little looser around her shoulders. “So what did you think I was doing?”

      “My first guess was a teacher,” I admit. “I  figured you might have been grading papers. You didn’t give off the businesswoman vibe that some people do on the flights, so I figured you weren’t some kind of corporate type. I’ve got to admit, a volunteer doctor wasn’t on my bingo card. How long have you been doing charity work?”

      “Nearly two years. My ex worked for them, she’s an advanced practice nurse and manages the vaccine rollouts. She’d come back with all these stories of kids that needed help and there I was, about to complete my fellowship with two whole days free, so it seemed like the right thing to do.”

      She shrugs like people do this sort of altruistic stuff every day. They don’t. I meet a lot of people doing what I do, and the world isn’t that good a place most of the time.

      “My family are from Nicaragua, well, my grandparents are. My parents are first generation Americans, but Yaya, I mean my grandmother, is immensely proud of where she comes from, so I suppose I feel like I’m repaying back to my heritage.” She rolls her eyes, shaking her head a little. “God, you probably think I’m odd. I’m not all good, I promise, but when Yaya tells everyone how proud she is of me, it just feels really good. I think I’m just needy for praise.” Her smile is shy and I can’t help but feel a pang of jealousy.

      Would my grandmother be proud of me now, I wonder? I remember how she hooked her arm in mine at my graduation, strolling around telling everyone I was her granddaughter. I wasn’t qualifying as a surgeon, or anything like that; being a veterinary technician isn’t the same thing, but to her they might as well have awarded me a PhD in Astrophysics. As long as you're happy, she’d tell me, and loved. At the shelter I feel both.

      “It’s got to be hard work, spending all your time volunteering when you aren’t at work.”

      She shrugs. “It’s worth it. But… You’re right. It is hard, and it’s…” She tucks the edge of her nail under the label on the bottle she’s holding and gently teases it away from the glass. For the smallest moment she seems lost in thought. “It’s hard being away from my family so much of the time. I’m close with them, and my sister has a baby girl, so it’s hard to travel. Although, I guess you know that better than anyone.”

      “Well, I don’t really have that problem,” I admit.

      “You don’t?”

      “No family. No parents, no wife, no kids. I’m the perfect candidate for cabin crew, or the Merchant Marine. I’m not tied to anything.”

      “Nothing?” She looks shocked, which is a fairly normal response when people find out. “Not even a girlfriend back home in the States, waiting for you to fly home?”

      I laugh. Now it’s my turn to be shocked. “You think I’d have kissed you if there was someone else?”

      “I’d hope not,” she says, blushing, “but not everyone’s like that.”

      “Well, I am. Besides, it's hard to have a family and do this kind of job, always on the move. There’s not much point in starting a relationship with someone that I won’t be around to see.”

      “I suppose not.” She seems disappointed.

      “But it’s not all bad,” I remind her with my most devilish grin. “There are plenty of perks to a lifestyle like mine. I get to travel, to see the world. I meet new people everywhere I go. And hey, I never have to break up with anyone. I can only be with someone for as long as I’m in the same country as them. It’s a built-in breakup timer.” Even as I say the words, my own disappointment lies heavy in my chest, but I smile, raise my beer and clink it against hers, wondering how long I can keep lying to myself.
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      “Are you sure about this?” she asks me, in the darkness of the hotel room, but rather than answer, I kiss her with a hunger so ravenous I surprise myself. It’s been a while since I’ve been with anyone like this, a stranger I mean, but then again it’s been a while since I’ve been with anyone.

      I part my lips, desperate to bring her closer, and delight as I feel her tongue dance against my own. Kristi is the first person I’ve kissed so passionately since Kelly, let alone do anything more like what we’re about to do, or at least I hope we’re about to do.

      The pressure as her hand cups me, and then again as she presses the weight of her thigh more firmly against me, makes me gasp. My legs part, eager to feel more of her. This is what I’ve wanted since that first look across the bar. I’m where I’ve wanted to be from the moment she beckoned me to follow her. Our hips move together, desperate to gain purchase in a rising spiral of desire.   

      “Please, Kristi,” I pant in her ear. “I want you to touch me.” My hands tear the blue shirt from the waistband of her jeans. I want to feel her skin. That beautiful tanned skin beneath my fingers, so smooth. Only when she pulls back to focus on unbuckling my belt do I see the true depth of desire in her eyes. She wants this as much as I do. The tropical blue of her gaze, which sometimes verges on turquoise, has gone, and in its place is a much darker hue, only overshadowed by the deep inky pools of her pupils, blown wide. Like a woman possessed, she pulls, tugs, and tears at my clothing. It’s desperate and rough, and I love it. My hand drops from her neck and meets hers, but I don’t stop her. Instead, I help her push down my jeans until they are off, thrown hastily across the room.

      Within minutes the clothes we were wearing, like the boundaries we might have clung to, have been discarded, strewn around the room in what feels like a force of nature. A raw, primal tornado of desire. Fleetingly I register the tan marks where her tank has shielded her from the day’s rays, the ornate fine line tattoo of sunflowers and roses that winds its way up her thigh and emblazons her hip, but before I can focus on the detail, the artistry, Kristi guides me backwards. The backs of my calves hit the bed, and I gently fall onto the soft mattress we’d shared the night before, but this time I open myself up to her. I invite her in.

      This isn’t something I do lightly. I mean, yes, the surge of dopamine, norepinephrine, and serotonin coursing through my system isn’t exactly making it a difficult decision, but Kelly and I split over two years ago, and there has been no one since, so this is like a pretty huge deal for me. Maybe it's the fact I know this can’t go anywhere; after all, what was it she said? This has a built-in breakup timer, so we have fun, then tomorrow we disappear off into separate sunrises. Literally.

      She places herself on top of me, drawing me into a kiss, and I revel in the weight of her body on mine, the feel of her between my legs. I’m slick with anticipation, and when I wrap my thighs around her, I know she can feel it too. Strange as it may sound, given we’ve only met, this feels right, like there is no one else who could have broken my months, years, of self-prescribed abstinence. Before I can wonder why her, of all the people that have hit on me—and there have been many—why have I chosen Kristi to be the one, she moves down my body, kissing, teasing and biting my skin. She toys with my nipples and they unashamedly pucker under the swirl of her tongue, ready to meet her every command. My breasts, my hips, my whole body is desperate to surrender to her, and only her. I writhe under her hold as she works her way further down. God, I need her mouth on me; I need to feel those lips pull me in, for that tongue to taste me. I’m losing myself in the moment and it feels so good, like every care, every weight I carry has been lifted. It’s as though those fingertip-light touches working their way up the inside of my thighs, and that tongue sliding between my folds are—oh, that tongue. A guttural groan fills the room, and it’s not until I hear Kristi chuckle that I realize it’s come from me, I’m the one being so vocal.

      “It’s nice to know I’m hitting the right spots,” she says with a wide Cheshire grin spreading across her face.

      “Oh, you are and—” I feel her tongue circle my clit again. “Oh, Kristi, don’t stop.”

      But she does, and the mattress wobbles, or maybe it squishes given how soft it is; I’m not sure, I don’t care, I just want her back. I lift my head and look down through my open legs, and Kristi is now on the floor, kneeling, and looking back at me.

      “Just getting comfortable,” she says, hooking an arm around each of my thighs and pulling me unceremoniously towards the edge of the bed and her.

      My shock makes my giggle come out like an odd grunt, but I don’t think Kristi’s noticed because—OMG! That tongue. My body lights up brighter than the Rockefeller Christmas Tree and I’m left gasping. “Oh god, Kristi, please.”

      Perhaps it’s because it’s been so long since someone other than myself has touched me, but within minutes under the seduction of her mouth, my climax is crashing through my body, and I’m powerless to do anything other than surrender. As I lay panting, my hand covering my face, I feel the warmth of her body back up beside me.

      “Thank you.” My voice is almost a whisper, and I unshield my eyes to find her staring intently.

      “You are beautiful when you come. You sound excited, but anguished at the same time.” Her hand weaves into my dark hair, pulling me into a deep kiss. I taste Kristi’s sweetness mixed with my own, and I feel my arousal build again. What if what they say is true? When you’ve gone without for so long then a little is never enough. What if Kristi has unleashed some sex starved nymphomaniac? I might never let her leave this room.

      “I want to taste you, too.” I flash her my most wicked of grins, dropping my hand down between her legs. Jeez, I thought I was wet, but wow. I know Kristi is a little older than me, although I’m not sure by how much, but on her arousal alone I’d probably place her way younger than her actual age. Not that I care about age, after all it’s just a number, and as far as sexual appetite goes I think we’re probably a good match.

      I roll her over onto her back, watching the surprise in her eyes. I might be small, but I’m also mighty, and when I want something, nothing stops me from getting it. I slide down between her legs, fast and sure, my hands on the inside of her knees pushing her wide apart, then without hesitation, I drop down to taste her.

      The mixture of sweet and a hint of saltiness coats my tongue, spurring me on to explore more. My tongue teases its way around, learning more about her body with every flick and caress. What makes her groan, or buck or moan. What tempo causes her muscles to tighten. Or how she vocalises her frustration when she wants more. I want to know everything there is to know about Kristi in the short time we have, but right now it’s her body that interests me.

      I slide two fingers inside as I suck her clit into my mouth, relishing the way she bucks her hips, pushing hard against my face. I could draw this out, tease out every second, but I choose not to. This is only round one, and there will be plenty of time to make each other beg. She feels so swollen, pulsing inside my mouth, and my fingers curl against her most sensitive spot until I know she can’t hold on any longer, then with quick flicks of my tongue she rewards me with her orgasms. God, it feels good to be home.
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      I should just delete her number. It’s not like she’s going to message me.

      I don’t know why that thought comes to me now as I walk through the arrivals area at Denver, but for some reason, as I look for Yaya in the sea of faces, it’s still Kristi who’s consuming my thoughts. I’d turned my phone on as soon as the tires bumped against tarmac only to find zero notifications. The disappointment was crushing. But I don’t know why. In my heart I knew there would be no message, not from Kristi, because it was just a one-night stand. Nothing more. Chances we’ll ever see each other again are slim to none. But still—I mean, we’d met each other once before, on another flight. So perhaps the chances aren’t really that low.

      Stop it, Fenna, I mentally scold myself, swallowing down that tiny bit of hope that maybe, just maybe she might be thinking of me, or thinking about what we shared last night.

      “Fenna! Baby, over here!”

      I hear a familiar voice calling from the waiting crowd, and spot a tiny woman holding a sign I’ve seen so many times now: Fenna Vargas! I keep telling her she doesn’t need to bring a sign because I am looking for her, not a big card with my name on it. It’s not like we don’t know what each other looks like, I say, but she says all the important people have signs, and to her I’m important so… How can you argue with that logic?

      “Yaya!” I dodge under the railing that separates passengers from family, loved ones, and the occasional professional chauffeur, and pull her into a tight hug, almost crushing her handmade sign in the process.

      “Oh, baby, let me see you.” She pulls back just far enough that she can squash my cheeks in a vise-like grip and gaze at me. “Oh, mi tesoro, let me get a look at you.”

      “Grandma.” I try to squirm away from her with a laugh, but it’s no use. “I’ve only been gone three days, come on.”

      “Sı́, that’s three days away from home, three days of eating from the hotels. Look at you, look at your cheeks.” She pouts up at me. “Have you been eating properly, hm?”

      “I’ve been eating just fine, I promise.” I grab both of her hands in mine and gently ease them away from my face. It’s the same routine we go through every time I come home. Actually, it’s the same routine we go through every time we’re apart for more than a couple of days. She’ll fuss over me and worry that I’m not eating enough, I’ll tell her I’m fine, and then she’ll drag me back to her kitchen to fill me up on good home cooking. Most of the time I’ll go back to my apartment with enough food to last me a week, carefully packed away in little Tupperware containers.

      Yaya loves Tupperware containers.

      “Let’s get you home,” she coos. “You want some nacatamales? I went to the market this morning.”

      I don’t have the option to turn her down. Before I can say anything, my hand is in hers and we’re ducking through the crowd of people towards the exit. I don’t even realize that she’s grabbed my luggage until we’re through the doors.

      “Grandma,” I protest. “Let me carry that. You shouldn’t—”

      “Ay, you sound like your mother. I am perfectly fine.” She slaps my hand away as I grab for my case. “No, Fenna. I carry the bag.”

      We stop on the crosswalk, staring each other down. She’s got a bad back and an even worse hip, and she knows she isn’t supposed to be carrying anything she doesn’t have to. Every time someone tries to tell her to take it easy, though, she seems to take it as a personal slight.

      “Abuelita,” I say sternly, easing the case out of her hand. “You know what Dr. Thornton said.”

      She purses her lips together and her eyes narrow just a little. It’s the same look she used to give us when we argued as kids, the same look that was often punctuated by a wooden spoon pointed at whoever was yelling the loudest. Most of the time, that look will still make me back down and apologize to her, but not when it comes to this. This is the one area where I get to be stubborn.

      “Give me the bag,” I say with a small smile. “Or I’ll tell him you’re not following his instructions. Do you want him to give you a stick? Or a walker?”

      She curls her lip in disgust at the idea and finally releases the bag. “Fine. Fine. You know, when you talk like this, I regret telling you to be a doctor.”

      “Oh, really?” Side by side, we cross the parking lot to her car and she ushers me to drop my bag in the trunk. “Why’s that?”

      “I liked you better when you didn’t have doctor friends that could talk to you behind my back.” She reaches up to pinch my cheek just a little harder than necessary before pushing me towards the passenger’s seat. “Get in! I want to hear all about Costa Rica!”

      My doctor friends obviously don’t talk behind her back, but I insist on accompanying her to all her hospital appointments, no matter how much she pretends to protest. We both know she wants me there, and it’d be so much easier if she’d agree from the start rather than us having to go through a huge charade every time. But that’s Yaya, and I love her for it no matter how infuriating she can be.

      Yaya fills the drive back to her home with questions about my work. Did the little girl make it? Yes, she did, I tell her, and she puffs her chest out with pride, but it never really feels like I’m home until I’m sitting at her kitchen table. It’s only when I plant my butt on that hard wooden chair, the same one I squirmed on as a kid, refusing to eat my peas, do I know I’ve really come home, in every sense of the word. No matter where I’ve been or what I’ve been doing, any worries just melt away as I sit and watch her move around the kitchen. Whenever she cooks, she goes through the same motions, the same routines. The radio is turned on and she hums to herself while she gathers all the ingredients together. She wears the same apron she’s had since I was a little girl, the one with a lemon tree and a fat bird. The fabric is so stained and faded now that it’s almost impossible to tell where the lines of the picture once were, but I’ve seen it so many times that it’s all but burned into my memory.

      Today is just the same. She hums and dances around the kitchen in her old apron, and as soon as the food hits the pan, the smell of garlic, onion, and paprika hits me. I’m a little girl again, swinging my legs from the chair because my feet can’t touch the floor.

      “I met someone in San Jose,” I say, pausing for a second before adding, “a friend.”

      “Oh? From the hospital?”

      “No, the plane. She’s a flight attendant, turns out she’d seen me before on another flight I was on, and she was curious about what I was doing in San Jose. We got to talking and…” I trail off, choosing to gloss over a few parts of my nights with Kristi. There’s a lot that I’m prepared to share with Yaya, but there are some places where our conversation should fade to black.

      “And?”

      “And… She’s nice, a little older than me. You’d like her a lot. She was down there volunteering at a dog shelter.”

      “A dog shelter? In Costa Rica?” she asks, turning around from the counter to make sure she’d heard me right, and her confused look makes me chuckle.

      “Yes, Yaya, a dog shelter in Costa Rica. It’s like a charity thing. I think she found it one time when she was on a layover, and she goes back every chance she can get to help.”

      My grandmother nods, a serious look spreading over her face. “Then she has a big heart. Do you like her?”

      I nod, and fidget with the corner of the brightly colored mat on the table in front of me. My cheeks burn a little, both in embarrassment of my admission, and how foolish I’m being, even hoping I’ll see her again, although I know it’s unlikely. But credit to Yaya, she doesn’t point out the red flush illuminating my face, rather she acknowledges it with a deeper interest in our conversation.

      “What’s her name? And where does she live?” The questions come in quick succession, and I glance up to see her peering down at me over the rim of her glasses as she wipes her hands on the cloth. 

      “Kristi, and she lives right here in Denver.”

      My answer seems to lift her spirits, and her eyes widen. “So, you’ll see her again.” The way she speaks makes it sounds like it’s a given—the most logical thing in the world—and in Yaya’s world it is. I only wish it were that simple.

      “I’m not sure. I have her number but—it’s complicated, Yaya.”

      She lets out a humph of air and dramatically throws her hands up, wafting the cloth as if she’s trying to swat a fly. “Everything with your generation is complicated, all this angst you have running through your veins where there should be blood—passion.” She clenches her fists, giving the air in front of her a small punch.

      Over the years she has told me the story of how she met my Tata so many times, and if she is to be believed, it’s like something from Romeo and Juliet. Lovers from different sides of the revolution. Yaya’s father, my great grandfather, was a commander in the National Guard, and Tata, well, he was a brave fighter with the liberation front, a man who only had one love above that of his country, and that was her. Thankfully, their ending was happier than the Shakespearean tragedy, as they fled to a new life here in the US. It was a bittersweet tryst, though, given they never saw their families again. I think it’s why she holds us all so close. Having lost those closest to her once before, she lets nothing come between us now, especially me, her little cumiche.

      I can’t tell her everything that happened, not the details, because as open-minded as she is, and having embraced the fact I love women, she is still my Yaya. “We’re both busy and besides, she’s not that interested in me, or else she’d have called,” I say, shrugging off my disappointment, but her kind eyes hold me and I know there is nothing I can hide from Yaya.
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      I bend over to grab my case from the carousel, hauling it off, and wince at the ache in my body. My grandma used to say age creeps up on you, but my muscles are testifying to how wrong she was. Slow approach, my ass. Three days at the shelter helping Diego build the new kennel block, one night of dragging an inebriated tummy tucker around Central America (it was only about five streets in reality but it felt like more), and another highly active night of fun with a beautiful and very excitable surgeon has just plain worn me out. In my twenties I could have done it twice over and not missed a beat, but I’m not in my twenties anymore. I’m almost forty-four years old for christ’s sake—in body at least. But who knew I could still get my legs that wide apart, and for so long!

      The stout, bald chap in a too tight fitting short-sleeved shirt next to me, who I’d class as an inexperienced flyer because of his overzealous obsession to be first to retrieve his case, stares at me. It’s an odd look, the same look you’d give someone if they had an eggplant hanging from their left nostril—or at least the type of look I imagine you’d give them. I don’t know why an eggplant came to mind, or maybe I do, anyway… I wonder, given I’ve already got my case and he is still bagless, if he’s got that luggage retrieval envy which infects men at airports. But then I realize it’s probably my goofy expression that’s weirded him out. But if you were reliving the moment a beautiful dark-haired woman had you on your back, hands on the inside of your knees, pushing them farther apart so she could plunge down and unleash her tongue on you like some sort of deadly assault weapon, then I defy you not to have the same dopey look. God, just thinking about her face full of hungry anticipation is making me excited all over again.

      Extruding the pull handle of my case with a quick snap, I smile at him as only a woman who knows the secret to multiple orgasms can, a secret you will most likely never know my little, bald friend, and I stride out of baggage claim like I own the place.

      Hours later, I’m still behaving like a boss, now in my sweats, as I brandish my utility knife, unleashing my full power upon the cardboard packaging in front of me. I’ve been living with a decimated kitchen for months now, which is no great hardship. When I am here, I rarely cook because there’s only me. Why is she even bothering with a new kitchen, I bet you’re thinking, and yeah, it probably was an odd place to start but I want to do something that will create an impact and short of knocking down walls, this was something that would tick the box while still being within the range of my home improvement capabilities. Plus, I own a small toolbox with all the essentials: a cordless screwdriver, a 21V drill, a tile cutter, and a 32-piece combination wrench set which I got on special offer from Ace over on Tamarac Square. With these I can refit a kitchen, but I’d need a table saw, an angle grinder, and a DeWalt 20V MAX XR Cordless Nailer (trust me, it’s the one I need, and I know, because I’ve drooled over it for days now) to do any serious remodeling.

      I slice through the heavy duty corrugated cardboard, moving away the foam spacers to release another cabinet door. Once I peel off the white plastic coating, which is a pain to do, I marvel at the sleek high gloss design. I opted for gray, which I’ll match with satin white tiles because the kitchen is big enough to take the color scheme, or at least that’s what the woman at Home Depot told me.

      It’s strange to allow myself to be excited about putting in a new kitchen, but I know it’s not about the cabinets, or the doors, or even the tiles. It’s about tearing out the things that belonged to my grandma, removing the things my mom would have touched, betraying their memories. I know that isn’t really true because I talked about something similar just after my mom died. I’d refused to let Grandma move anything after Mom died. Everything had to stay exactly as it was. Not her hairbrush, or her clothes, not even her books, all of which she insisted had to come with us when we moved out of our apartment in the city and out here to the suburbs with Grandma.

      When she died, I knew she wasn’t coming back, that I’d lost her forever, but to let Grandma move her things seemed like I was losing what little of her I had left. No amount of talking or rationalizing was going to change my mind, not from my grandma anyway, so she had me speak to a counselor who specialized in kids who’d lost parents.

      “Where do you think your mom is now?” she’d asked me, and I knew the answer wasn’t in a hairbrush, but that wasn’t true of all her things. How could I explain she was in all of her books she loved so much? That her voice was still there when I read the words? That she was still in her favorite dress, her scent woven through the fabric. But after ten frustrating weeks of not having the words I needed, my rage began to naturally subside, and me and Grandma came to a compromise. We’d box everything up, put it in the basement, but under no circumstances would she throw anything away, and I don’t think she ever did.

      I say think because although we did the first few boxes together, wrapping things in tissue to protect them, Grandma packed many of my mom’s things when I was at school, and now there are lots of boxes, all piled neatly in the basement.

      A few months after Grandma’s funeral, just before I started my first job with the airline, I did the same with all her personal belongings, so I buried it all together, underneath the rooms we’d once shared. But until recently I’d changed nothing else in the house I’d inherited. Sure, I’d bought a new coffee-maker when the old one blew a fuse (it was cheaper to buy new than repair), and I’d painted my bedroom because that was allowed, it was mine. But the house was mine, all five bedrooms, four of which I never went in, the living room, the eat-in kitchen, even the large sunroom which looked over the slightly overgrown yard at the back. I am the custodian of their things.

      A leaky faucet from the upstairs vanity unit was my undoing. I’d been busy and away so often I hadn’t noticed the emerging brown water stain which the plumber assured me must have been growing over a period of years. The result was a partial collapse of the ceiling and a sodden kitchen. It was time for me to make some changes.

      So here I am in dusty sweats and an oversized tank that was last fashionable when I was a toddler, putting the home improvement skills I’ve learned at the shelter to good use. Turns out I’m good with my hands. I smile smugly, thinking of last night. Yup, I’m definitely good with my hands. Is that what Fenna is thinking as she pores over her papers preparing for another operation? Or maybe she isn’t thinking about me at all, because if I’m honest, me thinking about her is strange. I’m not some sort of slut, you understand, but I am a woman who has needs, so yeah, from time to time I meet someone I like and we have some consensual fun, but that’s where it ends. There are no second or third dates, no pining after what might have been, just fun.

      So why can’t I stop thinking about her?
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      Call me when you land, mi tesoro, so I know you are safe.  X

      That’s the last thing that comes up on screen when I turn my phone off, a message from Yaya. It’s like she has some sort of weird sixth sense about when I’m about to board because she always seems to be the last person to send me a message when I buckle my seatbelt. I barely made the flight, due to traffic, parking, and an overzealous woman in security who seemed to take great delight in a lengthy frisk. The enjoyment was all hers. As a result, I’m flustered, and less put-together than I’d usually be, but at least I’m here, I think, as I wipe sweat-stuck strands of dark hair from my brow.

      My hair is shorter now than it’s been since I was about nine, when I decided I wanted the same haircut as my cousins, Luis and Felix. I horrified my maternal grandmother with my short dark quiff haircut, but Yaya and my mom just declared I looked like a Nicaraguan version of Tin Tin.

      I run my hands over the sides, and then up the back of my neck. It’s got that soft prickly texture to it, one that I can’t stop touching. I hadn’t intended to go for anything so drastic but when I sat in the chair, that urge for something new just rose inside and I thought, to hell with it. Yaya was right, I need to be bold, to put some passion in my life, so I told Izzy, my hairdresser, to cut it all off. So now I only have black locks on top, formed into a beautiful quiff.

      The plane shudders beneath me as the engines come to life, and I see the little man in his giant earphones ready to move into position to wave his flags. I really did make this flight by the skin of my teeth.

      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. On behalf of United Airlines, it is my pleasure to welcome you aboard flight UA 1533 to Santiago. We are currently third in line for take-off and are expected to be in the air in approximately seven minutes time. We ask that you please ensure your seatbelts are fastened, and all luggage remains underneath the seat in front of you.” At first, the voice floats over me and I barely take any notice. Too many air miles will do that to you. It’s announcement immunity, until you hit a patch of serious turbulence, and then your ears prick up. But I know that voice.

      “We also ask that your seats and table trays remain in the upright position for take-off. Please turn off all personal electronic devices, including laptops and cell phones. Smoking is prohibited for the duration of the flight. Our cabin crew will pass through the cabin in a moment to ensure we are ready for take-off.”

      I swear there’s something familiar about her voice. I crane my neck into the aisle to see if that tiny bit of excitement fizzing in my tummy is being caused by who I think I’ve heard, but I don’t recognise anyone I see. There are two women standing towards the front of the plane. There’s a blonde and a brunette, both maybe in their mid-twenties, but neither one looks familiar to me. With such synchronized movements they must have drilled it into them military fashion, the flight attendants walk us through the safety protocol that has to happen at the start of every flight, and then we taxi out to the main runway. Resigned to the fact my mind is playing tricks on me, I settle back into my seat.

      I’m too tired to dwell on how silly it was to hope, and in fairness it’s not as though I’ve had much time the last couple of months to even think about her. First there was Flora’s ASD surgery to address the hole in her heart, which went even better than expected, then Yaya had a fall. Nothing serious, but she likes to keep us all on our toes, and then there’s been my work schedule which has gone crazy busy.

      I don’t know when I fell asleep but it’s another announcement that wakes me. According to the pilot we’re cruising at 33,000 feet, and should arrive in Santiago at approximately 06:20 tomorrow… That’s a whole other day. I barely close my eyes again when another ping tells me there’s more to come.

      “As your captain said, this is a night flight so can I ask you to ensure your window blinds are pulled down and in the closed position. I’m Kristi, your senior flight attendant, and today I am joined by Karen, Amy, Chris, and Phillipe looking after our economy passengers while…” The announcement continues but I don’t hear another word.

      Kristi.

      I sit up straight, peering over the tops of other passenger’s heads to try and get a glimpse of the voice which has got me so excited. At the far end of the plane I see a third woman in a royal blue uniform, but at a distance I can’t even tell if it’s her. Is that Kristi? My Kristi?

       Of all the flights… What are the odds that we’d end up on the same plane again? This must be the third time we’ve flown the same route, once as passengers and twice with her working. I’m sure she said she only did the Central American routes. Santiago is way outside her usual sphere. Did I walk past her when I came onto the plane and not even notice? In fairness I was more than a little flustered.

      Did she recognize me? My hair is different. Instinctively I raise my hand up to my new close cropped style, wondering if she’ll like it.

      The two women I saw earlier come striding down the aisle followed by the woman in royal blue, sharing a bright smile with every passenger she passes by. And it’s her. It’s Kristi.

      She looks so different today, no wonder I didn’t recognize her when I walked onto the plane. Her hair, which was loose when we first met, has been pulled tightly into a low bun at the nape of her neck. She’s immaculate, just like the other two women on board. The dress is pristinely pressed and looks like they made it just for her, not too tight, not too loose. It’s a long way from the ripped jeans she wore before. The scuffed sneakers are gone, swapped for polished black heels, which make her lean legs seem longer than I remembered.

      I should say something to her, but as she gets closer, my mind is blank. What should I say? What do you say to your one-night stand you haven’t seen for months? Hi, can we make it a two-night stand, maybe? Or, excuse me, may I have a glass of water and while I remember, thanks for a lovely night. Can we do it again?

      That might be a bit forward for a general conversation in the aisle. She’s getting closer, and I’m panicking trying to work out how best to play this. I watch as she looks down at the guy sitting beside me, smiling at him, and then towards me. For a moment she looks at me like I’m any other face in a crowd, just another stranger that she’ll be serving for the next few hours. But then she pauses, her gaze meets mine, and I see a flicker of recognition and surprise.

      “Fenna? Is that you?” A bright smile breaks out across her face. She’s genuinely pleased to see me. “I love your hair. Trés chic. What are you doing here?”

      “I promise I’m not stalking you. I’m out here for work.”

      She opens her mouth to say something else, but then shakes her head quickly, thinking better of it. “I’ll swing back around and talk to you once we’ve done this service, okay?”

      And with that, she squeezes my shoulder and carries on towards the far end of the plane. It’s weird hearing Kristi’s voice, seeing her like this…it’s like her, but not. As though someone has flicked off the switch in her personality and inserted a Stepford program. It must be her ‘customer service’ voice. My sister worked in a gas station through college, and sometimes when I would swing past to pick up gas she’d greet me like I was a stranger, with a bright smile and a cheery Good day, what can I get you? before realizing who I was, and dropping the act. It was just as strange then as this is now. I wonder how long she’ll be in Santiago for? Maybe we’ll be able to meet up and chat over some drinks, or maybe…

      Is it desperate and needy to want another night with her? I know we said that it would be a one time thing, but that was then. If I’m honest, I secretly hoped this might happen, but in a daydream kind of way. I’ve written her a thousand messages but never once plucked up the courage to be brave and passionate and hit the Send button. Just knowing she is here with me makes me slightly giddy, and I grin like a fool as I pull out my files to do a little work. There’s no chance I’ll fall asleep again.

      It’s well over an hour before I see her again. Someone else, a younger woman with a smile that’s identical to Kristi’s, served our drinks. On her it doesn’t look as strange, but maybe that’s just because I don’t know her.

      By the time Kristi ducks past the curtain that separates the first class passengers from the rest of the plane, I’ve nearly finished my vodka soda. The bright flutter of royal blue fabric catches my eye, and a moment later I see her step out. She murmurs a couple of words to one of the younger flight attendants then heads straight towards me. She’s smiling again, but this time it’s different. It looks more relaxed, more natural. It’s a genuine smile. She still doesn’t look quite like herself in the uniform and makeup, but at least it’s a little more familiar.

      “You want a refill?” she asks, tapping the rim of my little plastic cup. “Come with me.”

      The drinks cart is stashed away at the far end of the plane, back behind the toilets. Kristi draws the curtains behind us to give us a little privacy while we talk before she crouches to root around for more alcohol. “What were you having?”

      “Vodka soda.”

      “Vodka soda…” She clicks her tongue. “Vodka soda… Ah.” She produces a small pre-mixed cocktail can. “For you, señorita,” she says in a mock Spanish accent.

      “No ice?” I raise my eyebrows innocently but Kristi grimaces and shakes her head quickly.

      “Word to the wise? Never get ice on a flight.”

      I pause, the cup only inches from my lips. “Do I want to know why?”

      “Probably not.”

      We share a wry smile, and Kristi leans against the cabinet which runs along the back of the galley area. She crosses her ankles neatly and looks me over. “So, what are you doing out in Chile? It’s a bit out of the way, isn’t it?”

      “I could say the same. I didn’t think you did flights this far south?”

      Kristi grimaces. “I’ve had to step up for a bit and take on longer haul shifts. We’re a few down at the moment. Maternity, longer term sickness, viruses, and of course they look at yours truly because I’ve no family, no dependents to make me say no.” She rolls her eyes, and I can see under the make-up several fine lines that I’m sure weren’t there before. I can only imagine the extra toll this is putting on her. “But what about you? What work are you down for?”

      “I’m part of a surgical team. We’re operating on an Ebstein Anomaly.” I take a sip of the vodka soda before glancing up to see Kristi staring at me blankly. “It’s a rare heart defect. The baby is being born by C-Section tomorrow and if she survives, we’ll take her straight into surgery.”

      “If she survives?” Kristi raises her eyebrows in alarm.

      It’s easy to forget how shocking my world sounds to someone who doesn’t live in it every day. That’s not to say I don’t feel empathy with my patients and the parents, but I work with people on the worst days of their lives. It’s my norm.

      “Her doctors picked it up as part of a regular scan, but it’s safer to wait until the baby is born before we operate. There’s a chance she won’t make it, but she’s come this far.” I purse my lips and shrug. “There are so many things that could go wrong, but if she is strong enough to do the first part we’ll be there, ready to give her a fighting chance.”

      Kristi nods slowly. “That’s full on.”

      This type of shocked response isn’t unusual. It’s why I rarely share what I do with others. People fall into one of two groups: they don’t want to know for fear of bringing down the mood, or else they see me as some sort of demigod and go into full fawning mode. Either way, it certainly doesn’t enhance the conversation, and I certainly don’t deserve to be idolized. So why did I share it with Kristi? Perhaps it’s because I want to impress her and this is my way of showing off, or maybe I’m just super excited to be part of the surgical team. A mixture of both is probably closer to the truth. It’s only the third time I’ve been part of something like this. The first time I was so junior, I was little more than an observer. The second I was much more hands-on, and now that Mike Brown, my old mentor, is leading the surgery, I’m an integral part of the team. It’s a big thing.

      “How long are you in town for?” I ask, watching Kristi’s fingers tap against her bun of red hair. The same fingers that ran through, and in, the most intimate parts of me. The same fingers I’d like to touch me again.

      “Four nights.” She pauses, and I wonder if she thinks my question is loaded. It is, but I’m trying to remain chill. However, I’m pretty sure I’m not succeeding. “Then I fly back to the States, and head straight out to Sydney. You?” she asks.

      “Six days.” I watch as she looks at me curiously. “I know. It’s longer than usual but I’ve a few days vacation, and I’ve offered to help with a new vaccination program they’ve set up.”

      “You’re a regular Florence Nightingale,” she says in a teasing tone, and, like always, I blush and grin like a fool.

      “Hardly, and besides, if I used the same logic wouldn’t that make you some sort of Cesar Millan?”

      “Touché.” She laughs, holding up her hands in surrender.

      Would it be desperately transparent if I asked her what her plans were for the evening? Would I look pathetic? Do I really care all that much if I do?

      “How’s the drink?” Kristi asks. One of her eyes is open just a crack, and she’s peering at me with just a hint of a smile on her lips. “Is it hitting the spot?”

      “It’s…alright.” My face cringes a little. A straight vodka and soda would have been much nicer but these premixed cans leave a lot to be desired. We both laugh. “It’s a few steps above the drinks my sister used to make me when I was younger.”

      “Your sister gave you vodka sodas when you were a kid?”

      “Not exactly.” I lean against the opposite wall, smiling gently. “My sister’s a few years older than me, so when she was in her freshman year of college, I was a sophomore in high school. I remember when she came back for Thanksgiving the first year I thought she was the coolest person in the world. She’d dyed the ends of her hair this vivid pink color and she and her friends all drank and smoked a bit.”

      “Pink hair?” Kristi echoes, wincing.

      “In hindsight, not one of her best looks,” I admit with a grin. “But I was fifteen, and I thought it was awesome. Anyway, one weekend when we had the house to ourselves, she had a party and her friends were all drinking, and of course I wanted to join in because I was a teenager. I thought it was some sort of rite of passage. I think in the end I threatened to tell our parents that she was smoking, and that was when she finally caved and made me my first ever vodka soda.”

      “Let me guess.” Kristi laughs. “It was more soda than vodka?”

      “Yeah, not that I knew the difference. After one drink I was convinced I was drunk, and everyone played along. My sister tucked me up in bed after about half an hour and told me it was going to be our little secret.” I shake my head slowly at the memory. Back then I could have sworn the world was spinning around me when she’d dropped a kiss on my forehead and said goodnight.

      “When did she tell you the truth?”

      “Oh god, it was years later. It was my graduation day, and she offered to make me another vodka soda, just like my first one, and—”

      “Could you even taste the vodka?”

      I take another sip of my drink, grinning. “It tasted like fizzy water. So, like I said, this one is a couple of steps above that one.”

      Kristi laughs and shakes her head. “It probably helps that it doesn’t have the bitter tinge of disappointment, too.”

      “That helps.” I finish the rest of it, wincing. “Thanks.”

      “It’ll be our little secret, right?” Kristi teases, tossing my cup into the trash.

      “Oh! I didn’t realize you offered inflight comedy.”

      “All part of the package deal.” She dusts her hands off and smooths down her jacket, obviously getting ready to head back out into the plane. Her break is over, and I’m going to have to go back to my seat. 

      Kristi turns to look at me over her shoulder before heading back down the aisle, and grins, closing one eye in a little wink that sends heat flooding to my cheeks.

      “I should call you?” I hear myself say as she leaves. The words stop her in her tracks, taking her by almost as much surprise as they take me, and she turns back to look at me, cocking her head to one side.

      “Call me?”

      My heart sinks. Was it that stupid a thing to say? Really?

      “I just figured if we’re both in town and if everything goes as planned I’ll have some time to—” I hesitate, knowing full well I’m heading into what is an uncharted territory for Kristi. “Maybe grab something to eat? Dinner maybe?”

      Kristi hesitates, and for a moment I think she’ll say no and turn away, but before she can answer, someone calls to her from the front of the plane. It’s another steward; he’s ducked his head through the curtain that divides us from first class, and he’s beckoning Kristi over with one frantic hand, and all I can do is watch her disappearing behind the curtain with her colleague.

      Damn. Maybe I was being a little presumptuous anyway, I think as I sink back into my seat. Way to go, Fenna. I roll my eyes, kicking myself for such a half-hearted attempt to secure a date. It’s like what Yaya says, if you are going to do it, mi tesoro, then be bold, and that was hardly bold, more like crushingly pathetic. It’s no wonder she bolted down the plane. I replay that quick conversation over and over in my head, and at some point I must have drifted off because it’s Kristi’s voice that awakens me, but she isn’t touching my shoulder to rouse me.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, as we start our descent, please make sure your tray tables are in their upright position, seatbelts are securely fastened, window blinds are fully open, and your seats are in the upright position. We would also like to remind you that all carry-on luggage needs to be stowed underneath the seat in front of you or in the overhead bins. Thank you. My team will make a walk through the cabin to make sure everything is in order, and we appreciate your cooperation.”

      All around me I can hear the general mutterings and shuffling of people removing blankets and closing laptops. The man in the seat beside me flips his tray up and clicks it into place before settling back into his seat and closing his eyes. Beside him, a woman, presumably his wife, does the same.

      I go to flip my tray up too, but there’s something on it that wasn’t there before. It’s a piece of paper, folded over, but it hasn’t come from one of my files. I pick it up and unfold it to find two words. Call me. There’s no name, but it’s obviously Kristi. I can’t see her walking down the aisle towards me, so she must have gone back into the first class section of the plane, but it has to have been her. One of her colleagues is coming towards me though, so I don’t have time to find her. Instead, I slip the note into the pocket of my jeans, buckle my belt, and grin inanely.
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KRISTI

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t manage to catch Fenna before she left, despite scanning passengers on my way through arrivals, but at least she knows I want her to call. Once I’d dealt with the over-privileged asshole in first class who was kicking off, disrupting other passengers because we didn’t have the foresight to stock his favorite Cardhu whisky, I went back to talk to her and apologize for my rudeness but when I reached her seat, she was sound asleep. She looked so peaceful and it transported me back to the memory of holding her as she snored gently against my arm. She was so beautiful and strong, and yet so vulnerable. The woman in the window seat caught me smiling down with my sappy grin, and I blushed but it still didn’t stop me from going back to leave the note on her tray. I hope she got it okay.

      If she has, and she calls, then it’d be good to meet up. The last few weeks have seen me traveling routes and staying in cities where I know no one, and the crew I’m flying with are all new to me too. Sometimes it can be awkward coming in as the senior to a team who are used to working together. They have their own ways and along I come, with my adherence to following the rules as well as a few odd quirks, like a belief in half-decent customer service, and it doesn’t always bode well for acquiring new friends. But I’m not here to make friends.

      Victoria and Eleanor are the other two newest members of the cabin crew and even in the short time I’ve worked with them I know I don’t want to spend any more time in their company than is necessary. It’s not that I dislike them, but I know we have little in common. They’re both almost twenty years younger than me, for a start. Victoria is convinced that working as a flight attendant paired with a pretty Instagram feed is going to be enough to launch her career as a lifestyle influencer. Every opportunity she gets, she’s pouting with one leg stretched out and toes pointing.

      Eleanor is different. She’s a little younger than Victoria and joined the airline straight out of college. We’ve flown together twice now, and both times she’s had the same wide-eyed, doe-like expression on her face. A passenger yelled at her when we last worked together, and I thought for a moment she was going to burst into tears right there in the aisle. I’m not really sure why she wanted to be a flight attendant, and I’m not convinced she has skin thick enough for this job.

      The three of us all end up at the same hotel, and whilst we’re all very different from each other, at least Victoria and Eleanor are about the same age and they seem to be happy to spend time together. The flight crew got lucky with a swanky new hotel downtown.

      As we check in, Victoria and Eleanor are already making plans for the day. Thankfully, the airline has a deal with the hotel which means we can check in at any time and given we’re straight off a night flight, it’s just a little after nine a.m. All I want to do is shower and rest, but a familiar face is something I’d appreciate even if it was just for a few hours. It’s been weeks since I’ve been to the shelter, and I’m missing all those wet kisses and wagging tails, not to mention the full-face licks, and that’s just from Diego.  

      “I looked this place up online,” Eleanor says as we cross the foyer to the check-in desk. “Apparently there’s a pool.”

      Victoria hands over our check-in information to the pretty blonde receptionist, then flashes us a grin. “Well, I know where I’m headed as soon as I’m settled.”

      The receptionist presses three room keys into Victoria’s hand and wishes us a pleasant stay. Before she hands our room keys over, Victoria looks at Eleanor, and then me. “Are you coming?”

      “Definitely.” Eleanor returns the grin and all but snatches her key out of Victoria’s hand. “It’s been ages since I’ve been in a place with a pool.”

      “Kristi?” she asks, dangling my key in front of my face teasingly. Ordinarily, I’d probably take her up on the offer. Sitting by the pool with the two of them beats sitting alone in my room all day, but not today. Today I want to get some sleep, and then I’ll wait to see if Fenna calls. If she’s free, then I want to see her. Maybe that’s a little pathetic, waiting around on a phone call from someone who might not be interested, but maybe it’s not. Hopefully, it’s not.

      “I’ll pass, but thanks for the offer.” I take the key out of her hand before she can protest. “I’m pretty tired, I was just going to head up to my room.”

      “Are you sure?” The two of them look at me as though I’ve lost the ability to make rational decisions.

      “Yeah.” I check my phone one more time before I turn to the elevator, just in case she’s sent me a text or left a message. There’s nothing, because of course there isn’t. She’s probably scrubbing in for surgery.

      I scroll through social media for an hour, then nip down to the bar and order a coffee to take back to my room. I’ve brought my Kindle so I’m happy to read until my eyes get too heavy and sleep takes over. Besides, my TBR list is getting so big, I either need to stop buying books (there’s zero chance of that happening) or start reading more. I swipe up, and settle down with my latest romance, and, as I’m hoping Fenna will call, I’ve chosen a romance about a woman who falls in love with a surgeon, not that I’m trying to draw any parallels. After the first couple of chapters I feel myself grow drowsy, but it’s not until the Kindle slips from my grip, whacking me across the bridge of the nose, do I give in and close my eyes.

      The mattress is soft with disconcerting lumps which makes me wonder about the shape of its previous occupants, or what robust activities they’ve had to result in this formation of undulating peaks and troughs. I try not to dwell on that though as some of the visions I have make me a little queasy. At least in my profession you develop a talent for sleeping in uncomfortable spaces, and that’s exactly what I do now.

      By the time my eyes flutter open again the sunshine has almost given way to dusk. Shit. Now, I’ll never sleep tonight. My phone, where’s my phone? Has Fenna called?

      My arm flails in the direction on the bedside table as I turn my body to reach for my cell on the bedside stand, only to be stopped in my tracks as a large spring dislodges underneath me, thrusting into my ribs. Come back Central America, all is forgiven.

      The screen illuminates but there are no new notifications. No messages, no texts, no calls, nothing. Groaning in frustration, I fall back onto the cheap sheets. Wouldn’t she have finished the operation by now? Maybe? Maybe not. Give her a little time, Kristi, I tell myself. Then another thought strikes me: OMG, this is what I do to women—because I never call them.

      Damn, that hurts.

      I check my watch. It’s been almost ten hours since we landed, and I know the birth and operation were scheduled for today but how long it would usually last I’ve no idea. There probably isn’t a ‘usual.’

      The only message I’ve had since we landed was from the airline, detailing my shifts for the next month. No other texts, no missed calls, no voicemails asking to meet. I’m regretting turning down Victoria’s offer to hang around the poolside. But it wasn’t what I wanted to do. I just wanted Fenna to call.

      I check my phone again. Still nothing. No missed calls, no texts, nothing. This isn’t me. I don’t get bent out of shape because of women. It’s not my style, and this is why. If I’m out forging my own path and living, my happiness is down to my actions, and certainly not dependent on whether a random woman decides to send me a message or not. But Fenna isn’t a random woman.

      I let out a huge sigh that seems to sag in the small, drab room. The airline really has outdone themselves on this trip because even though there’s a pool, my room looks like something straight out a B-movie murder film.

      “Fuck it.” I get up, turn on the small shower in the bathroom, and look through the clothes I brought with me. I can still catch Victoria and Eleanor before they head out for the evening, because that has to be better than sitting staring at these four walls, waiting for a call that never comes.

      And then by some minor miracle my phone rings.

      It’s Fenna. I pick up embarrassingly fast, sitting bolt upright on the edge of the bed. “Hello.” My voice sounds eager, way too eager.

      “Hi.” Fenna breathes out a laugh on the other end of the line. “I was worried you’d think I was a scam caller and wouldn’t pick up.”

      “I’m willing to take that risk for you,” I joke, sliding off my bed. Little does she know that I’ve programmed her number into my phone with its own ringtone.

      I make my way across the room and slide open the small window. Although the sun is all but gone, I see Victoria and Eleanor still lying by the side of the pool. They’re wearing matching red bikinis and I’ve no doubt they’ve been there all day. “How did the operation go?” I ask.

      “Good. She’s a fighter, and it went well. As well as we could hope for. I’m done for the day, thankfully.”

      “What are your plans for tonight?”

      “Sleep.” Fenna laughs. “And a lot of it.”

      “Oh, yeah, of course.” I lean against the edge of the window, looking down at the pool as the warm air wafts into the room.  “I was hoping for…something.”

      “Something?” she echoes with a laugh. “And what exactly would that ‘something’ be, hm?”

      “Oh… I was thinking perhaps a drink? A little company? I don’t know about you, but I sometimes find I get a little lonely in an unfamiliar city.”

      There’s a pause. “I can’t stay up late. I’m helping with the vaccine clinic tomorrow morning, early.”

      “That’s fine by me,” I assure her. “We can go to bed early.”

      Again she laughs, and like a fool out of one of those bad romance novels, I grin from ear to ear just knowing she is laughing because of me.

      “I mean it, Kristi,” she warns me, but I can still hear the laughter in her voice, so it’s a little difficult to take her too seriously. “I need to make sure I’m there early. They’re hoping for more than a hundred children to come along.”

      I guess she really is being serious about needing an early night. “What if I promise to be good and responsible, and get you home before curfew?” I stop my tone from sounding too pleading, or at least I hope I do.

      “You think I need a chaperone?”

      “Well… We are a long way from home, aren’t we? Think of me as your protector.”

      “I think I can take care of myself,” she assures me. I can still hear the smile in her voice, the teasing note that’s just verging on being flirtatious. Maybe she’s testing the waters, trying to see if there’s any chance our one-night stand might happen again. Or maybe I’m simply projecting because I really want to see her again, even though I know I’m breaking all my own rules.  

      “Where do you want to meet?” she asks. “My hotel or yours?”

      “I was thinking maybe yours? That way we can have a drink, then you can head to bed nice and early? It’d be easier.”

      “Mm. That’s very chivalrous of you.” I can still hear her smirk. “I’ll send you the address, and Kristi…prepare to be impressed.”
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      I recognize Kristi the moment I see her. She’s leaning against the bar in a dark shirt, loose cotton pants, and the same scuffed sneakers she’s worn every night we’ve met. Her hair is down now and hangs in a loose braid at the base of her neck. As much as I enjoyed seeing her in the tight dress and heels, because she could carry them off, that wasn’t my Kristi.

      As I make my way across the roof terrace, she seems to sense I’m here and turns. The fairy lights decorating the bar illuminate strands of unruly red hair framing her face. She offers me a broad, warm smile, and as tired as I am, I feel a rush of exhilaration course through my body. This is my Kristi.

      “Well, this hotel is nice,” she says, reaching out to pull me into an embrace. “We get lucky if they put us in a place that does room service. I never get anywhere like this.”

      I allow my body to be pulled tight against hers, and take a moment to reignite the memories that accompany her scent.

      “And here I thought that air hostesses live the high life, jetting from country to country. I thought it was supposed to be glamorous.”

      “Maybe in 1963, in the glory days of Pan Am,” she jokes. “These days it can be a bit hit or miss, depending on the route I’m flying, or availability. Sometimes we get thrown into places you can tell they found at the last second to save money, but other times it’s not so bad. Today we’ve even got a pool. They really went above and beyond for us, so someone must have put in a good word. Shall we order a drink and then grab a table?” She nods to some empty tables in the middle of the terrace, but I’ve already reserved a table for dinner, a nice one that overlooks the city with all its twinkling lights, so we order wine, and a selection of tapas for dinner, before being taken straight to our table.

      The server leads the way, followed by Kristi. I shuffle behind, trying to quell the fizz in my stomach. It’s hard to tell whether it’s nerves or excitement that’s winning, but right now there isn’t anywhere I’d rather be.

      “Well, it was a pleasant surprise, seeing you on the plane today.” I’m not sure if it sounds sincere or not, but I really mean it. “I wasn’t expecting to see you again, after San Jose.”

      “It was nice to see you too, and it’s even nicer to be having dinner with you.”

      Any hint of the professional woman I saw just a few hours ago has completely melted away and now it’s just me and Kristi, my Costa Rican adventure. But this isn’t Costa Rica and she’s doing something she never does—seeing someone more than once.

      “It was kind of weird seeing you while you were working,” I admit. “Really weird.”

      “I’m going to try not to be offended by that.” She cocks an eyebrow, looking me up and down. “Why was it weird? You knew I was a flight attendant.”

      “I know. I recognized your voice first,” I admit with a blush. “And I looked for you, but when I saw you, you looked so different in your uniform, with your hair and make-up so perfect.”

      Kristi laughs at that and throws herself back in her chair, lazing against it with her arms draped over the armrests. “You think I look bad now?”

      “I didn’t say that.” I didn’t mean it, either. She looked good in the uniform, in the skirt that hugged to her curves and scarlet lipstick that was oh-so-carefully applied. “It was just… Different. Everything about you was different.”

      The server comes back to us, presenting a chilled bottle of Sauvignon Blanc. He offers me the opportunity to taste it before he pours, but I shake my head. “It’ll be good, thanks.” A moment later and he’s left us with two full glasses, the rest of the bottle having been placed in an ice bucket by our table. I pick up my wine, already misted with condensation, and sip.

      “I hope you like it. It’s one of my favorites,” I tell her.

      “I’m sure I will.” Rather than take a sip she raises her glass and holds it aloft between finger and thumb. “To…unexpected encounters.”

      I burst into a wide smile and we stare at each other with what seems to be the same genuine happiness to be here, together.

      “To unexpected encounters, 33,000 feet in the air.” I tap my glass against hers and take another sip, our eyes meeting over the rim. She winks at me as she takes a sip before relaxing back into her chair again.

      “You said the operation went well. So, what now?”

      “Mm, that’s right. It did, and she’s in the care of a local team now, but there are a few of us who’ve stayed on just in case of complications. Not that we’re expecting any. I thought I might as well make myself useful while I was here, so I’ve volunteered to help at a couple of vaccination clinics.” I shrug.

      “Is it with the same charity? I didn’t think they’d need clinics down here.” Kristi raises her arms indicating not just to the swanky hotel we’re sitting in, but also to the bright lights of downtown Santiago with its bustling streets of designer-clad city dwellers and supercars. “They’ve a public health system, don’t they?”

      “Yeah, Chile isn’t short of money, but it’s a bit like the US. The wealth isn’t well distributed. Where I’m heading tomorrow doesn’t look like this. It’s very different. The charity gets involved with public health initiatives, reaching out to the disenfranchised. They’ve set up a clinic at the campamento across the river.” Kristi looks at me a little blankly. “It’s a shanty town, really. Families live in makeshift homes, cobbled together with whatever materials they can find. It’s a little community and they’re trying to get as many of the children in the area to come forward and get vaccinated. I offered to help, so tomorrow I’m on point.” Then a thought occurs to me. “Why don’t you come with me? See firsthand some of the work we do?”

      I probably shouldn’t have asked because I’m sure she has other things planned, but selfishly I want to spend more time with her when I’ve got the opportunity.

      “I was planning on lounging by the pool all day, to get rid of some tan lines—”

      “I shouldn’t have asked. Sorry. Of course you are.” My words come out in a bluster as I try to hide my embarrassment for asking, but now all I can think about is her non-tanned body areas. “So how was the flight for you guys?” I ask, not missing a beat, and pour out another glass of wine for her. “No reckless, loudmouth passengers?”

      Kristi seems puzzled by my change of tack, but quickly recovers. “I wish.” She grins. “We had a noisy little kid down at the back of the plane who wouldn’t stop fussing, and a guy in first class who threw a hissy fit about the fact we didn’t stock his favorite whisky, but that was it. At least we didn’t have to break out the handcuffs.”

      “They give you guys handcuffs?” I can’t tell if she’s being serious, or if this is some kind of hidden message, her way of flirting with me. “Seriously?”

      “Oh yeah, for sure. We get handcuffs, cable ties, those big extending rope things that we can wrap around unruly passengers, and strap them into their chairs. We get the works.” She winks at me. “And we’re very well trained in them.”

      My throat has gone dry, and I see flashes of our last evening together. Is she thinking about the same thing as me? Is she testing out my interest, trying to see whether I’m up for a second round? Please, let her be flirting.

      But she says nothing else, and I can’t come up with any response that sounds even slightly flirtatious, so this time she changes the subject, leaving me cursing my ineptitude.

      “So are you working the whole time you are here?” she asks.

      Damn, why couldn’t I have been faster or wittier?

      “I’m on tomorrow, then a day to myself, then back at the clinic for the rest of the time I’m here,” I answer, but not without the weight of disappointment filling my stomach. “Are you heading back to Denver from here?”

      “No. I’m on a flight to LAX, then Sydney, with a one night layover, and back again.” She gives a long stretch. “Then I might head back down to Costa Rica for a few days, depending on how I’m feeling. Australian flights always take it out of me.”

      I nod, mutely racking my brains for something dazzling to say—but I’ve got nothing. Zip, zero, nada. I want to astound her with my sparkling repartee but nothing is coming out, leaving me looking like a nodding dog you see on dashboards. I pour the last of the wine, splitting what’s left between our glasses. Over the course of our conversation we’ve nibbled our way through our tapas board but, with both drinks and food finished, I don’t want tonight to end. Just being in her company, laughing together, is right. It’s the oddest thing and something I can’t explain, not even to myself let alone anyone else, but we just fit together, and I’m left wanting more of her: more staring at her dimples, more listening to her tales of Bribón, the shelter and Costa Rica, more being mesmerized by the way she bites her lip when she is concentrating.

      “Stay with me tonight,” I blurt before I can stop myself. “Please?”

      “I thought you had an early start?”

      “I do but—I don’t want you to go.” My cheeks burn as I try to convince myself this is exactly what Yaya means by being bold and passionate, and that I don’t just sound plain desperate. I’ve vulnerability on one shoulder and emotional exposure on the other, and the silence between us, currently standing at about three seconds, is like some sort of infinite chasm where the only thing I hear are my own needy words echoing back.  

      “Fenna, I’d love to…” Kristi says, but then pauses, and my heart clenches into a tight ball as I wait for the inevitable but. “But you know this is just a casual thing, right?”

      “Yeah, of course. We’re both too busy for anything else,” I lie. Well, it’s not an actual lie because logistically, and practically, she makes a good point. It’s just not one my heart wants to hear. “I’d just appreciate the company.” I shrug nonchalantly, as if I don’t care. Placing my napkin on the table, I push my chair back, rise and hold out my hand. “Want to come?”
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      You know this is just a casual thing, right? My words echo around my head. Who the hell am I kidding? Yeah, Kristi, you keep repeating that mantra in your head, because for the rest of you, that ship has sailed.

      I stare at my ridiculousness reflected in the mirror above the double sink vanity. “Just tell her the truth,” I whisper.

      “Are you okay in there?” Fenna calls from the other room.

      “Yeah, I’m good. Just coming.”

      “I hope not, because that’s my job!” She laughs at her own joke and the corners of my mouth pull up into a smile. Try as I might to fight whatever this is between us, Fenna has this way of pulling down every barricade I put in place. I could have walked away at any point. On the flight I could have been polite, friendly even, and nothing more—but then I’d gone back and left that note. It’s like I’m on some sort of self-sabotage mission. My head is telling me, logically, this is a bad idea. Christ, I can even feel myself getting sucked in, but each time I should say no, yes comes out my mouth instead.

      “It’s okay, you’ve talked about it, you both know this is just a hookup. We have some fun, and then that’s it. No regrets, no goodbyes, we just carry on with our lives like we’ve never met. Easy,” I whisper whilst looking sternly at my reflection. “You’re being dramatic.”

      “Are you talking to yourself in there, or have you found another woman in my bathroom?”

      Taking a deep breath, I resolve to make my apologies and leave. Now, I know what you’re thinking… “What the hell? Have you lost your mind?” But the answer is, if I don’t walk away that’s exactly what will happen.

      That’s because Fenna isn’t a cheap hook-up; she isn’t like my usual fleeting encounters, someone you can be casual about, offering a quick fun fuck, and then walk away from without a second thought. No, she’s not that. So there’s only one thing I can do.

      I open the door, resolute in my decision, only to find her lying on the bed in a matching black lace bra and panty set, her dark eyes roaming up and down my body. God, I want her. I need her. Any momentary semblance of resistance crumbles, and I know it’s futile to fight the one thing I crave. Fenna.

      Not taking her eyes off me, she leans back on her elbows, parting her legs—not wide, just a little, as if whispering a suggestion in my ear. There’s a coyness about her that makes the entire scene even more irresistible, if that were possible, and before rational thought can kick in, lust—and something else, something stronger—propels me towards the bed, and Fenna.

      I kiss her deeply, then pull back, teasing my tongue along her bottom lip, enjoying the vibration from the small moan she releases. My arms brace me at either side of her head, and when we pull apart, I lift myself a little higher so I can take in her beauty. Dark brows frame even darker eyes. Eyes that draw me in, hold me, until everything else in the world fades into oblivion. Lips full and kissable, and hell, even her nose is cute in its own button-like way. She enchants every part of me, and for the life of me I can’t understand what she sees in me, but the buck of her hips pressing damp lace against my thigh tells me just how much she wants me. I was kidding myself if I ever thought I could say no to Fenna.

      I move slowly with her, pressing my weight against her center in a slow, sensual dance. My mouth drops to her collarbone, placing kisses as our bodies move in rhythm. I trail my lips up the contour of her neck, allowing my breath to whisper against her warm, smooth skin, relishing the shudder erupting through her body. I could move like this with her for hours, building into a hot, sticky mess as desire strengthens, but Fenna has other ideas.

      “Kristi, touch me.” The quiver in her voice reveals her need more than the words, and I move so I’m lying between her legs now. Dropping my hand down, I stroke the soft skin on the inside of her thigh, teasing her legs wider still. Fenna squirms, desperate for my fingers to reach her center, but I prolong my touch, mesmerized by the mixture of pleasure and need in her eyes.

      “Kristi, please?”

      Whether question or plea, I’m not sure, but I don’t hold back. I couldn’t even if I wanted to because my need to be inside her is too much to deny. I slide under the black lace. God, she’s so wet. My fingers slip over her swollen clit causing her hips to buck, then I follow down soft, slick warmth until I’m where I need to be: inside her. She gasps and I close my eyes. I want to commit every second of this to memory, sear it into my soul so that I can never forget. With each movement I go a little deeper, a little faster, curling my fingers to hit just the right spot. Quick shallow breaths punctuated with small moans fill the air and she grips my fingers, pulling me further in. I know she’s close and I won’t hold back because I need this as much as she does. I glide my thumb across her clit with rough strokes, never slowing my pace until her breath catches, and she comes with such force my fingers tremble in her core, fusing us together.

      My heart is still beating fast as her body relaxes under me, spent and radiant. Her quiff is mussed up, and she has this sort of sated, sleepy glow about her. I anchor my gaze on her face, following the curve of cheeks, the slope of her nose, down to soft, pink lips. Her eyes open and she blinks as she allows her gaze to focus.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks. “Why are you looking at me like that? Is my makeup all smeared?” She raises her hand to her face as if trying to touch the flaws she imagines I see, but there are none, not that I see, because all I see is perfection.

      I shake my head. “Nothing.” I crinkle my nose and shrug. “You just look so adorable after you’ve come, like Sleeping Beauty.” I laugh to cover my sappiness, partly because I never talk to women in this way, and in part because all the emotions and feelings crashing through my body right now are just—scary.

      I lower my weight to the side and pull my body around her, listening to the pace of her breathing slow. “I want to come with you tomorrow,” I whisper.

      “Mm?” Her brow furrows. “To the clinic?”

      I nod, then shuffle a little lower so I can lay my head on her breasts. “If you still want me to?”

      I don’t need to look at her to know she’s smiling.

      “Just don’t expect too much of me,” I warn her. “My medical expertise only goes as far as barf bags.”

      She laughs and, like a fool, I grin back.  

      “You won’t be doing the vaccinations,” she assures me. “But the kids get nervous. They fuss about getting a shot in the arm, or about seeing the doctor, so you can hold their hand and distract them while I do the hard work.” She winks mischievously at me and pulls me back up her body so she can kiss me yet again, and I know sleep is the last thing on either of our minds.
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      The yellow roof of the Easy Taxi comes into sight over the small school wall, and I run out to greet it with legs that still don’t feel like mine. The sight of Kristi, freshly showered and dressed in faded jeans and an old LP cotton tee, makes me almost drool. She might be in her forties but there’s a cool, sassy vibe about her I can’t get enough of, and as she sees me, her face breaks into a huge grin.

      “You found us okay?” I say, stating the damned obvious, but I need to say something to buy the time I need to restart my heart.

      “Uh-huh. I passed your directions onto the driver. He thought I’d got the wrong address when I gave it to him, and he kept telling me I didn’t want to come way out here. I had to convince him I knew where I was going.”

      The sound of the wheels spin against the dirt road, causing both of us to turn. The driver gives a final concerned glance in Kristi’s direction before heading off in the direction he came from. Small clouds of dust and gravel follow his wake as he wastes no time weaving between the loosely cobbled together wood and corrugated sheets which form the buildings local families call home. He seems frightened, but then he’s probably only one step away from living somewhere like this himself, and that thought would frighten most people. Only the filthy rich in their downtown condos seem immune to this sort of reality.

      Kristi looks around, surveying the area. There’s no money here in this shantytown, and many would argue no hope. Locals call it The Mushroom Town because of the speed at which the campamentos was created. The government has been trying to get the families into permanent housing, but as fast they move people out, new families move in. How people react to places like this can tell you a lot about them, and there’s a nervous flutter in my stomach as I gauge Kristi’s response, but she doesn’t wince or grimace. Instead she nods and says, “So where are we doing this?”

      I knew she was one of the good ones. “We’re in here.” I walk through a small gap in the breeze blocks which form the outer wall of the schoolyard. “It’s been busier than expected. The education program they've been running for the last few weeks seems to have worked.” About fifty kids, from toddlers through to five- and six-year-olds, screech and holler, chasing each other around the small space. Two volunteers, both women, in bright blue shirts with a yellow logo similar to the one I’m wearing try to keep them amused.

      “You can help me or help here,” I say, nodding to several children who appear to be wrestling to the death.

      “I’ll come with you if that’s okay?” She offers a mock wary glance that makes me laugh.

      “Sure. Follow me.” I work my way through the children and into the hut that doubles as a classroom, and today, a clinic. It’s where we have tables and chairs laid out with our supplies. “The local health workers are helping people, mainly mothers, fill out questionnaires. We try to get as accurate a medical history as we can, but most of the time information is scant because they only see a doctor if it’s life threatening. But we ask about allergies and such, so they’re screened as best we can. This is our station.” I sit down on a small folding chair. A small boy about three years old appears, tightly gripping the hand of what seems to be his older brother. I smile and take the paperwork from Maria, the local nurse.

      “This is Mateo,” she tells me in Spanish before running through his date of birth and what little is known about his medical history. “His mother was here, but she had to leave for work.” She shrugs and walks away, back to the throng outside the hut.

      “Hello, Mateo, I love your shirt,” Kristi says, crouching down in front of him. “Me encanta tu camiseta,” she repeats in Spanish, much to my surprise. “Los Increíbles también son mis favoritos.” Mateo’s tear-streaked face breaks into a great big smile, and without missing a beat, Kristi takes a seat and lifts him onto her knee.

      I don’t know why but I find myself a little surprised. Not because it was a shock to find out she spoke Spanish, but how naturally she deals with children. Perhaps it’s her work and having to deal with infants as they experience the ear popping discomfort of a pressurized cabin, or maybe she just has great maternal skills. Mateo is so taken with her he barely notices the scratch on his arm as I insert the needle.

      “Buen niño, Mateo,” I say as I finish giving him the jab and press an alcohol swab to his skin, but he barely hears me. This little soldier only has eyes for Kristi—he and I both.

      Kristi hands him a piece of fruit candy and tells him to be good as he waves her goodbye.

      “You were great with him.”

      “Beginner’s luck,” she says, giving me a quick wink, but as the day goes on I know that’s not true. The kids love her, and she seems to love them, too.

      By four p.m., everyone who has been waiting has been seen, and I’m left doing the obligatory paperwork. As much as the day has been both long and tiring, there’s a proper sense that we’ve achieved something today, and I get that warm thrum of satisfaction knowing we’ve made a difference, however small.

      “Angels have sent that friend of yours,” mutters Maria as she collects the last of my files and places the lid back on what little remains in the candy jar. “She’s playing football now, I am sure they will not let her leave.” She smiles, placing the files under her arm. “I will take care of everything here. I think you should rescue your friend.”

      I nod, stretch out my shoulders then shake out the tiredness from my limbs. Sunlight warms my body as I stand, watching Kristi twist and turn with the ball as kids of all ages, boys and girls, scream her name, hoping to be the recipient of her next pass. They love her. I lo—I stop myself, quashing the thought before it fully forms. That’s way too dangerous.

      What I can’t deny, though, is that all I’ve ever wanted is somebody like Kristi. Somebody who makes me laugh, who’s kind and thoughtful, somebody who wants a family as much as I do—but does she?

      Kristi laughs as a tiny kid wallops her with a sliding tackle and she falls forward, trying desperately to keep upright, only to fall on her knees with her butt in the air. Oh yeah, that was the other thing on my list: I’ve got to find them hot, and yup, she’s that too. I can’t stop myself from wondering if she’s ever considered having kids. It’s not the sort of conversation we’ve ever had, but then again it’s not like we’re in a relationship. She made that very clear.

      Jeez, if I were to ask her about kids she’d probably run a mile.

      “Hey, you.” Kristi runs towards me, blowing air up towards a sweaty forehead, and when she realizes that not a single strand has moved, she swipes them clear away with her hand. “You done?” she asks with a grin.

      “Yeah, ready to go when you are, but haven’t you got a game to finish?”

      Kristi glances back at her adoring fans with so much happiness in her eyes it makes my heart want to burst. “Give me a minute,” she says, then heads back to talk to her team. I can’t hear what she says but a series of high fives follows and she leaves nobody out. Hell, she’d make such a great mom.

      “I’m all yours,” she announces as she turns her attention back to me.

      If only that were true.
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      “We could just get a room here for the night?” Kristi’s blue eyes twinkle over the rim of her wine glass. “I don’t leave till noon, and we could just get a bus back to Santiago.”

      There’s nothing I’d like more than to spend more time with her. It would be the perfect end to what has been the perfect day, and the best bit was it was all so impromptu. Mike, my old mentor, and the lead on the heart surgery that brought me down here, sent me a message to ask if I wanted to join them—him and his husband, David—on a visit to Valparaíso. David accompanies Mike anywhere he considers exotic enough, and it seems this small fishing town made his hit list. They’d hired a car, and when I asked if there was room for one more, the interrogation started.

      Who is she? How long have you been seeing her? I tried to fend off their questions which were coming through thick and fast on my phone as we lay in bed last night, but they made up for it in the car on the way down this morning. I was a little worried that it might have irritated Kristi, or worse freaked her out, but she took the whole thing in stride. However, we were saved from the worst of the inquisition after the carabineros pulled David over for doing a right-hand turn at a set of lights. That seemed to put his focus back on the road, thankfully.

      So here we are, me and the woman who has taken me in almost every imaginable sexual position over the last two nights, sipping wine, and dipping crusty chunks of bread into what remains of the Paila Marina sauce. I look out across the marina towards the bobbing sail boats and think how incredible it would be to just get a room. To spontaneously decide to dump Mike and David for another night of unbridled desire in a new town. But that’s not me. I don’t just release myself from responsibilities for illicit rendezvous with arbitrary women. Or I didn’t before I met Kristi…but then there was nothing arbitrary about my feelings for her.

      “I’m getting picked up at eight a.m. We’re heading to another campamentos a little further out of town.” My face crinkles in apology. “I’m sorry.”

      She shrugs. “It’s okay. I get it. I’m not as attractive as a bunch of football-playing three-year-olds.” Her wink tells me we’re good, that she really does understand. She glances at her watch. “It’s nearly time. David will hang a right, trying to escape the local cops. If we’re lucky, he might slow down enough for us to jump in the back.”

      I laugh, as we seem to have done all day, and it wipes away any potential awkwardness, leaving us smiling at each other like foolish teenagers.

      “Will you come back with me tonight—to my hotel?” Now I really feel like an awkward teenager, and the blush courses upward, covering my neck and settling in my cheeks. “If you don’t want to, that’s okay.” I wave my hand dismissively, like my question and her answer don’t matter… But they do, they really do, because if she doesn’t say yes, I’m not sure what I’ll do. I’m not sure I’ll be able to breathe. When hope forces me to look up, I meet her gaze and her eyes are smiling.

      “I’d like that—very much,” she tells me and my heart soars, ironically getting me so excited I forget to breathe.

      “We should get the check,” I say in a quick pant, and in desperation to get the server’s attention, nearly tip backwards in my chair. I’m saved from further embarrassment when everyone’s attention is drawn by three loud toots of a car horn. Our ride has arrived.

      We pay our check and leave in record time which is lucky because we see the rear end of another carabinero sticking out the driver’s window of David’s rental. He quickly extracts himself when he sees us slide into the backseat, bidding them goodnight, and leaving us with puzzled looks.

      “Don’t ask,” Mike said, shaking his head.

      “Do ask!” exclaims David. “I’ve still got it.” He pats Mike’s leg. “There’s life in the old dog yet.” Glancing in the mirror while pulling away from the curb with no check or indication, he proudly announces, “I was negotiating a little threesome, well, foursome, if we include his large baton.”

      “David, eyes on the road!” Mike shouts as the little silver rental wafts so close to an old man that his comb over leaps out of the way. The last rays of the late afternoon sun bounce off his shiny head so brightly he’d probably be visible from space. We try not to laugh as hands fly about in the air, desperately trying to regain control of his whimsical, dyed black tresses, but the sight is too much, and even Mike has tears of laughter streaking his cheeks.

      The last few days were proving to be the tonic I needed after what had been a fairly stressful few weeks, but with Flora on the mend, and having connected with Kristi in a way I wasn’t even sure was possible, things seem to be turning around.

      “Fenna, how is Flora? I was speaking to Steven James the other day, and he mentioned things were looking up.” Mike often did this—suddenly start talking about something I’d been thinking about moments earlier. It had just plain freaked me out when I first met him, but after several years of knowing him I just accepted it as some sort of queer intuition. Steven James is Flora’s pediatric surgeon, and the man I had no alternative than to put my complete faith in, but that didn’t stop me from scouring through every surgical note he’d made. The truth is, I’d have chosen Mike over Steven every time, but Mike spends so much time traveling with David now, he doesn’t have the consistent availability which Flora’s conditions demand.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I catch Kristi looking at me, and I realize she’ll be wondering who Flora is. I’ve never really told her about Flora—not that I’m hiding anything. It’s a heavier conversation, and one that hadn’t come up until now.

      “She’s good. The ASD went better than expected, her appetite is up and she’s gaining weight, so all the signs are good. Sophia is still a little worried about the scarring but it’s only been a month so the wound is still healing. I think I was repeating what Steven said when she went in for the echocardiogram last week, so that helped reassure her. That’s almost a year she’s been living with the stress of wondering what’s coming next, so I can’t blame her when she gets too frightened to believe we’re winning.”

      Mike nods in his usual sage way, and I’m grateful for once that David doesn’t let loose with some flippant quip.

      “Flora’s my niece,” I explain to Kristi. “She’s only ten months old, but she was born premature so she’s had to fight her way through lots of…complications.”

      “I didn’t know. I’m sorry,” she says in a quiet voice, then takes my hand and squeezes it.

      I catch Mike glimpsing the touch, and he gives an almost imperceptible nod of approval.

      I’m glad when the conversation turns away from Flora and back onto something lighter. Maybe my sister isn’t the only one who is frightened to believe.
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      “Fuck, yes, Fenna! Don’t stop, jeez, just don’t stop.”

      There’s something about a woman screaming your name, just from a flick and lick in the right place, in the right way, that makes you feel all powerful. It’s like I’m Ruby Rose harnessing the full force of Batwoman’s flexibility and gymnastic prowess in the tip of my tongue. There’s just something about Kristi that makes me never want to stop.

      My fingers are still moving, curled inside, tapping her little rough spot like I’m beating out a secret message only her body can decipher, and she’s receiving it loud and clear. Hips buck wildly, and she’s damned close to erupting if the way she’s grinding herself against my face is anything to go by. I want her to come in my mouth again, like she did earlier when we made it back to the hotel, so desperate for each other we didn’t even wait to undress. Kneeling, with one of her legs draped over my shoulder, her short fingernails tearing at the wall behind her, she came so hard and so fast; I felt like I was drinking in her desire.

      Her embarrassment at coming, or more accurately, squirting, was adorable. Apology upon apology, assuring me she’d never done that before, with anyone, gave me a sense of pride. Like I’m the only one, me, out of all the women she’s slept with, who’s touched her so profoundly it’s unleashed this new, and until now, hidden talent. And I want it again. And undoubtedly again.

      Her hand grasps my short hair, her breath panting and my tongue and fingers move in a faster, rougher motion, just how she likes it, and then with a scream and an almighty spasm, which I’m certain has ripped hair from my head, she comes again, hard, fast, wet, and I laugh, trying to catch it on my tongue. Kristi is glorious. Kristi and I are glorious together.

      I climb farther up her body to lie next to her, pulling her close to me. This is the beauty of getting to know someone, learning their body, how it responds to your touch, your mouth. How to vary the pressure, the tempo, so you can help them achieve the perfect release. Waves of small shuddering motions still roll through her body, and I keep her held tightly to me until slowly her breathing returns to normal.

      “Are you okay?” My question sounds silly as soon as it breaks the silence of the room, but I need to know she feels this connection we have as much as I do, and straight out asking if she thinks we’ve found something special is—well—needy. Hell, who am I trying to fool? I am needy when it comes to Kristi. I always need more of her, but that’s something she made crystal clear isn’t on offer. Or at least it wasn’t… Could these last few days have changed anything?

      I want to ask her if we can see each other again, but I’m not sure I want to hear the answer, so instead of being bold, I just lay my head on her chest, moving with the rise and fall, listening to her heartbeat. Just being here with her, like this, is enough for now.

      I’ve nearly drifted off to sleep when she asks, “Does my face really light up when I talk about the shelter?”

      I take a moment to register what she’s asking and then relate it back to that first conversation we’d had in the bar—the conversation that seemed to freak her out.

      “Mmm,” I murmur. “It’s not just your face. It’s like somebody has plugged you into an electrical socket. Your whole body gets involved, it’s adorable.” I lean up, planting a kiss on her forehead, only then realizing her skin is furrowed, as if she is in deep thought. Using my elbow, I push up so I can try to get a glimpse of her face, but the room is dark and my eyes haven’t yet adjusted, so I take a finger and run it across her brow. “What’s going on in there?”

      “Huh?” She pauses a beat then says, “I’ve been thinking about what you said lately. I’m almost forty-four, which is really old for cabin crew.”

      I laugh, and although I can only see the dim outline of her features now that my eyes are adjusting, I know she’s staring at me with what seems a very serious expression.

      “Forty-four is nothing,” I say, meaning it.

      “Yeah, if you’re a surgeon, but most female flight attendants by my age have either had kids, or moved on and got themselves a proper job.”

      “I wasn’t suggesting you don’t have a proper job. You do. I just wasn’t sure how much you enjoyed it.” A heavy guilt washes over me. I’d never meant to demean her job. I wouldn’t do that, not just because it’d be a horrible thing to do, but it’s a good career, and a pretty great way to see the world even if it is only a few snatched days here and there. I’ve never been to Australia, or Hawaii.

      “I don’t enjoy it, not really, not lately. I’ve just never really thought about doing anything else, and I don’t know.” She crinkles her nose. “You started me thinking about what else I could do, and what I’d enjoy. But I’m nearly forty-four, Fenna, that’s old to be starting anything from scratch.”

      I sit up, curling my legs underneath me, gently clasping my hand on her wrist. I want to be awake and present for this conversation, because it matters.

      “You’ve an entire lifetime ahead of you, Kristi, and you can do or be anything you want. Age doesn’t factor into the decision. It’s about wanting to do whatever you choose badly enough.” I rub my thumb over the smooth skin on the inside of her forearm, hoping she can hear me.

      “But what if I don’t know what I want? Or worse, what if I make the wrong choice, and then I’m left with nothing?”

      “But what if you do something you love, something that makes you wake up with a smile, wanting to jump out of bed? Isn’t it worth trying?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Besides, you'll never be left with nothing. I’ll still be there to annoy you.” I chuckle, lifting her hand to my lips and placing a gentle kiss on her knuckles.

      If you’ll let me, I almost whisper to myself.
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      The flight back from Costa Rica was as uneventful as all the others I’ve taken over the last ten days, but at least I feel recharged after the slog of the Australian flights. Fifteen hours there and fourteen hours back is a hard slog even with a layover, but Diego, Luz and the pack recharged my batteries. Even having worked the San Jose flight, I’m still smiling as I say goodbye to departing passengers.

      As the last straggler leaves, I open the storage hold and pull out my bag, and as a matter of habit I do what I always do first, I switch on my cell. A series of pings fills the air.

      “Somebody’s popular,” Marc, one of my colleagues, teases me.

      “Ha. If only that were true. It’s probably weather warnings, or Nordstrom telling me about their latest offer. I guarantee you it’s nothing interesting. Not in my life.” I laugh then look down at my phone to see six new messages from Fenna. My chest clenches. Is she okay? I mean, sure, we’ve swapped the odd message here and there but six new messages, that’s a lot.

      “You coming?” Marc asks expectantly as he picks up his satchel and throws it over his shoulder.

      “What? Eh, you go on and I’ll catch up. I just need to check something.”

      He nods, doing an elaborate Ru Paul style twirl as he heads off the plane and up the bridge at speed to catch the others. I take a deep breath, tap my screen, and prepare myself for whatever I’m about to find out. But what I read doesn’t even come close to anything I could have possibly imagined.

      Sent by Fenna, 10:11 am

      Hola Kristi, Please excuse me for contacting you in this way as you do not know me. I am Berenice Vargas. You know my granddaughter, Fenna. Please do not worry, she is well and safe, but she left her phone with me and as she has talked about you so much I thought it would be good for us to meet. Bernie Vargas.

      Sent by Fenna, 10:30 am

      I will make cinnamon buns for you.

      Sent by Fenna, 10:40 am

      And coffee. You like coffee?

      Sent by Fenna, 11:05 am

      My address is 866 Milwaukee Street.

      Sent by Fenna, 1:38 pm

      If you don’t like cinnamon buns, I can make tamales.

      Sent by Fenna, 2:24 pm

      Let me know when.

      I stare at my phone, a little unsure what to make of the avalanche of messages. I’m surprised, obviously, and a little amused. My grandmother was always interested in my life and my friends, but I’m not sure she’d have gone to this length to say hello. Still, there is something endearing about it. I wonder if Fenna knows? It’s not like I could message her to find out because she doesn’t have her phone. Just as I’m considering what, or if, to reply, my phone rings.

      Fenna Vargas, the screen declares alongside the red and green symbols to accept or reject the call. My thumb hovers over them, trying to decide the best course of action but Charlie, the first officer, pushes past, bumping my shoulder,and causing my thumb to hit the green circle, making the choice for me.

      “Sorry, Kristi,” he mumbles, raising a hand in apology as he follows the rest of the crew. I nod back, raising the now connected call to my ear.

      “Hi.” My voice sounds hesitant which is hardly surprising given that the octogenarian relatives of my one night conquests don’t usually call me. But Fenna wasn’t a one-night affair…

      “Is this Kristi?” The tremor of age vibrates through her question.

      “Yes, and you’re Berenice?” I slide my purse over my shoulder and, holding my cell to my ear, I make my way up the slope of the bridge. I’m the last to depart, and the clean-up crew are already in full swing.

      “Call me Bernie. Everyone does. Are you flying?” she asks, which makes me smile.

      “No, we’ve just landed. Your messages have just come through.”

      “I thought the rules would be different for you.”

      “No, we’re the same as everyone else. Our cells have to be switched off when we’re working.” I smile at just how adorable this woman is—just like her granddaughter.

      “Are you free now?” The old woman’s question catches me off guard, and I fumble for an answer.

      “Yes, but I’ve just landed, and I was hoping to—“

      “You come over now.” Her tone suggests this isn’t a question.

      “I’d need to change, and—“

      “Good. I will see you soon. You like coffee?”

      “Yes, but—”

      A high-pitched ping sounds at the other end of the line, followed by rustling.

      “Our buns are ready,” she announces. “I will have everything ready. I have to go now.” I hear what I think is a faint goodbye before the call cuts off.

      If I collect my case, change, grab my car, and head straight there then I still might get a bit more work done on the kitchen…but damn, this wasn’t how I was planning to spend the rest of the day. I’m still a little perplexed about how I got railroaded into this impromptu visit, but it all happened so fast. The one thing that is clear is that Fenna’s grandmother is an operator.

      By the time I’ve collected my bag, found a staff restroom to change in, and made my way to my car, I’m shivering. Winter is just around the corner along with its raw bite. My dash tells me it’s thirty-eight degrees. No wonder I’ve got gooseflesh. I reach over to the back seat and grab my Save The Duck puffer, sliding my arms in at the same time as starting my engine. Plugging in my phone to the car, I bring up the address which Fenna’s grandmother gave me. It’s a good part of town, just this side of the Botanic Gardens, and according to Google Maps the traffic is getting a little heavier so I’m a forty-six minute drive away. I sigh as I think about how much easier it would be to head home to my suburb of Parker, but if I make this quick, I might still get at least one cabinet built tonight. I’m not exactly a professional carpenter but I can hold my own with a drill and an electric screwdriver, which is how I’d have expected my day to go, but against all logic, I’m heading to Fenna’s grandmother’s home because… I do not know why.

      It’s just before five p.m. by the time Google Maps tells me I’ve arrived at my destination. I park my red Honda next to a sign which informs me it’s 20 mph during school hours, although I don’t have to worry about that now given the time. The house itself has a kind of Spanish colonial vibe about it with cheerful green shutters and a red clay tile roof. It sits on a corner, and is framed by two tall trees at the far edges of a well-manicured lawn. I let out a long, low whistle, wondering if I should have gone home and changed into something a little more formal—and fresher. I can’t be sure, but I suspect Fenna’s grandmother has been keeping a watch for my arrival, because I’ve no sooner applied the parking brake than the big wooden door swings open, revealing a tiny, smiling, older woman in bright yellow pants and a scarlet blouse.

      There’s no backing out of this now.
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      I admit swapping Fenna’s phone with mine might have been a little naughty, but what else could I do? It had been too many days with all this moping for me not to get involved. That’s the problem with young women now, they spend too much time worrying about things that don’t need such thought. They use their brains when it won’t show them the way. It will lead them away from where they need to go. I can’t sit by and keep watching them throw away things that they cannot afford to lose—either of them.

      So I ordered a new case, one exactly like Fenna’s, and that nice Amazon man who always whistles brought it. He’s polite, tall and has a good head of dark hair. I keep telling him if my granddaughter liked men I’d introduce him. This seems to make him laugh, but it is true. One day he will make someone an excellent husband. Of course, I know he is single, because I asked him.

      Anyway, I ordered the case, and he helped me fit it onto my phone. I explained to him it was to help Fenna, my granddaughter, talk to someone she loved, but he looked at me a little skeptical before asking how I knew she was in love. I laughed.

      “I see it in her eyes,” I told him. “She might not know, but her eyes, they sparkle when she talks about this woman. I haven’t seen this in a very long time, perhaps never. That is how I know.”

      He nodded thoughtfully, in a way that tells me there is someone he might love, too. Whoever they are, I would like to meet them, because he too deserves someone with a good heart.

      That was the only part I had planned. Everything else that followed was just luck, or perhaps it is because it is fated. I hadn’t expected Fenna to come by that morning, although I was very happy to see her, and even happier when she stayed for coffee. She always complains I drink my coffee too sweet. “Think of your heart Yaya,” she says, and I tell her I lived with my heart for over eighty years, I know it better than anyone. The sweetness I can handle…but the fussing, not so much.

      But I knew she’d fuss even more if I tried to climb on the chair to reach the top shelf. “I want to make buns,” I told her. “I need the cinnamon.” Just as I knew she would, she insisted she get it for me, so when she climbed on the chair, I lifted her cell and put mine in exactly the same place. It was very easy.

      I did feel a little guilty later on when it shook and I realized another doctor was looking for her, but by then I couldn’t do anything other than send a message to Kristi. I tapped the white symbol that looked like an old-fashioned telephone then scrolled down all the names until I came to one that said Kristi. There was a little red heart after her name, and as soon as I saw it, I knew what I was doing was right. It took many messages and calls to contact her; I know because I had to miss my Silver Sneakers circuit class, which was a little disappointing, as I would have gotten my perfect attendance badge with one more session, but more so because I knew Samuel Smith, a widow from Franklin Street, was going to be there. He still has some of his own teeth, and when he turns on his hearing aids, he makes me laugh. I’ll invite him for buns one day too I think, but only if that witch Barbara doesn’t steal him first. She has had every man in our class, some more than once.

      But that doesn’t matter now. I lift the last bun onto the plate and lick the runny icing from my finger. Everything is ready. I’ve made Gallo Pinto for dinner too, but I won’t mention this when she arrives. I nod to myself before quickly washing my hands so I can go back to my position at the window again. This will be the fourth time I’ve checked, but nobody would blame me. It isn’t every day you get to meet the person who makes your granddaughter’s eyes sparkle. I see a little red car pull up, and stretch to the tip of my toes to get a better look at the driver. It’s a woman but I can’t tell much more. I’ll go see.

      I cuss the heavy lock, but get the door open just in time to see her swing open the car door and climb out. I’m thankful because it means I don’t have to pry her out. The red hair, even on such a dull day, is very striking. She is tall, at least five foot six. This is good. We need more tall people in our family.

      “Hola, Kristi,” I shout, making my way to the sidewalk. “Hola.” As she gets closer, I can see she is even taller than I thought, and slim, although she has some weight about her hips. This, too, is good. Women look good with rounded hips. She is a little older than I expected, but not too old. I throw my arms wide and move towards her. It is always my way to hug when I meet people, especially when I am excited, and today I am excited. As I wrap my arms around her waist and hug, I feel her body stiffen. Perhaps she is a little uptight? That’s okay, because we can sort that out. I step back and crick my neck to look up towards that mane of red hair, straight into the startled blue eyes of the woman Fenna loves.

      Should I have hugged her? That’s the question I am still asking myself when I bring through the tray loaded with the cups and saucers, buns, and a pot of steaming sweet coffee.

      “Please, Mrs. Vargas, let me help you.” Kristi rises from the sofa, her hair brushing past her shoulder as she reaches out to take the tray from me. I let her. It is a little heavier than I expected, so I’m glad of her good manners.

      “Thank you, Kristi. That is kind. I can see why Fenna likes you so much.” I sit down next to her and lean over the tray which is now placed on the small table in front of us. “Coffee?” I ask, and when she nods I pour us both a cup. “There is sugar and cream. You take what you need.”

      She smiles at me but I don’t miss the raise of her eyebrows as I put in my fourth teaspoon of sugar. “Just like this is good,” she tells me, and I waste no time in passing her one of my buns.

      Kristi is making my heart smile. She has eaten two of my buns and told me all about her flying adventures. She is good with a drill, and has even offered to help me sort the lock on the door. I could not have picked someone better for Fenna, and in the hour we have spent together I can tell they make a good match. “Fenna likes you very much,” I tell her, ignoring the fact her eyes grow wide with this news. “You will make a good addition to our family. Now I thought you might like to see these.” I pull the old photo books from the side of the sofa where I had placed them earlier, and shuffle up the sofa so we are sitting close together. Opening the pages, I lay it across both our laps.

      “Mrs. Vargas, I think you might have gotten the wrong—“

      “The wrong what, dulzara?” I wait for an answer but she hesitates, and then I notice the photograph. “Oh, look at this one. This was her first birthday party. She was such a beautiful baby, so much dark hair, just like her father.” I point to the photo. “Now this is Alex, Joseth, Maxie, Leana, Omar, Ashley, Kitty, Danny, and Tyler.” I trace my finger over the faces of some of my grandchildren from left to right. “These are some of Fenna’s cousins. Fenna’s Tata and I had seven children. Three boys and four girls. We were very blessed, and now I have twenty-six grandchildren and over twenty great-grandchildren. It’s hard to keep track of them all, but I remember their birthdays, because I have them written on my calendar. Fenna has always been my favorite but I can’t tell anyone that.” My chest fills with pride. I have been blessed, and I know Tata would feel the same. I imagine him looking down and protecting them. Keeping us all safe, especially Flora.

      “You have a beautiful family, Bernie,” Kristi says, but when I look up from the photos her eyes seem a little wet.

      “Dulzara, what upsets you like this?” I take her hand, holding it between my own. I’m not sure what I’ve said but I don’t want her to cry. Her head shakes, causing that beautiful red hair to move gently. She is like one of those young women in the shampoo adverts, but less happy. Then she clears her throat and speaks, or at least I think that is what she is trying to do, but no words come out.

      “Oh, please,” I say, taking out the clean white handkerchief I tuck into the cuff of my blouse. “Take this.” She takes it with one hand, looking a little uncertain. “It’s clean,” I assure her, but she leaves her other hand between mine.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I’m getting upset. I think I was just thinking about my family.” She wipes a tear from her cheek and sniffs.

      “You have a large family too?”

      “No, god, no. There was just me and my mum and my grandma.” She smiles, but the word was troubles me and I know I cannot stop myself from asking.

      “And now?”

      “Now, there’s just me. I’m the only one left.” Several more tears roll down Kristi’s cheek and this time I reach out my hand to wipe them away, but she pulls back, almost embarrassed by what she has shared with me. I watch as she takes the tissue and blows her nose as though she’s blowing away her unwanted emotion into the little white square. This girl needs to be hugged, to be looked after. She needs a family. She needs us.

      “And now you are part of our family,” I tell her. “You are never alone when you are with a Vargas.” I pat her hand, which clutches the tissue, and hear the faint click of the patio doors.

      “Yaya, it’s me,” Fenna shouts. Mi tesoro always has the best timing, just like her father.
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      It’s amazing how something as simple as being without your phone can completely throw your day. I mean, it wasn’t that I didn’t have a phone because I did, but it wasn’t mine, it was Yaya’s. I only nipped in to drop off some paperbacks my mom had been collecting for her, and somehow our phones got mixed up. It wasn’t until I heard my name over the speaker in the staff canteen this morning, asking me to contact pediatrics, that I realized the phone I’d been clutching wasn’t mine.

      “Yaya, it’s me,“ I shout as I push open the French doors that lead in from the patio. I keep telling her to lock this door, but she never listens. “It sticks,” she tells me again and again. I’ve even suggested I get one of the hospital maintenance workers to come by after work to look, but she won’t listen. She and Tata bought this house over fifty years ago, for almost no money by today’s standards. It’s where my father, uncles and aunts all grew up, and where many of my cousins and I have spent much of our lives too. Every inch holds memories for all our family, but nobody more than Yaya. The pencil marks with our all ages and heights are still on the wall in the kitchen, and she adds to it with each birthday of all my nieces and nephews.

      I hear voices, and I stop for a second, trying to hear where they are coming from. I glance into the kitchen where the smell of Yaya’s rice and beans suddenly makes me hungry. On the countertop is her best china, the set Tata’s boss gave her and Tata when they married. It must be somebody special to go to this amount of effort. The last person to have gotten the best china treatment was the Archbishop when he came with the local priest looking for a donation to restore the stained glass windows.

      “Fenna, is that you? We’re through here,” she shouts.

      Just as well it is me, Yaya, I think, making my way through to the large drawing room at the front of the house. My grandmother is sitting on the sofa with a pile of old photo albums in front of her, one of which is open on her lap. She’s sitting next to a younger woman I don’t recognise, or at least I can’t see as her body is twisted away from me, but towards Yaya. She has the same rich reddish color of hair that Kristi has, and I can’t help but feel a brief pang in my heart as I remember how it glinted in the sun.

      “Sorry. I didn’t know you had company, Yaya. I just came to return your phone.” I hold it up as if I’m brandishing a piece of vital evidence in a courtroom.

      “Isn’t it strange how they got mixed up,” she says with an innocent expression.

      “Mm, when did you change from your bright pink case with the rainbow?” I ask, stepping forward.

      My grandmother has never been a woman for understatement, so a simple black case seems very out of character, but she is a woman who never fails to surprise me. It’s only then I glimpse the redhead’s profile and my heart flutters. I swear the resemblance is—

      “Fenna darling, I made too many cinnamon buns so when I realized you’d left your phone I thought I’d ask Kristi to visit.”

      My mouth opens and I stare. Here is Kristi, sitting right in front of me, with Yaya, eating buns and looking at photos of…a three-year-old me. My brain freezes, lost for what to do next. Do I grab the photo album to stop the pages being turned to reveal me with braces, crimped dyed hair and skunk highlights? Let’s be honest, the 2000s were kind to no one. Or do I hug her, because despite the shock of finding her sitting on my grandmother’s couch, there’s a fizz of excitement building in my stomach at seeing her again? I could do any of these things but I do nothing. Like a fool I stand open-jawed, doing nothing, saying nothing. I blink fast, trying to restart my brain, but the longer I take to act like a normal human, the more awkward Kristi looks.

      “I should go,” Kristi mumbles, looking away from me and back towards my grandmother.

      “You can’t. I have made my Gallo Pinto. We shall eat together,” Yaya declares. “Fenna, where are your manners?”

      “Sorry, Yaya,” I mumble, because even in my thirties, the chastising tone in her voice takes me back to the guilty five-year-old who broke her window with a baseball. “It’s good to see you, Kristi.”

      Yaya stands, straightening herself to her full four feet ten inches, and runs her palms down the front of her yellow slacks, smoothing out any creases. There are no creases, because crimpolene doesn’t crease. “I need to check dinner. You will stay, Kristi? Yes?”

      Kristi glances from me to Yaya, and then back to me, then realizing it’s not a question, she nods, holding my gaze until Yaya heads to the kitchen, leaving just the two of us.

      “I’m so sorry. I had no way of knowing she’d do something like this. I picked up her cell thinking it was mine, and—” I shrug, my eyes pleading with Kristi, hoping she understands this isn’t my doing. I would never have put her in this position.

      “I get it. Although I’m not sure the thing with the phones was an accident,” she says with a laugh.

      “Mm, I have doubts, too. What did she say to get you here?” I have to ask because I’m fairly certain any request I made wouldn’t have been so readily accepted.

      Kristi thinks for a minute and then screws her face up. “It wasn’t so much what she said, but what I didn’t get the chance to say—it happened fast. One minute I’m answering the phone and the next she’s saying goodbye, but not before telling me to hurry because our buns are ready.”

      I cringe in complete understanding of how easy it is to have your day hijacked by a Nicaraguan OAP.

      “She’s persuasive, and she loves to feed.” I offer a smile of resignation and roll my eyes, albeit with fondness.

      “And she loves you.” Kristi’s words catch me a little off guard again, and I frown, wondering what has been said between the two of them before I arrived.

      “What has she—?” But before I can finish, Yaya appears in the doorway, pulling her apron over her head and looking more than a little satisfied with herself.

      “Everything is ready.” She smiles and brings her hands together as if she is applauding her own achievement before turning to lead us through to the large kitchen. “Come through.”

      I only have time to be thankful that she hasn’t laid the dinner table with the best silver before Kristi leans in to whisper in my ear as she passes.

      “We need to talk.”

      The four words that no one ever wants to hear.
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      “I’ll walk you to your car,” Fenna says.

      It’s nearly nine p.m., and between the early start and working, I’m beat.

      “Thank you for dinner, Mrs. Vargas, it was delicious.” I turn towards the old woman and she comes at me with another of her bear hugs. While the way she pounces is still a little terrifying, the warmth you get once she has you in her grip is kind of enjoyable. There’s a comfort in being held.

      “You call me Yaya, yes. You are welcome here, always, and you have to fix my locks with your drill,” she says, and then she tugs at my sleeve, pulling me down so she can whisper in my ear. “You are family now.”

      A lump the size of a golf ball lodges itself in my throat and I feel the end of my nose tingle. Shit, I don’t want to cry. Instinctively I lift a finger to my nose and push hard against the end, taking a breath deep enough to fill my stomach. It’s the only thing I remember from the two CBT sessions I had in college, but it’s a lifesaver when it comes to keeping control. Like magic, the wave of emotion subsides, and I offer her a sweet smile before shrugging into my jacket. My head is swimming. Fenna’s grandmother is lovely, and she’s made me welcome, but I’m not her granddaughter’s girlfriend. I don’t know what Fenna has said, and as nice an old lady as Bernie Vargas (Yaya) is, she isn’t my family.

      As I walk down to my car, Fenna in tow. I know the temperature has dropped but I barely register the tingle of cold in my fingers because it’s my rising panic that’s taking my attention.

      I can’t do this. Not that we are doing this, whatever this is. We shared a couple of days together, and a few nights…but that doesn’t mean—shit, this is why I don’t go back for seconds. The same reason I can’t let myself be sucked in by all the emotions Fenna—sweet, beautiful Fenna—unleashes inside of me every time I see her.

      “Kristi, wait. I am sorry about Yaya. She can get a little carried away.” She reaches out, laying a hand on my shoulder, and I immediately shrug it off. I have to be strong.

      “I don’t know what you told her, Fenna, or what you think is going on, but you need to get this straight. We had a few hookups, and that was it. It meant nothing.” My lie chokes out of me, immediately creating a thin veil of white in the frosty night air. This isn’t what I want to say, but it’s what I need to say—for both our sakes. I pull the keys for my Honda out of my pocket and glance towards her. Even in the dim light of the streetlamp I can see tears fill her eyes.

      How can I do this to her? She doesn’t deserve this. No, she deserves so much better, but that’s why I’m doing it: because she deserves more, more than I can give her. It’s better to pull the band-aid off now. I know it hurts, but it’s nothing compared to the world of pain that will come eventually. “Fenna, it was fun while it lasted and—”

      “You’re married, aren’t you? You’ve a nice little wife tucked away at home while you get lucky on your trips?” I can see the rage in her eyes and it shocks me. I wasn’t expecting this.

      “Wh—what?” I stammer, reeling from the accusation.

      “Or is it a husband? Yeah, that’d be right.”

      “I’m not married.” My reply is more forceful than I intended, driven more by shock than outrage. “Because if someone doesn’t want to have a relationship with you, then they must be married? Is that what you think? How arrogant do you have to be to make an assumption like that?”

      Her lip trembles and tears that have been building seem to tumble one after the other. We’re only about a foot apart, now that anger has closed the space between us, and all I want to do is wrap my arms around her and tell her I’m sorry. That I love her. That her grandmother has made me feel more part of a family in the few hours we shared today than I’ve felt in the last nearly twenty years, and it’s everything I’ve ever wanted…but I can’t. I can’t tell her, even if it’s what my heart is screaming, because nobody should love me. Nobody should have to feel that pain. 

      “I’m sorry,” I mumble as my heart breaks into a thousand pieces. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      I open my car door, climb in, and turn on my ignition. I catch sight of Fenna sobbing, left broken on the sidewalk, and I know I’ll never forgive myself.
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      I don’t know why I accepted the call that morning. It flashed on my screen as an unknown number, and that’s usually enough for me to disregard it, but I didn’t. Perhaps it was another way of punishing myself just as I had over the last five weeks. I haven’t been down to see Diego and the rest of the gang at the shelter. I haven’t picked up a screw, a nail, or any of my tools, and the kitchen looks more like a destruction site than a construction site. Since that night with Fenna, the only part of my old routine I’ve kept is work. I can hardly call that a routine, but there I can numbly function as if I’m a normal person, going through the motions with a vague, practiced smile. My hand has shot up for every additional shift on offer, and unsurprisingly I’ve ended up on some of the worst routes, the ones no one else wants. Not that they’ve seemed too bad to me because I don’t care. Christmas came and went without a second glance, and I worked from Christmas Eve right through to New Year and beyond, allowing my colleagues time with their families. Christmas dinner was salted roasted pork belly en route to Winnipeg, and New Year was celebrated over Cleveland on a flight to LGA.

      So, yeah, maybe I answered the call with a bit of a bring it on and kick me while I’m down attitude, but that self-indulgent angst was kicked to the curb as soon I realized it was Bernie at the other end of the line, and especially when she explained why she’d called.

      Fenna had told me about Flora, her niece. Not that she’d said a huge amount, just that her early arrival had caused complications and surgeries. Bernie had even shown me a photo of Flora the day I’d visited. She was tiny but I’d thought the little girl was getting better, at least that’s how it sounded to me when Fenna talked about her condition with Mike. Even when we talked about it that night, lying curled up in bed together, Fenna had sounded hopeful.

      There was no hope in Bernie’s tone, though. Yaya, as she prefers to be called, is a strong woman but I could hear the crack in her voice as she told me about Flora’s death, and the toll it was taking on their family. I’d never met the little girl, but even I experienced the news as though it was a gut punch, so what they must be going through—the unfairness of it all—I could only imagine. But Bernie wasn’t just calling me to share their tragic news. She needed my help. The family were worried about Fenna. The last time any of them had seen her had been four days ago, the night that Flora had suffered the fatal heart attack. Since then she’d locked herself away in her condo, not answering the door or responding to calls. They had received one message saying she was okay, but little more than that and thank god they had or I think they’d have had the fire department break down her door.

      “Kristi, I know she will listen to you. You have her heart, and I know you care,” Bernie had said, making it impossible for me to say no.

      Bernie’s faith in Fenna opening the door to me is far greater than my own. After the way we parted, I’m pretty sure I’m the last person she’d welcome for support, but I have to try. I owe her that at the very least. But that doesn’t stop me from pausing before knocking. My fist hovers inches from the door, balling up tighter and tighter until my knuckles are white. We haven’t spoken in weeks. I’m not even sure it’s a good idea for me to be here, but her grandmother insisted it’s what the family wanted. The fact the whole family knows about me makes me a little uneasy. “She needs someone to be there for her,” Bernie explained. “We’ve tried but she tells us she wants to be left alone. She has work to do, whatever that means, because the hospital has given her, how you say, a leave for compassion.”

      “Compassionate leave,” I say, then curse myself for the correction because the words themselves don’t matter.

      I know the pain that comes from losing people you love but I’ve never had the experience of losing someone younger than me. A child’s death must be so much harder. I brace myself and give two sharp knocks on the door to her apartment.

      The place is eerily silent which is as much to do with the thickness of the lobby carpet as it is the time of the day. These are all executive condos, and no doubt their occupants are out doing whatever rich people do during the day, legal or medical or corporate stuff.

      I was just lucky to be standing at the entrance as a guy in a smart pinstripe suit was coming out. He was chivalrous, holding open the door for me, or else I might not have got this far. I check my phone, looking at the address Bernie had sent, and then back to the silver numbers, 24, shining bright against the black door. Even though I’ve already knocked, the lack of any answer or noise made me think I might have the wrong door, but this is the right place and according to her , she’s definitely at home. I knock again. This time with a little more effort, knowing if she answers, she’ll most probably slam the door in my face after telling me to leave. But there’s that sliver of hope that she might talk to me, she might need me. And if she needs me here, then that’s where I’m going to be. I lean in closer, placing my ear towards the black wood to listen for any signs of life. There’s a long silence, a shuffling sound, then distinct footsteps that are getting louder. I brace myself. But the door doesn’t open. There’s a spy hole at about eye level, which means if Fenna is using it to see who is knocking, then she’ll be up on her tiptoes. Still nothing happens, and I shuffle awkwardly.

      “Fenna, please talk to me.”

      A click follows ten seconds of silence and the door swings open to reveal Fenna, looking…not great. She’s lost weight, her face is drawn, and there are dark lines under her eyes. Even if her grandmother hadn’t told me what had happened, I’d still have known something was seriously wrong just by looking at her. Cold, lifeless eyes stare back at me, rimmed red from tears. She seems a world away from the Fenna I know, but in the circumstances it’s hardly surprising.

      “What are you doing here?” she asks quietly, leaning against the door frame. “Shouldn’t you be on a flight somewhere?”

      “Day off. Your grandmother called me and told me about—about Flora.”

      Fenna looks down, her foot loosely toying with the bit of wood where the doorframe meets the wood flooring of her condo, before nodding. “Yeah. It… Yeah.”

      “I’m sorry, Fenna.” Again, I’m grasping for something a little more meaningful to say to her but I can’t find any words which seem vaguely adequate. There’s nothing I can say which will make a difference, nothing that will bring back her sister’s baby. We both know that.

      “You didn’t have to come all this way.” Her voice is hollow, like she’s sedated. It’s a far cry from the bubbly, bright tone that I’ve always known. “I’m sorry Yaya called you.”

      “Don’t be sorry. I’m glad she called, and I know I didn’t have to come. I just… I wanted to make sure that you were okay. I wanted you to know that if you need me, then I’m here.”

      She stands in silence for a few moments, as if contemplating what I’ve said. One hand grips the doorframe while the other grips the door, perhaps for support. It would be easy for her to slam it in my face, and for a moment, I think that’s what she’s about to do, but she doesn’t. Her grip on the doorframe goes slack and her hand drops to her side. “You mean that?” she asks.

      “Of course I mean that,” I whisper. “I know what it’s like to lose someone you love, Fenna, how hard it is.”

      She sniffs, nods slowly, and takes a step back. “You should come in.”

      As I follow her a little further inside, I can’t help but worry what I might find. I’ve seen many people at their worst, and some of them have some pretty creative ways of dealing with their emotions. Everyone handles grief differently. That’s what my grandma told me at my mom’s funeral. She held my hand and told me that there was no right way to feel loss, no steps to take. Everyone goes through the motions and emotions differently. Some people get angry, some pull away and shut down. Others escape through drink, or worse. But Fenna doesn’t appear to have done any of that. I glance around the apartment. It’s tidy, ordered, and there’s no mess of broken furniture or takeaway boxes; she isn’t sitting catatonic on her couch, staring at the wall. Her kitchen isn’t littered with half-drunk bottles of wine, either, and there’s no odor of stale alcohol. In fact, except for the way she looks, the only sign that anything is wrong is the table between us.

      It’s strewn with papers and manilla folders, like the desk of a manic investigator in a police show. The papers are all crumpled, messed up, like they’ve been lifted, studied, and dropped, repeatedly. I suspect that’s exactly what she’s been doing.

      “What’s all of this?”

      “Flora’s notes.” Fenna’s voice cracks when she speaks. “Her medical records.”

      The chair across from Fenna squeaks when I pull it out from the table. I ease myself into it, looking down at the table between us. Now that I’m closer, I can see records on surgeries, a list of medications, and more. There’s even a list of proposed medications she’d presumably have moved onto had her heart not stopped. It’s horrifying to think this is what Flora’s brief life boils down to. Sickness.

      “I keep…looking at these,” she whispers. “I keep going over the files, again and again. I’m looking for where we went wrong, something we could have done differently. Did we give her the wrong medication? Did someone screw up in surgery?”

      “You’re looking for someone to blame.”

      “No.” Her answer is firm, as if she’s annoyed I don’t understand. “I’m looking for a reason. I want this to make sense, and for it to make sense, there has to be a reason.” She lets out a shaky sigh. “But I can’t find one. There’s nothing. We did everything we were supposed to. If I had the chance to do it over again, I can’t see what I’d change. But I just… There needs to be a reason.”

      “There isn’t always one,” I murmur. “Sometimes things just…happen. They shouldn’t, and it hurts. But…they just do.”

      “I don’t want that to be true.” Fenna lets out a heavy sigh. “She was so young. She wasn’t even a year old, Kristi. We hadn’t even celebrated a birthday with her, not one. I mean, how is that allowed to happen?”

      I don’t have an answer for that.

      “What am I even doing?” She shuts the folder quickly, slapping it down against the table. “My job is to help kids like Flora. I wanted to be the person who could help my family, my sister, Flora. I should have been the one to save them. All of them.”

      “You can’t save everyone—” I begin, but she cuts me off before I can even finish my sentence, and I know she doesn’t need me to say anything. She just needs me to listen.

      “I’ve saved so many people’s lives. I’ve worked in ERs, I’ve performed hundreds of successful surgeries. And not just in theater, I’ve even pulled over on a highway to help a guy while we waited for the paramedics. I save people, that’s the whole point of my job, of who I am. And the one time that it really matters, the one time I should have been able to help…” Her voice cracks again and she falls silent, tearing up. My hands twitch to reach out and hug her, but I’m worried she’ll slap me away.

      “I feel so useless,” she whimpers, covering her face with both hands. “I don’t even know what to say to my mom, to my sister. What do I say to them?”

      “You don’t say anything,” I assure her quietly. “You don’t have to say anything. They’ll see their pain reflected in you. They don’t need to ask how you’re doing, and you don’t have to tell them because they’ll know. You’re all suffering, you’re all experiencing that pain. The only thing you need to do right now is to be with them. Just…be there.”

      “I feel like I should apologize.” She looks down at the files like a lost little girl. “I need to tell them I’m sorry, I need to tell them something.”

      Fenna isn’t looking to find fault with another doctor’s work, or a screw up that an intern made, because she has already assigned the blame. She’s looking for what she did wrong, something she’s missed, or that she should have picked up on sooner.
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      I didn’t know how I’d feel about seeing Kristi at my door, given the way she dismissed me so callously the last time we saw each other. There had been no contact, no apologies, nothing. For the first few weeks I’d had this odd daydream, well, fantasy I suppose, where I’d come out of work and there she’d be waiting for me, not unlike that night in San Jose. But it had been just that, a fantasy. The deluded hopes of a pathetic, lonely woman desperate for someone to love her.

      But I am glad she’s the one holding me now, like how she held me back in my apartment, too. For the first time she’s made it safe enough for me to just let everything go: the emotion, the frustration, the grief, the guilt. I pull back a little, feeling the burn of where the seat belt clip of her little red Honda has dug into my hip.

      Without speaking, she presses the button and starts the engine, pulling out onto the street. The traffic is heavy but she moves from lane to lane as we head out of the city towards my parents’ home at Highlands Ranch. Her eyes are firmly on the road ahead, her jaw is set into a straight, stern line, and her concentration gives her a sort of cute frown.

      I sag against the seat, tired from hours of crying, of analyzing and irrational reasoning, of trying to find an answer that just isn’t there… but I have fucked up. There is no denying I’ve let my family down, especially my sister but not in the way I’ve been beating myself up about, as a doctor. No, I’ve let them down by not being there with them, as a sister and a daughter. They didn’t need Dr. Vargas; they needed Fenna, and she—I—wasn’t there for anyone. A teary guilt settles in the pit of my stomach and I focus on Kristi, trying to distract myself from the nervous nausea that’s building as we get closer to my parents’ home.

      I wonder how many times she’s done this before. How many times has she walked into a house that’s in mourning? How many times has she sat and felt the way I feel now, like someone’s ripped a hole through my chest with their bare hands? I know it’s at least twice, but maybe it’s more than that. Maybe this never goes away.

      “Thank you for coming to see me.” My throat is dry and hoarse after hours of crying, and it cracks under the strain of just talking. “And thank you for convincing me to see my family.”

      “No need to thank me,” she murmurs, keeping her eyes on the road. “I’m only doing what you would have done, if it were the other way around. You know you’d have come to see me, if—” She pauses and frowns, then starts over. “I just did what I thought was right.”

      “I appreciate it.” I lay a hand tentatively on her knee, just for a moment. She stiffens at the touch, but it seems more out of surprise than anything else. At least she doesn’t flinch or pull away from me. I mean it, I am grateful, and in truth she is probably the best person to have offered me help.

      As she drives, my mind drifts to think about Yaya, and how she always seems to know what’s for the best. It’s like a gift you’re given as you get older. Wisdom is the recompense for losing the elasticity of your skin. I was angry when she’d switched our phones and had gone behind my back to meet Kristi, then grateful after our argument, because I thought it helped me see Kristi for who she truly was, but now—now I’m just confused. I don’t know if I still want her. I think I do. No, I know I do, but how can I be sure this isn’t the helplessness of grief making me latch onto her?

      “It’s the next left,” I say in a quiet voice as we get closer to my parents’ house. Her little car groans as we make our way up the incline of Willow Street. “And then turn right here. They’re the house at the end of the cul-de-sac.”

      Out of the corner of my eye I see her glance towards me. “They just want to see you and know you’re okay. You’ll be fine. I promise,” she says with that same surety of tone that Yaya has when she has my back.

      “I know.”

      The front of the house and driveway is like a parking lot. I see my dad’s big red Jeep, Yaya’s bright yellow Hyundai which my dad affectionately calls her buggy, Mom’s Land Cruiser with Flora’s huge car seat still in the back—my breath catches. There’s other vehicles there but now all I can see is the car seat. Kristi pulls in next to Yaya’s tiny car and turns off the engine. Her warmth as she takes my hand and squeezes pulls my gaze away from the Land Cruiser.

      “C’mon. I’m right by your side.”

      “Always?” I ask, unsure why her answer seems so important to me, but it is.

      There’s the smallest pause, then she smiles. “Always.”

      As we push open the large, green, wooden front door, I can hear voices in the kitchen, then my mom’s head pops around the door frame, followed by the rest of her body as she rushes forward, pulling me into a huge, never-ending hug. The sheer force and safety of her love releases the last reserve I have, allowing the dam to break. I sob, tears soaking into her shoulder. Only my mom or Yaya can give me this acceptance, because of our bond, our history, our blood, but Kristi was the one to help me see that. I don’t know how long we stand like this; it feels like both a long time and the right amount of time, all at once.

      I pass from the arms of my mother to my sister. “I’m sorry,” I tell her, and she nods, eyes brimming as she squeezes tighter. This is where I need to be, where I should have been these past days. Kristi is right. It’s not reasons or explanations that count, it’s being here, holding each other, or even just sitting silently with them, knowing we share that same pain. I’m held by and hold everyone who is here: my parents, my sister, her husband, Yaya, my aunts and uncles, my cousins. This is what it is to be family.

      I suddenly remember Kristi. I’ve been so consumed with everyone else I left her. I expect to see her still standing in the hall but when I turn, I see her in Yaya’s arms, well, being hugged around the stomach by Yaya is a more precise description given Yaya’s shorter stature. There’s something about the image in front of me that makes sense. It offers calm in a time of chaos. Like here is where she’s meant to be too.

      I wonder if she feels it? Or does this make her miss her own family more?
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      “Will you come up?” Fenna asks me when we reach her apartment block. She must notice my hesitation. “I don’t really want to be on my own, but if you don’t want to, I understand. I’m just grateful for—everything.”

      I kill the engine, unbuckle my seat belt, and rest back in the seat. I want—no, I need—to be there for her, but I know the time has come for me to be honest. Yaya told me as much this afternoon. It feels weird to call Fenna’s grandmother, Yaya, but she spent the day insisting I stop calling her Mrs. Vargas, or Bernie, and she isn’t a woman you argue with.

      While everyone was making cups of tea and discussing arrangements, she thanked me for helping Fenna to open up, and then, in an almost ninja style move, she turned the conversation from Fenna and Flora to my mom and my grandmother. Before I really understood what was happening, I was revealing parts of myself I never share with anyone because usually it just hurts too much. But the way Yaya asked questions so gently, and with such innocence, I found myself telling her my stories…and we laughed. I’d forgotten what it was like to think about my family and laugh.

      Then her questions became more poignant. What age was I when my mom died? How did my grandmother die? I could see the cogs turning, and without me saying more, whether through instinct or experience, she saw my demons.

      “Are you okay?” Fenna asks, drawing me back from my thoughts.

      “Huh?”

      “I’m sorry, today must have been tiring for you, talking me round, then being my chauffeur for the day, never mind having to put up with my entire family on their worst day. It can’t have been easy.” Fenna smiles apologetically, so typical of the woman she is. It was her worst day too, but here she is apologizing and worrying about me when it should be the other way around. The selfishness of my grief has stopped me for too long. The very least I can do is try to explain…everything.

      “Have you got any of that good coffee left?” I ask with a smile before opening my door.

      We don’t speak until we’re in the apartment, both a little unsure of what should come next.

      “I need to talk to you,” I say. “Can we sit?”

      Fenna nods, her eyes flicking between the sofa and me. This might not be the day to do this but if I don’t do it now I’m just giving myself another excuse to chicken out later. I almost snort when I realize this is driven by my own selfishness once again…but it isn’t really selfishness. Not if I believe Yaya.

      You’re frightened, Yaya had said, holding my hand. Fenna will understand.

      I only hope she does. I sit down on the other end of the sofa, and tell her about my mom, my grandmother, the cancer, and the real reason I never stay still. At least she’ll know now why…even if she can’t understand. I don’t stop until everything is out, laid bare in front of her.

      “Wait, you don’t know for sure if you have the BRCA gene?” Her brow knits together with what seems to be incredulity and confusion. The question hangs in the air between us, weighing heavily in the small space. I don’t really want to admit it to her, which might be why when I open my mouth, nothing comes out. As it turns out, though, I don’t need to say anything at all. My expression must have answered her question.

      Fenna shakes her head slowly, seeming to try to come up with something to say. She turns on the couch so she is facing me full on. The leather groans against her movement, and in the silence of her apartment it’s amplified tenfold. I knew she wouldn’t understand.

      “You haven’t had the test done,” she whispers. “Why?”

      My throat is dry. This is why I don’t talk about it. To the rest of the world it’s a simple black and white decision. Find out if you have the BRCA gene or not, and then… What? You see, it’s all so easy when it isn’t your choice. Your future. I shouldn’t be surprised. I’d dealt with this for years, losing friends along the way, until I learned it was just easier not to tell anyone.

      I can’t even look at her. I don’t want to see the confusion, or worse, the judgment. She won’t understand, and I can’t make her understand. It’s always the same, and I’m not ready to repeat that with her. “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t want to know for sure? I mean, if you know—”

      “If it comes back positive, then that’s it.” My response is sharp, cutting over her words. I don’t want to hear about preventative measures, or regular screenings and checks. It’s the same shit I’ve heard from doctors my whole life. “I may as well just start the clock on my own death. It’s going to be hanging over me, over everything I do. I’m going to wake up every morning terrified that today will be the day that it goes wrong. It’s like that King who had the sword hanging over him.”

      “Damocles?”

      “Yeah.”

      Fenna frowns, cocking her head to one side. She still looks confused. “Cancer isn’t a death sentence, Kristi. Not anymore. We’ve come a long way in the past ten years.”

      “That’s what they told my mom.”

      Fenna flinches at that. She knows that we’re treading on dangerous territory here, so when she speaks again her voice is gentle. “You have options. If you have the gene there are things we can do to—”

      “You know, she was always so positive, she thought they’d find some miracle. She joked that she’d only ever wanted one child anyway, so it didn’t matter that they were taking everything away. She’d only needed to have one because she got it right the first time. But they never found that miracle.”

      “Did your mom have the test done?”

      “Yes.” The word comes out as little more than a squeak, strangled by the lump of pain in my throat. “But it was already too late. My grandma too, after my mom’s diagnosis. She was just lucky to get a little longer at life. I don’t remember much about my mom, other than she just kept getting sicker and sicker, and I didn’t know why. I was too young to understand but with my grandma, I knew.”

      “How old were you when—” In the dim light of the room I can see her almost wince, unable to finish her question.

      “I was twelve when my mom died. She was only forty-five. I’m almost the same age as she was when she was—then.”

      “Kristi, I—”

      “I was lucky to have my grandma longer. We moved in with her when my mom got sick. Grandpa had died, and she had a big house and was glad of the company. My dad had never lived with us. He had a whole other life, with a wife and kids before I was born. He’d show up for an occasional birthday when he could sneak away from his proper family, like some sort of weird, elusive uncle. Eventually my mom told him not to bother. I think he was relieved. It was just the three of us, then Mom died, and it was me and Grandma.” I swallow down the lump in my throat. “I was twenty-one when I lost her.”

      I glance up, blinking back tears, only to see the same glimmer of wetness reflected in Fenna’s deep brown eyes. I don’t want her pity. I don’t want anyone’s pity.

      “It was a sort of blessing in the end. She’d gone through so much. They just kept taking bits of her: her uterus, her ovaries, her fallopian tubes… But it had metastasized to her liver, so there was nothing they could do for her except keep her hopped up on morphine. She wasn’t as positive about it as my mom was, but then, she knew what was coming.”

      “I’m sorry,” she mumbles.

      “I can’t even remember the day my mom died, not really. I just remember Grandma coming to get me from school, taking me to the hospital. I remember crying until I threw up. I cried a lot, we both did.”

      “Did they offer you the test?”

      I shake my head, wiping the stray tears from my cheeks. “Yes, but not then. I was twenty-one, and in college. My grandma had died and they advised me to get tested.”

      “You’ve known all this time you might have it?” Fenna whispers. “And you haven’t gotten tested? How can you just go about your day not wondering about it, not worrying?”

      “You don’t think I do?” I snap. There’s a cold, sharp edge to my tone but I don’t care. I’ve had this conversation too many times to care about other people’s feelings anymore. “You don’t think I wonder? You don’t think I’m scared? Because I am. I’m terrified that I might already be sick, I’m scared that I might die the way my mom did, the way my grandma did. I’m so scared, all the time. But I’m even more scared of knowing. Because as scared as I am right now, at least I have this shred of hope. Right now, there’s a chance I don’t have it. But if I get the test and it comes back positive… I don’t have any hope left. I know what my life will be, and it’s not a life I want.”

      “So what, you hide away? You’re alone, Kristi. You’ve locked yourself away from everyone, and that’s not fair. You can’t just keep pushing people away because of a disease you might not have. Do you think your family would want you to live like this?”

      “Don’t bring them up.” I can hear how icy my voice is now, so she must be able to tell too. She’s treading on perilous ground. “Don’t.”

      Either she can’t tell that I don’t want to talk about this, or she doesn’t care, because she presses on regardless. “Do you?”

      “They’re dead, Fenna,” I remind her sharply. “So I don’t really know what they would want for me.” My response is verging on petulant, but I want her to feel some of my pain. I don’t want to have this conversation anymore. It was a mistake. If the only way I can get her to back off is to upset her, I will.

      But she doesn’t look upset. Her face hasn’t crumpled, her shoulders aren’t sagging, and there is no sign of the guilt or shame I usually see. Nothing about her demeanor suggests she’s going to back down. If anything, she looks even more pissed off.

      “Don’t do that,” she says without a flicker of emotion. “Don’t play that card. Their memory is worth more than that.” And just like Yaya, she turns the tables, and it’s me that feels the crash of guilt. “You know damn well that they would want you to have the test done. They both did, they had the courage. If there was something you could do to save your own life they’d be telling you you’d be crazy not to.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Yes I do, Kristi! They were your family, of course they’d have told you to get the test done. They’d want you to have the best possible chance of catching the cancer before it’s too late. To have life, a full life, instead of shutting yourself off from everyone.”

      “I don’t shut myself off,” I snap. “I have a job I’m damned good at. I volunteer at the shelter. I spend plenty of time with other people.”

      “Really?” Fenna stares at me and it leaves me a little unnerved. “When was the last time you had a serious girlfriend? When was the last time you invited a friend over to your house for a beer and some conversation?”

      I don’t answer because I can’t. The friends I had have drifted away, some because of conversations just like this, others because she’s right—I have closed myself off. I can’t remember the last person I invited over. Have I ever invited anyone over? When Grandma got ill, it wasn’t somewhere you’d invite people, and then… Well, I’d spent so much time looking after her when she was ill—friends drifted away, but it hadn’t been intentional. When you’re twenty-one you want to party, not spend time with someone who’s only conversation revolves around illness.

      But never having loved someone? That’s been intentional. I’ve never allowed myself to love anyone…until you. The revelation makes my heart clench, but before I can think it through she’s off again, cutting me no slack.

      “You have a job that means you fly in and out of the country every week. You never stay in one place long enough to get to know anyone, not really. Even with the shelter, you’re only there for a few days a month. You’re keeping everyone in your life at arm’s length, and it’s because you might get sick, one day, maybe.”

      But I barely hear her words, because that one last thought keeps replaying in my head. I’ve never allowed myself to love anyone…until you.

      “Stop,” I say weakly. “Please just stop.” My head is reeling from too much truth and pain. Between Yaya and Fenna, it’s like good cop, bad cop. First, I get softened up enough to let my guard down, and then in comes Fenna for the kill, stripping away years of barricades until I’m left here, sobbing on her sofa.

      I hunch over, dropping my head into my hands, covering my eyes as though it’s the last layer of protection which remains. The pain in my chest wants to explode and I curl into myself like a terrified armadillo trying to wait out an attack.

      A warm hand rubs the middle of my back and, despite wanting some comfort, anything to lessen the thunderous ache that fills my body, I shrug her away. The sofa cushion I’m perched on dips and I’m aware of the warmth of her body next to me. Just as she wouldn’t allow me to push her away verbally, she hasn’t heeded my physical rebuff either. Arms encircle me as she pulls me closer, tight against the side of her body, but this time I don’t put up a fight. I allow her to hold me, and it feels—good. Despite myself, I surrender into her safety, allowing the rest of the world to slip away. It’s not mine to worry about because all I have and all I want is right here.
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      It’s late, really late, by the time we head to bed. The city seems so quiet from way up here, like I’m looking down on another world. Lights twinkle and occasional bits of litter become frenetic, then still again as the breeze toys with them. It’s no different to us being picked up and dropped by the drama of life, battered and blown out of shape by things we’ll never be able to control.

      Kristi emerges from the bathroom, the red rims around her eyes stark against pale skin, her tan having faded with her bravado. She seems smaller, fragile almost, and yet there’s more substance to the person I see now. I watch as she moves to the side of the bed then falters, looking to me for guidance. Her hand raises to the buttons on her shirt, then a little higher, touching her collar bone.

      “Let me,” I say as I close the gap between us. Shyly she dips her head as my hand closes over hers. A deeper tenderness replaces the raw, primal desire we shared before. I undo her shirt, button by button, and when the last one has been released, I push it gently off her shoulders to release her arms. Gooseflesh appears on her skin and she draws her shoulders together in a shiver. The beauty of her vulnerability takes my breath away, and I twist a loose strand of red hair around my finger before gently tucking it behind her ear. It’s only then she raises her gaze, allowing our eyes to meet. The haunting emptiness I saw earlier made her eyes seem less blue, as though they were diluted with the nostalgia of memories. But now the color has changed again, in the same way sunlight changes the natural palette of the landscape. I’m drawn into her depth, her beauty, not the external superficial beauty, but the elegance and goodness of her soul. Cupping her chin in my hand, I raise myself up on my toes and place a gentle kiss on her mouth before once again pulling away.

      I remove the rest of her clothing, one piece at a time, allowing my hand to brush gently against her skin as I do. I stop when I reach her bra and underwear and glance at her. She nods and guides my hands to the top of her panties, saying just one word: “Please.”

      I swallow, my breathing becoming shallower. My thumbs hook under the lace and I slide them over her hips and down, lowering myself tight against her warm body until I am on my knees in front of her. I rub my cheek against short, trimmed hair, inhaling the scent of her sex, and my head spins with desire. I’ve never wanted someone in this way before, with a compulsion to drink in her strength, her sensitivity, her goodness, and imperfections; I want all she is, in her full glory.

      Every kiss I place on the inside of her thighs is a small gift of thanks for her coming into my life, for enabling me to see things beyond my own burden of assumed responsibility. More so, because I had thought I’d lost this—this weird, beautiful chemistry we create together. It isn’t her and it isn’t me; it’s bigger than that. It’s hard to explain and I don’t even know if I want to analyze it because some things shouldn’t be dissected. Magic stops being magic when you pull it apart with cold hard logic, but let it into your heart and it can live there forever.

      “Take me to bed, Fenna.” Her voice is quiet, and I rest my cheek against her thigh, enjoying the sensation of her fingers weaving through my hair before rising and leading her to my bed.

      We lie in the darkness, our warm, naked bodies nestling against each other, taking pleasure in slow caresses. Every glide of our hands over soft skin soothes the raw pain we hold; every movement, tentative yet measured, with the certainty of knowing what lies deep inside. But that knowing brings understanding, and with it an energy anchored so deeply in our souls we barely register the initial tremors.

      The warmth of our bodies meshes, appeasing the anguish of the day, and the undercurrent quickens. Finger light strokes are gentle waves pulling farther and farther from the shoreline. Each shared, lingering kiss quiets an already hushed sky until there is only Kristi and me, hearts racing, eyes locked, suspended in the moment's stillness. Our chests rise and fall together until the tsunami darkens our vision and a thunder of desire crashes through our bodies. We surge together, thighs entwined, grinding hard against the limbs we stroked so softly just moments earlier. Hunger slickens our tempo, taking and giving everything we can, melding together with need, longing, and the fervor of a moment we both know is about to change everything. There is no going back.

      When we lose ourselves this time, it will be within the other, tethering pieces of our hearts so we are never again truly alone. We surrender breath as we climax, engulfed by the exhilaration of coming together. Wave after wave crashes forward, decimating what went before, changing the landscape forever. Wave after wave pounds through us as we shake and groan, never loosening our grip, riding out our orgasms, until the world goes quiet. Even then we cling to each other, ensconced in the other’s harbor, and a strange sensation fills me. I take a moment to realize what stirs inside is—hope.
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      The smell tickles my senses, but I try not to think about it, choosing instead to enjoy the smooth warmth of the sheets, my head buried deep in the soft pillow. I know I claim I can sleep anywhere and I can, but not like the sleep I’m rousing from now. I doubt anything would have woken me from such a deep slumber. The sleep of a hundred years. I feel a smile tug the corners of my mouth and tuck my legs up a little higher, curling into the warmth of my body.

      “Don’t you want me to read something else tonight?” my mom would say, a little exasperated, trying to hide her smile. But my answer was always “No.” With freshly brushed teeth I’d run into my room where Mr. Potato Head with his 1970s porn star mustache would wave to me as I pulled the book from the enormous bookcase, careful not to knock over Michelangelo or Raphael, my two favorite ninjas. Then I’d bounce onto my big bed, digging my feet under the covers, ready for Mom to come and join me.

      My hands would trace the smiling image of the beautiful girl with big blue eyes on the cover, as well as her fairy godmothers. It was an old book even then, having been my mom’s when she was small. Then the weight of the bed would shift as Mom sat down beside me, kicking off her shoes and swinging her legs up next to mine. I’d always wanted a fairy godmother, but Mom said I didn’t need one because I had her and Grandma, and that was way better. I try to remember their names… Flora and Merryweather, but there was a third. Fenna? Was she called Fenna?

      Suddenly I’m pulled from the memory, my eyes flickering open. A small table with a gray lamp comes into view as I blink, and a comfy red chair sits against the far wall, clothes neatly folded in a pile on it. My clothes. I’ve never woken up in this room before, but I know exactly where I am. I’m in Fenna’s bed. I stretch my legs, edging them backwards hoping to feel the warmth of another body, but all I find is empty space. I turn as though I need confirmation, seeing the rumpled comforter and dented pillow. I place my hand where her head would have been, stroking the white cotton. We must have lain together, bodies touching, and again I smile.

      “Good morning, sleepyhead.” Fenna breezes into the room, and I turn towards her. Her short hair mussed and unruly, a shy grin on her lips. But this morning something has changed. She’s more radiant, brighter, even more alive, and then a thought occurs to me. Perhaps it’s not that she looks different, perhaps it’s just that I’m seeing her differently.

      “Good morning.” My voice, husky with disuse, has an edge of seduction I’ve never heard before, and I’m not the only one that thinks so because when she leans in, she whispers in my ear.

      “Don’t you sound sexy this morning.”

      Without thinking, I throw back the comforter, grabbing her hips, pulling her towards me. At first she seems to resist, leaving me with a clench of disappointment, but then she raises the edge of her short robe, lifting her leg over my body, climbing onto the bed as she straddles my lap. A rush of excitement courses through my body and I reach for the tie that’s so unfairly holding the layer of silk in place. Small, pert breasts with large dark nipples greet me and I reach out, taking their weight in my hands. The left is ever so slightly smaller than the right, but I love this. I love all the uniqueness of every little imperfection, because that’s what makes her perfect to me. They are like a series of tiny secrets only I’ve been given permission to see because she trusts that I’ll love them as part of her, and I do.

      “You’re perfect,” I murmur, rubbing my thumb across each nipple, soft at first then a little more roughly, one after the other. She purrs with satisfaction, slowly sliding across my center, back and forth. I can feel her readiness and I’m mesmerized.“You’re my very own Mona Lisa.”

      “You like art?” she asks, and I laugh.

      “Well, I know the Mona Lisa and The Scream, and I didn’t think you’d appreciate the second option, so…”

      Her hand lightly slaps my arm as she laughs too. I can’t remember ever feeling this happy. It’s like someone has come along and taken this tremendous weight I didn’t even know I was carrying, and lifted it away. I know it hasn’t gone, the weight I mean, but right now I don’t have to carry it and that’s enough. For now.

      I slide my hands down over her stomach, allowing my fingers to appreciate every gentle curve, then down over hips. I run my hands over her thighs, allowing my thumbs to drop over the super soft skin that leads up towards her center. I’m teasing her, and myself, coming ever closer with every slow movement, and then backing away before beginning the dance all over again. Fenna’s hips move faster, screaming her frustration, urging me on.

      “I need you, Fenna.” My voice is heavy with want, and she grabs my hand, pulling it between her legs.

      “I need you too,” she pants. My fingers tell me she isn’t lying.

      I stroke the velvet smoothness from her clit to her entrance, then back again before sliding inside. She gasps, eyes wide, and as I push deeper she throws her head back, closing her eyes as she moves against my hand. The sight in front of me is glorious, immeasurable in words, and my chest fills with emotion. Last night something inside me broke free, flooding my soul with every sensation I’ve fought to deny. Fenna brought my heart back to life, and now I can’t stop it from beating.

      My thumb rubs against her clit with every rise and fall, causing her to move faster and harder against me. I hold her hip with my other hand, pulling her down against me firmer still, steadying her movements. The way she tightens around my fingers tells me she’s close, and at any other time I’d have broken the tempo to make her pleasure last longer but I want to make her come, hard and fast, and now.

      “Oh, Kristi,” she screams, “I’m—” But her words are lost. Her eyes widen as she clamps around my fingers, releasing a low, strangled growl. Then her body shudders, satisfaction flowing, coating us both, and I stupidly break into a wide grin, so delighted to have touched her so profoundly. I feel the sweat of her body rub against my own as she slumps forward, bracing herself on her forearms on either side of my head. I snatch a small kiss as she pants, trying to catch her breath, and I wiggle my fingers.

      She shakes her head. “Nope. I can’t take any more. You’ve had it all.” She laughs, then leans forward, dropping her hand between her legs to ease out my fingers. She shudders again as I accidentally glance over her clit. “I’ve never done that before,” she mumbles, her cheeks turning crimson.

      Pulling her full weight down onto me, I wrap my arms around her. I think I know what she means or at least I hope I know what she means but I have to ask. “You mean—“

      She nods. “Nobody has ever made me come like that.” As if out of curiosity, she drops a hand between our bodies to feel the wetness. I feel a little trickle down onto my center, and it mixes with my excitement. God, that feels hot. “I can’t tell what’s mine and what’s yours,” she mumbles against my neck as she slides two wet fingers down either side of my clit.

      My breath hitches.

      “I want to make you come with my come,” she says, her breath tickling my skin, and just with her words alone my body shakes, letting out a long groan. “Would you like that?”

      I nod, opening my legs wider, and she slips inside. It feels so good, and I tell her that, more than once. She asks if I want more and again I nod, moaning, unable to form anything vaguely coherent from my mouth. I fight not to close my eyes, but the sensation of having Fenna inside me, deeper with every long, slow thrust of her fingers makes it impossible. I’d die happy if I were just suspended in this moment, but the tingle of orgasm approaches and the intensity of my moans builds until it comes upon me faster and faster. My breath gets trapped in my chest and my eyes open wide as I topple into orgasm—being watched intently by the woman I love.

      My body shakes and trembles, and I clamp myself around her body, clinging onto her as if she’s the only sure thing in my life… Maybe she is. But I don’t get to give that thought any consideration because she moves her fingers again, fluttering them inside, and I gasp. “I don’t know if I can,” I pant, but already my tingling body tells me I’m wrong. This time is harder than the first, and I hear myself scream as I succumb to her touch once more.

      “You’re incredible,” I say breathlessly, vaguely aware of her lips kissing their way down my body. I reach out to grab her to pull her back up but she bats my hands away. “I want to hold you.”

      “Uh-uh,” she replies with a shake of her head as her hands push my thighs apart. “Not finished.”

      “Fuck,” I groan out the word as her mouth sucks in my clit to her warmth. My hips buck involuntarily and she hooks arms around my thighs, pinning me in place. I’ve never come three times in a row. This is only the second time I’ve come twice with anyone, and I don’t know if my body has much left to give. Everything is so sensitive it feels like there's a live voltage connecting every nerve, making my entire body throb to her will.

      First the sucking and then she swirls around, teasing, flicking, before once again sucking. My body shakes but just as I’m ready to come again she changes it up. Now her tongue is flat and slow, trailing its way across my center, then harder and sharper as it whips back up towards my clit. “Please, Fenna.” My words come out almost as a sob.

      “Please what?” she asks with such innocence.

      “Make me come,” I beg, then gasp as she quickens her pace, teasing my clit in short, hard strokes. My body shakes and I know what is coming. My hips buck and I press myself against her tongue, her face, and erupt, losing all sense of self and place. Like a woman possessed I writhe as she makes me come not once but twice more until I plead with her to stop, and when she does, I lie in my small damp patch, limp and breathless. It feels like several minutes before I can open my eyes, although in truth it’s probably closer to ten seconds, but when I do I find Fenna, smiling like the cat who has just got the cream.

      Without thought or hesitation I share with her the most important thing I’ve ever told anyone. “I love you.”
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      I rarely find myself in this wing of the hospital but I’m here for the second day in a row, and if I’m honest, I didn’t think I’d ever get Kristi here, so I’m just grateful. When I called Dr. Bernstein, I hadn’t expected him to be quite so accommodating, but we’ve consulted on several neonatal cases now, and he, like many of my other colleagues, had heard about Flora’s death.

      “He’s able to see you tomorrow to talk through your options if you want?” I’d told Kristi, and at first I thought she was going to flip out. She just stared at me without speaking, and like a fool I started babbling and backtracking. I mean, it really wasn’t my place to talk to anyone about something so personal and something she’d already flatly refused to entertain. “I’m sorry, it was stupid of me to even suggest it. I know you don’t want to do it. I didn’t give out your details, nothing personal. I wouldn’t do that. It was more of a, I’m asking for a friend, type of conversation. But I can call him and—”

      “Okay,” she said, and I abruptly stopped talking, wondering if I’d even heard her right, but I knew I did when she asked, “Will you come with me?” I blinked several times in quick succession, dumbfounded, but that’s how simple it was. Nothing was going to stop her being there for me, and I wanted to do the same for her.

      I’d sat with her during that first appointment, squeezing her hand as he talked through the process, the potential outcomes. The fact both her grandma and mom had already been tested certainly makes everything easier, he’d told her; it speeds up the process. I’d glanced across at Kristi when I’d heard his badly chosen word, easier, but she just sat stoically listening to what he was saying. I couldn’t imagine how hard it must have been for her. But at the end of the consultation, when he’d ticked off all the points he had to cover, Kristi just looked at him and nodded, then asked how soon she could have the test. Just twenty-four hours later and here we are sitting on the same uncomfortable vinyl chairs once again.

      The waiting room is almost completely empty, barring a mother and her young toddler who is playing with a series of colorful blocks while he hums away merrily. I know from what I’ve heard on the hospital rumor mill that after three p.m. the only place you’d normally find Bernstein is on the golf course, so the fact he’s still here to see Kristi is a miracle.

      I straighten my legs out in front of me, and then, trying to appear a little more casual than I feel, I cross them at the ankle. Kristi’s arms are folded tightly over her stomach and she’s gripping at the sleeves of her jacket so tightly the fabric is creasing in her fists. I hate seeing her like this. I wish there was something I could say to make this easier, but realistically, I know there isn’t anything I can say, or do, except what I’m doing. Just sitting here quietly with her, ready to help in whatever way she needs me.

      “A vet,” she blurts.

      She isn’t looking at me as she speaks. She’s staring at the neatly laid out rack of brochures on the small table opposite.

      I turn to look at her, surprised. “Excuse me?”

      “You asked me when we first met if I could do anything in the world, what would it be? Remember?” She smiles gently. “Well, I wanted to be a vet when I was younger. It’s what I started studying towards when I was in college. I even got my Veterinary Technician’s qualification but that was before—” She purses her lips and gives a slight nod.

      Everything in her life falls into three distinct stages: Life with her mom and grandma, life with her grandma, and life on her own. The latter has been the longest. I can’t imagine what my life would be like without my family. They can be too full on a lot of the time, and my ex Kelly admitted they were way too overwhelming for her, but to not have them? I don’t know how I’d cope.

      “You could still go back and study,” I suggest.

      “I don’t know. It might not be worth it,” she says with a laugh that holds no humor.  

      “I don’t know if I could do it. It’s weird, I’ve never had a problem operating on people, but the thought of operating on a little cat or dog just makes me sad.”

      “Mmm…” Kristi hums in vague agreement but doesn’t actually say anything. She turns her attention to the little boy, and as she does, I notice a faraway look in her eye, the same look I saw on the day she helped at the vaccination center. It seems a little sad, but at the same time kind of thoughtful.  

      “Have you ever thought about having one of your own?” I ask, leaning forward and resting my chin on my palm. 

      “What?”

      “A kid.” I motion to them. “Ever thought of having one?”

      “No.” She laughs. “There’s an entire part to that process that I… I’m very much not into.”

      “You could do IVF, use a sperm donor. It’s common now. A couple of my friends from college have had it done, using anonymous donors. One couple actually used the sperm of a guy we all knew from one of our classes, which was a little weirder, because nobody really liked him.”

      She hums again, looking out at the kid one more time. “I… No.”

      “No?”

      “Kids have never been part of the plan,” she says slowly. “I’ll stick to animals.”

      “Because of your job?”

      Kristi licks her lower lip, almost anxiously. She swallows thickly, like she doesn’t quite know how to answer me, and then nods. “My job would make it hard, yeah.”

      I hesitate to ask more but I really want to know, and I get this probably isn’t the time or place but…  

      “I have to ask,” I murmur, leaning in closer so we can talk without being overheard by the mother who is now wiping dribbles of snot from her little boy’s nose.

      “About what?”

      “You know the day you came to volunteer with me at the clinic?”

      “Vaguely remember it,” she says with a sarcastic edge. “Yeah. Why?”

      “I asked you then if you’d ever thought about kids. You looked really…” I pause, thinking about it for a moment. I don’t really know how to describe the look on her face. “Taken aback by it. I know you said kids weren’t in the plan for you, but the way you were looking at them, it just seemed as if maybe… Maybe they were.”

      “You haven’t asked me anything yet,” she points out.

      I sigh. “Do you want kids?”

      A line appears between her brows, and the same look as the one I saw at the campamento comes over her again. She frowns and shakes her head tersely. “I told you before, they aren’t—”

      “In the plan. But planning and wanting can be two different things. Would you want them to be?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Are you worried about passing the gene on? Is that why you’ve never put them in the plan?” I say that like she really made a plan for herself in the first place. It seems like the only plan she’s ever really had was to escape, hoping to outrun whatever she might have, but that’s not really the point. Or maybe it’s entirely the point, I really don’t know.

      Kristi’s eyes widen in shock, probably at how direct I’ve been, but before she can answer, the nurse calls her name.

      “Do you want me to come in with you?” I ask, resting my hand on her knee. “I don’t mind.”

      I can visibly see her nervous swallow as she nods. “Please.”

      I’d never want to let her do this on her own, and she doesn’t need to because I want to make sure I’m here with her so she never has to.
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      There is nothing in this world that can ever prepare you for the emotional blow that comes from seeing a tiny coffin being carried by a father. I can’t begin to imagine the strength it took for Mondo, Fenna’s brother-in-law, to place it down on the catafalque, then walk away. For several moments I’m not sure any of us thought he would. We all stood watching as his legs shook, as his father and the priest came to his side. In the end it was his brother who helped him place little Flora down.

      I hadn’t gone with Fenna to the funeral home the day before. Yaya said I was welcome, but it seemed wrong that the first time I’d see Flora would be in death, and it was a time for Fenna to be there for her family, and them for her. I’d even been a bit nervous about going to the funeral yesterday, but Fenna had wanted me by her side, and if that’s what she needed then I’d be there for her.

      I’ve never been to a Catholic funeral before. In fact, in my whole life, until yesterday, I’d only ever been to three funerals: my grandad, my mom, and my grandma, and they all hurt like hell. Flora’s, too, was just as painful for her family, probably more so given her age, but seeing them suffer selfishly brought back everything I’d packed away in neat little boxes. Yaya and I sat on either side of Fenna, just down from her parents. Mondo and her sister, Sophia, were distraught, their distress drowning out much of what the priest said. After “Let the children come to me—” the whole thing became a bit of a blur.

      I remember crying, watching Mondo’s father break down, unable to finish the reading he’d chosen, and then being mesmerized by Yaya’s strength as she told us to look for Flora in rainbows, high up in the sky. I remember holding Fenna in my arms, the wet of her tears against my neck. There is much of Yaya in Fenna.

      I do not know how long it lasted but the light of the day had dimmed by the time we reached the graveside. The grave seemed too big for the tiny coffin holding Flora’s body, and the last of everyone’s strength dissolved into the wet grass as they lowered her into the ground.

      I stayed with Fenna afterwards in her apartment, like I have every night over the last seven days, but today Fenna went into work and I came back here, to my home. The home I shared with Mom and Grandma. Strangely, when I came back this time, as much as I didn’t want to leave Fenna, there was comfort in returning to them, and the place they made in the world for me. I’ve spent so much time closing the door on the pain, I forgot about all the good things we shared. The last week, with the funeral and the tests, has shaken everything up again, but not in the way I feared it would. Yeah, it’s been sad, but it’s been nice to think about them too.

      My mind meanders back to the dream, the book, Sleeping Beauty. I know I’ve still got it somewhere, I wouldn’t have thrown it away. It’ll probably be in the boxes in the basement. There are boxes down there that have never been opened since we moved in with Grandma. I promise myself I’ll look through them soon, but for now I need to get my uniform ready and my bag packed because tomorrow I’m working the first flight out to LAX.
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      I wake up to the sound of my cell vibrating on the bedside table. I reach out for it blindly, sticking one hand out from underneath the covers to paw at it, eventually finding it but not before I nearly knock it across the room. Without checking the caller ID, I bring it closer and hit the blurry green icon, holding it up to my ear. “Mmm?”

      “Hey.”

      I hear a familiar voice over the other end of the line. Even in my semi-conscious state I know it. I’d know it anywhere.

      “Fenna.” I push myself up using one arm, rubbing sleep from my eyes. “Are you alright?”

      “I woke you up, didn’t I?” Her voice sounds so small on the other end of the line, like she’s a million miles away. There’s a pause, and I hear traffic going past in the background. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize.” I sit back leaning against the headboard, stifling a yawn. “How was your first day back?”

      “Okay.” She exhales and her breath trembles over the line. “I got back about half an hour ago.”

      Instinctively I check my watch. It’s only eight p.m., but it feels more like two a.m. I can’t have slept for more than half an hour.

      “How are you holding up?”

      There’s a long silence, then Fenna huffs out a hollow, joyless sound that’s close to a laugh. “Well, I’ve been better.”

      “I can imagine.” On the other end of the line I can still hear the sounds of traffic passing by, and the faint interference of the wind. “Where are you?”

      “I’m on the balcony.” She pauses and lets out another low sigh. “The moon looks nice tonight.”

      “Does it?” I look out towards my window, but from this angle I can’t see anything at all. “Hang on, let me check.”

      I toss the covers off and drag myself out of bed, stifling another yawn as I make my way into the front room where I don’t have the curtains drawn. From here, I can see the moon lighting up the sky. It’s a single silver ball of light, with the pale glow filtering out to the clouds that surround it. She’s right, it really is beautiful tonight.

      I drop into the chair beside the window and hug my knees up to my chest. “I see it.”

      “You do? Good,” she whispers. “It’s nice, knowing that we’re seeing the same thing. It doesn’t feel like you’re so far away.”

      My stomach twists uncomfortably. I don’t like the thought of her coming home to an empty apartment and being left with nothing but her thoughts. I’ve been in her position before. I know how difficult it can be to sit in a silent house with your own reflections and worries festering. I should have stayed with her.

      “How do you do it?” Fenna asks finally. Her voice sounds stuffy, like it’s thick with cold. More likely it’s thick with tears instead.

      “Do what?”

      “This,” she says in a quiet voice. “You’ve done it before, with your mom and your grandma. You did it when you were just a little girl. How do you—” She pauses and sniffs loudly. “How do you keep going? How do you get through every day without just breaking down? I feel like I’m falling apart, and it just hurts so much.”

      “I know it does.” I sigh. I don’t want to give her the same platitudes people gave me because they’re hollow. “It’ll hurt like that for a long time,” I tell her.

      “When does it stop?”

      I grit my teeth, thinking about it. There’s only one answer, and it’s one I’ve learned the hard way. “I don’t think… I don’t think it does, not really. But maybe you just think about it a little less over time.”

      “Yeah,” she sniffles. “That’s what people have been telling us all. Give it time.”

      “It’s true, but right now that doesn’t help. It’s just… One day you’ll wake up, and it won’t feel like your chest is being crushed by a huge weight anymore. You’ll breathe a little easier and maybe it won’t take as much effort to get yourself together in the morning. And then in a little more time, you’ll be able to think of them without tearing up.”

      She laughs through her tears on the other end of the line. I know right now it must seem completely ridiculous to her. It’s only been days since the funeral, and her wounds are raw and sore. Even after losing my mom, when it happened again with Grandma I still didn’t really think I’d be able to function properly again, but somehow you do. You just keep going. At the time it seemed insane that I would ever feel whole again, and then one day I just…did.

      “And then, at some point there’s going to come a time when you’ll be able to talk about them without that lump in your throat. It’s going to hurt really, really bad for a really long time. But it won’t hurt forever. One day it’ll just be a little easier, and then the next day it’ll be a little better than that. You just need to take every day as it comes.”

      “Yeah.”

      “There’s no right way to grieve, you know,” I say gently. “We all do things differently. Some people will be able to go back to their normal life faster than others, and a few will struggle for a while. How quickly you manage to get back into your normal life doesn’t mean Flora meant more or less to you than anyone else. Just don’t do what I did. Don’t stop talking about her because it hurts.”

      She’s crying now. I can hear her sniffling on the other end of the line, trying to keep quiet. The thought of her sitting alone in her apartment crying herself to sleep makes me feel sick.

      “Do you want to come over?” There is a pause on the line and she doesn’t respond. “I’ve got to leave at about 4:30 tomorrow morning, but I can leave you a key, and you could stay for as long as you want.” I know she’ll probably say no, but the thought of coming home to Fenna in my home, where I know she’ll be safe, fills me with warmth.

      “I don’t have your address.”

      “I’ll send it to you now,” I say, hoping that I might get to see her even if it is for just a few hours.

      “I’m worried I’ll forget what she smelled like. How she smiled…”

      “You won’t. That I can promise you. I still think about them every day, especially my mom, and she died when I was just a kid. Don’t feel you have to hold on to that pain to remember how much she meant to you, okay?”

      “Okay,” she whispers. I doubt she’s heard what I’ve been saying to her. Right now she’s probably just nodding along and agreeing, but maybe somewhere down the line she might remember this conversation, and she’ll be in a place where it means more. I hope so, at least.

      “You sound tired, Fenna.”

      “Mmh. I’m not sure I’ll be able to sleep without you next to me,” she says. “Is it okay if I come over?”

      “Yeah. I’ll put the porch light on, and make us some warm milk.” I smile because that’s what my grandma would’ve done.

      I tidy a little after we end the call, clearing away a dirty cup and moving my tools to the side. I don’t normally have to think about this sort of thing with it only being me, but I doubt Fenna will notice the mess.

      I hear her SUV pull into the driveway a little over twenty minutes later, and I pour the milk from the pan into two mugs, stirring the small amount of sugar in the bottom, then open the door. She’s still in the driver’s seat, and she looks so small and fragile. The chill of the night air makes me shiver as I go over to where she’s parked, opening the driver’s door.

      “Let’s get you inside.” I lean over and grab her purse and satchel once she’s out and take her in to where she’ll be safe, with me.
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      The sound of birds stirs me awake, and I take a minute to figure out why I’m not hearing car engines and horns. I lift my head from the pillow, eyes bleary with sleep. Kristi must have left already because next to me is just space. My eyes focus on the empty pillow. I stretch out my hand to find a piece of happy looking yellow paper with something written on it. I yawn, wiping the sleep from my eyes and read.

      Good morning, gorgeous,

      There’s coffee next to the machine, milk in the fridge, and cereal in the cupboard (the only one left attached to the wall). Help yourself to anything you want. I’m sorry about the mess. I’ve been remodeling the kitchen. I left keys for the front door next to the coffee. They’re for you, if you’d like to keep them? I’d like you to have them. I’m back later tonight. I’ll call you, if you’re not here. I hope you are, but I know you’re busy. I’ll be thinking of you.                                                           

      Love, K x

      A key. She’s left me a key…to keep. My hand holding the note falls back against the comforter. Is this moving too fast? My mind drifts and despite trying not to, I end up doing the whole comparison thing. I can't help but think back to when Kelly and I got together. It had been a whirlwind, and friends had teased me mercilessly for being so stereotypical. I thought that had been it for me. I’d found my one and only true love, my soulmate. That love so profound it takes hold of you, consuming you in a way that nothing else ever has. Yaya, my friends, even some of my colleagues had suggested I take a little time to think about it, but I didn’t listen. I didn’t want to hear what they had to say. They couldn’t understand. They couldn’t possibly know how we were feeling, so we U-hauled three months after meeting.

      It was only after meeting two, or was it three, of Kelly’s exes that I understood. She was a woman who was in love not with me, but with the act of falling in love. I was merely one in a series of conquests, all of whom she’d declared undying love for, just another of her once-in-a-lifetime true loves. And like the sucker I am, I believed every word.

      Perhaps I’m being a little harsh on both of us because I think she genuinely believed it too, because she wanted to. It was as though she was hunting for someone who could keep that initial high alive, but life doesn’t work like that. Once the euphoria goes, when the adrenaline rush of lust makes way for the daily humdrum of life, when paying bills and being responsible stakes its claim on your time because it has to, then and only then can you see what’s left. Whether it has strong enough roots for something to grow. Kelly and I didn’t. What we had was loosely pegged into shifting sand. I can see that now, but at the time I couldn’t, or maybe I didn’t want to.

      Is that what’s happening with Kristi? Am I so desperate to find someone to love me? Someone with whom I can start a family… Am I latching onto her in hope?

      I promised myself I’d go slower if I ever found someone else, and I doubt anyone would call this slow. But grief has a way of escalating emotions. The last week was intense, and we went from zero to full on, being there for each other for every second of every day. Between us we’ve created this little safe bubble, but that isn’t real.

      I sigh and swing my legs over the side of the bed, taking in the room as I do. It’s small and the double bed takes up the main floor space, but there’s something almost cozy about it. The walls are the lightest shade of lavender. I’d never have taken Kristi for being a lavender girl, but now that I see it, it suits her. An old white dressing table sits in the corner with what looks to be photos in silver frames, but from here I can’t see what or rather who is in them. Curiosity gets the better of me and I make my way across, taking a seat on the plum-colored stool sitting in front of it.

      The frames are heavier than I thought they’d be, and I quickly grasp it with two hands rather than one so I don’t drop it. It looks old, but that isn’t what fascinates me. It’s the photograph itself. I’m looking at Kristi, but her hair is a little darker, and longer. She’s clutching a child of maybe six or seven, and the child has her head thrown back in what I imagine being a fit of giggles. Kristi is laughing too, her eyes sparkling. Whoever took the photo captured them in such a natural moment. But then I look closer still—the photograph is grainy, the colors muted. It’s old. Too old for it to be a photograph of Kristi. Then it hits me. Kristi is the child, and this must be her mother.

      I sit there clutching the frame, staring at them, lost in the intimacy of their moment, wanting to be there, to share it with them. But I can’t, nor can Kristi share in that moment again. A sadness fills me. I can’t imagine what it is to lose the people closest to you. To be alone in the world, with no one to belong to. Whether you love or hate your family, they offer you a sense of place. Somewhere safe to be, or somewhere to run from, they are yours, whether or not you want them, and I know for many people they might not. I’m blessed with an enormous family, a large interfering, loving, caring, maddening crowd of relatives who give me my place, and help me map out who I am. I’m never truly on my own in anything I do… But Kristi?

      Two thoughts come crashing down on me. First, I have this sense of privilege that she has allowed me in. That she has opened up, and shared all of this with me. I can’t imagine she’s permitted this sort of access to many women. From what she’s said there certainly has been no one serious for years, at least since college.

      And then a more sobering understanding occurs to me.

      This access brings with it responsibility. Suddenly everything feels heavy. Was I prepared for being the only person in the world she trusted? That’s a huge thing for anyone to be. Then, with my mind working overtime, another thought punches me in the stomach, leaving me winded. I persuaded Kristi to get tested for the BRCA gene. What if it’s positive? What if I am running before I can walk? What if this is Kelly all over again?

      I’ll hurt both of us.

      My eyes dart around the room, locating my clothes. I grab them, dressing quickly. I’ll shower when I get home. I don’t want coffee. I want space to think, space to breathe, and I can’t have either of those things here. This is too much. I find the keys by the coffee machine, next to another note…

      Sorry about the mess. It’s a work in progress. A bit like me. Having you here will make me work harder to get it all finished.

      Love, K x

      She’d drawn a large smiley face underneath with love heart eyes. It’s so sweet, it makes me a little teary, but everything right now makes me a little teary. I hook my finger through the ring that holds the keys, and grab her note. I want to take it with me. It’s not until I’m locking the front door that I realize I need to decide about the keys.

      Do I take them with me?

      That’s what she wants me to do—or do I post them in the mailbox then leave? I stand for a moment, twirling the keys around my finger as if waiting for some sort of divine inspiration to flood me with the wisdom to make the right choice.

      When that doesn’t happen, I slip them into my pocket. If nothing else this will buy me a little more time to get my head straight.

      It’s going to be a long day.
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      We landed back a little later than scheduled into Denver, and by the time I arrived at the parking lot, a layer of snow had sealed itself around my Honda. Scraping snow is a given in February, and even though I’m wearing my boots and long puffer, my teeth chatter. The only recompense for getting back later is that the highway will be quieter.

      Google Maps is trying to convince me the fastest way home is I-70 and then onto I-225, and I’m too tired to argue. I don’t mind what way I go as long as I get back soon. I checked my phone but there were no messages, not any that count, and by count, I mean from Fenna. I sent a quick WhatsApp message telling her I’d landed, but so far there’s been no reply.

      It’s an odd but distinctly pleasant sensation to think I might have somebody waiting for me. I’ve never had anyone wait for me to come home from a flight. Not once, and I didn’t think I ever would, but it’s strange how life can just turn around in such a short time. I suppose dealing with death can do that.

      Supporting Fenna with the loss of Flora has made me open up. I’ve thought more about my mom and my grandma in the past ten days than I’ve allowed myself to do in years. I’ll do whatever I can to be there for Fenna, even if that means I have to face my own demons. I’ve another seven days to go until I’m sitting back in Dr. Bernstein’s office finding out what my future will likely hold, although I’m still to be convinced that I’d call what’s in front of me a future if the results are positive.

      But I can’t allow myself to think like that, not now. Instead, I allow myself to imagine what Fenna might be doing. I imagine my house with the lights on low, heating cranked up, and Fenna reading a book and sipping a glass of wine while she waits for me. The image of her in one of her big wool sweaters, feet tucked up underneath, at the end of the sofa—my sofa—makes me smile. More than that, it makes me grin like a child who’s just rolled a giant snowball.

      My grin quickly fades when I turn the corner and see my house in darkness. There’s no porch light on, not even the hint of a lamp seeping out past the edges of the curtains that aren’t even drawn. No one is home. I shake the disappointment out of my head. It was a bit of a pipe dream really, and it wasn’t like anything had been arranged. I just let myself get carried away.

      I’d written the note early this morning before I’d really thought about how busy a schedule Fenna would have. She’s just returned to work, and then there’s her family. They still need her. The funeral might have passed, but that doesn’t mean life goes back to normal. Nobody knows that more than I do. But as stupid as it sounds until I put my key in the lock and step into my living room, I still hang onto that brief glimmer of hope that she might be here. Maybe sitting in the dark or curled up asleep on my bed.

      I take my time retrieving my mail from the mailbox, not wanting to know the answer too soon. Then I unlock the door, push it open, and allow my hand to hover over the light switch. I don’t want to see, because as soon as I do, I’ll have to give up the thing I cling onto the most: hope.

      I hit the switch. Fenna isn’t here.

      There’s no one curled up at the end of the sofa, no warm body wrapped in a baggy wool sweater, no shy smile, and no open arms. I make my way through the house, flicking on lights as I go, being greeted by nothing but emptiness. She’s not asleep on my bed either.

      The only thing I do find is her silver charm bracelet. The one Yaya gave to her when she was awarded her doctorate. I pick it up, holding it in my hand, rubbing my thumb over the heart charm just as I’ve watched her do so many times. I hold it to my nose, still moving my thumb over the silver as if it’s a magical lamp I can use to conjure Fenna. Her scent lingers on the precious metal, causing me to close my eyes and inhale deeply. For someone who has refused to entertain the possibility of love, I’ve fallen hard for her, maybe too hard if that’s a thing, but it’s too late now. I’m all in.

      I undo the clasp and place the bracelet around my wrist, smiling at the thought of carrying her with me. It doesn’t look like she had a coffee or anything to eat. Perhaps she slept late and had to leave in a rush. The keys have gone. That’s good. There is always the chance she’ll come over later…and surprise me. The thought of her letting herself in buoys my mood, and I almost have a skip in my step as I head back to the bedroom to change into my sweats. I reckon I can get in an hour of cabinet building before calling it a day.
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      She’s my granddaughter and I love her but sometimes with her, and her heart… I have to pray for patience. Love isn’t about being lucky, or unlucky. Luck is not important. But being smart enough to recognize what is in front of you is very important. As important as having the cojones to do something about it. My granddaughter, mi tesoro, sadly she has brains, but she is not always smart. Not in her heart.

      It seems everyone can see what she cannot. All of us, the whole family. Her mother, her sister, me, we all see how bad she is at choosing women. First she falls for girls that like boys, then Kelly. There are many words for women such as Kelly, and none of them I can say in front of a priest.

      We doubted Fenna would ever want to be with another woman, or anyone after that. Kelly treated her so badly, making her promises she would never keep, telling her she was the only one when she was not. I wanted to buy one of these little dolls to stick pins in, but her mother told me no, so I had to cancel my Etsy order.

      But then Kristi happened. From the moment Fenna told me she had met someone, and how she had helped look after her drunk friend, I knew this one was different. I have never seen her eyes sparkle in that way. They have had bumps on their journey so far, like after we all had dinner (I still don’t know what happened) but when Flora—when my great granddaughter—died, it was Kristi who brought Fenna back to us. Who held her hand, who listened. So yes, we all saw it. They are a match, any fool can see it. Any fool, except Fenna.

      “I think it’s moving too fast, Yaya,” she tells me. “I don’t think I’m ready.”

      I laughed, because it was such a silly thing to say. Love does not ask if you are ready. “Love is not one of your operations. It does not make an appointment to fit into your busy schedule,” I say, and still she shakes her head.

      “What does Kristi say?” I ask, because when I saw her last she did not seem like a woman who doubted her feelings, not for Fenna. I saw only love in her eyes.

       “She, um—”

      “She what? What does she say, Fenna?” She knows when I say her name like this, the same way the priest does in church, then the answer is important. “Have you spoken about this?”

      Eyes lower to the floor, and I let out a silent curse. This—this is why my granddaughter frustrates me. She will give everything to a woman that will never deserve her, but to one who does—one who loves her—she runs like a scared rabbit. I shake my head and pull out one of the old wooden chairs from under the kitchen table.

      I’ve spent hours around this table in counsel, in sorrow, in celebration, holding the hands of my family, or having my hand held when my Abato passed—may he rest in peace. I fluff the orange cushion that protects my old bones and lower myself onto the seat with a sigh, nodding for Fenna to sit down next to me. She looks a little wary, and I don’t blame her because sometimes honesty hurts.

      “When did you last speak to her, Fenna?” My tone is softer now because I want her to talk, and then maybe listen, although that might be too much to ask.

      “Thursday night. I couldn’t sleep.” I watch as she picks at the edge of her fingernail. I always find it is better to say nothing at times like this. The silence can be more powerful than questions. “I was thinking about Flora. I called her, and she was worried so she invited me over but—” She pauses and I know she’s about to tell me whatever it is that’s causing mischief in her head. “I woke up on my own. She had to go to work. I knew she had to, but I saw photographs of her and her mom, and her grandma, all the things she loves that she keeps close to her… Things I’d never seen before, and I wondered how much I really know her.”

      Fenna stares at the table, her fingers worrying against something attached to her keychain as though it were a rosary.

      “She gave me a key.” She holds up the object she was fidgeting with. “It’s for her house.”

      I nod and reach for her hand that remains on the table. “You weren’t expecting this?”

      She shakes her head. “I think I love her, but what if I’m wrong? What if I’ve got it wrong again?”

      “When did you get it wrong?” I ask, a little confused. I think I know what she means but my misunderstanding won’t help anyone.

      “With Kelly.” Her voice is small, almost too weak to be Fenna, and watching her close in on herself like this makes me angry.

      “You didn’t get it wrong, mi tesoro,” I say softly, taking her hand in mine. “Kelly was the one that was wrong. She was wrong for you. But Kristi is different.”

      “How do you know?”

      I smile. “Sometimes it is easier to see when it happens to others. I see how she looks at you. I see how she is with you. With all of us. That girl has a big heart, as big as yours.” She looks at me as I squeeze her fingers reassuringly. “You need to talk with her. She deserves you to be honest,” I tell her. “When will you see her?”

      Instead of answering me, her eyes drop back to the table.

      “Fenna?”

      Sighing, her shoulders droop. “I was supposed to be going with her to get her test results back on Friday, but I don’t know.” She shrugs. “Maybe I shouldn’t be the one to be with her?”

      “What test results? Is she ill?” My voice rises slightly in alarm. Is this why Fenna is so worried?

      And then she tells me everything. Kristi had already told me about her mom and grandma. That girl has had too much heartache in her life. The test to find out if she too might have the same thing as they did, I did not know about. Kristi is stronger than I realized—and my granddaughter is weaker. But having lost Flora so recently I can’t bring myself to be angry, not with her. I know she is trying her best.

      “Kristi must love you very much.” I glance at Fenna who looks puzzled. “To want to know if she can offer you a future,” I say as though the answer were obvious.

      “I can’t be responsible for—”

      I can’t listen to this, it will make me too angry. I cut her off before she can say anything else. “Fenna. This is not about you,” I say sharply. “Kristi is not making you responsible, she is the one being responsible. She is brave.” The tone I take isn’t one I’ve ever had to use with Fenna. Compared to her cousins she is the sensible one, sensitive like her father, and certainly not selfish, at least not until now.

      The glimmer of tears fills her eyes, and guilt tightens my chest. I do not want her to cry, to feel bad, but I cannot tell her she is right. That would not be fair to Kristi, or to Fenna.

      “Kristi is not Kelly. I can’t promise that she’ll never hurt you, but you can’t punish Kristi for Kelly’s badness.” I lean in, trying to hold her gaze. I want to know she can hear what I am saying. “Not talking to her is cruel. Not being there for her, when she has been there for you, well, that is—not something my granddaughter would do.”

      The first tear spills down her cheek, and once it has broken free, a river of emotion follows it. I don’t know who she is crying for. Is it Flora? Or her sister? Or Kristi? Or herself? What I do know is that I need to offer her comfort now, and then sort out this mess which has been created.
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      “Goddammit.” My exasperation echoes through the empty house, but not as loudly as the crash that fills the room as the last cabinet I was trying to slot into place falls from my grip, shattering as it hits the old tile floor. Perhaps shattering is overstating it, but the high gloss finish now looks like the crazed glaze I managed to unwittingly achieve in my high school pottery class.

      I’m tired, and distracted, and that’s never a good combination for doing anything that requires attention to detail. It’s why I’m now staring at cracked gloss veneer, a twisted cabinet chassis, and splinters of wood which have been ripped out by dislodged screws. I push it back against the wall in disgust as the alarm on my phone vibrates in my pocket.

      Shit, it can’t be that time already. I pull the phone from my pocket, hitting the button on the side to bring up the time. It is that time. I’ve a date with Yaya this afternoon to fix the lock on her door that keeps jamming, although I have a sneaky suspicion the list will grow when she sees I’ve brought my toolbox. But if I can’t get it all done by three p.m., I’ll have to go back later, because I’ve got my appointment with Dr. Bernstein at four. At least Yaya lives on the way to his office.

      By the time I get all my stuff together, load the Honda, and drive to Milwaukee Avenue, it’s already noon, and whilst I can’t be absolutely sure, I’m fairly convinced Yaya must stand, peering out her window, waiting for me to arrive because just like last time she throws open the door as I apply my parking brake. I almost drop my toolbox with the ferocity of her hug, which is still a little shocking but welcoming. Yaya holds nothing back. If she likes you it’s obvious, and I’m grateful she seems to have taken to me, because it’s mutual.

      Right now, there is more warmth coming from Yaya than her granddaughter, but I know she’s busy. It’s the downside of dating a surgeon, I guess. It sounds a little weird for me to be dating anyone, but once you get your head around the whole thing, it’s kind of nice. Although I’d like there to be some actual dates soon. I’ve not seen her since I gave her my key, and now she won’t even be with me this afternoon when I get the results of my BRCA test.

      I don’t mind admitting I was shaken when she messaged me to tell me an emergency op for a kid in ICU had been scheduled for the same time as my appointment. I hadn’t appreciated how much I was counting on her support and hand holding to get me through this. But the kid needs her more and it’s not like I’m in a life or death situation. Not now at least.

      I even wondered if having a dodgy genetic girlfriend was a bit too overwhelming, and that’s why she’d bailed. After all it would be for most people, but Fenna isn’t most people.

      I’m hauled into the house by my hand, led straight to the kitchen table where a steaming pot of coffee and a plate of…some sort of coconut treat is waiting. They are Cajetas de Coco, Yaya tells me with a huge smile as she rubs her hands together. She slides a couple onto my plate and pours the coffee, informing me I don’t need to add sugar because she has done that already. If it’s anything as sweet as the coffee she had the last time I was here, Dr. Bernstein will have to scrape me off the ceiling regardless of what he tells me.

      The coffee is sweet, but the Cajetas de Coco is sweeter, and I wince, my eyes squeezing shut as the sugar rush hits my teeth. These were Tata’s favorites, she tells me, a wistful look in her eye, a mixture of coconut and yuca. How much she misses him is obvious, and that’s not surprising given they were together for almost sixty years. If Fenna and I were together for sixty years that would make me over a century old. What a luxury that would be, to have that many years together, to be that old.

      The irony of that thought on this particular afternoon hits me, and I stare at the table, a little overwhelmed. But I can’t afford to allow my head to go there or else I might run in the opposite direction, although it wouldn’t be the first time this week I’ve thought about doing just that.

      I clear my throat. “I should look at that lock for you,” I say, my voice sounding husky from swallowing back too much fear.

      “There’s no rush.” Yaya lifts the coffee pot, and instinctively I place my hand over my cup.

      “I’m okay, thanks. I’m trying to cut back on caffeine,” I explain. “And I can’t stay too long today, I’ve an appointment later.” I shrug apologetically, confused as to why she’s smiling at me. “I can always come back later, after dinner? Or another day?”

      “I’m coming with you to your appointment.”

      “Excuse me?” The surprise in my tone makes my reply sound rude but I don’t get the chance to apologize.

      “Fenna told me about your appointment. She was going to come with you but now you have to go on your own.” Her sentence lifts a little at the end and I nod. “You can’t do this on your own, and you don’t have to, because I am to come with you.” The way she makes her announcement tells me it’s a fait accompli, and I’m stunned for at least three seconds as I wait for my brain to kick in.

      Is this why she invited me here? Am I the family’s charity case to look after? Fenna is busy, so Yaya can take over babysitting duties? I can’t help wondering if I’ve been the talk around the family dinner table. For a terrible moment I allow myself to imagine my greatest fear, her mother asking if it’s wise for Fenna to get involved with someone so defective. I try to stumble out a reply that doesn’t sound caustic.

      “I’m good, thanks. I’m perfectly capable of talking to Dr. Bernstein myself.” I try to swallow down the lump of emotion lodged in my throat but it won’t move, and my chest tightens in panic. I can’t do this right now. I push back my chair, allowing it to scrape against the floor.

      “Kristi.” Yaya reaches out, grabbing my wrist, and all I can do is stare at her hand. “Sit down,” she says firmly, tugging on my arm.

      I swallow hard, wincing at the pain, but I do as I’m told because I don’t know what else to do. There is much of Yaya in Fenna.

      “Are you angry at Fenna for telling me?” Yaya asks, and I don’t think I know the answer. Am I? Am I angry at Fenna for telling her, or am I angry she isn’t here like she promised she’d be? I want to know why she hasn’t spoken to me for eight days. Eight whole days.

      “I’m not angry at you,” I admit with a sniff, relieved to have found some words. “I’d probably have told you myself but with everything else…”

      She nods, understanding without making me mention Flora, which is a relief as that would make me feel really selfish.

      “You’ve been good for Fenna, but you need to think of you.” Her hand moves from my wrist and she brings her two hands together over mine. “Today is important, and I would like to look after you, if you will let me?” 

      “You don’t need to—”

      “I want to,” she assures me, and this time I nod.

      I don’t have the energy to fight, and if I’m honest with myself, if she doesn’t come with me there’s a chance I’ll not make it to Dr. Bernstein’s office. I know it’s what I should do—the sensible thing—but that doesn’t make it any easier.

      It’s obvious Yaya has no intention of letting me get my tools out, or attempt to sort the lock on her door. She’s a wise—not to mention cunning—woman, one my grandma would have appreciated, I think with a smile, and the time between her announcement and us leaving for my looming appointment goes by pretty quickly. It’ll take me at least a week to work off the sheer volume of calories in those treats, though. Who knew coconut and yuca could be so tasty?

      By the time we reach the clinic, having eventually found a parking space, the burn of indigestion is making me grimace. As if by some sort of weird telepathy, Yaya opens her purse to pull out a couple of Pepto Chewables, “Here,” she says, dropping them into my hand.

      I think they’re supposed to be cherry flavored, but I have to chew and swallow fast to get past the chalkiness that foams in my mouth and fills every space between my teeth. It’s as though Proctor and Gamble have decided to re-grout without my consent. Even trying to push saliva around my mouth and between my teeth is pointless. Great, now as I learn my fate I’ll have a pink smile, and a raging burn in my chest. What more could a girl want?

      Fenna.

      This girl wants Fenna. I lift my bum up from the vinyl chair and ease my phone from my back pocket in hope, but as the screen lights up there are no new notifications. No messages. I know she’s busy but this just feels—shit. I’ve spent the last eight days in a cycle of getting pissed off with what seems to be her lack of interest, to then feeling guilty and selfish, because she’s busy and grieving, to then being angry because I wouldn’t be going through this if she hadn’t been the one to push me, only for the whole spiral to start again, but most of the time I’m just beating myself up about being so needy.

      I want Fenna.

      My nose tingles. I swallow and catch Yaya giving me a worried glance. She knows I want Fenna here too, and her eyes are apologetic, knowing she’s not what I really want, or rather, who I really want.

      My phone tells me it’s four p.m. I’m next. When we arrived, the receptionist, an older lady with thick, horn-rimmed glasses, explained Dr. Bernstein was running five minutes late. I’d been relieved at first, but five minutes might as well be five hours. I’m grateful the waiting room is empty, because if I can’t hold back the swell of emotion rising in my chest then blubbering like a fool in front of strangers would have been horrible. I sniff, wiping my nose on the back of my hand. I won’t cry—I won’t break down. I can’t.

      Christ, the only reason I’m doing this is because Fenna made me think I could be lucky enough to have a future. Oddly, I remember the therapist’s card Fenna gave me when we first talked about this. We can see Dr. Bernstein and then maybe think about a couple of sessions before you decide if you want to take the test. Just talk to her, she’d said with encouragement. But at that first consultation I’d been so adamant I didn’t need anyone. I went straight to test, no passing Go, no collecting $200. I really didn’t think I needed to talk to anyone, perhaps because I thought I had Fenna. An involuntary snort bursts from my chest, and Yaya’s eyes widen. I didn’t mean to frighten her. Embarrassed, I give a slight cough as if I’d really been trying to clear my throat. I don’t think I’m convincing anyone.

      The door to the doctor’s office opens and a young blonde-haired woman in her twenties comes out with a man of similar age. The tissue in her hand is wet and twisted, but she still uses it to swipe at the glistening snot under her nose. He’s saying something to her, I can’t hear what it is, but if it’s meant to be reassuring, I don’t think it’s working.

      Is this what I’ll be like? Will I be her? I try not to stare, but I can’t stop myself. I want to run, to push past them as they make for the door, elbowing them out of the way so I can run down the stairs and break out into the fresh air…so I can breathe. I want winter’s cold on my skin, and the sting of hard rain against my cheeks. My hands grip the sides of the chair as though I’m about to launch myself towards them, but just as my butt squeaks against the vinyl, the door to the waiting room flies open. The woman screams as a flash of blue collides into her at speed.

      “What the—” The man shoves a hand out over the blonde woman’s stomach, protectively. Instinctively I know, they’re having a baby. Oh god, the results weren’t hers, it was their child’s.

      “I’m sorry,” a woman’s voice says in a rushed gasp, and my heart stops. “I’m sorry,” the voice repeats, and then I know my mind isn’t playing tricks on me. It’s real.

      Fenna is here. Fenna is the blue flash.

      Tears fill my eyes as I try to stand, my legs a little shakier than they were just moments earlier. Bodies push past each other until it seems there is only her and me left in the room. I stand staring at her, willing myself to be angry, but I can’t. She looks at me, and then with obvious surprise at Yaya. Fenna didn’t know she was here. I’m not their charity case.

      My lip quivers and when the beating of my heart threatens to break through my chest, I feel the wetness of a single tear roll down my cheek. “Fenna,” I say weakly. A blur of blue surgical scrubs rushes forward, enveloping me in a warm hold. I’m safe.

      “I thought I was going to be too late. I ran the entire way, but I didn’t think I’d—”

      I stop her rush of words with a kiss, then press my forehead to hers. I’m just glad she’s here.

      “Kristi Ivers, Dr. Bernstein is ready to see you.”
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      I pull my chair tight in against hers and take her hand, squeezing. I’ve been selfish, and foolish. It’d be easy to put this down to losing Flora, being lost in a cloud of grief, but that isn’t what this was. I was just scared. It sounds so simple, and equally stupid, but that fear caused me to let her down, and if today’s clinic had been running on time, I’d have let her down in a way that would have been unforgivable.

      “Kristi is not Kelly.” Yaya’s tersely spoken words have been on repeat, and knowing Kristi was here and about to… I shake my head, still stunned at my own self-absorption. In a moment of clarity I put myself in her shoes. I thought about being here, on my own, about to be told life-altering results, and my heart just clicked into place, overriding fear.

      I glance from our joined hands, fingers woven together so tightly they are almost white. Then I spot my silver charm bracelet on her wrist and I take my free hand and give the heart a quick rub. I’m not superstitious, but right now I’ll take whatever the universe is offering.

      If I didn’t know Kristi it would be easy to think she was calm, her thoughts collected, a woman taking all of this in her stride, but I do know her, more than I’ve allowed myself to admit, and I can see the slight lowering of her brow, the tightness around her lips, the places where tension lives. Earlier tears have already faded, and unlike me with my swollen red, ugly crying, you’d never know she’d been upset.

      My thumb gives a gentle rub over the back of her hand and our gazes meet for the briefest of moments. Inside those eyes of blue is the twelve-year-old girl who lost her mom, the twenty-one-year-old who lost her grandma, the person who’s closed themselves off for too long. The woman who opened her heart to me. The woman I love.

      “I apologize for the wait, Kristi. Today has been hectic, but I have your results back. Now as we discussed, there were several outcomes: positive, negative, or VUS, ‘variants of uncertain significance’ where we wouldn’t be able to offer a conclusive determination.” He pauses, and my heart drops.

      A VUS would be a cruel pill to swallow after it has taken her so long to build the courage to reach this point. Surely that isn’t what he’s about to tell her? I open my mouth to say something, possibly reassuring about what could still be done, but I see a tiny twitch at the corner of his mouth. Is he about to break into a smile? I look from him, to Kristi, whose lip gives an almost imperceptible tremble. She's on the verge of losing that hard-won composure.

      “But I’m glad to say we don’t have that issue today. The result is conclusive.”

      Kristi lets out a little gasp, her eyes widening by the moment. I squeeze our joined fingers even tighter, knowing she thinks she’s about to hear him say the words she doesn’t want to hear.

      “It’s negative for any genetic mutation which means you do not have the—”

      “BRCA gene. I don’t have the BRCA gene,” Kristi says, finishing his sentence. Her expression is one of incredulity, as if she can hardly believe what is happening. “Fenna, I’m okay,” she says, turning to me, a tremor rattling through her voice. She’s overwhelmed. I drop her hand, getting off my seat so I can pull her into the tightest hug I can manage. I don’t know if it’s been the tension of the last two weeks and my stupidity, but relief floods my body, bringing with it a sob.

      “We’re going to be okay,” she whispers in my ear.

      Even now in elation she is thinking about me, about us, never once faltering in her love, unlike me. I don’t deserve her, not in the way I’ve been behaving lately, but I’ll do whatever it takes to make it up to her.

      “Now, I know this is welcome news, but as I tell everyone in this situation whilst it means your future risk of cancer, and that of any children you have, is no higher than anyone in the general population, you should still take good care of yourself. Eat healthily, make sure you get enough physical exercise, don’t smoke, limit alcohol…and you should know that having a baby reduces a woman’s chances of ovarian cancer.” Dr. Bernstein gives Kristi a sage nod, and raises an eyebrow. “Should that be something the two of you are considering.”

      “Oh, I don’t know that—” I stutter. After all, it was something Kristi hadn’t seemed open to discussing when I’d broached the subject previously.

      “We can talk about it, can’t we?” Kristi asks me with enthusiasm. “If you want to?”

      “Yes.” I nod, not quite believing this is all happening. A few days ago I doubted what we had, and suddenly we are talking about a future, one with children. It’s surreal, but at the same time I feel excited. “We can talk about it.”

      We thank him, but he assures us no thanks are needed other than settling the bill on time, which makes us laugh. Yaya is the first thing we see when we leave his office, perched on the edge of the seat, clutching her purse. Her eyes ask, darting from Kristi, to me, and back again. We both give her a big grin and she jumps (as high as a four foot ten inch Nicaraguan octogenarian can jump) from her seat to throw her arms around the two of us.

      I catch the receptionist suppressing a giggle, and it occurs how odd a trio we must look, each a step smaller than the one before, but when we hug, we seem to fit perfectly together, like family.
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      “Come with me. I can get us on a flight tomorrow. You said yourself the next three days are mainly admin. You could do that in the evening, and during the day you can come to the shelter. You can meet Bribón,” Kristi had said excitedly. “And Diego and Luz, and the pups will have grown since I was last there. You’ll love it, Fenna, you really will.” She took my hands in hers. “I want to share it with you. Just like we did working with the kids in Santiago.” Kristi’s excitement hadn’t ebbed all day. It was infectious.

      Even Yaya and my parents were all ganging up on me.

      “The paperwork can wait, mi tesoro. There is always time for paperwork, but for living, there is much less time.” Yaya grabbed my cheeks, pinching them hard. “You were always such a cute baby.” She laughed as did my mom and dad.

      It had turned into an impromptu celebration with my mom, very conveniently, having been slow roasting a pork tenderloin in Dad’s famous secret sauce as though she did it every night of the week, but I hadn’t complained. We were all so happy. But with empty plates, and full bellies, and the Macuá flowing, I agreed to a spontaneous trip to Costa Rica with Kristi. I’m not regretting the decision to come, just maybe the decision to drink so many rum cocktails as we celebrated. I pop some Advil into the palm of my hand and swill them back with a gulp of water as the Uber driver takes the corners on barely two wheels. My stomach does a small unwelcome flip causing acid to bubble up, burning the back of my throat as I wipe dribbled water from my chin.

      “It’s just around this corner.” Kristi grabs my arm in excitement, pulling herself to the edge of the seat. Her gaze is fixed out the windshield and as we race around yet another bend, I’m fairly convinced the driver reckons he’d be a front runner at the Monte Carlo Rally. “There,” she shouts, sending spikes of pain through my addled brain.

      I follow her gaze to the large wooden gates in front of us, both of which are closed in place. Colin MacRae slams on the brakes of his Toyota Prius, sending the back end, and us with it, to an abrupt sideway stop. I can barely see when I open the door thanks to the dust cloud he’s created, and promptly whack the door off the wood of the gate. I wince slightly, running my hand over the bruised metal, but to my relief no lasting damage has been done. I’m more traumatized than his door.

      Kristi is a blur as she runs to open the gate, partly because of the grit smarting my eyes, but also because of her enthusiasm to get me introduced to everyone. It’d be contagious if I wasn’t so nauseous. Pushing her weight against the heavy wood, she swings the door open, revealing a small but steep dirt drive. I take another swig from my water bottle, secure the cap, and sigh before following her as she practically runs towards the large shed.

      I know it sounds like I’m being dragged here but I’m not. I want to see the shelter because I know for Kristi this is like coming home, and I want to share her excitement, it’s just unfortunate I’m doing it with a hangover.

      By the time I’m properly introduced to Diego, Luz, and their dad, Victor, my motion sickness has settled—a little. They’re good people, and I can immediately see why Kristi loves them like family, but it’s the welcome she gets when she arrives in the yard that tells me why, for her, this place feels like home.

      Dogs come from every direction, tails swishing with such happiness it makes their hips look like they are doing a lambada. I wonder if it’s because they think they’re about to be fed, but Diego told us he’d just finished serving breakfast when we arrived so I know it’s not that. They are genuinely overjoyed to see Kristi. My smile turns into laughter as I watch her get down on her haunches to greet her admirers, only to be literally bowled over as the pack all clamber for a kiss.

      I know that desperation all too well.

      Somewhere under the mass of wiggling fur, squealing in delight, is Kristi, having more fun than I thought was even possible. But there is one particularly enthusiastic wriggler that catches my attention, not just because the dog’s coloring is such a close match to Kristi’s own shining red, but because of the way he’s pushing everyone else aside. Evidently he feels his rightful place is front and center. Whoever this adorable animal is, it's obvious he adores Kristi as much as I do.

      “Are you okay under there?” I ask with a laugh, not sure if she can even hear me over the commotion.

      “Hang on.” Kristi’s head pops up with an adorable grin so wide it spreads from one ear to the other.

      Oh, my heart!

      “Whoa!” she shouts “I’m excited to see you all, too.”

      I watch as she shakes some ears and accepts some more welcome licks.

      “Especially you, Bribón.”

      So this is Bribón. I thought as much with the way he came tearing across the yard to meet her, but he is even cuter than I’d imagined. He reminds me of Yaya’s dog Alma. He had the same spaniel look but he wasn’t red, he’d been a hundred shades of gold. Everywhere Yaya went, so did Alma. He followed her around the house, and if she went out even to get groceries he’d accompany her, taking his place in the seat next to her. When Tata was ill and Yaya ferried him back and forth to the hospital for treatment, Alma went too, and Tata sat in the back seat. He said he didn’t mind, he was just glad somebody was looking after Yaya while she was looking after him.

      “Come and say hi,” Kristi says, motioning me to come down next to her. “Guys, this is Fenna. Fenna is super nice and kind of special, so I want you to give her as much love as you give me.”

      Bribón, as if understanding every word she’s just said, nudges my knee then edges his head under my hand. I can’t stop myself from cooing at the softness of his fur. Just as I think he’s such a gentle soul, the excitement of my attention makes him think we’re taking this to the next level, and he steps up placing his paws on my leg. It’s only when the first huge lick wets my cheek I realize that was his intention all along and I giggle, which only encourages him more, along with everyone else.

      Before I know what’s happening, it’s me that’s at the bottom of the bundle of fun, and I can hardly breathe from laughing. “Kristi, you might need to rescue me!” I wheeze, squeezing the words out between bursts of giggles. Wet noses, tongues, warm fur, and paws are everywhere in the mass tickle fest.

      “Right!” Kristi claps her hands and it releases a sharp crack into the air. Immediately she has everyone’s attention, mine included. “Let’s go for a walk through the hills. We’d normally make it a run, but how’s your head?” she asks as I grab her hand, allowing her to haul me to my feet. Wiping the dust off my jeans, I realize I’d forgotten about my hangover.

      “I’m good, but I’m not sure how much I’ve got in the tank for a run,” I admit with a grimace.

      “A walk it is then.” Slipping an arm around my waist, she whispers, “Isn’t it amazing?”

      I nod because she’s right, it really is. There’s so much life here.

      I look back over my shoulder and see Diego pulling out a long hose, ready to clean the space which we, and our entourage, are leaving behind.

      “I’ll take them across the hill to the river and loop back around. You sure you don’t want to join us?” Kristi asks Diego, but he shakes his head.

      “You go. This will allow me to finish here. Luz wants to know if you want to salsa tonight?” He heaves the full length of the hose from its coil.

      “Want to?” Kristi asks me, the quirk of her eyebrows showing hope. She wants me to say yes and much to my surprise that’s exactly what I do. An hour ago I was dying, and while I’m still tender, the energy surrounding me is infectious. I know, although I’m not sure how, walking with the dogs will be exactly what I need to get me ready for another night of revelry.

      One quick whistle from Kristi and we get carried off with the pack. I’m grateful she told me to bring my hiking boots or else I’d have brought sneakers and would no doubt be skidding down the hill on my ass. But I shouldn’t get too cocky, there’s still time. Bribón runs off, scouting the area in front of us then, confirming the coast is clear, he runs back to Kristi, circling her, and then falls into step for a few beats before doing the whole thing again.

      “I think Bribón is your biggest fan,” I pant as I lengthen my stride to keep pace. Thank god I didn’t agree to running. It’s not that I’m unfit, I tell myself as I half jog along the hillside, one limb bent and the other stretched to keep myself level, but rather I’m just a little vertically challenged. Kristi might be twelve years older than I am but my god she can outrun me.

      “Don’t tell the others but he might be my favorite too,” she says conspiratorially from behind her hand. Her eyes sparkle, the sunlight dancing over blue shimmering pools. This is my Kristi, the woman who makes my heart race, or stop, or flip. We stop at the top of the first hill, looking down over the valley. It’s beautiful.

      “We’re heading down there. The river is slower and shallower by the bend at this time of year. How do you feel about skinny dipping?” she says with a grin.

      My mouth falls open, unsure of what to say. Is she joking, or is she really suggesting that we get buck naked with sixty dogs in the Costa Rican countryside? “I—eh—?”

      “I’m messing with you. You can keep your panties on…if you insist.” She winks. “Right, I’m going to get this lot to run off some energy. Come on. Last one down has to strip first!”

      I barely register what’s happening when she takes off running in a blur of hiking boots, cargo shorts, and tank. Barks and howls come from her fellow racers as they all careen down the hill.

      “Shit.” I look at the loose gravel and wince before throwing myself down the path behind Kristi. I’m not on my own though; a few of the older dogs jump and skid alongside as we bark and squeal our way to the bottom where Kristi halts my momentum, catching me in her arms.

      “How much fun was that?” Wrapping her arms around me a little tighter, she lifts me off my feet and twirls us around in a circle, my eyes going wide, half expecting the contents of my stomach to reappear, but strangely they don’t. In fact, my head feels…happy. Damn. This place, these dogs, and maybe Kristi too, I think with a chuckle—they’re all the perfect antidote to feeling rough. Then a thought occurs to me—one I need to think about.
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      I turn the card, flipping it over in my fingers, glancing down at the black lettering as I do. Ali Ritchie, Animal Behaviorist. I could call and just talk to her, see if she thinks moving careers at the grand old age of forty-four is doable, or just plain crazy, because that’s exactly what it feels like. I stare at her number for about another ten seconds then, biting my lip, I punch in her digits on my phone.

      It rings, and while I wait my mind goes into overdrive. How random is my call, and if she answers what do I say? Hi, I don’t know if you remember me but I’m the woman that held your hand and barf bag on the way to San Jose? My thumb hovers over the end call option and I’m ready to hit it when I hear a woman’s voice.

      “Hi, this is Ali.”

      “Eh, hi,” I stammer, kicking myself for not coming up with at least my opening intro for this call. “Ali, my name’s Kristi, we met on a flight to Costa Rica last year, I—”

      “Kristi, yes, I remember. You were the super cute off-duty flight attendant who held my hair back as I puked.”

      So Ali remembers me, but super cute? Who knew? It wasn’t like me to miss the signs back then but… Fenna had been on that flight. “Eh, yeah, that was me.” I decide not to mention the super cute thing because that’s just embarrassing.

      “I didn’t think you’d ever call. Please tell me you’re calling to see if I want to grab a beer? Hang on—Boris, get off!” A loud bang crashes down the line, and I take the phone from my ear and look at it, as if I expect something to burst out. “Sorry, I’m with a bulldog who wants to hump everything, especially me. He’s got one hell of a grip, but he’s not my type. Now, if I could find a woman that would cling onto me like that, that didn’t feel the need for electric blue spandex, then we’d be talking! So, are you up for it?”

      “To hump you like Boris?” I see my horrified reflection in the mirror, wondering how quickly I could end this call and wipe down my phone. This isn’t going as expected.

      “I was asking if you were up for having a beer. Do you usually just jump straight to humping? Kristi, I’m a woman who likes foreplay. It’s been a while, so it doesn’t take much. A tweak of a nipple and the promise of pizza should be enough to get everything flowing.”

      “I, eh, yeah?” I let out an embarrassed chuckle, unsure of how to follow that up.

      “Okay, we can slide on the nipple tweaking, but if you want to go all the way, the pizza is non negotiable!”

      I give a hearty chuckle, surprised at how easily she could make me laugh. Evidently, scared Ali versus feet firmly on the ground Ali have different sides to their personalities.

      “A beer would be great, but I was hoping to pick your brains more than your pizza?”

      “Oh, yeah? That might be safer. What do you want to talk about?”

      Now that I have to say it out loud I feel like a fool. “I’m thinking of applying to vet school.” My voice sounds a little sheepish, and I cringe. She’ll think I’m way too old to be going back to school, what the hell am I thinking? I wait for her to laugh, but it doesn’t come.

      After a beat of silence she says, “Okay, buy me that beer and let’s talk.”
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      I leave Fenna a message telling her I was meeting a friend for a beer, but wouldn’t be late. I even stick a note to her fridge telling her to message me if she wants me to bring back food, but I know she has a late scheduled surgery, and would then be on call. I grab my keys, pull on my hoodie, and close Fenna’s door behind me, listening to make sure the lock clicks into place. Since we came back from that first trip to the shelter together, the only nights we’ve spent apart have been down to work, with either me calling long distance and lonely from a sad airport hotel, or Fenna messaging me after being called in because of an emergency. On those nights I missed her like crazy and the shine of travel had gone completely. I’d been jaded with my job when we’d met, and Fenna had seen that, possibly before I’d really acknowledged my lack of enthusiasm. Now every night I spent away from her was a night too much. I was pretty sure she felt the same given she now came with me when I visited the shelter, as long as she could juggle her call rota.

      I leave Fenna’s building on East 17th and pull my hood up. The weather is getting warmer now that we are into April, but the breeze that always seems to channel through the tall buildings still has a bitter edge. I already wish I’d brought my jacket, but it’s only about a fifteen minute walk until I reach Blush and Blu, the bar Ali had chosen. It isn’t somewhere I go to that often but given Voodoo Doughnuts is right next door, I know the street well. It means I’ll be able to nip in afterwards and pick up a Butteredfingering for me, and a Voodoo Doll for Fenna. We have this thing where whoever buys the Voodoo Doll can stick the pretzel where they want the other to… Anyway, that’s by the by. I’ll pick them up after I’ve spoken to Ali, and hopefully Fenna won't be too tired for a little fun.

      Most of the time Ali and I had spent together on that flight had been with her head stuck in a barf bag and a carrot sticking out her nostril, so I was a little worried I might not recognise her without the veg accessory, but as I walk through the door, it is impossible to miss her. There she is right in front of me, sitting at a table with two high stools opposite the bar, flirting outrageously with the server with long blonde hair .

      “If you don’t get a better offer, keep me in mind,” she says, laughing, then obviously sensing someone had come in, bringing in the cold air with them, she turns towards me. “I thought I’d better sit side on so you’d recognise me.” Tucking a thumb under her chin, she raises it so I can see her profile. She is far more striking than I remembered, and being carrotless suits her, almost as much as laughing. A laugh or a smile ratchets up her cuteness about three notches, not that I’m looking, really. Why would I? There wasn’t anyone out there that could come close to Fenna.

      “At least you didn’t bring the sick bag this time,” I tease, easing myself up onto the opposite stool. “You’re looking better than the last time I saw you.”

      “That’s not a high bar for me to pass, but hey, you saw me at my worst and still asked me out for a beer, so either I make a devastatingly gorgeous puker, or I’m thinking you’ve got a strange kink.” Ali lifts the Juicy Freak IPA to her lips and takes a swig.

      It’s so strange how different people are in their natural surroundings, and before Fenna, I would have found that confidence hot. At least hot enough to scratch an itch, if I’d been flying into another city. But I’d flown into another city with her, I’d seen saliva drip down her chin, and that person is not someone I’d be scratching anything with. Twisting around to face me full on, she crosses her ankle over her knee in a fairly assertive pose, and my eyes naturally drop to her jeans. Now, that is a well-practiced move, I muse, bringing my eyes back up to her face, only to see her staring at my mouth. Once again, I recognize this is not going as I expected.

      “I’m grabbing a drink. Can I get you anything?”

      “Another of these would be good.” Ali lifts her bottle so I can see the label. “You should try the Princess Yum Yum,” she says with a wink, and before I can stop myself I roll my eyes. A contrite look flashes across her face, and I feel a little bad. The reason she is here is because I’d asked her for help, although perhaps I wasn’t as explicit as I should have been about my intent. I’d sort it once I’d got the drinks.

      I order, pay, and take the total of the two steps back to the table where we’re sitting.

      “So you wanted to ask me about Vet School?”

      My eye roll must be far more effective than I realized as the flirting stops and the real conversation, the one I want to have, starts. Again, just as on the plane, Ali surprises me. She graduated from Colorado State with a Doctorate in Veterinary Medicine, and went onto become a state board-certified neurologist, but by her own admission she nearly burned herself out so she took a step back, choosing to be selective and only doing the work she loved. Here she is eight years later, a highly respected animal behaviorist and co-founder of a charity that focuses on the healing power of human-animal connection. The charity is now working with the university to offer postgrad courses as part of their social science curriculum. Ali Ritchie is everything I want to be.

      “You don’t think I’m too old?”

      I watch a smirk appear on her face. “Too old for…?”

      “Becoming a vet.” There’s just a hint of exasperation in my voice, but I am smiling. I can’t help but smile because it’s just harmless teasing.

      “No, you’re not too old. In fact, I wish I’d had an older head on my shoulders when I went into it. I’d probably have had a clearer idea of what I wanted to achieve, and how to go about getting it. I took a very hard road to get here.” There’s a veil of pain that comes over her face and I get the impression there’s an even deeper back story than a simple burnout, but I don’t press. Instead, I keep us safely on topic.

      “So, what’s your advice from here?”

      “Well, you’ve already got your technician qualification from way back, so if you’re serious about this, you need to up your experience. We’ll gladly take an extra pair of hands at the charity. The pay is awful but that, plus some hands-on experience at a veterinary surgery along with some solid references, and I can’t see why they’d turn you away. Let me speak to Dan and Charlie. They’ve a big practice out at Broomfield which has a good mixture. They have an equine team as well as a substantial small animal portfolio which has skyrocketed with the pandemic pet boom. All the tech new money up there has been purchasing pedigree pooches by the bucket load, so they’re always complaining they’ve too much work. That along with your work down at the shelter in San Jose is a great foundation for an application.”

      I sit with my mouth open, hoping there is no drool on my chin this time. This was far more than I could have hoped for. I came in just looking for an opinion, and I’m leaving with a whole pathway of opportunity all because I was kind to somebody on a plane.

      “I don’t know what to say. I should say you really don’t need to, but I’m way too excited for that. If any of that would be possible I’d be so grateful.”

      “I’ve just one question. How are you going to do all this and still fly?”

      I could feel Ali’s eyes narrow, scrutinizing me and whatever I was about to say. I needed to tell her so she’d have faith she was going to bat for someone who was taking what was on offer seriously, but I hadn’t told Fenna yet. Telling Ali before Fenna was almost a betrayal, even if it was for all the right reasons.

      “I’m about to shake things up, but I’ve still got somebody I need to talk to.” I hesitate, hoping she might understand. “Can I ask you to trust I’ve got this covered?”

      “Mm.” Inhaling deeply Ali nods, and relief allows my shoulders to relax down into a near natural position again. All I have to do now is to talk to Fenna.

      “I can’t thank you enough.” Excitement to get back to Fenna’s condo to tell her my news has me sliding out of my seat and wanting to run all the way home.

      “Not staying for poker? I play a mean hand.”

      “No, I need to save everything I’ve got.” I laugh before walking around to give Ali a hug. “If this pans out, I owe you big time.”

      Wrapping her arms around me, she squeezes and whispers in my ear, “I always collect.” Planting a kiss on my cheek, she steps back, rubbing her hands together. “I’d better get to my seat at the table. They don’t call me a shark for nothing.”

      I stand, blinking rapidly, watching her walk away, dumbstruck, and not sure what to make of the words that just tickled my ear.

      The blonde behind the bar watches me, giving a slight chuckle.

      “Sweetheart,” she says. “Ain’t no one ever called her a shark.”
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      Alright… What’s missing?

       I can’t help but feel like I’ve forgotten something, but as I look around Fenna’s kitchen it’s hard to place what it might be. Maybe I’m just stressing over nothing, imagining problems where there aren’t any, but there’s just a nagging sensation that I’m leaving something out, or I’ve glossed over something important.

      I just want tonight to be perfect. I set the table with one unlit candle taking center stage and an envelope on her chair. The food is basically ready, and all I need to do is top our plates with a few finishing touches before I serve it. That might be what I’m worried about. I followed Yaya’s recipes to the letter, but she’s more of an instinctive cook than a slave to ingredients or methods. I’ve had to work out what a handful of this or a dash of that means in actual weight but I ended up just trying to calculate ratios of one ingredient to another instead. There’s a high chance I’ve screwed something up.

      I hope everything is alright. The last thing I want to do is replace her favorite childhood memories with some sort of food induced PTSD. Yaya would kill me, but if I’ve got this right, then I’ll be the hero of the hour. The miniature nacatamales were fiddly, but Yaya warned me to keep them small, and when I saw the ingredients, I’m glad I did. At full size it would have fed a family of four on carbs alone. I’m following it with a beef stew served with rice. I was going to leave out the plantains but the look that Yaya gave me said that would be sacrilege, so there is a small amount of plantain too. Yaya took me by the hand around her favorite grocery shop, pointing out everything I needed, throwing stuff in my basket which I’m not even sure are part of the recipes, but no doubt she’ll have a plan to use them next time. Yaya always has a plan.

      Last night after meeting Ali and almost skipping back with my pink box of treats, I was crestfallen to find out Fenna had already crashed out. I didn’t have the heart to wake her, so I just popped a Post-It note on the box containing her Voodoo Doll, saying, A little something to keep you going. Love, K x

      I hear something from out in the hall, the jangling of keys, then the clicking of a lock as it turns. The door swings open and I hear the exhausted sigh that’s become so familiar to me in the past few months. It’s a tiredness that heaves its way up from the very soles of her feet and out as if now she’s home, the emotional weight of the day can be unloaded.  

      “I’m home!” There’s a slight pause. “Something smells good, have you ordered in?”

      I saunter through to the hall and lean against the door frame, giving the impression of a nonchalant air which I don’t feel. “Nope.” Why are my hands so clammy? I wipe them down the front of my apron, but it doesn’t seem to do much good. “I did one better.” I stand back, lifting my arms, directing her to the kitchen.

      “You did one better?” Fenna stops short as she walks into the kitchen. She turns, taking in my messy apron. “Did you cook?”

      “I… Well, I tried to cook,” I admit hesitantly. “Yaya gave me some recipes. I figured that as I had the day off and you were going to be at work all day…maybe this would be a nice surprise?”

      “You cooked Yaya’s recipes?” She steps into the kitchen properly. So many questions and I can’t tell if she’s touched or horrified by the prospect. As she crosses to the stove, panic rises in my throat. Maybe this was a terrible idea.

      “Yeah, well, you’ve had a rough week, so I figured this might help.” I watch as she takes the lid off the pot and draws in an experimental sniff. “Is it alright?”

      “It smells great, but—” She pauses and sniffs again. “Can I smell coconut?”

      “In the oven. I made, uh, nacatamales, Sopa de Mondongo, and coconut bread Yaya said you loved.” I can’t help but cringe at my pronunciation. It all sounded so beautiful when Yaya said the names but coming out of my mouth it just sounds kind of clunky.

      Fenna drops to a crouch and peers into the oven to inspect the bread. When she opens the door, a waft of sweet coconut hits me and my mouth waters on instinct. It’s almost certainly the part of the meal that I’m looking forward to the most.

      “Wow.” She swivels to look at me, still crouched on the floor of her kitchen. “You did all of this for me? What’s the occasion?”

      “Well, that’s the thing.” Nerves seal my throat shut, and I pause for a moment, swallowing thickly. It’s the first time I’ve had a conversation like this with someone who really matters, someone I love, and I don’t really know how to start it. I’ve had a lot of firsts with Fenna, and all of them have made me feel like this, a sickly combination of nervous and excited. It’s like I’m embarking on some marvellous adventure when in reality I’m just doing stuff other people would consider normal.

      I need to say something. She’s staring up at me expectantly with those big dark eyes that seem to hold so much warmth and light. She’s waiting for me, but as I open my mouth nothing else comes out.

      “Kristi?”

      “On your chair.” The words come out in a short, sharp burst. “There’s an envelope on your chair.”

      Fenna shoots me a curious look, but heads over to the chair to pick up the envelope. There’s nothing on the envelope that gives away its contents. Eyeing me with suspicion, she opens the envelope and pulls out the letter, slowly unfolding it. There’s a scrape as she pulls out the chair and sits to read. She says nothing.

      My hands tremble as I untie the apron from around my waist and drop it on the countertop. I slide into the seat across from her as she stares at the letter, and I swallow hard. For me this is huge. What she is reading just now is just the start. I’ve so much to talk to her about, but it all begins here.

      “You’re resigning?” The corner of her mouth quirks up and my heart beats fast, hoping it’s the start of a smile. I hold my breath then, letting out one long exhalation, I try to explain.

      “I didn’t want to do it without talking to you first.” My own nerves are strangling me, catching in my throat and making it hard to talk. I swallow hard and push through it. “I’ve never made a plan for the future before, not really. Ever since I lost my grandma, I’ve just sort of drifted. I never saw the point in making concrete plans years in advance, because I didn’t know how long I’d have left to… You know? But now I know I have time and that’s down to you, so I thought about everything you’ve said and I’ve some plans I’d like to talk through with you.” I pause, trying not to sound too presumptuous. “If you want to?”

      “Of course I do. As it happens, I’ve some things I want to talk to you about too.”

      I blink, a bit taken aback. What does she want to talk about? An awful thought occurs to me. What if she isn’t happy with us? Here I am making all these plans and thinking about the future, but she doesn’t think that future is one she wants to share with me. I can hear panic whoosh through my ears, and I grab for the edge of the table. I just need something solid to hold on to.

      “Kristi?” Fenna is rubbing my back. She’s talking but I can’t hear what she’s saying. My chair is being pulled back, she’s holding me steady with one hand while the other gently pushes the back of my head down between my knees.

      “Breathe,” she murmurs. “Take your time and breathe with me. In through your nose, and…” She pauses for a few beats. “And out through your mouth.” She repeats the same thing, I’m not sure how many times, but long enough for my fingers to stop tingling.

      “Shit. I’m sorry. I don’t know what just happened.”

      “I think you might have had a mild panic attack.”

      I try to sit up.

      “Easy now, tiger. Take your time.”

      I do as I’m told because everything feels a little out of sync, and my head is so spaced. But I have to ask. “Fenna, are you about to break up with me?”

      “What? No, of course I’m not! Why would you think—”

      “You had stuff you wanted to talk to me about.” I sound needy and pathetic, but pride be damned, I just need to know if that is what she’s about to do, and I’m not beyond begging.

      “Yeah, but…” She hesitates.

      “But what? Tell me what it is, please?”

      She reaches for her satchel and pulls out several bits of paper, then lays them down in front of me. Houses. She’s printed off real estate details for houses.

      “It seems silly for the two of us to keep a condo and a house when we can only live in them one at a time. I was going to talk to you about maybe moving in together, officially. Now I know you might not want to leave your place with the memories and all, but I thought we could talk about what we might do next.”

      I lift the printout at the top of the pile. It’s a four bedroom house north of Denver in Erie. I see the words but nothing about the house registers. I’m too giddy with relief.

      “You want us to live together?”

      “Yes, silly. I can’t believe you thought we might break up.” Kneeling in front of me, Fenna pulls me into her body and squeezes. “I’m not letting you get away. No, sir. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      Even if I’d wanted to, I wouldn’t have been able to stop the tears, because she doesn’t know how grateful I am that she’s come into my life.

      Her lips place a light kiss on my forehead. “Have you eaten today?”

      I have to stop and think about the answer. I shake my head. I’ve been so busy rehearsing what to say, cooking, and getting everything just right, ironically, I’d completely forgotten about food.

      “No wonder it all got a bit overwhelming. So tell me what to do, and I’ll plate everything up. I’m starving.”
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      As we sit on the sofa, limbs entwined with full bellies and giddy hearts, I still can’t quite believe this has gone so well. It turns out I can bake coconut bread as well as Yaya, but Fenna made me swear never to tell anyone she said that. I told her about Ali, the doors she might open for me, as well as the fact she flirted, albeit I downplayed it a little. I’d never imagined Fenna to be the jealous type, but there was a spark in her eye that was a little scary.

      I’d pay for school fees, if I was lucky enough to be accepted, and living expenses from the sale of my house and the reasonable amount of savings I’d accumulated over the years. That would give me more funds than I’d need, but at least I wouldn’t have the stress of taking on debt on top of everything else. Fenna had been right when she asked me to think about what my mom and grandma would have wanted for me, and that would have been to live a full and happy life. Spending money I’d inherited on an education seems right.

      “So tell me about that house in Erie?” I say, reaching out and lifting the details from the coffee table.

      “It’s Mike’s aunt’s old place. It’s just gone on the market. She’s moved to Ecuador and bought a condo in Cuenca. It needs work, but it comes with an acre and a half. There have been a few development companies sniffing about but she’s refusing to entertain them. She wants it kept as a homestead. Mike teases her about the fact she’s not in Oregon, and it’s no Little House on the Prairie, whatever that is.”

      Her fingers trace light circles on the inside of my forearm, teasing their way from my wrist upwards, and I get a tug of desire that causes me to squirm, but that movement causes the seam of my jeans to pull tighter, heightening my need.

      “It’s a decent location and close enough to I25 for you to get into work. And if I end up studying in Fort Collins and working between Denver and Broomfield then it sort of works for me, too,” I say, trying to keep my mind on the conversation.

      “Mm,” she murmurs, allowing her fingers to caress farther up my arm so they glide against the side of my breast. I squirm again, aware of my breathing becoming a little shallower.

      “It’s quite far from Yaya though. Maybe she could come and stay for weekends.” I swallow hard as Fenna’s thumb draws circles around my nipple, pressing the lace of my bra against fast puckering skin.

      “Maybe.” Her hand moves down over my stomach until it reaches the button on my jeans, and with one flick and a pull, she has me undone. “We can talk about it more, once my future veterinary wife has fucked me senseless.” Her hand slips down and under the cotton of my panties, tweaking my clit, but as aroused as I clearly am—I know because her eyebrows arch when she feels how wet I am—I have to ask…

      “Your future veterinary wife?”

      “Eh?” Fenna’s focus is on my ever swelling clit, teasing me until I gasp.

      “You said your future veterinary wife.” I barely get the words out as she delves lower.

      “Did I?” She smiles, retracting her hand so she can start tugging the denim over my hips. “I suppose I’ll just have to wait until you ask me properly before I go making assumptions. But that doesn’t change what I want right now.”

      My heart thumps in my chest. Fenna is telling me if I ask her she’ll say yes! I jump to my feet, stripping off my remaining clothes, smiling. If I ask, she’ll say yes! I make light work of getting her naked too, and make her moan as I pull her nipple into my mouth. I’m kneeling in front of her as she slides her hands through my hair, winding it around those magic fingers of hers.

      “Kristi, I want you inside of me.” Her hand grasps tilting my head back so she can kiss me. Her tongue slides deep into my mouth then out again, leaving me wide open, desperate for more. “Fuck me hard, please.”

      I don’t need to be asked twice. I grab her hand and pull her up. “Bend over the end of the couch.” I’m surprised by how authoritative and downright sexy my voice sounds. Fenna doesn’t hesitate. She bends as instructed, feet wide and butt high in the air. She’s so wet the light almost glints against her sex. Mental note to self: do this whole commanding voice thing more often.

      “You want me to be rough?” I slide my fingers across her center and she shakes. “You want me to fill you up?” I’ve no idea where all this is coming from, but Fenna is almost purring with delight so I’m going with it. It’s damned hot, I have to tell you, and I don’t know if it’s the fact she wants me right now so badly, or just the fact she wants me full stop, but I don’t think I’ve ever been so turned on.

      I slide deep inside, letting out a groan as she clenches around my fingers, and keeping a steady slow tempo I deepen each thrust, adding a little more of me as she’s ready to take it. The low moans spur me on until I’m knuckles deep, my thumb rubbing against her anus. I wonder if she’d let me, I muse as she thrusts backwards and, watching the tip of my thumb insert itself in its new playground, I have my answer. I coat my thumb in her wetness and continue again, filling her up and allowing my thumb to glide in a teasing motion.

      “Are you going to make me ask you?” she pants.

      “Ask what?” I’m being a little brattish, I know, but watching her body respond to my touch, eager for everything I am willing to give her, is intoxicating. We’ve been slow and deliberate, or grabbed quickies when time is limited. We’ve even done a little rough play when we get carried away, but this is a first.

      “For you to fuck me everywhere.”

      I lean around and tease her clit as I keep thrusting inside, still toying with my thumb.

      “Kristi, please.” The desperation in her voice is too much and I give her what she wants, filling her completely. Her hips thrust back, meeting my movement, and I’m mesmerized as she fucks herself with abandon against my hand. She’s close, I can feel by the way she’s tightening around me, so once again I widen my stance, reach around and roughly play with her clit. Within seconds she is screaming, her body in a tight spasm as her orgasm explodes, leaving me smiling smugly at the wetness that trickles over my skin. Fenna is incredible, and mine.

      As her body goes limp I free myself, pulling her down onto the sofa, and wrap myself around her. I want to keep her safe, to protect her, and love her for as long as she’ll let me.
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      “Right, I’m just pulling up now so you better be here. I’m sure Mossad has trained that security guy. Last time you said come now, before you’d arrived, he almost had me dangling from my ankles from the fourth floor.”

      Kristi laughs, and it gives me that familiar warm fizz of excitement. I’m picking her up from her last flight with the airline, and a few of her colleagues got together for a surprise farewell party in Panama City last night, as you do, or at least as they do. Thankfully, as she was working today, she was careful. I can’t even begin to find the words to explain how much I missed her, all I can tell you is that lying in my bed last night on my own, for the first time in my life I felt lonely without her. I ached to reach out and touch her warmth. But when she’d phoned at one a.m., forgetting she was an hour ahead, and after I’d finally got to sleep, I was just happy to hear her voice.

      “I’m here, at the stand. You won’t be able to miss me, I promise.”

      “That sounds ominous. What the—tell me that isn’t you.” But as the balloons turn in the wind, I can see that it is. Straight ahead of me are two of the largest helium breasts I have ever seen, and bobbing directly over the top is another displaying Kristi’s beaming face. An equally happy looking Kristi stands beneath the entire presentation which they had kindly tied to her case.

      I jump out and open the tailgate of my SUV, grateful I didn’t bring Kristi’s Honda or I’d have had a boob chafing my cheek the entire way home. Kristi thinks the two giant boobs bouncing provocatively from the back window is hilarious, and we certainly get some attention with hoots and hollers as we drive back into Denver to pick up Yaya. We’re all heading up to Erie to meet Mike at his aunt’s place.

      “Please, can we leave them at Yaya’s?” I ask as we pull up in front of my grandmother’s house.

      “No, Mike will think they’re hilarious. Oh, and before I forget I’ve got another gift from them in my case. I’m not even sure how they let me through security with it. You’ll love it.”

      I don’t get the opportunity to argue, or more worryingly ask about what other surprises lie ahead, because I’ve no sooner pulled up and Yaya is hurtling down the path to meet us in a lime green pantsuit and tangerine chiffon blouse.

      “Just squeeze in between my boobs, Yaya.” Kristi chuckles as Yaya pulls them down, squishing her cheeks between them, and then takes a selfie. It really looks like she was being suffocated by Katy Perry’s cleavage. I sigh, knowing tomorrow that will be her new Facebook profile image.

      On the way up I25, Yaya even turns around, giving the same display to a bunch of testosterone loaded Rams fans, earning us lots of horn blowing of more than one kind. Dealing with Kristi when she was high on excitement was bad enough, but put Yaya in the mix and they’re like two wayward kids who’ve eaten their body weight in sugar. I’m relieved to see Mike standing in the driveway when we arrive. At least I’ll be able to have one grown up conversation today.

      That hope takes flight with Mike’s opening line directed to my grandmother: “Your nipples are looking perky, Bernie.”

      “I’ve been squeezing them the whole way here to get them nice and pink.”

      I stare at Yaya, not quite believing what I was hearing. “Yaya, “ I say sternly, but she just waves me off, heading straight for Mike and hooking her arm through his. His six-foot-three-inch frame, next to her short stature makes them an odd, but happy couple.

      Kristi wraps her arms around my waist, pulling me close. “Moving up here would be a big change. Are you sure you’re ready?”

      You see this was what Kristi does: she gets me in a way nobody else ever has.  Rather than getting annoyed by my touch of grumpiness, she knows where it was coming from, and simply calls it out. I was a little nervous about the move. Both the condo and Kristi’s family home had sold within a week of going on the market, and as our respective agents told us, it was mainly because of a shortage of good, available housing stock which was inflating prices. Having done no work on the condo, that sounded about right, but Kristi put down the eye-wateringly high sale price she achieved to the exceptionally high standard of the kitchen fitting.

      “I’m ready, as long as you’ll hold my hand.” I lean up and place a light kiss on her lips. “I missed you last night.”

      “Mm, I missed you too, but that’s the last time.” She winks at me, turning towards the house and pulling me to follow. “But I’ll make up for it later. I’m telling you, when you see what they got me…”

      “It’s that time of the month.” My woeful expression sums up how I’m feeling, but Kristi isn’t for letting me mope.

      “And you think that’s going to stop me?” With a laugh she pulls me out of the low afternoon sun, and out of my Eeyorish mood.

      Mike and Yaya are in the backyard by the time we catch up with them. I say backyard but the one and half acres, complete with a series of outbuildings, is hardly a yard. We’d seen the house twice before but this is the first time Yaya has seen it, and Mike takes her around the house, showing her the great room with an open-plan kitchen before heading up the stairs to see the bedrooms. While we didn’t need her seal of approval to buy, and in fairness we’d already agreed a price with Mike’s aunt, it’s heartwarming to know we have her blessing.

      “A pool here, yes.” Yaya points to a flat dirt section of the yard where grass seemed to struggle to establish itself. While I was pleased she’d bought into our vision, I wasn’t sure expenditure on a pool was the right way to go when we’d only use it for three months of the year if we were lucky. “Your kids will love it.”

      Dumbfounded, I look from Yaya’s wiggling rear end cutting a swath across the slabbed path to Kristi. There still hasn’t been a proposal, despite my vaguely veiled hints of so when are you going to ask me? I might seem really old-fashioned but I’d hoped that might happen before we got down to the nitty gritty of bringing kids into our lives.

      “I agree with Yaya, she always knows best.” Kristi slides an arm around my shoulder then leans in to place a peck on my cheek. I feel sure everyone else knows something I don’t.
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      Every room contains a neat stack of boxes, all taped up and clearly labeled with a thick black permanent marker, ready for the movers to take to our new home in Erie. We’d booked them for Monday, and no matter what Fenna is telling everyone, it isn’t because I’m superstitious. However, I do have a vivid memory of my grandmother announcing that moving in on a Saturday was bad luck when an older couple, Mr. and Mrs. Peterson, moved in across the road. “If you move in on a Saturday you won’t stay long,” she’d announced as she squinted at them from behind the curtain, critiquing their choice of furniture. And she’d been right. Less than a year later the house was back on the market, although that wasn’t the unlucky part, at least not for Mr. Peterson. They’d both ended up in care facilities after Mrs. Peterson reversed over him. It turned out her undiagnosed dementia had been both hidden and compensated for by her husband.

      But that wasn’t why we’d chosen a Monday. It just seemed a logical day to move, giving us a week to unpack and settle in, but that was another four days away, and while every room was packed and ready to go, I hadn’t been down to the basement.

      I grab my Starbucks coffee with my misspelled name in big black letters, reading Crusty, and pull open the old wooden door. The light flickers, fizzes, then bursts into life after I flip the switch, illuminating the entire space in an odd orange glow. In theory, I don’t need to do anything with what’s down here. I could get the movers to just pick it all up and move it to the outbuilding at our new place, but there is one thing I want to find, and I’m not sure where to look.

      I knew what I was looking for wasn’t in any of the things I’d packed away after my grandma passed. No, it’d been down here for way longer. I move some things out the way, coughing and sputtering as I inhale dust. There are no labels or markings on any of the boxes and it’s been years since I’d even opened most of them. In the first one there are old photographs of my mom as a teenager, surrounded by friends. She was so pretty. I run my thumb over her smile, wishing I could touch her face for real now. I know she’d approve of what I am about to do—all of it, going back to school, moving to a new place, moving in with Fenna. She’d be cheering me on the entire way. But photographs aren’t what I am trying to find.

      Clothes, the skeleton costume Mom made me for Halloween when I was seven, I find it all. There’s stuff that anyone else might think, why would she have kept that? But sitting down here, surrounded by all the things we shared, I know now why she kept it. Because family is precious.

      The next box is heavy, way heavier than the ones I’ve just gone through. I slice open the tape and pull apart the flaps to find books, and there on the top is Sleeping Beauty smiling up at me. I pull the thick black marker out of my back pocket, reseal the box, and mark it with a big cross, knowing I’ll want to find it again.

      By the time I open my twelfth box, I’m doubting myself. I’m sure it is here, but then again the last time I saw it was… I struggle to pinpoint a year, maybe just before Grandma passed away? I have to force myself to slow down because frustration makes me miss things, and then I see it under Mom’s big quilt she’d hand stitched when she got ill. I hold the quilt with both my hands, rubbing my thumbs across its soft texture as I stare at the wooden box.

      “What advice would you be giving me, Mom?” I ask even though I know she can’t hear me. My mom is long dead, but there’s comfort in just saying the words out loud even though I know all the answers I need are inside me, because that is where I’ll find her. I carry my mom with me wherever I go, and if I still myself and listen, then I can’t go wrong. Until I met Fenna, I never allowed myself to be still long enough to hear anything other than the sound of jet engines. I was anything but still.

      I sit on an old wooden trunk, place the quilt over my knees, and with great care I lift the wooden box so I can look inside. Even in the orange of the artificial light I remember the sparkle of its contents. I wasn’t allowed to play with Mom’s jewelry, but sometimes we’d sit down together and she’d lift each piece, telling me who had bought it for her, or where it had come from. There was always a story that accompanied every necklace, or bracelet, or pair of earrings, but today I’m not looking for any of them. There is a dullness to all the precious metals, which isn’t surprising given how long they had hidden in their wooden box, so I almost miss what I am after. But there in the corner is my great-grandmother’s ring. Grandma had given it to my mom when she had me, because there would never be a ring coming from my father. I suppose I should be grateful that at least he wasn’t a bigamist.

      I hold it up to the light. The rose gold has tarnished and the emerald surrounded by lots of little diamonds has dulled compared to my memory, but it will polish up well. My only worry now is, will it fit? I pull out my phone, suddenly aware that I’ve exactly twenty minutes to make it to my appointment at the jewelers, and if I miss that it will scupper my entire plan.
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      Everyone is here. Mom, Dad, Sophie, Mondo, my uncles, aunts, lots of my cousins; we’re all crowded into one small corner of Yaya’s garden, hiding behind chairs and bushes, and anything that is large enough to obscure our bodies.

      “They’re here. Quick, everyone duck down!” Mom is as excited about this as I am, maybe even more so.

      I only hope they don’t spot the trail of smoke rising from the fire pit where my dad insisted on slow roasting his pork. If I’d let him have his way, there would have been a full spit and hog roast. I hear Yaya’s voice first, telling Kristi to wait until she can find her keys. She must be rummaging around in her huge purse, trying to give us enough time to get hidden away. A small whimper comes from just behind me, and it’s testament to the excitement we’re all feeling.

      “Want me to look?” I imagine Kristi peering into Yaya’s big white purse, trying to fish out the keys, only to have her hand swatted away by my grandmother. We’ve been planning this for weeks now, or at least since she told me she hadn’t had a birthday party since she was a kid. “No family, no parties,” she’d said with a shrug. Well, that wasn’t true now. So Yaya and I had concocted a plan, a very elaborate plan, and in the next minute, it’d all come together.

      The side gate bursts open with Yaya telling Kristi, “You go first,” as she waves her hands upward, ushering her through to the patio. As we all jump up, trying but failing to shout “Happy Birthday” in unison, Bribón bolts out of Diego’s arms, running straight for the woman he loves. Poor Kristi gapes, unable to take it all in, then as wet snuffles and insistent whimpers draw her attention from everyone cheering her name, she drops to her knees, accepting huge wet kisses from her thrilled Bribón.

      “Happy birthday, Kristi!” I drop to my knees beside her and the happy bundle of fur whose back end is wiggling so fast. If we’d connected him to the Western Interconnection, he could’ve lit up a small town.

      “Did you do all this? What’s Bribón doing here? How did he get here?” A hundred different emotions flash over her face, racing from delight to confusion to gratitude to, unless I’m mistaken, sheer joy.

      “I thought as you’re going to be around more often, and we’ve got the space, then maybe getting a dog would—”

      “To live with us? But how?”

      “Diego and Luz brought him. I couldn’t think of anything you’d want more for your birthday.”

      Kristi looks deep into my eyes, as she mouths the words, “I love you,” and I can’t stop grinning. I promised myself that day in Dr. Bernstein’s office I’d do everything I could to make her happy, and it’s a promise I intend to keep every day we share together.

      But today I have to share Kristi with everyone who loves her, and I think she’s just beginning to understand it’s way more people than she thought possible. Our family offers hugs and kisses, then Diego and Luz sheepishly make their way over too. A few of her ex-colleagues from United Airlines are here too; it seemed only fair I invite them as they helped me organize tickets for Diego and Luz, not to mention Bribón who came via their Petsafe Program. I even blush when they asked if we’ve enjoyed Kristi’s leaving gifts, but that’s a story for a whole other time. I even invited Dan and Charlie, the two vets who own the practice in Broomfield where Kristi works on the weekends. They brought the team across as well, and then there’s Ali, who seemed inordinately excited to be asked to a party to celebrate with Kristi, or perhaps that’s me just reading too much into it given what I’d been told about their night at Blush and Blu. Let’s just say that woman better be careful because I’m partial to a Voodoo Doll, and she won’t be getting her hands on Kristi’s pretzel!

      It isn’t long before Yaya has the Macuás flowing, and Latin beats fill the air. Being surrounded by family, both logical and biological, is just right, and by the smile on Kristi’s face I think she’s feeling it, too. In between the table piled high with presents and my dad doing his impression of Steven Raichlen (he’s been insufferable since we got him a signed copy of The Barbecue Bible last Christmas) is Yaya, our number one salsa queen and resident mixologist. I could never have done something like this for Kelly. She’d have hated it, mortified to be surrounded by so many old people, constantly asking when we could leave, but Kristi is in her element; she, like everyone here, is family.

      The clinking of metal on glass makes me snap around. Kristi is tapping a knife against her wine glass and, clearing her throat, she asks for everyone’s attention. Bribón is the first to sit at her feet, gazing up adoringly. I’d do the same thing if we weren’t in company.

      “Everyone, can I get your attention for just a moment?”

      “Are you giving us a safety demonstration?” someone shouts from the far side.

      Kristi laughs and does her neat little shimmy as though she’s showing where the nearest exits might be, then straightens up. “I just want to say thank you to everyone for giving me one of the best birthdays I can remember. The fact you’re here giving up your Saturday for the free drink and food is moving.” Everyone laughs, raising their glasses in the air. “But seriously, this time last year I would never have imagined a day like today, and a future with so much to look forward to, and that’s thanks to all of you.” Bribón barks, giving a slight jump. “And yes, that includes you, Bribón.” Kristi ruffles the floppy hair that falls in front of his eyes, and his tongue lolls in happiness. “But most of all, it is down to one incredible woman. Fenna, can you come over here, please?”

      Everyone turns to look at me and I feel my cheeks redden, but I do as I’m told, making my way over to take her outreached hand. The sunlight is glinting off the red of her hair, giving her an almost golden glow and I don’t think I’ve ever seen her so radiant or self-assured.

      “Fenna, that day I saw you sitting in 25C, you were a woman who intrigued me, but nothing could have ever prepared me for just how incredible a human you are. You see what’s broken, and give people the power, the choice, to mend and that’s what you did with me. Without you I might never have found my way, so I’m grateful beyond words that you came into my life, and…” Kristi starts fiddling in her pocket, then drops to one knee. My mouth falls open, as everyone around, realizing what is happening, lets out an audible gasp (this time in unison).

      “Dr. Fenna Vargas, would you do me the very great honor of accepting me as your wife?”

      For what seems the longest moment I say nothing, and a hush descends over the party. In that moment there’s just Kristi and me, and I stare into her eyes, knowing that she is the person I want to spend the rest of my life with. The person I want to wake up to, the person I want to talk about my day with. The first person who I want to talk to when life is good, and the one I need when the shit hits the fan. She’s the one I love, and the one I want to call my wife.

      “Yes!” I shout, my gaze holding hers. I’m so deliriously happy that I haven’t even looked at the ring until she asks if she can slide it on my finger. “Kristi, that’s beautiful,” I whisper, because it is.

      “It was my great-grandmother’s ring, passed down every generation, and it fits you perfectly.”

      “But this is yours, I ca—“

      I feel her finger on my lips, stopping my words. She leans in, brushing her lips against my cheek, and says, “It’s what my mom would have wanted, and it’s what I want.”

      I reach up, take her face in my hands, and pull her in for a kiss. A long, deep, sensual kiss.

      I hardly hear the clamoring and cheers, but as we pull apart, I hear my cousin, Felix, shout “Get a room!”

      Felix, I fully intend to do just that.
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      “We’re going to christen every room in this house, starting with here.” Kristi grabs me, her fingers sliding under the soft cotton of my tee, and tickles until I’m squirming, squealing, and begging her to stop. “Do you surrender?”

      I squeal again, giggling so hard I can hardly breathe. “I surrender. You can do whatever you want. Just stop.”

      Even though I’m almost hyperventilating, my eyes half closed with the torture she’s subjecting me to, I can still see her face light up.

      “Whatever I want, eh?” A wicked grin appears, and I can’t stop looking at her lips. Plump, soft, and so very pink.

      “Uh-huh.” God, I want those lips on me, that mouth sucking me in. The hand that was tickling stills, and with an expert flick of her thumb, the button on my cargo shorts comes open, giving her unfettered access to all areas.

      “You wore a lace g-string for moving day? I like your style, Ms. Vargas.”

      Kristi gives the lace a tug, rubbing it against my already swollen clit, and I gasp. Sometimes I like it slow, sometimes hard, and sometimes I just like the surprise of where she’s about to take me, and today is one of these days. I’ve been teasing her with shy glances and glimpses of my ass as I’ve bent over to pick up boxes, knowing it would drive her a little crazy. But the house has been full of movers, family, and friends all day, until half an hour ago when we packed Yaya into the back of my parents’ car for the drive back to Denver. Now that we’re on our own, I’m finding out just how well all my teasing has paid off.

      Two fingers slide down either side of my clit, roughly moving back and forward, squeezing together, and then releasing, just a little. Unable to hold it in, I moan. I don’t remember ever being this vocal with Kelly, but then Kristi excites me in a way that Kelly never could. I bite the exposed skin at the top of her breast, not enough to mark but just enough to muffle my need. Kristi touches me, teasing my orgasm with such intimate knowledge of what I like. I erupt in ways I hadn’t even known were possible, and certainly not in ways they cover in anatomy class.

      Just as I’m losing myself in the rhythm, Kristi stops, pulling her hand from my shorts, and like a child my bottom lip juts out and I frown. “I was just—”

      “I need to taste you. Now.”

      Suddenly my petulance vanishes and I’m squirming to help her remove my shorts and panties. The cold of the granite against my butt cheeks when she unceremoniously lifts and drops me onto the kitchen island is shockingly erotic, and keen to feel those lips, that tongue, I open myself wide in greeting.

      I lean back on my elbows, watching her dive between my legs, and throw my head back in pleasure as her tongue runs over the length of my center. God, that’s good. Up and down and around, her tongue traces a slow languid path until I’m losing control all over again. Hard little flicks over my nub drive me crazy, but just as my body shakes in anticipation, she pulls away, leaving me bereft again, but not for long. Kristi straightens, her fingers entering me in deep thrusts, and I groan. Her thumb crashes hard against my clit and within several strokes I’m on the verge of orgasm once more.

      “Please don’t stop,” I beg, because if she does I won’t be responsible for my own actions.

      “Oh, I won’t stop. Even when you’ve come, I’m going to make you come again.” There’s an authority to her tone which I love, and just hearing it is all I need for my climax to rip through me, shaking and trembling my body with such force I lose all sense of not only where I am, but who I am.

      “You’re so sexy when you come.” Kristi nuzzles against my bare stomach, then slowly eases herself out. The immediate feeling of loss sends a shudder through my body, and she leans over, holding me in a tight embrace.

      I feel her lips on my belly, kissing it gently, and it gives me a warm glow—well, a warmer glow than the one she’s already coaxed from my body, not that I need much coaxing when she touches me.

      “Fenna, shall we have a baby?”

      The cool wetness of a single tear runs down towards my ear as I lie, sated and happy with my soon-to-be wife hugging my tummy. There are crucial moments in life where hopes and dreams converge with reality, making simply breathing so joyful, you’re almost afraid to trust their truth. But I know this is real, because this happens when you are bold and passionate, and open your heart to opportunities.
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      The snow is just falling as I pass the exit for Dillon Road. They reckon we’re in for a hard winter, and just the thought makes me crank up the temperature in the cab. Bribón sits next to me, staring out the window as if he’s my second pair of eyes, scanning the road ahead for deer. The wildlife underpasses they started putting in a few years back have, by what the locals tell me, reduced the numbers on the actual highways, but he’s unconvinced. We saw a huge stag last month just standing in the middle of the road and he went crazy, growling and barking while it just cocked its head, staring at us with befuddled curiosity.

      A light snore comes from his side as Dulzura snuggles up against him with zero lack of concern for anything that might go bump in the night. She’s grown so much from the tiny little pup I hand fed at the shelter, and while she’s still small, nobody could ever call her the runt of the litter anymore. Now, she’s the boss. They’re both Therapets, and on Wednesday afternoons after class, we all head to the children’s ward where Fenna works. Saying nothing to me, she’d quietly been working away, planning and getting the board’s approval. Fenna had gotten the idea on her first visit down to the shelter, but she hadn’t wanted to get my hopes up only for them to be dashed, so she hadn’t told me of her grand plan. Even Ali helped write the proposal as her charity had already undertaken so much research on the positive healing effect of animals. So when they got the green light and she told me the good news, Bribón was the first to go into training, but it was Dulzura who was proving to be the star attraction with the children. I still put it down to her being the runt of the litter. It helps her connect with the kids and makes them forget about their tubes and monitors, even their pain sometimes, too.

      I turn on the radio and Mariah Carey tells me that all she wants for Christmas is me… Well, I hate to break it to you, Mariah, but there’s someone else who wants me more, and you’re no competition. I glance at the dash to see it’s nearly seven, and even though I’m only another ten minutes away, I just want to hear Fenna’s voice. “Hey, Siri, call Fenna.”

      After four rings she answers. “Hey, honey, where are you? Everyone is here.”

      The raucous sound of family life thrums in the background and I imagine everyone there, drinks in hand as they gear up to celebrate Christmas Eve. Fenna has been making little marzipan fruits with Yaya for days now, all to be given as gifts. Converting the outbuildings into what is essentially Yaya’s annex has them both excited and if I’m honest, it assuages my guilt over not fixing her locks before she was burgled.

      I’m just grateful she was at her Silver Sneakers Zumba class when it happened, and they caught the guy. Samuel Smith was his name, an octogenarian with a heart murmur and a rap sheet longer than the headphone cable I just pulled from a Great Dane’s butt this afternoon. He befriended older women, then gained access to their houses and cased them before breaking in while he knew they’d be at Zumba, or yoga. One poor woman, Barbara, was waiting to meet him for a lunch date in a swanky restaurant while he was rifling through her panty drawer.

      When the police raided his house on Franklin Street, they found a treasure trove of cash, jewelry, and a huge haul of underwear. It seems he had a bit of a kink for gussets, the unwashed variety. Even though ninety-five percent of the underwear was double-support full briefs in a variety of colors, all the victims, including Yaya, claimed the thongs were theirs. But having her live with us (in her own annex) for at least part of the week once the babies are born will be an enormous help, and I’m not sure who is more excited.

      “Did you get the fireworks?”

      “I sure did. They’re in the back, along with a few surprises.” I grin, knowing Fenna is going to love what I’ve got her, or at least I hope she will.

      “We said we were only spending $30 on each other. Between the house and Eve and Villanelle, we need to be careful.”

      I still giggle when I hear her call them that, but since they’ve started kicking, her heartburn is so bad she reckons they must be trying to assassinate one another, and her in the process. Of course, it could never be the volume of sugar in Yaya’s endless stream of sweet tamales. Neither of us expected the reciprocal effortless IVF to go so smoothly, given it’s still a relatively new procedure. But using my womb instead of an expensive incubator meant I got to carry our children in my womb before they were transferred to Fenna so she could carry them to term. Even although they were only inside me for five days it makes me feel more connected to our girls.

      Fenna lets out a small sigh, and I can almost see her hand gently rub our bump as she scolds me. “Kristi, it isn’t anything big, is it?”

      “You’ll just have to wait and see. I’m nearly home. Can you ask your dad to come out and meet me so he can get his fireworks, and make sure he knows not to let them off near the trees?”

      According to Fenna, the fact her dad had entrusted me to get the Christmas fireworks was a huge thing, but there was no way he was going to let me light them. I didn’t mind as long as he staked them at the far end of the property. We planted three trees in late fall, two maples in memory of my mom and my grandma, and a Japanese Lilac in memory of Flora. Fenna had picked the lilac because it symbolized purity and innocence, but I was simpler in my selection. Their flaming red leaves at the turn of the year would be enough for me.

      I pull up behind a long line of cars that fill our driveway, and watch as my future father-in-law runs towards me. Swinging open my door, I point to the back of the truck.

      “Come, Bribón. Come, Dulzura.” I clap my hands and they jump down, bums wiggling wildly.

      “Well done, Kristi, you got the ones I asked for.” He offers me a huge smile and a nod of approval, then loads the first lot into Mondo’s waiting arms before taking the rest. There’s enough there to rival any Colorado Rockies postgame celebration, but as a family we’ve a lot to celebrate. The only small deviation I’ve made from his specifications is the fact that they are noiseless, but he’ll only find that out when they are lighting up the sky. I just can’t have him frightening animals, because they are family, too.

      As they head around back, I whistle to Bribón and Dulzura to follow and head inside. Even on the porch, I can feel the heat of the wood stove as I shed my coat, and kick off my boots before drying the dogs’ paws and wrapping them in their drying coats. Returning to a warm home full of family is something special, and I stand still for a moment just listening to the laughter. Sometimes I have to pinch myself to make sure it’s real, but it is. This is our life and I’ll never take it for granted. I push open the heavy wooden door and watch as our dogs run straight to Mama Fenn, sitting at her feet, quietly waiting for her to notice them. When she does, their ears are fluffed and as I lean in for a kiss, she fluffs my ears too, making everyone laugh.

      Sophia is radiant with a bump about the same size as ours, but then she is due in less than two months. Naturally she has been anxious throughout her pregnancy but having Fenna there with her at every step has helped both of them. I kiss our bump then do the same to Sophia, marveling at the fact I’ll be a mom and an aunt soon.

      “You look wonderful, honey.” Then I grimace, looking at my attire. “I just need to shower and change,” I say, tugging the scrubs I wear under two layers of woolen sweaters. “I won’t be long.”

      I’m not long out of the shower when there’s a knock on the bedroom door. Pulling on some black pants and my best hoodie because I rarely dress up these days, I shout for whoever it is to come in. It’s Fenna’s dad, Emilio.

      “Have you asked her yet?”

      I shake my head. “I was going to do it tonight, as we swap presents.” I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous. Ironically, I’m more nervous tonight than I was on the day I asked her to marry me.

      “Good.” He nods, still hanging half in the doorway.

      “What are you going to ask me tonight?” Fenna’s voice floats around her dad, and my heart tightens. Do I lie and buy myself more time? Her dad looks sheepishly from me to Fenna who is now standing fully in the room, looking curiously from my face to his, and back again.

      “Emilio, do you mind if I…” I nod to Fenna, waiting for him to leave but he doesn’t, he just stands nodding with a silly grin. “If you could…” This time I give an exaggerated nod back to the noise of chatter coming from the great room.

      “Oh, right. Yeah, of course.” He turns and scarpers away, pulling the door closed behind him, leaving me with my very confused Fenna. I sit down on the edge of the bed and pat the space alongside me. Pressing out the soft black dress against the back of her thighs, she sits.

      “You’re making me a little nervous.”

      “I don’t mean to. I was going to give you this later, but now seems like the perfect time.” I take the white envelope and pass it to her.

      “What is it?”

      “Open it and see.”

      I watch as she peels back the flap, slowly pulling out the paper I’d printed out at work.

      “I really thought about what I could give you for $30 that would be meaningful, and I thought this might be the answer.”

      Fenna unfolds the paper, frowning at me, then at the paper in her hands. I watch silently as she reads, my smile growing as comprehension irons out the creases in her brow.

      “It’s an appointment for a marriage license,” she says with a puzzled smile.

      “When we go to the cabin in the mountains for New Years, your dad thought we might want to get married there?” My stomach tightens, bracing myself in case she decides she doesn’t like the idea. After all, I’m not sure she imagined herself saying I do complete with our bump. “Look, it says here”—I point to the notes—“we can solemnize the marriage ourselves, and I think your dad is pretty keen to be the sort of master of ceremonies. He says he’s got loads of embarrassing stories he wants to share.”

      The longer she stares at me, the farther my heart sinks. When I discussed it with Emilio, it seemed like such a good idea. We’d start the year together officially as a family, but right now I can’t help but think I’ve got this so very wrong.

      “You’d still want to marry me looking like this?” She splays her hands over her belly as if she’s showing me something unsightly, and the ridiculousness of the action almost makes me laugh out loud, but I don’t. Instead, I take both her hands and lay them on her belly along with mine and tell her everything that’s in my heart.

      “Fenna, you have never looked more beautiful than you do right now. When I look at you I struggle to find the words which can even come close to the emotion that fills my heart. You’re my beginning, my middle, and my end. There’s only you for me, and every day you aren’t my wife is a day too long. You’re the Mama Fenn to my Mama K, you’re the rock of our family, the sun we all revolve around, and my biggest dream right now is to make all of this official. So I’m going to ask you again. Fenna Vargas, will you be my wife?”

      A single tear runs down Fenna’s cheek and I lift my hand, catching it with my thumb. She’s nodding and smiling through the tears, her fingers squeezing mine.

      “Is that a yes?”

      “Uh-huh,” she says through glassy eyes, the glimmer of snot made worse by her constant nodding. I hold her face and lean in, placing my lips against hers. Fenna is warm, soft, and tender—and mine, as I’m hers. My heart wants to explode with happiness when we pull apart. The moment is perfect.

      “I’ve got snot all over your face,” she says, pulling her sleeve over her hand and wiping it over my face, and that’s when I know Fenna really is the only woman for me.
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