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For Courtney, a good woman, who taught me that love is learning.





Part I: Fruits of a Chance Encounter

1
It was many months since Aly Wong had seen Erika Milton, an acquaintance, a friend of a friend, but even with Erika’s new haircut Aly recognized her as soon as she came out of the courtroom down the hall. Erika was an attractive woman, around forty, some said beautiful, the angles and planes of her face described as handsome or pretty or cute depending on the light and one’s point of view. Her black hair, which was long and sleek the last time Aly saw her, was now cut short in a side parted pixie, boyishly adorable, and even from a distance revealed a long, elegant neck. It was late June and she wore a light, sharply cut cream colored suit and white blouse, which complimented her café-o-lait skin.
Aly always thought of Erika as taller than herself, but in fact she was, like Aly, under five and a half feet. She realized this because Erika had come out with a tall, elegant, older white woman who leaned down to hear Erika as they stood outside the courtroom. To leave the building they were going to have to pass Aly where she sat on a bench outside another courtroom, so Aly waited to say hello. She was waiting, too, for her friend Cass, who was down the hall in the other direction speaking with her own lawyer. Aly turned to see Cass with her head down, her long, lanky brown hair covering her pink face, her shoulders slumped, her arms crossed.  She was clearly unhappy with what her lawyer, a dark middle aged woman of Middle Eastern descent, was saying.
When Aly turned back Erika’s client was headed across the hall to the ladies’ room and Erika was headed Aly’s way. She seemed preoccupied at first, but then she looked up, glanced in Aly’s direction, and did a double take as she recognized her. She beamed a smile, her teeth white and perfect. Of course. Aly and Toy used to refer to Erika as the Ice Queen because she seemed so perfect and polished and, a couple of times when out with mutual friends, exacting in her demands of wait staff at restaurants.
Aly was intimidated by accomplished women like Erika. She felt inadequate in their presence. But she didn’t hold that against them. The problem, she knew, was hers. Erika was gorgeous and seemed cold, but Aly didn’t really know her. When they first met, when? Five or six years ago?  Erika was just out of a long term relationship. She was a lawyer, had kids, was from… L.A.? That was pretty much all Aly knew. They had only ever interacted in a group, at a party or a dinner. And what had they discussed but the usual party patter?  Erika expressed, as all of Aly’s friends did, liberal politics. But there was nothing she said or did that dispelled Aly and Toy’s initial impressions of her. Aly couldn’t remember ever having a one-on-one conversation with her.
So as Erika approached Aly wondered at the protocol. Were they acquaintances who hugged? She rose in any case and as Erika drew close she put out her right arm, her left holding a briefcase, and took Aly into an awkward half hug. She smelled good. Crisp and floral.
“Hey, Aly, it’s been a while how are you?” Erika had a soft voice with both high and low notes. She spoke with an African-American cadence that carried hints of the south no matter how far north, east, or west the speaker was from.
Aly was acutely aware of her own dusty running shoes, blue jeans, and light blue T-shirt, all of them well worn, hanging off her too thin body, her straw blond hair in need of a wash. Who knows how I smell? “I’m doing fine,” she replied. Erika seemed to be checking that statement as she cocked her head and looked with her pretty gold hazel eyes right into Aly’s. “How are you?”
“Oh, I’m good.”
“I love your hair. It’s very cute.”
“Oh, wow, it has been a while. I did this months ago. Cuts my time in the chair significantly.” Erika waved her hand to take in the courthouse. “Why are you, if you don’t mind…”
“Oh, I’m with Cass,” Aly pointed with her chin down the hall at her friend. “Custody issues.”
“Oh, wow, Cass and Toni? I didn’t know-”
“No one did. It took us all by surprise.”
“And they have kids? I didn’t know they have kids.”
“Dogs.”
Light dawned over Erika’s face. “Oh, that’s right. They breed, what is it? Irish setters?”
“Yeah. They’re both pets and business. It’s messy.”
“Oh, I know about that.” Erika turned back to Aly, her beautiful eyes again closely examining her face.
“What have you been up to?”
“Oh, not much. You know about me and Toy.” Erika nodded solemnly. “It’ll be two years next month, if you can believe it. Still trying to find my feet.”
Erika cocked her head, her eyes sympathetic. “Divorce is hard.”
“You see it every day,” Aly said, her turn to wave a hand to take in the court house.
“And I’ve been there myself.” She touched Aly’s arm lightly. “You’ll find the ground again.” She let that sit a moment and then made to move away. “Hey, it was good to see you. I guess I’ll be seeing you around.”
“Probably at one of Anita’s Things.”
"Yes! I’m having lunch with her tomorrow, actually. It’s my girls’ weekend with their dad.”
Aly felt bad for not asking after Erika’s family. “How are your girls?”
Erika was moving away but stopped, beamed, and seemed, if possible, even more radiant. “Beautiful. And trying. And exhausting. And a joy.”
Aly couldn’t remember how many there were.
“How old now?”
“Thirteen and ten.”
Aly could see Erika needed to move on. “Well, it was good to see you, too, Erika.”
Erika pointed her chin toward Cass. “Give my best to Cass, will you?”
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A minor encounter in Aly’s mind that lasted only long enough for her to imagine saying to Toy, “Guess who I bumped into?” and telling Toy and her response, “You mean Black Ice?”, Toy’s variation for their characterization of Erika Milton. Having conversations in her mind with Toy about the trivia of the day was a habit from marriage Aly had yet to shake and it annoyed her. It wasn’t that she missed Toy specifically. She missed the shorthand of marriage; the small, everyday interactions, looks, phrases, and gestures that contained so much history and drew tighter the threads that made up the fabric of their lives together. Contained in that one, small imagined interchange were the first time she and Toy saw Erika (exactly when and where Aly did not remember), their mutual drooling over her looks, their assumptions about her, and their subsequent judgments on her as a perfectionist and demanding.
Aly had not approved of “Black Ice.”
“It’s not racist to call a black person black,” Toy had said.
“I didn’t say it was racist. But does it always have to be noted? Anyway, black ice is something dangerous in the road that you can’t see.”
"For all we know that is an apt description of her.”
Aly ground her teeth remembering this. It was a thing with Toy that she would never examine any criticism of herself to see if it had any validity. Deflect, deflect, deflect. Aly shook herself. All roads in her mind still led back to Toy somehow.
            She could see that Cass was finishing up with her lawyer and approached them. “I’ll let you know,” the lawyer said to Cass and she smiled at Aly and left.
Without a word Aly embraced Cass. She was a little older than Aly, in her late thirties, a few inches taller than Aly, heavyset, with pink white skin and long, straight, mousy brown hair. For court she was wearing a dark blue pantsuit that was probably ten years old.
In a choked voice Cass said, “We have to split them up evenly. It’s a good thing we have an even number of them.” Aly knew she was talking about her six Irish setters. Cass felt that, as the primary caregiver and business manager, she should get them all. The judge apparently felt otherwise.
This day in court with a friend was typical of Aly. Her family and friends knew she was available and willing and she was the one called on when someone needed support and everyone else had work or other obligations. It had always been this way for Aly, who felt, even when married to Toy, that she was essentially drifting through life. She had no career, no family of her own, no focus. She did not allow others to use her. She said no when she needed to. But others took her for granted and she knew it. She, too, took it for granted that when others needed someone to accompany them to the doctor’s, to dispel the tedium of waiting at the DMV, to babysit, to support them in divorce court and custody hearings and any other stressful situation, she’d be the one they called. It had even reached a point where she felt hurt when someone needed a companion and she wasn’t the one they called. Toy teased once that Aly’s profession was being a friend. “You should hand out business cards that say ‘I’m Here For You’.”
But, in fact, since her divorce, Aly’s availability to others was restricted. She was living with a cousin who needed help with her kids. Gemma was a home healthcare worker who had returned to school to get a degree in nursing and her husband, Nick, was a social worker for the state. When Aly lost her house Gemma rescued her from having to move in with her mother and step-father. She offered Aly room and board in exchange for childcare for her four children. Aly, who, though unfocused, was always employed, had just finished classes in medical billing not long before she found out about Toy’s secret gambling life and lost her marriage, her home, her dream of a family, and found herself crushed under half of Toy’s mountain of debt. She worked at that during the day while the Gianni kids were in school.
That day Gemma was on summer break from school and it was her day off, which is why Aly was available for Cass.
Aly and Cass stepped from the cool, boxy Family Court building in downtown Las Vegas into the glare and intense dry heat of late morning in mid-June in the Mojave Desert and headed for Aly’s seven year old blue Hyundai Elantra. “Thank you for doing this, Aly. I’ll buy you lunch,” Cass said, pulling sunglasses out of a backpack. “I want comfort food.”
They stopped at a Dairy Queen on the way to her home in the northwest of the city so Cass could have a Chocolate Extreme Blizzard with a hamburger and fries. Aly had a sandwich and soda and listened to Cass rail against the judge. Aly could sympathize with anger at family court judges, though she was not as sure of the validity of Cass’s frustration as she was of her own. Before the divorce Aly was told she would not be responsible for Toy’s gambling debts if she could prove that she didn’t know about Toy’s addiction. And she had been completely blindsided when the truth came out. But the judge did not accept this. Toy’s lawyer successfully enumerated the signs of Toy’s secret life that Aly missed. To have her own cluelessness so artfully delineated in open court had been as big a blow to Aly as the debt she incurred through it.
But three things had worked in Aly’s favor at the time of her split from Toy. One, their home, bought in a buyer’s market after the housing crash that lingered in Las Vegas after the Great Recession, was just right side up so they broke even on the sale. Two, she had just paid off her car. Three, she had an inheritance from her late Aunt Paula to pay for the divorce. But the latter was also a loss as it had been set aside for having a baby.
Cass lived in a part of town that a decade before was still semirural, with large lots that often had stables and a horse or two. With Toni she had bought one of those lots. It looked incongruent now next to walled housing developments that hedged it in. But it was perfect for their breeding business. 
For now, Cass was staying in the house and Toni, who worked in IT for the Metro Police, was in a nearby apartment. Aly did not know the reason for their break up. Cass didn’t give details and Aly didn’t press. All she knew was that Toni left one day.
Aly pulled into the circular driveway of Cass’s sprawling ranch style home. Cass said she wanted to be alone with her dogs. “How can I choose which babies to keep? It’s like a Sophie’s choice,” she choked, one leg out of the car.
“Cass, they’re not being put down. Won’t you have visitation with the other three?” Cass nodded. “So you’ll still see them.”
Cass wiped her eyes. “Except that I’ll have to see her.”
Aly stroked her arm. “It will be hard at first, but you can just focus on the dogs.”
Cass got out. “Thank you, Aly.”
“I’ll call you later.”
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Heading - well, “home” wasn’t the word Aly would use. “Back to the Gianni’s” was how she thought of it. She considered herself basically homeless. In any case, she realized heading back to the Gianni’s that her mother’s home was somewhat between Cass’s and the Gianni’s. Her mother had been nagging her to pick up her mail. When her house was for sale Aly had changed her address to her mother’s expecting to move there. After Gemma’s offer she had changed it to Gemma’s address, but somehow she still got mail at her mother’s. She dreaded seeing her mother, but knew she needed to do it. So she headed for US95 south, took the Lake Mead exit, and headed west to the Sun City adult community.
Linda and Dave Gaines’ home was a small, cream colored stucco house with a pink, blue, and cream tiled roof in the midst of a development where only a half dozen floor plans were offered. The lots were small, intended to leave little to do for yardwork but make sure the drip system worked for the few desert plants scattered about. The postage sized front yard faced south and held a spreading Palo Verde tree among pale pink landscaping rocks. A couple of yellow and purple lantana spread out some more color. Aly knew the back had a small covered patio that ended only a couple of feet from a concrete block wall two feet beyond which was a neighbor’s covered patio.
Linda let her daughter into her dark house. Like many Las Vegans, during the intense summer heat she kept her windows covered during the day to minimize the heat and save on the electric bill. The downside to this was it was depressing.
It took Aly a moment to adjust to the darkness after the bright day. God, I don’t want to live here.
“I didn’t know you were coming by,” Linda said, following Aly into the living room. She was a small white woman of sixty, slight and taut and dry. Her hair, once straw blond like Aly’s short shag, was colored a variegated blond that suited her age. She wore it short in a soft style that framed her face.
“I’ve come to get my mail.”
“It’s on the bar,” Linda said, pointing toward the dining room.
Aly passed the kitchen and turned right into the dining room and saw a small pile of mail on the bar above the kitchen counter. She was sorting through it when there was the sound of an unseen door opening and the hum of a garage door closing beyond it. A moment passed and then Aly’s step-father, Dave, came in from the laundry room with a couple of grocery bags.
“Hello, Kiddo. Saw your car out front.” He was panting and perspiring as he put the bags on the kitchen counter.
“Hi, Dave. How are you?”
“Good, good. Getting hot out there.” Dave was a white man, large in both height and girth, ruddy even when he wasn’t hot, with a shaved head, a trim white goatee, and laughing grey eyes. A retired salesman, he was a few years older than Linda. They had been married for ten years.
“Mom, this is nothing but junk. You could just dump it.”
“How do I know what’s junk to you? It’s not my place.”
Dave was putting produce away in the refrigerator but he looked around the door and winked at Aly. “She just wants an excuse to see you.”
This was so manifestly not true that Aly didn’t say anything. She loved Dave and got along with him, but found his glossing over her mother’s dislike of her irritating. She never knew what he saw in her mother. He was light and Linda was dark. But maybe that was it: opposites attract. Who could ever understand someone else’s marriage anyway? Her mother was never very nice to Aly’s father during twenty seven years of marriage and Aly never knew why her father stayed so long. The love of Linda’s life was Aly’s brother, Mark.
Aly headed with her junk mail for the shredder by the desk in the den off the living room. It was Dave’s “man cave”, with a couch and television, where he was banished to watch his news and sports. A sliding door was available to cut it off from the living room so Linda could watch her home improvement shows and forensic procedurals in peace.
“So,” Linda called out from the kitchen. “Have you found a place yet?”
Here it was, the inevitable question Aly wanted to avoid. “No,” she answered simply and braced herself. But there was nothing. The silence said everything. What else am I to expect from this aimless daughter?
“Kiddo, you know you can always come to us. We have the guest room for you,” Dave called out.
“I guess when your kids come we can put their whole families in the den,” Linda said. Dave had three grown children, each with their own families, each of which visited separately to do the Vegas thing once a year.
“Don’t listen to her, Kiddo, we have the room.”
“Didn’t I just say we did?” Linda smirked.
Aly didn’t say anything. The grinding of the shredder expressed all she felt. But when she emerged from the den, Linda was waiting. “You don’t have much time.”
“I have a month.”
“Who’s going to take you in on a month’s notice?”
“We will!” Dave said cheerfully.
Aly reached up and kissed his cheek, inhaling salty perspiration and crisp after shave. “Thank you, Dave.” She turned to her mother. “I’ll see you later, Mom. I guess I’ll come by in a few weeks to shred more junk mail.” Aly made to escape by the front door.
“Your brother might make it for Christmas.”
“Oh, good. I’ll let Dad know. He might want to come down to see him.” This was Aly’s parting dig. She knew her mother would prefer Mark to herself.
“Maybe Mark could stop and see him on the way here.”
“We’ll see.” And Aly was out of the house, into the light, and free.
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But Aly wasn’t free, was she? Linda’s disappointment in Aly was grating enough when she was wrong. It was exponentially worse when she was right. Aly was running out of time. The Gianni’s were moving to Boston to be close to Nick’s family and they were aiming to be there at the beginning of August to get Gemma and the kids ready to start school.
Gemma had hinted that Aly was welcome to go with them. She would certainly like her continued help with the children. They were in the chaotic, cluttered Gianni kitchen discussing this one morning late the previous Fall, before everyone was off for their day. Aly had seen Nick flinch at the hint. He was not comfortable with her. He was not ungrateful for her help, but he never took to Gemma’s family. He had come west when young because he felt suffocated by his large extended family back east, but he discovered he was clannish after all and very eastern seaboard in his views and values. Gemma’s family had been in the west for generations and, though they embraced all comers, he felt like a fish out of water among them. Older and with his own family, what felt suffocating to Nick when he was younger now seemed like a warm, safe blanket.
While Aly was a little hurt by his reaction to Gemma’s suggestion, she was happy to relieve him of any fear that she would join them. She didn’t want to move to Boston. She would have no connections there but Gemma and the kids. Except for her brother, who flew for UPS from Seattle, and her father, who was in Reno, all of her connections were in Las Vegas. And, anyway, it was time she moved on. She felt the first stirrings of hope in nearly three years, since her life hit the unseen iceberg and sank. She was even allowing in thoughts of dating, though her feelings had not yet gone beyond an occasional glimmer of possibility that someday she might consider dating again. If only she could get past her sense that her partner picker was horribly flawed with cosmic sized gullibility. Still, these glimmers were the first sights of land from her lifeboat.
Her back up plan was to move in with her mother and Dave and, now that she had some experience in medical billing, to either get a better job in that or to go freelance. Then, as soon as she could, she would find some really cheap apartment in some unsafe part of town. At least she’d be independent behind barred windows and multiple locks on her front door. A metaphor for the imprisonment of half of Toy’s gambling debt.
Debt managers had consolidated Aly’s half of the debt that Toy had acquired so that Aly could make just one payment a month. If she paid the minimum each month she would be out of debt in ten years, when she was forty five. Of course, if she could find the money to pay more a month she would be out of debt sooner. But Aly’s income over the years from mostly retail and call center jobs never grossed more than twenty five hundred a month. Toy was a Phys Ed teacher and soft ball coach for a public high school and Aly’s income had supplemented Toy’s to make a nice life for them. Her plan with the medical billing had been to work for a company for a while to gain experience and eventually freelance and have a family. But she had just finished school and barely started to work at it when she found out about Toy. Helping out the Giannis, she was doing medical billing for a company only part time from home. The Gianni’s provided her a room and food and she made enough merely to pay the minimum on the debt, for car insurance, gas, mobile phone, to save for her imminent move, and for sundry other expenses.
Contemplating what her life had become and her uncertain future, Aly’s mood slipped downward as she took surface streets to the Gianni’s in the center of the city. They lived off of Jones south of Spring Mountain in a neighborhood of custom made homes from the 70s. Their rented ranch style house was on a large lot surrounded by grass and leafy, well established mulberry trees. They could manage the rent and expenses because the house had not been updated since the mid-90s. Outside, it was peeling off white stucco and blistered and peeling brown wood siding. Inside, it was worn brown carpeting, cracked beige ceramic floor tiles, dirty white walls, and chipped porcelain fixtures.
The Giannis used the garage for storage and parked in the driveway. Gemma’s old, well used white Dodge SUV was there when Aly parked along the sidewalk out front and entered the house through the front door. The air conditioner was old and chugged without let up all summer, never seeming to adequately cool the house. But the contrast to the hot day outside was welcome when she first stepped in.
The house had three bedrooms. There were four Gianni children, two boys and two girls, so the rooms were easily divided by sex. Aly’s bedroom and office was a dining room converted for those uses. It was cut off from the living room by sliding shoji doors. The family ate at a large kitchen table squeezed between the kitchen’s white tile counter and the living room. So the kitchen, the dining area, and the living room were right outside Aly’s room. She only ever had quiet or a sense of privacy when everyone else was asleep.
She went to her room and tossed her tan leather sling bag on her bed. The room was long and narrow, larger than the kids’ bedrooms, but it had to accommodate her double bed, an end table, a dresser, and the desk, table, and file cabinets she needed to do her billing work. Since it was a dining room there was no closet and her clothes hung from a pole mounted on top of two filing cabinets. She used a step stool to reach the hangers and her shoes were lined between the file cabinets, beneath her hanging clothes. For the room to work for her she had to be very organized. As crowded as it was, it was the only orderly space in the whole house.
When Aly stepped out of her room meaning to head to the toilet she could see through the glass door off the living room that Gemma and the kids were out back. The kids were taking turns running and sliding through the sprinklers on a bright rainbow colored Slip ‘n Slide, their joyful shouts and screams filtering into the house. Just inside the glass door, on the carpet, were a couple of mounded, soaked beach towels. Aly picked them up and took them to the laundry room off the kitchen.
She often thought her contribution to the family was the equivalent of dialing back a hurricane from category five to category four. For the sake of the children she tried to impose structure and order, but the adults got in the way. Nick was not organized or disciplined. And Gemma had imposed some order when she was only working full time, but with nursing school added to work she mostly gave in to her own exhaustion and the children’s demands. So Aly took on not just child care but the upkeep of the house. She delegated to the children, but if their occupation with chores interfered with their parents’ plans to spend time with them, they were let off the hook. And, as children do, they had mastered ways to manipulate their parents to get off the hook as much as possible.
After using the toilet in the cluttered bathroom down the hall that she shared with the children, Aly found Gemma in the kitchen preparing snacks for the kids.
“Oh, hi, I didn’t know you were home.” Aly’s age and height, but heavier and rounder from carrying four kids, Gemma had a pretty face with dark brown eyes and wore her black hair long and softly curled.  She was both gentle and fierce, which Aly thought a good  combination for a nurse. 
They were cousins through their fathers. But Gemma’s mother was full Chinese-American so, unlike with Aly and her brother, Mark, who were only an eighth Chinese, no one questioned Gemma's last name when they were growing up
“Just got here.” Aly went to a cupboard, got down a glass, and filled it with water from the reverse osmosis filter system at the sink
Aly and Gemma’s generation was the third generation of Wongs in Las Vegas and much of the extended family was still spread out in the valley. With a mother who did not like her, the Wong’s were Aly’s saving grace. Gemma’s mother, Gracie, and her father’s sister, Paula, were the women who supported and encouraged Aly as she grew. Aly and Mark, and Gemma and her siblings, James and Bonnie, grew up near each other and went to school together. Mark and James were still best friends. But while Aly and Gemma were close within the family, they had not hung out in school. Aly hung with the jock girls and Gemma with a sub group of the popular kids.
As well as a room at her mother’s, there were Wongs and their offshoots that Aly could look to for a temporary home. She would always have shelter. But besides wanting her independence there were practical obstacles. She didn’t want to end up in another situation where she was unpaid child care or care giver for an older or disabled relative and didn’t have time to grow her billing clientele or take another job. While she was grateful to have had a safe place to land when she was desperate, she felt the imbalance at the Gianni’s. Her childcare and housekeeping more than paid for a room and food.
If Aly wanted to get on her feet financially, the likeliest situations in her family were simply not available. Uncle Rich and Aunt Gracie had downsized to a one bedroom condo because they planned on traveling now that they were retired. James already had his mother-in-law living with his family. Bonnie had married a Mormon who was not comfortable around a lesbian. Aly had a second cousin she was fond of and who was fond of her with a spare room in her townhouse, but she had three cats and Aly was allergic. Aly’s father would be happy to have her join him in Reno, but, just as with the prospect of moving to Boston with the Gianni’s, she’d be moving away from her whole life and starting over in a new place. So, as much as Aly hated the idea of living with her mother for even a short time, Linda and Dave were the best fall back she had.
“How did it go for your friend? Cam?” Gemma asked.
“Cass. Not well.” Aly explained the custody arrangement with the dogs.
Gemma, who was at the sink, glanced out the window overlooking the backyard. And in a sudden movement, she pushed away, hustled around the long counter, and headed for the glass door, which she flung open. “Troy! Get that hose out of your brother’s shorts! And someone put Zoe’s top back on. Her nipples will sunburn again. Turn the water off and go to the table. I’ve got snacks.” There was a collective hurrah and then a question Aly couldn’t make out. “No, no. Outside. You’re too wet.” She shut the door and turned back to the kitchen. “Oh, my god, these kids. I should have had dogs.”
Aly laughed. “Yeah, that would’ve made you happy.” She had intended to hole up in her room and take care of some of her billing work without interruption while Gemma had the kids for the day, but she found herself helping Gemma out with the snacks.
“Aly!” Zoe roared and came running to hug her legs.
“It’s been hours! How have we borne being apart?” Aly reached down, scooped her up, kissed her on the cheek and hugged her until she squirmed for her snack.
Zoe, almost three, was the youngest of the Gianni brood, all of them with black hair streaked reddish brown from the sun and glowing bronze with summer tans.
“So, you have a place to look at tonight?” Gemma asked after the kids had been settled in with their cheese sticks, grapes, and chopped apples.
“Yes. An older woman, it sounds like, with a room to rent in her home. At The Lakes, actually,” Aly said, referring to a sprawling, pleasant, comfortable development of pale stucco homes in west Las Vegas.
“Oh, that would be nice.”
Gemma, Aly knew, was anxious for Aly to find a good place to ease her conscience. But Aly didn’t blame the Giannis for moving on and she always tried to let Gemma know that, as much as she would miss them, she was grateful for the push to get on with her own life.
Aly left the chattering family and returned inside to get some work done in her room. And later that evening she went to The Lakes to look at the room to rent. It was a nice, neat, small house in a very orderly neighborhood. But her potential landlady was in her late seventies and struck Aly as lonely and needy. She was retired and would have been home all day as Aly tried to work. Aly didn’t want to dismiss the option outright, but she wasn’t sure it would be a situation any better than her mother’s. At least her mother and Dave wouldn’t hover.
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          A couple of days later Aly got a call that at first did not seem significant. Anita Quantrelle was considered a hub in a social circle in the lesbian community in Las Vegas. She had an extensive and varied acquaintanceship in the gay and lesbian community as well as in her former social group among the wives of casino executives. Now sixty two, Anita had grown up in the middle class in Las Vegas, earned a degree in English from the University of Nevada, and then promptly fell in love with and married an ambitious man who worked his way to the vice presidency of a casino brand. Outgoing and social, Anita had maintained a large social network for her own enjoyment and the promotion of her husband’s career, worked on charity boards, and raised their two children. Then, when she was only forty five, her husband died in a helicopter crash. Left with a comfortable income and an empty nest, she maintained her social life and charity work and increased her wealth through astute investments. And two years after Peter’s death she fell in love with a woman for the first time and had been with women ever since. “Pete was the fluke, who knew?” she would say.
      Aly knew Anita through Cass. In fact, she knew Cass through Toy. Cass and Toy had dated long before Toy met Aly and they had remained friends. Aly and Cass were spending a lot of time together when Anita, whom Cass had known for a while, came to buy a dog from Cass. Aly was there when Anita picked out a puppy, went shopping with them for puppy supplies, and was often hanging around when Anita came for puppy training lessons with Cass. But she really got to know Anita when Anita had breast cancer and Cass had a sick dog and couldn’t keep a commitment to take Anita to chemotherapy. Aly had stepped in and that was how she became a friend to Anita and part of her social circle.
      Anita maintained a casino-executive-wife circle of acquaintances, though it was significantly reduced to only the most liberal and tolerant. Above average in height, always wiry and hard bodied, as she grew into her lesbian self she wore her hair cut severely on the sides and only a little longer on top. Once red, her hair turned white early and she left it. Her wardrobe shifted to gender neutral. So she had become too radical looking for the nearly all white, wealthy, conservative world she once led socially. But her lesbian social circle was extensive and diverse in all ways. It even included a smattering of gay men who were let in if they had valid feminist credentials.
What Anita was known for was some form of social event twice a year called “Anita’s Things”. It was never certain what they would be or when they would be. They could be informal or formal, though the latter were rare because she limited them to those she considered first or second tier friends and that led to a lot of disappointment and hurt feelings. Her informal Things included all manner of acquaintances.
Cass was a first tier friend of Anita’s. Aly, a second tier friend. Besides seeing each other at one of Anita’s Things, Aly and Anita sometimes called the other for information or to gossip. So it wasn’t unusual for Aly to receive an unexpected call from her. This time Anita was checking in.
“I had lunch with Erika Milton the other day,” she said in her high voice after niceties. “She said you look, um, peaked I think is the word she used.”
"Well, gosh, that’s always nice to hear.” I can only imagine what someone like Erika thinks of someone like me.
Anita laughed. “I don’t mean it that way. I’m just concerned about you. Look, I’m sorry I haven’t been keeping in touch.”
“Well, I haven’t exactly been reaching out either.”
“How are you really? Are you still at your cousin’s?”
Aly, though uncomfortable, explained her situation. Around women like Anita, like Erika, she felt her mother’s disappointment in her was justified. She was embarrassed to be, at thirty four, without a family, without a career, without a justification for not being something more. She was healthy, intelligent, and could apply herself when motivated. It was just that she had never figured out what she wanted to do. Nothing called to her. There was no interest that she burned to pursue. So she drifted.
But Anita didn’t judge, which is why Aly would speak openly with her. Anita only commiserated and asked about Toy, whom Aly did not hear from. “She’s honoring my request to be left alone. The last I heard she was in an apartment near her school and in a twelve step program.”
“I hope it takes,” Anita said. “Gambling is a tough addiction.”
They gossiped for a while longer and hung up
But, mysteriously, the next day Aly received a text from her. “Whats yr czns fll nme?”
Aly, who was trying to corral her little cousins to a check out at Wal-Mart at the time, was baffled, but texted back, “Gemma Wong Gianni. Why?” Anita didn’t answer and in the bustle of the day Aly forgot about it until she was getting into bed and it was too late to text again.


◆◆◆
 
 “Do you know…” Gemma began, looking at a piece of paper with notes on it. “…an Anita Con something?”
It was three days after Aly received the cryptic text from Anita. She immediately made the connection. Why had Anita wanted to contact Gemma? “Quantrelle?”
“Something like that.” They were in the kitchen and Aly was preparing dinner. Gemma had been home only a half hour. She’d showered, changed, and had come to help. She was still consulting her notes. “And an Erika Milton?”
“Yes,” Aly frowned. “Why?”
“Well, she called me today. Erika did…” Gemma went on to explain that Erika’s nanny was leaving suddenly and she was looking for a new one. She had heard from Anita about Aly’s situation and she wanted to talk to Gemma about how Aly was with the kids. She asked Gemma to tell her honestly, in confidence  - she knew they were cousins - how she felt about Aly’s child care skills. Would she recommend her?
And, of course, Gemma had raved. Aly was a life saver. She was responsible, organized, disciplined, loving. She never yelled at the kids, but quietly let them know when she expected more from them. Aly had never done a thing with the kids to disappoint her.
“And, Aly,” she said enthusiastically. “It would be live in.”
Aly was taken aback. She didn’t know what she felt other than surprised. Her first thought was, Black Ice, unseen danger in the road. “Huh,” was the only response she could manage.
She was working in her bedroom later that evening when her phone rang. The screen showed only a number, but she suspected who it was. She felt unreasonably nervous.
“Hi, Aly, it’s Erika Milton. How are you?”
“Fine.”
“Have you spoken with your cousin? Did she tell you that I called her today?”
“She did.”
“I asked her to because I need to move fast on this…” Erika went on to explain that her nanny was headed to Berkeley for graduate school suddenly, after initially declining, and she was looking for someone to replace her. Anita had suggested she consider Aly. “Is that something you’d be interested in?”
“Um, I hadn’t given it any thought.”
Erika laughed. “Maybe you’ve had enough of kids. Gemma has four?”
“No, it’s not…I just, frankly wasn’t sure what I’d be doing next. Right now I do medical billing as well. I was thinking along those lines.”
“Well…okay, then…”
“No, it’s not…Look, um, what did you have in mind? What would it entail?”
Erika explained that, logistically, she found it easier to have her child care living in. Aly would have a room with a private bathroom in their home. She would be responsible for the girls when they were not with Erika or their father, Julio. That would be around ten or eleven hours a day on weekdays. But, of course, they were in school for most of that time. A housekeeper came in once a week, so Aly didn’t have to worry about the home. She would make dinner on weeknights and lunch when the girls were home on holidays. But the girls were to help. The girls did the laundry, too, so Aly would supervise that.
“And there’s a salary as well as room and board.” Erika mentioned the amount.
Aly took a moment to absorb it all. A private bedroom. A private bathroom. Plenty of time to do the medical billing. Room and board. A salary on top of that. In a home she had every reason to expect would not be chaotic like the Gianni’s. What a contrast to her life now! How did she get so lucky? But she was getting ahead of herself. She didn’t have it yet. And for all she knew, Erika’s girls were spoiled brats.
“Okay,” she said as nonchalantly as she could manage. “I’m interested. What do we do now?”
“Can you come up and see us this Saturday? Meet the girls, we’ll do an interview. Can you email me a resume? I need to do a background check on you, so you’ll have to be fingerprinted. I have a place for that.” They exchanged email addresses, set up a time for Saturday, and hung up.
Five minutes later, as Aly was sitting back in her chair still trying to take in this possibility before her, her email chimed. It was from Erika detailing all they’d just discussed, her address with directions, her mobile and office phone numbers, a reminder about the resume, and the address and phone number for the finger printing service. “Efficient,” Aly muttered to herself. She was not surprised.
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The I215 Beltway wrapped around three quarters of Las Vegas. Erika lived just off of it in the foothills of the Spring Mountains in west Las Vegas, in a new housing development called Far Hills. Aly took the exit and turned west, rolling under the rust bowstring West Beltway Trail Bridge, which seemed to signify a formal entry into the area. 
Jagged, dry grey brown hills loomed ahead, seeming right on top of her, so she had the sense they were tilting toward her. Until recently it was inconceivable that anyone would live this close to the mountains. But the city was sprawling more and more into areas that for most of Aly’s life had been nothing but distant desert. It was several degrees cooler than the city up here and she imagined the views of the city were amazing.
The Milton’s could not have been here for long. If the construction of new homes outside of their finished cul-de-sac wasn’t enough to indicate this, the spare look of new desert landscaping would confirm it. All the growth looked as vulnerable as a newborn.
The homes were stucco, painted in contemporary off white and shades of grey and blue, their roofs slate grey concrete tile. Erika’s home was at the end of the cul-de-sac, medium grey and blue grey, single story and boxy. The driveway was longer than most and banked right toward a three car garage. Aly parked on the street and walked down the driveway to the dark blue front door. It was opened just before she reached it.
“Hi,” Erika smiled as Aly approached. She was dressed as Aly had never seen her, casually, in a pink polo tucked into long red cotton shorts, her feet sockless in white sneakers. She stood with her left hand in her pocket, her right high on the front door. Oh, shit. She’s sexy.
Aly had only ever seen Erika dressed up for a social event or, the other day, for work. She wore light make-up for those occasions, but today she wore none, revealing freckles and the uneven tones of a bare face. She was no less beautiful, maybe more so as only nature can be. Aly felt slightly embarrassed, as though she was seeing Erika in an exposed state.
“Did you have any problem finding us?”
“No. It’s pretty direct.”
Erika stepped aside and Aly stepped into the cool foyer of the house, onto white washed grey laminate flooring that she could see extended through the house. She could smell fruity laundry detergent, coffee, and, beneath, new construction: Drywall, grout, paint, the oily rubbery smell of new appliances.
“It is,” Erika said. “It’s very convenient for deliveries. Especially in a new area.”
“How long have you been here?”
“A year in August. We moved in just before the girls started school last year.”
The foyer had a long wall with a mirror and table on the right and as they moved out of it toward the living area Aly saw beyond the short left wall a hallway that led to bedrooms. But what got her attention was the great room looming in front of her. The kitchen was to the right, all white cabinets and black marble counters. A long, deep counter, which on the kitchen side held the sink, was a bar with stools on the living room side. Straight ahead was the living room, high ceilinged, decorated in contemporary whites and greys and cool blues and greens. It was attractive and refreshing on the eyes but, to Aly, a little cold.
A white built in bookshelf cum entertainment center took up half the left wall of the living room. There was a large screen television centered in it and it was on now. At the far end of the room there was a ledgestone fireplace of variegated tans, greys, and muted reds in its own area, a couple of seafoam green overstuffed cozy loungers in front of it. Behind the living area on the same wall as the kitchen there were glass doors that led outside. But for the décor, Aly liked the open feel of the space and the cozy interaction of living room and kitchen.
On a sprawling sky blue sectional couch in front of the television in the living room were two girls quietly absorbed in electronic devices. “Girls, come and meet Aly.”
The younger girl dropped her tablet on the couch and bounded up. But the older one sighed, put her phone down reluctantly on a large white square coffee table, and got up slowly. They came and stood in front of Aly and Erika.
“This is Aly Wong. I am interviewing her to be your…oh, they don’t like ‘nanny’ anymore.”
“Child Care Assistant,” the girls chimed together.
“That’s right. Our CCA. That’s what they came up with,” Erika explained to Aly. “Aly this is Whitney,” she said, touching the older girl on her arm. “And Lu.”
Whitney was coltish and already as tall as her mother, her jet black hair parted in the middle and styled in a bush of tight curls to her shoulders. She strongly resembled Erika, her face all angles and planes, but her eyes were wider and dark brown, her skin caramel. Lu, small for her age, had Erika’s eyes in expression, but they were chocolate brown, and her features were rounder and softer. Her skin was caramel like her sister’s and her hair was its natural frizz pulled back into a high pony tail.
“Lu?” Aly said. “Is that it or does it stand for something?”
“Lucinda Rosa,” Whitney offered.
“Oh, pretty.”
“Their grandmothers,” Erika explained.
“Oh, and Whitney…?”
“Julia, after her dad. Bianca and I had ‘Whitney’ picked out long before we had her.”
Bianca? Must be the ex.
“Well, I’m Alyssa but I like to be called Aly.”
“Wong?” Lu exclaimed. “You don’t look Chinese.”
Aly heard an exhale of breath from Erika beside her while Whitney muttered, “Blunt!”
“But I am a little bit,” Aly explained. “My great-great-grandparents were from China and their son, and his son, and then his son, my dad, married white women. So all I’ve got to show for the Chinese in me are brown eyes and a slight olive tint to my skin so that I tan faster than most blondes.”
“I always wondered where Wong came from,” Erika said.
“Does this mean you do everything Wong?” It was Whitney who asked and for a moment everyone seemed to freeze. It was Lu’s turn to mutter, “Strange!”
But Aly laughed. “Yes, I do everything Wong and no matter where I go it’s the Wong way. But I am always both white and Wong.”
“You’ve heard them all,” Erika laughed.
“We’re doing genealogy in school next year to make history personal to us,” Whitney said brightly.
Aly suspected she was a shy, awkward girl learning to put herself forward and not always managing it gracefully. “That’s a good way to teach history.”
“Our great-grandmothers were white,” Lu chimed.
“All of them?”
“My grandmothers,” Erika clarified.
“You’re a lot older than Casey,” Lu said, continuing with her own shifting train of thought.
“Casey…?” Aly looked at Erika.
“Their last, um, child care assistant.”
“Oh. Yes. I guess I am. She was in college, right?”
“Yeah. She left us for Berkeley.”
“The university, right? That’s not someone’s name?” Aly teased.
“Actually, that’s why this is so last minute,” Erika said. “There was a boy. She was staying here for him but he decided to join her in the end.”
“Diego.” Lu offered the name of the tardy boy.
“I bet you’re going to miss her,” Aly said.
Lu nodded solemnly, but Whitney silently studied Aly. 
Erika made shooing motions at them. “Okay, girls, back to what you were doing. I need to talk to Aly.” She turned to Aly. “Can I get you anything? Water? Coffee?”
“Oh, no, I’m fine.”
She turned and led Aly to a dining room behind them, its right wall the long wall of the foyer. As Aly joined Erika she noted to her left a short hall off the kitchen that turned right out of view. She could make out a powder room and the hum of a clothes dryer told her the laundry room was beyond.
Aly turned to Erika. “How long was Casey with you?”
“Two years. She was very young, but a child psychology major.” Erika had moved around the table and sat with her back to a large picture window that looked onto the driveway. She was set up with a laptop, papers, and pen. She motioned Aly to a chair next to her, at the head of the table. “Have a seat. I haven’t gotten your background check yet. Anything you want to tell me?”
Aly had been on many job interviews and had acquired a style that was both sober and light, which she hoped conveyed a relaxed confidence that was not all an act. She hadn’t expected to feel any different in this situation. But instead she felt off balance, perhaps because she was in Erika’s home rather than an impersonal office, perhaps because the formality of the interview made it clear to her that, though friendly acquaintances, she and Erika were unequal.
To answer Erika, she went for light. “Um, I was arrested for shoplifting when I was fourteen?”
“Ha!” Erika leaned back and smiled, studying her. “What did you take?”
"A lacy red bra from Victoria’s Secret.”
Erika’s eyes danced. “Was it for you or, um, your enjoyment?”
“Oh, my enjoyment. I had nothing to put it on yet.” Aly blushed in spite of herself. “The one I grabbed would be too big today. Really, I was just acting out and wanted to embarrass my mother as much as possible.”
“Did it work?”
“Oh, yes. It did the job as far as that went.”
“I guess you didn’t get juvi for that.”
“No, just a lecture from a judge and paid a fine. My mother grounded me.”
“I’m glad you were honest with me about that, Aly,” Erika laughed. “Is there anything else?”
Now it was time for Aly to be sober. She explained her debt and ruined credit, which she knew would show up in the background check. Erika listened quietly and when she was done said, “If you don’t mind my asking, who was the judge in your divorce?” Aly told her his name. “Huh. I’ve always found him fair. Who was your lawyer?”
“Milo Wong. He’s my dad’s cousin. He does all the legal work in our family.”
“Hmm. I’ve heard the name.” Erika thought quietly for a while before returning to Aly. “You have a lot of cousins?”
Aly laughed. “Just three first cousins. But most of my dad’s family is here.”
Erika then turned to Aly’s work history. She seemed concerned by the sheer number of jobs on Aly’s resume. A lot of retail positions and call centers. Erika didn’t say it, but Aly knew it made her look unreliable. She pointed out the dates for most of the job changes, which were during and right after the Great Recession. Businesses went under and she was laid off often. “But before that I worked in a cage at the MGM for five years. I got into the medical billing three years ago, just before I found out about Toy. And I’ve been at it since. It’s only part time because I was helping Gemma with her kids.”
“And if you come her, do you plan to still do it?” 
Aly explained how she worked around the children. And at Gemma's, there were small children not yet in school. “I had them on a structured routine when their parents weren’t home so I could make my calls to insurance companies. But when they got home, look out! My routine was out the window.”
“Gemma said you’re better at managing her kids than she is.”
“Well, I know my limits. I can dual task. I can pay attention to the kids and work but anything else comes into the mix something has to give.”
“You can walk and chew gum at the same time but that’s it.”
“Your girls are in school and I can work then. I’d need something to do during the day anyway and I’d like to make the money to pay down the debt faster.”
Erika nodded. “I don’t have any problem with you having other work. Casey was in school. But when school is out, the girls come first.”
“Of course. I’d just create a system like I have for Gemma’s kids.”
“Well, Gemma has nothing but praise for you. And I sensed it wasn’t just cousin love talking.” There was a sudden musical chime and Erika looked at her phone. “Oh, sorry, I have to take this.” She stood and headed toward the hall off the kitchen. “I’ll be right back.” She disappeared and Aly thought she heard a door open and close.
Aly took a deep breath, exhaled, and relaxed. Was it going well? She couldn’t read Erika. She was all business. If Aly was in her shoes would she hire herself? Probably not. There must be more qualified candidates. Casey studied child psychology, for heaven’s sake. Erika was probably just going through the motions for Anita.
On the wall opposite Aly was a montage of pictures above which was, spelled out in stainless steel letters, “Our Family.” Aly rose and went to look. In the center was a photograph of Whitney and Lu between Erika and a dark man whom Aly realized must be Julio. She looked closer and could see his resemblance to the girls. He had a nice face, seemed to be average height, lots of dark, wavy hair, and the same caramel skin as the girls. He looked Afro-Latino. Judging by the girls’ ages, the picture was a couple of years old.
As Aly studied the other pictures she began to see a pattern. Around this central picture were photos of the girls at various ages, all in color. Around those, their parents at various ages, also in color. Those, in turn, were surrounded by what Aly assumed was earlier generations, first in color and black and white, then only black and white. At first there was so much to take in she could not make out specifics. But then certain pictures seemed to emerge. She saw the girls’ very first squinty, prune faced photos, in birth announcements. Their last name was a hyphenate, Milton-Allende. Was Allende Julio’s last name or Bianca’s? Because there was a woman who must be Bianca in the very first family photo, her arm around a much younger, puffy, worn out but happy looking Erika in a hospital bed with brand new baby Whitney in her arms. Bianca was Latina, so the name could be hers. Julio was also in the picture, leaning in from the other side and smiling.
Then Aly made out a very young Erika, beaming, in black gown with cardinal and gold tassels on her cap. College graduation. She’d gone to USC. Here she was around Whitney’s age, and boy does Whitney look like her. There were two white women in the mix of black and brown faces, laughing comfortably with each other in a living room somewhere, in a grainy color photo from the 1960s. The great-grandmothers Lu mentioned. In another photo, in the 1970s judging by the clothes, standing in front of a stone house were a man and a woman, both with café-o-lait skin like Erika’s, holding a baby. Erika’s parents with baby Erika. The man’s face had the strong bone structure of one of the white grandmothers. In Erika’s face those bones were softened from the genetic mingling of two generations.
A door opened in the distance and Erika returned a moment later. “I’m sorry. Work.” She saw Aly looking at the photos and joined her.
“I’m trying to take it all in,” Aly said, and then explained the pattern she thought she was seeing.
“Yes, that’s right.”
“Are you an only child?”
Erika paused. “I never know how to answer that. I was raised alone. But there was a little girl before me. She died of pneumonia before she was a year old.”
“Oh, I’m sorry.”
“She was a ghost I lived with.” Erika briefly and lightly touched Aly’s arm. “I don’t mean I saw ghosts. Just that, my mother, you know…”
“How devastating for her.”
“I think my childhood was hard for her, watching and fearing. She didn’t want to go through it again, so I was it.” Erika moved out of the dining room and Aly realized the interview was over. “Well, I think we’re done here. I’m going to get that background check and call your references. Do you mind me speaking with people we both know? I can be discreet.”
“Anyone. Except my mother,” Aly said with a little laugh, but when Erika gave a small frown and questioning cock of the head Aly shook her head and waved off any need to comment further.
Erika let it go. “The girls go with Julio to his family’s beach house in the Florida Keys for all of July and I’ll be gone for the first two weeks, too. So I will let you know this week.”
Aly called out a goodbye to the girls who offered distracted waves and goodbyes in return. As Erika opened the door she said, “You handled the girls very well. Lu, especially, can put people off. It’s not that she lacks filters. She just only uses them when she feels they’re justified.”
“I like her,” Aly said honestly and she could see this pleased Erika.
Erika said goodbye and Aly heard the door close behind her as she made her way up the driveway to her car, unconsciously rubbing her arm where Erika had touched her.
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Well, it was a nice dream for a day.
Sunday, Gemma worked but Nick was home. In these situations Aly left the kids to their father, except for applying a light structure of meals for all and naps for the little ones. She spent the first part of the day processing the interview and her impressions of the Miltons. She liked the girls. Erika intimidated her. The second part of the day she slipped into a funk over the likely loss of such a good prospect, even if it meant living so close to the Ice Queen. The beautiful home, the privacy, the quiet, the salary would have more than offset any discomfort she felt in that regard.
On Monday she determined to find a room soon. That evening and the next day she saw three rooms, one of which had potential. It was in a neighborhood in west Summerlin, which, though not Far Hills, was really quite nice. It was a studio above a garage, better than she had dared hope for. Of course, unlike the Miltons’, it did not come with a job and salary. But it made a nice consolation prize. She had to answer by the weekend and, on Wednesday afternoon, she was thinking she should call that evening and snatch it up when her phone tribbled and the screen showed it was Erika. She had put Erika in her contact list after the last call.
She was sitting on the couch watching cartoons with Zoe and four year old Hayley. Down the hall, Troy and Tyler were noisily playing a video game in their room. She left the girls on the couch and took the call in the kitchen.
After greetings Erika said, “Sorry this has taken so long. If you’re still interested in the position I’d like you to take one more step. Julio would like to meet you. But I don’t think there will be any obstacle there.”
Aly nearly dropped the phone.  She didn’t speak for a moment and Erika said, “Hello?” thinking maybe they’d lost the connection.
“Um…great!”
Erika seemed confused by Aly’s hesitation. “Are you sure?”
“Yes, yes. I just didn’t think I’d, you know, be seriously considered.”
“Why not? You were great with the girls. And everyone I spoke with about you thinks you’re wonderful.”
“Oh.”
“I hate to rush you, but we’re all leaving town on Sunday…” She went on to say that Julio could meet with her any of these next three evenings. And, if he gave the green light, Erika wanted to see her at her house again to show her around and to go over the contract for the position. Would Aly be able to move in the last weekend in July?
Dazed, but excited, Aly made arrangements to meet with Julio that evening, and, if he approved of her as their new child care assistant, to meet with Erika Saturday morning.


◆◆◆
 
Julio lived on the eastern edge of Summerlin, off Rampart, not too far from Aly’s mother’s home. His neighborhood was built in the 1990s, all light peach stucco and orange concrete tile roofs. His home was large and two story. Aly arrived at seven as arranged and was surprised when Lu opened the door.
“Hi!”
“Hi, Lu.”
Julio came up behind Lu. He was around forty and had grown a full beard since the time of the family photo Aly had seen on the Milton’s dining room wall. He was wearing blue jeans and a grey heather T-shirt, untucked. His feet were bare.
Lu looked at him and he nodded before she turned back to Aly. “Aly Wong,” she said carefully. “I’d like you to meet my father, Julio Allende. Dad, this is Aly Wong.”
Aly smiled at Lu’s earnest efforts and then at Julio, who rubbed Lu’s shoulder in approval with one hand while he put out the other for Aly to shake. “Nice to meet you. Come in.” He had a high voice and the hint of an accent around certain words that indicated he was a first generation English speaker.
Aly stepped into an entry that opened onto a high ceilinged white living room with warm, apple wood laminate floors. The room was empty so Aly’s eyes went to the high windows that ran the length of the room. They overlooked a long, narrow backyard with a kidney shaped pool, its surrounding deck, and a row of shrubs against a high, peach stucco wall. That seemed to be the extent of the backyard.
Stairs to the immediate left led upward. Julio led Aly right and past a dining room at the other end of the living room. It had a dark formal dining table and chairs. This was the only furniture in the very long room.
Aly could just make out the smell of what must’ve been an earlier dinner. It grew stronger as they entered another area with a small family room to the left and the kitchen to the right. The family room was very masculine, decorated in dark wood and black leather, with brown and red accents. Whitney was on the couch watching basketball on a large screen television. Aly exchanged greetings with her and Lu joined her on the couch.
Julio led Aly into the kitchen. It had not been upgraded for twenty years. The counters were the original off white tile and the manufactured cupboards were made to look like unfinished oak. It was large, bright, and airy, in sharp contrast to the dark family room. Except for a black and silver pod coffee maker, the counters, like the living room, were bare. There was no trace of the dinner that was still in the air.
“Did you just move in?” Aly was confused by the half-finished look of Julio’s home.
It was Whitney who answered. “No, he just lives like this.”
Julio motioned Aly to a stool next to an island in the middle of the kitchen. “I’m only here to sleep. The house is for the girls.”
“All the rooms upstairs have actual furniture,” Whitney offered.
“She doesn’t approve,” Julio turned down his mouth in mock disappointment. “Can I get you anything?”
Aly declined and Julio began. His interview was very informal compared to Erika’s. Without any notes he went over the same things, watching her sharply with Whitney’s eyes. Aly sensed in him a steeliness that belied his laid back manner. At times she felt she was on the stand. It was as though she had given her deposition to Erika and Julio was questioning her in court, probing for any inconsistencies. In the course of the conversation she learned that he and Erika were not just partners as parents but partners in law as well.
Only then did Aly wonder about Bianca. There had been no mention of needing her approval of Aly. Was she in the parent mix? The girls’ had Erika and Julio’s last names. Aly longed to ask but didn’t feel it was appropriate. They were within hearing of the girls and, since Bianca’s position had never been volunteered, she didn’t know if it was a safe topic to broach in front of them.
Of course she also wondered about the girls’ conceptions. But there was certainly no appropriate way to ask about that. She knew from the photos that Bianca was there at the girls’ births. Erika had also said she and Bianca had picked out Whitney’s name before she was born. And Bianca and Erika were certainly the couple in the pictures.
Julio went on to tell Aly about their arrangement. He spoke with the girls daily. He had dinner with them every Wednesday, which explained why the girls were there that night. They were with him every other weekend, from dinner Friday through dinner on Sunday. They went with him to the Florida Keys for the entire month of July, where his mother and his sister and her family joined them. He was involved in all decisions about them. He paid a third of all of their expenses and into their college savings. (So Bianca must be in the mix, Aly reasoned). Julio seemed to want Aly to understand that he was very involved with his girls and that he was as much their parent as Erika.
“Erika said that I would be on with the girls except when they are with her or you.”
“Yes, that’s right. We are very committed to our time with them, but unexpected things happen. We have to know you will be there when we cannot be. With adequate warning when we can, of course. You will be paid for lost time off.”
Aly felt the weight of the trust he and Erika would be putting in her, a stranger. It was different with the Gianni’s. Gemma took Aly’s interest in the children for granted because they were her family. But the Milton-Allende’s had no such assurance. She now understood the generous compensation they offered. She would be paid to be interested in their girls and to be their backup when they couldn’t be with them. This made her feel better about the position. The compensation was commensurate with the responsibility.
As she said goodbye to the girls and was seen out by Julio, she hoped he had found nothing amiss in the interview.
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       The arrangement was that if Aly didn’t hear from Erika she was to show up in Far Hills on Saturday morning. So Aly’s stomach fell to her feet when she found a text on her phone from Erika on Friday morning. She had been busy with the children and had not heard her phone chime an hour earlier. A text seemed a lousy, impersonal way to tell her she didn’t get the job. It reinforced her image of Erika as an Ice Queen. She was quickly awash in the feeling that this disappointment is the way her life would always go for her. Of course this opportunity fell through. She was not qualified for such a good situation. She was a fool to have read things in any other way.
        But, in fact, Erika was simply asking if Aly could come earlier Saturday. Aly fell into a dining room chair with a deep sigh of relief. Then she realized with joy that the text wiped out any doubt. It confirmed she had the job. She quickly texted a response agreeing to the earlier time.
For a moment, she wondered if Erika texted instead of called because she knew Aly might see the incoming call and expect it was a rejection. But then she decided Erika probably texted because it was more convenient.
Aly told Gemma when she got home from work.
Gemma had wanted to look forward to moving to someplace new, especially when that place was as historic and exciting as Boston. But her sadness over leaving Aly and the rest of their family was compounded by her anxiety for Aly. So, besides being relieved and overjoyed for Aly, Gemma felt set free to enjoy her own new prospects. Suddenly, even the enormous amount of packing they had to do didn’t seem so intimidating to her, and she quickly set about making a to-do list.
That evening Aly called her father. He said he knew she’d land on her feet. “I know it’s been tough for a while now, honey. It’s time you got a break. You deserve this.” Her father was the antithesis of her discouraging mother.
She sent her brother an email since she never knew when he was flying. Finally, out of common courtesy, she texted her mother, “Found a place to live.” 
Her mother’s response was equally pithy, “Good.” 
When it came to Aly, Linda didn’t care to know the details. When she called her mother to tell her that she and Toy had split up , Linda had said simply, “Okay.”
Aly also called Anita and told her that her next day off she was taking her to lunch to thank her. “Oh, honey, this is great news! For both of you. Isn’t it interesting how your needs dovetailed? It was meant to be. And I will be happy to let you take me to lunch!”
Taking a friend to lunch was something that Aly had not been able to afford for a long time. She marveled at the money she would make. Her salary, free and clear of shelter and food, was more than she had yet to make in a year. And she would still have income from the medical billing. She would get out of debt much sooner and save for, well, whatever the future held. Even if Erika realized she had rushed into hiring Aly because she was pressed for time - a possibility that Aly could not deny even in her present happiness - after a couple of months she would still be ahead of where she was now.


◆◆◆
 
“You must have a sensor or something,” Aly said as she found Erika waiting for her at the front door again.
“We do. There’s a chime when someone crosses the top of the driveway.” Erika was dressed much like last time only more relaxed, with her shirt untucked and her feet in gatas sandals. “It’s a smart home. It does all sorts of stuff for us. The girls will teach you. Let me show you around.”
Aly stepped into the cool house, passing Erika at the door. This time instead of the smell of laundry she caught Erika’s scent. Not perfume, but Erika. Dry earth and ash. It was disturbingly intimate. And what made it worse for Aly was it caused a pleasurable twinge in her stomach and a desire for more. An involuntary image of nuzzling Erika’s beautiful long neck rose in her mind. But this was normal, she reassured herself. She loved women. There were always sights and scents her body responded to when she was around them. However, when Erika passed her to lead her down the hall, Aly held her breath to avoid a repeat disturbance.
“These are our bedrooms. Yours is on the other side of the house.”
The girls’ rooms overlooked the driveway. Lu’s room had white walls and furniture. Her bedding and louvered closet doors were pink and red. The wall above her bed was covered in pink and red plastic hearts. An elaborate pink plastic doll house was closed up in a corner and there was a pink or red stuffed animal here and there.
“Obviously, she’s into pink and red,” Erika said. “The shades matter. Red red and pink pink, as she sees them. I tell her not everyone sees shades the same. It’s a disaster when we get her something that’s a little off to her. It’s full of land mines.”
“Good to know.”
The walls of Whitney’s room were painted silver grey and sky blue. On the grey wall above her bed was a blue poster of the boy band In Real Life. The boys seemed to be floating in air. But for that touch her room was impersonal. “Everything’s on their devices now,” Erika said. “When I was her age my room was stuffed with books and CDs and VHS tapes.”
“Me, too. Well, DVDs.”
Across the hall was the bathroom the girls shared. White walls, neat beige and brown marble counters, beige and brown towels and accessories.
Erika’s room was at the end of the hall. She pointed at it in passing and Aly glanced in. Her impression was of more color than the rest of the house. Beige walls, darker furniture, and browns and plums and violets on the bed. She caught sight of a bathroom suite, glimpsing a stone shower and the edge of a fiberglass tub before she turned to follow Erika. Her private space triggered another hint of intimacy and she didn’t want to see more.
Erika led her past the dining room and down the short hall off the kitchen. The powder room she glimpsed on her first visit and a large laundry room were there. At the end of the hall was the door to the garage. Aly had expected to find her room tucked back there. But instead Erika led her past the kitchen and through the living room.
Just past the small sitting area in front of the ledgestone fireplace they veered left to a corner. Angled away from the living room and tucked out of sight was a small alcove and then a door.
“This is your room,” Erika announced, opening the door. “Casey just moved out yesterday. She favored Ikea so that’s what we have in this room. If you want it changed out we can do that. Or you can bring your own. You can paint the walls, too.”
Aly immediately loved the privacy. She’d be away from the family’s bedrooms. And though off the living room, the angle and the alcove ensured her room was not part of the public area. “This is great,” she said, entering the room behind Erika.
The walls of the room were a light rose. A bare queen sized bed with a slated blond wood headboard was against a west facing window.  There were matching end tables on either side of the bed. At the end of the bed, in the far corner against a wall shared with the living room, was a simple matching desk.
“I like the furniture,” she assured Erika. A replica of the girls’ bathroom was on the other side of the room. It had a generous walk in closet. “You have no idea. This is heaven.”
“Good,” Erika beamed at her approval. “Come, I have the best part to show you.”
She led Aly back out and they snaked between the sitting area and the living room toward the sliding glass doors. They stepped out onto a variegated beige travertine patio created by a white aluminum lattice cover attached to the house. The travertine continued into the deck that flowed around a kidney shaped pool. A small yard beyond the deck combined a rockscape with lush desert landscaping of lavenders, ornamental grasses, silver blue agaves, flowering aloes, and spreading purple, yellow, and red lantana. The yard ended in a low, caped ledgestone wall.
But Aly knew what Erika wanted her to see was beyond the yard. They were on a hill and there were no neighbors to obstruct a view of the entire city. Up here in the western foothills, looking east, the hotels of The Strip, the four mile feature most people think of when they think of Las Vegas, rose jaggedly from the flat city spread far around them. The entire city was encircled by dry brown mountains.
“Wow.”
“The house was perfect for us, of course. But this is what sold me.”
“It must be amazing at night.”
Again, Erika seemed pleased with Aly’s reaction.  “Oh, yes. Like a carpet of stars, as they say.”
“You have a beautiful home, Erika.”
“We’re very happy here,” she said, turning back toward the house. “Come. We have a lot to discuss and I have a trip to get ready for.” She led Aly back to the kitchen and motioned to the benches at the bar. There was a contract and pen and a box on it. “Have a seat. Would you like some coffee?”
“If you’re having some.”
“I am. Light, medium, or dark roast?”
“Wow. Choices. Medium. Two sugars.”
Erika quickly made their coffees with a pod coffee maker, reached into drawers to produce two sugar packets and a spoon for Aly, poured hazelnut creamer into her own coffee, and sat down with Aly at the bar.  
She went over the contract. It was very simple, what was expected of Aly as well as her compensation. It was for a year beginning July 31. Aly signed it.
Then she went over their schedule. She was up at five thirty on weekdays and got the girls up at six so they could have breakfast together. She left just before seven. That’s when Aly would be on. She was in charge of the girls until Erika got home around five thirty. The girls were to help her make dinner and to do the dishes. They alternated which did which each night. They would like Aly to join them for dinner when she didn’t have other plans. When Erika was home, which was most nights, Aly was free after dinner. The girls were responsible for all of the family’s laundry. Erika liked this done during the week so it didn’t interfere with their time with her or Julio on the weekends. The girls were in bed at eight and nine.
Their school was The Verkammer, which Aly recognized as a private school known for its diversity and liberal philosophy. If you were gay, black, had a nontraditional family, and could afford the tuition it is where you would want your kids to go.
It was only five minutes south on the 215. “My office is five minutes north on the 215, on Cheyenne,” Erika explained. “Unless I’m coming from court or our downtown office I don’t spend much time commuting. I want my free time for my girls, not sitting in traffic.” Erika opened the box and slid a phone over to Aly. It was the latest iPhone. “This is for you. You can just use this or keep your own phone as well. But you must have it with you at all times. You’re on our family plan. It is unlimited, but don’t go overboard. You can put your music or anything you want on it. It’s yours.”
“Thank you.” Aly felt overwhelmed by more generosity. It did not have to be the latest iPhone.
“It’s not ‘thank you’. It’s your leash,” Erika laughed. “By the time you move in I should also have a credit card in your name. That will be for expenses with the girls. I won’t set a limit. Just use common sense. If you can’t, I’ll set a limit.”
“I think I can be reasonable. Erika, I realize the responsibility of the position and I’m grateful for your trust.”
Erika gave what Aly recognized as her characteristic expression when she was confused or concerned, a frown and cocked head. This time she had a small smile playing on her beautiful full mouth as she briefly touched Aly’s arm. “From what I’ve heard, you won’t disappoint.”
Aly was surprised. “That’s very generous.”
Erika studied her for a moment and then took a deep breath and let it out. “Well, I think that’s it. Do you have any questions?”
“Not off the…there is something. I don’t know if it’s…Bianca. Is she in the picture?”
“Ha! Bianca,” Erika shook her head at herself. “Yes, I guess you should know about their other mother. She calls the girls about once a week. She comes out in January for their birthdays. Both of their birthdays are in January, by the way. Not what we planned, but Mother Nature had her own ideas. And they spend spring break with her in L.A.”
“So she doesn’t need to interview me?”
“No, she doesn’t care about the details.” Erika pursed her lips briefly. “The girls don’t know, but there’s no formal custody agreement with her. She didn’t seem to want to be bound by one. But she likes the idea of daughters, if you know what I mean. Well, she contributes financially, I’ll give her that.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Me, too. For the girls. It affects Whitney more. She was older when Bianca left.”
“I don’t think they lack for love. You and Julio seem pretty devoted to them.” As Aly said this she realized she didn’t know if it was true. What Erika and Julio said and what they did could be different things.
But Erika beamed. “We are. We wanted them.”
Aly was curious about how their arrangement came to be, but she certainly didn’t know Erika well enough yet to ask. Erika then moved on to her moving in. “Can you move in the last weekend in July? The girls come back then. You’ll have about three weeks to get to know them before they start school.”
“That will be perfect. The Gianni’s leave the following week.”
Erika moved off the stool. “One more thing and then we’re done.” She led Aly to the garage. A light went on when she opened the door. There were two Audis, a small white sedan and a dark blue SUV. Another bay stood empty. “You’ll park your car in here. When you move in you’ll get keys to the house and the SUV. That’s what you’ll drive when you drive the girls. They call it ‘Gigi’. Don’t ask me why. Whitney called it that one day and Lu thought it was hysterical. I don’t think she realized it’s an actual name.”
“I’ll be driving the SUV?” Aly all but gulped. It was a huge step from her seven year old Hyundai to a late model Audi SUV.
“When you have the girls, yes. The sedan is my commuter, basically.” Erika pressed the toggle on the wall to open the garage door so she could leave. “I will see you at the end of July.” She put out her hand for Aly, and when Aly took it she covered her hand with her other one. “Thank you, Aly. It’s a relief to have this lined up. Now I can enjoy my vacation! I will be back in two weeks so if you need to contact me for any reason…”
What Aly wanted to say was, “Are you sure you have the right person?” But instead she fell back on niceties. “Enjoy your vacation. Where are you going?”
“Tokyo. Every year I join my best friend and her family wherever they choose to go. They spend the month, but I only go for two weeks. That’s all I want to be away from work. Then I come back and rattle around the house alone for the rest of the month missing the girls. I have the weekend to myself every other week, but when they’re away in Florida I find it eerie.”
Aly laughed. “Well, enjoy Tokyo, anyway.”
They said goodbye and Aly walked out to her car. She felt overwhelmed by the Milton-Allendes’ generosity, hopeful about the future, and unreasonably disturbed by the Ice Queen.
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The Wong clan in Las Vegas was really the Wong-Rivera-McMahon clan due to Aly’s father’s aunt’s marriages. For the Fourth of July she and the Gianni’s gathered with the extended family for a barbeque at Sunset Park in southeast Las Vegas near the airport. Not far from there Aly had owned a home with Toy. It was with painful twinges that she returned to familiar scenes left behind because of circumstances beyond her control.
The day was hard for Aly in other ways, too. The clan usually gathered only for Thanksgiving each year, but today they were using the holiday to send off the Giannis. So, for Aly, it was bittersweet. Her immediate future was settled and this should have left her free to just enjoy the holiday. But without the distraction of her own problems she felt more keenly a well of sadness over Gemma’s leaving. She had been Aly’s closest friend for the past two years. And, of course, Aly was also very close to the children. She was going to miss them all fiercely.
The clan had reserved a pavilion for the occasion. It was decorated in red, white, and blue streamers and balloons. The tables were piled with all the usual: various chips, burgers, hot dogs, corn-on-the-cob, potato salad, pot stickers, egg rolls, chow mein, white rice, Spanish rice, grilled chicken, beans, tortillas, salsas, flan, chirros, cookies, cakes, pies. As a joke someone was piping hundred year old patriotic marching music through speakers set up around the pavilion. There was a lot of moaning about it from the white, olive, and brown skinned clan spread around at tables and on blankets. But no one knew who was responsible or how to change it. 
The younger children ran into everyone playing an obscure form of tag whose arbitrary rules no one understood, but it didn’t manner. The running seemed to be the point and the adults were happy to have the kids exhaust themselves.
Aly ran into cousin Milo while getting food. “Do you know a lawyer named Erika Milton?” she asked after greeting him.
Milo, short, pudgy, a fringe of salt and pepper hair around a shining pink pate, looked at her sharply. “You’re looking for a lawyer?” She reassured him that she was not and explained her situation. He relaxed and shrugged. “From what I know she and her partner are solid. But I can’t tell you how she’ll be as a boss.”
When it came time to leave, Aly stood nearby, choked and teary, as the clan lined up near their van to say tearful goodbyes to the Giannis. It was a relief to get it over with in one fell swoop, but she still had her own goodbyes to dread at the end of month.
When she and the Giannis got home they all rested for a while. Nick had splurged on fireworks, including sparklers for the children, so around eight they and the rest of the neighborhood gathered outside to set off the fireworks and dazzle the air with sparklers.
Zoe, sleeping in Aly’s arms, missed it all. The child could sleep through a war, and with three siblings, she often did.
Later, with the two youngest in bed, the adults took the boys up to the roof to watch the fireworks over the Strip. Aly thought of the view from Far Hills and realized no one was home at the Milton’s to enjoy it.


◆◆◆
 
Milo might not have information, but a week later Aly learned more about the family she was going to work for from Anita. They were at a small Greek mom and pop fast food restaurant in the south central part of the city near Spanish Trail Country Club, the affluent neighborhood where Anita lived. Aly assured Anita she could afford to take her to a restaurant with wait staff, but Anita said it was not about the cost. “I have been craving these gyros since I first tried them. And I want everyone I know to love them so this place stays open!”
“Did you know I wanted to ask Erika out?” she started, unprompted, as they unwrapped their lunches. “This was back about a year after Bianca left. Erika was still pretty raw. But she’s such a lovely woman. I don’t just mean just to look at. It goes without saying she’s beautiful to look at. I mean, she’s a lovely person. Warm, generous.”
“Really?” Nothing had happened in their two meetings to change Aly’s first impression of Erika. Certainly, Erika was more relaxed in her own home. She did have that gesture of touching a person when concerned or making a point, which did not seem like the action of a cold person. But that could just be an affectation.
“You don’t think so?”
Like anyone, Aly was certain of her own opinions even in the face of someone who would know better. But she didn’t want to contradict Anita and only shrugged. “She’s really only an acquaintance.”
“She called me every day when I had my surgery and chemo. Every. Day.”
“So why didn’t you ask her out?”
“Oh, the age difference. I’m a good twenty years older than her.”
“But isn’t Carla much younger?” Carla was Anita’s current love. They had been together for four years, though they lived apart.
“Oh, that just happened. We were friends and we fell in love. I wouldn’t have had the druthers to ask her out,” Anita laughed.
“I’ve always thought of you as full of druthers.”
“In most things,” Anita shrugged defensively. “We all have our insecurities.”
Aly saw an opportunity to fill in some blanks. “So did you know Bianca?”
“Yes. I knew them as a couple.”
“How long were they together?”
Anita puckered her lips and squinted, thinking. “Ten years? Something like that. They had just moved out here from L.A. when I met them. One of them took a job here. They were young lawyers, you know, trying to make their way. They ended up in different firms. That’s where Bianca met Julio. Have you met him?”
“Yes.”
“Nice guy. Very good father, according to Erika.” Anita stopped to drink some soda and was lost in thought for a while. “If I remember right, he didn’t want to get married but wanted children. And he was the perfect racial make up, Afro-Mestizo. Blended both of them. Although, I don’t think Erika cared. Race wasn’t the issue for her. She was looking for a good father. She wanted him to be involved in their kids’ lives. It’s ironic that Bianca cared about race because, in the end, she doesn’t have much to do with the girls.”
“That’s what I gathered from Erika.”
“It’s hard to know if they’re better off. I think they felt the loss, especially Whitney. But I don’t think it’s such a loss.” Anita pulled a face. “I suppose that’s not very nice of me.”
Aly laughed. “You’re safe with me. You can be honest.”
“I mean, I love Bianca. Really. But I think with Erika she was trying to be something she’s not. I don’t know if Erika walked into that or if Bianca tried to be something for Erika. But she’s very materialistic. She comes from a wealthy family that thinks if you go into some field you do it to make the most money. Like, her brother is a doctor so he’s a plastic surgeon in L.A. So, Bianca, of course, wanted to sue people. You know, big corporations. And she couldn’t understand why Erika didn’t want to do the same. But Erika loves family law. She loves the personal side of it. I mean, it’s not all divorces, you know. She does adoptions and personal contracts. Small businesses. Immigration. She likes being an everyday lawyer. And she does very well, as I’m sure you’ve seen. But Bianca could not understand that. She wanted to start a firm with Erika and Julio. The three of them suing the wazoo out of the world. She felt held back by Erika and finally had enough and left.”
For the first time Aly felt a softening toward Erika. She remembered what Erika said about Bianca liking the idea of children. “But the girls!”
“Oh, I know. That was what Erika could not get over. To leave your children to pursue wealth. I mean, Bianca had money from her family. She didn’t do it for the money, per se. What was it? Status? Prestige? Luxury? Whatever a higher number in your bank account gets you.”
“That’s sad.”
“It is very sad,” Anita agreed. “She gave up good people, children, family, for money.”

Aly tried to imagine what it was like, this woman walking out on Erika and two little girls. “Julio must’ve been hurt, too,” she said.
“Oh, yes. Think about it. Bianca’s not even in the biology mix. Except she’s how they met, Erika and Julio didn’t need her. The girls certainly didn’t. It would’ve been kinder to leave before the babies. But life doesn’t work out that way. I don’t know when Bianca figured herself out.”
They were both quiet, thinking of the situation for a while. Aly now understood what Erika meant when she said the girls were wanted. She had a clearer picture of their family and the parenting partnership between Erika and Julio. “And Erika and Julio work together now, too,” she said.
Anita nodded. “He does personal injury downtown. Erika’s office is up on Cheyenne. They’re growing, but I know they’re waiting for the girls to be up and out before they really put their backs into it. If they’ll still want to when the time comes. I think they’re happy. I only wish Erika would find someone. I think it would round out her life.” Anita looked carefully at Aly and she wondered if Anita was thinking the same about her. She  was aware that now she would have time for more of a social life beyond family. But dating was something else altogether. How do you go on?
“Has there been anyone since Bianca?”
“She’s dated. She saw someone for a few months a couple of years ago. She didn’t make much time for her. Just her nights off from the girls. The woman - I think her name was Teri - didn’t think that was enough. And Erika admitted she had a point. She didn’t bring Teri into her life with her girls. She realized if she was really into her that would have been automatic.”
Aly grew quiet, thinking about how hard it is to truly connect with someone, to have that chemistry. Anita watched her. “What about you? It’s been a couple of years. Have you seen anyone?”
Aly shook her head. “I never expected to be divorced.”
“Oh, no one does. It’s common, but no one expects it.”
“I don’t know what I want, really. I don’t trust my partner picker. And I don’t know if I want that again, anyway. I mean, I know I’m supposed to.”
“Didn’t you once want a family, children?”
“Yes. I still do. But time’s running out.”
“You have time. And I know you. You’d be happy adopting, wouldn’t you? Do they have to come out of you?”
“No,” Aly sat back, done with lunch. “Maybe I’ll just spend the rest of my life taking care of other people’s children. I hadn’t thought of it beyond Gemma’s kids. But now I’m going into it as employment. Maybe it’s better that way. Not having the ultimate responsibility.”
“I think it takes courage.”
“Really? Parenting takes courage.”
“Yes. But what you’re doing does, too. Taking care of children takes courage, period. It’s the most important work in life. I mean, if you believe in the perpetuation of the human race.”
Aly laughed. “Now we’re into biology.”
“Which brings me back to you moving forward. It’s time for you to get out of the mindset of marriage. You still have to get used to your freedom, that’s all. You know what? Just date. At first. Just get your feet wet. Just go out, get your confidence back. Maybe you’ll meet someone, maybe you’ll make friends. Maybe you’ll have some funny anecdotes to tell the rest of us. But somewhere, sometime, you’ll fall again.”
Aly felt shot through with fear. “That’s a terrifying prospect. Risking again. Oh, I don’t know if I can face it.”
“Well, lessons learned, my dear. You can take your time. Get to know her well before you commit. Lesbians,” Anita shook her head. “We fall in love too fast and forget that we’re in love with a stranger. Then we move in together too soon and find out we don’t know her at all.”
Aly laughed. “It’s too bad we can’t live with her before we fall in love.”
Anita’s eyebrows shot up in surprise and a smile played on her lips, but she didn’t say anything. Instead she looked out the window, not seeing, her mind far away, as though she was imagining how such a scenario could come to be.




Part II: Ice Melts and Aly Falls
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July passed in a different sort of chaos for Aly and the Giannis. The mess they usually lived in slowly receded into boxes. But some things were packed too soon, many things were misplaced by the process of packing, and, unless Aly was doing it, there was no order to how things were packed. The house looked neater, but each day toes were stubbed and shins barked on boxes in unexpected places.
Aly determined to enjoy her family while they were still around. Sometimes, though, she would take herself off to her room or the bathroom to cry a little. At those times she wondered if perhaps she was making a mistake and she should go with them to Boston. But then sense would kick in and she’d know she would not be happy. It was just grief talking. And, perhaps, a little clinging to a stunted life out of fear of what the future held in store.
The weekend before she was to move she called Erika. She wanted to know exactly when the girls would be back to see if she could be settled in before they got home. Erika told her they would be back Saturday, so if Aly wanted to move in Friday that would be fine. “You know what? Come by my office on Thursday and get your keys. And the alarm code. That way you can get started early on Friday.” She gave Aly directions to her office.
This is really going to happen. I’m really going to do this. It helped stir Aly out of her grief funk to feel movement toward her new life.
On Thursday she drove to the Cheyenne office of Allende Milton. It was east of the 215 in a nondescript professional office park occupied by lawyers, doctors, dentists, and insurance companies. The buildings were low and grey and flat roofed. Aly found Allende Milton in the back of the complex and parked in front of their dark glass doors.
It was so disappointingly dull that Aly anticipated that inside it would be a modern, utilitarian legal office with gray walls and endless file drawers. Or, perhaps, white, chill, and sterile, a harsher version of Erika’s home. But, instead, when she opened the door to the cool office she found a sharp contrast to the exterior. She was greeted by warm wood floors and paneled walls and comfortable tan leather furniture in a nod to law offices past. There were shelves of legal tomes, which had to be for show, because wasn’t everything on computers now? The dark wood and furniture were offset by the impression of daylight streaming in, but the only windows were the tinted front doors, so it had to be deliberate lighting. Aly had the singular experience of feeling embraced, secure, and refreshed all at once.
A fresh faced young white woman with straight white blond hair sat behind the reception counter. She was the only one there and greeted Aly with a welcoming smile. “Good morning. My name is Candace. How may I help you?”
Aly gave her name and Candace asked her to take a seat. She offered Aly refreshment and Aly asked for bottled water. Candace brought her a cold one from a refrigerator concealed behind the reception desk.
From a seat to the left of the front door, Aly looked around.  There was a feminine touch of bright, colorful, fresh flowers in various locations around the reception area. This was a detail she hadn’t caught at first glance, but it was probably a factor in her positive first impression. It was not common to see fresh flowers in Las Vegas and she was surprised by the expense. She couldn’t get over the contrast between this office and Erika’s home. Perhaps Julio helped decorate the office.
She sat for only a minute when a paneled door opened at the other end of the room and a tall, broad, grey haired African-American woman emerged. She had the look and bustle of an experienced, efficient middle manager. It was also possible she had been a drill sergeant earlier in life. Her wide, plain, serious face cracked into a beautiful smile as she approached Aly and put her hand out. She had a strong handshake. “Miz Wong?” she asked in a soft voice with a Southern accent. “I’m Thea Harris? Erika’s assistant? This way, please.”
Aly followed her through the door from which she had emerged. The wood floors continued into a hallway painted beige. It was lined with wood framed glass pocket doors with name plates beside them. Thea turned left and, as she followed, Aly could see that inside each small office was a young lawyer cocooned in modular office furniture. 
At the end of the hall there was another hall running perpendicular to it. Its far wall was glass, floor to ceiling. The unremarkable view was of a sidewalk along the window, a one lane access for cars, and a line of grey green Texas rangers blooming purple along a beige stucco wall. They turned right to an office at the end with an open doorway. Erika’s nameplate was on the wall and, beneath it in smaller letters, was Thea’s.
The glass wall continued into the office. Thea’s desk faced the window and took up most of the room. There were a couple of comfortable chairs and a table with more fresh flowers in front of the window. Beyond Thea’s desk, opposite the door they had entered, was another paneled door that Aly assumed led to Erika’s office.
“Erika’s in a meeting downtown with Mr. Allende?” Thea said as she walked around her desk. She slid a padded manila envelope across it to Aly. “These are the keys to the house and the SUV. And the remote for the garage door.” Aly looked inside and saw the garage remote and two keys attached to fobs, one for the house alarm, the other for the SUV.  Thea surprised her by saying, “I’ll follow you up to the house to show you how to work the alarm.”
She followed Aly to Far Hills in her own maroon Cadillac coupe. When they reached the house Aly pulled in to the driveway and used the garage remote. The single door on the empty bay rose and she pulled in next to Gigi. Thea parked in the driveway and walked down to join her in the garage.
Aly unlocked the garage door and the alarm system began its alerting beeps. Thea plugged in the code and it went quiet. She then took her through setting and unsetting the alarm, with practice runs.
“Well, I guess I’ll see you around, Miz Wong,” Thea said as they left.
“Please, call me Aly.”
“And you can call me Thea. Good luck with your new position.”
When Aly left, making sure the garage door was closed behind her, she found Thea waiting in her running car just outside the driveway. She followed Aly’s car, only peeling off when Aly headed south and she headed north.
That evening, as her was finishing up her packing, Erika called.
“I want to apologize for Thea,” she said, a laugh in her voice.
“Why?” Aly was truly puzzled. “She was very nice.”
“Oh, I’m sure. But I only asked her to give you the keys and the code. I didn’t ask her to give you lessons and chaperon you out. I trust you, obviously.”
Aly laughed. “I guess I thought it was her, not you.”
“It was. She’s very protective. Well, I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”
After they hung up she wondered why Erika bothered to call. She hadn’t given any more thought to Thea’s behavior herself. She was scheduled to move in tomorrow. Whether it was Erika or Thea who didn’t want her alone in the house before then, it was understandable. Was Erika’s concern that she know she trusted her for Aly’s sake or to save face? In light of Anita’s claims that Erika was warm, generous, and very thoughtful of others, for the first time she wasn’t certain she knew how to read Erika.
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In the morning, before Aly shut her laptop off for the move, she found an email with an attachment from Erika. “Casey asked me to pass this on to you. I will see you later.” She signed it “E”.
The attachment was notes on the girls’ food preferences and several recipes and preferred meals. Aly only glanced at it for a moment. “Whitney has a wicked sweet tooth that has to be managed.” “Lu gags over foods she considers ‘gushy’, like oatmeal, yoghurt, pudding. Ice cream is firm enough.” The recipes looked very healthy. Plain meats or fish grilled, roasted, or broiled, fresh or steamed vegetables, rice and pasta as side dishes mixed with vegetables. Groceries were bought at Whole Foods. It was quite a contrast to the cheap, convenient, and processed foods she was used to at the Gianni’s. She and Toy had tried to eat healthier, though not as healthy as the Miltons. Her diet had taken a dive when she moved in with her cousin. Still, she had lost weight.
The next day Gemma followed her up to the Miltons’ in her van. She wanted to see her new situation. It struck Aly as pathetic that at her age her possessions could fit in one little car and a van.
They entered through the garage, Aly shutting off the alarm without incident. She led Gemma through the house to her room. “Wow, Aly, this is unbelievable,” Gemma said looking around as they passed through the living room. “You are going to be so happy here.”
“I hope so,” Aly said. In her room she found a vase full of fresh flowers on one of the end tables. There was a card, written in blue felt in a spiky hand. “Welcome! Love, Erika, Whitney, Lu, and Julio”.
“That’s really nice,” Gemma murmured, reading the card over her shoulder.
She wondered who thought of this touch. Erika? Julio? Thea? She knew after seeing Erika’s signature that Erika wrote the card. In any case, she felt moved and undeserving and texted Erika, “Thank you for the flowers.”
Erika must’ve been busy because it was hours before she got a reply. “You are welcome.”
She gave Gemma a brief tour and she oohed and awed properly over Aly’s space, the house, and, of course, the view. “Boy, I would’ve loved to have seen the fireworks from up here.”
On the way out to the cars to get boxes, she introduced Gemma to the family via the pictures on the dining room wall. “Wow, I like this. Maybe I’ll do something like this in our new home.”
“You can only hope to have a wall big enough for our family.”
Gemma looked closely at the central picture. “Aww, the girls are so pretty. And that’s Erika?” She looked up at Aly, her eyebrows raised.
“Yeah.”
She looked back at the picture. “Aly, she’s gorgeous. You never told me she’s gorgeous.”
“She’s an attractive woman,” Aly acknowledged. Gemma looked pointedly at her again. “Oh, no. She’s way out of my league - "
“Don’t underestimate yourself.”
             “ - and I’ve told you about her. There’s a big difference between thinking someone’s attractive and being attracted to them.”
“Well, if I was into women I’d be attracted to her.”
They made several trips each to bring in Aly’s possessions. The final item was her large tube television, which required the two of them crab walking sideways with it through the house. The only piece of furniture she brought was a stand for it.
This was the second-to-the-last time she would see Gemma. She would say goodbye to the Giannis at dinner on Tuesday. In the driveway, she gave Gemma a big hug, tears in her eyes. “Thank you, Gemma, for this and for the last two years. You saved my life.”
Gemma, too, was teary. “Oh, we got the better end of the deal.” She waved her hand to take in the Milton’s house. “You deserve this upgrade, Aly. You really do.”
Aly watched Gemma drive away and went inside to start her new life.
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Aly spent the day setting up her room. She had new bedding that she had prewashed at Gemma’s so she could get set up quickly. She was not yet familiar with the Miltons’ appliances and was certain they were high end and overly complicated.
She liked the rose walls and had chosen a comforter set in neutral stripes with matching rose accents. In the bathroom she placed sand colored towels and rugs and a new accessory set.
The walk in closet was a wonder to her after improvising to hang her clothes at the Giannis. She didn’t have much to hang or put on the shelves and what she did have was well worn and too large. She had dropped a size after the divorce. New clothes were her next priority. Living with the Miltons she needed a wardrobe upgrade anyway. She wanted to look like she belonged.
Midday she went out to find what amenities were nearby. She was not very familiar with the area. On Charleston, just off the 215, she found Costco and Best Buy and Bed, Bath and Beyond, among many other stores and restaurants. Further down the street she found a Home Depot, and, further than that, Target and the Whole Foods the Miltons must use.
Heading back up the hill she stopped at a smoothie restaurant for a smoothie and sandwich for lunch. And then she went back to the Miltons’ to snoop around the kitchen and laundry room to familiarize herself with them. She didn’t want to seem as completely lost as she felt. She found a bottom drawer in the kitchen with instructions for the various appliances and perused them for a while. In the afternoon she ventured into using the pod coffee maker and remembered where she saw Erika produce the sugar. It was sublimely easy.
Around five Erika called. “Do you have plans for dinner? You want McDonalds?”
Aly was surprised. What about those healthy recipes Casey had sent? “Uh. Sure.” She asked for a quarter pounder and fries.
“Do you want a soda with that or wine?”
“Wine?”
“Oh, yes. Red wine pairs well with McDonalds. Especially a heavy Pinot Noir.”
“Umm…well, new life, I guess I should try new things. I’ll go with the wine.”
Aly’s real motivation for the choice was the alcohol to help her relax. She only drank socially, so a little went a long way with her. She felt awkward in Erika’s home. It took her a while to be comfortable at Gemma’s, and she was family. Here, she was a total outsider. She had always pitied governesses in nineteenth century novels their hybrid status as employee and family intimate. Certainly, in time, she would adjust. But, for now, she looked forward to going around the corner to her room and closing the door on her own private space as much as possible.
Erika arrived home around six and, hearing her, Aly took a deep breath and plunged out into the public area. She decided if she started awkward she would remain awkward. She would try to relax and just be herself. If herself wasn’t good enough or rubbed up against the others, well, so be it. This was her home now and, however long she was to be there, she didn’t want to be uncomfortable.
The heavy smell of fried food hit her before she reached the kitchen. Erika had put down her briefcase on one of the stools and hung a blue suit jacket over the back. She greeted Aly, washed her hands, and went to the cupboards and pulled down two plates and two wine glasses. She also pulled down a glass and filled it with ice and water from the refrigerator door.
“It doesn’t have to be red wine,” she said. “It’s what I like. Would you like some water?”
“Please. Red’s fine. I prefer reds.”
She distributed the food on plates while Erika set out the waters and poured the wine. “You get moved in okay?”
“Yes. I don’t have much. I’ve just got my billing stuff left to sort.” They took their seats and Aly gratefully took a gulp of wine. “Thank you,” she said, lifting her burger.
“You’re welcome.”
Sitting next to her, Aly could smell the crisp perfume Erika wore when they bumped into each other at the court house. Today, though, at the end of a hot day, the perfume mingled sensually with her own scent. Aly took another gulp of wine and plunged in. “I’m surprised. McDonalds. After Casey’s notes.”
“Don’t tell the girls. I was raised on it. I don’t mean it’s all I ate, of course. But fast food was part of life back then. We don’t want that for them, though. Julio and I don’t feed it to them unless there’s really nothing else around, like on a driving trip or something. If others serve it, they can have it. But we won’t.”
“You don’t look like you eat fast food.”
“It all lands here,” Erika said, patting her left hip.
Aly, who had half her glass of wine in her by then, leaned out as if to take a look. But she had already noticed Erika’s nice round form when she was following her around on the tour of the house the month before. “Are you sure that’s not just your African genes? You don’t look like you’re carrying more than you should.”
Erika cocked her head, her eyes amused and curious as she studied her for a moment. “I limit myself to once a month,” she replied. “And I work out. We have a small gym at work.” She took a sip of her wine and tipped her glass toward Aly. “So, what do you think?”
“I think I’d prefer a dry white with it.”
She laughed. “Are you mocking me?”
“No! I’m serious. You have something here. It’s the best McDonalds I’ve ever had. I just think something dry would cut through the grease better.”
“Well, next time. Though it’s not always McDonalds. Sometimes it’s KFC. Or Panda Express. Or Burger King.”
When they were done Aly cleaned up and Erika went to change. Aly felt better to have the first meal done. They were strangers now, but the more they met, the less awkward it would be. However, she didn’t expect to see much of Erika. The girls would be her focus. She looked forward to their return the next day, to get to know them certainly, but also because they were her justification for being in Erika’s home.
She went back to her room and turned on the television. She was tired from moving all day and the wine made her pleasantly sleepy. Later, after a shower, she went back out to get a glass of water for the night and found Erika sitting on the floor at the large coffee table. She had changed into soft, light colored cotton loungewear and her face was bare. With a pillow behind her back she leaned against the couch, one leg folded under her, the other stretched under the table. Her laptop was open before her and there were folders and her phone beside it. The news was on the television, but the sound was muted. She seemed to be reading the chyron or perhaps she was just zoning out.
The Ice Queen, thoroughly at home.
Aly had discovered she needed the Wi-Fi password to get on the internet. But Erika didn’t look up as she passed, so she just got her water and went back to her room. It could wait for tomorrow.
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Aly was used to being awakened early at the Giannis and, despite it being Saturday, she found herself awake at six the next morning. The bed was very comfortable and she had slept well, but sleep wouldn’t come again and she got up and dressed.
When she rounded the corner from her room she could see Erika sitting outside at the patio table, still in her loungewear. In early August the sun was up by six. It would be warm already. She made herself a bowl of cereal and read the news on her iPhone. Then she made herself a cup of coffee and took it back to her room.
She spent the first hours of the morning setting up her desk for her billing work and then went to the Meadows Mall off of the I95 to shop for clothes. She had seen Erika in passing and found out the girls would be home in the early afternoon. Her plan was to go back to the house to greet the girls, but then to have dinner out with Cass so Erika could have time alone with them. She hadn’t seen them for a month, and Aly could imagine how much she was longing to be with them.
When Aly arrived back in the middle of the afternoon and stepped into the house from the garage, she could feel a palpable change in the energy of the home. No wonder Erika felt it was eerie when the girls were gone. 
The sound of Lu’s high chatter reached her as she passed the kitchen. It seemed to be coming from her bedroom. She went to her own room to put down her packages and then went to greet the girls.
“How was Florida?” she asked Lu from her doorway. Lu was several shades darker from her month in the tropical sun. Erika was helping her unpack bright red suitcases, sorting clothes into piles for the laundry.
“Aly! It was GOAT.” Greatest Of All Time. “Except for Ellery.”
Aly looked at Erika who explained, “Cousin.”
“Ah. Well, welcome back.” She moved on to Whitney’s room. Whitney had not yet begun to unpack her powder blue suitcases. They sat in the middle of the room, untouched. Or was she finished? 
Whitney was sitting on her bed, texting. She looked up when Aly appeared in her doorway. “Hi. Did you have a good time?”
“Yes.” She didn’t seem to have any more to , so Aly welcomed her home and went back to her room to unpack her own packages.


◆◆◆
 


She met Cass at the Cheesecake Factory on Rampart. It was Saturday night so it was swamped. Cass had arrived first and put her name in and was handed a buzzer that would notify her when a table was ready. Aly found her perusing the Cheesecakes up front.                   
“What do you think?” Cass asked after they hugged. “I’m torn between just the basic with strawberries or something richly decadent and chocolate.”
“Is that really a choice?” Aly smiled, looking closely at her friend. She looked drawn but Aly could see she was trying to be a trouper. “Do you want to wait at the bar?”
They went to the bar and each ordered a glass of Merlot. “Have you ever had wine with fast food?” Aly asked.
“That’s disgusting. Where’d you hear of that? Beer I can see.” Cass thought a moment. “No, not wine.”
Aly felt she crossed a line asking, as though she risked exposing Erika. Then she felt ridiculous for feeling that way. But, still, she didn’t want to ever gossip about the Miltons. They let her into their home. They trusted her. There shouldn’t have to be a confidentiality agreement.
“Toni likes beer with anything fried. She says it’s a must.” Cass waved her hand in the air. “I don’t want to talk about her tonight. Tell me what’s going on with you. How’s the new place.”
Aly described the house and her room. “I don’t really know them yet. I don’t officially start until Monday.”
“I don’t know Erika well,” Cass said. “She’s in another of Anita’s circles. I always picture these circles around Anita and they all intersect over her, like some sort of Venn diagram.”
Aly laughed. “That’s a good way to put it. I’m the same with Erika. I’m acquainted with her, but that’s all.”
“Maybe I should’ve hired Erika for my lawyer. I just know Nahla better. From the dog shows. Brittany Spaniels.”
Aly thought about the lesbian subculture in the dog show world. Through Cass they were one of the circles intersecting over Anita.
“Anita had a thing for Erika a few years ago”, Cass said. “Really bad.”
“She told me.”
“Did she? She thought she was too old. So you think you’ll get along with her? I mean, being in someone’s house is, you know, kind of intimate.”
“I hope so. But I’ll be mostly focused on the girls. When she’s around I’m off so I don’t think I’ll see her much.”
“I don’t know if I could live with such an attractive woman and not somehow find my way to her bed. Like, sleepwalking or something.”
Aly laughed and privately squirmed. Why does everyone have to bring up how good looking Erika is? There are a lot of reasons an attractive person could be undesirable. Like, they are ice queens. “There’s a big difference between thinking someone’s attractive and being attracted to them.”
“Yeah, I suppose. And she’s so out of my league anyway. She’d kick me out before I got a toe in the bedroom door! And I guess if I wanted to keep the job…” Cass got a faraway look and sighed. “I don’t know what’s more painful, breaking up with Toni, breaking up the dogs, or breaking up the business. Well, I supposed I don’t have to make any of them the most painful.”
Aly was not disappointed to have the conversation return to Toni. Their buzzer lit up and vibrated. They took their wine and returned to the front of the restaurant to be led to a booth. After they had looked over the extensive menu and ordered, she decided to pry. “Cass, all I know is Toni left one day. I don’t know why. You don’t have to tell me. But if you want to talk about it, I’m here.”
Cass sighed. “A couple of years ago she had an affair. With another breeder. Of Shar-Peis.”
“A couple of years ago? How did you find out?”
“I met the bitch at a dog show and she made sure I knew. Ha! Bitch! I shouldn’t defile dogs by calling her that. I need a worse word.”
“So what happened? It’s over?”
“I think it was for only a few weeks or something. Toni felt bad and broke it off.”
“So she stayed with you.”
She cut Aly a sharp look. “What does that mean? That I should just forgive her?”
“No,” Aly said, though she was not so sure. Didn’t her staying carry some weight? She tried to think of how she would’ve felt if she found out Toy had gambled and lost a lot of money once, learned it was too painful, and didn’t do it again. She couldn’t help but think that she could work out her own feelings in that case. Maybe forgiveness wouldn’t happen right away, but it was something to work toward. Isn’t that what marriage was? The long haul through thick and thin? But she could see that Cass needed support, not contradiction, right now.
“You must’ve been devastated.”
“No other word,” Cass shook her head. “Atomic level destruction of my heart. And to think she carried that for two years, like she had this secret life.” She caught herself. “Oh, sorry.”
“No, I understand,” Aly said. But, again, she could see a difference. Toy’s other life was ongoing. Toni gave up the deception. She concealed her deception, yes, but how much for her own sake and how much for Cass’s?
Their food came and they were quiet as they dug in. Cass’s thoughts were probably running on her hurt. But Aly felt, oddly, better about her own circumstances. It had bothered her that she was the one to ask for the divorce. Yes, Toy had betrayed, deceived, and ruined her finances and credit. For Aly, her own mistake was in choosing to be totally blind in trusting Toy. It was irresponsible to not stay informed about their money. Her failing had been the divorce. There was always the nagging sense that she didn’t give Toy enough of a chance. Toy certainly seemed to think she didn’t. But she didn’t get help until her lawyer told her it would look better during the divorce if she was in a gambling recovery program. And then she did nothing to stop him from painting Aly as complicit when she knew she was not. Aly knew that Toy had gone back out at least once since then. She wasn’t sure she kept up with the 12 step program. Unlike Toni, Toy didn’t learn. She didn’t grow. Aly’s choice had been to divorce or continue to be used and manipulated. If she had stayed she would have been complicit in the consequences of Toy’s gambling. For the first time, she wondered if her divorce was not a failure, but the only healthy choice.
She wanted to tell Cass that she was making her own atomic level destruction. She wanted to ask her which was worse: Facing her hurt and working through it with a good woman who was willing to learn and grow? Or taking apart every aspect of their lives because of her hurt? But she knew that conversation would have to wait for a time when Cass was open to hearing it. If that time ever came.
When she got home the house was quiet. The girls’ bedroom doors were closed, the living room was empty. When she passed the glass door on the way to her room, she saw Erika standing on the patio looking at the view. And just as she reached the alcove, she heard the glass door open and Erika called, “Hey, Aly, hi. How was your evening? How was Cass?”
“Raw.”
She nodded. “I can imagine.” She beckoned Aly outside to see the view. “Hey, come look.”
Aly stepped out. The air was thick and smelled of petrichor and sage, the scent of rain in the desert. It was Monsoon season, the time of year when the normally dry air of the Mojave Desert turns humid with moisture up from the gulfs of California and Mexico. For a native Las Vegan like Aly, who was used to dry air, it was an uncomfortable time of year.
But she wasn’t thinking about the humidity. Before them was the carpet of stars as Erika had described it. “It’s beautiful.”
“Isn’t it? But that’s not the best part. Look.” She pointed to the sky in the southeast. The sky suddenly lit up as light moved along heavy hanging clouds. A thunderstorm, though it was too far away for them to hear the rumble. “That’s a bonus to me. I expected this view at night. I never thought of this.”
She looked delighted, like a little girl, and Aly found her unexpectedly endearing. “That is really cool,” she said, and Erika looked pleased again, as though a gift given was received.
Aly was uncomfortable with this side of the Ice Queen. It was incongruent. So as much as she liked the view, she thanked her and went to her room. She had things to think about after her dinner with Cass.
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The next morning Aly was awake a little after six again. She lay there for a while thinking about the rawness of Cass the night before. It made her aware that the past two years had not been total stasis for herself. She had reclaimed some parts of herself. She wasn’t a gaping wound anymore. She wasn’t walking around angry all the time. Toy’s wife had fallen away. Toy’s ex-wife had taken her place. She felt it was time to move completely past her.
It had been in the back of her mind for a while that she needed to get back in shape. Several years ago she ran every morning. She was fit then and her mental health was better. 
Running tapered off when she went to billing school, and then everything fell apart. At the Gianni’s, it was just too hectic to work it in. And, she speculated, maybe for the past couple of years she’d been a little depressed and unmotivated. Well, if her body wanted to be up early, she might as well roll with it. On weekdays she’d have to get up at five to have time to run, shower, and breakfast before she had to be with the girls at seven. But she would  begin today. She would start by walking and over the next few weeks build up to running at least thirty minutes every morning.
She dressed in shorts and a baggy T-shirt and put on her old running shoes. Those would have to be replaced. When she emerged from her room she found Erika at the patio table again. This must be her morning routine. There was no sign of the girls. She told her she was going for a walk and heading through the kitchen she found bagels. Erika had explained to her the day before that on Sundays breakfast was bagels. They were delivered by The Bagelry by six and the first one up was to retrieve them from the front door.
Aly used to have a protein breakfast drink before she ran and cereal afterward. She would have to set that up. For today, she grabbed a plain bagel and a bottle of water and headed out.
The West Beltway Trail was nearby, but to start she walked the neighborhood, such as it was. There were pockets with established homes, as with the Miltons’ cul-de-sac, but the rest of the development was under varying degrees of construction. Aly thought it would be fun to watch it grow.
The streets inclined in the foothills, something not found on the valley floor, and just walking her heart was soon pumping hard. The sun was up, the heat already on the rise. She walked for fifteen minutes uphill, away from the house, and then headed back, the city stretching out in a haze before her. There were forest fires to the west, beyond the Spring Mountains, and smoke had settled over the city.
When she got back, Lu was up and chattering away at Erika in the kitchen. Aly made herself some cereal. If she wanted to get back to her former healthier weight and run she was going to have to eat more.
“You don’t like bagels?” Lu said.
“I had one on the way out. I burned that off so I have to eat more. I need to gain weight.”
“You are skinny,” Lu said matter-of-factly.
“Lu - ’ Erika started, shaking her head.
But Aly cut in. “I just basically said the same thing.” She turned to Lu. “Lu, I want you to always be honest with me. And you can be blunt with me. But if you ever hurt me I will let you know and I hope you honor my boundaries.”
Lu looked surprised. “Okay.”
“And you have to know you can’t be blunt with just anybody, right? Most people don’t like it.”
“I know,” she said quietly, slumping a little, and Aly thought maybe there had been a recent lesson in that for her.
Aly sat down at the far end of the bar, her back to the fireplace. She ate her cereal and read the news on her phone, half listening as Lu and Erika interacted. The Milton’s faced the kitchen, with their backs to the living room, so she was at an angle to them. She had already decided this would be her seat, slightly apart from the family. When Erika was around she wanted to be quiet and let her have her limited time with her girls. It was clear to her that, whatever else was true about Erika, she loved her girls very much. She was an attentive and affectionate mother, and the girls thrived under her love.
After a while Erika asked, “Aly, are you going to be around today? I was thinking of taking you out in Gigi to get you familiar with her. Maybe just have you drive to the school and back.”
“Sure. I have no plans. Anytime.”
In the late morning Aly was in her room reading her email with her door open when she heard a tentative knock and Lu called out her name. She invited her in. “We’re going in the pool, want to join us? It’s your day off so you don’t have to,” Lu said, trying, and failing, to not look curious about the room.
“Sure, I’d love to. Want to look around? Come in. Have a look.”
She stepped more fully into the room. “I like the bed. It’s pretty. What is that?” she asked pointing to the television.
“It’s a TV.”
“A TV! It looks like a giant microwave.”
Aly laughed. “You’re just used to thin flat screen TVs. Before them - before you, I guess - this is what they looked like.”
“It’s huge.” She looked into the bathroom. “Casey liked green.”
She left and Aly changed into long blue board shorts and bikini top and slathered her body with sunblock. When she stepped out the girls were already in the pool, Whitney in a white cap to protect her elaborate hairstyle from shrinking.
Erika was sitting at the glass table as Aly had often seen her in the morning. Only she was slouched, her legs up on another chair, and under an open short white terry robe she had on a red and white bikini top and boy brief bottoms. Aly’s eyes skimmed over her exposed brown tummy and quickly looked away. Why is it we can go around nearly naked with each other? She wondered. Being partially covered only makes you more aware of what you don’t see.
“Can I ask you something lawyerly?” she asked to distract herself.
Erika turned her head and her eyes ran quickly from her face, down her body, and up to her face again. “Sure.”
Aly submerged her self-consciousness and focused on her question. “In a divorce, do you ever have a client ask you to go easy on their spouse? Or do you just charge hard for your client no matter what they want?”
“The client’s always in charge. If they ask me to go softly, I will. Even when I don’t think it’s in their best interest.”
Aly nodded. So it was like she suspected. Toy could have asked her lawyer to back off.
“You okay?”
“Better than I’ve been in a while,” Aly replied, and headed to the pool to join the girls.
The girls were still full of their Florida vacation and in the course of the day Aly did a lot of listening and piecing together. Julio’s sister was Aunt Gracia and her husband was Uncle Nate. They were doctors from Ann Arbor, Michigan. Their oldest child, Miri, was a year older than Whitney and one of her best friends. They kept in touch via social media and Facetime all year. Their second child was a boy Lu’s age. His name was Ellery and he and Lu did not get along. Look out, in a couple of years they’ll be crushing on each other, she thought. Their youngest was a little girl named Violet and both girls found her precious.
She learned the girls were fluent in Spanish. Julio wanted them to be able to communicate with his mother, of course, but their school curriculum included a second language from Kindergarten on as well. Spanish and Chinese were most popular.
Aly had learned a little Spanish in high school. Erika said the girls were not allowed to use Spanish to speak in code behind her back. “Unfortunately, I didn’t have foresight and took German in high school.”
“Because she had a crush on the teacher,” Whitney explained.
“It’s true.” Erika beamed a delicious wicked smile. “Miss McNair.”
The girls made a lunch of sandwiches and fruit and iced tea. The sandwiches were lean turkey on whole wheat with lettuce, sprouts, tomatoes and mayonnaise. Aly commented that it was like something from a sandwich shop. Apparently, Casey was a fiend for sandwiches and would eat them for every meal if left to her own devices. 
“A meal in the hand, she called it,” Lu explained, in apparent approval. Casey’s going to be a hard act to follow with Lu, Aly thought.
Whitney was relatively quiet and harder to read than Lu. She had spent a couple of weeks before her trip at an introductory science camp and her aunt and uncle encouraged her interest on vacation. She seemed to be thinking of becoming a doctor.
“For now,” Erika pointed out.
Whitney did have one burning issue. Dating. Apparently Miri, at fourteen, was allowed to go out with a boy alone. “She doesn’t have to group date,” she announced as they ate lunch.
“That’s nice for her,” Erika replied. “When you’re sixteen.”
“But, Mom, it’s not like we’re Mormon. They have to group date.”
“Hey, I take good ideas where I find them. When you’re sixteen you can go out alone with a boy.”
Whitney was quiet for a moment and then tried again. “When did you go out alone with someone?”
“That’s different. It was a girl.”
“That’s a double standard.”
“Well, you know the term. Good for you! We were friends first. We went out alone together as friends and then became girlfriends. So we just continued.”
“So if I go out alone with a boy who is just a friend that is okay?"
“No, because you won’t go out with a boy alone until you’re sixteen.”
“I can’t have boys who are just friends?”
“Yes, but in a group of friends.”
Whitney was quiet again, but undefeated. She tried another tack. “When can we renegotiate this?”
“When you’re fifteen.”
She sighed and sat back, not totally happy, but at least she gained some concession.
A child of lawyers all right, Aly thought.
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After lunch it was time to acclimate Aly to Gigi. The girls decided they wanted to come for the short ride, probably to show off their school. Aly retrieved her wraparound sunglasses from her car and then was shown by Lu how she only needed to have the key fob on her person for the Audi to open at her touch. They all piled in and with a touch of a button she started the car and the vehicle was flooded for a moment with the twang of country music. Her instant thought was of how Toy would disapprove. Music, air-conditioning, and lights had to be off before the car was shut off to protect the battery on the next start or Toy would make noises. But her instant sensation was surprised amusement and she looked at Erika, her eyebrows raised.
Erika quickly reached over to the steering wheel and shut off the music. “What? You think, black woman, likes hip-hop, R&B, maybe jazz. But never country.”
Aly laughed at herself. “That is exactly right.”
Erika smiled. “I do. I do like that music. But my girlfriend in college turned me on to country. Sometimes I’m flipping channels and something’s there and I get nostalgic.” She slipped on a pair of polarized aviator sunglasses. “Okay, let’s go.”
The sunglasses emphasized the angles and planes of her face and she looked so stunningly handsome that Aly felt her stomach drop and her heart accelerate. There is a big difference between thinking someone’s attractive and being attracted to them. She looked away quickly. The car alone was overwhelming. She didn’t need this confusion.
She concentrated as Erika went into the features of the car. There was so much technology, so much was automated and done for the driver, that she said, “I hope there’s a book I can read. I won’t retain half of what you show me.”
“There’s a book. And Whitney will help you with the technology. She taught me.”
It was time to go and with the assistance of the car itself she backed out. Erika had her drive around the development for a bit before they headed for the 215. The exit for Charleston was the next one south and she hugged the right lane, driving slow. She sometimes drove Gemma’s van so she was not unused to a larger vehicle. But the Audi was far more powerful and responsive. And it was worth at least five times Gemma’s old van.
The Verkammer was right off the exit, on the southwest corner. The school was locked up behind a black iron fence so there was not much to see but nondescript, low lying beige brick buildings with a green field in back. Lu enthusiastically showed her how she was to drive through a drop off lane in the morning to let them out. In the afternoon the girls were to wait behind the fence until they saw her pull up.
“Security is good here,” Erika explained. “They’re in soft lockdown basically once school starts. No one on or off campus without going through a check-in process. Once you get the hang of the pick-up it goes pretty smoothly.” She turned to the girls, dipping her sunglasses down her nose to give them a pointed look. “If the girls are paying attention and looking out for you.”
Aly drove home, getting more comfortable. Starting tomorrow, when she had the girls, this is what she would drive. She would make a point in the next couple of weeks to find places to take them to get used to the SUV.
Back home they went back out to the pool. It was the heat of the day, still humid, and they all took to loungers on the covered patio. The girls fell asleep. “Jet lag, though they don’t like to admit it,” Erika said.
They dipped in the pool when it got too hot and then returned to the shade. Seeing Erika standing without the robe Aly discovered she had been right. Erika was not carrying more weight than she should, though she had stretch marks and a pooch to her stomach from carrying her babies. The length of her legs and torso were balanced. She had broad shoulders and was curved and rounded in all the right places. Her breasts, a little flaccid in the bikini top from breast feeding, were proportionate to her build. She was broader in the hips and behind. All in all a sweet, compact body. Damn.
They were quiet for a while and Aly thought Erika might have fallen asleep when Erika lifted her head to take a sip of iced tea.
“What was the song?” Aly asked quietly. “The nostalgic one in the car?”
“‘The Dance’. Garth Brooks. You know it? It was already old when I was with Katie, but we loved it. We loved what it said about the pain being worth it. After she left, I played it over and over. I didn’t feel the pain was worth it then! Oh, young love, I thought I was going to die. Later, I wondered if she had been trying to tell me something with that song. Unconsciously preparing me.”
“Oh, I know about missed signals.” Aly said. “What happened with her?”
“She was Mormon. She left me for the boy her family always wanted her to marry. Last I heard she had eight children in twelve years.”
“Oh, my god.”
“Too busy to remember the girl she loved in college.”
“I doubt she’s forgotten you. First love?”
“First serious love. I’d had girlfriends in high school, but Katie and I were together for almost two years. That was a long time at that age. But she was always conflicted. It was inevitable she was going to go. I think I even knew it then. Of course I’m grateful now it worked out as it did.” Erika waved a hand at her girls.
“I’m beginning to feel my divorce wasn’t a mistake,” Aly said, and Erika looked at her in that way she had of seeming genuinely interested. “I thought I failed. Now I think I didn’t have any choice if I was going to save myself.”
“Was it Toy you had in mind earlier? When you asked about a lawyer going softer if we’re asked?”
“Yeah. I always wondered if she could have stopped him.”
Erika studied her for a moment. “I’m glad you saved yourself, Aly. You deserve better.”
Aly hardly heard her. “I don’t think I’m at the point yet where I can say that I think the pain was worth it, though.”
“I think that comes when you’ve learned the lessons. Then you remember the love, the sweet times, with gratitude.”
“Is that how it is for you?”
“With Katie? Yes.” Her face softened. “I just hope she’s happy.”
That evening Aly found “The Dance” on iTunes and downloaded it. Would she ever be grateful for her time with Toy? She had some good memories, but they were obliterated by the awareness that Toy had another life when some of them occurred. She wondered if Erika was grateful yet for what she had with Bianca, besides the girls.
She went to bed trying to imagine the Ice Queen at twenty mooning over her lost love.
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Though she officially started working for the Miltons on Monday, Aly felt she was on vacation the first couple of days. Each morning she was up and walking at five and had showered and breakfasted by the time Erika left at seven. Then she spent much of the day at the patio table doing her medical billing while the girls were in or around the pool. When she got too hot, she dipped in the pool a bit and then went back to the billing. It was not like working at all.
On Tuesday, she met the Giannis at an Olive Garden for a farewell dinner. She wore blue jeans and a pink button down shirt tucked in. Both fit her well. “You look good,” Gemma said greeting her. “I like your clothes. And you have some color in your cheeks.”
Aly was sad and it was hard to eat, but she did her best to be cheerful. She could see it was the same for Gemma. Nick, however, was genuinely upbeat, and the kids were oblivious and full of energy.
They parted in the parking lot. Troy, the eldest, seemed to finally feel their separation. He tried to not show his emotions, but Aly detected them in his tight hug and averted face.
It was especially hard for her to say goodbye to Zoe, who was an infant when she moved in with them. When she had hugged them all and turned to walk away, Zoe said, “Where’s Aly going?” and it nearly broke her heart.
On the way home she tried to convince herself that they would keep in touch through social media, but she knew their lives were diverging. All of them, including Aly, were starting new lives.
When she got to the Miltons’, Erika was in the kitchen at the coffee maker. She knew where Aly had been. “You okay?”
“Sad.”
Erika nodded her understanding and lifted a mug toward her. “Want some chamomile tea? It’s relaxing. I have some before bed every night.”
Aly got herself a glass and filled it with ice and water from the refrigerator door. “No, thank you. I think it tastes like soap.”
“Soap! It’s like flowers.”
Aly laughed. “Not to me. Goodnight.” She headed to her room already feeling better. It was nice to have someone offer her something to comfort her, even if it was just tea.


◆◆◆
 
A routine was quickly established that first week. During the school year, Aly knew, Erika would get the girls up at six to spend time with her over breakfast. But in the summer, they could sleep in each morning. Whitney did until she was awakened by Erika kissing her goodbye. Then she most often went back to sleep. Lu, however, was already up and outside having breakfast with Erika on the patio when Aly came back from her walk.
When the girls were indoors, Aly worked at the kitchen bar. If they were not out with friends or had friends over, she found a reason each day to take them somewhere in the SUV, both to familiarize herself with the vehicle and to give the girls some variety. They had a lot of energy to burn.
Erika came home while they were preparing dinner. She would pour a glass of wine for herself and Aly and then sit at the bar while the girls talked about their day. Aly would stay out of it except to prompt the girls to share with Erika something she thought was important. After dinner, she went to her room to finish up any billing paperwork and to relax.
Later, after the girls were in bed, if she felt there was something important she observed or learned about the girls, she would share it with Erika. In the evening, Erika could be found in the living room, in lounge wear, at the coffee table with her laptop, or on the couch with a tablet, the television on, but often muted.
At the end of the first week, Aly shared her overall impressions of the girls. “Lu’s honesty and bluntness make her seem both younger and older than she is. Her lack of filters makes me think of a younger child, but her observations can be so dead on and ruthless sometimes she seems wiser than she should be at ten.
“Whitney is so quiet. At least with me. She can be on the phone forever with her friends. And then it’s all the usual teenage stuff, who said what to whom, who likes whom, blah, blah, blah.”
Erika studied her thoughtfully, a gesture she recognized signaled an insightful comment or question approaching. “And how was your first week?”
“Oh, I’m having a blast. The girls are a delight.”
Erika beamed. “I am so glad to hear that. They both like you, too.”
“Even Whitney?”
“Yes, even Whitney. She’ll talk to me if I ask a direct question. Give that a try with her. She might not volunteer information, but she won’t withhold. At least not yet.”  She looked wistful. “I guess that’s coming soon.”
“I’ll give it a try.”
Erika’s birthday was in August and that weekend, which for the girls was a Dad’s Weekend, she was to spend away with her best friend, Ronnie Mathers, at the Paris hotel on the Strip. They were to do the spa, some shopping, a little gambling, and maybe a show. Aly would be alone for the first time since the few days between Toy moving out of their house and her moving in with the Giannis.
Erika came home early Friday. Ronnie arrived from the airport by Uber before Julio came to pick up the girls so she could see them. Aly knew from the girls that Erika was turning forty two, that Ronnie and Erika had been best friends since the second grade, and that Ronnie was the only person in the world who could call Erika “Rickie”.
Ronnie was a few inches taller than Erika and Aly, had a muscular build, and a broad face with blunt features and warm, but intense, brown eyes. Her skin was chocolate and her straight hair was colored a few shades lighter. She wore tan slacks and a flowing gold blouse and gold sandals. She was not beautiful like Erika, but striking, and she had presence.
Erika introduced her to Aly and, from the ensuing discussions that flew between all parties, she learned that Ronnie had a husband and four children in San Francisco, and that they were the family Erika spent time with each summer. There was a lot of bustle as the girls got ready to go, Julio arrived and greeted Ronnie, and then everyone was out the door leaving Aly in sudden silence.
Saturday morning she slept until six, which was now sleeping in for her since she was up at five during the week. She had her protein drink, went for her walk-run, had breakfast, showered. And then she sat at the bar in the kitchen and listened into the quiet.
She realized she would have this a lot when the girls were in school. She would be with herself in a way she had not been in a long while. While married to Toy, when their schedules diverged, she was often alone while Toy was at work or, unknown to her, gambling and funding her gambling. She was aware she wasn’t that Aly anymore. Not at all. But who had she become? No one she could find. There had been Aly-with-Toy and now there was a sort of limbo-Aly who was not who she was, but also not yet who she would be. That was yet to be determined.
She ran errands and then floated the day away in the pool on a big, blue vinyl air chaise that held her completely out of the water, had a place for a drink, and even had slots for a phone or tablet if she wanted to risk it, which she didn’t. In the evening she watched a movie and went to sleep early. After all that had come before, it was one of the best days of her life.
On Sunday, she remembered to get the bagels at the front door. She took a leisurely walk and then spent the morning helping an older cousin with rheumatoid arthritis move some furniture around. Erika came home in the afternoon, the girls after dinner. And Aly felt that, after just ten days in this house of spaciousness and graciousness, she was emerging from a cocoon.
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The week before school started was a bustle of preparation. Erika had already taken the girls shopping for school clothes and supplies, but there always seemed more to get. Whitney had to be taken to get her hair done. And Erika went to work late one morning so she could take Aly to the school to register her as an authorized guardian and have her picture taken as part of the school’s security protocol.
Aly was given an information packet with everything about the school, its features and all of the systems in place to keep the kids safe and to make dropping off and picking up run smoothly. “Soft lock downs, hard lock downs,” she said glancing through it as they headed home. “We had nothing like this when I was growing up. Reminds me of the kids hiding under desks in the fifties and sixties in case of an atomic bomb.”
“My worst nightmare,” Erika said quietly.
“The drills are lit,” Lu said brightly from the back seat.
“They’re boring,” Whitney murmured.
On the last Friday afternoon of summer break, as Aly sat at the kitchen counter working, Lu emerged from the hall. “Something’s wrong with Whitney.”
She leaped up and headed down the hall. “What happened?”
“I was in my room and I saw her go out of the bathroom and go into Mom’s bathroom.”
Aly went into Erika’s room. The bathroom door was open. She stood outside and called out, “Whitney? Are you okay?”
“Yes,” came a small voice muffled by another door.
She peered around the corner into the bathroom. It smelled like Erika’s clean, crisp work perfume. Behind the open door was a variegated slate shower with a glass door. There was a large fiberglass tub next to it and straight ahead a beige marble counter with two sinks. The towels and accessories were violet and plum, like Erika’s bed set. Whitney was in the private toilet at the other end, next to a walk-in closet. “Are you sick?”
“No.”
She thought a moment. Whitney’s sweet tooth had been particularly insatiable lately. And she had been moody, finally culminating in a kerfuffle with Lu the day before over Lu teasing her about “mikent”, which Lu herself didn’t understand, Aly hadn’t figured out, and Erika didn’t recognize, either. Whitney had yelled “Sip tea!”, current slang for “mind  your own business”, at Lu. and gone to her room and slammed the door.
Aly hustled Lu out of Erika’s bedroom and closed the door. She went back to the bathroom and, standing back by the first door, asked quietly. “Did you get your period?”
There was a long pause and Aly was going to ask again when Whitney said, “Yes.”
“Do you know what to do? Did your mom show you?”
“Yeah.”
“How’s it going?”
“I can’t get it…I can’t get it to...”
“I’ll call your mom.”
“No, I will!”
Of course Whitney would have her phone with her in the toilet. It was an appendage. Aly heard muffled speaking through the door. She hoped Erika was available. “Did you reach her?” she asked when it was quiet.
“She’s on her way.”
Erika was home in less than ten minutes.
“She’s in your bathroom,” Aly said as she put down her briefcase on a stool at the bar and whisked down the hall.
“Thank you!” she called with a wave.
“Text when all's clear," Aly called out to her. "Come on, Lu. Let’s go get supplies for dinner.”
“But we have all the ingredients,” Lu said, baffled.
“Yeah, well, we’ll get more for the next time we make it.” She figured quiet, private Whitney would need the space and time with Erika.
That evening, after dinner, it was Whitney’s turn to do the dishes. Erika and Lu were in other rooms and Aly was alone with Whitney in the kitchen when Whitney said, looking at what she was doing at the sink, “Thank you for today, Aly. So I could be alone with my mom.”
“Of course,” she said. And then she put an arm around Whitney’s shoulders and gave a squeeze. “Welcome to womanhood, sweetie. Mood swings, cramps, headaches, bloating.”
Whitney smirked but gave a little laugh and Aly kissed her head through her mass of curls. She smelled of bubblegum scented hair product and her own sweet ashy scent. Whitney accepted the affection.
This episode seemed to break the ice with Aly for Whitney. The next day, Saturday, as they were all milling in the kitchen cleaning up after breakfast, she spoke to her without prompting. “How old were you when you went on your first date alone with someone, Aly?”
She was clearly hoping to find another way in with her mother. Aly and Erika exchanged a look. “I was fourteen, too. Also with a girl.”
“Your parents were okay with that?”
“I didn’t ask.”
Whitney was all amazement. “They didn’t have rules? They didn’t tell you how to date?”
“No.”
“You were lucky.”
“No, honey, you’re the lucky one. Your parents setting boundaries shows they care about you.” She said this as a fact, without self-pity. She was behind a cupboard door putting away cereal boxes, and when she closed the door and turned around she saw the others had all stopped and were looking at her. They each quickly resumed what they were doing.
“What she said,” Erika said, tilting her head at Aly while looking at Whitney.
A few days later, when it was clear Whitney’s warming toward her would hold, Aly told Erika one evening that she must’ve earned Whitney’s trust with her discretion. “It’s not something I could’ve planned.”
“You’re a natural, Aly. You’re strong with Lu and you’re soft with Whitney. I don’t know if it’s because you’re older than Janet and Casey were, but they’ve responded to you quickly. I suspect your sensitivity to others is your calling.”
Aly was taken aback. She had no calling. She was a drifter.
“You look surprised,” Erika said with a little smile.
“I’ve never figured out what I want to be when I grow up. I’ve never had a ‘calling’.”
“Maybe you’ve just always lived it. Not all callings are professions.”
She thought about this for a while. “Toy used to tell me to get cards made that said, ‘There For You’”
Erika laughed. “See, she saw it, too.”
“Yeah, I’m not so sure she saw what you’re saying.”
“Don’t underestimate what you have to offer. It’s worth more than anything a highfalutin’ degree gets you.”
Aly shook her head, laughing. “If you really believe that, you’re the only one.”
“If that’s true, that’s sad. You, at least, should be someone else who believes it.”
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School began and Aly got into her new routine. Instead of days by the pool or out with the girls, after dropping them off at school she worked in her room at her billing job until she picked them up in the afternoon. Since she had ample time during the day to complete her work, her evenings were free. She spent time with her extended family or with Cass or Anita, who again encouraged her to date without an agenda for anything more. Every now and then she dipped into an online dating site, but she never took the plunge.
Erika went out on a couple of dates, but they didn’t seem to amount to anything. Aly learned that for social occasions Erika did not wear the crisp, clean perfume she wore for work. Instead, she wore a very sexy, musky, spicy scent that lingered in the house like a tease when she went out the door.
She had been right that most of her time would be spent with the girls. She spent more time with Erika with the girls than with her alone. Erika tended to work late on Wednesdays when the girls were at dinner with Julio. And on Dad’s Weekends, one or both of them usually went out. In September, they had dinner alone together twice, one of them a fast food night where Aly discovered that Chardonnay went well with KFC.
She was surprised to find she enjoyed Erika. She was intelligent, of course, but also thoughtful and interesting in her views and opinions. She was also genuinely interested in Aly’s views and opinions. She was wryly funny and unfailingly kind. Aly looked forward to her coming home in the evening and watching her interact with her girls. She reasoned it was because it was nice to have another adult around.
The girls adjusted well to the new school year. They’d been going to The Verkammer since Kindergarten and attended classes with many kids they’d known since.
At the end of September she was sitting with Lu and Whitney in the living room in the afternoon as they did their homework when her phone rang. She saw  on the screen that it was her brother, Mark. It was very unusual for him to call. Usually, Aly did the reaching out.
She had barely given her “Hello, elusive bro” greeting when Mark launched into his reason for calling. “Aly, Dave’s had a heart attack.”
“What?” she blurted in shock and both girls looked at her. “When?”
“Last night…” Mark explained that Dave had chest pains in the middle of the night, so Linda had called an ambulance. She called Mark from the hospital and he told her to call Aly to be with her. He assumed she had, but she kept calling him and finally he found out that she was still alone. Dave was stabilized and was having stents put in to keep his arteries clear.
“I’ll go now. Which hospital?”
After she hung up with Mark, she tried to reach Erika and Julio, but neither was available. She called Thea and told her what happened and that she would take the girls with her to Summerlin Hospital.
She helped the girls pack up their laptops and homework and they piled into Gigi. For them, it was a dramatic little adventure, but they were also sensitive to her concern for her step-father.
At the hospital they found Linda in the cardio-vascular ward on the fourth floor, in the corner of a small, triangular waiting room with muddy orange walls. “What are you doing here?” she asked as Aly approached with the girls. She looked small, pale, and fatigued.
Aly did not respond to the question but introduced the girls. Then she settled them a little away from Linda under windows that looked south over lower level roofing and the parking lot. She went back to a vending machine in the hall and got herself and each of them water. Linda didn’t want anything.
“You didn’t have to come,” Linda said when Aly settled next to her.
Aly opened her water and took a couple of gulps. “I love him, too, you know.” She then prompted her mother to tell her what happened and what she knew. 
Dave had been having shortness of breath for a while. Last night he woke up sweating and nauseous with chest pains. Linda gave him an aspirin and called an ambulance. She spent the day since waiting around with Dave as they ran tests and set up the procedure to insert stents into his arteries. He was currently undergoing the procedure.
Linda concluded with, “Donna will be here this evening.” She was referring to Dave’s daughter. “She’s on a plane right now. She’ll be staying a few days.” Aly understood this to mean her help would not be needed.
An hour later she was helping Lu with her math when she saw Erika approaching down the hall from the elevators. She leaped up and went to head her off. “You should’ve texted. I’d have brought them out.”
“No problem. If I didn’t find you here I’d have texted.” She reached out and squeezed Aly’s forearm. “How is he?” Aly gave her a brief rundown. Erika glanced past her toward Linda. “She okay? You okay?”
Aly didn’t answer for her mother. “I’m okay. I’ll feel better when he’s out.”
“I’ll make other plans for the girls. You take as long as you need.”
“I’ll be home tonight and up in the morning.”
Erika cocked her head and looked closely at Aly. “You sure?”
“Yes, I’ll be home tonight. Dave’s daughter is coming in to help out. I can visit Dave in the evenings.”
Again, Erika glanced at Aly’s mother. The girls had gathered their things and joined them. “Trade keys,” she said. “We’ll take Gigi and I’ll leave my car for you.” She told Aly where she parked. “You know what I like about you?”
Aly frowned. “What?”
“We’re the same height. I never have to adjust the seat in the cars.” Erika went to turn away and turned back, frowning. “I’m sorry, that was trivial. Now is not the time for trivial.” She surprised her with a quick but tight hug.
“I thought it was funny,” Aly said. She was touched by the hug and felt a surge of affection for Erika. Toy would never apologize for something so small.
The girls then surprised her further by putting down their things and giving her a hug as well. Aly’s heart glowed.
“If you change your mind and you need time, let me know.” Erika said. “Anything you need.”
The Miltons turned and disappeared down a hall that angled away toward the elevators. Aly watched them go and stood still for a few seconds longer, basking in the warmth of their hugs, dreading returning to her mother’s cold shoulder.
When she did return to Linda’s side, she said, “They’re black.”
Aly sighed. “Manifestly.”
“Some people would think it looked odd a white woman working for a black family.”
“That is so anachronistic I don’t even know how to respond. ‘Some people’, huh?”
“Oh, I don’t care about race.”
“You could never stand to be a Wong.”
“You kids don’t look Chinese. It would be different if you looked Chinese. Then people would understand my having the name.”
“Do Gemma’s kids look like Giannis?
“You and your dad and your brother always get a thrill over how others respond to your name.”
“You could’ve joined in the fun. If you felt left out, Mom, it’s because you chose to be on the outside.”
Linda didn’t respond to this. After a while she asked, “How did you get this position?”
“A friend of mine. I already knew Erika, though. She was an acquaintance.”
“Oh. So is she gay?”
“Yes.”
Linda was quiet for a while. “She’s an attractive woman.”
Aly knew where this was headed and tried to stop it. “If you like the type.”
“You don’t think so?”
“She’s so far out of my league it wouldn’t matter if I did.”
“That’s true,” Linda sighed. “They seem to care about you.” When Aly didn’t respond Linda went on, “You didn’t introduce us. Which one of us are you ashamed of?”
Again, Aly didn’t take the bait. Was it shame? No. She simply didn’t like to inflict her mother’s cold, haughty attitude on others. Linda was friendly, if not exactly warm, with Mark’s friends and acquaintances. They were always interesting to Linda. But Linda seemed to assume that if someone was connected with Aly, there was something fundamentally wrong with them.
For the next few hours, whenever Aly needed a break from the cold war with her mother, she only had to turn her head slightly to the left to smell Erika’s perfume on her shoulder and thaw out.
Dave came through surgery well and Aly had an opportunity to see him briefly. To her he seemed pale beneath his natural ruddiness, but Linda, who was visibly relieved, claimed his color was much improved. His blood was already pumping through him better than it had in a long time.
Dave’s daughter, Donna, tall, chunky, and ruddy like her father, arrived at the hospital around nine. Aly spent a few minutes with her. After Donna was caught up on Dave’s condition and relieved of most of her worry, Aly was caught up on Donna’s family. She got along better with her step family than with her own mother.
Before she left, Aly surprised her mother with a single arm hug around the shoulders that elicited a little, “Oh!” from Linda. This gesture, Aly knew, was really for herself. It was the least she could give and probably the most Linda would accept. If she and Linda didn’t have so much negative history, Aly knew she’d feel more compassion for her.
She found the Audi sedan near the hospital entrance and was enveloped in Erika’s crisp perfume when she got in. It was comforting. R&B music came on when she started up the engine and she left it.
Erika was in the kitchen making her bedtime chamomile tea when she arrived home. She told her about Dave and that her step-sister had arrived. They traded keys and she was headed to her room when she turned and said, “I don’t want you to think I’m cold about my mother and just leaving her alone in this…”
“Aly, how could you possibly think I’d - ” Erika began, exasperated. Aly was surprised. Erika had never shown any kind of irritation with her. But then Erika caught herself and took a deep breath. “I don’t think you’re cold. In any way. Lu said your mother was not very nice to you - ”
“She said that?”
“Yes. And I know from some things you’ve said that she’s not very happy with you.”
She nodded. “I’ve always disappointed her.”
Erika frowned and cocked her head. “That’s inexplicable. Is it because you’re gay?”
“Oh, no, it was long before that. I don’t even know how she really feels about me being gay. She probably lumps it together with everything else that disappoints her.”
“Can you tell me why?”
Aly sighed. “Because I’m not like my brother…”   She explained that Mark was a precocious child. From the time he was four and first saw an airplane he knew he wanted to fly. He was singularly focused on it. His wallpaper, his pajamas, his bedding, everything was airplanes. He did model planes and hung them in his room. He flew remote planes. As soon as he could, he hung out at the North Las Vegas airport and befriended pilots. He was driven and made his dream come true. “And then along comes Aly who just sort of dawdles along and has no particular interest, no ambition, no passion. Mark sort of spoiled my mother for a successful child.”
“So it’s nothing about you that disappoints her. It’s her unrealistic expectation that everyone should be like Mark.”
“A therapist said that to me once. I did some therapy in my twenties.” She explained that Linda was an orphan who was in various foster homes until she was eleven. Then she was in a group home. She married very young, and had a golden child. She didn’t know what was realistic. “She was disappointed in my dad, too. She poured all her love into Mark.”
“I’m so sorry, Aly. Just know you don’t disappoint here. On the contrary, you’re a pleasant surprise. You live up to the hype.”
The hype? Aly squirmed inwardly. “Anita?”
“Anyone I talked to about you. Employers, friends. Everyone loves and admires you. Someone somewhere got something right with you.”
Aly was more comfortable speaking well about others. “My dad and my brother have always been great to me. And the rest of the family, especially Gemma’s family and my aunt Paula. I always knew I was loved.”
“Don’t forget your part. You made the choice to be like them and not like your mother.”
The conversation was getting too uncomfortable for Aly. Erika seemed to see in her more than was there. She felt a growing panic that, just as with Linda, Erika had expectations she could never meet. She had to get away and headed toward her room.
“Well, maybe you don’t know me well enough yet,” she said over her shoulder. And with that, she proved she would choose to be like her mother when it suited her.
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For Aly, October began with an email from Toy. The heading screamed, “WHERE ARE YOU???” And  the screaming continued in the body, “I HAVE BEEN TRYING TO CALL YOU. IF THIS IS STILL YOUR EMAIL CALL ME.”
It had been many months since she had heard from Toy and she had not included her when she sent out her new phone number. But this screaming through email was not necessary. Toy had many ways to find out her new number: Anita, Cass, Aly’s family. It was manipulative drama.  
She emailed back, “New home, new job, new number, all is well” and she provided her new number. There was no response from her.
Aly was turning thirty five on the nineteenth. In another year she’d be sliding the slope to forty. It was time, she thought, for a new haircut. She had let her hair grow out from what her mother once called the “shaggy little boy from the seventies” hairstyle because she was uncertain what she wanted. But the email from Toy was the impetus she needed to decide. She went with a short, shaggy pixie with a deep side part.
She did it on a Saturday. And when she got home, Erika, who was sorting mail at the bar, glanced up, said hello, did a double take, and burst into a gorgeous smile that knocked the wind out of Aly.
“I like it,” she beamed. “It’s adorable.”
Aly felt herself blush, but was saved by the girls. They knew she was getting a new hairstyle and when they heard her come in they squealed in anticipation, hurrying over from the couch to see. “It’s so cute!” Whitney said approvingly.
“Word!” Lu agreed. She circled Aly to get the whole effect and when she reached the back she burst out, “What’s that?” She had found the tattoo on the back of her neck. It had been covered before.
“It’s Wong in Chinese characters,. My brother and I got the same tattoo when I turned twenty one.” The tattoo was three blue black horizontal lines intersected down the middle by a vertical line. She explained that Wong could be spelled in many ways in Chinese and in English. “W-O-N-G. W-A-N-G. H-U-A-N-G. This symbol is known as the ‘three-stroke Wong’ and it means ‘King’.”
“That is so lit,” Lu said. “I’m going to get a tattoo as soon as I can.”
“When you’re forty,” Erika murmured, seemingly busy with the mail.
“Of what?” Whitney said. “A mill? Because some ancestor of ours came from a mill town? Or the owner of one of our ancestors came from a mill town.” They were deep into their genealogy in school now.
“What does ‘Allende’ mean?” Lu asked.
“‘On the other side’. Our whole last name means ‘mill town on the other side’”, Whitney smirked.
“Sorry I didn’t provide you with a more interesting last name,” Erika laughed. Aly headed for her room and Erika called out to her, “You know what it means when a woman cuts her hair, Aly. She’s ready to change her life.”
“I thought I did that already.”
"That change came to you. This one is from you.


◆◆◆
 
For her birthday, the Milton-Allende’s gave Aly a gift certificate to Restore at the Lakes, a day spa on west Sahara. So the Saturday before her birthday she took herself for a day of pampering, something she had never done before.
The interior of the spa was much like Erika’s living room, white with cool blue and green accents. The burble from a grey stone water fall started the relaxing as soon as she entered the lavender scented reception area. What must it be like to work here?
As she stepped up to the counter to address the receptionist, a boyish woman, a little younger than herself and dressed in the white and blue uniform of the spa, stepped out from the back. She was white, slim, a little taller than Aly, with dark brown hair cut very short on the sides, with a wavy mass on top. Her eyes, ocean blue, were beautiful in color and expression.
Aly’s eyes met hers and they held as the woman passed behind the receptionist and through another door. Aly stood for a moment with her mouth gaping open.
“May I help you?” the receptionist asked and the spell was broken. She showed her the gift certificate and was given a menu of options. She bought a package that included a scented, warm bath, a deep tissue massage, and a facial.
And so began what should have been two of the most relaxing hours of her life. But the relaxation was interrupted so regularly by sightings of the adorable attendant that she realized they were not accidents.  They intersected each time Aly moved from one room to another. And the attendant came into Aly’s rooms under pretexts like restocking towels or lotion or hot rocks. And each time their eyes would meet and lock. No, this was flirting, not coincidence. So Aly found that she could never fully relax in anticipation of another look.
But this was not a bad thing. It had been a very long time since she felt an attraction like this. She didn’t count sometimes losing the ability to breath or her heart accelerating around Erika. These she considered generic biological responses to a very attractive, but cold and, anyway, unobtainable woman. These feelings for the adorable attendant, however, felt like a possibility.
She was soaked, oiled, rubbed, and thoroughly dug into, so she was relaxed but foggy-headed when she changed into her street clothes afterward. She wondered if she was bold enough to ask out the adorable attendant. All the doubts were there: What if she’s not gay and I’m misreading her? Maybe she thinks I look like someone she knows. Maybe she’s nearsighted and just happened to be looking my way each time. What if she’s gay but not available? She didn’t even have her name. She tried to read her tag when she passed close by once but it was  in a dark hall and she couldn’t make it out. And now, when Aly was leaving, she was nowhere to be found.
She emerged into a mild October day, conflicted. No one online had sparked her interest like this. But could she just go back in, describe the adorable attendant to the receptionist, and ask to see her? And then what? Ask her out right there? It was too exposing.


◆◆◆
 
“Earth to Aly.”
“What?” Aly looked at Erika. They were in the kitchen Sunday morning and Aly’s mind was miles away. Really, it was at Restore at the Lakes.
“That must’ve been some massage. Are you done with that plate?”
She looked down at her empty plate and handed it to Erika. “Thank you.”
But then her mind was off again, thinking about the adorable attendant. Should she pursue this or let it go? It was frightening, but she had to get back out there. Or did she? What did she want? Something serious seemed so, well, dangerous. Just thinking about trusting again made her stomach churn.
And, anyway, was she in any position now, working for the Miltons, to consider something serious? But then there was what Anita said about dating to just get used to it.
And if she did find someone she learned to trust over time, did she want to be married again? Yes, she thought she did, someday, if not now. She liked being married. She liked having a partner in life. Or at least the illusion of it, because of course Toy wasn’t truly a partner, was she? But, yes, Aly valued what she thought they had. And if she wanted that again, someday, she was going to have to get back out there and start moving toward it.
She cleared her throat. “After your divorce how long before you dated again?”
Erika was loading the dishwasher. “Eight months, I think? Too soon. I wasn’t ready. It was a while again after that.” She caught on. “Oh, is that where you are? Have you met someone?” She smiled at the idea.
“Not really. I saw someone. It’s the first time I’ve been interested.”
“Ah. At the spa?”
“Yeah. She works there. But I didn’t get her name. Oh, hell, I don’t even know if she…but I think she was flirting with me.”
“What does she look like?” Whitney called from the couch. The girls had the television on an absurd teenage obstacle course competition and were absorbed in their devices. Or so Aly thought. She described the adorable attendant. “What does she do there?”
Aly realized Whitney was looking up the adorable attendant on her tablet and went to look over her shoulder. She had found the website for Restore at the Lakes and was looking at the employees. “Is this her?”
It was. “Kylie Eben,” Aly read.
Whitney quickly went to Facebook and found her. “She’s thirty two and studying to be a massage therapist while she works as an attendant at Restore at the Lakes and waits tables at Mimi’s Café.”
“Industrious,” Erika said from the kitchen. “Does she even have time to date?”
Whitney handed Aly her tablet. “Here. Send her a message.”
She backed away. “No way!”
“Why not?”
“That’s too…I’m a complete stranger to her. I was thinking of waiting for her after work one day.”
“You mean, like, stalk her?”
Aly hadn’t looked at it like that. Could she just contact her on Facebook? That wasn’t too intrusive?
“Too bad you don’t have her phone number,” Erika said. “You could get her with your sexy husky boy voice. She wouldn’t be able to refuse.”
Aly froze. Sexy? Women often commented on her voice. Usually it was positive, though not always. But the Ice Queen found it sexy? She felt uneasy.
“Here,” Whitney said, poking at the tablet. “I’ll go to your page and you can send her a message. Put in your password.”
“Aly might want to do that in private, honey,” Erika said.
“I’ll have to think about it,” Aly said, a mass of confused feelings about Kylie Eben, contacting a stranger on Facebook, and Erika thinking her voice was sexy. She went to her room to sort out her feelings.
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Why would it be significant that Erika thought her voice was sexy? Aly wondered as she straightened up her room. She clearly thought there were attractive things about Erika. If she didn’t find something attractive about a woman right off, she did after she’d known her a while. She’s a lesbian. She’s attracted to women. Why would Erika be any different? They were just random bits of attraction that amounted to nothing. On both sides.
With Erika out of the way, she was free to think about contacting Kylie on Facebook. What did she have to lose? Maybe a little pride if it went wrong. But if she didn’t contact her she could be missing out on an opportunity. She went to Facebook on her laptop, found her, and sent a private message. “Ignore this if it’s inappropriate. I’m Aly Wong and I saw you at Restore at the Lakes yesterday. I think we flirted. I’d like to see you again. Accept my Friending if you’re interested. If you do not I will leave you alone.” Then she pulled up a movie on Netflix, which she was unable to follow, and did her laundry.
If Kylie was working, which seemed likely given what was on her Facebook page, she checked Facebook during lunch because that is when Aly’s friend request was accepted. She also sent a message. “Hi, Aly! I’m happy you contacted me. We *were* flirting! I was busy when you left and was sorry to miss you. I could not contact you because of company policy. I’d like to see you again too. Tonight too soon? I’m out at 5 and we could just hang out.”
Aly’s heart was pounding and she felt ridiculously happy. I’m like a teenager. She liked that Kylie followed the rules at work. It showed integrity. But something about the “just hang out” felt…off. It was what she did in high school. She’d prefer more concrete plans, something like, “Let’s meet at such-and-such at X p.m.” But wasn’t she just quibbling? What was the difference if they decided what to do now or when they met? Maybe she was just looking for something to be wrong. She wrote back, “I will be outside at 5.”
She told the Miltons she had a date that night, but did not mention the “just hang out”. She would be embarrassed to say it in front of Erika. Whitney and Lu were, of course, excited. In fact, they were incredibly supportive and encouraging, as always. Whitney even said she was proud of Aly.
Erika was amused at her girls’ responses and only called out “Good luck” when Aly left to meet Kylie later that afternoon.
Aly wore blue jeans and tucked in a red cotton V-neck T-shirt. She brought a light, grey fleece jacket for the cool October evening. Did employees leave the spa by the front door or another entrance? She parked in a place near the spa that would cover all contingencies and leaned against her car so Kylie could find her easily. 
Promptly at five the front door opened and Kylie emerged in black jeans and a long short sleeved grey T-shirt bunched at the hip. She spotted Aly right away, beamed a dimpled smile, and walked toward her, one hand in a pocket. She looked a little shy as she said, “Hi!”
“Hello,” Aly said, her mouth dry. She had thought of  something they could do. “Do you want to go to Starbucks and talk?” she asked, pointing to the one across the street.
“Sure.”
Why do I feel sixteen? Aly asked herself as they crossed the street together. “How was your day?” God, is that the best I can do?
“Better, once I heard from you. I was really sorry to miss you yesterday.” Kylie had a medium range voice that could belong to a young boy or a teenage girl. “I got busy just when you must’ve left.”
It was a dimly lit Starbucks, with the usual minimalist light wood, steel, and glass fixtures, and shelves cluttered with coffees and their accouterments. They ordered their coffees, each paying for her own, and sat on high stools at a small, round table against a wall.
Aly continued to take charge and drew Kylie out. She learned that she had not updated her Facebook page since she dropped her job at Mimi’s Cafe. It had been too much on top of working part time at Restore and going to school. She felt the job to keep was the one where she was likely to find employment when she finished school in three months. She had moved in with her sister - also a lesbian - and her sister’s girlfriend to make expenses. Aly could relate to the need to rely on family for a while.
She found Kylie engaging once she relaxed and was animated. Despite her open flirting with Aly the day before she had an appealing shy gentleness. Aly told her about herself, including that this was her first date since her divorce two years ago. “Wow,” was all she said. Aly wasn’t certain if that was for Kylie being her first date or for it having been two years. Maybe it was for both.
She subsequently discovered that Kylie had never been in a relationship longer than two years. The closest she came to a commitment was when she lived with someone for eighteen months.
Kylie asked her if she liked bar bands. She liked to go to bars where new bands were playing. Usually they were pretty bad and that could be funny, but sometimes there was something real and exciting and she liked the idea she was in on the ground floor of a group that could catch on. “Have you ever heard of Raging Horses?”
“I think so. Aren’t they alternative or indie?”
“Yeah, a little retro-grungy. I saw them when they were nothing…” With that, Kylie was off and running, and Aly could see this was a real passion for her. In the end she asked Aly if she wanted to join her that night to see a new band at a bar nearby. “We could have some dinner, if you like bar food, and see a little of the band before it gets too late. I know you get up early.”
Why not? Let’s give this a chance.
She was home just after eleven. Everyone was in bed. The greasy bar food had given her indigestion and the music had been terrible. The band couldn’t seem to decide who they were, playing covers of everything from country to alternative rock and some of their own music, which seemed just as unfocused. Kylie, though, had enjoyed how terrible they were, and Aly had enjoyed watching Kylie. She was not just nice to look at but she was sweet and had a certain innocence. Is that just another word for immature?
As soon as she stepped into the house from the garage and her life there came rushing over her, Aly was struck by the contrast between Kylie and Erika. One was, despite her age, still somewhere in young womanhood, and the other was fully a woman in every way. But she felt it was unfair to compare. There was a ten year age difference between them, and Erika was leagues beyond Kylie in so many ways. And, of course, beyond Aly, so who was she to compare them?
But still, she couldn’t help but feel that if she had met Kylie just after her divorce the fit would have been better. She identified with what she saw as her drifty-ness. Her going to massage school was like Aly’s going to medical billing school. It was an attempt to find, if not a calling or career, a more solid form of employment. 
Yet, Aly felt, that somehow since then something had shifted in herself. Kylie was more like who Aly had been than who she was now, even though she couldn’t identify who that was yet. But there was something comfortable about being the more mature one in relation to another that drew her. She was willing to see where it went.
She saw Kylie twice more that week, on Tuesday and Wednesday evenings, her days off from the spa. And both occasions improved on her first impressions of her. They went out to dinner in nice restaurants, taking turns paying, and a more mature side of Kylie emerged. They discussed politics, books, and movies, and Aly discovered that she was a deeper thinker than she initially seemed. She had, no doubt, just been nervous that first time. Aly felt a deepening interest.
On Tuesday night they kissed goodnight at Kylie’s blue Nissan Versa Note in the parking lot of a Red Robin at the Lakes. Aly had picked up the signals that Kylie was attracted to her, not the least of which was her looking often at Aly’s lips. So when it came time to say goodnight, she made her move. Kylie was leaning back against her car and she moved in, one leg between Kylie’s legs, a hand cupping left jaw. Kylie responded eagerly, holding her by the shoulders. It was very nice to kiss someone again.
On Wednesday evening, after Kylie initiated more kissing at her car in the parking lot of a Cheesecake Factory, she informed Aly that her sister and her partner were going to be away over Friday night. She wanted Aly to come for dinner and she accepted, knowing there was more planned for the evening than dinner.
The dating protocol at the Milton’s was that no one could spend the night until she had met Erika. And she could not spend the night when the girls were home until the girls were well acquainted with her. Erika also asked that if she was not coming home one night that she text to let her know, just as a courtesy, so she would know nothing was wrong. And that went both ways. Erika, too, would text Aly if she was not coming home on one of the nights when the girls were away.
Aly wasn’t comfortable telling Erika she didn’t think she’d be home on Friday night. For one thing, it would be embarrassing if she did come home after saying she wouldn’t. She decided that, if it became clear she was staying with Kylie, she would text then.
What talking Aly did about Kylie at home was in answer to the girls’ questions. Yes, she liked her. She’s cute, sweet, intelligent, has some interesting thoughts and opinions. She told them about her plans to be a massage therapist and her interest in bar bands. When Erika was present for these discussions she only listened.
On Thursday, Aly’s birthday, she received flowers from Kylie and, in an email, a gift certificate to Amazon from her mother and Dave. Some other relatives, including Gemma, also sent gift certificates. Her brother sent her a big box of chocolates from Sees Candies, something he did every year after she told him once that the best gift she ever got was that particular box of chocolates from them. And her father, Bill, came down from Reno. He was taking a long weekend, but was flying back the next morning. “I have a date,” he said. “You tell me about yours and I’ll tell you about mine!”
Aly wished he would find someone. If asked before her parents divorced, she would have predicted that her father would be the one to remarry. It was hard for her to understand what Dave saw in her mother, but Linda was better to him than she had been to Bill. Perhaps she had learned. But her father, a sweet, wonderful man, in Aly’s opinion, had, since his divorce thirteen years before, only been in a four year relationship. It ended four years before, to the surprise of Bill and everyone but the woman who left. Since then, he had only dated.
Bill Wong was five ten and had a lean build. Like Aly, he ran. He was more olive toned than his kids and his paternal Chinese grandparents showed in his high cheekbones and single lid eyes. His wore his salt and pepper hair trimmed very short. He was a nice looking man who looked younger than his sixty four years.
He was treating himself to a night in a five star Marriott off the Summerlin Parkway. Aly met him for dinner at an Italian restaurant in the hotel. She didn’t care where they ate.  She just wanted to see her father.
He gave her a light weight kimono style robe made from strips of reclaimed saris. It was a gorgeous multicolored and multi-patterned patchwork, handmade by Indian women, so no two would be alike. “This is beautiful, Dad,” Aly raved. He was a rare man who shopped thoughtfully for others.
They caught up. She told him about Dave, a man her father liked and got along with better than his ex-wife. Dave was recovering well, in fact, feeling better than he had in a long time. She talked about her new situation and the Miltons and how good they were to her. There were no fireworks with Kylie, she explained, but she liked her and it was nice seeing someone.
He, in turn, told her about the woman he was to see on Friday, someone he’d been acquainted with at work for years, but had only recently gotten to know. This brought Erika to Aly’s mind, but she quickly swept her away.
Bill was going to come back for Christmas when Mark came down. “I like this hotel. Maybe I’ll splurge. Your brother can afford it, too.” He then suggested that she come up to Reno next summer. Aly realized she had all of July available when Whitney and Lu would be away with Julio and she could probably take a week off from her billing work. These plans made parting from her father after dinner less painful.
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Aly was nervous. If what she thought would happen Friday night happened it would be the first time in a very long time that she had sex with someone other than herself. She didn’t think she’d forgotten what to do. But she had the usual doubts about what she did do. She knew what worked for Toy. But Kylie would be totally new terrain.
Kylie’s sister’s apartment was in the middle of the city off Jones and Charleston. Apartment complexes in Las Vegas are typically two or three story buildings sprawled across several acres. Once in the complex, the trick is to find the correct building and then the correct side of the building. Kylie’s home was easy because it was far in the back of the complex on the second floor of the north side of a two story building.
Aly’s steps resounded and vibrated up the stone and steel stairs, alerting all on that side of the building that someone had a guest. There were two windows along the landing and two doors facing each other at each end. She found the correct one and was about to ring the bell when Kylie opened it. She had heard Aly’s ascent.
She welcomed Aly into the living room of a small two bedroom apartment. It smelled of garlicky sauce, cooking pasta, and, underneath, dusty old carpeting and upholstery. The room was nondescript. The walls were white, the carpeting beige, the blue couch and two beige recliners timeless and well worn, the end tables and coffee tables generic oak veneer. A flat screen television hung on the wall near the front door, across from the couch. Above the couch was a generic oceanscape print. The only window in the room was a glass door leading to a balcony to the left of the front door. It overlooked the back grey concrete block wall of the complex. Aly was reminded of the view along the hall to Erika’s office at Allende Milton.
A quick tour and Aly learned that the windows along the landing were for the master bedroom, which had its own bathroom suite. Across the living room, past the kitchen that overlooked it and a small nook for eating, was Kylie’s room. Her bathroom, which was also for guests, was across from her bedroom.
Kylie settled Aly on a stool at the bar along the kitchen with a glass of acidic red wine and continued preparing food. It was to be a salad and what seemed to be pasta with a chicken Alfredo sauce. They each spoke briefly about their day. Then Aly talked about Whitney. The mystery of “mikent” had been solved. They had been hearing that word on and off for weeks, but no one could get its meaning out of Whitney. Lu had no idea. Was it a new slang word? Aly had resorted to asking Kylie earlier in the week and she had never heard of it.
It turned out it was not “mikent” but “Mike Kent”. He was Whitney’s crush, a freshman in high school, a year ahead of Whitney. She had met him in the summer at science camp. There was a costume dance at the Verkammer for the high schoolers for Halloween. Whitney, in eighth grade, could only go if she had a date and Mike Kent had finally asked. She was over the moon.
Kylie liked to hear about the girls and Aly liked that. She wanted children one day and Aly liked that, too, though she did not think it would be with her.
“By the way,” she said. “Are you free next Saturday? There’s this Halloween party I’ve been invited to…” She and Erika had received invitations at the beginning of October to one of Anita’s Things. It was to be a no costume Halloween party. (Anita hated costumes). Casual attire, black and white and, please, no orange. This was going to be one of Anita’s big Things where a general invitation was sent to all friends and acquaintances and their plus ones. It was a Mom’s Weekend as well as Whitney’s Halloween dance, but Julio said he’d take the girls that night so Erika was going, too.
Kylie beamed a smile and accepted the date. She had heard vaguely about a woman who sometimes threw big parties for women, but had never met anyone who attended them.
Over dinner, Kylie announced that afterward she was hoping they could watch the last two episodes of the recent season of Game of Thrones. She had them on the DVR and had been burning for weeks to watch them. She and Aly discussed the show before and she knew that Aly followed it, too. Aly had seen the finale, but she could always watch episodes of GOT. They spent the rest of the meal discussing the show.
Aly helped with the dishes after dinner. And with another glass of acidic wine each, they settled on the couch to watch GOT.
While Kylie was rapt with the show, Aly spent much of the evening wondering who would make the move. So far, she had instigated the first meet up, where they went for it, and the first kiss. But Kylie had not been wholly passive, asking her to hear the bar band and initiating the more intense kissing on the second date, and orchestrating that night.
When Kylie finished the show she was full of it and they had to process it, discuss all the implications, and make their projections and predictions about the next season. And as that was winding down Aly took  her hand and started playing with it with her own and one thing led to another and they were soon kissing and touching and fondling and exploring. Eventually, Kylie asked her to stay the night and she agreed and they headed for her bedroom.
It was a simple, neat room, with a queen bed covered in a quilt in shades of blue opposite the door. The headboard, the one end table, and a long dresser  were light wood. A window faced west and the walls were covered in photos, it seemed of friends and family and scenery. While Kylie was in the bathroom, Aly sat at the foot of the bed and texted Erika. “Not coming home tonight.”
To her surprise there was a swift answer. “Thank you.”
She spontaneously speculated about Erika’s whereabouts. It was a Dad’s Weekend. Was Erika out with someone and just happened to grab up her phone quickly? Was she at home all snuggly in her loungewear (darker, thicker, and long sleeved now that it was cooler) and under a fleece blanket on the couch watching something on TV? Maybe she was reading in bed. (Did she read in bed?) Behind these speculations was the image of Erika’s sweet, curvaceous, compact woman’s body. Kylie’s boy body was slender and angular and narrow-hipped and nothing like it. She forcefully banished the comparison.
Someone (was it Anita?) once said that if you want to know how someone will treat you in bed just pay attention to how they treat you out of bed. If they are selfish on the streets they will be selfish in the sheets. If they are caring and loving and giving outside the bedroom they will be the same in the bedroom. This had certainly been true with Toy. Aly had learned that if she wanted to reach orgasm she had to manipulate Toy into making love to her first. Because if Toy went first, afterward she suddenly couldn’t understand this insistence among lesbian couples that each gets her needs met every time they made love.
For Aly it was simple. Making love to a woman was a way of caring for her, loving her, nurturing her. Who wouldn’t want to do that for a lover, especially if she was the woman you loved? But Toy, and, Aly knew, many other women, simply didn’t see it that way.
So Kylie was as receptive, gentle, and thoughtful a lover as she was a person. It was satisfying, if ephemeral, sex. Aly wanted more someday. Something more earth and fire than air. But, for a start, this was nice.
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Aly woke up early, as usual. It wasn’t quite six. Kylie had to be at work by nine and she knew she had set an alarm, so she let her sleep.
She smelled of sex and needed a shower. Should she wait for Kylie? What if they ran out of time? She couldn’t go home like this. She found a towel in a linen closet just outside the bathroom and showered. Afterward, she found ground coffee in the refrigerator and made it in a drip coffee pot. It was Sunday and she had gotten used to bagels on Sunday so she left a note in case Kylie woke up and went to get some. She did not wake up while she was gone.
But she was up at seven thirty. She gave Aly some nice loverly kisses and was grateful for the coffee and bagels. She showered and put on her spa uniform. She had long standing plans with a friend for that evening, so they made plans for Monday night. Kylie was really looking forward to the party Saturday.
They went down to their cars together and when Kylie kissed her goodbye she said, “Last night was really nice.”
Yes, that’s the word.
Aly didn’t feel like going straight home. So she rolled up Charleston to stop at Whole Foods for a box of a particular muesli she liked. The parking lot was filling with Sunday morning shoppers. She didn’t feel like a crowd, either. She went straight to the cereal aisle.
“What are you doing here?”
Aly’s heart accelerated at the sound of the familiar voice behind her left shoulder. She turned to see Erika smiling at her. She cleared her throat. “Oh, hi.” She raised the box of muesli. “Almost out and I forgot to put it on the list.”
Erika had a hand basket and raised it for her to put the box in. From the start, she had determined to not feel awkward about Erika paying for her food. It was part of her compensation. Of course she made small trips like this to buy things all the time and did not charge them to Erika. But if Erika was there and was offering, she went along. She put the box in the basket.
“I mean, where’s Kylie? Assuming you were with her last night?”
Good god, am I blushing? Nonchalant, nonchalant. “Working.”
“Ah.” She nodded. Then she lifted a bottle of wine from among the sundries in her basket. “Something new to try.”
Aly thought of the acidic wine from the night before. It wasn’t that Erika bought high end wines. She bought wine where she found it. Costco, the grocery store, a liquor store. She liked to find new ones to try. She was certainly no connoisseur herself. Aly bet when  she started out she drank a lot of cheap, acidic wines, too.
“But it’s white,” Erika continued.
“I’ve been drinking whatever you pour.”
“I know. But I know you prefer the red ones.”
“I liked that Riesling.”
“That’s true.” They were walking toward the registers together. “Where did I get that? I should get some more.”
That was typically thoughtful of Erika. Their easy companionability was not lost on Aly. But she had seen Kylie only how many times? Four? And each time they were easier together, and then last night…Why was she always comparing her to Erika? It was a totally different situation. She had seen Erika everyday for three months. Of course she’s more comfortable with her. It would be more appropriate to compare Kylie to Toy, anyway. New lover to old lover not new lover to…boss-friend?
But then she often found herself comparing Toy to Erika, too. Not as lovers, of course, but as people. These just were not fair comparisons. Erika was…Aly looked at her, right next to her perusing magazines on the rack as they waited in line at the cashiers. She was wearing blue jeans and a light striped black and brown sweater. The brown blended with her skin so the black stripes popped out. She had black old fashioned sneakers on her feet. She seemed to favor sneakers…
Her mind wandered affectionately onto Erika’s loveable habits. How cuddly she was in her inevitable soft cotton loungewear. If she was not going out and no one was coming over, that was all she wore. Of course there was the fast food and wine. No matter what she said, it really was all about McDonald’s for that woman. Her nightly chamomile tea. Her love of the view from her patio. Her childlike delight in electrical storms. Her eclectic taste in music, which so far included country, R&B, pop, dance, and, when she worked at home, classical, something Bianca had turned her onto. (Erika favored Bach). And there was her endearing way of offering little gifts of small pleasures and her disappointment when they didn’t please. It was not that  she wanted others to like what she liked, but simply that when a gift failed she seemed to think she had in some way, too. And of course there was what was paramount, her fierce love for her girls…
What happened to the Ice Queen?
Panicky fear flashed over Aly, as though a barrier she did not know was protecting her had fallen.
“What are you doing today?” Erika asked as they arrived at the cashier.
Aly, breathless and shaky, quickly pushed away her thoughts and feelings. Her fear evaporated, leaving behind a residue of vague uneasiness. “I have to get something black and white for Saturday.”
“Me too!” Erika said as she pushed her debit card into the machine to pay. “Well, white, anyway. I have black slacks.” She punched the buttons to answer the questions that came up and put in her PIN number. “I’m actually just passing time here before going to the mall. You want to go together?”
“Okay. Sure.”
Aly felt her day had taken an unexpected turn. But why? She meant to go shopping anyway.
They stopped at home to drop off the groceries and Aly’s car. The day was going to warm up so Erika changed into a long, fluid, cobalt crew neck T-shirt. Aly, who was wearing her clothes from the evening before, changed into fresh underwear, blue jeans, and a long red fitted V-neck T-shirt bunched at the hip.
As they headed down the hall to the garage Erika said, “I mean this in a good way. You’ve put on weight.”
“You say that from behind me. Is it all in my ass?”
“You don’t have an ass, honey, you white,” Erika laughed. Then, seriously, “You’ve filled out all over. You look good. Healthy.”
“Well, thank you. For the filling out. Not the ‘no ass’. I’d like some,” she said getting into Erika’s car.
Erika laughed again. “Can’t help you there.”
This time when Erika turned on the car it was     Ke$ha.
It was very loud and she shut it off. 
“You’re going to go deaf before you’re fifty."
“Probably.” Erika slipped on her aviator sunglasses and Aly looked out the side window.
On the way to Downtown Summerlin, which was not a downtown but an outdoor business, entertainment, and retail development in the southern section of the Summerlin community, they fell into their default topic, the girls. They discussed Mike Kent and Whitney’s first date. “Thirteen is so young, Aly.”
“You were fourteen.”

"A year makes a difference at that age.”
“Not to parents. You’d say the same thing if it was a year from now. You know at forty two how ridiculously young she is. But she doesn’t feel that way. It’s the natural time for her to start.”
Erika was quiet for a few blocks. Then she said softly, “You are wise, Aly Wong.”
Aly was struck, not by Erika’s words, but by how they came out softly, after reflection. As though Erika really believed these generous things she said about her. A few weeks before, she felt panic at the thought that Erika saw something in her that wasn’t there and would expect things of her she couldn’t deliver. But this time, she only felt wonder.
She had been out with Erika before, always shopping, to Costco or Whole Foods, and a couple of times to other stores. But each time they had the girls with them and Erika was mom and Aly was the childcare assistant. She would hang back, just a bit, to let Erika be with her girls. She was, in her mind, the help, the back-up, though Erika and the girls never treated her that way.
Alone with her, the habit of hanging back was with her still. She walked a little behind, like a Prince Consort to his Queen, and she hung back while Erika shopped if she wasn’t perusing something herself. It wasn’t that she was her employee. She knew Erika wasn’t looking at her that way that day. It was that Aly felt they were not in the same stratum.
The shopping mall of Downtown Summerlin was made to look like a downtown with shops along wide sidewalks and streets. They stopped in small boutiques as well as the larger anchor stores. Aly wanted black jeans that fit at the hip and a matching belt for Halloween and beyond. Those were easy. She wasn’t sure about the top, though. A fitted T-shirt or something dressier? Erika had something in mind for herself and after a couple of misses at boutique stores she found at Dillard’s the kind of sharply cut top she favored, and that Aly thought looked so good on her.
They were in Macy’s when Erika pulled out a simple, trim button down with darts front and back. “This would look good on you. You have great shoulders.”
You look good. Great shoulders. Sexy voice.
Aly tried it on and it fit her as if it was tailor made. Only the darts in front ran from her breasts down and she wondered if she had enough to justify any emphasis.
“You have a nice handful. They’ll do,” Erika said matter-of-factly.
Handful. Whose hand?
As Aly bought the blouse she thought of how casually one woman could talk to another about the advantageous features of her body and it meant nothing. Only with lesbians it was more complicated. Aly knew about hiding feelings. When only two percent of the female population was available to you, you learned very young to disguise your whole opinion. Does “you have great shoulders” mean “they’re one of your best features” or “I find them hot”? Certainly, with straight women she would not share all of her opinion if it went beyond an observation. But also with other lesbians she would hold back when she didn’t want her attraction to be revealed.
However, she had no illusions about Erika. If Erika was out of her league, she was in a league Erika certainly didn’t consider.
Shopping done, they went to the food court for lunch. “You want McDonald’s,” Aly said as they looked at the options. “You know you do.”
“But there’s no wine to make it complete. We’re done here aren’t we? Why don’t we go out for a real lunch?”
“Okay. But I’m buying. It’s my day off so you don’t have to feed me.”
Erika laughed. “I will not argue with that.”
They chose Mexican, and Erika drove them across the parking lot to Pancho’s. It was busy but they were seated right away at a table against a wall. The atmosphere was outdoor villa, bright, airy, and timelessly Mexican.
“I’m driving if you want wine,” Erika said.
“I don’t drink during the day. Puts me to sleep.”
“Me too.”
They both chose iced tea. Tortilla chips and salsa arrived, they made their choices from the menu, and sat back to munch.
“So how are things with Kylie?” Erika asked. “I guess you like her.”
Oh, my god. Kylie. Aly had hardly thought of her all morning, except in the background, vaguely, as the one she was going to Anita’s Thing with. She had been completely absorbed enjoying Erika.
“I do. It’s nice, seeing someone. It feels…well, it’s a first step.”
“The first one, after marriage, it’s hard. It’s hard to shift gears from ‘I’m committed to this person for the rest of my life’ to ‘Oh, I can date again.’”
They crunched on chips thoughtfully for a while.  “I guess you were right about my haircut. Signaling being ready for a change.”
“There you go!”
“What was your change? You changed your hair months ago.”
Erika thought about it for a moment. “Huh. Well, now you’ve proved me wrong. Nothing’s changed in my life.”
She dipped a chip in salsa and had it half way to her mouth when she stopped and looked at Aly. For a moment she looked as though she might say something, but instead she brought the chip the rest of the way to her mouth and crunched.
After lunch, which both found heavy, they wandered the stores that surrounded the parking lot to walk off the meal. It was too awkward for Aly to walk behind Erika and speak with her so she walked next to her. Their conversation was relaxed and wide ranging. Aly enjoyed this as a way to get to know her better and she liked what she got to know.
“Thank you for spending the day with me, Aly,” Erika said as they got into the sun warmed car an hour later. “I’ve really enjoyed myself.”
“Me, too.” She regretted that her day alone with Erika had to end and wondered briefly if there was some way to prolong it. Did Erika have plans that evening? But she didn’t want to infringe on her free time and let it go.
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Aly saw Kylie again on Monday and when they kissed goodnight in the parking lot of a bar where they had gone to see a new band, Kylie’s physical response and words indicated she wanted a repeat of Saturday night. But there was no place to go.
Kylie wasn’t comfortable yet bringing someone home when her sister was there and Aly was grateful for this. She would not want her first introduction in someone’s home to be a pass through greeting on the way to sex in the spare room.
It was a little depressing to Aly, who had owned her own home, that she did not have a place to bring a lover. In time, of course, she could introduce Kylie to Erika and have her over when the girls were gone. But she felt all sorts of awkward squirming within at the thought of bringing Kylie into Erika’s home for sex. Maybe if she knew Erika was not coming home one night herself. This idea did not, however, mitigate Aly’s feeling that she was too old to be searching for a way to be with a lover.
On Wednesday, Kylie’s sister and her partner went out for the night, so Aly met her at the apartment after she saw Lu and Whitney off with Julio. Dinner could wait, and they took advantage of the empty apartment and went straight to bed.
It was nice.
Afterward they went out for a late dinner of sandwiches at a Quiznos. Kylie was really looking forward to the party on Saturday. She had decided she would wear the reverse of Aly, white jeans and a black top.
Aly was home by eleven and found Erika in the kitchen making her chamomile tea. She was usually in her bedroom by ten. She seemed distracted.
“You okay?” Aly asked as she got her water for the night.
“Hm? Yeah, I’m fine,” she said. Then, for a moment, she looked like she was going to say something more. But she just smiled and said goodnight.


◆◆◆
 
Whitney was aflutter with nerves on Saturday. She was distracted and there was no keeping her still, though she was as quiet as usual. Lu, on the other hand, was excited, and noisy about it. Since everyone else had a party to go to, Julio planned a special father-daughter dress up dinner at an upscale restaurant just for the two of them.
Erika felt guilty. She sat with Aly at the bar after breakfast. “I should not have my own plans when Whitney’s going on her first date. I should be here to hear all about it when she gets home.”
“Yes, because Whitney is so forthcoming. You know she will go back to Julio’s and close herself in her room and relive it and absorb it and no one will hear peep about it for days until she’s ready to let it out slowly in her own quiet way. Now, Lu, on the other hand, you want to be there for that first date. She’ll come exploding through the door full of it all and talk nonstop for hours.”
Erika cocked her head and studied Aly with her beautiful eyes. “You know them well.”
For a moment their eyes locked and Aly’s heart accelerated. What, Erika? But if she was going to say more it slipped away as Lu came bounding in chattering about what she planned to wear that night.
For the rest of the day Erika was as distracted as Whitney and Lu was bouncing off the walls. Aly was the only one who simply looked forward to the evening.
Finally, the time to prepare came around and everyone felt better to have something focused to do. Whitney was going as Beyoncé. It was mostly about the gold wig and tight, shimmery costume, but there was some facial approximation Whitney and Erika attempted with make-up. Aly wondered if Mike Kent was going as Jay-Z, but Whitney didn’t know. Apparently one was to surprise, not coordinate with, their date.
Julio arrived dressed in a handsome trim blue suit with a silver tie. Lu dressed in a pink trapeze dress with silver slippers and jacket. Perhaps they had coordinated.
Six o’clock rolled around and the chime indicated that someone had crossed the driveway. Whitney let out a nervous moan and went to the door. Everyone gathered a ways behind her, eager to see the mysterious Mike Kent. But when she opened the, it was to a very tall Albert Einstein.
Aly, who was standing behind everyone, saw Erika’s hand go up to her mouth. Julio tucked in his lips and looked at the ground. Lu said, mercifully low, “What is that?”
It was hard to make out the real boy behind the mass of grey hair and bushy grey mustache and eyebrows. He had very white, freckled cheeks and green eyes. At fourteen he was already Julio’s height. A few steps behind him stood his father, a man in his late thirties, a good six inches over six feet, with short, wavy orange hair and very white, freckled skin.
Greetings and introductions were made all around, hands were shaken, pictures were taken, and Julio gave Boris Kent his address so he could drop off Whitney there at the end of the dance. Then Erika shut the front door and everyone but Lu tried not to laugh. She was simply baffled. “Who was he supposed to be?”
“Albert Einstein. A famous physicist,” Erika explained. “Well, she knows him from science camp.”
“Somehow I imagined ‘Mike Kent’ to have a strong jaw and blue black hair,” Julio said.
“You’re thinking Clark Kent,” Erika laughed.
Julio and Lu left for their fancy dinner and Aly and Erika went to their separate bedrooms to get ready for the party.
Aly was driving so Kylie could drink. She knew Erika had plans for dinner before the party, but didn’t know the details. She left before she was out of her room. As a courtesy she texted, “Gone. See you later.”
Erika texted back, “See ya” with a winking emoji.
When Aly picked up Kylie she met her sister, Bryn, who was a forty year old, more filled out version of Kylie. Kylie wanted to be sure they met before they ran into each other some morning. Bryn was making dinner and said hello and waved from the kitchen. Her partner did not seem to be around.
Aly took Kylie to dinner at an Applebee’s on Rainbow that was on the way to Anita’s. The party started at eight but she didn’t want to be there before nine. She knew from past experience that’s when people really began to arrive.
Kylie was alternately quiet and chatty. Aly surmised she was swinging between nervousness and excitement. She remembered being the same way for her first Anita’s Thing.
There was a light but steady stream of cars heading into Spanish Trail when they pulled up to the gate. She assumed most of them were heading for Anita’s. She gave her name at the gatehouse and pulled into the residential enclave.
Large stucco homes surrounded a championship golf course that was built in the eighties and, unlike much of the new parts of the city that were required to xeriscape, they had mature, lush landscaping. It was an oasis in the desert.
So the residential streets would not be clogged with strange cars, Aly had been directed to park at the clubhouse. There they boarded a small shuttle bus to Anita’s five thousand square foot, white stucco, two story Spanish villa on the ninth hole. They disembarked to the sound of dance music pulsing into the street, and she wondered what sort of arrangement Anita made with her neighbors. Maybe she invited them to be the token straight people at the party.
Women, and a man here and there, seemed to be coming from all directions to funnel up Anita’s driveway to her wide front door. Heavy wood double doors were blocked open for the evening. The temperature typically does not dive for autumn in Las Vegas until Halloween, three days away. It was a pleasant, mild night in the low seventies, expected to fall into the low sixties. It was perfect for a party that was open to the outdoors and pretty views of lit homes across the dark golf course.
Anita, the only one dressed all in black, her tight jeans and T-shirt delineating her muscular body, was greeting her guests at the door. She gave Aly a big hug and Aly introduced her date. When Kylie had passed, Anita took Aly’s arm and said in her ear, “Very nice.”
She laughed and waved off Anita's puzzled look. “Inside joke.”
The living room, like the rest of the house, had an old world southwest décor to match the home’s architecture. All of the seats were already filled with women. The living room shared with a large dining room a sliding glass wall that was fully open to a stone patio where women were dancing under fairy lights. There was a barbeque kitchen to the side and a small yard beyond the patio. It was bounded with a low, caped fieldstone wall to distinguish it from the golf course.
“Wow. So many women in one place,” Kylie grinned.
“And it’s not even in full swing yet.”
The dining room table had been removed and there were finger foods on a long buffet against a wall and a bartender in the corner. Aly got herself a glass of wine, all she would have for the evening, and Kylie had a margarita. “To go with the house,” she said.
Down a hall off the dining room that ended in the kitchen they found the toilet with a line already formed. And, in a study nearby, a weed bar, newly legal in Nevada. It had a small sign that said, “Happy Halloweed”. This really got Kylie’s attention, and that was something new Aly learned about her. She smoked some socially in her twenties, but she really preferred wine or beer over hard liquor or pot.
They went outside and sat on the low stone wall and drank and danced a bit. And then Aly saw Cass. A couple of weeks before she found Cass was open to a long talk about recognizing Toni’s growth. So she had news. “We’re talking,” she said of herself and Toni. “I think we might go to counseling.” Aly gave her a hug and introduced her to Kylie.
Aly saw some other friends and acquaintances and played catch up. Even Kylie found people she knew.
About an hour after they arrived, she was standing just on the patio outside the dining room speaking with Kylie when she looked toward the front door and saw a woman she knew. For a half second she was disoriented seeing her out of context. Her mind seemed to recognize and to not recognize the woman at once. I know you, but where do I know you from? And then her mind cleared and she knew. A spontaneous rush of love engulfed her, knocking the wind out of her, and freezing her to the spot.
The last time Aly saw Erika like this across a room at a party she saw the Ice Queen. When had the Ice Queen melted? No, there had never been an Ice Queen. The ice had only been in her own eyes. That Erika never existed. She was a figment of her and Toy’s imaginations. Erika Milton was, as Anita said, a lovely person. She was unfailingly warm, generous, loving, thoughtful. She always had been. She was the loveliest person she had ever known.
She turned away, wanting to cry, but uncertain why. Something unexpected had happened. Some unforeseen bend had come in the road. Only she had already taken it and could not recall when.
“You know what I mean?” Kylie asked and Aly came back to her. She had no idea what she was asking, but it did not seem to matter. Kylie turned to speak to someone else.
Anita was suddenly at her elbow. “Honey, Toy’s here. I didn’t invite her. She came as Delia’s plus one. Not a date, just friends.”
The ground rose firmly under Aly’s feet again, though she remained shaken. She pushed her epiphany to the background to deal with this new situation. It was six months since she last saw Toy. Anita indicated with a lift of her jaw where she was, outside at the edge of the patio. She braced and looked. But it was just Toy. All Aly felt was that she was familiar.
“I’ll go say hello and get it over with,” she said and told Kylie what she was doing.
Toy looked like the Phys Ed teacher she was.  Five foot seven, husky, with the pasty, soft white skin of a Caucasian from the Midwest, grey eyes with a friendly expression, and medium brown hair cut very short. She was dressed in white jeans and a black and white rodeo shirt. Aly recognized the shirt.
Toy watched her approach with a wary expression. But Aly just said hello and they kissed awkwardly on the cheek. The familiar scent and feel of her filled Aly with memories and she felt a bittersweet twinge. “How are you?” she asked.
“I’m okay,” she shrugged. Aly wanted to know if she was working a 12-step program, but it was none of her business. “How about you?”
“I’m really well.”
“I like your hair.”
“Thanks.”
“I’m sorry about the email.” Aly figured she had it planned to get that off her chest as soon as possible. But it was a sign she probably was working a program. “I got scared when I couldn’t reach you. And I was worried about you. I knew Gemma was moving.”
“I landed well. Everything is good.” Then she told Toy, out of courtesy, that she was with a date, her first since, well, them. Her barely concealed surprise told her all she needed to know. She had been dating. For how long? Aly felt a stab of irritation because Toy, who had wronged her, had gone on first. She’ll probably be the first to remarry and have kids, too, she thought bitterly. But she was also relieved, because for the first year after their divorce Toy had wanted her back and she genuinely did not want her hanging on.
“I hear you’re working for the Ice Queen."
Aly flinched. “Erika’s not what we thought. She’s…” Everything, she thought. But she said, “…been very good to me.” She quickly changed the topic. “How about you? How’s school? Are you coaching?”
“It’s all good. We’re winning. We have a chance this year.”
“Good. Good luck,” Aly moved off. “I have to get back…” And she indicated the general direction of Kylie.
So that’s that, she thought as she walked away. Six years together, five of them married, and it comes down to an awkward meeting at a party as though none of that ever happened.
She looked up and Erika was ten feet away, against a stone wall outside the dining room, watching her, her beautiful gold hazel eyes concerned. She stopped. It was almost more than she could take. Erika gave a questioning look and she nodded to let her know that everything was okay. She nodded in return to indicate message received and turned toward a very tall, lean, striking African-American woman with a salt and pepper afro halo. Aly realized the woman had been standing behind Erika when she first saw Erika across the room. Was she with Erika?
Too much, too much. The past and a new, unexpected present were colliding. Aly turned away from Toy, away from Erika, and went down the soft grass to the low stone wall. She sat and looked over the darkened golf course to the lit houses beyond, absorbing the blows of a thousand conflicting feelings.
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After a while she went to look for Kylie. In her wanderings she saw Erika sitting with the tall woman on a couch in the living room, absorbed in conversation. They looked very interested in each other. She turned away and continued her search, eventually finding Anita. “Have you seen Kylie?”
“Not recently,” Anita took her arm. “I’m sorry I got pulled away when you were with Toy. Was she well behaved?”
“Yes, it was fine. I sensed she’s moving on.”
“You want that for her, don’t you?”
“Of course.”
Anita shook her arm and said eagerly, “And I want that for you. So tell me how you met Kylie.”
She told her, and Anita loved the meet-cute and asked for more.  She gave her what she had.
“Honey, it’s a nice start.”
“Yes, that is the word.”
“So tell me about this woman with Erika,” she said, looking in their direction. “It looks, well, like there’s something there.”
Aly did not turn to look. “So she did come with her.”
“Yes. You didn’t know?”
“No.” And then Aly put together Erika’s distraction the night before and all day and her guilt over Whitney. It was because she had a date, too.
“You live with her. Don’t you talk?”
“Apparently not.” She gave a little laugh to make light of it, though she felt anything but light.
“All I know is she’s a pathologist and Julio has been trying to get them together for a while.”
“You have all that information, so why would you ask me?”
“I figured you’d have more!” Anita laughed.
Aly changed the topic to Cass and Toni and they spoke approvingly about them for a moment before Anita had to move on to other guests. Aly eventually found Kylie at the weed bar. If it was just herself she’d leave, but Kylie was having a good, and now very mellow, time. She sat with her and the other smokers for a while, her mind as numb as theirs, but for a different reason.
When she became concerned she’d get a contact high in the weed room she left and got a very pliable Kylie to follow. How many margaritas did she have? Aly had not been keeping count, but she knew at least two. And who knew what she smoked? 
She was emotionally overloaded and did not want any more Erika sightings. Each had brought its own pain. She needed time to think and wondered if Kylie was out of it enough to not mind leaving.
“I got the munchies,” Kylie said.
“Of course you do.” She led her to the dining room and the platters of diminishing food. Kylie’s eyes grew wide with the possibilities and she started filling a plate.
A warm hand in the middle of her upper back and the resulting flutter of her heart told Aly she was not done seeing Erika that night. Her sexy musky perfume hit just as she turned.
“Having a good time?” Erika asked.
Joy and pain clashed in Aly as she looked at her. She felt so much love when she looked at the beautiful, familiar, beloved face that a spontaneous commitment arose in her. I will do all I can to foster your happiness. And the happiness of your girls. She worried that the glow she felt would show on her face, so instead of answering she turned away to introduce Kylie.
Kylie said hello and turned her attention back to her plate. “She’s a little wasted,” Aly whispered to Erika.
 “I am so wasted,” Kylie said, widening her eyes as though that would somehow clear her mind.
“What about you?” Erika asked, looking carefully at her eyes as Kylie moved off.
Aly let her look long enough to see that her pupils were normal and then looked away. “I had a glass of wine a couple of hours ago. I just reek because I was in the weed room with her. Are you having a good time?”
Erika beamed. “I am.” She really likes the pathologist. Aly felt sad for herself, but hopeful for Erika. She so deserves to be happy. “Julio called. As far as he can tell the dance went well. Just as you said, Whitney was quiet. But he thought it was a happy quiet.”
Aly smiled. “Good. We’ll get it out of her in time. Did he and Lu have a good time?”
“Oh, yes. They’re his princesses, you know.”
 “Absolutely.”
Erika gave her arm a squeeze and started moving away. “See you later.”
“I think we’ll be leaving soon,” Aly said, motioning in Kylie’s last direction before she realized she couldn’t see her. “I will see you tomorrow.”
“Yup.”
She watched Erika go, lingering a moment in a cloud of her perfume. She gave herself a moment to let pass clashing spasms of love and regret. Then she went to find her wandering date.
“So that’s Erika. Wow,” she said when Aly found her on the patio dancing with no one in particular. “I’d like to work for that.”
Aly moaned inwardly. It was horrifying to think how she and Toy used to talk about Erika. They were so far off. They didn’t know her at all. From now on, no more judgements about people she didn’t know. Lesson learned.
Towing Kylie along, she found Cass and Anita and said goodnight. It was not yet midnight, but she had to get away and think. She let them think she was leaving because of Kylie. On her way out, she saw Erika in the living room absorbed again with the pathologist and made a point of not catching her eye to wave goodnight.




Part III: Loving Erika
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Twice on the way to Kylie’s Aly had to pull over for her to be sick. She had gorged herself on finger foods and some lucky pedestrians were going to find the consequences of this on sidewalks the next day.
At Bryn’s apartment, as quietly as she could, Aly helped Kylie clean up, went to retrieve her when it seemed she was going to pass out on the toilet, stripped her to her underwear, and put her to bed. Then she undressed and got into bed beside her. She did not want to go home. She was afraid Erika would not come home and that was more than she could bear. How long had she been seeing this woman?
She lay on her back thinking, her left hip against Kylie’s rear end. When had it happened? Because tonight she didn’t fall, but realized she had already fallen in love with Erika. Looking back, she could find no single moment when it happened. That moment of affection in line at Whole Foods was not the first time she felt love for her. It was just the first time she allowed herself to consciously feel it.
She saw how she had deceived herself with the distinction between thinking someone attractive and being attracted to her. Of course she was attracted to her. Her body told her so all the time. Yes, that was biology, but when you pair that with love you have “in love”. And she knew no one else but her father who was as worthy of being universally loved as Erika.
How had she held on to remnants of the Ice Queen when Erika was in no way cold or hard or a perfectionist? That image should have melted from the start. Aly remembered her interest and concern the day she bumped into her at the courthouse, when all of this was set in motion. Since then, she offered only words and gestures of true thoughtfulness and caring. She never raised her voice, was never harsh. If she teased it was gently and with affection, and it never went too far. When she was angry, which was only ever over some injustice, she grew tense, quiet, and grim, but she never lashed out. Sometimes she was irritated or exasperated with her girls, but never truly angry with them. Only once did she show exasperation toward Aly, and even then she caught herself and softened. Erika was not perfect, not even to Aly’s loving eyes. But what Aly loved about her was that she was quick to correct herself or to apologize when she thought she gave offense. She was willing to learn and to grow.
Who knew such a woman existed? She was everything she could want in a life partner. Not just not cold, but warm. She was affectionate and encouraging and -she felt she was safe in feeling this - her thoughtfulness and integrity made her wholly trustworthy.
Her heart soared as she lay there thinking about her. But how could she - drifting, unfocused Aly - ever deserve or inspire the interest of a woman of such intelligence and character? She had held on to the Ice Queen image of her as a defense against exactly what happened. She had fallen for a woman who was completely out of her reach.
Eventually, she dozed off and slept fitfully for a few hours. When she awakened it was to a new, more wonderful world. All she wanted was to see Erika again and just love her as best she could.
She looked over at Kylie, who was stirring a little herself. She was going to have to break it off with her. It was just a small affair for both of them. Kylie was no more serious about her than she was about Kylie. But right now, even though she would never have Erika, she didn’t want anyone else. It wasn’t fair to Kylie. She should give her the space in her life to be with someone who truly wanted her.
Now was not the time to break it off, however. She leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “I’m going,” she whispered. Kylie moaned. “You going to be okay?”
She gave a hoarse, “Yeah.”
“You have to be at work this afternoon. Did you set an alarm?”
“Yeah. My phone. Where’s my phone?”
As she dressed she found her phone on the dresser and left it by the bedside. She kissed her on the cheek again and left the bedroom. It was just after seven and no one else was up yet. After using the toilet, a brush, and some mouthwash in the bathroom, she quietly let herself out of the apartment.
When she got home Erika’s car was in the garage. She felt relieved, but then realized she didn’t know if she had driven. The house was still and dark. She could faintly smell her perfume. Was that from when she left or when she came back? The bagels were at the front door, so she retrieved them and looked down the hall when she came back in. Erika’s door was shut. She was home. But was she alone? Aly felt sick for a moment considering that possibly she wasn’t.
Although tired, she decided to run off some of her nervous energy and made herself a protein drink. She changed, left the house, and headed for the West Beltway Trail. It wasn’t much, more like an access road along the 215. But it was paved and meant for runners and walkers and bikers. She was free to get lost in thought without worrying about cars and driveways.
Over three months she had built herself up to running for forty five minutes most mornings, but today she was home in twenty five. The house was still quiet when she returned, but she felt better. She took a shower, finally washing off the smell of weed, made coffee, and toasted an everything-on-it bagel. After eating she started her laundry and put a movie on in her bedroom.
Around ten she was putting clean clothes away in her closet when she heard the toilet flush beyond her shower. There was a terrible intimacy between her bathroom and Erika's. The toilet space in Erika’s bathroom was behind her shower head. Her toilet and sink ran along Erika’s double sink. Erika’s tub, which she had never heard used, was just beyond her closet wall. Erika's shower, she knew, was on the other side of the tub. She knew if Erika was showering when she heard water running in the pipes. Sometimes she could make out music, or maybe the television, in the bedroom. Often, probably when Erika was putting on make-up, she could hear the murmur of her voice on the phone, or her voice mingling with the girls’ voices. When she knew Erika was in her bathroom, she would stay out of her own.
But that day, after the toilet flush, she stood in her bathroom and listened for voices. She heard Erika running the sink behind her own. Then it was quiet for a while and she headed out of her room under the pretext of going to the laundry room.
She was around the corner from her room just as Erika emerged from the hall. She was rumpled and puffy from sleep and exquisitely adorable.
“Hey, you’re home,” Erika said, her voice rough and weary. She headed for the coffee pot. One did not get between her and her first cup.
“For hours. Been running. Doing laundry. How are you?” She only grunted. “Hungover?”
“No, I didn’t drink much. Just not used to late nights anymore. I’m old.” She put a cinnamon bagel in the toaster.
“When did you get home?”
“After two? Something like that.” She frowned. “Were you home…no, your car wasn’t there.”
Aly went into the laundry room and pretended to do something. How to get Erika to talk about the pathologist? She didn’t know how to act anymore. What was normal? Would the old Aly, the one before the epiphany of love, have asked questions and nosed about? She wasn’t sure. Her need to know seemed so pressing now.
But then she remembered that her commitment was to just love Erika and she relaxed. There was never going to be a time when this relationship went both ways. She needed to let her go. Loving Erika meant she would continue to walk a couple of steps behind her to be there if she needed her.
When she left the laundry room and headed back to her room, Erika was standing with her back against the kitchen counter munching on her bagel and staring into space. Aly settled in her bedroom to watch the movie she had put on and fell asleep.
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By Sunday afternoon, Aly knew more. Erika was slouched in one of the overstuffed loungers by the fireplace on the phone while she ate lunch and pretended to read something on her phone. She assumed from the relaxed intimacy of the conversation that Erika was speaking with Ronnie. She had to know Aly could hear it all and she didn’t seem to care.
The pathologist’s name was Leesa. L-E-E-S-A, Powell. The S was pronounced like a Z. The party was their first date, which Erika did not like to do, but it turned out okay because they spent most of the night just talking with each other. Leesa was fifty. She had three grown children. She played basketball in college. She was intelligent and funny. Erika really liked her.
Julio dropped the girls back just after lunch. Erika had just gotten off the phone and was moving toward the hall when the front door opened. “Well, how was it?” she asked Whitney as she came through the front door. Aly joined them all in the entrance.
Whitney only grunted, “GOAT” and turned left to go to her room, her blue backpack flapping behind her. This was, however, more than Erika expected, and she raised her eyebrows at Aly to indicate she was impressed.
“How about you?” she asked Lu, giving her a hug. Lu was still young enough to accept hugs and to sometimes offer them.
“It was lit!”
“We had a good time,” Julio said. “And now I want to hear all about your date.”
Lu made a face. “You had a date?”
Aly intervened and shuttled Lu to her room to let Erika give Julio the rundown on his apparently successful match making. When they were in Lu’s room and she was helping her put away her dress and overnight clothes, she said quietly, “I think your mom may have met someone she really likes.” Lu pursed her lips. “Don’t you want your mom to be happy?”
“I like things the way they are.”
“Well, I understand that. But your mom loves you and Whitney so much. Don’t you think she deserves someone to love her?”
“We love her.”
“Of course you do. But adults need the love and support of another adult. I know change is hard, but life is change. I mean, look at you, you’ve grown an inch since I’ve been here. That’s change. Good change. Not all change is bad.”
Lu did not seem convinced, so she cheered her up by asking about her dinner the night before and letting her prattle. When she came out, Julio was calling out goodbye to the girls and Erika passed on her way to her bedroom. She went to her own room where, she knew, if she stood in her closet, she would hear the shower in Erika’s bathroom.


◆◆◆
 
Aly felt there was something she had to do in case she slipped and a look or something from her could be interpreted, well, correctly, as interest in Erika. She had to lie. It was over something, she realized, that should have come up between them earlier, even before she knew she was in love with Erika. So, after dinner on Sunday, when the girls were not around, she went out to speak with her. She found her, again, in front of the fireplace in one of the plush loungers, this time reading her tablet and with the fire on. It was not yet truly cold enough for a fire, but the gas fire was more for effect without the blower on. Perhaps, Aly thought, as the temperature dropped outside, the fire replaced the view outside for Erika.
She sat on the leg extension of the other lounger. “I want to talk to you about something awkward.”
Erika was already looking at her expectantly. Now she sat up, put down her tablet, and folded her hands in her lap. “Okay.”
“Last night, at the party, when anyone knew I worked for you, they’d say, ‘She’s so attractive, so how could you not -’”
Erika rolled her eyes and nodded. “Yes, yes, I got it too.”
“You did?”

"'How could you have someone so cute working for you and not…’”
"Oh." Aly was surprised, both because people thought she was cute and that anyone would think a woman like Erika could be interested in her. “Well, I just want you to know that there is no interest on my part. At all.” She realized how that could sound. “I don’t mean to be insulting. I mean, you are attractive, of course, and I like you…”
Erika laughed awkwardly and waved this off. “Don’t worry about it. If I thought there was any possibility that either of us…I wouldn’t have hired you. It’s a professional relationship.”
“There’s a big difference between thinking someone is attractive and being attracted to them.”
“Absolutely.”
“Okay, good. Well, that’s done." She stood up.
“We probably should have had this talk a while ago.”
“But why would we? There’s no issue for us. It’s other people.”
“That’s true.”
Aly moved around the extension of the lounger and headed for her room. Before she reached it, Erika said, “Hey, Aly, I heard what you did for Cass and Toni.”
She was confused. “I don’t…what did I do?”
“Anita told me you gave Cass a good talking to and now they’re trying to work it out.”
“Oh.” She shook her head. “I just thought she was about to give up on a good woman. They’re not easy to find.”
Erika laughed. “You have that right. If you find one, hang on.” And then, as Aly turned away, she said, “I hope Kylie knows she has one.”
A mixture of feelings swirling, Aly wanted to run away, but turned back. “Oh, that’s coming to an end. I just haven’t done it yet.”
“Ah,” Erika said, not seeming too surprised. “Was it the pot?”
“No. It was never going to be…It was just a start. I want something more.”
Erika nodded, her face softening. “You deserve all you want, Aly.”
“Thank you,” She turned away quickly. “Good night.” Oh, Erika, you’re all I want. Stop being so good to me.
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The Verkammer School put on a carnival on Halloween evening for students and their families each year. There were games and a charity raffle in tents in the parking lot, and trick-or-treating through the classrooms. Costumes were optional, and both Whitney and Lu felt they were too old for dress up.
High school students were paired and given a group of younger children to escort through the halls. Whitney was looking forward to doing that next year as it signaled a stepping away from childhood. But this year still had the compensation of appeasing her sweet tooth with trick-or-treat candy. When Aly let them off in the morning, both girls were looking forward to the entire school day being devoted to decorating rather than to classes.
Erika came home at five and they had an early dinner as the festivities at school started at six. Aly had plans to go to a bar later and see a new band with Kylie. She was going to  break it off with her that night and was distracted with imagining scenarios for doing so.
She was eating dinner when her phone rang and she saw it was Calista Marchek, Toy’s mother. Her first thought was that Toy had mentioned seeing her at the party and Calista wanted to get back in touch. She and Aly were close until she had to support her daughter through the divorce. Aly understood, but they had never spoken again. “Hi, Calista, I’m eating dinner, can I…”
“Aly, Toy’s been arrested,” Calista said without preamble, her husky smoker’s voice flat with weariness. “She’s in jail.”
“What? When? For what?” Shock and confusion swirled in Aly. She was dimly aware the Miltons were looking at her. She signaled her apologies and, stepping away from the bar, turned her back on them.
“She’s been stealing from the school.”
She let out her breath and looked toward the ceiling. “Oh, are you kidding me?”
“I know. I know.”
Aly took a deep breath and let it out. It wasn’t her business anymore. She had to let it go. “Thank you for letting me know. Is there anything I can do for you?”
“I was hoping you could help bail her out.”
“She’s not my wife anymore. This is not my problem. And, frankly, it’s not your problem, either. Let her lawyer take care of her.”
“Oh, Aly, don’t say that. She’s my child.”
“I know. And I know she’s ill. But she has to want help. She makes her own problems. Maybe you should let her sort them out for herself.”
“How did you get so hard? You didn’t used to be like this.”
“I got hurt, remember? I’m not going to put myself in that position again. If you need me, I’ll be there for you. But I am not going to bail her out, in any sense.”
Calista hung up without another word.  After a moment Aly turned back to the Miltons. “Sorry.”
“Toy?” Erika asked, her eyes concerned.
The girls started clearing plates. Aly signaled she was done with her dinner. Before she answered she looked at them, but figured they were old enough to hear. “She’s in jail.”
“Oh, wow. What happened?”
“Stealing from the school or something.”
“Do you want me to look into it for you? I have connections.”
“Oh, no, you don’t have to do that.”
“It’s not a problem. I can find out more tomorrow,” Erika drew her phone forward and pulled up a note app. “What’s her full name?”
“Victoria Danielle Marchek.” Aly spelled the last name. Then she excused herself and went to her room.
She was sitting at her desk, but facing away from it and staring into space, when she heard Erika knock on the wall of the alcove outside her room. Her door was open. “Aly?”
“Yeah, come in.”
Erika appeared in the doorway. She hadn’t changed from work and still wore a brown suit. She cocked her head in concern. “We’re leaving. You going to be okay?”
“Yeah. I’m supposed to see Kylie. I was going to break it off…I can’t face that now.”
“No, not now. Look, we’re not staying too long tonight. The girls have school tomorrow. If you need to talk when we get back…”
“Thank you. Enjoy yourselves.”
“Well, I’m sure they’ll enjoy themselves. Somehow it’s not my thing.” Erika left, waving a hand behind her.
Aly called Kylie and told her what happened with Toy and that she was not coming out. “Why? You’re out of it aren’t you?” Kylie asked.
Aly absorbed this blow and then cut Kylie some slack. She had never been in a long term relationship. Quietly she said, “The woman I loved and had intended to spend the rest of my life with is ill, has committed a crime because of it, and is going to go to prison. So, yes, I’m out of it, but I still care.”
“Well, if you change your mind and don’t want to spend all night moping I’d like to see you. You know where to find me.”
Aly debated leaning on Erika. But why not? Maybe Erika would never love her the way she wanted, but she could still lean into the love Erika offered.
So when the Miltons came home just before nine she went out and the girls gave her a rundown on what they played, what they won, who they saw, and showed her their haul of candy. Then they were off for showers and late bedtimes.
Erika had gone to change into her loungewear and she came out and offered Aly chamomile tea. “You must have gotten a bad brand before.” Aly agreed to try chamomile tea again and they settled on the couch.
Aly began with, “I keep picturing her in prison, like on Orange is the New Black…” She detailed her sadness, her anger, her confusion over how this could happen to someone she loved, how it seemed like Toy wasn’t who she loved, like her disease had taken her over. Then she ended up telling Erika about how she and Toy met. They first saw each other when Toy was meeting a friend of Aly’s after connecting with her online. That had not worked out and Toy later thought, why not? And asked her out. She detailed falling in love, dating for three months, living together for nine, and then marrying in Vancouver on the anniversary of their first date.
Then the clues she missed, as detailed by Toy’s lawyer. She was buying things on credit cards Aly didn’t know about, storing them in a storage unit she also didn’t know about, and selling them on eBay to convert them into cash for gambling. “The biggest blow to my self-esteem was finding out how completely blind I was."
“When people want to deceive they do. I see it all the time. You loved her. You trusted her.”
“Shouldn’t it be the other way around? Trust, then love.”
Erika laughed. “I don’t think our hearts work that way.”
I trust you. I’ve watched you every day for three months. I’ve seen your integrity. Is that why it felt safe to fall?
She basked in the warm embrace of Erika’s genuine interest and concern. Erika listened, she drew her out, she didn’t judge. It was all balm to her pained soul when it came to Toy, but it pained her in other ways. What the hell am I doing?
I can’t spend the rest of my life pining for you. I can’t do that to myself. But it was more than she could process for now.
It was after Erika’s normal bedtime when Aly was finished. She rose and thanked her and Erika rose, too, and gave her a hug. “Of course.”
She wanted to pull Erika close, to feel the length of her body against her own. But she let Erika dictate the style and length of the hug. It was a friend hug, across shoulders only, of a few seconds.
As they moved away from the living room Erika cleared away the mugs. “What did you think?” she asked, raising Aly’s empty mug, looking hopeful.
Aly hated to disappoint, but she was honest. “Tasted like soap.”
Erika’s brows contracted endearingly. “Hmm.”
“It’s okay, Erika. You gave me more than anything chamomile tea could give.”
She went to bed with the sweet torture of a trace of Erika’s crisp perfume on her neck,
She didn’t sleep well and didn’t run the next morning. She was eating cereal when she felt the familiar hand on her upper back and the next moment was awash in the scent of Erika’s freshly applied perfume. Erika didn’t say anything, but a tablet appeared in front of her. There was a headline, “Lincoln H.S.  Coach Arrested for Stealing”. She took the tablet. It was a brief article that didn’t have many details. However, it was a huge emotional blow to see the familiar name in that context. Toy had stolen from the athletic department of the school. She handed the tablet back to Erika.
“I’ll look into it and call you later,” Erika said quietly.
“Thank you. And thank you again for last night.”
Erika didn’t say anything but rubbed her back and was gone.
Kylie called just as she was getting into Gigi to take the girls, quiet and tired from their late night, to school. “I’m sorry. I was insensitive. I wanted to see you and I was disappointed.”
Aly wondered if Kylie had come to this herself or if she had spoken with someone more mature who had told her this. She realized it didn’t matter any more. “Your apology is accepted.”
“Will I see you tonight?”
“I’ll meet you after your classes.”
Kylie was quiet a moment. “Okay,” she said warily. Aly wondered if she sensed what was coming.
Throughout the day she received calls and emails from family and friends, including Cass and Anita, who had read or heard about Toy. Was it true? They were all so sorry. Did Aly know anything more than was in the paper? Between feeling emotionally drained, answering calls and emails, and emailing others like her father, brother, and Gemma, she did not get much work done.
Even Linda, who never reached out to her, called. “Dave said this is your ex-wife.”
She was not surprised her own mother would not know her former wife’s name. Dave probably put Linda up to the call. “Yes.”
“Did you know?”
“Of course not. I hadn’t seen her in months. We’ve been divorced for two years.”
“Has it been that long? I didn’t realize.”
Erika called in the early afternoon. “It’s been going on for a while, apparently. They’ve been investigating her for months. The evidence is pretty solid. I’m sorry.”
“So I was deceived again. She said she was okay--”
“Aly, let yourself off the hook. You saw her for a few minutes. There was no time for you to detect a deception.”
“Thank you, Erika. For looking into this and for saying that.”
Then came another unexpected blow. “To change the topic…I have a dinner date tonight and I might run late…” It was a Wednesday and the girls had dinner with Julio, but they might be back before her.
Aly threw her head all the way back and stared at the ceiling. “I’ll be here.”
“You sure?”
“Absolutely. Relax. Enjoy yourself. You deserve it.”
When they hung up, she crawled onto her bed and lay for a while in the fetal position.
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Aly waited for Kylie at her car at the strip mall in the center of the city where she attended massage school. As Kylie approached she only glanced at her, then opened her car door. “So this is it, huh?” She threw a backpack into the car and turned to Aly. “Was it the phone call?”
“No. I was going to tell you on Monday, but then I got the call about Toy. It’s not anything wrong, certainly not with you. It’s been nice. But, eventually, I want more than nice.”
Kylie nodded. “I know. Me, too. It just sucks to be dumped.”
“You’re not being dumped,” Aly said, stroking her arm. “We’re both just moving on.” She took Kylie into a hug and her narrow body and light earth and yeast scent stirred fond memories of their lovemaking, but nothing more. They kissed goodbye.
As she walked away, she realized why she had been comfortable with Kylie. Just as with Toy, she had been the more mature one in the relationship. In the beginning, she had given a lot of power to Toy’s college degree and career. But, as it turned out, they did not signal maturity or character.
She drove home to be there in plenty of time to watch over Erika’s girls when Julio dropped them off after dinner.


◆◆◆
 
The month of November would turn out to be the lowest point in Aly’s life since her divorce. Toy was probably going to prison. She had said goodbye to Kylie. And Erika was dating Dr. Leesa rather seriously.
That month, Aly did overtime for the Milton-Allendes on Wednesdays and occasionally other days of the week. When Erika mentioned compensating her,  she opened her mouth to protest and then shut it. No, she should get paid. It’s in the contract.
Erika noticed and said, “Good girl,” as she patted her hand.
The lowest point came on a Dad’s Weekend when Erika was gone from Friday night until Sunday afternoon. Aly stayed out of the house as much as possible so she was not reminded by its emptiness that Dr. Leesa was touching, smelling, tasting, and hearing Erika in the most intimate ways.
She went out with Cass on Friday night. And on Saturday, she helped a cousin move so she went home exhausted in the early evening. There she had two glasses of wine and watched an action adventure movie. Images of Erika and Leesa followed her wherever she went, but this way they came in flashes rather than filled her thoughts.
By then she had met the formidable Dr. Leesa when she was brought by to meet the girls one evening. She was impressively intelligent and witty. Erika did indeed laugh a lot on the phone with her and in her presence. Aly’s only solace was Lu didn’t like her. But she did her best to encourage Lu to think of her mother’s happiness. She hoped if she said it enough to Lu she’d feel it herself. But she didn’t like Dr. Leesa, and she wasn’t wholly certain it was only envy.
The kicker in all of this--as though Aly needed another kick--was that after her soul pouring discussion about Toy with Erika, Erika seemed to feel closer to her. This meant she was hearing about Erika’s social life in ways she never had before. And her social life was Dr. Leesa.
Erika regaled her with all of Leesa Powell’s formidable accomplishments. She didn’t just play basketball in college. She played under Pat Summitt in Tennessee and made it to the Final Four. Twice. Then she went on to John Hopkins for a medical degree. After choosing pathology, she pursued advanced degrees in biology and organic chemistry at Harvard. Oh, and, in the meantime, she had married a man and had three children before realizing she loved women.
Leesa Powell was currently a full tenured professor at UNLV School of Medicine. And, in her spare time, she liked hiking, mountain climbing, and ballroom dancing, despite having bad knees from old basketball injuries.
Through all of Erika’s raving about Dr. Leesa, Aly presented a willing ear and supportive and encouraging friendship while she wilted inside. Love her, she would remind herself. You want her to be happy, don’t you?
There was possible consolation for Aly, however. Through all of her admiration for Dr. Leesa, Erika never once spoke about her feelings for her. But Aly didn’t know if not talking about feelings was typical of Erika or if it signaled that she was not truly falling in love. Bianca, after all, was quite accomplished, yet after ten years, Erika found they were ultimately incompatible. Was she about to make the same mistake? Oh, Erika, Aly begged within herself. When you fall, please have it be with someone worthy of you!
She felt that if she knew Erika would be truly happy, it would be not quite so painful for herself.
When she wasn’t being there for Erika, she was quiet and reflective and, at times, undeniably depressed. Erika noticed, but indicated she put it down to her  saying goodbye to Kylie and to Toy’s situation. And, of course, Aly let her believe this.
What she spent so much time reflecting on was what flashed across her mind the evening she spoke with Erika about Toy. She didn’t want to spend her life pining for Erika. As much as she loved her and wanted to be around her, it was a type of torture, even putting Dr. Leesa or any other woman out of the picture.
If Erika was the only concern Aly would leave, maybe even without an adequate explanation. But there were the girls to consider. She knew that when they were babies, Erika worked in a law firm with a nursery. As soon as Whitney was old enough to go to school, they got a nanny, a married woman named Janet. She was with them for six years, through Bianca’s leaving. It was very hard on the girls when Janet’s husband got a job transfer and she left.
There had been logistical problems with Janet living out so Erika wanted a live in next. Casey was great with the girls, but so young that Erika sometimes felt she was a third daughter. For Erika, Aly was the perfect age and situation, barring her falling in love and leaving, which she acknowledged was a possibility.
Aly knew Erika genuinely liked her, and she treasured that. And she knew the girls were fond of her and responded well to her, though she had not been there for very long. She couldn’t bring herself to leave the girls so soon after they had lost Casey. What would be her pretext if she did? She had no better prospect, no love to follow. How would they interpret her abandoning them? She would leave the three of them, and maybe even Julio, hurt and confused.
If she did leave, would it be better to go now rather than to wait for the end of the year when the contract was up? Which was kinder? For herself, now. For them, there was no good time. She was caught.
But then she questioned if she really was caught. How much was she staying for them and how much for herself? Having just discovered her love for Erika,  though it was painful to be around her and not with her, if she was honest, she didn’t want to leave her. And she loved the girls and didn’t want to leave them, either. She loved this family. She loved taking care of them.             
She had no one to talk to about her dilemma. She envied Erika her Ronnie, a lifelong confidante she could trust with everything. There was Gemma, but she was so busy going to nursing school full time and taking care of the kids that Aly could hardly connect with her as it was. She had no real time to speak with Aly at length and with follow up, as she would need. Anything  Aly told Cass would zip around the lesbian community and into Erika’s ear within a week. Anita was a friend to both of them and had put them together. She would be put in an awkward position knowing Aly’s feelings and perhaps even feel responsible. Bill Wong had suffered much for her over her divorce and his worry would only add to her burden. And she and Mark were simply not the kind of close where she could delve deep into her feelings with him.
So Aly kept her own counsel. There were many who knew her who said hers was some of the best counsel you could get. But sometimes she would have liked someone else to unburden on, as she had done with Erika about Toy. Of course, if she was not the object, Erika would be Aly’s first choice to help her sort out any dilemma.
Erika was not the only one with a more active social life in November. Every school day Whitney had friends over to study after school or she went to another’s home. If at home, she and her squad, which consisted of mostly eighth graders but occasionally a ninth grader like Mike Kent, would spread out with their backpacks, laptops, phones, and snacks in the dining room for a few hours after school. Whitney and Mike also went on dates, with the squad, of course. Aly enjoyed watching Whitney blossom and reporting her observations to Erika.
Lu, on the other hand, considered the teenagers with disdain. Occasionally, she had her fam, or two closest friends, Gwena Kung and Byron Frerik, over, or went to their homes on the weekends. But they were still primarily interested in playing games together on computers or consoles rather than just hanging out.
For Aly, the kids were a welcome distraction. She carefully, but unobtrusively, monitored the teenagers from the bar or the couch, taking a break from pondering her own situation.
At Thanksgiving everyone went their own way. The Milton-Allende’s alternated which grandparents they spent Thanksgiving with each year, and this year Erika and the girls left on Wednesday evening to go to Erika’s parents in L.A. Julio went to his mother’s in Phoenix. And Aly spent the holiday with the extended Wong-Rivera-McMahon family. It was the one event each year where the whole clan got together, barring something unusual like Gemma's leaving town. One of the McMahons owned a banquet room and donated it, and everyone chipped in for the feast.
Aly enjoyed her Thanksgiving. It was soothing to be in the embrace of her family and she took comfort in knowing that Erika was not with Dr. Leesa. But that comfort dissolved the next day, when Erika called her in late morning.
“If you have plans tomorrow night, then say no,” she began after greetings and discussion of their respective Thanksgivings. “But if you are available, I’d like to go out with Leesa.”
The Miltons were due back Saturday afternoon and apparently Erika and Leesa couldn’t wait to see each other. Aly was tempted to lie to keep them apart. But it was not in her nature. It was bad enough she’d lied to Erika once already, but that was to spare Erika, and, admittedly, herself, awkwardness.
She cleared her thickening throat. “I don’t have plans. I’ll be here.”
“Thank you. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
I don’t know how much more I can take this,
she thought when they hung up. What’s my limit? She was certain of one thing. If Dr. Leesa ever moved in, she was moving out.
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There were two upcoming occasions for the Miltons that Aly looked forward to as a way to know Erika better. One was Erika’s parents coming for Christmas. Each year, Erika’s mother spent the first week of the girls’ Winter Break with them. Erika’s father came in two days before Christmas. This year, because Christmas fell on the first Monday of Winter Break, they were both arriving Saturday. They would rent a car and stay at the Red Rock Hotel, just across the 215 from The Verkammer.
Erika told Aly that her mother would spend the days from midmorning until after dinner with the girls before returning to her hotel. “She wants to see us, but she likes her space. Anyway, your time with the girls will vary each day.”
The other event coming up was Bianca’s visit in January. She came out each year for the girls’ birthdays, treating them to a weekend in a suite at Aria on the Strip. There was high-end shopping and fine dining. Lu enjoyed the shopping and dressing up, but Whitney did not care for any of it.
Bianca also had a girlfriend the Miltons met the year before. “The Anglo-Egyptian Goddess,” Whitney called her one day, rolling her eyes, as they all sat at the bar for dinner in early December.
Aly looked in surprise at Erika, who said, “Bianca’s term for her, actually.”
“Like something she’d call one of the statues around their mansion,” Whitney continued with disapproval.
The Miltons explained that Bianca and Aziza lived in a huge, white marble mansion in the Hollywood Hills that was built by a movie mogul eighty years before. It had rolling green lawns, flower gardens, statues, fountains, beautiful views of the city, and an Olympic sized swimming pool. The girls spent Spring Break there. Lu loved it because it was huge and there was a lot to explore. Again, Whitney didn’t care for any of it. The highlight of the week for both girls was the last few days spent at Disneyland.
Bianca and Aziza had come out the year before, but they had not seen the new house. This year, Lu insisted they pick up the girls so they could see it. Aly was to meet them. She was very curious about Bianca.
Later, when the girls were in bed and Aly and Erika were in the living room winding down their discussion of the girls’ day, Erika said, “Bianca said they have some important news. I suspect they’re getting married.”
“How do you feel about that?”
“To be honest, I don’t really know. It stirs up a lot of memories. And feelings. I thought I’d spend my life with her, you know?” Aly nodded. She knew. “I guess I’m conflicted. I don’t want to be with Bianca. I know that. And I want her to be happy. But at the same time, I guess it’s another layer of grief. It’s really over. It’s like some part of me had not really gotten that yet. And this seals it.”
So she does share feelings. Aly was grateful that Erika opened up to her so she could know her more, and love her and support her. “I think that’s normal. A divorce is a kind of death, isn’t it? A dream dies. Or an expectation, anyway. And a part of ourselves.”
Erika didn’t say anything, but cocked her head and looked thoughtfully at her. Aly went on, “You’ve seemed quiet and thoughtful lately. Is this what’s been on your mind?”
Erika looked away and seemed to be studying the chyron on the television screen. She looked sad. When she spoke her eyes were still on the screen. “I’m not going to see Leesa anymore.”
Aly was truly surprised. She had no idea anything was wrong. What unexpected relief and joy! But, “oh” was all she said.
She didn’t have to prod for more. Erika turned to her and started talking. She hadn’t told Leesa yet, but she had been thinking about breaking it off for the past couple of days. Leesa had enough of raising children. It seems she would be content dating for the next seven years. But Erika wanted something more, something where she didn’t have to hold herself back. She wanted someone who wanted her so much that the girls weren’t an obstacle. “Of course, ideally, she’d want the girls, too. But maybe that’s asking too much. I’d be satisfied if she just accepted them as part of the package.”
Aly looked down at her hands so Erika could not read her face. You’re not asking too much, she wanted to say. I love all of you already. But she knew she was not on Erika’s radar. She would want someone like Leesa with all that Aly felt.
“And it was more than that,” Erika went on. “I just didn’t fall. I thought I might, at first, but it didn’t happen. There was something…A wise woman--we’ll call her Anita--told me I have another wise woman in my home and I should ask your opinion. Of Leesa.”
“Oh,” Aly was caught off guard. “Um…I only saw her a couple of times. I don’t think I can have an informed opinion of her.”
“But what was your first impression?”

"Oh, don’t go by my first impressions,” she laughed, thinking of her first impression of Erika. “I have been so wrong about people.”
Erika pursed her lips and looked away. She looked displeased, so Aly gave in. “I didn’t like her.”
Erika’s beautiful eyes came back to Aly’s face, but her own face was still a blank. “Why?”
She threw her hands up. “I don’t know. I don’t know her. She was good looking, funny, intelligent. It was just a first impression. Maybe it was just me and I was intimidated.”
“You were intimidated by her?” Erika asked, eyebrows raised in surprise. “I’d think it would be the other way around. And maybe that’s just it. Something in her character that wasn’t complete. I sensed it.”
She was lost in thought again while Aly tried to fathom what Erika just said about her, so matter-of-factly, as though it was a given.
After a while Erika said, “You know what I learned from my marriage? Values are more important than common interests. I thought our love of the law and the girls would keep us together. But they didn’t, because we didn’t have the same values. We lost respect for each other. And that’s what it is with Leesa. She’s interesting and funny. But, putting the girls aside--because I understand being done with raising kids--she and I just don’t have the same values. That showed up in so many little ways.” Her face cleared and she beamed at Aly. “Thank you. It’s been bothering me. There was something off and I couldn’t put my finger on it. I was afraid I was making a mistake letting her go. Now I see it would be a mistake to not let her go.”
“I didn’t do anything,” Aly said quietly. “You figured it out.”
“No,” Erika reached forward and touched her hand briefly. “You were honest and I value your opinion. I was interested in Leesa’s opinions. I don’t know that I can say I valued them.”
Aly still could not see what she had done. She gave an uninformed opinion that was probably based on her own insecurity. But Erika didn’t seem to be comparing Leesa to Aly’s impression of her. Aly couldn’t quite make out what comparison brought Erika clarity.
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Erika broke it off with Leesa on a Friday. It did not go well. Apparently, Leesa was taken by surprise. She felt stronger about Erika than Erika knew. Aly could relate, but of course did not share this with Erika.
Erika explained to her the next morning that she did not go into values and character with Leesa, but focused on not wanting to have to hold herself back until her daughters were fully grown. Despite Leesa’s claim of caring for her, her parting shot was to tell Erika she was unrealistic. A woman with growing children could not be choosy.
“She may be right,” Erika said. “But if I had any lingering doubts about breaking it off, she wiped them away with that.”
Still, Aly could see that even though Erika felt breaking it off was the right thing to do, it hurt her to be disappointed. And it hurt her to hurt Leesa.
Julio, Erika reported, was distressed that he initiated a situation that caused her pain. “I should have sounded her out about children,” he told her. She reminded him Leesa knew she was getting involved with a woman with growing children. Did she think they wouldn’t be an issue? Leesa must’ve gone into it with the mindset that she’d always keep a certain distance.
Lu was happy that no change was coming. She also did not like Leesa, though it was unclear if it was because she represented change or for other reasons. 
No one knew what Whitney thought of Leesa or the break up. However, both girls did not like to see their mother hurting. It was sweet to Aly to see the girls hovering over Erika on Saturday. They instituted the “Potter Protocol”, which meant bingeing on Harry Potter movies for the weekend. This was the Milton treatment for any ailment, emotional or physical. Erika was ensconced on the couch in front of the television with a daughter on each side, usually with at least one head on her shoulder.
When the girls weren’t around for a moment,  she said to Aly as she passed by, “I will forever associate these movies and actors with feeling sad, depressed, or sick.” But Aly could see she basked in the attention of her girls.
◆◆◆
 


Christmas was fast approaching and the month was busy. The girls’ first semester was coming to an end and there were projects to finish and tests to study for while there was Christmas shopping to complete. The first week of December, Aly helped the Miltons adorn the house with Christmas decorations. They would not have a tree, though, until the senior Miltons came out. Lucinda Milton liked to decorate it with her granddaughters.
For the girls, however, the highlight was at Julio’s. He went all out decorating a large artificial tree in the middle of his barren living room. He surrounded this with an elaborate train set and winter village. They spent the entire first Dad’s Weekend of December helping him set it up. And he spent the whole of December tweaking it.
“I suspect it’s the real reason he doesn’t have furniture in his living room,” Erika said. “December is the only time I know of that he spends any real time at home when the girls aren’t there.”
Julio’s mother would be up from Phoenix for Christmas. The girls had two Christmas mornings each year. Christmas Eve they awoke at their dad’s. They spent the day with him and their abuela and went home to Far Hills in the evening after dinner. Christmas morning they awoke at home with Erika. Later in the morning the elder Miltons arrived, and after lunch the Allendes came and they all had an early Christmas dinner together.
Since Christmas was on a Monday and Aly’s brother and father were, like the senior Miltons, arriving on Saturday, she suggested she and her father and brother all chip in on a suite at the Marriott her dad liked when he was out in October. She would spend Saturday night and Christmas Eve with them and go home after dinner on Christmas. Erika was going back to work the day after Christmas, so she would be back at work, too.
When Erika heard her plans she said, “Why don’t you bring them by after dinner on Christmas? I’m sure they’d like to see where you live and we’d like to meet them. And I know my poor dad could use more male companionship than just Julio on Christmas. We do coffee and brandy Christmas evening.”
Aly was touched. Of course she’d like the people she loved most in the world to meet each other. “I’m sure we’d all like that. Thank you.”
For Aly, December made up for a very painful November if for no other reason than she and Erika had grown closer.
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The arrangement with regard to gifts was the Milton-Allende’s would give Aly a present on her birthday and at Christmas, but she was not expected to get gifts for anyone. However, she learned that Janet and Casey would treat the girls to some activity as a Christmas gift and she liked this idea. The girls chose a day of ice skating with one friend each during the week after Christmas.
Aly was not going to let Christmas go by without getting something for Erika, and even for Julio. For Erika, she put together a basket with a particular wine she enjoyed, a gift card for McDonalds, and various other treats she thought or knew she would like. She arranged for Whitney to put it under the tree on Christmas Eve. For Julio, she got an item for his winter scene that Lu picked out and would give to him for Aly on Christmas Eve. Both were signed “from Santa”.
Saturday morning Aly received her gift from the Milton-Allende’s: A flat screen television. “So you can get rid of that huge box in your room,” Lu explained.
She thanked and hugged them all, even Erika.
“I have a handyman you can call to hang it,” Erika said. “Charge it to me.”
She laughed. “I think I can hang a television, Erika.”
“Really?”
“Yes. I used to help my dad do little projects all the time. I even have my own drill and tools. The girls will help me.”
“You are a woman full of surprises.”
Soon after this, the senior Miltons arrived. Lucinda Milton was seventy, a little shorter and heavier than her daughter, wore her steel grey hair in a high, soft perm, and had given Erika her general build and the beautiful expression and gold hazel color of her eyes. She was elegantly dressed in flowing brown trousers and a gold and black blouse.
Frank Milton, a little older, was tall, heavy, had a tight cap of thinning white kinky hair, brown eyes and, as Aly had seen from his picture, gave Erika the angles and planes of her face. He wore beige trousers, a light blue dress shirt without a tie, and a dark blue suit jacket.
After being introduced to them the word that came to Aly’s mind for them was “gracious”.
But she didn’t have long to spend with them as she was due at the airport to pick up her father and brother. Mark had met their dad in Reno and they were flying down together. 
She looked forward to getting to know the Miltons, and therefore Erika, better in the coming days. So she left with mixed feelings. She longed to spend the holiday with Erika and the girls, but she also looked forward to seeing her father and brother.
The last time she saw Mark was right after her divorce. He was four years older than her and he seemed to her to look more like her father than ever, though heavier. His coloring was like hers, and he wore his straw blond hair shaved short on the sides and slicked back on top. She thought she detected greying in the shaved hairs and had to mention it.
“You’re much smaller than I remember,” was his rejoinder as he hugged her.
They checked into their hotel and after lunch Mark announced he wanted to gamble. They decided to go to one of the local hotels where the odds were better. For a few hours they sat among the clamoring clang of slot machines, mindlessly pressing buttons as they caught up with each other. Aly quit after losing twenty dollars. Bill also lost, but Mark broke even. Aly treated them to dinner before they went back to the hotel for a night of quiet conversation.
On Christmas Eve, she drove her father and brother around to visit with some of her father’s closer cousins. Most everyone saw Bill at least once a year, but  seeing Mark was a rare treat for them.
In the evening they had dinner with Gemma’s parents, Bill’s brother Richard and his wife Gracie, at their small two bedroom condo off Flamingo and Durango in the southwest central part of the city. Richard was a little older and much heavier than Bill. The Chinese showed less in his softer features, but their coloring was the same, and they were both proud to still have a head of hair at their age.
Gracie, who was her father’s age, was slight and angular in body and face. She wore her once-black hair straight to her shoulder and colored in variegated shades of brown. The style made her look much younger.
For a moment, Aly considered Aunt Gracie as a confidante with whom to discuss her dilemma with Erika. But she knew from past experience that Gracie, like Bill, was likely to suffer over her problem more than she was likely to give clear headed insight. Her own children knew to avoid telling her too much about what was going on in their lives.
This view was reinforced during dinner as Gracie questioned Mark about his private life. Mark felt his job wasn’t conducive to family life, though he did want to marry one day. Gracie reminded him forty was around the corner and that time was running out. It wasn’t so much that she brought this up as that she kept returning to it that made Aly certain she did not want to confide in her.
After dinner she dropped Mark at the home of Gemma’s brother, James, his best friend, which was only a mile north of his parents’ condo. She and Bill went in to say hello to the Dominguez-Wong family: James, his wife, Margita, her mother, and their two kids. Mark would take an Uber back to the hotel later.
“I am Wonged-out,” Bill exclaimed as they left James’ home and went back to their hotel. There, they sat at the window in their suite and watched the cars zip by on Summerlin Parkway as they drank greatly overpriced crème de cacao from the mini bar.
Bill's date back in October had not worked out and he had not gone on a date since. He asked about Kylie, and Aly explained how it was just a short fling, nice, but over quickly. “So then what is it?” he asked. “You don’t seem fully here.”
She thought she’d done a good job acting normal. But a part of her was up in Far Hills, with Erika and the girls. If he could see it, it would do no good to lie. “I do have something on my mind. But nothing for you to worry about.”
“Well, I will anyway, sweetheart. Comes with the job of father.”
“I was hoping to spare you. You took my divorce so hard.”
“So it’s a matter of the heart? Is it Toy’s situation?”
“No, it has nothing to do with her. I mean, I’m sad for her. I hurt for her. But I don’t hurt for me for her, if you know what I mean.”
Since he was bent on worrying anyway, Aly considered telling him the whole thing. But the dynamic had changed now that he was going to meet Erika. She didn’t want him watching her around her. Or, for that matter, looking for any sign of returned interest from Erika. His father’s eyes might see things that were not there and she didn’t want any seeds of false hope planted in her own mind.
“I’m thirty five, Dad. I’m going to have some imperfect things in my life, as everyone does. I can handle them.”
He studied her. “Fair enough.  And I’m a father and I’m going to worry about my kids.”
She laughed. “All right, it’s a deal.”
Of course, Linda wanted Mark with her for his entire visit, but she had to settle for Christmas day. After Aly , Mark, and Bill exchanged gifts and had breakfast, Aly dropped Mark at their mother’s and went back to spend the day with her dad. She and her mother had exchanged gift cards through email. She had Mark bring Dave  her gift to him.
Around nine, as she and her father were sitting at the small table by the window in their hotel room deciding how to spend the day, she got a text from Erika. “If you run into Santa today thank her for the lovely basket for me."
Her heart glowed. She texted back, “Will do. I’m sure she’s very happy you like it.”
“That’s the most beautiful smile I’ve seen on you in a long time,” Bill said, sipping his coffee as he watched her text.
Aly blushed, but asked innocently, “Is it?” She was going to have to be careful tonight around Erika and her father.
It was a beautiful, crisp day that would reach a high in the low sixties by midafternoon. The sky was clear and bright blue and they decided to go to Hoover Dam, more for the sake of the drive than the destination. As they drove through the city on I-95 Bill, who grew up in Las Vegas, marveled at all that had changed and all that had not changed. He was full of memories, most of which Aly heard before, but she enjoyed just being with him and listening to him. The only person she wanted to be with more was Erika. But maybe this was the better deal, because with her dad there was no painful side to his company.
They had lunch in Boulder City, a quaint town built over eighty years before for the builders of the dam. It was winter, so the trees were bare, but the rest of the year the leafy little town was a sharp contrast to the grey brown hills that surrounded it. It was a holiday and only fast food restaurants were open. Bill wanted McDonald’s and Aly discovered that a quarter pounder with fries and a soda were ruined for her. It really was not the same without wine.
After lunch she drove over the huge, curving cement dam and they parked at an overlook to enjoy the deep blue water. The dam created Lake Mead out of the Colorado River. Bill was amazed by the height of the white line that indicated how far down the waters of Lake Mead had fallen in his lifetime. It attested to how much the southwest had grown as the waters were distributed throughout it to slake the thirst of its cities.
“There’s a lesson here,” Bill said.
“About careful planning? Husbanding resources?”
“I was thinking about how nothing stays the same. Okay, there are a lot of lessons here.”
When they got back to the hotel they had a quiet afternoon and an early roast beef dinner. Afterward, Aly put her suitcase in the car and they went to Linda’s to pick up Mark to head up to the Miltons’. Neither cared to, but they were obliged to go in to say hello.
Bill and Dave got along well and greeted each other heartily. Bill and Linda exchanged a dry kiss on the cheek and a quiet hello. Both Aly and Bill commented positively on the weight that Dave had lost since his heart attack and his overall improved color and vigor.
They all sat and Dave and Bill did most of the talking, catching up, while Aly, Linda, and Mark listened. After a quarter of an hour, but what seemed like eternity to Aly, they finally made their escape.
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“I cannot believe there are homes up here,” Bill said as Aly headed west on Summerlin Parkway to the 215. “This was the far off desert when I was a kid. Hell, when you two were kids.”
“Oh, just wait,” she said. Far Hills was just the next exit south.
“Oh, wow,” Bill said as she turned west. “This is unbelievable. These really are the foothills.”
For Aly, the hills were eerie at night. When it was a moonless or cloudy night, like that night, she sensed rather than saw them looming above. When there was a moon, they reflected just enough light to hang as a menace against the darker night.
“This is really nice, Aly,” Mark said as she pulled up to the Milton home. Julio’s black Chevy Silverado and the senior Miltons’ rented silver Nissan Altima were parked on the street in front of the house.
She slid her car down the driveway and pressed the remote to open the garage. They unfolded from the car, and when she opened the door into the house they were greeted by the sounds of happy conversation and the residual aroma of baked ham from dinner.
Erika appeared almost immediately. She was wearing black slacks and a camel leopard print turtle neck. “I thought I heard you,” she said with a big smile as her eyes met Aly’s before she turned to greet her guests.
Aly, who had missed Erika for two days, thought she was never more beautiful and had to restrain her own glowing smile.
She introduced her father and brother. Coats and jackets were removed and Erika led them into the dining room where everyone was gathered around a cleared table. Further introductions were made. The only person Aly had not yet met was Rosa Allende, the girls’ abuela. She was a slight woman in her sixties with caramel skin and salt and pepper hair in a soft perm. Aly noted Lu's strong resemblance to her.
Coffee and brandy were offered. “Can I have both?” Bill asked.
“Certainly,” Erika said. “Together in a mug?”
Bill thought about it. “Yes, I think so.”
Mark asked for brandy and Aly opted for hot chocolate. While Erika and the girls got the refreshments, she took her men on a tour of the house. She pointed down the hall to Erika’s and the girls’ bedrooms, then took them through the living room to her room. The Christmas tree was new to her, tucked into a corner of the living room between the entertainment center and the couch. Its clean, pine scent smelled wonderful and it looked lovely, decorated in red and gold.
After her room she took Bill and Mark to see the view. They were appropriately impressed.
“When it’s warm Erika is out here quite a bit.”
“I bet,” Mark said. He turned to make sure no one was behind them and said in a low voice, “Erika’s some good looking woman.”
“Yes, she is,” Aly said, looking her brother square in the face, waiting for the inevitable question. But he caught her look and didn’t say anything.
They joined the others and, as room was made for them around the table, the men and women mostly gravitated to their own sex. Mark found out that Frank was on an aircraft carrier during the Vietnam War and they soon got to talking airplanes. Erika, who sat between the groups with her girls, engaged Bill in conversation. The girls were speaking with their father. Poor Luce was trying to draw out Rosa, whom, Aly knew, could understand English perfectly, but was insecure about how well she could speak it. She sat next to Luce, the person she most wanted to know. They spoke mostly about the girls, both trying to draw Rosa into the conversation.
As the evening went on and more coffee and brandy and hot chocolate flowed, people milled about and at one point the girls were drawn to the tattoo at the back of Mark’s neck. Aly had to go over so they could compare. This brought Aly close to Julio, whom she thanked for the television. He told her what Santa had brought him and that he hoped Santa would know how much he appreciated it. She said she was sure she did know. They then embarked on a conversation about the girls. It was the first time in the five months she had been watching over his girls that she had more than passing words with him.
Eventually, Aly realized Erika was not around and saw her alone in the kitchen making another cup of coffee for someone. Her mug was empty an, under the pretext of putting it in the dishwasher, she headed there.
“Did you have a nice time with your dad and brother?” Erika asked.
“Yes, it’s been great to see them.” She described some of what they did.
“You and your brother look a lot alike. Male and female versions of each other.”
“Really?”
Erika nodded. “The girls and I missed you. But I’m happy you had a good time.”
Aly swallowed hard. “I was thinking of all of you a lot, too.”
“What are you doing for New Years? Do you have any plans?”
“I have possibilities. What I’d really like to do is watch the fireworks from here.”
Erika beamed. “I think that’s the best plan.”
It turned out Erika was not making , but chamomile tea for herself. She leaned across the kitchen counter, mug in hand, and watched the group in the dining room. Aly leaned against the counter and watched too.
“They seem to be getting along pretty well,” Erika said.
“I was just thinking that.”
“Good people.”
“Yes. We’re lucky.”
“We are.” Erika straightened up and walked behind Aly, rubbing her upper back as she passed. “Merry Christmas, Aly.”
Aly remembered to breathe. “Merry Christmas, Erika.”
She watched Erika walk back to her guests and then caught her father’s eye. He gave her a wistful smile.
It was not quite nine when the guests stirred to leave. All but Luce were returning home the next morning. Aly was preparing to take her father and brother back to their hotel when Julio offered to take them. “It’s on my way.”
“It’s out of your way,” Aly corrected.
“It’s out of my way on my way,” he said. “Just a little.”
Aly thanked him and went out into the cold night to say goodbye to her father and brother. The temperature was already in the forties. There in the foothills it was likely to freeze overnight.
“You are with great people, sweetheart,” Bill said as he hugged Aly goodbye.
“I am,” she said into the shoulder of his jacket.
He held her away from him and looked into her eyes. “If you need me, to talk about anything, you just call.” He kissed her on the forehead.
“I will,” Aly said, and looked away so she would not cry. He knew, dammit. How obvious was it? She tried so hard to not let it show.
She hugged her brother and they made the usual noises about keeping in touch, but she knew it would be as usual. She would reach out more than he, and not very often. It was their way.
When she went back into the house Erika was in the dining room straightening up. “Leave it,” she said. “The girls and I will get it in the morning.”
“You sure?”
“Of course. It will give them something productive to do so their Winter Break is not all hedonistic revelry.”
Erika laughed. “When you put it that way…If it’s for the good of my daughters…” She headed down the hall to her bedroom. “I’m going to go slip into something more comfortable.”
Aly found the girls sitting together in one of the plush loungers in front of the fire looking at a video of puppies on a new tablet one of them had gotten from one of their parents. She flopped into the other one, tired after what seemed packed days. She had gotten used to her quieter life. How had she withstood the whirlwind of the Giannis? Wonged-out was right.
She was staring into the fire thinking of nothing in particular when Erika appeared beside her lounger. She had changed into black and grey lounge wear and wore over it the long beige shawl sweater she favored when it was cold.
“Scoot over,” she said, motioning with her hands.
No, no, no, no, no. Aly did as she was told, hugging the left arm of the lounger, and Erika landed next to her, brushing her shoulders and thighs with her own. Suddenly, Aly was several degrees warmer. She hoped she would not break into a flop sweat and tried to appear relaxed.
“Only a little longer girls,” Erika said looking past her to them, her voice practically in Aly's right ear. Except for brief hugs, Aly had never been this physically close to Erika. “You may not have to be up in the morning, but I do.” She leaned back and sighed.
“I can see them to bed if you want,” Aly said, not looking at Erika, whose face would be only inches from hers if she turned to her right.
And then an unusual thing happened. Erika had Aly’s right hand in her left, and she was lacing her fingers in Aly’s and with her other hand covering Aly’s hand completely. As she did this she was saying, “You’re not on duty until tomorrow.” And suddenly, just as she finished speaking, she dropped Aly’s hand like a hot potato.
Aly froze and she had the sense Erika did, too. She couldn’t help but look at Erika, who was looking into her own lap, a small frown between her brows, a look of confusion in her eyes. “Sorry,” she said quietly.
“That’s okay,” Aly said as quietly, confused herself, but wanting to comfort her. “You’re a toucher. You’ve had a long day.”
Erika folded her arms across her chest, drawing her shoulder away, and somehow their legs were no longer touching, either. Looking into the fire, Erika cleared her throat. “So when are you taking the girls skating?”
Aly, too, looked only at the fire. “Wednesday. I was thinking of asking your mother to join us. I don’t skate. It would be great to have an adult to talk to.”
“Oh, that would be nice,” Erika said. And they fell silent for what was probably only a minute but seemed like several to Aly. It was as though the right side of her body was humming. Then Erika said, “I liked your dad a lot.”
“He’s a great guy.”
“I didn’t spend much time with your brother.”
“He was pretty busy with your dad and the girls.”
Blessedly, the girls began to stir and move off their lounger. This prompted Erika to abruptly pop up and off Aly’s lounger, too. “Okay, you two, off to bed.” And she was out of sight.
“Goodnight, Aly,” the girls said, and Aly rose to hug them and wish them a Merry Christmas. She watched as Erika herded her children to the other end of the house where she called out goodnight to Aly, too.
Aly’s hand still registered the embrace. She got up and slapped the switch to shut off the fire. Erika was a toucher and she was tired, as she said. Erika didn’t need to be embarrassed. Aly knew it didn’t mean anything.
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The next day, the girls enjoyed helping Aly hang her new television. She taught them how to use a stud finder, a tape measure, and a level. They took turns using the drill and held the mount for her as she lined it up and screwed it to the wall. All together they lifted the television to hang on the mount. It was all new and fun for them. Erika certainly never did projects like this and Julio’s only efforts around his home were with his Christmas set up.
Luce joined them in the bedroom and watched from the edge of the bed. She explained that Erika didn’t know how to do these things because her father, Frank, didn’t. “He’d call a plumber to plunge a toilet if I didn’t know how to do it.”
Frank’s father had worked the docks and had not wanted his children to be laborers. He wanted them to be intellectuals, so he didn’t teach them to work around the house. Luce herself was raised at a time when girls were not taught to do these things. “But I watched my father teach my brothers, so I can do little things like plunge a toilet or hang a picture.”
When the television was hung Whitney, the technophile in the family, hooked it up to the cable and she and Aly learned their way around the system.
Aly liked Luce. She was quiet and low key, but warm, accessible, and friendly. She also enjoyed seeing Erika in her expressions and gestures. Luce’s voice was softer, but Erika’s southern-touched cadence came from her, too.
Whitney was still using genealogy to learn history so in the afternoon she and Luce looked over the wall of family pictures and Luce told her what she knew. Aly sat in the dining room with them and listened to stories of Luce’s family, the Cables, and to what Luce knew of the Miltons.
What Aly most enjoyed, though, was watching Erika interact with Luce that evening. For the most part, Erika related to her mother as one adult to another. But every now and then she would tell a story about young Erika or make some comment on something in Erika’s life and she would roll her eyes or sigh. And in those moments Aly felt she caught an endearing glimpse of adolescent Erika.
Luce readily agreed to be Aly’s companion for ice skating. This impending event brought to light Whitney’s break up with Mike Kent. Originally, he was to be her plus one, but she announced her change of plans the day before. “All he talks about is science. He’s such a Sheldon,” she said, referencing a popular science obsessed television character.
Erika and Aly discussed her lack of emotional upset over the break up. Was she holding it in or did she truly not care? Neither was certain.
Instead, Whitney brought Rocco Walder, a tall, thin, effeminate boy with dark hair and a sharp white face. She had known him for years, but he’d become her fam only in the last year.
Lu brought Gwena Kung, her bestie since the second grade. Gwena was little, like Lu, and had a round olive face with pretty brown eyes. Aly wondered if they would be like Erika and Ronnie and sustain their friendship throughout life.
After lunch at the Milton’s on Wednesday they all bundled up and piled into Gigi and Luce’s rental to spend the afternoon at an ice rink in the south central part of the city. The rink was cold and the kid-pop music loud as they entered. It was lightly attended for Winter Break, but Whitney had told her squad she would be there and she and Rocco met up with a few friends.
After helping the kids put on skates, Aly and Luce bought coffee and sat in the bleachers midway down the rink to watch them. Aly compared Lu and Gwena’s friendship to Erika and Ronnie’s to open conversation with Luce about Erika.
Aly learned that Erika had been a serious child. Luce told her what she already knew about losing her first daughter, and Luce wondered if her nervous energy had anything to do with Erika’s seriousness. Her grades were good, but her father would not have accepted anything less from such an intelligent child. Ronnie was at first just one of a few friends, but in a couple of years they were inseparable, despite Ronnie having a sister of her own only a couple of years younger.
Beginning in elementary school Erika was always in class leadership, but never class president. She had an eclectic mix of friends. Her criteria for friendship seemed to be that a person had to be decent and that was about it. But if someone did something she considered mean or immoral, she quickly dropped them.
In high school she was a beach bunny and loved to play volleyball in the sand. This was before beach volleyball was a school sport so it was after school. She broke her ankle one year and after that Luce had forbidden her from playing anymore. But Luce knew she still did.
She drank and smoked pot at parties in high school, but, thankfully, never got hooked on anything harder. Luce wasn’t even sure if she tried anything harder. “She can be secretive if she wants to be. She says Whitney is quiet like me. But I see Erika’s secretiveness in Whitney. Although in Whitney it’s more pervasive. Erika’s secretiveness was more selective. That’s what made it so hard. I never knew when she had a secret!”
Aly thought about the dates Erika went on that she knew about but never heard about from Erika, including initially with Leesa. What else didn’t she know?
For all of her intelligence and motivation, Erika didn’t know what she wanted to do with her life. “I told Frank we shouldn’t pay for USC until she did know, but he believed in her. He told her to major in English until she figured it out. She took her time. For a while she was going to be a social worker, but she’s really more in her head than in her heart. She does like the personal side of law, though. Our practice is in commercial real estate. But Frank was proud that she chose the law, too.” Aly knew that Luce managed Frank’s practice and they had no plans to retire.
Luce eventually got to Bianca. With a sigh. “I like Bianca. Have you met her?”
“I will next month.”
She shook her head. “I don’t know what she was thinking. It was the way she was raised, I guess. Who needs all that money? I mean, who doesn’t want to be comfortable? But lavish? What kind of hole is that trying to fill?”
“I guess something a good woman couldn’t fill."
Luce had been watching the kids as she spoke, but now she looked at Aly. “Yes, that’s right. I think Erika’s a good woman, but then I’m her mother.”
“She is the best kind of woman. You and Frank did a wonderful job.”
Luce studied her. “Well, thank you,” she said and touched Aly’s hand in a gesture that reminded Aly of Erika. “What about you, Aly? Did you grow up here?”
Aly told her about herself and her family.
“I’m glad you had your father’s family,” Luce said.
They shared family stories until late in the afternoon when they gathered the kids to get the girls home in time for Julio to pick them up for dinner. Erika’s car was in the garage when they pulled in and they found her standing at the bar in the kitchen sorting through the mail.
“Enjoy yourselves?” she called out as the girls rushed past her to get ready for the evening.
They both said yes, but Lu slouched and hung her arms down. “So tired,” she moaned as she went into her room.
“And how about you two?” she asked her mother and Aly.
“Yes, Aly and I got to know each other. I like this one,” Luce said, patting Erika on the arm on her way to the living room. “I approve.”
Erika raised her eyebrows at Aly, her eyes amused. When Luce was out of earshot Aly asked her quietly, “Did she not like Casey?”
She shook her head. “I don’t know. She never said anything about either Janet or Casey. You must have impressed.”
Aly moved off toward her room. “Well, anyway, now I know all about you.”
“Oh, I don’t think so,” Erika murmured. “She doesn’t know all about me.”
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Luce left on Saturday morning, leaving behind a void. “I wish they’d retire and move here,” Erika said with a sigh as she closed the front door.
“Me, too!” Aly said. “I really like her.”
Saturday and Sunday, New Year’s Eve, Aly hung around the house with the family. It was cold outside and cozy inside. The girls binged on the Hunger Games trilogy and Aly and Erika mostly hung out on the loungers, with their phones and tablets, reading and talking on and off. For Aly, it was the best way to end the old year and begin the new one.
There were no special plans for the turn of the year except for Julio to join them for the fireworks. Erika suggested he bring a date. "No, she will think I’m serious if I bring her to meet the family,” he said.
“So he’s seeing someone?” Aly said.
“Well, as much as he sees anyone. He doesn’t want anything serious and he certainly does not want marriage. He’s committed to his work and his children, as he always says.”
Lu fell asleep on the couch as the evening wore on, but she was awakened for the fireworks. Everyone bundled up for the cold night and headed to the edge of the patio where the view was best. There was champagne for Erika and Aly, and sparkling apple cider for the girls and Julio, who would be driving home afterward.
At midnight, everyone toasted the New Year and hugged. The last to hug were Erika and Aly. It was a real hug, shoulders to hip, if not thigh, and, for Aly, something more. A kiss on the cheek from Erika, who then looked in her eyes and said softly, “I’m happy you’re here with us.”
The fireworks throughout the city couldn’t compete with the explosion of joy in Aly’s hard beating heart.
New Year’s morning, the Miltons took down the decorations. Aly pitched in even though it was her day off. She had told Erika and the girls early on that she would set the boundaries for her days off. “If I don’t want to do something I will say no.”
After lunch, after the girls cleaned up and went to their rooms, she sat at the bar exchanging texts with Gemma over holiday pictures Gemma had sent. Erika  sat at an angle to the bar looking at the living room. “This room lacks something,” she said. “I’m really aware of it with the decorations gone.”
Aly looked up. “It’s soothing on the eye, but it’s not very warm.”
“Yes! I think I made a mistake. I had a friend do the house. I mean, they were my choices ultimately. But I conceded too much. I thought I liked the modern look. It is nice on the eyes, but you’re right, it’s too cool.”
“It’s kind of a blank canvas. You could add some warm colors. Like the ones in the fireplace…” Aly launched into a list of ideas she'd had for months.
Erika was amused. “You’ve given this some thought.”
“Oh, I’ve been redecorating your house since I worked out here in the summer when the girls were home.”
Erika looked around the room. “We should do it,” she said decidedly.
“Really?”
“Yes, why not? Do you have plans next weekend?”
◆◆◆
 
In December, Aly felt she and Erika had become something more like friends. Erika was confiding in her. She seemed to prefer Aly around for the holidays. There had been the mysterious hand hug at Christmas and the warm New Year’s kiss on the cheek. And, in January, it only got better.
Whitney’s fourteenth birthday was on the fourth. Aly joined the Milton-Allende family at the Cheesecake Factory for the occasion. It was there that Whitney informed everyone she had a movie date for Saturday. With her squad, of course. And the date was a girl, Dana Del Toro.
She announced this with a look of feigned nonchalance as she looked over the extensive menu. Though surprised looks passed between the adults, no one made much of it. Only Lu said, “Since when do you like girls?”
“I like this one.”
The basic questions were answered. Dana was fourteen. She was new to The Verkammer this year. Whitney knew her from a couple of classes they shared. And, though a key question--who asked out whom-- was not answered, everyone let it drop. Push too much and Whitney would retreat.
Later, when the girls were in bed and Aly and Erika were sitting on the loungers with hot chocolate and Chamomile tea, Erika said, “I don’t know why I’m so surprised. I guess I always figured the odds were my girls were straight.”
“She may be,” Aly said. “She was disappointed in Mike. She likes this girl in some way. Maybe she’s sorting it out. I wonder if Dana is gay or is also figuring it out.”
“Oh, why do they have to grow up?” Erika said sadly. “I know that’s the point of raising them, but still…”
“Parenting is letting go in stages.”
Erika looked at her. “What do you mean?”
“Stage one, they leave your body. Then they crawl, then they walk, then they’re in school with their own lives, then they’re teens pulling away, and, finally, they’re adults leaving the nest completely.”
Erika stared into the fire. “Why didn’t anybody tell me this before I had them?”
“Would you have heard if they did? And that’s only one angle of parenting, anyway. The other side is the marvel of their growing. Like everything else, it’s a mixed bag.”
They were quiet for a long while, looking into the fire, drinking their hot drinks. Finally, Erika said, “Thank you, Aly. On behalf of my girls. Because if you weren’t here to help me see their side of it I’d lock them up.”
The ledgestones of the fireplace were tan, grey, coral, pink, and red. Aly’s idea was to accessorize the living room with items that matched the warmer colors. That weekend she spent two days with Erika trolling through Bed, Bath and Beyond, Living Spaces, Cost Plus, Pottery Barn, Ikea, and any other store that looked promising. These trips were for ideas. Lots of pictures and notes were taken. Another time they would do the actual shopping.
For Aly it was a wonderful way to learn more about Erika’s taste and her way of making decisions. Quite simply, the more she knew Erika the more she loved her. But this was only furthering her dilemma. She was falling deeper for someone she would never have. Would there ever come a time when she would get over Erika? She could not imagine it. But she also could not imagine spending her life near someone she wanted but would never be with.
As much as she treasured every moment spent with Erika, she feared that as they got closer she would slip and her true feelings would be revealed. So she pulled back. The next weekend was supposed to be Erika’s with the girls, but Bianca and Aziza were coming to spend time with them in their birthday month. Erika would be free again and there had been an unspoken assumption between them that they would go shopping together. But Aly deliberately made plans with Cass and Toni for Saturday and family for Sunday and told Erika about it over McDonald’s and wine on Wednesday.
With a twinge of regret she saw a small eyebrow contraction of confused disappointment on Erika’s face, but she didn’t say anything and Aly pretended she didn’t see it.
“What is this, by the way?” she asked about the merlot they were drinking. “It’s fantastic. Smooth and tasty.”
“It’s new. Cool Creek Vineyards. Whole Foods. It is great, isn’t it? Fruity.”
“Very plumy. Look at us. We sound like we know what we’re talking about.” Aly tried to keep it light, but something had gone out of the evening. It pained her that she had somehow hurt Erika. But what was she to do? She was getting too close. She couldn’t take the chance she would be read correctly. The weekend shopping had been a mistake. It had been selfish and indulgent to spend that much time enjoying Erika and getting closer to her. From now on, she’d have to be careful and not draw so close.
Her stepping back might hurt Erika a little. But it would hurt her much more if the girls felt abandoned because she found out Aly's true feelings and she had to leave.
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Saturday morning Whitney was glum and Lu was excited. Erika had a long talk with Whitney in her room, and finally Whitney emerged rolling her blue suitcase.
“I asked her to go for Lu,” Erika whispered to Aly in the kitchen.
They were all waiting for Bianca and her Anglo-Egyptian Goddess. Aly wondered if she should change. In the winter, she wore jeans, T-shirt, and hoodie, indoors and outdoors. On average, mornings in the winter were in the upper thirties and the afternoons in the upper fifties. But many days made it into the sixties. Of course, where she was in the western foothills, it was colder than the valley floor and the sun was gone earlier. She liked the option of zipping up or not, wearing the hood or not, to adjust to the varying temperatures.
Erika was dressed in black jeans and an oatmeal cable turtleneck. This was typical for her when she was going out or someone was coming over.
The girls were dressed a little nicer, considering their companions and destination. They each wore slacks, Lu with a pink Sophie cardigan and matching tie for her ponytail, Whitney with a black cashmere cable that blended with her cascading hair.
Aly decided she had no one to impress. If Erika, who saw her every day, didn’t mind how she dressed, why should she care what Bianca thought? Still, anxiety and curiosity mingled in her anticipation at meeting her.
The driveway alert chimed and Erika went to open the front door. Lu joined her. Whitney sat at the bar and continued to look at her phone, her back to them.
Aly, who was standing near Whitney, could see past Erika through the door. A huge black Cadillac Escalade was sliding slowly down the driveway. It came to a stop and a tall woman with café-o-lait skin and flowing, wavy black hair emerged from the passenger side of the vehicle. She had on a long grey coat and oversized black sunglasses. The Anglo-Egyptian Goddess.
From the right another woman in a long blue coat came into the frame of the front door. Lu stepped forward for a big hug and Aly could hear happy greetings in a deep woman’s voice.
Bianca De Mateo was a little taller than Erika and Aly, her skin caramel, her straight hair colored gold. She greeted Erika with a kiss on the cheek and a brief embrace as she passed into the house. Aziza Bingham and Erika exchanged formal European-style kisses on each cheek. Aziza then bent down and did the same with Lu.
Whitney put down her phone and stood to subject herself to a hug from Bianca, who declared she’d grown since they saw her last Spring. This was true, as she was now a little taller than Erika and would soon catch Bianca.
Bianca was an attractive woman with a strong face and flashing dark brown eyes. Erika stepped forward to make introductions and Bianca gave Aly a searching look and a strong handshake. Aly met the look and the handshake. Intimidated though she was, in fact overwhelmed by Bianca’s wealth, status, and assured presence, she was not going to show it. Nor would she show how she wilted inside. If Bianca was Erika’s idea of a mate there was no further proof that Erika was way out of Aly’s league.
Aziza’s handshake was a little softer. She had taken off her glasses and Aly could see she wore her make-up to emphasize her exotic beauty, a hint of Cleopatra in the liner around her black eyes.
Coats were asked for and refreshments offered, but both were declined. They were not staying long. Lu wanted to show them the house. So she promptly led them on a tour as the other three stayed behind near the bar in a cloud of competing, expensive perfumes. Whitney returned to her phone.
As the guests moved about the home and Aly stood with Erika and Whitney, her sense of inferiority began to subside. Bianca was the one out of place in the Milton’s warm, simple home, not Aly. Aly could not reconcile the thoughtful, down-to-earth Erika she knew with this superficial, sophisticated Bianca.
Lu lead her guests through the living room to the view outside--always the icing on the cake in the Milton home--and as they passed Bianca murmured to Erika, “Certainly you could afford more house than this.”
“It’s all the house we need.”
Aziza, following Bianca, rolled her eyes. “It would be a sad world if we only had all we need,” she intoned in her lush British accent. Then she looked pointedly at Aly. “Unless that’s all one could afford, of course.”
When they had passed, Aly pulled in her lips and looked down to prevent herself from laughing outright. When she looked up Erika was looking at her with large eyes, afraid she’d taken offense. But then she saw Aly’s amusement and smiled, too.
“Is she real or a caricature?” Aly whispered. “Oh, that’s bad of me.”
“It’s a valid question,” Erika laughed.
“Well, that is a lovely view,” Bianca said when they came back in and joined them at the bar. “Now we have some news.” And she and Aziza put out their left hands, the third finger of each adorned with huge matching diamond rings. “We are getting married the first weekend in March. Of course we want the girls to be part of the wedding.”
Lu squealed and looked closely at the rings. Erika said congratulations and gave each a formal hug.
Whitney sulked behind Erika with her arms crossed until Erika brought her forward and she took a cursory look at the rings. “Gucci,” she said flatly.
Aziza started to correct her, but Erika explained it was slang for “cool”.
Then Erika and Bianca went to the dining room to speak privately. Aziza was left at the bar with Aly and the girls and Aly invited her to take a seat. She did so and Aly thought she looked so awkward and out of place in the homey environment she must’ve felt she was slumming.
To break the ice, Aly asked her how she and Bianca met. Aziza was a lawyer, too, though she specialized in international mergers. They met when Bianca was suing a pharmaceutical company that Aziza was assisting in a merger.
“Not quite on opposing sides,” Aziza drawled. “Though her firm’s actions made the merger a bit more complicated.”
Aly sat so she could see Erika and Bianca over Aziza’s shoulder. The body language of exes, she thought, as Erika stood with her arms folded across her chest, looking down, while Bianca seemed to be making a point. Then Erika looked up, dropped her arms, and was speaking. Bianca looked defensive for a moment. Then she softened and held Erika’s arm and appeared to be placating. She still cares what Erika thinks of her.
Lu was fascinated with the rings and Aziza told her how they were chosen and made as she showed the details to her. Aly was relieved to see that Aziza more than tolerated Lu. She seemed to like her and she didn’t condescend to her.
Meanwhile, behind Aziza, Whitney had returned to staring at her phone.
Then it came time for them to leave and Erika pulled Whitney aside briefly and spoke to her as the others went out the door. “Be respectful. She’s your mother. And Aziza will be your step-mother. Don’t just think about yourself. You are a role model for Lu.” Whitney nodded sullenly and Erika kissed her on the cheek.
When they were gone, Aly said, “I have a hard time seeing you with Bianca.”
“This Bianca? Me, too. I wouldn’t be with her. It’s why I’m not with her. It’s the choice she made.”
She looked sad and Aly felt bad for having made plans that day. She had only been thinking of her own need to make space between them. She hadn’t thought that perhaps Erika would need a friend after seeing Bianca.
She left a little later to help Toni move back in with Cass. After nearly a year separated, and several months of therapy, they were reconciled and starting again. She was delighted for them and happy to help them. But she decided she would go home as soon as she could in case Erika wanted to talk.
But when she pulled into the garage in the early evening, Erika’s car was gone. Was she on a date? Aly wondered in horror. The next day she found out Erika had spent the evening with Anita. This was small comfort, however, because one day there would be a date.
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Erika did not go shopping for the home without Aly. When the weekend was over she indicated she was waiting for Aly, which only made her feel worse. She agreed to shop with Erika on Saturday, but to keep the distance she felt necessary, she made other plans for Sunday.
However, there was a deepening in their friendship that she could not head off without disappearing from their normal daily intercourse. Erika often shared anecdotes from work with her and the girls at dinner. Now, she was speaking more openly and with more detail with her then, when they ate meals alone, and in the evenings when they were done discussing the girls. It was clear to her that Erika valued her companionship, yes, but also her opinions and advice. Their friendship was filling out, which was, for Aly, both wonderful and terrible. It made her more determined than ever to put space between them where she could.
Late Saturday afternoon, after a day of shopping together, they went home and put their purchases in place. They had picture frames, vases, small baskets and boxes, and various bric-a-brac, all in warm colors, to put on the shelves around the television. For the couch and loungers, they had bought pillows and blankets. When they were done, they stood back to look at their work.
“Hmm,” was all Erika said.
“Yeah,” Aly replied. “Not quite there.”
“It’s better.”
They made dinner and had some more of the merlot they both liked. As they ate, Erika discussed a custody case that was bothering her. She referred to it as the “Jones” case to maintain her client’s privacy. She feared Mrs. Jones was the narcissist her soon to be ex-husband said she was. But he was no angel, either. The poor kids.
“There are no perfect situations,” Aly said. “Those kids will have to make choices when they get older and are responsible for themselves. In the end it’s not the situation that matters, but what you do with it.”
Erika was quiet for so long that Aly, who had been concentrating on eating, looked up at her. She was studying her with a soft expression, but turned away before she could read it. “Thank you,” was all she said.
Wednesday was Lu’s eleventh birthday. She chose P.F. Chang’s for dinner and Aly was to join them again.    
“From Halloween through today it feels like a whirlwind of family celebrations every year,” Erika said at breakfast that morning. Then she laughed. “Maybe that’s pathetic. It’s only one or two events a month. In your family that must be a light month.”
Aly affirmed this while the mention of Halloween reminded her of the day her life changed. She remembered vividly the moment she saw Erika across the room and the physical force of her realization that she was in love with her. She looked at Erika’s beautiful profile. How long ago that seemed and how much deeper her love for Erika now.
On Friday, instead of eating dinner in her work clothes and changing into her loungewear later as usual, Erika changed right away and got down the Cool Stream merlot as Aly and the girls made dinner. She also left the bottle out. Aly knew something was up and she  volunteered it. “Mrs. Jones got custody.”
Aly took her glass from her. “I don’t know whether to say I’m sorry or congratulations.”
“I suppose both are in order,” she said grimly.
Aly clinked her glass with Erika’s. “Here’s hoping the kids make something good of this when they get older.”
At dinner, Erika tried to draw Whitney out about Dana. They had gone out each of the past three weekends. From pictures of the olive skinned girl with the trim dark hair and gender neutral clothes, Aly and Erika concluded she was likely gay, but also possibly gender queer. However, it turned out it was Whitney who asked Dana out initially.
“Have you kissed yet?” Lu asked.
“Sip tea,” Whitney said irritably. But Aly was certain that if Whitney could blush she would have. She exchanged a look with Erika.
After dinner, Aly and Lu did the dishes and Erika followed Whitney back to her room. She wasn’t back until Lu had gone off to take a shower. Aly was still at the bar looking at the living room thinking about what more was to be done. She had an idea.
Erika settled next to her at the bar and swiveled to look out at the living room, too. They were each on their second glass of wine. It was rare that they had more than a glass a night. But the wine was so good and it was Friday night and Erika seemed to need it. And Aly told herself she didn’t want her drinking alone.
“It seems they have kissed and Whitney liked it,” Erika said, clinking her glass with Aly’s. “Mike was not such a good kisser. But she is not so sure about her feelings. She likes Dana a lot. But she likes some boys, too. She is ‘bi-curious’, as they say.”
“And how does Mom feel about that?”
Erika thought about it and sighed. “Mom wants her baby to be happy. Whatever is authentic for her baby.”
“Mom is a good mom,” Aly said, and bumped her shoulder into Erika’s. Oh, watch out, Alyssa. She was feeling the effects of the second glass of wine.
“So what do you think?” Erika asked, pointing with her wineglass at the living room.
“I think we need to paint behind the shelves and along that wall,” Aly said, a hand sweeping the length of the room.
“Really?”
“Yes. Maybe the light tan so the other colors will stand out in front of it.”
“Hmm. I’ll have to think about that,” Erika got up and went around to the cabinet with the wine rack. She pulled out another bottle of Cool Stream merlot.
“That bad a day?”
Erika pulled the cork. “That good a wine.” She took the bottle and her glass into the living room, switched on the fire, and flopped onto the left lounger. Aly settled on the other lounger.
“So tell me what happened with the Jones’s,” Aly said, figuring that was the likely cause of the second bottle.
And Erika told her some of the details and her own arguments for why Mrs. Jones should get custody. All of them were valid reasons given Mr. Jones’s problems, but, of course, they were not the whole story. Mr. Jones’s lawyer had good arguments, too. However, Erika’s won the day.
“You did your job,” Aly said. “You did what she paid you to do.”
“Yes, that’s my job,” Erika said. “If it wasn’t me it would’ve been another lawyer.”
They talked about other things for a while, over a third glass each. Aly was beginning to feel the wine when Erika got up to check on the girls. When she came back, she stood beside her lounger. Like at Christmas. “Scoot over,” she said. Like at Christmas.
Aly registered soggy nos in her mind, but also a certain reckless desire to be close to her. As she scooted she admonished herself halfheartedly.
Erika flopped next to her and they were touching hips and shoulders. Aly didn’t move. She didn’t want to move. At least not away from her. She was aware of the lovely warmth of Erika and the delicious smell of her earthy ash scent mixed with end of day stale work perfume.
“Now don’t pull away,” Erika said, slightly slurring. “As you do, you know. You draw close and you pull away.”
“We’re never this close,” she said, trying to control her own slur, which only made it worse. She drank more wine.
“I don’t mean physically. Although I guess there’s that, too.”
Aly didn’t say anything. She tried to be on alert through her alcohol soaked brain. Had she been detected? She was aware of Erika draining her glass. The wine bottle was on the table next to Aly and Erika handed her glass to her, pointing it at the bottle.
“You want more?”
“Yes, please.”
“You sure? You’ll feel lousy in the morning.” Erika had to take the girls to Lu’s soccer practice and then to the dentist in the morning.
“I’m a big girl.” Aly filled the glass half way and handed it to her. “Are you my mother?”
“Hardly. She’s far more elegant.” 
Erika snorted. After she drank she said, “So no comment or defense?”
Aly knew what she meant. “About?”
“Drawing close,” Erika leaned into her as she said this, and Aly shut her eyes at the lovely feel of her along her body. “And then drawing away.” Erika leaned away, but not all the way away. They still touched along the length of their bodies.
Aly longed for a clearer head. Why had she drunk so much? She should have thought what could happen. She felt her inhibitions and boundaries dropping every second as the alcohol peaked in her system. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Huh!”
Aly was warm from the wine, the fire, but mostly Erika’s proximity. “Too hot,” she said and swung her legs off the left side of the lounger. She unzipped her blue hoodie and peeled down to a white T-shirt. She heard and felt movement behind her and a warm hand landed on her left shoulder. She froze, forgetting to breathe.
“What is this again?” Erika asked from right behind her. Her voice, so close, felt like a vibration along Aly’s spine. Then there was the teasing sensation of a finger stroking down the vertical line of the tattoo on her neck. She shuddered unwillingly. “Three…” Erika said as she stroked across the top horizontal line. “Stroke…” Another stroke along the middle horizontal line…
…And Aly had enough. Her heart was pounding. Her breathing returned, shallow and quick. She reached back and grabbed Erika’s hand. “Stop,” she said hoarsely.
For a moment, neither moved. Then Aly went to remove Erika’s hand and their fingers entwined. Later, she would not be sure if this was an accident or if Erika was deliberately playing with her hand, but this was the fuel on the fire started when Erika leaned into her. She spun around and took Erika’s head in her hands to bring her beautiful, full lips to her own.
Erika’s response was immediate and just as hungry. They kissed long and deep, Aly moving her hands down to Erika’s waist to pull her close, Erika with one hand in Aly’s hair to hold her mouth close, the other around Aly’s neck.
In time, Aly moved her hands up under Erika’s top and caressed the smooth, warm flesh of her back. She was touching her as she had longed to do for so long. Erika pressed herself against her as if she could not get close enough and Aly removed her mouth from Erika’s to nibble down her neck--that long beautiful neck she had wanted to nuzzle from the first day.
Erika’s breathing was heavy in Aly’s ear as her hands burrowed in her hair. Aly was molten lava, pure sensation, pouring over Erika. She moved her right hand forward to cup Erika’s breast and with her thumb caressed an erect nipple. They moaned together and on this signal Aly rose.
“Come on,” she said thickly, pulling Erika to her feet.
When Erika was up, their eyes met for a moment. The burning intensity of her look was all the confirmation Aly needed. Everything else in the world was gone for her. She had no inhibitions, no barriers left. All she wanted was to get Erika to her bed, to show her how much she loved her.
She turned with Erika’s right hand gripped tightly in her left, as if afraid she’d get away. As she passed the switch for the fireplace she slapped it off. They went around the corner to her bedroom and she quietly shut the door. Quickly, wordlessly, both panting with desire, they unpeeled their clothes and together fell, enflamed, onto the bed.
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Just before she surfaced, Aly had a pleasant dream. As she rose to consciousness it faded and was replaced by a feeling of heaviness in her head and body. Her mouth was dry and pasty.
She rolled onto her back and was met by mild queasiness and throbbing in her head. She opened her eyes. Erika was gone. Aly had gone to sleep spooning her from behind.
Despite the discomfort of moving, she rolled back onto her left side and caressed the sheets where Erika had been. She reached up for the pillow that had held Erika’s head and pulled it toward her, burying her face in it to inhale the scent of her hair and perfume. She hugged it close.
What have I done?
Now I will have to leave. And with these memories…
It was late January and the room was lightening, which meant she was in bed way past her usual wake time. It was way past Erika’s, too, and she knew she had things to do with the girls that morning.
She rolled around and sat on the edge of the bed, taking a moment, despite the cold, to let the queasiness and throbbing ebb. She wore no clothes, as they had not all night. After making love, they took turns in the cold night putting on her inadequate kimono robe to go to the toilet. She had dreaded Erika would leave after that. But she returned. She did not stop to put on her clothes, which were somewhere on the floor, but had instead come back under the thick comforter, into Aly’s waiting arms, pressing her chilled flesh into her warm body.
When Aly lifted her head she saw a large glass of water and two ibuprofen tablets on her end table. Erika. Typically thoughtful of her, no matter how much Aly screwed up. Her gratitude was painful as she drank half the water to moisten her mouth before she took the ibuprofen and finished off the water.
She rose and shuffled to the bathroom. She could smell Erika’s body and perfume on her shoulders; Erika’s sex on her face and hands. She had been so receptive to the pleasure Aly could not get enough of giving.
She leaned back against the counter, her face in her hands, not wanting to wash Erika off. She could still feel the imprint of Erika’s body on her own. She had never felt so enveloped by a lover, so nurtured. Was there any part of her body Erika had not touched? The bottoms of her feet, perhaps, because Aly could distinctly remember the tops of her feet being caressed. Erika was a passionate, tender, sensitive lover, just as she would expect from a warm, thoughtful, affectionate woman.
There was a street lamp that shone into the window behind her bed at night. Last night, her blinds were only partly shut so the room was bathed in a soft darkness when she brought Erika to her bed. It was perfect for lovemaking. She could just make out Erika’s sweet, compact brown body, her beautiful face, her eyes hooded and dilated with desire. Thinking of all they’d done to each other Aly felt herself getting aroused again, moaned, and finally moved to turn on the shower and brush her teeth as it warmed up.
How was she going to move past this? One stupid night of too much wine, no restraint, no self-discipline. She was losing it all. Erika, the girls, the wonderful warm home, the job, even Julio and Luce. Aly was disappointed in herself. Maybe her mother was right and there was some flaw in her.
She was in her closet in jeans and a T-shirt choosing a hoodie when she heard her bedroom door open. With dismay she went into the bedroom.
Erika was in the doorway. “Hey, there,” she said softly. “I only have a moment. The girls. Would you like to joi--”
Aly only glanced at Erika before she looked away and plunged, haltingly. “I’m sorry about last night... It was totally inappropriate… I don’t want you thinking I’ve been after you. I haven’t been... I don’t want you thinking I have feelings for you. I don’t... It was a mistake… It’s lame to blame the wine, but it was a big part of it... That’s an explanation, not an excuse… While you’re gone today I will pack my things and get out.”
She glanced in Erika’s direction again but didn’t look at her.
“I don’t…” Erika began. “You’re going to leave? I don’t--”
“How can I stay? I’m not after you. I kept pulling away when we got close because I was afraid you’d think I was interested.”
Erika was quiet for a while, taking it in. “Oh. I see.”
“I have to leave. How can you trust me now if you’re concerned I might--”
“You do know there were two of us last night, right?”
“It’s very generous of you to say that.”
“No, Aly, it’s a fact,” she said slowly.
There was a long silence and Aly didn’t move or look at her. Finally, Erika said, “Um, look…if it’s a mistake, as you say, then we can acknowledge that and put it behind us. It won’t happen again.”
Aly cleared her throat. “No, it won’t.”

“Okay. I don’t want you leaving. The girls lo--”

“Thank you.” Aly stood still,  looking at the floor between herself and Erika.

A moment later, Erika turned and left the room.
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            It was Aly’s view that the night before Erika was vulnerable. Her ex had just announced her engagement, Whitney was growing up, and she felt winning the Jones case was not the best thing for the Jones children. She got drunk and playful and it was Aly, also drunk--but that was no excuse--who lost control and set things in motion.
If she didn’t love and long for Erika, would it have happened? She didn’t know. Of course two lesbian friends getting drunk and having sex was hardly a new phenomenon. It was as old as lesbians and alcohol. But if she hadn’t wanted Erika so much it was just as likely she would have playfully batted her away.
Erika was generous to let her off the hook that morning. But would it last when Erika had time to think it through? She was thinking of her girls and what Aly’s leaving would mean to them. But would it ultimately be too uncomfortable for her to keep Aly around? Would she always  harbor suspicions that Aly felt, well, as she did?
While waiting for Erika and the girls to leave, Aly thought about these things and stripped her bed completely. When she knew they were gone she washed everything: Mattress cover, sheets, pillows, comforter. She threw in her clothes as well. She normally did her laundry on Sunday but, if Erika had not thrown her out by then, she planned to spend the weekend away from the house. And if she was thrown out at least her clothes would be clean.
She made herself cereal, but it might as well have been sawdust in the almond milk for all the flavor it had for her. Despite wanting to erase painful reminders of the night, when the sheets were done she sniffed at the pillow cases hoping to find some trace of Erika’s perfume. There was none and she cried so much on the second pillow case she had to throw it in the wash again.
While the washing was going she straightened her room. When that was done she stood outside in the cold and stared at the view, unseeing. Her body would not let her forget. Despite the hangover, despite the tension she felt in self-condemnation and over potential loss, her body hummed from the night’s nurturing pleasure. At odd moments her body remembered the impressions of Erika’s hands, mouth, tongue, and teeth. And her own hands remembered the soft, firm, smooth, and velvety wet textures of Erika’s body. Images of her impassioned face, burning eyes, and sweet body flashed involuntarily through her mind. Tastes, smells, sounds came back to her unbidden. “Oh, Aly, yes…”
She stayed outside until she was chilled. Would she see this view again? Back inside, she finished her laundry and went out. She did not want to be home when Erika got home with the girls. Downtown Summerlin was too full of her, so she wandered Meadows Mall off the I95.
Even on weekends Erika was usually in her bedroom by ten. So she made sure she was home later. The house was quiet as she made her way to her bedroom. But she had to wait to use her toilet, backing out of the bathroom when she heard Erika’s running faucet on the other side of the wall. Too close.
A little later, after preparing for bed, she stood for a long time staring at  the mattress. Was that just last night? The day had seemed so long.  Everything had changed. What time did it happen last night?  She really didn’t know. It would have been after nine that Erika checked on the girls and came back and told her to scoot over, so twenty four hours ago they…
She started crying and sat hard on the edge of the bed. She let herself cry for a long while. When she was done, she blew her nose, went to the bathroom and washed her face in cold water, patted it dry, got back into bed, and turned off the light. She had not altered the blinds, and the light pouring in from the street lamp was the same soft darkness as the night before. In a sudden quick movement she threw back the covers, got on her knees, and reached over the headboard for the wand to close the blinds. Blessed darkness. She got back under the covers and stared into the night until, physically and emotionally exhausted, she was overcome by sleep.
She felt much better upon awakening Sunday morning. Her body was renewed. Her mind was clearer and her emotions subdued for the moment.
The day before she was sure she’d spend the weekend away. But now she was not so sure it was a good idea. She hadn’t seen Erika since she left her bedroom doorway. If she had changed her mind and wanted Aly to leave, Aly needed to give her time to tell her so she had time to get out. If she had not changed her mind, then Aly needed to see her again and just get on with it.
She decided running would do her good. When she emerged from her bedroom, Lu was up and eating a bagel. “I beat you and mom up,” she noted brightly. “I had to get the bagels.”
This never happened. On weekends, Erika’s body clock, like Aly’s, didn’t diverge much from weekdays. One of them always got the bagels at the front door. “I didn’t see you at all yesterday,” Lu continued as Aly made her protein drink.
“I was busy. Did you have a good day? How was soccer practice?”
“Okay.”
“How about the dentist? Any cavities?”
“No. But Whitney had one.”
“No surprise there.”
It was a crisp forty degrees with a bright blue, cloudless sky when she stepped out. She looked forward to the endorphins her run would produce as she jogged to the trail. She needed them.
Forty five minutes later she was back and growing tense as she walked down the driveway to the front door. Soon she would face Erika and find out her fate.
The house was quiet when she stepped through the front door and turned and locked it. She could smell coffee, so she knew Erika was up. And when she saw her sitting at the bar it wasn’t body memories like the day before that hit her like a ton of bricks, but the emotions of Friday night and Saturday morning. Here was the woman she loved and that she had now lost even as a friend. She faltered, and suddenly felt she was walking through wet sand.
Lu was leaning on Erika’s arm and they were looking at something on a tablet together. Aly said good morning as she passed on the way to her room for a shower and a cry and Erika returned the greeting softly.
Aly was determined to follow her normal routine. After her shower she went to the kitchen for coffee and a bagel and sat reading the news on her phone in her usual spot at the end of the bar. Erika and Lu were still in their seats. To acclimate herself to being around Erika, she looked surreptitiously at her profile at one point and saw she looked drawn and grey. Did she drink again last night? What had she looked like yesterday morning when she was certainly hung over? Aly realized she had not really looked at her.
“You guys going to shop for more stuff for the house?” Lu asked suddenly. She had been a little disappointed to not be a part of their redecorating efforts.
“I don’t know,” Erika answered, not taking her eyes off her tablet. “Not today.” After a while she said, “Aly was thinking maybe we should paint that wall.” Her eyes skimmed Aly as she swiveled to indicate the wall in the living room.
When did I say this? Friday night, from this bar, on the way to getting drunk. Aly remembered shoulder bumping Erika and issuing herself a warning. It seemed to her eons had passed since then.
“That would be lit,” Lu said. “What color?”
Aly shared her idea and she and Lu discussed the options presented by the multicolored fireplace. “If your mom wants it painted we could go out this week and get swatches,” she said. 
Lu loved the idea. This could make up for the decorating she missed.
“Get the swatches and we’ll see,” Erika said.
Later, Aly realized by suggesting she and Lu get swatches she had signaled to Erika that she was staying. But what about Erika’s response? Was the “we’ll see” only about the paint or was it also about  her staying?
Somehow she got through Sunday. She did go out midday to wander again, only because she felt it was oppressive struggling to be normal around the girls. What had normal been? Clearly both she and Erika were not up to par. Whitney made comments indicating Erika had been very distracted Saturday and she didn’t seem much better on Sunday.
But Aly was home for dinner. And when it came time for wine, which she did not want at all, Erika handed her a glass of Chablis. She was grateful, because if it had been red she would have wondered if it was the Cool Stream merlot and possibly recoiled. But, of course, Erika would think of that.
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             Monday was back on routine with work and school. Aly leaned into the routine and looked forward to the empty house and less Erika during the week to give her space to breathe. She dreaded the weekend, however. It was a Dad’s Weekend when she and Erika would be alone in the house.
But before she could get to the breathing space of the work week she was struck by a blow she should have anticipated. She was eating breakfast with the girls and Erika had gone to her room to finish getting ready for work. When she returned to the kitchen her perfume, the work perfume that had mingled so deliciously with her body's scent on Friday night, struck Aly with such visceral body and emotional memories that she involuntarily let out a sound somewhere between a gasp and a yelp.
All three Milton’s turned to look at her. Her hand had gone up to her mouth--really, her nose--and Lu said, “She bit her tongue.”
“You okay?” Erika asked.
She nodded, not looking at anyone. She had teared up, but let them think as Lu said.
How long before I get past this? It was so hard to move on when the object of her grief was right in front of her and memories came unbidden. Everything was the same and yet everything was different. One night had altered it all. She had lost Erika as a friend. She could not get close again. Who knew what Erika was thinking?
She found out that evening. She had spent the day working in her room, full of memories. But she knew the way to get past them was to push forward with her routine. The memories would fade as the daily familiarity of the room took over.
She picked up the girls and spent the afternoon with them as they did their homework. At dinner she was with the family as usual, though she and Erika were silent, which was not usual. Erika again served a white wine. Afterward, she went back to her room. And when she went to the kitchen for water before bed, Erika was at the bar. She had her tablet in front of her, but she was staring into space.
“Can we talk?” she asked softly.
“Of course.” Aly’s heart beat fast. Was this it? Was she out? She waited in the kitchen, across the long counter from Erika. But Erika indicated the seat next to her. This was to be a serious discussion. And, probably, Erika wanted to be sure the girls could not overhear.
Aly took the seat and was startled to find herself emotionally thrown again. She hadn’t expected that sitting so close to Erika after making love with her would be a new experience. But she knew the smell of Erika; her most intimate smells. She knew the feel of her, in the most intimate places. She knew how and where Erika liked to be touched and her responses to what she liked. There was an intimacy that had not been there in friendship. They were lovers now. Or once lovers, anyway. Yet that very intimacy was the reason for the impassable divide between them as friends.
The swiveling stools made it possible for them to not look at each other. They both sat facing the living room.
Erika began quietly. “I want to apologize to you for Friday night. No, let me say this,” she said when Aly looked up to speak. She had put out a hand to touch in her characteristic way, but she pulled it back before it reached Aly.
She has a no-touch policy now, too, Aly thought, and looked down at her lap.
Erika continued, “I started things. Drunk or not, it was completely inappropriate to touch you that way. And I’m sorry.”
Aly heard this with horror. She regarded Friday night as something that happened between friends. But Erika’s use of the word “inappropriate” made her realize that there was another way to look at it: Something that happened between employer and employee. She couldn’t let Erika feel it was an abuse of power. She had not crossed a line alone.
She looked at Erika, pained. “You can’t… I can’t let you… It’s like you said, it was two of us--”
“I know what I felt. I know what I did.”
Erika’s face, hard and drawn, was in profile to Aly. She had never seen Erika like this and she didn’t like it.
“It was both of us. Let’s just agree on that,” she nearly pleaded. “I’m sorry for my part, too.”
Erika looked down and folded her arms across her chest. She was quiet for so long Aly wondered if she should go to her room. But then Erika said, “Okay.”
Aly decided she had to try for solid ground. “I need to know if you want me to leave.”
Erika turned sharply to look at her. “No. I want you to stay.”
“How can you trust me?”
“You just got through saying it was both of us. How can you trust me? I heard you Saturday. You’re not interested. I believe you.”
Aly looked away and nodded. Isn’t this what she wanted, Erika thinking she was not at all interested in her? Then why was she suddenly so sad? “Are we done here?”
Erika sighed. “I think so.”
Aly stood up, said goodnight over her shoulder, and went to her room.
Of course Erika would take responsibility for her part in it. Of course she would accept Aly’s word that she was not interested in her. Oh, why did she have to have so much integrity? It only made Aly love her more and feel less worthy of her.
On Wednesday morning, Erika announced she was going to visit Ronnie in San Francisco over the weekend. If Aly could see the girls off with Julio on Friday, she would go to the airport from work and be home on Sunday before the girls got home.
Aly assured her she could. She was relieved she would not be home alone even part of the weekend with Erika.
There was no hiding that things were not the same between them. At breakfast and dinner, Erika interacted as usual with her girls and Aly interjected to prompt the girls or to elaborate for Erika. But there was none of the usual discussion or banter between the adults. It was as it had been months ago, when Aly started, before she and Erika became friends.
It was at dinner on Thursday that Whitney finally had enough. “Did you two have a fight or something?”
There was a beat where no one said anything. Then Erika asked, “Who two?”
“You and Aly.”
“No, we haven’t fought.”
Aly noticed Erika’s lawyerly response. She didn’t lie. They hadn’t fought. But she also didn’t address the “or something”.
“But you two have hardly spoken all week.”
Whitney’s eyes were going back and forth between them, but Aly decided to let her mother handle it.
Erika rubbed Whitney’s back to reassure her. “We both have things on our minds.”
Whitney didn’t look satisfied, but she dropped it.
Later, Aly went out to get her nighttime water when she knew Erika was likely to be in the kitchen making her chamomile tea. “We have to make more of an effort around the girls,” she said.
“Yes,” was Erika’s simple reply. And that was all they said of the matter.
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Aly saw the girls off with Julio Friday night and awoke to a light dusting of snow on the ground Saturday morning. She texted pictures of the whited out swimming pool cover and snow dusted desert to the girls and they texted back pictures of patchy snow on the ground at Julio’s just down the hill. The snow probably did not reach the valley floor.
Before That Night, as Aly called the night of lovemaking with Erika, she would not have hesitated to send the pictures to Erika, too. But this time she paused and thought about it. For the girls they had to get back to some sort of friendliness, if not outright friendship. She was aiming for a friendliness that was more than when she started and less than it had become. She was trying to remember what it was like before December when they grew so close. How do you forget what you know about someone? How do you not fall back into the easy exchanges of deepening friendship? Especially when you longed to be close again, even when you knew it was best not to be.
She sent the pictures, but it was hours before she had a response from Erika. “Beautiful. Sorry I missed it.”
She sat for a long while at the bar with her coffee looking toward the sitting area by the fireplace. It was a day for a fire. Finally, she mustered her courage and went to it, pressed the switch to start the fire, and sat on the lounger where That Night began. Her heart ached and tears came as she allowed herself to be washed in memories. She let them come up and pass, but she refused to indulge them. It was time to move forward.
She pulled up the red, tan, and grey throw they had recently bought and stared into the fire. Her mind went immediately to what this last week had shown her. She had to leave. Every day she stayed she was lying to Erika. This only added to her pain because Erika deserved better. It was painful to stay. It was painful to go. But staying meant staying in pain and leaving offered the hope of one day moving past the pain and going on. It was a no-brainer.
She thought through the options of when. Now, with the girls in school, would really leave the Milton-Allendes in the lurch. But she knew it would be hard on them to have the same last minute situation they had last summer. The best thing was to tell them before the school year ended, but to commit to stay through June since the girls would be gone in July. She resolved to tell them in early May.
She didn’t come to this fast and without emotion. There were a lot of tears and a lot of pain within the reasoning. She had never been happier in her life than with Erika and her girls. She had never felt so valued and supported. She had not been fully happy as a child because the love of the Wongs did not add to the love in her home, but in some part had to make up for a deficit there. And Toy, she now realized, was only not quite as selfish and withholding as Linda.
After settling on when to leave, she moved on to thinking about telling Erika the truth. If she didn’t tell her that her own feelings were the reason she was leaving, Erika would be left with some doubt about herself. She deserved the truth, and what she decided to do with it in regard to what she told the others would be up to her.
It would be hard for Aly to tell her not just that she loved her, but that she had lied to her about it since Halloween. And she had compounded the lie the morning after That Night. Also, because of her feelings for her, she was more responsible for That Night than Erika knew. The more she looked at her situation the more she didn’t like herself. She was out of integrity. Was she truly loving Erika as things now stood? No. The only way to love both herself and Erika was to tell the truth and leave. This realization strengthened her resolve.
After hours in front of the fireplace she was sad, but also stronger than she had felt in a long time.
Dave called her late the next morning. “You work for a lawyer, don’t you? Mine retired and I don’t want to just go with the guy he recommends.”
She provided him with Erika’s office number and told him she’d give her a heads up. Linda could be heard in the background. “Your mother says there’s some mail here for you. You should come by and see her.”
She sighed. “I’ll get by for the mail sometime.”
Sunday afternoon she was in the laundry room when she heard the hum of the garage door. A couple of minutes later the door opened and she heard Erika come through. She looked out so Erika would not be startled by her when she passed the laundry room. But she seemed to startle her anyway as she stopped in her tracks and stared at her.
Aly noted her color was better and she looked…softer. “How was your trip?”
Erika looked away to think about how to answer. Then she seemed to study Aly and said quietly, “Clarifying. How about yours?”
The same, Aly thought. But she just said, “Quiet.”
◆◆◆
 
After that weekend the energy of the adults in the Milton household was decidedly different. Both women were still quiet and a little sad. But Aly’s resolution to leave helped her hold to her boundaries and remain friendly. In fact, she felt that in a part of herself she was already moving on.
Erika was, well, the only word Aly could come up with was, again, softer. Not that she had been hard the week before. But her distraction had made her less accessible to everyone. She was available again and Aly found her to be solicitous toward her. At dinner their conversation was not what it had become as their friendship deepened, but it was friendly again. They had indeed slipped back to behavior that preceded their growing friendship.
The previous week Erika had avoided the living room in the evenings, but now she was back to her usual after dinner routine. If Aly had something to report about the girls she met her there as before.
And in the middle of the following week she did have something to report. She had met Dana Del Toro. Erika was all ears.
Whitney and her squad were STEM students. Dana was not a part of that group, but she did come over to study that day. She needed help with math. “She’s softer than she appeared in the picture,” Aly reported. “I think she’s gay, but not gender queer. She’s artsy. I think she likes to write.”
“From a science nerdy boy to an artsy girl. My, she is feeling her way around, isn’t she? How were they together?”
“When Whitney was tutoring her they sat with their shoulders touching, very naturally. Whitney was very patient and tried to find creative ways to explain the math to her. It was lovely to watch. She reminded me of…” Oh, shit. Aly was going to say “you”. But Erika didn’t seem to notice.
“Hmm. I’d like to meet this girl.”
She pointed out that the following week was Valentine’s Day and the squad was making plans for a group dinner with dates. That could be Erika’s opportunity
As the week went on, Aly could swear that sometimes Erika was looking away just as she looked in her direction. This happened a few times and she didn’t know what to make of it.
Then one evening after dinner she and Lu and Whitney were looking at the swatches they had gotten. They had taped them to the wall and were discussing how the colors changed over the light of the day and which ones they liked best throughout the changes. Erika was behind them at the bar and when Aly turned to step back to get a look at the swatches from a distance she looked in her direction. She was looking at Aly, her face sad. Their eyes locked for a long moment and then Erika dropped hers.
She knows I’m leaving, Aly thought as she turned back to the swatches.
Or she’s going to ask me to leave.
Erika planned to be home to meet Dana on Valentine’s evening when she came to pick up Whitney. It was a Wednesday, so Lu would be with Julio. Aly decided to take herself to the movies as it was not a night she wanted to be home alone with Erika.
For days preceding Valentine’s an open bag of heart and square shaped Dove chocolates in red and pink wrappers sat on the bar. They each dipped into it now and then. At breakfast Valentine's morning, just before she left for work, Erika pushed a red heart to each of her daughters and wished them a happy Valentine’s with a hug and a kiss. And then she reached to the bag again and hovered a bit before choosing a red square and pushing it to Aly. She didn’t look at Aly or say anything.
Aly thanked her. She figured Erika felt she had to make some gesture toward her in front of the girls. And she suspected that, before That Night, Erika would have pushed a pink heart toward her.
When she got home that evening Erika was sitting in front of the fire, not in the lounger from That Night, but the left one. It was around ten and late for her to still be in the living room. Though awkward to be in that part of the room together again, Aly wanted to know what she thought of Dana, so she joined her there. She sat at the extended edge of the other lounger and tried not to think of the last time they had been in that area together. She didn’t succeed and suspected she was blushing.
“She seems a sweet girl,” Erika replied to her question. “We didn’t speak much, of course. They were holding hands. It was very cute.”
“That's progress for you.”
“Well, I’m coming around,” she sighed, looking sad. “Nothing stays the same.” She looked at Aly carefully. “How was your evening?”
Aly had the sudden thought that she might think she had a date. She wasn’t sure why she thought this. Certainly Erika wouldn’t care if she did. She answered, “Okay.”
“I met Dave today. He thinks the world of you.”
“He’s a good guy.”
“You look like your mother. In general. Body type. Face type.”
Aly was surprised. “She was there? I hope she was well behaved.” 
Erika laughed. “I don’t think she said more than hello and goodbye.”
Aly was relieved. “Were you able to help Dave?”
She nodded. “Just updating his trust.”
“Well, thank you.” Aly rose. “Goodnight.”
Erika said goodnight and returned to looking at the fire.
We are so far apart now, Aly thought with sadness. But it was the way it had to be.
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         Bianca and Aziza’s wedding was the first Saturday in March and, since rehearsal was Friday, all four of the Milton-Allende clan were flying down on Thursday evening.
      Lu was excited. Whitney was glum. Aly had a hard time reading Erika. She was still soft and sad. How much had to do with this wedding? Aly remembered how bad she’d felt abandoning her after they announced their engagement. So before the family left for the airport, she stood in the kitchen and told Erika she could call her if she needed to talk. “I can’t imagine what it would be like to see Toy marry someone else.”
          “I can’t imagine what it would be like to see Bianca go to prison,” Erika said, and then immediately regretted it. “I’m sorry--”
              “No, you’re right. We both have exes in transition. I hope your ex will be happy. I don’t have much hope for mine.”
         She looked so pained Aly could hardly bear it. She knew in the past Erika would at least have touched her arm, and more likely given her a hug. But all she said was, “I’m so sorry, Aly,” and looked so sad that Aly had to turn away.
          “It’s okay. I hope you can enjoy the wedding.”
            “Thank you for the offer,” she said to Aly’s retreating back.
For a moment Aly couldn’t remember what offer. Oh yes, to call me if she needed. “I mean it,” she said over her shoulder.


◆◆◆
 


Anita was making the rounds of catching up with her friends. She had a particularly busy Fall and Winter with her charity work and now had some time to breath as Spring approached. Aly knew she had lunch a week before with Erika. Now, on Friday, it was her turn.
Anita had her to her home and made tuna sandwiches on whole wheat bread, and put out a plate of carrots and celery and a bowl of potato chips. She might be wealthy now, but she was a middle class girl at heart.
They ate at a bar at the end of the island in her enormous old world southwest kitchen. Sprawled behind them on the terra cotta tile was her red Irish setter, Siobhan.
They chatted for a while about her work. “Never, ever again will I chair. I’m a grunt, not a leader. Tell me what to do and I’ll get it done. I hated all the decision making.”
“Why’d you take it on?”
“Oh, I thought I had brilliant ideas and knew better than the others. Same trap I always fall into. And then I regret it.”
Aly laughed. “You’re a natural leader and just don’t like it. How many times have you chaired and said ‘never again’?”
Anita only grunted at this. She then changed the subject and they talked about mutual friends and acquaintances for a while. Finally, she asked, “And what about you? Seeing someone?”
“No.”
“Lost someone?” Aly looked up sharply. “Ah, that’s it.”
“No, I just thought it was a strange leap.”
Anita was quiet and studied her for a while. “Something’s up. You seem, I don’t know… not quite happy. Everything okay up at Erika’s?”
“Yes, it’s lovely.”
“I saw her the other day. She seemed down, too.”
“She’s at Bianca’s wedding this weekend.”
“That’s true. That has to be odd.” They both considered this for a moment. “So do you want to talk about what’s on your mind? Is it Toy’s situation?”
“No, it’s not Toy. And I don’t want to talk about it. But thank you.”
“You know I’m here.”
Aly squeezed her arm. “Yes, I do, thank you.”
After a while Anita said, “I’m glad things worked out for you and Erika.”
“I love the girls.”
“I thought you’d be a good fit. You two are so much alike.”
Aly snorted and shook her head. “Me and Erika, alike?”
“Certainly. You are two warm, loving, thoughtful women. You’re both full of integrity and wisdom. You’re always trying to be better people. Anyone who knows either of you values you highly. You are two of the best women I know.”
“She is leagues beyond me.”
“In what way?”
“She’s a lawyer, a businesswoman, she’s got a house and kids…”
“I can’t believe you seriously measure people that way. Do you like her?”
“Of course.”
“And are those the things you value about her? I doubt it. I know you.” Aly thought about it. No, these were not the things she valued about Erika. “Stand outside yourself sometime and look at yourself the way you would look at someone else. Maybe you measure yourself by accomplishments, but I know you don’t measure others that way.”
It was true, Aly realized. She measured Erika by who she was as a person, but herself by what she hadn’t accomplished.
“What I saw in you was someone with the same values as Erika. That’s why I thought you two would fit.”
Aly remembered how intimidated she was by Bianca initially, but then realized she fit in Erika’s home and Bianca didn’t. Not anymore, anyway. “And we do,” she said quietly. A happy sensation bloomed for a moment in her chest, but faded before she could grasp it.
Anita gave a little laugh. “You know she only interviewed you to please me? She didn’t expect anything to come of it. But you handled her girls so well and they responded well to you. She say’s you’re the best nanny they’ve had.” This was a stab in the heart to Aly. Her resolve to leave, which had held since she made the resolution, wavered. “But more than that, I sensed the other day that she values you as more than a nanny.”
“Yes, we’ve become friends." Aly looked down because so many painful emotions were passing through her and she didn’t want to be read. When she left Erika’s, what would she tell others?
“That’s the best foundation,” Anita said, but Aly didn’t really hear her. Instead, she changed the topic to Anita’s next Thing, which was overdue, and they discussed some ideas.
Throughout the day she received on her phone pictures from Lu of Bianca and Aziza’s home: White tents being raised on rolling green lawns. White marble statues of half-naked goddesses decorated with colorful flowers. Floats in a deep blue Olympic sized pool that she assumed would hold decorations the next day. And the hazy view of the city below.
Later in the day Erika sent a picture of the house from a distance. It was a huge white marble box tucked into drought browned hills. She texted “The Mausoleum”. Aly texted back a laughing emoji.
She was working in her room in the late afternoon when she was surprised by a call from Whitney. She knew the rehearsal and dinner were that evening.
“I don’t want to do this,” Whitney said in a petulant voice. “Bianca doesn’t care about us. We’re just for show: ‘Look, I’m a mom’. We’re like the things in her house she likes to show off.”
“Have you talked to your mom - Erika - about this?” Aly asked.
“No. She won’t understand. She’ll just say I have to do this. I have to be a role model for Lu. But Lu doesn’t mind. Let her do it. Why do I have to do it if I don’t want to?”
“I think you sell her short. I think she’d try to understand. What about Bianca? Have you ever told Bianca about your feelings?”
“No, she’d just say of course she loves us, blah, blah, blah.”
Aly realized Whitney was probably calling her because she knew she had problems with her own mother. So first she commiserated with her over having a mother who disappoints. But then she told her that she needed to respect Bianca as her mother even if she didn’t like her. Outside of the days she and Lu were born, tomorrow would be the most important day in Bianca’s life. The time to back out was when she was asked to be part of the wedding party, not the day before the wedding. For Whitney’s own self-respect, she needed to uphold her commitment.
Whitney was so quiet that after a while Aly asked if she was still there. She was. “So what are you going to do?”
“I’ll do it,” she said reluctantly.
“Good. I’m proud of you.”
Dammit, she thought when they hung up. I better go see Mom.
Sunday was beautiful and crisp, and that afternoon she took herself up Charleston to Red Rock Canyon to enjoy the view of the snow covered, red, brown, grey, and black stratified Spring Mountains. She didn’t take the scenic drive or hike, but parked at a viewing lot, got out of her car, and leaned against the hood. There was only a smattering of others there, and some young children tried unsuccessfully to make snow balls from the ice remaining in the shadows of the bushes on the desert floor.
For Aly, there was something about being up close to mountains that quieted her mind. They weren’t permanent, of course, but they took so long to erode and her life passed so quickly that they put her problems in proper perspective.
She sent pictures to the Miltons and a minute later Erika called. “Are you there now?”
“I am.”
“It’s just up the hill and I never think to go,” she said. “We’re at the airport. We’ll be home in a few hours. Look, I want to thank you. I just found out from Lu about Whitney wanting to back out and Whitney told me what you told her.”
“I didn’t want her to make a mistake she’d regret.”
“I really appreciate it, Aly. It would have been a disaster if she hadn’t been there. It was very important to both Bianca and Aziza that the girls were part of the wedding.”
“How was it?”
“You know, it was beautiful…” She described how, yes, it was extravagant and over the top, but the ceremony was surprisingly moving. There was not a dry eye in the place. “I wasn’t expecting to be so moved. For all of their materialism, they really love each other.” She laughed. “Or maybe that’s the basis for their love, who knows? But it was real and evident.”
For Aly, Erika speaking with her this way again was like water on the parched desert of her heart. Her resolve to leave, wavering after speaking with Anita, wobbled further. She wanted more and drew her out. “How was it for you? To see Bianca marry someone else?”
The first day Erika spent in a flood of memories. “You know how they say a person’s life flashes before their eyes when they’re dying? I relived our whole relationship from meeting through, well, now. You said that once, didn’t you? That divorce is a kind of death.”
Did I? Aly wondered as she paced before the mountains, listening.
As the ceremony began, Erika had a moment of shock when she wondered why she was watching her wife marry another woman. “Seven years after our divorce I felt this way!” It was as if her marriage to Bianca didn’t end with the divorce, it just transformed into a new stage. “No, that’s not it. The marriage died, but our relationship transformed.”
As the ceremony progressed, she was truly grateful that Bianca had found someone to love who loved her. “We might not have the same values, but she deserves to be happy in hers. It set me free in a way. Maybe her values are not wrong, but just different. So maybe our divorce wasn’t a failure, but inevitable under those circumstances.”
“It sounds like a profound experience.”
“It was. I was not expecting this.” She was quiet for a moment. “That seems to be a theme with me lately. Ronnie says I’m so into my head that I miss what’s going on with my heart.”
She fell quiet again. After a while Aly said, “I’m glad you called.” And then she felt this was a mistake. It was too personal. She should have said something neutral like, “I’m glad you had a good time” or “I’m happy it was so moving for you”.
But it was Erika who put the space back between them. No warm “I’m glad I called, too” as she once would have said. Her voice had been open and animated throughout the call. Now she sounded almost professionally detached. “Thank you for listening. We’ll be home soon.”
42


         On the Tuesday after the wedding, Erika called Aly with news about Toy. “I didn’t want you to find out from the news so I’ve asked for updates. Toy’s got a deal where she will do some prison time, there will be probation at the end, and treatment is required. I think with her debt they figured they’d never get their money back, so they settled on her never working for the school district again.”
             Aly, at her desk,  sat back in her chair. “I didn’t know you kept up. Thank you.”
              “Of course. She’ll be formally sentenced on Thursday and go from there. So if you want to see her…”
             “I’ll have to think about that.”
             And that was pretty much all she did that day. Neither Toy nor Calista had reached out to her again after she refused to help when Toy was arrested. Should she try to see Toy before she was locked away? If Toy wanted tha, wouldn’t she reach out? At dinner that night she brought up her conflict.
“What do you need to do for yourself?” Erika asked.
What would be the point in seeing Toy again?
She wondered that evening as she sat on the bed with her television on but unseen. She thought of the last time she saw Toy, at the Halloween party. She had shrugged and said she was okay when clearly she was not. Well, did Aly expect her to say, “I’m stealing from the school district to fund my gambling habit”? No, but that was the point. Toy needed help and didn’t reach for it. She meant to deceive again. She hoped Toy was getting help somewhere, but she clearly didn’t want anything from Aly. So Alywas done. Except for paying Toy’s debt every month, that part of her life was over.
Even after sleeping on it, she was clear about her decision. In fact, she felt a sense of closure as she headed out for her morning run.
At breakfast she told Erika about it. Erika smiled and said, “I’m glad.”
In the past, Aly thought, she would have rubbed my back or given me a hug. And then she thought, I have to stop thinking about the past.
She was out running errands when she thought of her conversation with Whitney about their mothers. She decided to go by Linda’s and get her mail. This time she called ahead and Linda said she would be home.
Right away she told her mother about Toy. All Linda said was, “Ah.”
Dave wasn’t home. He would have been interested. He would have had sympathetic words about Toy.
She was sorting through her mail, all junk again, when Linda said, “We met your boss.”
My boss. “Yes, she told me.”
“She seems to think highly of you.”
Normally, Aly would have replied something like “everyone has their illusions.” But this time she stated what she knew was a fact. “I know she does.”
“She and Dave spent quite some time talking about you.” She didn’t know where her mother was going with this and didn’t pursue it. She learned long ago to not take the bait, especially when she didn’t know what Linda was trying to catch.
“She’s very successful, isn’t she?” Linda continued. “Lawyer with her own practice. Mother. She must have money, looking at her office.”
“She’s well off, yes.”
“How old is she?”
Aly bit.  She looked up at Linda. “Forty two. Why?”
“Just thinking what she’s done in her life in that time.”
Was Linda comparing Aly to Erika? Aly didn’t know, but she felt her mother missed the point of Erika, anyway. “Oh, she’s done more than that. She’d be successful even without those things. Everyone she knows loves and respects her.” 
She walked past her mother to Dave’s cave to shred the junk mail.
“Huh,” was all Linda replied for a while. And then, “She said similar things about you. You two sure seem to think a lot of each other.”
“It’s true,” she said, realizing it as she said it. “We do.”
“She’s a very attractive woman. I hope you’re not...” Linda let this hang with a smirk.
Aly’s reflexive, “Don’t worry, she’s out of my league” didn’t seem like the right thing to say. Instead she just looked directly at her mother and said, “You hope I’m not what?”
Her face was neutral and Linda returned the look for a moment before she shrugged and turned away.
Aly looked down at a flyer she was about to shred. It was addressed to “Alyssa Wong or Current Resident”. Clearly junk. Is Dave right? Does she hold onto this because she wants to see me? She thought of Whitney and all that was unsaid by her to Bianca.
"Mom, you raised Mark and me and I respect you for that. It’s hard work.” Linda, who was walking away, stopped. “But what was it I never did that you were always so disappointed in me?” Linda turned and began to demur, but she stopped her. “Have the decency to be honest with me.”
Linda pursed her lips, but answered. “I wanted you to be more than me.”
“Why didn’t you live your own life? After we were grown?” When she didn’t answer, Aly said, “So you were disappointed in me because you didn’t do more with your own life?”
“I didn’t have a mother,” she spat bitterly. “I did more than anyone did for me. We expect our children to do more than us.”
"Why? Dad and Mark and Dave and the Wongs and Riveras and McMahons and Giannis and Miltons all love me. I must be doing something right. I’m a good woman. Why isn’t that enough?” Linda just stared at her. She didn’t seem to understand. “At some point, Mom, you stopped growing. You expected me to grow for you. In a way that you understand. But you missed how I did grow. Thanks to the people I mentioned.”
Linda just stood in the living room, uncomprehending. Poor woman. All the love she can show is to hold onto my junk mail to make me come by every now and then. She went and kissed her mother on the cheek. “I’ll be back to shred more junk mail when it gets to be too much.”
Linda was still standing in the middle of the living room when Aly let herself out the front door.
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         The following Monday began as any other school morning. Whitney was full of the Verkammer School Junior High Spring Social happening in a couple of weeks.
          “Social?” Aly asked. “Sounds like something from the sixties. Do they still call them that?”
             “They do at The Verkammer,” Erika said.
             It was a big event for the eighth graders because they were at the top of the junior high. It was their last chance to lord it over the sixth and seventh graders. The next year they would begin at the bottom again, as freshmen in high school.
        Whitney was no longer seeing Dana. Their little romance petered out after Valentine’s Day. She announced at breakfast that she planned on going to the Spring Social alone. “I don’t want to be attached,” she said imperiously. “I want options.”
         Erika cocked an eyebrow at her daughter, then looked at Aly, shook her head, and rolled her eyes.
        The Spring Social was attended by both the junior high and ninth grade faculty. It wasn’t just for the kids, but for their parents to get to know their next teachers as well. It was on a Friday of a Dad’s Weekend, so they discussed Aly and Lu hanging out at Julio’s during the dance. Aly would return home with Erika after the dance.
Alone in a car with her, Aly thought. That will be awkward.
Erika kissed her girls goodbye and was off to work. An hour later, Aly dropped the girls at school and went home to work.
Late in the morning, though, it became a decidedly different kind of school day. She was sitting at her desk when she received a text. “Incident at The Verkammer School. Hard lockdown. Parents and guardians assemble at Red Rock Hotel. Incident tent west parking.”
For a moment she didn’t understand. Incident? Hard lockdown. “Oh my god.” She leapt up and grabbed her wallet, keys, and phone, and ran through the house to the garage. When she got in Gigi she quickly synced her phone with the Bluetooth.
Erika and Julio probably received the same text, but she couldn’t be sure. She called her and got her voicemail. “Erika, there’s an incident at the school. They want us at the Red Rock. I’m on my way. Call me.” It was the same with Julio.
She called Thea, who said Erika was in court and she would get a message to her. She didn’t know where Julio was, but would find out.
She was driving as she left these messages and was confused to find the onramp to the 215 blocked. The Red Rock Hotel was directly across the 215 from The Verkammer. To reach either she would use the next exit south, the Charleston exit. What was going on? She would have to circle around on surface streets.
Her adrenaline was pumping and she had to concentrate to drive safely. What were the girls going through? This was not a lit or boring drill. Erika, as always, was in the back of her mind. What was she going through?
She headed down Far Hills, impatient at stop signs, and turned right at Anasazi where she drove too fast to Town Center. There she made another right. Traffic was a little heavier on Town Center and there was a long wait to turn right onto Charleston to head up hill to complete the circle.
On Charleston, which had two lanes and adequate turn lanes headed both east and west, traffic was notably heavy in both directions. There was an empty lot across the intersection and Aly knew up the hill there were businesses, a gym, a bank building, and, across from the sprawling sand and cream colored Red Rock Hotel, a shopping center with a Costco anchoring it. On weekdays, traffic flowed smoothly and easily in the middle of the day. This traffic had to be others heading to the hotel for the “incident”.
As she approached the hotel she could see the Charleston overpass beyond was blocked by police cruisers. Traffic was being routed through parking lots to turn back down Charleston, which was causing the traffic in the other direction. Beyond the barricade on her side, past the overpass, and yards past the school up the hill, there was another barricade with what looked like police command center vans assembling.
For a quarter mile west and east of the school no traffic was allowed. The Far Hills exit was closed. She assumed the Sahara exit to the south was closed. No traffic was being allowed near the school. With horror, she realized whatever was going on at the school was threatening to a wide area. She could only think of a sniper or an explosive.
When she finally got the light to turn left into the hotel parking lot, she was met at the end of the driveway by a khaki uniformed police officer routing traffic. A tall white man, bald, with a powerful build looked through his reflective aviator sunglasses at the inside of the SUV as he spoke to her. “Ma’am, are you here for the incident or looking to turn around?”
She had questions, but knew he wanted to move things along. “Incident,” she said. He directed her to the parking lot to the right.
At the far end of the lot, just above the 215, a white tent was erected. There was no parking nearby and she ended up in the parking structure where there were others directing incident parking upward. She ended up on the roof, and instead of waiting for the elevator, scrambled down the stairs where she ran into one of the mothers she saw each day when she picked up the girls from school.
“Aly, what the hell’s going on?” Dahlia asked, visibly shaken. She was a young mother of two, about thirty years old, with a narrow white face, her brown hair in a ponytail, her grey eyes large with fear.
Aly gave her a quick hug. “I don’t know.”
“The barricades…”
“I know." She had still not heard from Erika or Julio.
“Oh, my god…” Dahlia looked like she was going to have a panic attack so Aly put her arm around her and walked her down the stairs.
“It’s going to be okay. It’s probably nothing. Just precautions,” she said, as much for herself as for Dahlia. “They’re in hard lockdown. They’re safe. They’ve practiced. It’s a good school.”
They joined a stream of hurrying, worrying parents and guardians headed toward the open sided incident tent. Police officers were there, but no one with rank. They had no information. They seemed to be there only to keep order.
Rumors were flying. There was someone with a gun on the campus, in the school. There was a sniper. It was a bomb. Across the valley of the 215 helicopters buzzed the school, two unmarked that were probably police and one that was from a local television station. There was a television being set up in the tent.
Aly and Dahlia met with other parents, nannies, and mannies they knew from afternoon pick-ups. All were worried, some on the verge of panic, others angry. She called Thea, who had informed the courthouse. They told her they would get in touch with Erika, but just in case Thea sent a runner from the downtown office to find her as well. Thea believed Julio was on his way. He was at a meeting on the west side of the city, not far from Aly.
He arrived twenty minutes later, his face drawn, his eyes intense. He hugged Aly and she told him she had no information on the incident. She told him what she knew about Erika’s whereabouts. He stepped away to make phone calls. He had been in the prosecutor’s office for a while and had connections there and in the police department.
When the television was up, the bodies in the tent surged toward it. Aly couldn’t get close to hear or read the chyron, but the news rippled back. A bomb threat. There was a suspicious bag at the school gate or front entrance into the building. There were conflicting reports, but a threat had been called in.
Ten minutes later, Erika called. Her voice was tense. “I’m on my way. What’s going on?” Reluctantly, Aly told her. “Oh, my god.”
Aly remembered her once saying this was her worst nightmare. “They’re safe, Erika, they’re safe. They’re in hard lockdown. Just get here safely yourself. I’ll call you if there’s anything new.”
A half hour passed. Parents and guardians continued to arrive. Couples were united. But arrivals were down to a trickle. Julio didn’t learn anything that wasn’t on the news, which was repeating the same information over and over. He was pacing like a caged animal.
Aly stayed near the parking garage, looking out for Erika. She hoped she took the freeway. Surface streets from family court would take forever midday.
Finally, she saw her white Audi sedan turn and hailed her. She ran around to the driver’s side. “Go be with Julio. I’ll park it.”
Erika got out and without a word they hugged close. It was the first time they had touched since That Night. The memories conjured in Aly’s mind and body were stifled under fear and a strong urge to protect and comfort her. Still, she only just managed to not kiss her on the neck. When they broke apart she told her where to find Julio.
“Thank you." She had sunglasses on so Aly couldn’t read her eyes, but she could see her face was drawn and grey.
After parking the car, Aly hurried back to the tent. She felt better that Erika was there now, where she could watch over her. She found her at the western edge of the lot next to a brown steel fence lined with oleander and rosemary bushes. Like many parents, she was looking across the canyon of the 215 to the school. Her arms were folded across her chest. She still wore her sunglasses.
When Aly joined her she put a hand on Erika’s back and Erika surprised her by leaning into her. Aly felt grateful that she would let her comfort her.
Erika cleared her throat. “I have a song stuck in my head. I think it’s from one of the Hunger Games movies. The one that was nominated.”
She thought for a moment. “Taylor Swift? ‘Safe and Sound’?”
“That’s it.”
She put her arm around Erika’s shoulder. “When this is over you can sing it to them.”
Erika smiled wryly. “Oh, no one would want that.”
Aly squeezed her close. They stood for a long while that way, Erika, arms folded, leaning on her, sometimes looking at the ground, sometimes across to the school, and Aly with her arm across Erika’s shoulders. What horrible scenarios must be going through her mind. If anything happens to those girls she’ll survive, but she’ll never be happy again.
“I should call Bianca, just in case…” Erika said after a while.
The De Mateo-Binghams were on their honeymoon. “Aren’t they still in Australia? What time is it there?”
“I don’t know. Tomorrow.”
She tried to talk Erika out of it. Nothing was going to happen. Bianca will be anxious for nothing. But Erika said, “I’d want to know. I’d want to be prepared.”
“Either call will be a shock. Only this one will lead to worry for nothing.”
“If it was me I’d be angry I wasn’t given the opportunity to worry." 
Aly let her go and she stepped away. As it turned out the call went to voicemail and she didn’t want to leave that kind of message. Bianca’s seeing she called would be enough to concern her.
Next, she thought of calling her parents, but it was easier to stop that call. Aly corralled Julio, who was still pacing behind them, to discuss it, and he said he would not call his mother. She had high blood pressure. This seemed to convince Erika to not call her own parents.
Eventually, staff from the hotel went across to Costco and came back with packs of bottled water and snacks for the anxious parents and guardians. Aly got water and energy bars for Erika, Julio, and herself. Julio took them gratefully, but Erika only took water. “I’ll throw up if I eat anything.” 
Aly ate because she had to be strong for them, but the snack bar tasted and felt like paper on her tongue.
Some parents, mostly fathers, became belligerent as time passed and there was no news. All of these families were well off. Many of them had connections to politicians and ranking police or prosecutors. Some of them were in power themselves. But none of that helped, and they were left to their powerlessness and anger. They took it out on the uniformed officers, who projected calm fortitude and kept their cool.
Finally, after a couple of hours, the tension shifted in the crowd as they made out activity on the television. A remote controlled robot was being sent toward the school entrance. The news anchors indicated that it was capable of sensing the chemicals and materials used to make bombs.
Erika didn’t move from her view of the school. Aly had the sense she was willing herself over to comfort her girls. What were sensitive Whitney and young Lu going through? How would they come out of this? Aly didn’t entertain the thought that they wouldn’t come out okay physically. But emotionally, even if nothing happened, it had to take some toll.
The television was raised so everyone in the tent could see it. The view on the screen was from cameras on one of the helicopters. Aly stood back with Erika and could just make out what was going on. Erika leaned her right shoulder against her back as she told her what she was seeing.
In time, what looked like a backpack was pulled by the robot into the middle of Charleston. That robot retreated as another approached, seemed to place something near or on the bag, and then retreated itself. The bag was blown. The crowd in the tent flinched and ducked as one. Shouts and moans of shock rippled through. The explosion was heard by them twice, live and on television. Smoke rose in the distance. It was not a large explosion. It may not have been a bomb after all.
This routine was repeated on another bag that was brought out from within the school grounds. Anger rippled through the crowd. How was there a bag on the grounds when everyone funneled through a check point to get past the gate?
Next, police and SWAT swarmed through the gate to search the grounds.
“I think it will be over soon,” Aly told Erika. Erika didn’t say anything, but instead Aly felt the ice cold fingers of Erika's right hand entwine with the fingers of her left hand. She gave a reassuring squeeze and they didn’t let go.
After searching the grounds the police went inside the school building. It was another forty five minutes before police cars came through both barricades and down the street to the tent. A police captain, a tall, white woman of about fifty with short salt and pepper hair, got out of one of the cars and told everyone what they had seen for themselves. She then told them how they could proceed to pick up their children.             
Aly went to get Gigi. They would get the other cars later. She picked up Erika and Julio as she came out of the parking garage and followed a stream of cars up the hill. She parked beyond the school and Erika and Julio entered the school grounds to join other parents forming lines on either side of the school’s double doors. The youngest children were let out first and parents were to grab their children and leave. Julio stood on one side and Erika on the other. Erika was to get Lu and Julio, Whitney. When Erika came out with Lu and they headed up the hill to Aly, she could see that Lu was very animated. Erika had an arm around her and was focused on getting her to the car.
She got in, chatting away. Aly could see her energy was anxiety. She reached back and squeezed her arm. It was clear that for Lu today was not lit like the drills. It went on for too long and the adults were too tense. Everyone, staff, faculty, student body, was squeezed into the back classrooms, as far from the front of the school as possible.
Why weren’t they evacuated? she wondered. Perhaps they didn’t know where all the supposed bombs were. There were a lot of unanswered questions.
Erika held onto Lu’s arm and prompted her now and then, but other than that she was quiet. Aly could see in the rearview mirror that her jaw was set and her mouth was grim. She still wore her sunglasses.
A few minutes later Julio and Whitney emerged from the crowd and made their way to the car. Erika got out and pulled Whitney into a tight hug and took her face into her hands and looked closely into her eyes. Aly couldn’t hear what she said, but Whitney was nodding her head. They got into the vehicle, Erika between her girls. Julio sat up front with Aly. He reached back to touch Lu. And, finally, many hours after she received the text about the hard lockdown, Aly was taking the family home.
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           When they got home, Aly announced she’d get dinner. She wanted to give Erika and Julio time alone with their girls. And she needed time to reflect.
             “You don’t need to do that,” Erika said. She was finally out of her sunglasses. Her eyes were weary.
                “Does anyone feel like cooking?” Aly asked rhetorically as she went back toward the garage.
                The 215 was open again and traffic was moving like normal for late rush hour. But she wasn’t certain if the Charleston off ramp was open from the north yet so she took the roundabout route she’d taken that morning to Costco. There, she bought a couple of cooked roast chickens, a salad mix, and some whole wheat rolls they all liked.
As she stood in line at the checkout she felt emotionally blasted. A large part of it was what the girls went through, of course. But there was more. She loved Erika and it wasn’t natural to her to hide it. It had been balm to her aching soul to comfort her. Each time in the last weeks that she refrained from an affectionate statement or gesture it was like another nick to her heart. What difference did it make, she realized, if Erika figured out she loved her now or she told her later? She would just be leaving earlier. The outcome was the same.
She was home in thirty minutes. When she came in Lu was showing Julio the swatches on the wall in the living room and Erika was emerging from the hall. She was still in her brown suit from work. “Lu, your mom’s on the phone with Whitney. She wants to talk to you.”
“How’s Whitney?” Aly asked after Lu passed. Whitney was quiet in the car, but she was a quiet girl. Aly had no sense of how this impacted her. Erika explained that she had been recruited to help distract and comfort the younger children and she thought this helped Whitney feel useful and less anxious.
Erika poured red wine for herself and Aly and rum for Julio. Aly mixed the salad and the adults discussed the day. They had learned the man responsible for the backpacks was involved in a custody dispute with his ex-wife and he was upset at the school for not letting him see his children the month before. He was a veteran of the Afghanistan War and claimed, plausibly, to have C4 explosives. But the backpacks were just full of trash. He was only looking to scare.
The school was going to have a lot to answer for. How did a bag get on campus? How long was it there? And, they all wondered, did they overreact? It was nothing in the end. “But that’s terrorism,” Julio said. “Our feelings were real even if there was no bomb.”
Then he said he did not want to be away from the girls that night. But if he stayed, would he only make them more anxious? 
Aly knew that after a ‘flu in ’14 had ravaged the family, Erika and Julio kept toiletries and clothes at each other’s homes in case they had to stay over again.
“Stay,” Erika said. “The girls will like it.”
“Thank you. Dad needs comforting, too.”
The girls came out to eat and it was arranged that Lu would sleep with Erika and Julio would sleep in her pink and red bedroom. Over dinner, the adults got the girls to talk about the experience. Lu did most of the talking, of course. It was clear she found parts of it interesting, but was left rattled that a place where she had always felt secure was no longer certainly safe.
“That’s a lesson I was hoping she wouldn’t learn yet,” Erika said when the girls had gone to take their showers.
Later in the evening, when Aly came out to get her water for the night, she was surprised to see Erika standing outside looking at the view. It was mid-March and quite chilly outside. She was still in her suit. 
Aly could tell by the set of her shoulders that she was tense. She wanted to go to her, but wondered if she wanted to be alone. Then she decided that if she wanted to be alone she would say so. As she headed toward the glass door she saw Erika lift a hand to her face. Was she crying? She grabbed a box of tissues off the table between the loungers.
When she opened the glass door Erika turned her head in profile and rested her chin on her shoulder. “Aren’t you cold?” she asked as she set down the tissues on the glass table.
“A little.” As she came level with Erika she could see she wasn’t crying. But her arms were folded across her chest, her face was grim.
Aly told her what she’d learned on the news. The perpetrator had asked a twelve year old boy to leave the backpack by the front door of the school for his son who, he told the boy, had forgotten it that morning. That explained how the bag got onto the campus, but not how it was missed by staff and security for the rest of the morning.
“His own children go there,” Erika spat out. Her voice was deep and tight in anger, a tone Aly had never heard before. “I know they weren’t there today. But what about the other kids? How could they not matter?”
Now there were tears in her eyes. Angry tears. She gets angry when she’s afraid. Aly rubbed her back and as the tears started to fall Erika batted them away. She leaned into Aly as she had in the tent that day and Aly pulled her into her arms. They each held on tight as she sobbed into Aly’s shoulder. Before that morning, Aly would have broken off as soon as she stopped crying. But now she was determined to hold on until Erika broke it off. And Erika held on for a while after the tears stopped, her head resting on her shoulder. Aly could have stayed that way all night.
When she finally did pull away, Aly retrieved some tissues from the box for her. She rubbed Erika’s back as she blew her nose and cleaned up her face.
“Thank you,” Erika said. “And thank you for being there today.”
“I wouldn’t have been anyplace else.”
“I don’t just mean for the girls. I mean for me.”
“I wouldn’t have been anyplace else,” she said again, but softly.
Erika looked at her. I love you so much, Aly  thought, but did not say, as she returned the look. But there must have been something in her face. Erika’s eyebrows gave a small contraction and she cocked her head slightly as she searched Aly’s eyes. Then a look of wonder flashed across her face.
Aly leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. “Goodnight,” she said quietly as she turned back to the house.
Julio was in the kitchen in blue plaid pajama bottoms, a grey T-shirt, and black socks. They exchanged goodnights. As she turned the corner into the alcove outside her room she heard Erika come into the house and ask Julio, “Do you think chamomile tea tastes like soap?”
“Soap! No. Like apples.”
She had trouble falling asleep as the day’s events churned in her mind. Yet, something else had relaxed in her. She felt such joy just loving Erika the consequences no longer mattered to her. Better to go out honestly loving her than to go on painfully concealing it.
◆◆◆
 


She didn’t run in the morning, but slept until six. When she emerged from her room after a shower everyone else was up and at breakfast. There was an overwhelming sickly sweet cloud of male cologne in the air. It was an unfamiliar aroma in that household, but Aly was sure the girls were used to it. 
Julio was complaining about not having a beard trimming kit with him. He didn’t have a beard the last time he stayed over. Erika assured him he looked fine.
The night before, the adults had debated keeping the girls home the next day. But they were concerned that would only make it harder for them to go back. They concluded it was better to get them right back into their routine.
Lu was unusually quiet. Whitney was quiet as usual. Their parents reminded them that the man meant to scare, and he did. But they were never in any real danger. School was safe. And the school would learn from any mistakes or inadequacy and learn how to keep them even safer.
Julio and Erika were to go with Aly to drop the girls at school. She would drop them at their vehicles at the Red Rock Hotel afterward. When the girls were in their rooms getting their things for school, Julio thanked her for the day before. 
“Your job is to take care of the girls, but you took care of us, too.” He gave her a hug, dousing her hoodie in his sickly sweet cologne. She would change it when she got home later.
“You know,” he went on. “We shouldn’t wait until summer to lock you into a contract for next year.”
Aly’s stomach fell to her feet. I’m not ready to go.
Erika was standing at the bar in profile to her, looking at her phone. Aly saw her eyes widen before she looked up and their eyes met. Erika gave her a searching look, but Aly didn’t know what to say, so she said nothing, and dropped her eyes from Erika’s.
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Erika was suddenly very busy at work. She had a young lawyer named Teena working for her who was brilliant, but, Erika and Thea suspected, was dealing with mental health issues. They were encouraging her to get help, but she insisted she had things under control. Because of her emotional problems, Teena had screwed up a case that Erika now took over personally. It came at a particularly bad time as she was already dealing with two complicated divorce and custody cases that were coming to a head at the same time. She tried to get a continuance on one of them, but the judge refused.
“This is the worst time for this. I want to be here for the girls,” she said to Aly Thursday morning. She was referring to the fallout after The Incident, as they had come to call the bomb scare. 
Whitney was handling it well. In fact, her experience during lockdown seemed to give her confidence. She was considering after school mentoring at the elementary school the following year when she entered high school.
Lu, however, had a nightmare Tuesday night. Erika had been home to deal with it. “She doesn’t remember the details,” she had reported to Aly. “Just that she was being chased by something bad.” But Erika was not home until the girls were in bed on Wednesday night and she didn’t expect to be home until late that evening.
“I’ll stay in the living room again until you get home,” Aly reassured her. “That way if Lu has another nightmare I’ll be available.”
“Thank you,” Erika said, momentarily covering  her hand with her own warm one. “I’m glad it’s you here with the girls. I know they’re in capable hands. And they trust you, too.”
They had not seen much of each other since the night of The Incident but, as this touch demonstrated, Erika had dropped her no touch policy just as Aly had. Aly had expected her to pull away after she allowed her feelings to show. But when she didn’t, she assumed Erika had not read her expression correctly.
She was relieved that, for the time being, she did not have to go. She still had a month and a half to prepare to announce she was leaving. However, Julio’s suggestion about her contract left her with a low level anxiety that ebbed and flowed. She had treated it as a rhetorical comment, but she was not sure it was. If he meant it, that would bring things to a head fast. 
If it came to that, she wouldn’t remain. It would mean telling Erika the truth and waiting in awkwardness until they found someone to replace her. She wondered if she should already be looking for another home and job. But that idea left her weary with sadness
Later that morning, as she was crossing the house to her room, she noticed that all but one of the swatches was gone from the wall. The one left was one of the warmer tans. Erika had been watching and listening as she and the girls discussed the colors. She chose one that was on the short list for each of them. When did she do this? Aly texted her, “Just noticed swatch. Paint this weekend?”
A few minutes later she replied, “Go for it.”
So after school on Friday she took the girls to Lowe’s to buy paint and all the fixings they would need to apply it. It was good therapy for Lu, she thought, and even Whitney was excited. As with hanging the television in her room, DIY projects around the house were exotic experiences for the girls.
Erika went to work Saturday, so Aly took Lu to her early morning soccer match. Whitney was allowed to sleep in. But when they got back, both girls were eager to start painting. 
The wall would be easy enough to paint with rollers, but the bookcase presented a problem. It was built in and the shelves were to remain white in contrast to the wall. Each square of wall behind the shelves was going to have to be done by brush. There was a lot of taping off to do. 
Lu was quickly tired of it. “When do we get to paint?”
“Most of painting is prep and clean up. The painting is the easy part.”
Lu's expression indicated she felt she'd been conned. But finally the painting started and Aly put the girls on the solid wall as she worked at the squares behind the bookshelf. They were finished by lunch and broke to eat, leaving the cleanup for afterward. 
They all stood in the kitchen and admired their handiwork.
“Gucci,” Whitney said.
“Looks really good!” Lu exclaimed.
It did look good. It warmed up the place. Aly looked forward to rehanging pictures and replacing bric-a-brac to get the full effect.
After lunch, she and Lu were in the laundry room cleaning up paint brushes in the set tub when Lu suddenly asked, “Have you ever thought of hooking up with my mom?”
She was thrown. “Where did that come from?” she blurted, and busied herself with washing out a brush. She wasn’t sure if she was blushing or not.
“Dad asked us if we ever thought you guys might hook up.”
Did he pick up on something? “Um, well, I don’t think she’d consider me.”
“Why not?”
She didn’t know how to respond. In fact, she wondered herself why Erika wouldn’t consider her. “I guess I’m not her type."
They had to wait for the paint to completely dry to hang the pictures, but they put the bric-a-brac back on the shelves and the effect was delightful. The room finally came together. The girls took pictures, but Aly suggested they not send them to Erika so she would experience the full impact of the change when she got home.
Tired out after working all morning, the girls settled on the couch with their phones and tablets and Aly took to a lounger. Lu’s question left her sad. It should have made her feel better that she no longer felt Erika was out of her league, but it made her feel worse. Erika simply wasn’t interested. It was different when she felt they were unequal and Erika’s lack of interest felt justified. But now there was no barrier left in herself. She felt equal to a good woman like Erika. But would she ever meet another woman who was equal to Erika?
Erika arrived home in the early afternoon. She was dressed casually in blue jeans and a yellow turtle neck to work on the weekend. She looked tired, and Aly suspected her briefcase was full of more work for her to do at home. But she was game when the girls clamored around her, excited to show her their project.
“Wow,” she said as they pulled her into the living room. “What a difference.” She went around and sat in the middle of the couch, her usual spot in the evening. The girls sat on either side of her and Aly stood behind them. “It really brings the wall in, doesn’t it?”
“Is that a good thing?” Aly asked.
“Yes! It’s very cozy,” Erika turned to look at her. "Thank you. You were right. I think it finishes the room.”
My parting gift?


◆◆◆
 
Aly was right about Erika having more work to do. She worked at home on Sunday at the coffee table, her laptop and folders before her, and Bach playing softly over the speakers.
In the early afternoon, Aly dropped Whitney at the theater at the Red Rock Hotel where she was to see a movie with her squad. Lu stayed home with Erika. Afterward, she took herself up to the Red Rock Canyon overlook for a couple of hours to think about her future, but all she could think about was how much she loved Erika.
She was home by the middle of the afternoon. As soon as she entered she felt there had been a palpable shift in the house, though she would not have been able to say what it was. The only change she could detect was that Erika, who had been focused and worked diligently all morning, seemed distracted. Aly would find her staring into space until she spoke to her. Then Erika would look at her with eyes that both studied her and seemed distant. Aly assumed something had come up in her work. Or maybe she was just tired.
Whitney was dropped home before dinner. As the girls cleared the dishes afterward, Aly looked up from the bar to find Erika looking right at her. “This is the worst week to be so busy,” she said quietly.
Earlier in the week she said this about being there for the girls after The Incident. “Lu’s been fine since Tuesday.”
For a moment Erika looked confused. Then her face cleared. “No, that’s not…I have something I…” she began, searching Aly's face, then waved it off.
On Monday morning, she detailed her incredibly busy work week. It would culminate on Friday with an early morning meeting downtown at seven.
“Friday’s the Social. You’re going to be there, right?” Whitney asked.
“I will be there,” Erika reassured her, kissing her on the head. As she did so she looked at Aly. It was another intense look that Aly did not understand. And  she said, again, quietly, “This is the worst time to be so busy.”
She worked late again on Wednesday, but Aly knew it was because she was busy, not because she was avoiding being home alone with her. She didn’t get home until the girls were back from dinner with Julio.
When Aly came out of her room after the girls were in bed she was surprised to find Erika sitting on the couch, still in a suit, no television, no tablet, her arms spread across the back of the couch as she stared at the wall of bric-a-brac. She thought how lately Erika had no time to unwind.
When Erika caught sight of her, she sat up and said quietly, “Can you come here?” She patted the couch next to her. “I have something I want to say to you.”
Her face had that soft look again. Aly’s mind wanted to go to some expectation that Erika had figured out her feelings and would ask her to leave. But her heart said something else. It was beating a mile a minute, but not in fear. She sensed she was entering into something new, but would not have been able to explain why. When she took a seat next to her, Erika took her left hand in both of her hands and looked directly into her eyes. “Just let me have my say.”
Aly nodded mutely, her heart pounding, her breathing shallow as she met her eyes.
“You must know that I trust you,” Erika began. “You take care of the most precious people in my life. You are a loving and thoughtful woman. And I hope I have always conveyed to you that I admire you. I enjoy your companionship. I value your opinions and advice. I respect you…” 
Here, Aly felt that perhaps she was going to be dismissed, albeit in a loving way. But Erika went on. “You know I loved Bianca dearly, but we had very different values. It undermined our relationship. I don’t find the same obstacle with you.” 
She looked away for a moment to gather her thoughts and Aly sat frozen in a swirl of inchoate emotions. “What I’m trying to say,” she continued, returning her eyes to Aly’s. “Is any smart woman looking out for her own happiness would consider you for a life partner.”
She gave Aly a soft, searching look, then leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. And with a last squeeze of her hand, she stood up and went to her room.
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Later, Aly would not remember how long she sat on the couch, but she did float off to her room at some point. And there she sat on the edge of her bed and stared at the wall for a very long time simply feeling. At first, her feelings were a confused tangle, but then wonder and hope welled up through the mass. Is it possible she has feelings for me?
But she dared not hope. Not without thinking it through. What did Erika mean to convey? Was she saying she would consider Aly or was she just being a good friend by saying someone would consider her? And why now?
But why would she talk about her own thoughts about Aly if she simply meant to say someone sometime would consider her? And why compare her to Bianca if she wasn’t comparing equivalent feelings? “I don’t find the same obstacle with you.”
Aly fell back on the bed, her arms above her head. What if she looked at recent events through a different lens, where Erika had feelings for her? She thought back to The Incident and Erika’s leaning on her and later, on the patio, holding on for a while after she was done crying. Was she taking more than friendly support, drawing on her own feelings for Aly? Or was she considering Aly now because she saw the love on her face a moment later?
She thought further back, to before The Incident. They had been far apart since That Night... She sat up abruptly. What about That Night? Certainly if Erika had feelings for her it couldn’t go that far back. There was no denying Erika was there that night. Despite the alcohol she was present, she was passionate. She had seen that as just part of Erika’s natural loving thoughtfulness. But what if…no, no, no, no, no…she couldn’t stand to think…it had been so painful since…and if Erika…then she had caused Erika a lot of pain, too.
She remembered the week after, how both of them were emotionally blasted. What did Erika say when she returned from San Francisco? “Clarifying.” What was clarified? And the soft looks and sadness since…
But, no, Aly didn’t think so. She didn’t trust her own hopeful judgment. Erika valued her as a friend,  she knew. It was likely she was just sad she lost a friend. And Erika had expressed her own disappointment in herself over her actions That Night. The more she thought about it, the more she thought Erika’s feelings - if she understood her correctly and there were feelings - were a recent occurrence. Not to mention, Erika had not said anything about love. She had said “consider you”.
It was over the past weekend that Erika seemed to change. Her distraction, her searching looks. What happened? Aly didn’t know. But it was most likely Erika’s feelings were only something new and there was some hope that in the future they could grow.
Aly rose to get ready for bed. As she brushed her teeth and changed into the red flannel bottoms and oversized red T-shirt she slept in, her thoughts swung hard into doubt. She was misreading the whole thing. Erika was only being a friend and telling her - for some reason - that at some point there would be someone for her. But why was she saying this now? That’s what Aly could not answer either way.
She got into bed and shut off the light, but sleep wouldn’t come. So she got up on her knees and reached for the wand behind the headboard to open the blinds slightly. The light from the street lamp gave her shadows on the ceiling to watch as her thoughts and emotions swung between doubt and hope.
She was finally dozing off when her conversation with Lu swam up from her subconscious. “She wouldn’t consider me…”
“Why not?”
Aly’s eyes flew open. Consider! That word! Did Lu say something to Erika? Is this why the sudden speech from her? Her hope was all but dashed. Erika was just reassuring her that some smart woman at some time would be happy to consider her for a life partner.
It was an hour more before, exhausted from her emotional vacillations, she fell into a fitful sleep.


◆◆◆
 
Her body clock had her awake at five the next morning. Erika had not left her mind all night, haunting her in tormenting, surreal dreams. Though still very tired, she was too emotionally wired to sleep again and got up. Instead of running, she’d walk. She needed to burn off some of her nervous energy before seeing Erika again.
Spring had officially arrived two days before, but sunrise was still not until after six thirty. It was dark and cold. But she was aware of none of it as she stepped outside and turned on her flashers. While walking she went back over the past weeks, since That Night in late January. But nothing was clear. Everything Erika said, every look, every gesture could be interpreted a thousand ways. Today - if not this morning, tonight - she would have clarity. She would demand it if it wasn’t offered.
Her adrenaline surged and her heart rate rose as she approached the house and let herself in. It was not yet six, when Erika would get the girls up. She would already have showered and would be dressing. It was Aly’s turn to shower. The Miltons should be breakfasting when she was done.
And they were, as usual. Only that morning didn’t feel usual to Aly. She was torn between trepidation and hope. When she opened her bedroom door she could hear Lu and Erika talking. And when she came around the corner, Erika was already turned her way at the bar because she was talking to Lu on her left.
Her eyes went up to Aly instantly. Her expression was raw and vulnerable. Was this because she had exposed her feelings? Or was it because she realized in the night that Aly could misunderstand her words? Everyone said good morning and Erika’s eyes searched Aly’s face as she approached. She returned the searching look until Erika was drawn away by Whitney on her other side.
Her heart was beating so fast she was sure it must show. And it did, in her shaking hands. She turned away to pour her cereal and cover it in almond milk, then took her usual seat at the end of the bar. She wanted to act normal, but where did she usually look? When the girls were done and had removed to the kitchen to put their dishes in the dishwasher, she  looked at Erika, who was already looking at her, her eyes soft. “Talk tonight?” she asked quietly.
Aly met her eyes and nodded slowly to indicate how important it was to her. “Ab-so-lute-ly.”
Erika went back to her room to finish getting ready and when she came back out to leave she kissed her girls, as usual. The girls went off to their rooms and then, not as usual, she went to Aly, who was standing at the kitchen sink. She put a hand on Aly’s lower back and looking in her eyes said softly, “I’ll see you tonight.”
Aly’s heart soared. This was not the gesture of a woman who was afraid of being misread. Whatever Erika felt about her, whether her feelings were nascent or stronger, she was free to openly love her now. “You will,” she managed to say, looking with raw emotion into Erika's beautiful eyes.
She floated through the day after that and did not get much done. Her only question now was how far along Erika’s feelings were. If they were only beginning, there was the chance they would never reach as far as her own. But she resolved to not hold back her own feelings any longer. She would be totally honest. Which meant telling Erika her feelings went all the way back to Halloween, and that she had lied to her since. That would not be a comfortable conversation
When she picked up the girls that afternoon she thought about how her relationship to them was going to change. She didn’t want to get too far ahead of herself, but it certainly was not going to be the same. What if Erika wanted to just date? Would Aly still live in the house? Everything was up in the air, but she trusted it would land well. She trusted in Erika to work things out with her. It was wonderful to be able to lean into that.
That afternoon she and the girls were just starting dinner when Erika called. “I won’t be home for dinner. I don’t know when I’ll be home. Teena’s in a crisis. We’re trying to get her help.”
Damn. “Okay.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Me, too.” She remembered something. “You have an early start tomorrow.”
“Yep.” Erika sighed. “Tell the girls I’ll miss them.”
“I will.”
“This is the worst time for this. I need to talk to you.”
Aly closed her eyes and smiled. Now she understood those looks and statements about time earlier in the week. She looked at the girls. “Yes, we need to talk.”
But it was not to be that night. Erika called after nine. “I’m not going to make it home tonight. We’re not done with Teena yet and I have to be up early. I’ll catch some sleep in Julio’s office later.”
Grrrr. “Okay. I’ll check on the girls in the night.”
“Thank you. Aly, I want…oh, this is so frustrating!”
“We can talk tomorrow.”
“I’ve got that damned social thing of Whitney’s.”
“After. Or this weekend. I’m not going anywhere.”
She heard Erika let out a deep breath. “That is so good to hear.”
More sure of Erika and tired from not sleeping the night before, she slept well, waking once to use the toilet and check on the girls. In the morning, the girls were clearly not comfortable with Erika still gone. She was always there. Lu said it was weird and Aly agreed.
Whitney was worried about the dance. “I know she will do everything to be there,” Aly said, but that was not good enough for Whitney.
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Aly got a little more work done that day, but she found herself staring into space for long periods of time. Around noon she got a text from Erika. It was an emoji of a dozen red roses and said, “Thinking of you.” Aly sent back a dreamy looking emoji with hearts floating around it.
“Have you heard from Mom?” were Whitney’s first words when she got into Gigi that afternoon. Aly said she had not heard anything about the dance. Phones were not allowed during class hours at The Verkammer, but Whitney already had hers in her hand and turned on when she got in. She started texting as soon as she had her seat belt on.
The social was in a banquet room at the Red Rock Hotel from six until nine. Aly knew Whitney wanted Erika’s help with dress and make-up. They had to eat an early dinner and pick up Julio as they dropped her and Lu off at his home. It was going to be a close thing.
At four, Whitney received a text from Erika saying she was on her way. She was coming from downtown, but Whitney felt better. Aly and Lu heated up tomato soup and made sandwiches for dinner.
Erika finally breezed in at four forty and Whitney was on her quickly. “I need to shower and change. I’ve been in the same clothes for two days,” she said as she put her briefcase on one of the stools at the bar. Whitney made noises and Erika only had time to exchange a meaningful look with Aly before she headed to her bedroom with Whitney at her heels. “Bring your make-up to my room.”
Lu brought their dinners to them,  the soup in mugs, as they prepared for the evening. They were ready to go forty minutes later. 
Whitney wore a lavender flared Evangeline dress with one shoulder. Erika had changed into brown slacks and the sharply cut white top she wore to the Halloween party. Aly smiled as she thought of her revelation that evening and its coincidence with what was occurring between them now. Oh, how wonderfully things had changed!
Erika caught the smile and cocked her head, but  Aly just said quietly, “You look beautiful.” This was true, but it was also apparent that she was exhausted.
They still had to pick up Julio, and Whitney was anxious to get moving. “We’ll be fashionably late,” Erika said to a frustrated Whitney as the four of them marched in a line out to the garage. “You don’t want to arrive right at six.”
“But the dance is only three hours,” Whitney whined.
Aly drove, and on the way  she prompted Erika to talk about her week. She had gotten a continuance on the case Teena had nearly wrecked, won one of the custody cases while the other was still being worked out, she and Thea got Teena to admit herself for a psychiatric evaluation, and the meeting that morning went well.
“A productive week,” Aly commented.
“But there was more I wanted to get to this week,” she said softly.
“Tonight,” Aly responded, just as softly.
At Julio’s, Aly met Erika’s eyes and squeezed her hand as she and Lu got out of Gigi. Julio took the driver’s seat and he and Whitney and Erika were off.
She and Lu settled in Julio’s man cave family room and put on an action adventure movie that she struggled to follow. Soon she would know exactly where she stood with Erika. The night could not move fast enough.
It was a Friday, so Lu could wait up to hear about the dance. Next year she would be in the sixth grade and attend it herself. But Aly sent her off to shower and get into her pajamas when the movie was over. Before she left the room, Aly gave her a big hug and said, “You know I love you and your sister very much, don’t you?”
“Yeah,” she said, hugging her back. But then she looked up at her and said, “Why? Are you going somewhere?”
On the contrary. “I’m not going anywhere, sweetie.”
It was nine thirty when Julio and Whitney came  into the kitchen from the garage. Whitney was still wired from the dance, which she had enjoyed. She and Lu went up the stairs chattering about who was there with whom.
Julio told Aly Erika was in the car. “She’s practically asleep on her feet. She was yawning all night,” he said.
She said goodnight and, her heart rate up in anticipation, went out through the bright garage into the night. The aluminum door hummed shut behind her. A streetlight and the accent lights around Julio’s home softly illuminated the darkness. 
Erika was not in the car, but leaning against it, her arms folded. Their eyes met as soon as Aly stepped onto the driveway and they stayed locked until she reached her. 
Erika took her hand. “Aly, I’m so tired, I can’t wait anymore. I love you and I need to know if there is any hope that one day you could return my feelings.”
She loves me. She loves me. “I love you, too,” she said, caressing her face. “I have for a long time.”
“Really?” Erika searched her eyes.
“Yes.” She took her in her arms. “For a long time.”
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When they got home, Erika went to change into her loungewear and Aly made her soap tea. She switched on the fireplace and when Erika joined her there they snuggled together under a blanket on a lounger. Ah, to stretch freely along each other’s body without reservation!
“This is dangerous,” Erika said. “You never know what might start here.”
“Mmm, I hope something gets started. But maybe after you sleep. You’re exhausted. And we have a lot to talk about first.”
The first thing they discussed was how Erika’s little speech the other night came about. Her first clue that Aly might return her feelings was the look Aly gave her after she held her the night of The Incident. But that was not enough for her. It had been such an emotional day she didn’t trust what she saw. 
The second clue was Julio having a serious discussion with her a couple of days later. He wanted to know if there was  something between them. She could honestly say no. But he had seen them interact in the incident tent and had seen them embracing outside that night. He told her they looked like two women who cared deeply about each other, not just two good friends. With these two clues, Erika wanted to seriously consider that Aly might return her feelings, but she was so busy she couldn’t find enough time to think about her.
The final clue was Lu, who, when Aly was out on Sunday, asked if Erika ever thought of hooking up with her. She had responded that Aly was not interested in her. Lu said Aly said something similar. This struck Erika because she thought Aly would have just expressed her own lack of interest. “So I told her to start at the beginning and tell me exactly what was said and every look and gesture,” she laughed. “I interrogated my own child!”
After this, she couldn’t help but think about Aly. She reevaluated everything that had passed between them recently. She saw that there were things that she said and did that could be interpreted in a new way. Maybe Aly had become interested in her. She determined to talk to her, but she was still so frustratingly busy. Finally, on Wednesday, she took the small opportunity that presented itself expecting that they would have time to talk the next evening. “I was deliberately vague because I wanted to see how my possibly having feelings for you would land with you.”
“If you must know, it was torture. I wasn’t sure how to read what you said. I went back and forth all night. It wasn’t until you put your hand on my back in the kitchen that I felt safe in my interpretation.”
“I wasn’t sure which way you went until you looked at me so intensely when I asked if we could talk that night. That’s why I felt safe to send a clear signal. And then from there your signals were clear and I tried to make mine clear…”
But how long had Erika been in love with her? Aly wanted to know. Erika admitted she wasn’t sure how to answer that. She knew after January, which is how she referred to That Night. She had expected after they made love that something was beginning between them and her rejection - Erika’s word - had come as a real blow. Aly heard this with a moan of agony and covered her face. 
Erika tried to reassure her that it was okay, but  she said, “You don’t know the worst of it. But go on. I’ll explain later.”
Erika was miserable the week after, but didn’t understand her own feelings. That’s why she went to see Ronnie. It wasn’t until she had several long talks with her that she figured it out. First, she realized she was feeling grief. Ronnie said, “Well, you lost a friend.”
Of course, Ronnie knew what was going on, but she wanted Erika to realize it for herself. And Erika soon did. She realized she lost more than a friend. She was in love with Aly and had probably been for a while. She was always attracted to her - “your bedroom eyes and smoky voice” - even when they were just acquaintances. After running into Aly in June, she deliberately brought her up to Anita. “I can’t say I was thinking of asking you out right then, but I’d say you were a prospect in the back of my mind.”
“Really? Back then?”
“Why are you so surprised?” Erika playfully pinched her chin. “Then when I spoke with people about you and you were so universally praised and respected I became intrigued. How come I didn’t know all this about Aly Wong before? I mean, we’d been acquainted for a while.” 
Still, as Anita had guessed, she had interviewed her more as a courtesy to Anita than in any expectation she’d work out. But then she handled the girls better than the others she interviewed. “You kept surprising me in lovely ways.”
When she came to work for her, Erika had convinced herself any attraction would not be an issue. The relationship was professional and she could maintain that boundary. But Aly was under her skin early on. There were a lot of little attractions, physical and emotional. She was always there, not just in the house, but in her mind. She didn't pursue her because of their positions. And she was always so busy with work and the girls it was easy to push aside anything else. But if Aly had at any time shown any interest, she would have been open to it.
Aly again covered her face in pain and said she would explain later.
When Erika broke up with Leesa she found she kept comparing Leesa to Aly, with Aly always winning the comparison. And she found such comfort in confiding in her. “Everything I wanted was right here in you, yet I wouldn’t see it. Not totally, anyway. Do you remember my grabbing your hand at Christmas?”
“Yes! The hand hug. What was that about?”
“You have a name for it,” Erika laughed, taking Aly’s left hand in another hand hug. “I did it without thought. It just seemed so natural to take your hand. And then I felt this…current between us and I dropped it.” She shook her head. “This is why Ronnie says I don’t understand my own heart. Things like that happen and I find ways to dismiss them or justify them. Lawyers, you know. Too much in the head.” She tapped hers.
But that hand hug did get her attention. In January, on That Night, when she had too much to drink, her inhibitions were down and she wanted to explore her feelings for Aly. It was selfish, drunken tunnel vision. She didn’t even consider the effect on Aly. Or that the girls were home! She sat close to Aly to see if she felt that current again. And she did. Then she leaned into her and wanted more. She wanted to get on top of her, frankly. She playfully stroked the tattoo…
“I seduced you,” she confessed.
Aly laughed. “I did not feel seduced. I thought I took advantage of a vulnerable woman.”
When they made love, Erika felt so safe and free because it was Aly, her valued and trusted friend. And, again, Aly had surprised her. Her passion. “I was so used to you coming close and pulling away. Hot and cold. And that night was all heat.”
“I didn’t hold back. I finally had you where I wanted you. The wine helped me push all boundaries away.”
That’s why, the next day, Erika was so shocked by her pulling so completely away. She went from boiling hot to ice cold. She wondered if Aly made love like that when she didn’t care, what was she like when she did care? “But then I thought maybe the wine skewed my perception.”
When she got home from San Francisco she felt clear, but sad. She knew she was in love with Aly, but Aly wasn’t interested in her. She had lost her as a friend, too. And she had the sense that she was getting ready to leave at any moment. When Julio mentioned the contract and Aly didn’t say anything, she really began to fear she would go. But she didn’t know what she wanted herself. She didn’t want to lose Aly and yet she couldn’t stand to be around her and not have her. And the girls loved her and she was the best nanny they’d had. She felt stuck.
“That was my exact conflict, too," Aly said. It was her time to tell her love story and she began with, “I knew I was in love with you at the Halloween party…” 
Erika’s shock was expected and yet still hard for her to bear. She told her about the moment she realized her love, her agonizing November when Erika was seeing Leesa, her recovery in December and January as their friendship deepened, and that she pulled away not because she was afraid that Erika would think she was interested in her, but because she was afraid she would know she was interested in her. In short, she had been lying to her since the end of October and she was very sorry.
Erika was quiet for a while. Finally, she said, “I have to rethink everything.”
Aly could see she was shaken by her deception and it frightened her.  For the first time she wondered if she was no better than Toy. But that was a somber thought for another time. “Please tell me I haven’t lost you over this,” she said quietly.
Erika looked at her in surprise. “Because you loved me much longer than I knew?”
“Because I lied to you. I deceived you.”
Erika kissed her lips tenderly and stroked her face. “Baby, you’re not going to lose me. I did the same thing these two months. It was complicated, for both of us. It’s hard to leave someone you love even when you can’t have her. I wanted you to go and I wanted you to stay. The girls - ”
“I don’t want you to think it’s characteristic of me to deceive like that. It’s not natural to me. It was miserable. It’s why I finally caved and let my feelings show during The Incident. It’s why I was going to leave.”
“So you were going to leave.”
“But I would have told you why. I owed it to you. I realized that lying to you was not loving you.”
“And that is why I love you. Your integrity,” she said with that soft look that Aly now knew was love. “I planned to tell you my feelings if you left, too.” She put her arms around Aly and her head on her chest. “It’s comforting to know this would have happened eventually if it didn’t happen now.”
Aly held her close, reassured. But a moment later Erika sat up abruptly. “For five months! How blind was I?”
“I worked very hard at hiding it. And I pushed you away. And I hurt you. You had a lot of reasons to not see it.”
“Hell, I didn’t know my own feelings.” She gave it all more thought. “I’m relieved, actually. Because now I understand your pulling away every time we got close. I was afraid that was characteristic of you. And that would be hard to live with.”
Aly pulled her close again. “I have no reason to pull away now. I’m all yours.”
“Mmm, I like the sound of that.” Erika kissed her. “In January you didn’t give me a chance. You wouldn’t even look at me that morning. I can see why you hid your feelings before that, but - "
Aly closed her eyes briefly in pain. “I just never thought a woman like you would be interested in me. I never questioned that assumption.”
“But I always made an effort to let you know how well I thought of you.”
“I thought that had more to do with you than with me.”
“Has it changed? Can you accept that I love you?”
“Yes, I do. I wholly do.”
“What changed?”
“A series of things, I think. The way you have always treated me as an equal. When I saw Bianca here I was intimidated at first and then I realized I fit here more than she did - ”
“That’s for sure.”
“ - Anita pointed out how we are alike where it counts, inside. I was judging myself by a different standard than I judged others. I learned what I really valued and found I lived up to that. I valued the same things in both of us.”
“You learned. You grew. That’s what I value in you. Over the years we’ll make mistakes, but all we can ask of each other is to learn and - What?” Erika made a small, curious smile at Aly’s beaming face.
“You said ‘over the years’."
“You like that idea?” Erika’s smile widened.
“Yes! Of course. I wasn’t sure where you were with us…”
“Well…I was planning on spending the rest of my life with you. Is that okay with you?”
Aly’s heart soared almost beyond what she could tolerate. She had tears in her eyes when she answered softly, “It’s everything I want.” She kissed Erika and held her close. “I’m so sorry I caused you so much pain.”
Erika sighed and slid down to put her head on  her chest again, a leg over her legs. She snuggled in. Aly knew she was getting sleepy. “Oh, baby, if I had known my own heart earlier I might have given you some signal. Or I might have read you better. We were both blind in our way. I was terrified I’d found what I wanted in you and couldn’t have it. And then I almost lost you through my denial.” She squeezed her. “I’m just so grateful we’re here now.”
They were quiet for a while and Aly thought she might have gone to sleep. “I should get you to bed.”
“Mmm hmm.” Erika looked up, her sleepy eyes full of desire.
“I mean to sleep,” Aly said. But Erika scooted up and brought her lips to hers and they kissed for a long while, hands roving to bare skin and sensitive places. Eventually, reluctantly, Aly broke it off. “I want you sober and awake when we make love again.”
“I’m awake now." She leaned in for more.
But Aly held her off.  “You are making this very difficult. You need to sleep.” She helped her up and shut off the fireplace and the lights as they went through the house to Erika’s - to their
- bedroom. 
She helped Erika into bed, stripped herself to t-shirt and underpants, and climbed under the covers behind her. Erika was soon asleep in her arms.
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Aly was awake at six and she left Erika sleeping. She showered in her old room, had breakfast, straightened up the house. Sometimes, she just wandered contemplating the transformation of her life. Erika loved her. It was a wonder. Or maybe the greater wonder was that she believed it.
She had a family now. Two girls. Would Erika want more? She did, but if Erika did not want to do babies again she understood. It was not a deal breaker if  she said no. But Julio was such a great father. Would he want more? Ah, she was getting ahead of herself.
The Milton seniors were wonderful, gracious people. And they got along well with the people who meant most to her. Holidays were going to be warm and lovely.
Even Bianca and Aziza were family now. Ha!
She was so used to thinking this beautiful house with its amazing view was temporary, she was going to have to make a mental shift. She had a place to spread out her roots. She would be financially secure. There was a lot to adjust her mind to.
She would get Erika to look into her divorce and see if anything was missed and could be done about Toy’s debt.
There were many good people who would be happy for them. Her father and brother. The Miltons. Cass, Anita, Gemma, Dave. Maybe, in some small way, Linda might be, too. Nah. That was too much to expect.
While contemplating her bliss, she had some serious moments, too. The pain she had caused herself and Erika was not something she dismissed now that she knew and trusted that Erika loved her. She had initially deceived herself about her feelings for Erika, but this she could forgive because she was afraid of the hurt that did follow. The pain that she now knew did not have to follow. Erika would have been receptive to her feelings all along, even when she could not yet match her own. Her insecurity had made her blind to Erika. She could look back now and see that there were signs of her receptivity, especially as they grew closer. But she didn’t fault herself for her interpretations, because the signs were not clear. Erika missed her at Christmas, gave her a hug and kiss on New Year’s day. These could have been the gestures of a friend. And, after all, Erika was not yet aware of her own feelings, either.
But what Aly did fault was not giving Erika a chance, even if it was to reject her. She knew how thoughtful and caring and kind Erika was. It was what she loved about her. If Erika could not return Aly's feelings she would have been pained, yes, but she would never have just thrown her out. She would not want Aly around for Aly’s sake, but she would have helped her find another situation. She had not given Erika her due, and this caused her a lot of painful reflection. If she had been fair to Erika, not just through honesty but through her evaluation of her, she would have known of Erika’s feelings sooner. She would have spared both of them a lot of pain.
It was like a knife slash to her heart to think of how Erika must’ve felt when she “rejected” her the morning after That Night. She remembered how blown away Erika was afterward. As much as Aly was herself. How could she not have seen it? She knew she thought it was Erika being hard on herself and being sad over losing their friendship. She remembered all of her interpretations and justifications through the lens of her own insecurities. They made such sense at the time. But it was a lesson for her in not always being so certain of her own interpretations, especially when they involved low feelings about herself.  She hadn't learned the lesson from her relationship with Toy. She missed Toy's deception because, feeling less than, she blindly trusted her with their money. With Erika, she didn't trust and was blind to Erika's love because she didnt feel deserving
As for being like Toy, she realized the difference between them. Her deception had eaten at her. She finally put an end to it by showing her love and meant to eventually tell Erika her feelings outright if Erika didn’t figure them out. Of course, she was certain that Toy’s deceptions ate at her too. But she just turned back to her addiction to deal with her pain. Poor Toy! Her illness kept her in a vicious cycle of self-loathing. Aly could only hope she hit bottom and would spin out of the cycle.


◆◆◆
 
It was almost nine when Erika emerged, rumpled but rested. She was adorable. How did I ever see her as an Ice Queen?
“I never sleep that much. Must be love,” she said, giving Aly minty toothpaste kisses and a long embrace at the bar. “I can’t believe this is real. I’m so grateful I could burst.”
“I’ve been feeling that all morning.”
While Erika ate a breakfast of English muffins with strawberry jam and coffee, Aly shared some of what she had processed that morning. It was so refreshing to have no restraints.  It was to be fully alive to love her freely and be totally open with her.
Erika noticed. “I love you like this.”
“If you ever sense I am pulling away, you have my permission to get in my face about it.”
“Oh, don’t think I won’t!” She grew serious. “And that goes both ways. You have my permission to draw me out. Help me find my feelings.”
“I will. No barriers. That’s my commitment to you from now on. Openness and honesty. No matter how painful I fear it will be. I trust you.”
Erika looked moved and searched her eyes thoughtfully for a moment. “I trust you too. And I commit to that, too.”
She finished her breakfast, pushed her plate and mug aside, stood up, and moved between Aly’s spread legs. With her warm hands around Aly’s neck she leaned in and gave her a suggestive strawberry tinged kiss. “Was that open and honest enough?”
“Uh-huh.” Aly was suffused with tingly warmth. Her feet had melted away.
Erika stroked her cheek with the back of her hand and said softly, “I’ve wanted you again for so long. Come on.” She took Aly’s hand and led her to their bedroom.


◆◆◆
 
Later, after making love, as they lay entwined face to face, Aly said, “Even better sober. Go figure.”
“Mmm hmm. Naturally uninhibited.”
“I was afraid it was the wine.”
“Me, too. But it definitely was not.”


◆◆◆
 
They spent the weekend between the bedroom and the kitchen. As they ate breakfast Sunday morning Erika said, “You  know, if it’s uncomfortable staying in my house we could get one that’s ours.”
Aly looked at her in horror. “I love this house! Anyway, you only lived here without me for a year. It will be ours eons longer than that. Besides, if I made you give up that view it would undermine our relationship. You’d never forgive me.”
“I think I could forgive you that,” Erika replied, then gave a playful smile. “Maybe just.”
The evening arrived and the girls were due home. Aly went across the house for fresh clothes and they showered together in the master shower, which easily held the two of them. They would move her things into the master bedroom later that week, after the girls knew about their changed status.
She was nervous about the girls’ reactions. Erika was too, but tried not to show it. However, she kept saying things like, “I believe in my girls. They love us both. They’ll be happy for us.”
“Lu doesn’t want change.”
“What’s going to change? You move into my bedroom, that’s it.”
Aly laughed. “I hope my position in the family will change.”
“Well, there is that,” Erika smiled. “But I don’t think that will be too big a shift for her, either.”
When the girls arrived they said brief hellos and headed to their rooms. Erika went out to talk to Julio and in a couple of minutes he was in the house and hugging Aly. “Welcome to the family.” He turned to Erika. “Do you want me to stay when you tell the girls?”
“Maybe you should. Back up.”
She went to get the girls. Julio tried to reassure a visibly anxious Aly. “It will be fine. The girls love you and they want Erika to be happy.”
She was not so sure. They loved her as their caretaker, not as their mother’s partner.
Erika came out with the girls trailing and motioned them to their seats at the bar. She and Aly stood in front of them and she took Aly’s right hand in both of hers, cleared her throat, and made the straight forward announcement. “Aly and I have fallen in love.”
The girls looked back and forth between them. Then Lu exclaimed, “You were right, Dad!”
Aly and Erika looked at Julio. He shook his head in wide eyed innocence and spread his hands. “I did not say this. I only asked if they ever thought you two would hook up.”
“I knew something was going on between you,” Whitney said. “You’ve been acting so weird.”
Aly and Erika  exchanged small smiles before Erika continued. “So Aly is my partner now, She’s moving into my bedroom.” She looked at Aly. “Our bedroom. And she’s not our child care assistant any more. She’s family. She’s another parent.”
“Oh, god, four mothers,” Whitney moaned, dropping her head.
“A very diverse set of mothers,” Julio observed. “Do you girls have anything else you want to say?”
Whitney caught on first. “I guess if you guys are happy I’m happy for you,” she said matter-of-factly. It was no surprise to Aly that Whitney was, like her mother, more head than heart. She was another one to help tease out her feelings.
“I’m happy for you, too,” Lu said dutifully. “I like Aly better than the tall one.”
“Amen to that,” Erika laughed and opened her arms to her girls.
Lu went to her and gave her a big hug. She gave the same to Aly. Then, with adolescent indifference, Whitney gave each a brief embrace.
“Are you going to get married?” Lu asked.
“Oh, wow,” Aly uttered in surprise. She was already feeling nearly overcome with gratitude thinking about the amount of love her new family brought to her life.
“Well, we’re just getting used to this being real,” Erika said. Then she turned to look at her with love shining in her eyes. “But I like to think that someday soon we will discuss that.”
Aly shook her head in wonder and returned the loving look. “You keep blowing me away.”
End
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