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Prologue – Gloria
1984
 
Bethany swept up to the front porch in a cloud of hairspray and cheap perfume. She rang the doorbell before she even noticed me standing there in the shadows. “Gloria, how long were you going to hide there?” she asked with a trilling laugh.
I hugged myself, my denim jacket no protection against the biting wind. “I’m not hiding. I was waiting for the right moment.”
“The party started half an hour ago.”
“I wanted to be fashionably late.” More like I didn’t want to go in without her. Alone, I was plain and boring. When I was near her, I soaked up some of her effortless coolness.
She shrugged, the moonlight sparkling off her dark brown eyes. “Let’s get this party started.”
A quick rap on the door, and a guy I vaguely recognized from school came to open it. I followed Bethany into a smoke-filled living room. Rhonda, the girl who was hosting this party was in my chemistry class, but I’d never actually met her. She threw parties whenever her parents were out of town. I’d never been invited, until now.
I squinted to make out the shapes of the people on the couches and on the floor. There was a guy from the football team, and a cheerleader. Everyone I could see was from the popular crowd, except for me. What was I even doing here?
“Gloria?” the cheerleader said, putting out her cigarette as she looked up at me in confusion. “I didn’t think you came to these parties.” 
She squinted, taking in the way I’d teased my hair into huge curls and painted my eyelids with hot pink eyeshadow. I’d wanted to fit in at the party. Now I saw that was never going to happen.
“It’s my first one,” I said. “Bethany brought me.”
“Oh, okay.” She relaxed into her boyfriend’s arms.
Bethany was a few steps ahead of me, and I could’ve sworn the dim light in the room bent and shaped itself to form a spotlight that shone directly on her. Everyone looked up as she passed, and their eyes lit up when they saw who she was.
She wasn’t popular, exactly – not in the sense of being on the cheer team. She was cool, though –confidence radiated off her, and even if she didn’t dress in the latest fashions, she always looked perfect. She was herself, genuinely and unapologetically, and that made everyone else want to be like her.
“Sorry, give me a minute,” she said to the guy trying to hug her. “I’m just going to grab a beer for my friend.”
Her friend. That was me. Since she’d started working at the bagel shop with me, she called me a friend. And even though it’d been almost three months and I should’ve been used to it by now, I still got shivers every time she used the word.
I had other friends, and I liked them fine. They just weren’t like her. I couldn’t talk to them for hours about every subject under the sun between filling customers’ bagel orders. We didn’t make up games to play together, changing the rules every two seconds until we dissolved in laughter. 
My other friends didn’t make my heart jump every time I looked at them.
Bethany pressed a chilly bottle into my hands, her fingers brushing against mine and making my pulse race. “Drink up,” she said with a devilish grin.
I’d try. I’d only had a sip of wine before, stolen from my mom’s glass when she went to bed without finishing it. It’d made me gag a little, and I’d had no particular desire to try drinking again.
With Bethany urging me on, though, I couldn’t say no. I tipped the bottle upward and swallowed down the cool, bitter liquid. My face scrunched up. Bethany watched me, her eyes laughing. I had a feeling she saw right through me.
“You don’t have to finish it,” she said, taking a generous swig of her own drink. “Just enjoy yourself.”
Was that even the idea at parties? To enjoy yourself? I’d always thought the point was to get drunk, flirt with boys, and sneak off to have sex. That was what Hollywood movies had always told me.
I didn’t care about alcohol, boys didn’t care about me, and I was nowhere near ready to have sex. The only reason I was here was to spend more time in Bethany’s orbit.
“What’s up, Bethany?” a guy I didn’t know said, swinging an arm around Bethany’s shoulders.
She fluttered her eyelashes at him, and I froze inside. Please don’t leave me here alone. Please don’t make me watch you flirt with him. I squeezed my bottle of beer so hard I worried it might break.
“Have you met my friend Gloria?” she asked him, then turned to me without waiting for an answer. “This is Pete.”
“Hi.” I was glad Bethany was including me, although I would’ve preferred that Pete left us alone. I really just wanted it to be me and Bethany, all the time.
“Shake his hand,” Bethany prompted with a laugh. To Pete, she said, “Gloria’s a little shy.”
I wasn’t, honestly. I had no problems dealing with people. It was just that when Bethany was around, I didn’t care to talk to anyone else.
I reached out my hand, and Pete took it. He was a good-looking guy, with longish brown hair and a black leather vest. Since I hadn’t seen him around, maybe he was older – a college student, even. I should’ve been excited to meet him, but all I could think was that he was getting in the way.
“Nice to meet you,” he said. “You live around here?” 
His eyes held a look I’d rarely seen before – interest. I wasn’t the ugliest girl around, but I wasn’t the prettiest, either. I kept to my small group of girlfriends at school, and we were all focused on getting high enough marks to get into a good college, rather than on finding boys to date.
I thought about boys sometimes, in a general way. I wouldn’t know what to do with a guy who actually liked me. As it stood, I just wanted to run away.
“Not too far,” I said curtly. “Bethany, I desperately need to pee.”
Pete huffed at us, but we were already scurrying away in giggles. We held each other’s arms as she led me to the bathroom, and it was a disappointment when we reached it and she stopped touching me.
We stood in the hallway outside the open bathroom door. “I don’t really need to pee,” I admitted. “I just didn’t want to talk to him.”
“Why not? He was cute!”
“Oh.” My heart sank. “You were into him?”
“No, he liked you.”
I snorted. “Maybe so, but he liked you just as much.”
“True.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “These guys will sleep with anything that moves.”
I nodded. She was so mature. She knew all about men, and everything else in life. What could I possibly have to add?
“Anyway,” she said, “let’s head back in there. I think they’re going to start playing games soon.”
I followed behind her like a lapdog. Games? I hadn’t been expecting any games. There was more to these parties than drinking, smoking, and trying to hook up? This could be fun after all. Maybe I’d get to play Monopoly.
Back in the living room, people had moved the coffee table out of the way. They sat on the floor, forming a circle. Bethany slipped into the circle, and the people on either side parted readily for her. There was no space left for me. I shuffled over to the only spot that was left, across from Bethany.
I looked around. There were no board games in sight. Rhonda, the hostess, stood in the middle of the circle. All eyes were on her as she tipped her beer back, finishing it, then placed the bottle at her feet. “You guys ready to play?”
My stomach sank. I had an idea of where this was going, and it wasn’t going to be Monopoly.
Did Bethany always play Spin the Bottle at these parties? The thought of her kissing some random guy just because of where the bottle pointed made me sick. She was glitter in human form. Magic personified. These dumb high school guys didn’t deserve to touch her.
Across the circle, she looked excited. Pete was sitting next to her, and he nudged her in the ribs and said something I couldn’t hear. I looked away. It was none of my business who she did or didn’t kiss. I just wished I didn’t have to see it.
Maybe I should leave now. I could claim I was tired, or even that I’d gotten sick. Bethany was the only one who’d wanted me here in the first place, and if she was about to make out with Pete, she wouldn’t care if I was gone.
I shifted my weight, about to stand up. Before I could, Rhonda was already speaking. “As the official party hostess with the mostess, I’m going first.” She spun the bottle, and it twirled in rapid circles.
I couldn’t get up now – it’d draw too much attention. I stared at the bottle instead, hoping it would shatter and this whole ordeal would be over. The room was quiet, everyone watching it spin. 
As it began to slow, it spun past me, and I realized with a start that I was part of this game, too. Would I have to kiss a boy? Wait, would I have to kiss a girl? What would happen if a girl spun the bottle and it pointed at another girl?
The bottle came to a slow stop, pointing at a football player whose name I thought was Greg. “Well, here we go again,” he said, shrugging his huge shoulders beneath his letter jacket.
He dropped the hand of the girl beside him and stood up. Was that his girlfriend? He’d kiss Rhonda even though he had a girlfriend, even though his girlfriend was right there?
He took Rhonda by the arms and planted a long kiss on her mouth, then sat back down and took the other girl’s hand. I blinked, then blinked again. I didn’t understand this game at all.
Another girl spun the bottle and made out with a guy for a solid minute. A guy spun, and when it pointed at another guy, he gave him an exaggerated smack on the cheek. 
I hugged my knees to my chest, my anxiety rising with each passing moment. If the bottle ever pointed at me, I’d just say no. No one could make me kiss anyone. It was a game, not a law.
Someone gave the bottle to Bethany, and my heart nearly stopped. I didn’t think I could watch this. I couldn’t have explained why I cared so much, why it would’ve hurt to see her kiss someone else. I just knew I had to get out of here.
I went to stand up again, but Bethany caught my eye. When she was looking at me like that, all excited and happy, I couldn’t move a muscle. 
I sank back to the floor, my chest tight. I’d leave right after this – I promised that to myself.
Her hand was already on the bottle, her ruby-red nails glistening in the dim light. Her slim, elegant fingers turned the bottle a little to the left – then flicked it, gracefully, expertly, to the right.
I averted my eyes as the bottle spun amidst a chorus of ooh-ing and aah-ing. I wasn’t going to look until it was over. I squeezed my eyes shut just in case.
“Who is that?” someone said.
Someone else said my name. “Gloria.”
Other voices joined them. “Gloria, Gloria, Gloria…”
I opened my eyes and looked at the faces surrounding me. Every one of them was staring straight back at me. 
Bethany bit her lip. She met my eyes and gave me a tiny, apologetic shrug.
I looked down at the bottle.
It was pointing straight at me.
 



One – Bethany
2019
 
I puttered around the kitchen, making sure everything was neat and tidy. George hadn’t been back for months; the three-hour drive back from Seattle was too long for him. He’d come for Christmas but had skipped over Easter, claiming to be too busy with work.
Now he was coming for no occasion, bringing his new girlfriend with him. He’d been vague when I asked about his reasons for coming. Well, I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. If he wanted to visit his mother, good for him. And if I finally got to meet the girl he’d been talking about nonstop for months, even better.
The doorbell rang, and I hurried to open it. “George!” 
He grinned as I jumped at him and squeezed him as tight as I possibly could. He’d moved years ago, and I should’ve been used to not seeing him for months at a time – but at that first moment of seeing him again, all the months of missing him hit me at once, and I couldn’t help going overboard. 
Letting go, I stood back to look at him. He’d changed – his hair was longer, his beard scruffier, and somehow it seemed like his eyes glowed more. His smile grew as he held out a hand, gesturing to his left. “Mom, this is my girlfriend, Maggie.”
“Oh!” I’d almost forgotten it wasn’t just us. “It’s so nice to meet you, darling. Please, come inside.” I shook her hand quickly and led them both in.
The girl looked pleasant enough. Her brown hair was tied up in a high ponytail, and she wore one of those off-the-shoulder shirts that seemed to be in fashion these days. She exuded an air of intelligence, although I already knew she was smart. She was a veterinarian, same as George.
“What a beautiful home,” Maggie said, slipping off her shoes. “Thank you for having me.”
“I’m glad you could visit. I’ve been very curious about you, as I’m sure George has mentioned.”
“She’s been interrogating me non-stop for the past eight months,” George laughed. “I figured meeting you in person would be the best way to finally satisfy her.”
Was that all this was? My eyes darted from him to her, then back. I was picking up on some nervousness on his part, which wasn’t like him. No one else would’ve even noticed it, but I’d carried him for nine months, breastfed him for two years, and then been his closest confidante as he grew up. 
Maybe the nervousness was nothing… and maybe it was something.
“I love your hair,” Maggie said. “And your jewelry.”
“Why, thank you.” I flipped my long gray ponytail over my shoulder. I had on some of my brightest turquoise earrings today. Not everybody liked my style, but they sure did notice it. 
“Smells good,” George said. “What’s cooking?”
“Shepherd’s pie,” I said. “I figured you two would be hungry after your drive. George told me you were gluten-free, so I checked the ingredients to make sure it’d be okay for you.”
“That’s my favorite,” George told Maggie. “You’re in for a treat.”
In the kitchen, Maggie tried to help me plate the food. I shooed her away, although I was impressed by the offer. She’d clearly been raised right, and she was definitely eager to make a good impression on me. So far, it was working.
Once I had the food on the table, we sat down and tucked in. “So, tell me about yourself, Maggie,” I said. “Are you originally from Seattle?”
“Yes, I was born there. My mom’s actually from here in Newtonville, though.” 
“That’s not surprising. A lot of people here move down there as soon as they finish high school.” I coughed. “People like George.” 
“Is it my fault if we don’t have a college in town?” He shook his head affectionately. “What was I supposed to do?”
“Not go all the way to Seattle.” It was a mother’s right to guilt her child, and I planned to keep doing it until the day I died. 
He’d been anxious to move to the big city ever since he was about twelve. He’d enjoyed running around outside when he was little, but once he hit his teens, he craved excitement. Newtonville was always too sleepy and quiet for him, as for so many other kids. Now that he lived in the city, he did seem more content. He had a good job and a solid friend group, so I doubted he’d ever move back out here.
“George tells me you’re an X-ray technician?” Maggie asked, then took a bite and groaned. “This is delicious, by the way.” 
“That’s right, and thank you,” I said. “I’ve been working at the hospital down the street for over twenty years now.”
“That’s amazing,” Maggie said. “You must be so dedicated.”
I tried and failed to suppress a smile. “Is she always this flattering, George, or is this a meeting-me-for-the-first-time special?”
“It’s a one-time special,” she said cheerfully. “Although I may have to repeat it when I meet George’s dad.”
A cold fist clenched in my stomach. I hadn’t been expecting her to bring him up, especially not out of nowhere like that.
Maggie’s gaze shot to George. “Oops… should I not have said that?”
I cleared my throat. “I think I can handle a reminder of my ex-husband,” I said in a low tone. “The divorce wasn’t fun, but he still exists. No use pretending he doesn’t.”
I took a breath, trying to calm myself. It was nice that Maggie had noticed my discomfort. She really seemed to be a sweet girl.
“Sorry, Mom,” George muttered. “I did warn her. I guess she forgot.”
“That’s fine!” I said, a little too cheerfully. “I’m not upset about it, I promise.”
They traded a glance, and I could tell they didn’t believe a word I was saying. I looked down at my plate, no longer feeling like eating. How much had George told Maggie, anyway? Just that I’d gotten divorced less than a year ago, or had he gone into the details?
Had he told her Todd had up and left me with no warning after thirty years of marriage? Had he mentioned he’d immediately started shacking up with a woman George’s own age?
Maggie cut her food, her knife screeching over the plate. “This is honestly so good, Bethany,” she said. “So good.”
I sighed. “Right. Thank you.”
There was a moment of awkward silence, and then George gave an artificially jovial chuckle. “Maybe that’s a sign that we should get to the good news!”
I blinked. “What good news?”
Maggie bit her lip. “Are you sure this is the right moment, hon?”
George glanced at me again. “You’re right. Let’s hold off a little longer.”
“No holding off now.” My heart was beating a little too fast. “I knew you were here for a reason. Let’s hear it.”
My mind raced through all the possibilities, most of which were terrible. 
“It’s nothing bad,” George said soothingly. “It’s not what you’re thinking.”
“Spit it out,” I said.
He looked at Maggie again. “Well…” His nervousness was evident now. He looked almost shy. “I’m in love with this girl, and last week…”
“He asked me to marry him!” Maggie burst out. She dug into her pocket for a ring, which she slipped onto her finger. “It’s been killing me to not wear this. I wanted to show it to you the second we came in the door!”
My heart thudded. “You’re engaged? You only met a few months ago.”
“I know we haven’t been dating for a long time, but the past eight months have been completely amazing,” George said. “It’s like you always told me as a kid. When you know, you know!”
I choked on nothing. I had indeed told him that – back then.
Todd had left me after thirty years. I’d thought I’d known, but clearly I hadn’t.
But that was different. I was glad George had found love. He’d marry Maggie and they’d stay together until death did them part. Everything would work out… for them.
“This is great news,” I said, forcing a smile onto my face. “I want to hear all about your plans. We need to celebrate! Some wine?”
“Sounds good,” George said, looping his arm around Maggie.
I went over to the wine rack, biting down hard on my lip so I wouldn’t cry.
 



Two – Gloria
 
“How does it feel to be engaged?” I asked Maggie. “Do you feel different yet?” 
I shifted the straps of my backpack so they wouldn’t dig into my shoulders. She carried a similar one, both full of sandwiches and bottles of water that we were giving out to homeless people in the downtown core. 
We’d come up with this tradition when she was a teen. She’d been horrified by the human suffering that took place right here in Seattle and was determined to find a way to help. Even back then, she’d been caring and compassionate – and too stubborn to accept that homelessness was just the way things were.
When she went to college and got her own place, we’d kept going out every weekend. She’d been busier while she was in vet school, and I’d been afraid the tradition would die off. But even now that she’d graduated and found her first adult job, she made the time to come out two or three times a month. 
She’d never said it, but I had a feeling it was as much about spending time with me as it was about helping the homeless people.
“I’m just excited to be engaged,” she said. “Everything is happening so fast.”
That was for sure. You could’ve knocked me over with a feather when she called me shrieking a few days ago. I’d thought something was horribly wrong before I managed to understand what she was saying. 
“What’s happened so far?” I asked. “You haven’t been dress shopping or anything yet, have you?” 
“Of course not,” she said. “I wouldn’t go without you. George and I went to visit his mom yesterday, though. I finally got to meet her.” 
“Back in my day, we met the parents before we got engaged.” My tone was joking, although there was a current of honesty underneath. I did feel like Maggie was rushing into things, but I’d already told her I hoped she’d have a long engagement.
“Is that what you did with Dad?” she asked.
“We did meet each other’s parents long before we got engaged, actually.”
“And that clearly went perfectly,” she teased.
I rolled my eyes. “It would’ve gone fine if I hadn’t been ten miles into the closet.”
I’d had no idea I was gay at the time that Roger and I got married, which was odd to think about. In retrospect, it’d been more than obvious all along. I’d practically been obsessed with every close female friend I had in college – not to mention my first real crush in my last year of high school.
I’d thought that girl walked on water. Bethany Farmer was her name, and I’d remember it until the day I died. She was my first kiss, with a girl or otherwise. I’d nearly passed out when her lips touched mine during that game of Spin the Bottle. The world had stopped moving for that brief moment, and every part of me had cried out for her. 
She’d broken away, giggling. Her little pink tongue had darted out to wash quickly over her lower lip. Her cheeks were red for the rest of the game, and she hadn’t met my eyes again that night. I hadn’t tried to meet hers, either.
I still didn’t know how I hadn’t put two and two together at that point. I guessed being gay wasn’t on my radar. I knew gay people existed, but they were curiosities to be read about or watched on TV. They didn’t exist in my own small town, and they most certainly were nothing like me.
So I’d kept living in denial long enough to form a close friendship with a man I met in college. He’d pursued me, and dating him had seemed like the right thing to do, and getting married was the logical next step. Maggie had come along, and she was the light of my life. I wouldn’t have traded her for anything – even if her existence made everything more complicated when she was six and I realized I was gay, and that her father and I needed to divorce.
“Oh, over there,” Maggie said, gesturing at a man lying in a doorway in a sleeping bag. His hair was matted, and despite the cardboard sign saying how badly he needed spare change, he was unresponsive as I went up to him.
“Hi there,” I said, crouching in front of him. “My name’s Gloria. Would you be interested in a peanut butter sandwich?”
He blinked up at me, his eyes hazy. I suspected he’d been drinking. “Peanut butter?”
“That’s right, sir. We’re giving out some care packages. They have a sandwich, a water, and a chocolate bar. Would you like one?”
He sat up, looking suddenly alert. “Chocolate bar! Yes, please.” I unzipped my backpack, and he took the sandwich bag gratefully. “Bless you, ma’am. Thank you so much.”
I stood up and threw my bag over my shoulder again, wondering if the man was new on the streets. I hadn’t seen him before, and since Maggie and I did this almost every weekend, we’d gotten to know most of the long-term homeless.
“Hang on,” Maggie said. “I’ll go back and ask if he needs anything else.”
She’d read my mind. I waited as she went over to him, then came back to me with a shrug. “He says he’s all right. He’s going to stay at a shelter tonight.”
“All right, then.” I kept moving. I had ten or eleven more sandwiches to give out, and it was chilly out – although of course, it was worse for the homeless people. “So, why is it that you hadn’t met George’s mom before?”
“She lives out of town,” Maggie said. “In your hometown, actually. Newtonville.”
“Oh, really? I wonder if anyone I know still lives there.” I hadn’t been back in years. My friend group had slowly drifted apart after high school. 
As for Bethany, the one person I would’ve really liked to stay in touch with… things had never been the same between us after our Spin the Bottle kiss. There’d always been an undercurrent of awkwardness, which I couldn’t explain at the time. Later, I realized it was because I’d been in love with her all along.
But that was all in the past.
“She was nice,” Maggie said, trotting along beside me. “She said she’ll pay for half of the wedding, so with the money you and Dad are giving us, almost all of our expenses should be covered. She’s going to come to town for our engagement party, too.”
“You’re having one?”
“Of course! Didn’t I tell you already?” she asked. “Things have just been so crazy since George proposed.”
“When and where is it going to be?” I asked.
“Next Saturday night at La Cabana on Madison Street.”
“Does it have to be Saturday?”
“Why not? Hot date?”
I glared at her. As a matter of fact, I did have something planned with the woman I’d been seeing. Kendra was a doctor, like me, but while I owned my own family practice, she worked at a hospital and had a crazy schedule. It was hard to find the time to see each other, and even though we were keeping things casual, I’d been looking forward to a little stress relief.
“None of your business,” I said.
“I’ll take that as a yes,” she cackled. “Is it that lady you met online? Why don’t you bring her?”
“I told you, it’s nothing. We’re not going to meet each other’s families.”
“Why not? You’ve been dating her for a while.”
I snorted. “Almost as long as you and George have.”
Maggie stopped walking to stare at me, and I knew I’d gone too far. I hadn’t meant to sound so sarcastic; the comment had slipped out. Despite how short their relationship had been, George seemed like a good guy. I was trying not to be the overbearing, constantly-critical kind of mother. I really was.
On the other hand, Maggie was only twenty-five, and this was all happening so fast! They’d moved in together after six months, and that’d been bad enough, but Maggie had claimed it “just made sense” with both of their leases being up. She hadn’t even known this man for a year! They hadn’t seen four seasons go by as a couple. How could she be sure she wanted to spend her entire life with him?
“Anyway.” I pointed to a man sitting on the sidewalk further down the block, hunched over himself and covered by a blanket. “Your turn.”
Maggie went over and gave him a sandwich, and we walked silently until we came across a woman we saw every week, curled up with her dog. They were both shivering, and the dog looked skinnier than it had last week. I’d brought along some treats for it, but as we walked away, I knew it wasn’t enough.
“I think we should call animal control soon,” I said carefully, breaking the silence. “That dog looks ill.”
“I don’t see any outward signs of disease,” Maggie said. “I wouldn’t want to take the dog away from her. It’s probably her only comfort in life.”
“I guess you’re the expert.” It was strange deferring to my own daughter on medical issues, but I was trained on humans, not animals. 
We walked a little further, and Maggie seemed to relax. “So you’ll bring that lady to the engagement party?” she asked. “I’d love to meet her.”
“Oh, no. We’re not that serious. It’s not even heading in that direction.” 
Kendra was a little younger, and very focused on her career. We saw each other once a month or so. We always went to dinner or the movies first, and we got along fine… but we both knew we were only there for what happened in the bedroom.
That was fine with me. Although I’d always hoped to find the right person someday, I’d been trying for nearly twenty-five years. After getting my hopes up one time after another, I was about ready to throw in the towel and stick to casual dating for the rest of my life.
“Just think about it,” Maggie said. “You were going to see her that night anyway. I’m sure she’ll be disappointed if you cancel.”
“I’m not bringing a fling to my daughter’s engagement party.”
“Then maybe she should be more than a fling.” Maggie nudged me in the ribs and gestured at a homeless couple ahead. “Your turn.”
I moved toward the couple, taking my backpack off in advance. Even as I spoke to them, Maggie’s words echoed in my mind.
I’d been alone for more than five years now. Kendra was nice, and we got along. 
Maybe that would be enough.
 



Three – Bethany
 
I got out of the car and stood on my tiptoes, stretching my arms in the air. I got some funny looks from other people in the parking lot, but who cared? I’d just driven for three hours, and at my age, that meant a whole lot of stiffness and back pain. I should’ve gotten on the asphalt and busted out some yoga moves in my cocktail dress – that would’ve really given them something to stare at.
Flipping my gray ponytail over my shoulder, I headed inside the restaurant. The website had said this was a upscale bistro serving fine wine and tapas. From my first glance around, my little black dress wasn’t too out of place. I did, however, appear to be twenty years older than anyone else around.
“Mom!” George said, running up to me. “How was your drive? Come this way, we have a private room.” He hurried me away without giving me enough time to answer.
In the private room, guests were already milling around. There had to be forty or fifty people seated at the different tables, and the party was just getting started. Maggie was at the far end of the room, showing off her ring to a gaggle of young women.
“Have a seat.” George pulled me toward the closest table. “These are some of my coworkers, and these are Maggie’s roommates from college. These are some of my buddies from the gym, and that’s Maggie’s dad and his girlfriend.”
My head swam with all the introductions. This place was packed! George and Maggie seemed to have invited everyone they’d ever met. I hardly recognized anyone; all of my family lived out of town, and none of them had made the trip. 
“We ordered a bunch of tapas already, if you’re hungry,” George said. “There’s wine, too. I’ll get you a glass.” He headed to the other end of the table and picked up a bottle. Another man slapped him on the back, and they were deep in conversation within moments. So much for my glass of wine.
Well, that was fine. I slid into the empty seat and introduced myself, shaking hands with everyone and promptly forgetting all of their names. George seemed to have placed me with his gym buddies, which was less than ideal. I pasted a smile onto my face and helped myself to some tapas as the boys discussed their favorite protein powders. 
At least the food was exquisite. I wondered how much George and Maggie had paid. And if they’d gone all-out for the engagement party, what would the actual wedding be like?
I glanced around the room, wondering if it’d be too rude to excuse myself. If I saw anyone I knew, I’d get up and greet them, then find a new place to sit. A moment went by. Fuck it. I’d have to find someone to talk to.
I pushed back my chair and went over to where George had been before he’d forgotten to bring me my wine. I reached for the bottle, then froze when I saw a face I recognized.
Todd saw me at the same time, and he didn’t miss a beat. He was seated at another table, talking loudly – I thought I recognized the story he was telling, the same one he’d been telling for about twenty years. It hadn’t been funny to begin with, and all of the repetitions hadn’t made it any funnier.
His arm was around his twenty-nine-year-old girlfriend, the one he’d moved to Seattle to be with. She laughed uproariously as he finished his story. Her lips were bright red to match her nails, and her black dress scooped low over generous cleavage. 
I bristled as I stared at her. With deep breaths, I slowly convinced myself to relax. It wasn’t her fault that she’d been born later than me, or that she had a body like that. And she wasn’t the one who’d made a vow to love me for better or for worse, until death did us part.
I had no reason to hate her. She hadn’t stolen my husband from me. He’d done that all on his own.
Todd stood up and came over to me, looking carefree and friendly. His hair, which used to be salt-and-pepper, was the same reddish brown it’d been when we met all those years ago. Even his face looked less lined than it had. He must’ve gotten Botox.
He was a good-looking man, but I knew what lay under that handsome exterior.
“I was wondering when you’d make it,” he said, giving me a one-armed hug. “How are you enjoying the party?”
I stood stiffly, not returning the hug. How could he be so unfazed when I was so utterly fazed? The answer came to me in a millisecond. He’d known I’d be here. Of course he’d known, because why wouldn’t I be? I wasn’t the one who’d cheated and left him.
I, on the other hand, hadn’t expected him to be here. I hadn’t thought George was in touch with him at all. The divorce had been a nasty one, and George had taken my side. Mine. George knew fully well what Todd had done. So why had he invited him?
Knowing I’d be here, Todd must’ve had a plan for what to do when he saw me. He must’ve figured that if he acted casual, if he came up to me and headed off any awkwardness, I might respond a little coolly, but I’d be polite. 
Never mind that last time I’d seen him, we’d been facing off at opposite ends of a courtroom. He’d wanted the nest egg I’d been carefully building for my retirement, and I… I’d wanted him to burn in hell for the way he’d broken my heart.
I was taking too long to respond, and Todd seemed to realize his “play it cool” plan might not have been the best idea. He gave me a grimace, which I guessed was supposed to be a smile, and backed up a few inches. “Well, it was nice to see you,” he said. “Try the shrimp. They’re amazing.”
I took a deep breath, still fixing him with my glare. What was it going to be? Would I let him go like this… or was I going to make a scene?
Scene. Scene. Scene, the voices in my head chanted – and, God, did I want to listen to them. But this was George’s engagement party. Tonight was about him and Maggie, not about me. As much as I wanted to raise my voice and scream at him to leave, I’d restrain myself for their sake.
Although George was going to get an earful later. Why the fuck had he invited Todd?
“Don’t try to talk to me again,” I hissed, low enough that no one else would hear. “Don’t even come near me.”
His mask of friendliness fell for a second, and I saw the seething rage underneath. “I thought we could be civil to each other for George’s sake.”
“We can’t,” I said curtly. “So stay away from me – for George’s sake.”
Turning away from him, I poured myself a generous glass of wine and stalked back to my seat. Suddenly sitting with a bunch of people I had nothing in common with didn’t seem so bad. I wasn’t in the mood to make polite chit-chat, anyway.
A fork clinked against a wine glass, and everyone turned toward George’s table. “I want to thank you all so much for coming out to celebrate with us tonight,” he said. “Maggie and I are so happy you could make it. I know I speak for both of us when I say we’re so excited to celebrate with you again at our wedding.”
Pride swelled in my heart, displacing all of the anger and bitterness. George really was all grown up now. He looked dapper and elegant in his tailored suit, not like a little boy playing dress-up. He’d always be that little boy to me, but I could see why the rest of the world saw him as a man.
“We’ve tentatively set the date for next fall,” he said. “We’re thinking about early September. We’ll be sending save-the-dates as soon as we can confirm.”
It was already March. They weren’t even going to wait a year? I did some quick mental calculations. They’d have been dating less than a year and a half when they got married.
I seemed to be the only one who saw anything wrong with the announcement. Everyone around me was smiling and congratulating George. I pinched my lips together. I’d do my best to be happy for George like everyone else was – but when I spoke to him later, I’d encourage him to lengthen the engagement. Why was he so keen to rush?
“We have a few speeches lined up,” George said. “First off, I’d like to ask Maggie’s mother to speak.”
I glanced around the room until I located a woman getting up from her chair. The woman beside her let go of her hand, and they exchanged an affectionate look. It was like they were a couple. No, not “like.” They clearly were a couple.
Maggie’s mother was a lesbian? I was more surprised than I would’ve expected. I knew about gay people, of course. I supported gay marriage. But I lived in a small town, and even though I came to Seattle now and then, I hadn’t interacted with people who were openly gay. 
Especially people around my age! The same-sex couples I’d seen on the street or on TV were always in their twenties, maybe their thirties. They usually had rebellious haircuts or alternative clothing, too. Those two looked like anyone else. Maggie’s mom could’ve passed for a member of my book club, and her girlfriend – or wife – could’ve been a cashier at a grocery store.
It was good that they looked like nice, normal people. They were about to become a part of my family. I might be spending Christmases at their place from now on. At the very least, I’d be seeing a lot of them during the wedding planning.
Maggie’s mom said something about the wedding and I shook myself. I’d been too distracted thinking about her sexuality to actually pay attention to her.
Now that I was looking at her, there was something familiar about her features. Her laughing brown eyes, the soft lines of her jaw… She was pleasantly plump, with her hair in a short brown bob, but whatever was tugging at my memory lay beneath the surface. Something about the set of her features…
George had told me Maggie’s mom was from Newtonville. Could I have met her before? I stared at her harder, trying to turn back the clock on the contours of her face. Something there was familiar – I was sure I knew her from somewhere.
Oh, wait. Of course. I sat back in my seat, laughing at myself. 
Maggie’s mom looked familiar because she looked like Maggie.
 



Four – Gloria
 
I stood up, letting go of Kendra’s hand. I’d ended up bringing her tonight after all. She’d been so thrilled when I’d told her my reason for cancelling our date, and she’d actually assumed she could come before I could invite her – or not invite her. 
This wasn’t like her. Up to now, it’d been clear that we were keeping things low-key. We’d never met each other’s friends, never mind families. Now she was meeting both, including the distant cousins I only saw a few times a year. She said she just loved romance and weddings, so I figured she would’ve wanted to come no matter who was engaged. 
Her presence hadn’t been too awkward. For the most part, she’d kept her distance. Someone looking on would’ve thought we were friends, with no idea we’d be ravaging each other as soon as we got behind closed doors. She’d taken my hand a moment ago, but that wasn’t such a big deal. To be honest, I’d kind of liked it.
Was this a sign that she wanted more from me, though? More importantly, did I want more? My first inclination was to say no, that she and I didn’t connect on that level… but the physical aspect was great, and my dates with her were easy and comfortable. 
I could see myself slotting her into the empty “girlfriend” space in my life. If things went south, maybe I wouldn’t be too hurt because my feelings for her hadn’t been that strong in the first place.
I cleared my throat and picked up the notes I’d jotted earlier. “Hi, everyone. My name is Gloria Hillel, and I’m the mother of the bride.”
People cheered, and I looked at Maggie with affection. I still found it bizarre to refer to her as a bride. It felt like a week or two ago that she’d been in diapers.
“Eight months ago, Maggie called me up and said she’d been on an incredible first date,” I said. “I told her to take it slow… to get to know this guy before she started to make wedding arrangements. Clearly, she took that literally.” 
There was laughter.
“In all seriousness, it’s been a big year for Maggie,” I went on. “A year ago, she was still finishing vet school. Now she’s a full-fledged veterinarian, and she’s engaged to be married. It’s always tough for a mom to admit this, but she’s not a little kid anymore.”
Glancing at my notes, I continued. “I’ve gotten to know George a little over the past few months, and everything points to him being a stand-up guy. Maggie’s made a great choice for herself. I look forward to getting to know George better, and to welcoming him to our family.”
I met Maggie’s eyes and projected my voice louder. “Congratulations to Maggie. I love you, sweetie. I’m going to hand this off to your dad now.” I nodded to my ex-husband, Roger.
He spoke, and then George’s best friend took a turn. I wondered why George’s parents didn’t give speeches. I assumed they were here, although Maggie hadn’t pointed them out. I was a little curious to get a look at them, since our families would apparently be merging.
Once the speeches were over, we stayed for a while longer to talk and mingle. Around ten, people were beginning to trickle out. I was sure some people would stay until midnight or longer, but I was older – and I was anxious to get Kendra alone.
I went over to Maggie to give her a goodbye hug. “Kendra seems nice,” she said, giving me a wink. “Double wedding in the works, maybe?”
“Don’t bet on it.” I rolled my eyes. “Tell George I said good night.”
“Will do.”
Taking Kendra’s hand, I headed for the door. We’d barely stepped into the main room of the restaurant when a woman I hadn’t seen inside tapped me on the shoulder.
“Your speech was great,” she said. “Really moving.”
“Thank you.” 
I peered at her, trying to place her. With her turquoise earrings that brought out the bright blue of her eyes and a gray ponytail that grazed her shoulders, she certainly stood out from the crowd of young urban professionals. I didn’t think I’d seen her before, but something about her rang a bell. 
“Are you on the bride’s side, or the groom’s?” I asked.
“I gave birth to the groom,” she laughed.
“Oh!” Dropping Kendra’s hand, I held mine out toward the stranger. “It’s so nice to meet you. I’m Gloria.”
“Bethany.” She shook my hand, and an inexplicable thrill went through me at the touch of her skin.
I frowned. The puzzle pieces were moving around in my mind, but I still couldn’t fit them together. “Bethany?”
“Farmer,” she said. “Bethany Farmer.”
My mouth went dry, and I was conscious of Kendra staring at me. “Bethany Farmer from Newtonville?” I asked.
“That’s me!” She flipped her ponytail over her shoulder.
Just the way she always did thirty-five years ago.
I cleared my throat, trying to collect myself. It didn’t work. The woman who’d been my dream girl before I even knew I liked girls was standing right in front of me. I wasn’t ready for this!
“Everything okay?” Kendra murmured into my ear.
I nodded, still staring at Bethany. “You go out to the car, okay? I just need a moment.”
“Sure.” Blessedly, she left.
Bethany was looking at me with a mix of perplexity and amusement. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
“I suppose in a way I have.” I choked out a chuckle. “You probably don’t remember me.”
“You said your name was… Gloria? And that you knew me in Newtonville?”
I nodded. “Bagel Daze. Is that ringing any bells?”
Bethany’s face stayed blank for a moment, and then recognition dawned in her eyes. “Gloria? The totally cool, funny one I used to hang out with outside of work?”
“Exactly.” The one you took to a party and gave her first kiss, I added silently.

“Oh my God!” She leapt at me, enveloping me in a hug that left my nerves tingling. “I can’t believe it’s you! You look…”
“Old?”
“I was going to say ‘amazing,’” she said. “You’ve barely changed.”
I snorted. “And that’s why you didn’t recognize me?”
“That’s my own fault. I’m going blind with age.”
She smiled at me, and I smiled back. It felt like we were bantering just like the old days. Like we’d never been apart.
“Our kids are getting married,” she squealed as if realizing it for the first time. “Your daughter! My son!”
“I know!” I said. “We’re going to be family!”
“Wow,” she said. “This is unbelievable. We need to get together sometime. Clearly we have a lot to catch up on!”
“Sounds like a plan.” My heart pounded in my chest. “What are you doing right now?”
“Driving home,” she said with a laugh. “I have a long trip ahead of me.”
“Why don’t you stay over?” I blurted out.
“Really?” She gave me a funny look. “Isn’t it a bit late? And won’t your… partner… mind?”
Right, I hadn’t thought about how Kendra might feel. But surely she’d understand. At our age, you didn’t run into an old high school friend every day.
“She’s not my partner,” I said. “And she won’t mind. I’ll let her know I can see her another time.”
“Are you sure? I don’t want to ruin your night.”
“Positive,” I said. “I’m sure you don’t want to drive back now. You wouldn’t get home before one in the morning.” I hesitated, my eyes flitting down to her hands. “Or are you leaving with someone? George’s dad?”
“No.” Her tone was curt, inviting no further questions. “Just me.”
“Okay, then.” Did that mean she was single? Surely she was straight – although that one kiss had been so intense to me that she must’ve felt something back then. Maybe.
I pushed the thoughts out of my mind. I was being ridiculous. “Let’s go, then.”
I was going to catch up with an old friend, and that was all.
 



Five – Bethany
 
I drove behind Gloria, squinting at her taillights to make sure I wouldn’t lose her. Her black Prius threatened to blend into the night, especially with the way she darted and swerved through traffic. Every time I thought I’d lost her, though, a red light would come up and I’d spot her again.
She’d given me her address and cell number in case I missed a turn. I just wanted to keep my eyes on her, fearing she’d disappear if I let her out of my sight. It felt unreal to be going to Gloria Hillel’s place. Unreal to have her back in my life at all.
Gloria Hillel. I shook my head as the memories flooded back to me. I’d been vaguely aware of her existence through middle and high school. We hadn’t actually spoken until I was hired at the bagel shop where she already worked.
She’d never stood out to me before. She was reserved; she kept to her own group of friends, and there was never any drama around her. I couldn’t have said two things about Gloria before I started at Bagel Daze. That quickly changed.
She showed me the ropes, becoming a friend in the process. Her quick wit and unusual wisdom took me by surprise. She felt older than the other teenagers I knew, somehow. She never seemed to care about boy problems or petty fighting. Her nose was always in a book, and when I looked at her reading, I could sense that she was a million miles away.
Once I knew as much as her about making bagels and pouring coffee, we traded off on the actual work while popping gum bubbles and gossiping about our teachers. Although we hung out with different groups, that didn’t stop us from connecting during our work hours. We even took our friendship outside the confines of the bagel shop.
Now I knew why Maggie had seemed so familiar. She looked exactly like Gloria had back then, and I wondered how I hadn’t made the connection earlier. Gloria had crossed my mind many times over the years, although I supposed her image had faded in my mind’s eye.
Gloria’s Prius turned down a residential street, and soon she pulled into the driveway of a two-storey brick home. It looked a little smaller than my place from the outside, but this was in the middle of downtown Seattle. It had to cost twice as much as mine – not that I was comparing.
I climbed out of the car and met Gloria as she unlocked the front door. “You can sleep in Maggie’s room,” she said.
“Sure – although I hope you’re ready to stay up for a while talking.”
“Sounds like a plan.” She ducked away.
I took a moment to glance around her living room. It was airy, and I was sure when the sun was out it’d be bright. The furniture looked brand-new, as if no one had ever sat on it, and a black-and-white cat purred by the door.
I dropped to my knees. “Hey there, kitty.”
The cat blinked sleepily at me and stretched out a limb, batting at the air with a black paw.
Gloria returned. “I see you met Dr. Claws. He’s a sweetheart.”
“I can tell.” I ran a finger along the cat’s furry head. “Sit down. Tell me about the past thirty-five years.”
“Where would I even start?” She took a seat on the armchair next to me.
“This guy.” I gestured at the furball. “How’d you manage to get a cat with a medical degree?”
“He was already halfway through med school when I got him.” She laughed. “But for real, he was out on the street. A stray, and when I found him, I couldn’t bear to take him to the shelter. He turned those big eyes on me, and I was done for.”
“I can understand that. I’m a little in love with him already.” 
As if he knew I was praising him, Dr. Claws stretched and walked lazily over to me, hopped onto the couch, and rubbed his head against my hand. After the stress of seeing Todd and the surprise of running into Gloria, the cat’s simple act of affection was more than welcome.
“How about you?” Gloria asked. “Start where we left off. I think we lost touch right after graduation.”
“That’s right.” 
I wondered how I’d ever let Gloria slip out of my life. We could’ve stayed close friends for the past three and a half decades instead of drifting apart. Even though we’d only just been reunited, our kids getting married was going to keep us in each other’s lives, and I was already glad for the random chance that’d brought us back together. 
I thought back to how we’d fallen out of touch. “I was so busy after high school finished,” I said slowly. “You stopped working at Bagel Daze, and I was taking on extra shifts, trying to earn enough to pay for my first semester of college. I had a new boyfriend who was taking up all of my time… God, I don’t even remember his name anymore.”
“Pete,” she supplied without hesitating.
“You remember?” I gaped at her.
“Mm-hmm. I met him at that party you took me to.”
I had no idea what she was talking about. “I went to a lot of parties in high school, Gloria.”
“But you only brought me to one.”
“Did I?”
She looked embarrassed. “The one where… uh… Spin the Bottle?”
“Oh.” My stomach flipped over. “Oh! I’d completely forgotten. I…” I shook my head. “Yeah.”
Now I remembered how she’d come along with me despite her obvious discomfort. She wasn’t a party person, so she’d stuck by my side all night. I hadn’t minded. 
Then there’d been that game. We’d all been self-conscious, everyone pretending we were playing ironically, that we were too cool to care who we kissed. We were all so desperate to impress each other by seeming like grown-ups, never mind that every last one of us was just a kid.
There was always a game like that at Rhonda’s parties. If it wasn’t Spin the Bottle, it’d be Seven Minutes in Heaven or some newly-invented game someone had come up with for the party. Always something that gave us teens a chance to take out our raging hormones on each other.
Kissing Gloria had been a strange and wild thing for me to do at the time. I’d spun and landed on girls before, and we’d always giggled and pecked each other on the cheek. No one expected us to do anything else. When I landed on Gloria, though, she just gave me this look. I could still see it like it was yesterday. Her eyes were full of fear and anxiety, and yet there was something else in them too. Curiosity, maybe.
So I’d gone over to her, crossing the circle, and knelt next to her. I’d turned my body to shield us both from sight, and I’d grabbed her face, and I’d kissed her – a quick peck, and then she’d grabbed me back and deepened the kiss. The other kids at the party all thought we were faking it, but it was very, very real.
I’d never kissed a girl before, or since. I could still remember the softness of her lips, the femininity of her scent. It was only a few seconds, but the feel of her lips lingered. Even now.
“Wow,” I said.
“Yeah, so, I met Pete there.” She looked down, clearly self-conscious again.
I flashed back to the woman she’d been with at the party. If she was gay now, that kiss might’ve meant more to her than it had to me. I filed that thought away for later.
“Pete Kramer,” I said, snapping my fingers. “Yeah, he was a sweetheart. We dated for a couple months, and then we were both off to college.”
I hoped we wouldn’t continue talking about my love life. The good thing about running into her was that she’d completely taken my mind off seeing Todd. If I thought about him for a split second, I’d end up fuming all over again. And why in the world had George decided to invite him tonight?
“College,” Gloria said. “What did you end up studying?”
We filled each other in on our careers, and the awkwardness of talking about our kiss faded away. She claimed to be impressed that I was an X-ray technician, but she said she was a doctor herself, so I knew she was just being nice.
“Oh, come on,” she said. “Don’t give me that look. Every time I tell someone I’m a doctor, they start looking at me like I’m from another planet. It’s not a big deal. I’m no one special.”
“It’s impressive,” I said. “Being a doctor takes a lot of hard work and intelligence, especially being a female doctor at our age. Going through med school back then, you must’ve been a ground-breaker.”
“It wasn’t exactly the Dark Ages,” she laughed. “And you work at a hospital. You must be surrounded by doctors every day.”
“Sure, but I don’t chit-chat with them. They can be a bit cliquey.”
“I’m surprised to hear that,” she said. “You always seemed to be above the cliques.”
I nodded slowly. “Things were different in high school. I guess because I’d grown up with everyone, they didn’t intimidate me. I didn’t care if someone was a nerd or the captain of the football team, because either way I’d known them since we were all little kids.”
“That’s true.”
I used to talk to the doctors more, actually. Then the divorce happened, and they’d been so concerned for me, it’d made me uncomfortable. I’d shrunk away from them, and things had never quite gotten back to how they were before.
I ran my hand down the cat’s soft back. “Here I was thinking Dr. Claws had the only medical degree in the house.”
“Nope, it’s both of us. And Maggie, if you want to count the medical degrees in the family.” She leaned back in her chair. “But then George is a vet, too.”
“He sure is.” Fatigue was beginning to come over me. My eyelids were getting heavy.
“Do you want to go to bed?” she asked. “It’s past two in the morning. I didn’t mean to keep you up.”
“I think it’s about that time, but you didn’t keep me up at all. It’s been great to catch up. I don’t even want to go to bed, there’s so many more things I want to ask you.”
“There’ll be plenty of time for that later,” she said. “I guess we’ll be seeing a lot of each other, what with the wedding planning.”
“Right.” I stood up and yawned. “What a day. I can’t believe our kids are getting married!”
And I couldn’t believe I’d found her again.
 



Six – Gloria
 
I closed the front door and put my purse on the entryway table. It’d been a long day at work, with every scheduled patient taking longer than expected and a bunch of walk-ins insisting on being seen as well. I’d been on my feet half the day, running from one exam room to another in my low-heeled pumps, and my arches were killing me.
Dr. Claws ran up to me, his ears flattened to his head as if he had to stay alert to protect the home from the big, scary intruder. Every day we went through the same thing. “It’s just me,” I told him, scratching behind his ears until they flicked back and up. “I’m not dangerous, I’m the one you’re supposed to be protecting.”
My phone was vibrating, so I dug it out of my purse as I wiggled off my shoes. I was ready to hit “decline” and make myself a foot soak – but the caller ID said it was Maggie, so I picked up right away.
“Hi, sweetie,” I said affectionately. “I’m just getting in the door. What’s going on?”
“Not too much,” she said. There were woofs in the background – she must’ve still been at the animal clinic. “I realized I never thanked you for the great speech you gave the other day. Everybody loved it.”
“It was nothing.”
“The whole party went well, don’t you think?”
Holding the phone to my ear with my shoulder, I headed into the kitchen. My dishes from breakfast were soaking in the sink, and I turned on the tap as I replied to Maggie. “It went great. The food was great, the atmosphere… I think everybody had a good time.”
“Really? I wasn’t sure. You left kind of early… or was that because of your date?” she asked teasingly.
“You mean Bethany? She wasn’t my date.”
“Huh?”
My hands stopped moving as I tried to figure out why she was referring to Bethany as my date. It took me a moment to remember I’d actually been at the party with someone. “Oh, Kendra! Oh, no. We went home separately.”
“What? Why?”
“Funny story.” I set the cutlery in the drying rack, then reconsidered and grabbed a dish towel. “You know how you told me George’s mom is from Newtonville? We were friends back in high school.”
“No way. That’s too weird.”
“Yep. Hadn’t seen her in thirty-five years, and all of a sudden, our kids are getting married.” I decided to hold back the part about her being my first kiss. “Since she lives so far, I invited her to stay over. We had a nice late-night chat, and then we had breakfast together before she left.”
“I’m surprised. She doesn’t really seem like your type of friend, Mom.”
“Oh?” I dried the last fork and hung the towel back up, then leaned against the counter. “Why is that?”
“She just seems so… radical, I guess, and you’re so… you.”
“Radical?”
“You know what I mean. She’s like this cool old lady, with her hair and all that jewelry, and you’re…”
“Uncool?” I was glad I’d reached the age where nothing really bothered me anymore, because otherwise being called old and uncool definitely would’ve gotten to me. “Sure am, and yet we get along anyway.”
Back in the day, our friendship hadn’t seemed too strange. Bethany had been friends with everyone, after all. Now I wondered if it’d be strange for us to spend time together. She did come off as a bit of a free spirit, whereas I looked as mainstream and average as anyone else.
In reality, I was neither mainstream nor average… was I? Maybe I needed to update my wardrobe with some flowy skirts like the one Bethany had been wearing. I had my own practice, so I could wear whatever I wanted as long as I didn’t scare away the patients. 
I’d been dying my gray hairs for about twenty years without thinking twice about it, and now seeing Bethany’s long, all-gray locks made me want to embrace my age. The color looked good on her – but then, anything would.
“Anyway, I wanted to ask if you’d like to come check out some venues this weekend,” Maggie said. “We could go on Sunday – or Saturday could work, after helping the homeless, but I figure we’ll be too tired.”
I liked how she didn’t even consider skipping a week of giving out sandwiches. “I’m free on Sunday. Are you going to invite Bethany?”
“I don’t think so. I don’t want to invite her for every little thing, considering she lives three hours away. What if she feels obliged to come?”
I was oddly disappointed to hear that. Part of me had been hoping I’d get to see her all the time again, like when we were teens. “So it’ll just be us?” I asked. “You, me, and George?”
“Yep, unless you want to bring your date.”
Again, it took me a minute to decipher her teasing tone. “Right,” I murmured. “Not likely.”
I needed to give Kendra a call, now that I thought about it. I hadn’t spoken to her since telling her she’d have to find her own way home the other night.
Heading into the living room, I dialed her number. The phone rang several times, and I prepared myself to leave a message. I dropped onto the couch, ignoring the twinge in my lower back. I still couldn’t quite wrap my mind around the fact that Bethany Farmer had sat in this exact spot the other night. Bethany Farmer.
“Hello?”
“Hi, um…” It took me a second to remember who I was calling. “Kendra, it’s me, Gloria. How are you?”
“This isn’t the best time.”
“Oh!” She was an ER doctor, and I’d forgotten she might be working at the moment. “Not the best time” could mean she had a gunshot victim on the operating table. “Sorry. I’ll call back?”
“No, it’s fine. I have a minute. I’ve been meaning to call you anyway.”
“Okay. I hope you had a good time at the party, and that you didn’t mind me leaving.”
“Of course.” Her voice softened, got huskier. “Although I’ll admit, I was disappointed I didn’t have the chance to get you alone. I was looking forward to that.”
“Oh, I know. I feel the same.”
“So when do you think you’d be able to get together again?” she asked. “I’ll make it the top priority in my schedule.”
“Let me think. I have plans with friends after work tomorrow and Wednesday, and then plans with my daughter Saturday and Sunday.” 
“So Thursday or Friday night? I may be working late, but I can swing by after.”
“I don’t know.” Normally I would’ve said yes without hesitation. “I don’t want to be up too late.”
“It’s a Friday night.”
“But I have plans with Maggie the next day, and I don’t want to be too tired.” 
“Saturday night, then? Your plans can’t last all day.”
I frowned. “Let me think about it and get back to you.”
I wasn’t any busier than usual, but for some reason I didn’t feel like staying up late to see Kendra. I didn’t feel like shifting my schedule around for her at all, actually.
I wondered why I was so neutral toward her today. She was great, after all. Sexy and successful, and we were more than compatible in the bedroom. Only the other day, I’d been thinking we should think about making our relationship more serious.
We hung up and I took a deep inhale, trying to catch another whiff of whatever perfume she had been wearing the other night. As I realized what I was doing, my eyes shot open.
I wasn’t losing interest in Kendra because of Bethany, was I? That would’ve been ridiculous if it was true. Kendra and I may not have had a deep emotional connection, but we did have a great sexual one. Even without deep emotions, she checked a lot of the right boxes for a relationship. 
Bethany, on the other hand – I didn’t know her anymore. I didn’t even know if she was straight!
I sat up and rubbed a hand over my face. Maybe I should find out. 
 



Seven – Bethany
 
Social media wasn’t exactly my style. I was a low-tech kind of gal, more interested in digging in my garden than digging for gossip online. Still, I had an email account that I checked every day or two, and I got alerts on there when anything major happened on Facebook. Like getting a friend request.
“Gloria Hillel has requested you as a friend,” I read out loud one night, sitting in front of my ancient desktop computer. I clicked to accept the request and waited patiently for the website to load.
When it did, I squinted at the little envelope at the top of the screen. The number there said 4, and I was pretty sure it’d been 3 before. I dragged the mouse over to it and clicked, then squinted again to make sure I was seeing things right. It seemed like Gloria had sent a message to me.
Hi Bethany, it read. Glad I could find you on here – are you new on Facebook? I tried looking you up when it first came out, actually.
I was wondering if you might want to come back to Seattle this weekend. Your son and my daughter have requested my help looking for a wedding venue, and I thought it’d be nice if you could come along. You’ll be welcome to stay with me again, if you wouldn’t rather stay with them.
Looking forward to hearing from you soon. Here’s my number, if you’d like to call – 206-552-5522.
Gloria
I glanced around the office. I could never remember where I’d left my cordless phone. Easing out of the creaky computer chair, I lifted piles of paper on the desk. I always intended to keep my space clean, and then I’d get some tax papers in the mail and it’d end up getting cluttered all over again.
When I couldn’t find the phone in the room, I tried the kitchen. There it was, sitting on the counter where I’d set it after talking to the head of my book club while I made dinner yesterday. I picked it up, hoping it hadn’t run out of battery. Luckily there was enough left for a few minutes.
Perching on the kitchen table, I dialed the number Gloria had given me. She answered after only two rings.
“Gloria? It’s Bethany. I got your Facebook message.”
“Oh, hi!” She sounded caught off-guard. “I sent that a day or two ago. You finally got it?”
“I’m not much of an online person.” 
“Ah, okay. I was starting to think you’d rejected me or something.”
“Why would I ever do that?”
“Some people are uptight about their online privacy,” she said. “They don’t like to add people they don’t know that well.”
“I think we’re a little past that point. I’ve known you for a little while now.” I chuckled. “Plus we’re going to be family soon.”
“That’s true.”
It could’ve been odd to think about, since I barely knew her anymore. On the other hand, I’d considered Todd family for so long, and he’d torn my heart into shreds. Gloria would never do anything to hurt me – I could feel it.
I still wondered why Todd had been at the engagement party at all. I’d been meaning to ask George, but I hadn’t found the right moment.
“Anyway, tell me about this venue search!” I said. “George didn’t say anything about it.”
“Well…” Gloria coughed. “Maggie asked me to go, and I was the one who thought you might be interested. She said George said you wouldn’t want to drive so far if you didn’t have to, especially when you’ll be making the trip so many times leading up to the wedding. I just thought you might as well have the option to come if you felt like it.”
“So it’s really about you wanting to see me, huh?”
She gave a nervous laugh. “I guess you could put it like that.”
“Fine by me,” I said. “I’m not busy. We can have a sleepover on Saturday night and help the kids look for their venue on Sunday.”
“And you don’t want to stay with them?”
“Let’s see… stay in a tiny apartment where I’ll be risking the chances of hearing my grown-up son engage in passionate lovemaking with his new fiancée? Or stay with an old friend I’m still catching up with after thirty-five years, where I’ll have a room to myself and there’s an adorable cat to visit?”
She laughed again, less nervously this time. “Sounds good.”
 
*
 
The rest of the week passed slowly, probably because I was so eager for the weekend to come. I was more intrigued by Gloria than I wanted to admit. We’d covered a lot of ground last time we’d seen each other, but I still had so many questions about how she’d spent the last three and a half decades, and about her life now.
On Saturday, I held back from getting in the car until the early evening. Nothing I had to do at home was that urgent, and I was tempted to leave first thing in the morning, but we’d agreed I’d come at eight that night.
I drove faster than usual, zooming along the highway without paying attention to my speedometer. When I passed a speed trap, I glanced at the dashboard and saw I was going eighty miles an hour. I braked gently and tried to tamp down my need to get to Gloria.
At last I pulled into her driveway, and Dr. Claws came running to the door. I scratched his black-and-white head and he put a paw on my knee, sinking those eponymous claws into my skin.
“Sorry about him,” Gloria said, pulling him off me. “I need to get Maggie to trim those.” 
“No worries. I know he’s just happy to see me.” I followed her inside, looking around her place again. “Smells good in here.”
“I made some extra green bean casserole in case you were hungry.”
“I ate before I came, but I might take you up on that in a little while. That smell is extremely tempting.”
She led me into the living room and vanished for a minute to make me some herbal tea. I took the opportunity to tug Dr. Claws onto the couch next to me. He struggled against me when I tried to plop him onto my lap. Still, he was almost there. Maybe next time he’d cuddle with me properly.
“So, Facebook, huh?” I asked when Gloria gave me a steaming mug.
She looked guilty. “Did I overstep? I’ve just gotten used to friending people on there.”
“Not at all. I was already thinking we should’ve exchanged numbers. I don’t know why we didn’t.”
“Me either,” she said, “but I have yours now.”
“I didn’t give it to you.”
“It came up on my caller ID.” She quirked an eyebrow at me. “You’re really not into technology, are you?”
“You caught me.” I spread my hands, then steeled myself for the hard part of the conversation. “Anyway, the reason you wouldn’t have found me before is that I was using my married name, Burton. Now I’m back to my maiden one.”
“I see.” Her brow furrowed. “Divorced?”
I nodded. “It’s still fresh. I don’t like to talk too much about it.”
“We don’t have to,” she said quickly. “Just one question. This person… he… was George’s dad?”
She sounded unsure of my ex-husband’s gender, as if there was some chance I might’ve been married to a woman. This was the twenty-first century, I reminded myself. There was a chance. I could’ve been a lesbian who’d conceived through sperm donation. That might even be what she’d done.
“Yes,” I said simply. “Over thirty years together, and then…”
“What a fucking moron.”
The profanity shocked me, especially when paired with the venom in her voice.  “Well.” I shrugged my shoulders, trying to hide the pain I still felt when Todd was brought up.
“You’re straight, huh?”
I blinked, looking sharply at her. No one had ever asked about my orientation so blatantly before. In fact, I couldn’t remember a time that anyone had asked at all. It’d always just been assumed. Had I ever even asked myself? Or had I assumed, too?
“Bethany?” Gloria asked, and I realized I hadn’t answered the – very simple – question.
“Um… yes.” Why was she asking, anyway? Again I thought back to the kiss she and I had shared so long ago. She really might have been interested in me then. Might still be now. Rather than making me feel strange or uncomfortable, the thought gave me a warm feeling inside. It was kind of nice to think I might still be desirable at my age, even if I was only desired by a woman. “And you?” 
“Very much not straight.” She gave me a wry smile.
“So that woman you were with at the engagement party… You said she isn’t your partner…”
“She isn’t,” she said. “We were seeing each other casually, but I think it’s just about over.”
I nodded. For some reason, I’d been wondering about that woman for a while. “There’s no one in your life, then?” 
“Nope,” she said. “I’ve been single for a few years now. I date a little, but I’m not really looking at the moment. It’s hard to meet the right person, especially when you’re gay, especially when you’re older.” 
“How do things work with Maggie’s dad?” I asked. “Is he in the picture, or… um… was he ever?”
“Yes, he lives in town,” she said, sounding like she was reciting a speech she gave often. “I see him all the time. We’re still good friends, even though the romantic part obviously didn’t work out.”
“So you’re divorced, too.” 
“Nineteen years and counting.” She sipped her tea, then made a face – it must’ve been too hot. “He’s really a dream of an ex-husband. I couldn’t have asked for a better one.”
“I wish I could say the same.”
“I’m sorry, Bethany.” She set down her cup. “That was insensitive of me to say. I can see you’re hurting.”
“It’s been almost a year now,” I said slowly. “Things are getting better.”
“I hope you don’t mind me saying this…” She hesitated, and I nodded. “We always told each other exactly what was on our minds, so I know you can handle it. You seem different.”
I gave a weak smile. “It’s been a long time.”
“I know.” She bit her lip. “Of course you weren’t going to stay a carefree teen forever.”
“What am I like now, if not carefree?”
“I don’t know. Tired, maybe. Like you’re carrying the weight of the world on your back.” Her eyes were apologetic, and she looked down. “You never cared what people thought, and now it seems like you do.” 
“Maybe it’s age,” I said. “Or else the divorce.”
The warmth inside me was gone. Gloria thought I’d lost some part of myself.
And I was pretty sure she was right.
 



Eight – Gloria
 
In the morning, I made Bethany blueberry chocolate chip pancakes for breakfast. I cast little glances at her every few seconds as I was cooking, still stunned by the fact of having Bethany Farmer in my kitchen.
I was starting to feel comfortable and relaxed around her, which was a testament to her ability to put people at ease. We weren’t quite finishing each other’s sentences like we had back in the day, but I could already tell she was going to be a close friend again. Maybe even more than that.
Setting the plate of pancakes on the table, I told myself again to put that thought out of my mind. Bethany was straight, she’d said so herself. I wasn’t going to latch onto the way she’d seemed vaguely uncertain when she’d said it. Besides, we were going to be family soon, like Bethany had said. What was the relationship between two mothers-in-law? Wouldn’t we kind of be sisters?
I poured myself a coffee and sat down with Bethany. As we talked, I almost felt like this was the morning after a date. Seeing her sleepy-eyed with no make-up on was an intimate experience, even if there’d been no actual intimacy the night before.
I wished there had been, though. If we’d had sex last night, I could lean over and kiss her right now. I could push the plates of food and strip her naked right here on the kitchen table. Caress and fondle her until she was panting for more…
My hormones were going into overdrive. Maybe I needed to reschedule with Kendra after all.
“What time are we meeting the kids?” she asked, and I blinked out of my fantasy.
“Right after lunch. Does George even know you’re coming?”
“Nope.” Her smile crinkled the corners of her eyes. “I figured I’d surprise him.”
“How mischievous.” I mopped up maple syrup with my pancake. “Maggie was shocked to find out I knew you. I swear sometimes it’s like they think we didn’t exist until they were born.”
“George will be extra shocked when he finds out we’re friends now,” she said. “He thinks I don’t have a life out in Newtonville. That after work, I sit in my house waiting for him to call.”
“You did come here for the whole weekend just to help him pick a wedding venue,” I teased.
“No, that was more to see you.” Her eyes rested on me and I looked away, feeling uncomfortably warm inside.
“They seem to be good together, anyway,” I said, changing the subject before she could stoke the flames of my crush again. “George has been over for dinner a few times, and he’s a wonderful young man. You definitely did a good job with him.”
“Maggie seems great, too. I was initially a little worried because they haven’t known each other for that long, but from what I can see, they have a solid relationship.”
I was gratified to know she’d noticed how quickly they’d gotten engaged, too. I was still worried about the briefness of their relationship. Even if everything looked good on the surface, how well could they really know each other in less than a year? They’d only been living together for two months!
“I’d have preferred if they dated longer before getting married,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “I’m hoping they’ll at least decide to extend their engagement.”
“Me too!” Bethany said, her face flooding with relief. “We can try to talk to them about that today. We won’t say to not get married, but…”
“A long engagement.” I nodded, glad to have her on my team. “It only makes sense. What’s the big rush?”
“I agree completely.” She put another pancake on her plate. “Honestly, though, I started feeling better about it once I found out Maggie was your daughter. At least now I know she comes from good people.”
“I never thought about it that way.” Knowing George was Bethany’s son did give me some sense of security, too. 
When we met the kids at the first venue they wanted to check out, George’s response to seeing Bethany made me even more certain that he was a good guy. “Mom!” he yelled, and ran over to wrap his arms around her.
Folk wisdom said you could tell how a man would treat you by how he treated his mother. Clearly there was no bitterness or resentment between George and Bethany. He loved her whole-heartedly, and he wasn’t afraid to show it. That meant he’d treat Maggie the same way.
Once we explained Bethany was staying with me for the weekend, George nodded. “Maggie told me you two knew each other, but I didn’t know you were becoming friends again. This is so great! I can’t believe how perfect this is!”
The venue was a botanical garden outside a zoo, which confused me a little until Maggie explained. “We’re trying to find a place that’s animal-related. We’re going to have an animal theme for the wedding.”
“You know, since we’re both vets.” George slung his arm around Maggie. “Maggie came up with the idea.”
We walked through the gardens, the two of them a few feet ahead of us. I glanced at Bethany. “It doesn’t seem too animal-related, does it? I mean, the zoo is over there. There are no animals in sight.”
“Yes, and it’s a zoo,” Bethany said just as quietly. “Hardly a place for animal lovers. I think most people find it depressing to see wild beasts trapped behind bars.”
It hit me again how much she’d changed. The Bethany I’d known wouldn’t have hesitated to speak her mind, especially when it came to something like animal rights. And she was holding back with her own son?
Apparently Maggie had overheard us. She spun around to speak to us. “This zoo has connected enclosures, so the animals have more space than they’d have in a traditional zoo. A lot of the animals were rescued, so it’s really more like a sanctuary for them. And the idea is that we’d get married in the gardens and our guests could visit the zoo during the time before the reception.”
“Oh, okay.” I felt suitably rebuked. Of course she and George wouldn’t go for a venue that exploited animals.
We walked around for a few more minutes, and that was all. Maggie had seen enough. “I’m not into it. There’s nothing specifically wrong with it. It’s just not where I pictured my wedding.”
“Are you sure?” George asked. “We’ve barely seen half of it. You might like another part of the gardens more.”
“Yes, I’m sure,” Maggie snapped.
I raised an eyebrow, wondering how his question had annoyed her that badly. It wasn’t like her to be irritable.
We walked back toward the parking lot where we’d arrived in our separate cars. Our plan was to visit four more venues today, if we could get through all of them. As we passed a hot dog stand, Maggie’s face twisted. “Ugh, that smell turns my stomach.”
“Really?” I asked. She’d never mentioned anything like that before.
Her expression shifted – was that guilt on her face? – and she shrugged. “I don’t know.”
We got in our cars and drove to the second potential venue, the local aquarium. Rather than paying admission, Maggie just told the man at the reception desk that she was considering this spot for her wedding.
“Great!” he said. “We have lots of different options for your special day.”
He started telling her and George about them as Bethany and I stepped aside. Maggie yawned once, then again a minute later. My eyes narrowed. She’d been tired while we’d been out helping the homeless yesterday, too.
I held onto my suspicion as we walked through the aquarium, and even as we visited the next two venues. Although I tried to act like nothing was unusual, I took careful mental notes the whole time, noticing how Maggie reacted to strong smells with disgust and how she occasionally winced and touched her stomach.
So many things made sense now. The quick proposal, the short engagement. The only question was how I’d taken so long to figure it out.
I stayed quiet about it until we were done for the day and Bethany and I were alone in my car. She looked exhausted herself. A full afternoon of touring wedding venues would’ve done that to anyone, and I felt guilty for the bomb I was about to drop on her. 
Maybe it would be better to hold off. Once we got back to my place, she’d be getting straight into her car. She had a three-hour drive ahead of her, and if she was anything like me, she’d obsess over this the entire time.
Instead of turning on the ignition, I turned to face her. “We have a bit of a situation,” I said. “Do you want me to tell you now or later?”
Her eyes widened. “What’s wrong?”
“I don’t know when they were planning to tell us.” I shook my head. “Maggie is pregnant.”
 



Nine – Bethany
 
I sat in stunned silence as Gloria explained the evidence she’d added up over the course of the day. My mind whirled as I tried to find a reasonable explanation for the things she had said – one that didn’t involve my son knocking his girlfriend up outside of marriage.
“It’s not like you’ve seen a positive pregnancy test,” I said, toying nervously with the seat belt. “You could just be jumping to conclusions.”
“It’s possible, but I doubt it.” She sat back in her seat, making a face. “One of the first hints I had that I was pregnant with Maggie was that all kinds of smells started making me nauseous. Especially hot dogs. I have a very clear memory of trying to cook them one night, then having to run into the bathroom and throw up.”
Okay, that was pretty convincing. It still didn’t prove anything – but it was enough for me to say, “Forget going to your place. We need to confront them. Now.”
“What about your drive home?” she asked, although she was already turning on the engine. “You might get back late.”
“Fuck getting back late!” My voice came out in an uncharacteristic screech. “I need to give George a piece of my mind.”
Gloria turned onto the road, her face filled with worry. “What if he doesn’t know?”
“He clearly knows, or he wouldn’t be rushing into this marriage. Don’t get me wrong, he’ll be lucky to marry Maggie – but without a baby in the picture, he wouldn’t be jumping into it so fast.” I slammed my palm against my forehead. “Why wouldn’t he have been more careful?”
“You’re more upset than I am, and I’m the one whose kid is pregnant.” 
“I know,” I said. “I guess I’m just in shock. You’ve had more time to process this – although I don’t know why I’m so shocked. I can’t say the thought didn’t cross my mind, but they didn’t say anything about it, so I stopped thinking about it.” I shook my head vehemently. “Why didn’t they
say anything?”
I thought George would confide in me. Why wouldn’t he tell his own mother something so huge? Obviously we weren’t as close as we’d been when he was little, but I wouldn’t have been angry or judged him if he’d told me himself. Who had he spoken to instead? Had he talked to Todd about this?
“It’s not the worst thing in the world,” Gloria said. She drove calmly, sticking to the speed limit. “They’re not teenagers, you know. You must’ve been younger than Maggie when you had George.”
“I know, and George is thirty now. It’s not that he’s too young, it’s…” 
Having a child with someone eight months into the relationship? Depending on how far along Maggie was, they might’ve gotten pregnant only a few months in. Now he was going to be tied to her forever, whether they rushed into getting married or not. Having a baby with someone was a lifetime commitment, and in the grand scheme of things, he barely knew Maggie. 
What if she ended up being crazy? Or a bad mother? He just didn’t know! My thoughts spiraled further, and I sat tensely in my seat. I held my tongue, not wanting to offend Gloria with my wild speculation.
“We’re here,” she said, pulling into the parking lot of a pleasant-looking low-rise building.
I should’ve visited George here earlier. Maybe if I came to Seattle more often, I would’ve been more aware of what was going on in his life. I could’ve told him to use some freaking protection!
Gloria buzzed the apartment. “Mom?” Maggie asked with clear confusion.
“Let us up,” I snapped. The door buzzed open, and we rode up the elevator in silence. 
Maggie opened the door, but I looked right past her. George stood behind her in the entryway, twisting his hands together as I fixed him with the full force of my glare. His father had handled most of the discipline when he was younger, and George had mostly been a well-behaved kid anyway. Still, I could see that my anger was making him anxious.
“Is something wrong?” he asked – clearly trying to hold onto his last crumb of hope that this was only a social call.
“I’d say so,” I said, advancing forward. “When were you two going to mention Maggie is pregnant?”
Maggie made a little squeak of surprise, but I didn’t even look at her. Right now, I was in full-fledged mom mode, and I only cared about what my son had to say for himself.
George looked suitably rebuked. “At the end of her first trimester,” he said, dropping his gaze. “She’s only two months along.”
I shook my head. “You wait that long to tell strangers, not the baby’s grandmothers!” I’d never referred to myself as a grandmother before, and it felt strange, but not necessarily in a bad way.
“We both decided to do it this way,” Maggie said apologetically. “It was my idea, actually. Don’t be mad at him.”
“And you, young lady…” Gloria stepped forward, looking annoyed and angry and loving all at once. “I’m not too happy about you keeping this from me. If there’s anyone in the world you could tell, it would be your mother.”
“I thought you might freak out.” Maggie bit her lip. “I know the timing isn’t exactly ideal.”
“No, it’s not. And trust me, I am freaking out. But…” Gloria’s face softened. “You’re going to have a baby! Come here and let me feel that bump.” 
Maggie’s cheeks went pink. “There’s not much of a bump yet.”
“There’s a little one,” George put in. “You wouldn’t notice if you weren’t looking for it, but I see it.”
“That’s just my lunch.” Maggie laughed, patting her nearly-flat stomach.
Gloria was smiling now, too, and I felt myself relax a little. Maybe she was right. George and Maggie were adults, and even if things had happened faster than I would’ve liked, they were only the same things that would’ve happened eventually anyway. These two had a solid relationship, and clearly they were willing to commit to each other. This wasn’t the end of the world.
“Tell us everything,” Gloria said, tugging Maggie into the living room. “When did you find out? How have you been feeling?”
“We actually found out almost a month ago,” Maggie said shyly. “I sat on it for a couple days at first – I didn’t even tell George. Finally I worked up my nerve, and he couldn’t even believe it.”
“How did you two even manage this?” I demanded. “Were you not using protection?”
“I don’t want to know!” Gloria said, plugging her ears. “This is my daughter we’re talking about.”
I shrugged. It wasn’t really important – what was done was done.
Maggie’s face was even redder, but she went on as if we hadn’t interrupted. “George was acting almost normal, not saying much about the baby. Then a couple days after I told him, he came home with a ring.”
“I didn’t do an elaborate proposal,” George said, looking self-consciously at me. “I would’ve asked you for some ideas if it was going to be anything big.”
I doubted that, seeing as how I hadn’t even met Maggie at that point. My heart clenched again. There was more distance between me and George than I realized, and I wanted to fix that, especially once the baby came.
Maggie swatted his knee. “He’s going to redo it before the wedding, anyway.”
“So we decided to keep the pregnancy part quiet until the end of the first trimester,” Maggie said, looking at Gloria. “I was only going to start looking for a dress once everyone knew.”
“Oh my gosh, how is that going to work? You’ll be, what, eight months pregnant at the wedding?”
“About eight and a half,” Maggie said. “We wanted to leave enough time to plan, since we do want a nice wedding. We’re only going to do this once.”
“But we did want to make it official before the baby comes.” George put his hand on her knee. “We were heading in this direction anyway. We’ve been crazy about each other since we met. We’re just doing this a little faster than we would’ve otherwise.
“You got one thing right,” Gloria said. “You two are crazy.” She looked at me and lowered her voice. “Are you feeling any better?”
Slowly, I nodded. Without her there, I might not have been.
But because she was there, I felt like everything would be all right.
 



Ten – Gloria
 
“I’m sorry,” I said over the phone to Kendra. “I won’t be able to make it this weekend, either. My life’s been so hectic lately.”
We’d been in touch a few times since the engagement party, but we hadn’t found time to see each other. That was more my fault than hers, if I was being honest. The idea of seeing her again didn’t excite me, and I was starting to wonder why I’d ever considered making her my girlfriend. Her calls were getting on my nerves, even though she wasn’t doing anything wrong.
“Oh. Okay.” She sounded disappointed. “I’m not sure if I should ask… Is there someone else?”
“Not at all.” I shut my desk drawer and sanitized my hands, keeping the phone pressed to my ear. “It’s my daughter, the one whose engagement party you came to a few weeks ago. Turns out she’s actually pregnant, so it’s been nonstop doctors’ appointments and stroller shopping, on top of all of the wedding planning.”
“No way. Congratulations! That’ll be your first grandchild, right?”
“That’s right.” I hung up my white jacket. “Sorry, I need to run.” I locked the front door behind me and headed for my car.
“Sure. No problem. I’d love to hear more about it sometime.”
“The thing is…” I hesitated. I hadn’t planned to break things off, especially not over the phone, but I didn’t want to tell her more about it sometime. “Things have been so busy, I don’t think I’ll be able to anytime soon. I’m sorry.”
“Okay, I get it. No hard feelings.”
I slid into the driver’s seat. “I wish you the best, Kendra.”
Turning the car on, I pulled into the street. After visiting a million places, Maggie and George had picked a dog sanctuary as their venue. Holding the ceremony outdoors would give them some flexibility in terms of the guest list. They were still debating whether to invite a hundred people or three hundred. I’d been telling them they needed to decide soon so they could send out their invitations, but they couldn’t seem to make up their minds.
Tonight was about the baby rather than the wedding. Maggie had her first prenatal visit, and I was coming along for a second professional opinion. A fourth opinion, really, since Maggie and George worked in medicine. I almost felt bad for the poor man who was about to have a family of doctors descend on him. He was a OB-GYN, though, so he’d have more specialized knowledge than us.
When I got to the clinic, Maggie and George were already in the waiting area. “Mom says hi,” George said after we’d greeted each other.
Knowing Bethany had thought of me made my heart jump. “You can tell her I said hi back,” I said.
“I was going to call and let her know how the appointment goes,” he said. “If you want, you can update her instead.”
“Sure, I can text her.” I paused. “Or can I?”
“Better to call.” He laughed. “Mom’s not too tech-savvy. She might be able to read your text, but she definitely won’t know how to send one back.”
A nurse called us in, and Dr. Orton came to see us. “So how are we feeling today?” he asked. “I understand you’re about ten or eleven weeks along?”
“That’s right,” Maggie said, placing a hand on her stomach. “I feel fine, other than a little nausea, and I’ve thrown up a few times.”
“That sounds completely normal.” He turned to the computer. “Let’s take a quick health history, and then we’ll weigh you and do some blood work.”
Once that was done, he pulled up an embryo growth diagram. “Right now, your baby is about the size of a lime,” he said. “He or she has developed most of his or her bodily systems, and his or her bone marrow is already making white blood cells.”
“We know all of this,” I said. “We’re all doctors.”
“That’s okay,” Maggie said, her eyes glowing. “It’s different when it’s a human – specifically, me.”
“I can give you one thing you wouldn’t have learned in a textbook,” Dr. Orton said. “How would you feel about hearing your baby’s heartbeat?”
Maggie grabbed George’s hand. “I was hoping we could!”
I leaned forward in my chair, as excited as Maggie was. I hadn’t been sure if the doctor would offer us this option, since we weren’t doing an early ultrasound. “Are you going to do a Doppler, or do you think we can hear it with a stethoscope?” I asked.
“We’ll try a handheld Doppler.” He gestured at Maggie to lie down on the exam table. “It’ll use sound waves to detect the baby’s heartbeat.”
He placed a probe to her stomach. The other end was attached to a machine on the wall, and as he pressed gently into her belly, the sounds of a beating heart came through the speakers.
Amazement surged through me. Suddenly this pregnancy felt more real. That was my grandchild in Maggie’s stomach, making him- or herself heard for the first time. In six months, we’d have a real, live, screaming baby in our lives.
“I love him already.” Maggie had tears in her eyes.
“Him?” George asked.
She shrugged. “I have a feeling.”
Personally, I didn’t care if the baby was a boy or a girl. As long as it was healthy, I was going to be happy.
“So everything looks good?” I asked, oddly breathless. “There don’t seem to be any complications or anything so far?”
“Everything looks great,” Dr. Orton said. “Since Maggie’s a healthy young woman, I don’t expect anything to be outside the norm. I don’t want to get your hopes up and say it’ll be an easy pregnancy, but if it’s been like that so far, it may stay that way.”
“Thank you, Doc.” Maggie got up, pulling her top down over her stomach again. “This really put my mind at ease.” She took George’s hand. “I guess we can tell everyone now.”
As we left, I asked, “Would you really have waited this long to tell me, if I hadn’t guessed? You would’ve even gone to this appointment without me?”
“I probably would’ve cracked and told you,” Maggie said, looking slightly embarrassed. “You would’ve been the only person I told.”
“Good.” I patted her shoulder. 
“I kind of knew you’d figure it out, though.” She pulled her car keys out of her purse as we got outside the building. “If anything, I was surprised it took as long as it did. You always had a way of knowing exactly what was wrong with me – whether I was mad or sad, or crushing on a boy, or trying to keep something secret from you. I don’t know how you do it.”
“Call it a mother’s intuition,” I said, and squeezed her arm. “You’ll find out all about it soon.”
 
*
 
Once I got home, I fed Dr. Claws – he wouldn’t let me forget about that for a moment – and then immediately called Bethany. “The doctor said everything is going great so far,” I said excitedly, sitting down on the living room couch. “We even got to hear the baby’s heartbeat!”
“No way! How did it sound?”
“So strong and… you know… alive!” I laughed at the silliness of my description, but Bethany seemed genuinely amazed. 
“Was it loud?” she asked. “Did it sound like a regular heartbeat?”
“Pretty regular. We heard it through the speakers of the Doppler machine. It won’t be audible to the naked ear for quite a while.”
“I should’ve driven up and come to the appointment,” she said. “I can’t believe I missed it.”
“The room might’ve been a little too full.”
“Still, that’s my grandbaby. And besides, I could’ve visited you.”
My heart swelled. “True.”
“Maybe I’ll come up this weekend,” she mused. “They must have some wedding stuff going on.”
“Probably.” I might get to see her again that soon? I tried not to let my voice show my excitement.
“Unless I’d be imposing.” She sounded worried – my fake calmness must’ve been too convincing. “I know I’ve been staying with you a lot.”
“God, no. You haven’t been up here in weeks, and it’s not a bother at all when you come. I enjoy your company.” Too much, I silently added.
“If you’re sure,” she said. “I feel like I take up your whole weekends when I visit.”
“You do.” I lay back on the couch, pressing my head into the arm. “In a good way.”
“If you say so.”
“Very much so.” I held the phone to my ear and closed my eyes, imagining I could feel her breath on my skin. “So I’ll see you Saturday?”
“Sounds good to me.”
 



Eleven – Bethany
 
Saturday couldn’t come soon enough. Gloria had told me to come anytime after four, and I ended up heading out shortly after lunch. I got to her place at three. I rang the doorbell, and no one answered.
Damn, she had to be out doing homeless outreach with Maggie. She said they did that every Saturday. I didn’t know where she found the energy after working forty hours a week.
Luckily I’d brought along the book my book club was reading this month. It was warm enough out to sit outside, so I plopped down in her porch chair and stuck my feet out in front of me. As I read, I could hear a scuttling sound inside. I looked to the living room window and saw Dr. Claws on the sill. His mouth opened in a meow I couldn’t hear. I waved to him and sat back in the chair.
When Gloria arrived at four-fifteen, I was deep in concentration. “You’re here!” she said in surprise. “Why didn’t you call and let me know? I didn’t think you’d be here so early. I could’ve come back sooner.”
“That’s fine. I was enjoying my book.”
“But you could’ve called.” She unlocked the door, and I heard the patter of paws as Dr. Claws ran to meet her. “You do know how to work your cell phone, don’t you?”
“Yes,” I said, mildly offended. “The question is whether I have it with me, and whether it has any battery.”
“Do you have it with you?” she asked, scratching the cat’s head as he tried to climb up her leg. “And does it have any battery?”
“No comment.” I headed after her into the house.
It was nice to be back, and especially nice to see her again. I was starting to look forward to my time here as a kind of weekend getaway. The way she relaxed me made up for whatever pain my back suffered from the long drives. It was nothing in particular that she said or did. It was more just being around someone who knew me – not as a divorcee or even as a mother, but me as a human being in my own right. 
We could always connect over George and Maggie’s relationship and their baby, and we did fall back to those subjects often. But we could talk about all kinds of other things, too. Being with her made me feel like I was seventeen again, with a whole lifetime ahead of me.
While a lot of people in Newtonville had known me when I was a teenager, they’d seen me grow into an adult and a mother. One of my coworkers in the X-ray department had gone to high school with me, and I couldn’t even remember what she’d been like back then. I assumed she didn’t think about my younger self often, either.
Gloria, on the other hand, had my teenage self crystallized in her mind. As old as I might be, I knew she could see past the gray hair and wrinkles to the still young and vibrant soul underneath.
She went into the kitchen and put on the tea kettle without me asking. “I assume you want something to drink after your drive,” she said.
“You know me.” I lifted Dr. Claws into my lap and stroked his warm back. “When did we both start drinking tea? Neither of us did in high school.”
“Probably sometime in my twenties,” she said. “That was one thing that made me feel like an adult.”
“Ahh, our twenties. That was a great decade.”
She dropped a tea bag in her own mug. “The nineties were great in general.”
“Really? I thought the music was terrible, and the fashion? Ugh.”
“Better than eighties fashion,” she said.
“Hey, big hair and leg warmers will always be in style.”
She snorted. “Not really. You know they have eighties theme parties these days? Maggie was over here asking if I had any neon tights she could borrow. As if I’d have a pair sitting around in the attic.”
“I wish I did. Those used to make my butt look great.” I wrapped my hands around my mug – the tea was still too hot to drink. “George must’ve gone to that, too. He never mentioned it.”
“Well, you don’t live in town. It’s natural he wouldn’t tell you everything he’s up to. It wouldn’t make sense for him to drive three hours in the hopes of borrowing eighties clothes.”
“I guess.” I frowned. “I just wish we were closer. I’m beginning to feel like I’m missing out on a lot. And then…”
Gloria looked at me expectantly while I bit my lip, wondering if I should open up to this extent.
“It’s Todd,” I finally said. “My ex-husband. He was at the engagement party, which means George invited him, and I haven’t had the nerve to ask about why. I thought George understood what Todd had done to me, but if he does, how could he invite him?”
“Oh, Bethany.” Gloria patted my hand. “And Todd lives in town, does he? You’re afraid George might be closer to him than to you?”
I nodded. I’d been right to open up. Gloria understood me, as always, and she knew exactly how to respond to me. Empathetic without over-the-top sweetness, she was already making me feel better.
“I always had a great relationship with George, or I thought I did… But Todd is in town, and they’re both men. Maybe George doesn’t care that Todd left me. Maybe he thinks he was right to go.”
“Oh, honey.” Gloria pulled her chair closer to mine so that she could wrap her arms around me, and I fell gratefully into her warm embrace.
“I’m okay,” I sniffled. “It’s not a big deal.”
“It clearly is, or you wouldn’t be on the verge of tears over it.” She patted my back. “Have you talked to George about this at all?”
I shook my head. 
“Then that would be the place to start,” Gloria said.
I looked at her sharply. “I can’t do that. Confront him? Talk about my feelings?”
She slowly let go of me, and I immediately wished she hadn’t. “It’s not like you to hold back,” she said, her face filling with concern. “This is your own son we’re talking about. How can you be shy with someone you gave birth to?”
“I don’t know.” I sniffled again. If I wasn’t careful, the tears welling in my eyes would begin to fall soon. How had we gotten here from talking about eighties clothes?
George and I had been so close when he was little. When puberty hit, we’d begun to drift apart. He became so independent overnight, and then there was the phase when he was too cool to be seen with me. We’d actually become closer once he moved to Seattle; we talked regularly and visited when we could. We related to each other as adults now, and he seemed to enjoy my company. And yet, I was discovering he didn’t confide in me at all.
“Bethany, honey, you have friends out in Newtonville, don’t you?” Gloria asked. “A support system?”
That was twice she’d called me “honey” now, and I was getting addicted to hearing it. “I do. But… not like this. Not like you.”
She patted my arm and left her hand there, making me feel fuzzy inside. “I wonder if you might be scared to lose George,” she said as if thinking out loud. “If you thought your relationship with Todd was secure, and then it shattered… He was the rock of your life, and then he picked up and left.”
I toyed with a strand of hair. “You might be right. Some of our friends took his side, too. Even though I’m the one who stayed in town, they’d rather stay friends with him.” I was thinking of one couple we used to get drinks with a few times a month. I’d considered the wife a close friend, but apparently we weren’t close enough to keep talking after my divorce.
“So you’re scared to speak up for yourself because you’re scared to lose everyone else.” Her voice was quiet and self-assured.
I wanted to rankle at the way she thought she had me all figured out… but in reality, she was right. I hadn’t even realized I had a problem with speaking up lately – my only clue had been when she told me I wasn’t like that before. Even if I’d known I had an issue, I wouldn’t have figured out the reason why.
“I’m going to try talking to George,” I said slowly. “I’m his mother. I know he’s not going to abandon me.”
“You’ll be glad you did.”
I was glad she was so sure, because I definitely wasn’t.
But tomorrow when we saw our kids, I was going to try.
 
*
 
When we met them outside a potential photographer’s office the next day, I knew that my resolution was easier said than done. Looking at George, I felt almost intimidated. It was silly – I had given birth to him, like Gloria had said – but he was a grown man now, and he didn’t look up to me anymore. 
As we went inside and greeted the photographer, my mind raced with possible scenarios of how the conversation could go. Even as the others oohed and aahed over examples of his photography, I couldn’t focus on a single picture. The meeting went on for what felt like hours as George and Maggie scrutinized the pictures, talking about their resolution and lighting and other things that meant nothing to me. 
Finally we were done, and outside, the three of them turned to me. “You were quiet in there, Mom,” George said. “Does that mean you didn’t like his work? Give us your honest opinion.”
“The pictures seemed fine,” I said. “I don’t know too much about those things.”
“Oh, okay.” George peered at me as if he knew I was leaving something unsaid. But I couldn’t bring up the Todd issue in front of Gloria and Maggie.
We went to a coffee shop for an afternoon snack, and Maggie updated us on how the pregnancy reveal had gone. “We sent out a mass email,” she said. “We got about fifty replies within the first ten minutes. A lot of people were… not exactly shocked.” Her hand on her belly, she laughed.
“I didn’t get any email,” I said.
“Have you checked your inbox?” Gloria teased.
 “How is that relevant?” I asked with a straight face.
“Anyway, everyone understands why we’re having the wedding in September,” George said.
“Although my maid of honor was freaking out,” Maggie said. “She wants to know how I’m going to find a dress that’ll fit at eight and a half months, especially when it’s my first pregnancy and I have no idea how big I’ll be.”
“So… how are you planning it?” I asked.
“I’m going to wait until I’m about six months along,” Maggie said. “By then, I’ll have an idea of how much weight I’ll gain. If I’ve only gained ten pounds at six months, I’m not going to add another fifty by the wedding day.”
“But it still won’t fit properly,” Gloria said.
“I have an appointment with a seamstress the week before the wedding.” She took a bite of her gluten-free scone. “That way, they can make it fit perfectly.”
Gloria nodded. “That’s not a bad idea.”
“I’d go as far as to say it’s a good one,” I said.
We finished eating and went to pay. On our way outside, I caught George by the arm. This was my last chance. “Could I talk to you for a second?”
“Sure, Mom. What’s up?” He hung back while the others went out the door.
“Um…” This wasn’t the time or the place for this conversation. He was about to go home with his pregnant fiancée, and I… I was about to chicken out. “Is Maggie taking prenatal vitamins?”
Laughing, he pushed the door back open. “Of course. You don’t need to worry.”
Not about this, maybe. 
I forced a smile. “Just making sure my grandchild is okay.”
 



Twelve – Gloria
 
Two weeks after our last visit, Bethany called and asked if I wanted to come to her place in Newtonville.
“I’m afraid we don’t have all the nightlife or tourism attractions that you do in Seattle,” she said. “But I do have wine, cheese, and a proper guest room where you could spend the night.”
“You had me at ‘wine,’” I said. “As long as I can find someone to feed Dr. Claws, I’m in.”
“George will do it. If he doesn’t want to, tell him it’s an order from his mother.”
“I’ll ask Maggie,” I said. “Although, being pregnant…”
“George,” Bethany repeated. “It’s an order.”
So it was that I ended up in my car, blaring Michael Bublé as I sped along the highway. The drive was long, and I felt bad for Bethany having to make the trip so often. Then again, the last couple of times had been completely voluntary.
“So this is where you live,” I said when I arrived at her brownstone house. “I finally get to see where you spend all of your time.”
“It’s not so mysterious.”
“Sure it is. I didn’t know you had all these plants.” I gestured at her window boxes, overflowing with green herbs I didn’t recognize. “Or so many books.” Shelves here and there spilled over with mystery novels and thrillers.
“Please,” she scoffed. “It’s a boring home occupied by a boring woman.”
“You don’t really think so, do you? Bethany, you’re anything but boring.”
There I went sounding like a lovestruck teenager again. If I wasn’t careful, she was going to figure out I had a ridiculous crush.
“Sure,” she muttered.
I followed her through to the kitchen, which was bright and sunny. Pots of flowers sat on the counter and table.
“Back in the day, I was dying to know where you lived,” I said. “You had such a cool older girl mystique, even though we were the same age.”
That caught her attention. “Really?” Her laugh tinkled. “If I ever seemed cool, I was completely full of shit.”
“No, I’m pretty sure you were cool.” I pulled out a chair and seated myself, leaning forward to sniff the sunflower in the pot. “I have homework from Maggie, by the way. She says we can help them out by scouting out some potential musicians.”
Bethany looked less interested than I’d expected. “I don’t know if I feel like it. We do so much wedding stuff already. We’re not even in Seattle, and they expect us to help?”
“I actually offered,” I said hesitantly. “I figured we’d have time.”
“Oh.” She put her hands on the back of a chair, leaning on it. “I really just invited you because I missed you. I wasn’t planning to worry about the wedding.”
“Fair enough.” I tried to suppress the thrill that went through me at the thought of her missing me. “It was a silly suggestion of mine, anyway. Our taste in music is probably completely different from theirs.”
“Actually, I’m starting to like this idea. What if we booked an eighties cover band?”
“Ooh, yes.” I grinned at the thought. “All the guests would jam out to the music we loved back in high school.”
“Jam out? You sound like you’re still living in the eighties.”
“I’ll have you know kids these days still say ‘jam out,’” I said.
I got up to poke around the kitchen some more. The walls were decorated with colorful paintings, and the window looked out on an antique-looking bird feeder.
Still looking out the window, I asked, “Have you talked to George, by the way?”
There was a long pause before she replied. “Not about anything significant.”
I whirled around. “Why not? I thought you were going to ASAP.”
“I was, and then…” She slowly shrugged.
“That divorce hit you hard, didn’t it?”
I sat down next to her, much like I had last time I’d seen her. I’d worried I was crossing a line when I put my arms around her, but she hadn’t seemed to mind. It could’ve easily been a platonic hug, if both of us had been straight. Still, if the embrace had made her feel better, then that made it okay – right? Even if I’d been enjoying the softness of her skin and the scent of her hair?
“It hurt a lot.” She turned anguished eyes toward me. 
I couldn’t help myself. I embraced her again, hugging her as tightly as I could. It was insanity to think anyone would have the luck to be with this beautiful, vibrant, magical woman and decide to leave her for someone else. I wondered if Todd even appreciated what he’d had, or simply took her for granted.
She took deep breaths, her face turning splotchy. “I’m okay now,” she said, sounding like she was trying to convince herself. “It’s been a year. I’m over it.”
“Forgive me for saying this, Bethany, but it doesn’t seem like it.” I patted her back, my fingers brushing her nape. Transfixed by the softness of the wispy hairs there, I moved my hand up to caress her some more.
We were heading into dangerous territory now. Or I was, more like it. If I kept touching her like this, she was going to realize I wanted her and freak out. But even though I was already toeing the line, she seemed to be fine with it. She closed her eyes and pushed back against my hand as if asking me to keep going.
I had to be reading the signs wrong, and that knowledge made my heart ache. I wanted so badly to convince myself I was right – but Bethany was straight, and there was no getting around that. We lived in an accepting day and age. It wasn’t as if she’d never heard of being gay. By fifty-three, she would’ve figured out her sexuality if there was anything to figure out.
“I’m trying my best to be over it,” she said, burying her face in her hands. “I just see him with that twenty-nine-year-old, and it’s like… I feel like a car that he replaced with the newer, better model.”
“Oh, honey, she’s not better than you. She couldn’t be.” I stroked her back, feeling it shudder under my fingers.
“Who even am I, now that I’ve been used up and discarded?” A tear fell from one of her eyes, and then the other. “I’m not a wife anymore. George doesn’t need me – I’m barely a mother.”
“You’re still you.” Her pain was breaking my heart. “You were always more than a wife and a mother. You just need to remember what else was there before all of that.”
She shook her head. “I don’t think that person is still there. And even if she was, who cares about her? What am I supposed to do with myself for the rest of my life?”
“Honey, no. No. There’s so much left for you to see and do. There’s more to you than youth and fertility.” I grabbed her hand, bringing it down from her face, and squeezed it firmly. “There’s so much you can still do, even if you’re single. You could try things you’ve always wanted to do. Travel the world, become an artist, write a book…”
“No one’s going to care what some dried-up old woman has to say!” She wiped violently at her eyes. “And I don’t care about seeing the world. My world was Todd and George, and now…”
I needed to change tack. “It’s okay if you’re the kind of person who likes to focus on their partner. You can still meet somebody else.” I choked on the words as they came out. “There’s women out there in their eighties getting married in retirement homes. It’s not too late for you.”
“Why would I date another man?” she asked bitterly. “So he could shatter me the way Todd did?”
Her words made my stomach twist. “There’s someone out there for you.” Even if it killed me that it couldn’t be me. “Someone who’s going to love you the way you deserve to be loved. Who’s going to appreciate every single thing about you.”
Her eyes fixed on me again. “What is there to appreciate, Gloria? I’m old… wrinkled… Who would want me anymore?”
“You need to stop talking like that.” It was beyond reason that she could see herself in that way. “You’re as beautiful as you were when you were eighteen, Bethany. More beautiful, in fact, because now you’ve had the time to fully mature and bloom into your potential. And you’re still the same person as before. You still have the same sparkling personality that lights up every room you enter.”
You’re still the same person I fell in love with at eighteen. The same one I’m falling for all over again.
She blinked. “You’re the only one who sees me that way.”
“It doesn’t matter.” I swallowed my confessions of love. “If I see you that way, some man will, too. He’ll worship the ground you walk on.” The way I do. “And he’ll have the right parts for you, so you’ll want to be with him too.”
She blinked again, a few times. “What do you mean by that?”
I pushed my feelings down. Way down, where they’d never bubble into words again. “Nothing.”
 



Thirteen – Bethany
 
As the sun’s rays slowly brightened on my closed eyelids, I woke up in stages. At first, I reached out for Todd, only to realize the bed was empty. I remembered we’d gotten divorced, just like I did every morning. By now, I must’ve relived the pain hundreds of times.
The rest of the past year floated up to my consciousness. George’s upcoming marriage, his fiancée’s pregnancy. The fact that he was marrying Gloria Hillel’s daughter, and that I’d completely broken down in front of her last night.
Oh, God. I pulled the blanket over my head, wishing that hiding from Gloria would be that easy. What in the world had come over me last night? I never opened up like that to anyone. I’d been miserable and pathetic, and that poor woman had sat there and listened to me whine.
Her words of comfort had been so kind. Almost too kind. If a man had talked to me that way, I would’ve thought he had feelings for me. But this was Gloria, and even if the thought of her being attracted to me had already crossed my mind, the way she’d kind of almost voiced it aloud meant it was getting pretty serious. 
It seemed like she’d slipped up – like she hadn’t meant to make the comments about a man having the right “parts.” But that meant the thought was in her mind, and if I was being honest with myself, it’d also been in mine.
If I were a lesbian, I could be with Gloria. It would be so much easier and more comfortable than being with a man. We were already such good friends – it would only feel natural to become lovers as well. I knew she’d never hurt me. From the way she spoke, she’d only adore me.
Then there was the “parts” aspect. I’d never even thought about being with a woman before. But when I did think about it… it didn’t seem like such a big deal. Had I been in love with Todd as a person, or with his penis? I would say the former.
While I wasn’t “in love” with Gloria, I did love her – and that love was growing a little more each day.
Simply put, I was confused.
I rolled out of bed and knocked on the door of the guest room. “Come in,” Gloria called. She looked adorably sleepy as she peeled her head from the pillow, her brown bob all mussed. 
“I didn’t mean to wake you up,” I said. “It’s past nine. I thought you’d have been up and waiting for me.” Whenever I stayed over at her place, she was awake well before me.
“I guess the drive knocked me out.” She yawned. “What did you want to do today, anyway?”
I hovered by the door, fighting the strange urge that told me to go closer. “I had the idea that we could drop by our old bagel shop. See how much it’s changed.”
Her eyes opened fully. “Bagel Daze? It’s still open?”
“Yep, and the bagels are still as amazing.” An invisible rope tugged me toward the bed – toward her. I leaned against the doorframe instead. “They make good coffee, too. They have an espresso machine now.”
“Sounds like we should’ve visited a long time ago – but better late than never.” 
She sat up, the blanket falling off her. She was wearing a silky button-down pajama top, and the top button must have come undone during the night, because I could see the shadows of her breasts where it’d fallen open.
I dragged my eyes away. What was going on with me? I’d never been attracted to a woman. Never. Had the divorce made me that desperate for a tiny kernel of validation? Was I trying to change my entire sexuality just to get my ego stroked some more?
“Better late than never,” I repeated. “I’ll give you a few minutes to get changed.” Breathless at the mental image, I left the room.
I took my own shower, trying to calm my raging nerves. How was it possible that I’d started looking at Gloria like that overnight? It was bizarre – but less so when I thought about how it hadn’t been overnight. My attraction to her had been building for a while… starting when we were eighteen and she’d given me that shy, tender kiss.
Ever since we ran into each other, the decades-old flame had been growing hotter every day. Every time she smiled at me, something inside me fluttered. Every time we touched, a little piece of me melted.
I wanted her. There was no use denying it anymore. I didn’t know what exactly I wanted, but I knew it was something, and not just friendship. I had no idea how it would work, or if it could work… but there it was.
Todd was off with his twenty-nine-year-old, doing whatever the hell he wanted. Why shouldn’t I do the same?
I turned off the shower and towelled off, ran a comb through my dripping gray hair, and threw it in its usual ponytail. My eyes lingered on my body in the mirror, with all its curves and sags. I’d thought Todd and I were growing old together, so there’d been no reason to feel self-conscious. For the past year, I hadn’t even considered anyone else seeing me naked. Now I wondered if my body was okay. Gloria’s probably looked similar, but…
Swiveling away from the mirror, I went back into my room and grabbed clothes out of the closet. Demure, modest clothes – nothing that would put any untoward thoughts into anyone’s head. I couldn’t think about sleeping with Gloria. First of all, it was crazy. Secondly, I wouldn’t know what to do. Third, it’d ruin our friendship. And fourth, our kids were getting married!
I could just imagine joint Christmas dinners where we made awkward small talk over a roasted turkey, staying polite for the sake of our grandbaby while we both tried to forget the fact that we’d once had sex. 
Then again… we’d already kissed, hadn’t we? After that moment of exploration, everything had gone back to normal. I’d forgotten all about it until she’d mentioned Spin the Bottle.
I was quieter than usual as we drove to Bagel Daze. Considering it’d been my idea to bring her here, I should’ve been more excited. Instead I was just nervous.
She gasped as soon as we got out of the car. “The sign looks the exact same!” 
Some of the tension in me released. “Wait till you see the inside.”
Once we got through the doors, she let out an even longer, louder gasp. “I’d forgotten all about the bagel statue!”
The girl behind the counter looked about sixteen, with a jaw covered in pimples and a Bagel Daze baseball cap. “From out of town, ma’am?” she asked.
“Yes,” Gloria said. “Well, now I am. I grew up here. My friend and I actually used to work here.”
“Way, way before you were born,” I added.
“That’s so cool,” the teenager squeaked. “And you’re still friends?”
Gloria and I exchanged a glance. “We sure are,” I said.
We ordered and sat down, Gloria’s eyes darting from one end of the place to the other. I’d kept occasionally coming here after I quit, so nothing was new or surprising to me. She, on the other end, seemed to be overwhelmed by the nostalgia the place was bringing back.
“Oh my God, the bagels really are as good as they used to be,” she said, taking a huge bite. “Do you remember when I forgot to turn on the fryer and we didn’t have a single bagel for the first half-hour of our shift?”
“I thought it was me who forgot.” I reached out reflexively. “You have cream cheese on your mouth.”
She looked embarrassed as I brushed it out of the corner of her lips, but I had to be even more embarrassed. If I’d thought through touching her, I wouldn’t have done it. My fingertips tingled where they’d brushed her soft skin, and I willed my heart rate to calm down.
“Anyway,” she said, looking away, “we had some good times here. Do you remember how we used to make prank phone calls when it was a really slow day?”
“As if I could forget! I think my favorite was when we called the pizza shop down the block and tried to order pizza to their own address.”
“You always had the best ideas,” she said.
I leaned in, and she turned sharply toward me. “You brought them out of me,” I murmured.
Was I flirting with her now? God, this felt like flirting. I glanced at the cashier, who appeared to be playing on her phone and not paying any attention to us. She probably wouldn’t even notice if I leaned the rest of the way in and kissed Gloria right now.
But I wasn’t going to do that.
Letting out an exhale, I said, “This place does pretty well these days. There’ll be a pre-lunchtime rush in about an hour.”
“Oh.” 
“It’s never gotten outdated or lost any popularity,” I barreled on. “I guess a good bagel never goes out of style.”
“Right.” Gloria’s confused eyes searched mine for a brief second before she looked away again.
I wished I could give her an explanation… but I was as confused as she was.
I sat back in my chair and shoved the rest of my bagel into my mouth. “I was thinking about taking you somewhere else,” I said once I’d swallowed.
Interest sparked in her eyes. “Where?”
“You’ll see.”
“Like a surprise?”
I nodded.
“I love surprises,” she said. “Tell me where we’re going.”
I quirked an eyebrow. “How would it be a surprise, then?”
“You’d surprise me when you tell me.”
“How about I surprise you when we get there?” 
Getting up, I brushed a hand over her shoulder – again, just reflex. I hadn’t thought through it, and in hindsight, I shouldn’t have done it. There was that look again, that dazed confusion.
“Come back soon,” the cashier called as we left. “You two are adorable.”
I whipped my head around, wondering what she’d meant by that comment. Adorable friends – or did she think we were a couple? She’d already disappeared into her phone again, so whatever she’d seen in us wasn’t remarkable enough to keep her attention for too long.
Gloria climbed into my car and buckled her seat belt with clear enthusiasm. “I want to know where you’re taking me,” she said.
I pushed the cashier’s remark out of my mind. If Gloria hadn’t even noticed it, it was nothing. “You’re terrible at surprises,” I said, pulling onto the road.
“I don’t want you to actually tell me,” she explained. “The point is for you to keep saying no to me.”
“Oh, that makes a lot of sense.” I glanced at her so she could see me rolling my eyes. “We’re not going too far. In fact…” I flipped on my turn signal. “We’re right here.”
“Our old high school,” she gasped. “I haven’t been here since we graduated!”
I grinned. The look of shocked amazement on her face was the exact reaction I’d been hoping for. I wished I had a camera so I could document this moment.
Actually, there was a camera on my phone, but it was either buried deep in my purse or out of battery. Or both.
She got out of the car and held a hand over her eyes to block out the sun. “Do you want to walk around the outside?” she asked.
“We could do that,” I said. “Or we could knock on the door and see if Justine will let us in.”
“Justine?”
“You don’t remember her?” I asked. “The janitor who always had a smile for all of us?”
“That Justine?” She looked even more stunned. “She still works here?”
“She’s only around sixty now, maybe sixty-five. She lives down the street from me – I see her out on her porch sometimes.”
Gloria shook her head. “I’d forgotten what small-town life was like.”
“Welcome back.” I laughed.
We knocked on the door, and after a moment, Justine came to see who it was. She remembered Gloria right away. “You two were like two peas in a pod!” she said.
“We kind of are again,” I said. “Would you believe our kids managed to find each other in Seattle and they fell in love and are getting married?”
Justine shook her head. “It’s a small world.” Stepping aside, she gestured us through the door. “Have fun. Take your time looking around. Just wipe off your shoes before you go in.”
“She’s so nice,” Gloria whispered once we were alone. “Where should we go first? I don’t remember where anything is. That’s the office over there, right?”
“Right.” I peeked inside the door window, then spun around with a grin. “You’re late, Ms. Hillel. Do you have a note to excuse your absence?”
“Oh, wow.” She clutched her chest. “That gave me some horrible flashbacks.”
“Please. As if you were ever late, or absent.”
“I was a bad kid,” she said defensively.
“Your memory must be going. You were about as goody-two-shoes as they came.”
She laughed. “Well, I’d never gone to a party or drank until that night with you. Never kissed anyone, either.”
I’d started to walk into the hallway, and I stopped and blinked. “What?”
“Didn’t I ever tell you that?” she asked. 
“Um, no.”
She laughed again, nervously this time. “Right. I guess I wouldn’t have.”
I walked ahead of her, my mind racing. I’d been her first kiss. What if I could be her last one? I shoved the thought down and locked it away.
“Here’s the biology lab,” I said, my voice oddly high-pitched. “Remember Mrs. Houston’s class? We always sat in the back and gossiped until she yelled at us.”
She peeked through the door. “I definitely remember being traumatized by the frog dissection. I don’t think you were my partner, though.”
“I wasn’t, but I remember you shrieking. I could hear it from across the room.”
We kept going down the hall, each room we passed bringing back more memories. When we reached the cafeteria, she threw back her head and laughed. “They haven’t changed the table set-up in thirty-five years! I used to sit over there every day with my other friends. God forbid I ever sat with anyone else.”
“Right, I used to wonder how you guys didn’t get bored.”
“I used to wonder how you managed to fit in everywhere,” she said. “Always the social butterfly, flitting from table to table.”
“Everyone was cool. I liked a lot of people.” I perched on a table and shrugged. “Although I liked you more than most.”
Her eyes searched mine for a long moment, and eventually she was the one to break the stare. Whipping her head to the side, she pointed at a series of framed photo displays. “Look, they still have all the graduation pictures up. I used to look at them and make up stories about where those people were now.”
“I bet people do that about us.” I sprang up and headed over to the wall. “Let’s see, these are the 2010s… 2000s… the nineties…”
Gloria was ahead of me. “Here’s our year!”
I spun toward the display reading 1984. “Where are we? Oh!” I spotted my picture first. I was smiling confidently, my lips painted with bright red lipstick, and my graduation picture was doing its best to hold down piles of then-blonde hair. “Oh wow, what was I thinking with that hair? I forgot how much I used to tease it.”
“You didn’t tease it that much on a regular basis,” she said. “I’m pretty sure that was just for the picture.”
“Right, I wanted to be immortalized with the world’s biggest hair. Clearly curls to the ceiling were never going to go out of style.” I snorted. “Where are you? Have you found yourself?”
She pointed, and my breath caught in my throat. She looked so much like she did now, but younger, softer. Her small smile spoke volumes about her shy pride at graduating. 
“I look like a mess,” she said. “That eyeshadow? My God.”
“You looked beautiful then.” I was only speaking the truth. The hot pink eyeshadow she’d been wearing took nothing away from the sincerity in her eyes or the kindness in her face. No make-up or hairstyle could’ve done that. “You still look beautiful now.”
She turned toward me, her teeth sinking into her lower lip. “Bethany, I don’t know why you keep saying things like that.”
She was confronting me about the way I’d been flirting with her. I should’ve been scared, but instead, a frisson of excitement built inside me. We were finally going to get this out in the open, and I’d find out what she actually thought.
“Because I mean them,” I said. “You’re gorgeous, and you always have been.”
She looked away. “You can’t just say those kind of things to a lesbian, you know. What if I get the wrong idea?”
I took her chin and turned her face to me. Although my heart was pounding, I didn’t falter. My certainty about this was growing, and I needed to make it clear to her before I chickened out. “What if it’s the right idea?” I asked.
Gloria blinked, frustration evident in her eyes. “I don’t think we’re even talking about the same thing.”
“I think we are… and I’ll prove it to you.” I took a deep breath, shoring up my courage… and I brought my lips to hers.
 



Fourteen – Gloria
 
Bethany’s kiss was glitter and magic and sunbeams all wrapped up into one. Her lips sent tingles down my spine and all the way through my body, making me feel like currents of electricity were pulsing through me. 
I swayed on my feet, overwhelmed at the sudden sensations. This couldn’t be happening – I had to be imagining all of it. And yet the kiss only felt more real as she stroked my arm and ran her fingers through my hair.
Her scent was in my nose, feminine and tantalizing. Even as I found the willpower to back away, that scent lingered there, teasing me. 
“What was that?” I gasped out.
She blinked at me from beneath thick, dark eyelashes. “That was a kiss,” she said. “I know you’ve had them before.”
I took a step back, pressing my hands to my face. The graduation photo display flickered in front of my eyes as if taunting me. “Why did you do that? I don’t understand!”
This time, her blink was less seductive, more confused. “I thought… It seemed like… Was I misreading the signs? You said I was beautiful… that a man should worship me.”
“Yes, a man,” I said. “You’re straight, Bethany. You told me so yourself.” I paused. “Unless that changed in the past few weeks.”
“I don’t know.” She lowered her eyes. “Based on that kiss, I think it might’ve.”
If she’d felt any fraction of what I’d felt just now, she definitely wasn’t straight. But I wasn’t a toy for women to experiment with – especially when we were about to be permanently connected.
My relationships had gotten less and less intense over the years. I’d been head-over-heels for the first woman I dated after coming out, and that’d lasted almost five years before we mutually decided to go our separate ways. The next few women stuck around for six months or a year, and I invested less of myself each time, knowing it probably wouldn’t work out. Now that I’d been single for so long, I could date around with nearly zero feelings involved.
With Bethany, it would be different. Since she’d been my first crush, she’d slid under my defenses. All of my jadedness vanished when it came to her. I already felt more strongly about her than I had about anyone in many years. I couldn’t let anything happen, or I was going to get seriously hurt.
“Our kids are having a baby together,” I said, rubbing my temples. “How could you think you can just kiss me and not have it mean anything?”
She hesitated. “I wanted it to mean something,” she whispered. “But I guess you don’t want that.”
She was killing me. “Of course I want that,” I said. “How could I not? I was head over heels for you back in high school, even though I didn’t know it at the time, and you’re even more amazing now. The fact that you’re at all interested in me is nothing short of a goddamn miracle… but…”
“But George and Maggie.” She finished my sentence. “I think I understand.”
I stared at her. Normally her beauty was frustrating because I couldn’t be with her. Now it was painful because I could, and I had to say no. “Look,” I said, “it’s not like this was serious. You said you aren’t even sure what you want.”
Slowly, she nodded. “Right.”
“If we were madly in love, then it’d be worth telling Maggie and George, and trying to make our way through all the weird awkwardness that would come up.”
She started to say something, then closed her mouth.
“Since we’re not, we should hold off on doing anything,” I said. “If that changes… if you end up being more sure that you’re into women, and that you want to pursue something with me… we can re-evaluate things then.” I sounded formal and businesslike as I negotiated the agreement, even though the pain in my chest made it feel like my heart was literally breaking in two.
Her lips quivered, and all I wanted to do was lean in and kiss them until they were steady again. But I couldn’t. “Okay,” she said. “That sounds fair.”
I glanced around the high school. Suddenly our trip down memory lane felt a lot less fun. “I guess we should head home.”
We were quiet on the ride back to her place, and the strained silence continued as we went inside the house. Part of me wanted to grab my stuff and drive home. It’d be easier, less complicated, to leave things where they were. To tell myself we’d talk through this later, and then avoid the conversation as long as I possibly could.
But this was Bethany, and I couldn’t take the easier option when it came to her.
“How long have you been feeling this way?” I asked as we walked into her living room.
She sank onto the couch and toyed with a houseplant’s leaves. “I don’t know. A little while, I guess. Maybe since you came back into my life.”
“I don’t get it,” I said. “You were so sure that you were straight.”
“I never thought about it.” Her voice was soft, uncertain. “I’ve never looked at another woman that way… but they never put it in my head, either.”
“When did I put it in your head?” I asked.
Her eyes met mine, and the corners of them crinkled. “I could kind of tell you liked me from day one.”
My cheeks went hot. Had I been that obvious? “Oops.”
“It’s okay,” she said. “I didn’t mind.” She sat up straight, putting her chin in her hand, her elbow on her knee as she gazed at me. “Go home. Think about things. We’ll see each other again soon.”
“I think you’re the one who has things to think about.”
“Fair enough, but you can always think about them, too.” Her eyes sparkled. She continued to mystify me. How could she be so playful at a moment like this? “We’ll talk soon,” she went on. “Tomorrow, maybe. Tonight, even.”
“Okay… I guess that sounds good.” It didn’t, but what else was I supposed to say? “I’ll give you a call. We – we’ll be in touch.” There was that odd formality again.
“All right, Gloria.” She walked me to the door, watched me put on my shoes. “Talk to you soon.”
Her move to hug me took me off guard, and I jerked away. We stood awkwardly a few feet away from each other, either too afraid or too worried to touch. She held up her hand in a farewell wave, and after a moment of hesitation, I did the same.
“Bye, Bethany.” I walked out of the door, shut it behind me. I didn’t hear it lock, and I wondered if she was standing there, listening for the sound of me getting into my car and pulling away.
I should’ve been doing just that. But I didn’t. I closed my eyes and took a moment to think, really think, about what I was doing. 
That woman back there was someone I’d wanted for thirty-five years. Even when we were apart, she’d been at the back of my mind. She was the first girl I’d loved, even if I hadn’t realized it, and whether consciously or unconsciously, I’d compared every woman I’d met afterwards to her.
I could still feel her lips on mine, her hands on my body. I’d had the luck to kiss her – not once in a lifetime, but twice! – and I was going to let it end like this? Here? Now? What if she decided she didn’t want to be with me in any way? What if she realized she’d been fooling herself into thinking she could have feelings for me?
I couldn’t let this slip out of my fingers. Not without at least going back and letting her know how I felt. Forget how this might affect Maggie and my grandbaby. This was my life, wasn’t it? Sometimes I had to do something just for me.
I took hold of the doorknob. As I’d suspected, it swiveled easily under my hand. Inside, Bethany stood stock-still where I’d left her, her eyes wide and vulnerable as I came toward her.
“I didn’t want to leave without saying a proper goodbye.” I laced my arms around her waist, feeling brave and bold and terrified all at once. “If you don’t want me to kiss you again, say so now.”
“I want you to kiss me,” she whispered.
So I did, and the world melted away. 
 



Fifteen – Bethany
 
I sat in the waiting room, checking my watch as the last patient in the room was called. The gray-and-white husky frolicked into the examination room, making me smile. There was nothing wrong with that little guy, I’d bet my life savings on it.
When the dog left a few minutes later, George emerged as well. “Mom? What are you doing here?” he asked.
“Sit here with me,” I said. “I’d like to talk to you.”
The receptionist gave him a look of concern. “Everything okay, Dr. Farmer?”
“More than okay. This is my mother.” He pulled a set of keys out of his pocket. “You go on home, I’ll lock up.”
Once she was gone, he turned to me. “What’s going on? I didn’t expect you to come to town for another week or two.”
“I know. I’ve been wanting to have a chat with you for a while, and I thought I might as well bite the bullet and come into town.”
“On a Monday afternoon?”
“I didn’t want to wait any longer.” In case I chickened out again, I added silently.
I’d left work early in order to come here. Normally I didn’t like asking my boss for allowances like this for any reason. Kissing Gloria had emboldened me. Why should I care what my boss thought? Why should I be afraid of what George might say? I’d kissed a woman, and I hadn’t cared about what anyone would think.
Ever since that day, I’d been walking with a new swagger. I felt twenty years younger. Lighter. Vibrant. We’d talked on the phone a few times since our visit, chatting and mildly flirting, although we hadn’t made any decisions about our relationship. Making my move on her without worrying about the future or what anyone else thought was the kind of thing I would’ve done as a carefree teenager, and I hoped it was only the first step toward becoming my old self again.
“What’s going on?” George asked, sitting in a chair beside me. “Is it about Dad?”
Just like that, all my carefully-constructed poise shattered. He knew why I was upset. He hadn’t been oblivious – he’d deliberately chosen to make me feel this way.
How had I ever been so self-assured and outspoken as a teenager? I had vague memories of not paying attention to what anyone thought, but somewhere along the line, that ability had left me completely.
“Yes,” I said through gritted teeth. “It’s about your father.”
“I know you were surprised to see him at the engagement party.”
More like blindsided, but okay. “Yes, I was.”
“I should’ve told you he’d be there.” George looked repentant. “I kind of thought you’d both just stay with the people you knew and not go near each other.”
“The fact that he came up to me… that was out of your control.” I tensed more as I came to the part I’d really been dreading. “Why would you invite him? Have you two been in touch?” Do you spend time with him, too? Do you love him more than me?
“We do speak from time to time,” George said, carefully measuring his words. “I’m not saying what he did to you was excusable in any way… but… he’s still my father.”
My heart jumped. He was saying exactly what I’d feared. Although he’d couched it in vague terminology, he was saying he didn’t hate Todd. He still wanted a relationship with him.
“He is your father, in the sense that he provided the genetic material for your birth,” I said. “Has he done anything more than that? Are you sure?”
“Come on, Mom. He’s been there for me all my life. He’s been as good to me as you have. I don’t approve of what he did, but I’m not going to just cut him out of my life.”
“You don’t approve? You don’t?” My voice grew higher pitched, and I was glad we were alone. “Because the way you’re acting, I could’ve thought you did.”
“Mom, please be reasonable. Was he supposed to stick with you forever even after he fell out of love with you? Stay out of obligation, and nothing more?”
My jaw fell open. “Is that what you think happened? He fell out of love?”
“How would you put it?” He squirmed under my glare.
“That man stole my good years,” I hissed. “Sucked all the youth out of me. I gave him the prime of my life. Both of us working full-time, but which of us did every bit of the housework? Which of our bodies never fully recovered from having a child? Then the minute a pretty young thing crooked her pinky finger, he went running. He didn’t fall out of love with me, George. He took a look at the way he’d used me up, and he decided to start draining the life out of someone new.”
George sat frozen. He’d never heard me talk like this before. I hadn’t, either. These depths of bitterness and resentment had only become apparent to me after the divorce.
“I don’t want to sound like I blame you,” I said after it became apparent that he wasn’t going to speak. “I knew what I was getting into when I decided to have a child. The tearing, the stretch marks, the sagging – it was worth it to have you. I just thought he’d be there with me to the end. I thought we were a team. That whatever went wrong, we’d get through together. I never guessed we were on opposing teams. That when he met that girl, he won, and he could start a new game with her.”
“I never looked at it like that.” George’s face was ashen. “I don’t know how to feel anymore.”
I shrugged, picking up my purse. “I’m not saying to not talk to your father. Just give me a heads-up if you’re going to have both of us in the same room.”
As I drove away, I already felt lighter. Freer. I’d spoken my mind, and even if George hadn’t apologized a thousand times and promised to never speak to Todd again, he understood my point of view better than before.
I should’ve turned onto the highway, headed home to my empty house and my plants. But the idea didn’t even cross my mind as I turned onto the main road to cross town. The invisible rope that bound me to Gloria had been tugging at me since she’d left yesterday, and now that I was in town, there was no chance of me not going to see her.
I was fearless. I was daring.
I was all out of battery, and Gloria wasn’t home right now.
I swore to myself as I took a seat on her porch. I should’ve called first – I’d had some romantic notion of surprising her, wanting to see the look on her face when she realized I’d come to see her again.
I didn’t even have a book with me this time, and with no cell phone, the only thing I could do was sit and wave at Dr. Claws through the window as if he’d be able to let me in. After a while, even he padded away.
The night was getting chilly, and the thought of going home crossed my mind. I had no idea when Gloria would be coming back. Just when I’d decided to cut my losses and leave, her car pulled into the driveway.
“Bethany?” she asked as she climbed out of the car.
The look of stunned happiness on her face was worth every minute that I’d waited. “I happened to be in the neighborhood,” I said with a shrug. “Thought I’d drop by.”
She gave me a hug – a long, tight one that might not have looked out of the norm to anyone else, but that left me feeling fuzzy and warm inside. “Get in the house,” she ordered. “You must be tired and starving.”
“A little,” I said. “But there’s something else I’d like first.”
I pressed her against the wall and locked my lips to hers. Kissing her was starting to come naturally. Now that I’d done it a few times, “I’m kissing a woman” wasn’t the only thing running through my mind. She still left me breathless, but now I could think about what I was doing. Kissing her felt just like kissing a man, except she was softer, more yielding – which wasn’t a bad thing at all.
“What does this mean?” she asked, her eyes bright, as I pulled away. “Have you thought things through? This fast?”
“Not exactly.” I hadn’t thought anything through. “All I know is, I really want to be here. Want to be with you.”
Her brow furrowed, her voice growing hoarse. “I thought we discussed this. We decided you –both of us – should be sure.”
“Wouldn’t it be great if it was that easy?” I murmured. 
The way she was holding me, her hands gripping my hips, had heat building between my thighs. She was looking at me like she wanted to devour me, and I wanted – God help me – I wanted to let her.
No, I couldn’t claim to be straight anymore. I didn’t know what I was, and at the moment, I didn’t care. Not if knowing got in the way of being with her.
“I’m only human,” she said, her breath ragged. “I can only resist you for so long.”
“So don’t.” I stroked her hair.
“What if this is a mistake? What if we screw everything up?”
“Then we’ll deal with that as it comes,” I said. “Just like anything else in life.”
“You don’t understand.” Her eyes were desperate now. “I’ve been hurt a lot of times, Bethany. If we do this, I’m going to fall for you. Completely.”
It was as if she was trying to warn me off, but her words only made me more sure of what we were doing. “This is all new for me,” I whispered. “But I think… I think I’m right there with you.”
“And George?” she asked, struggling even harder now. “And Maggie?”
I had no good response for that one. Instead of speaking, I kissed her again. Her lips opened to mine, my tongue sliding against hers as her breath came faster and faster. A moan emerged from her, the sound vibrating into my mouth, and I realized with a thrill that I wanted to hear more of that. I wanted to make her moan louder.
“Upstairs,” she breathed, already grabbing at the buttons of my blouse.
Her bedroom was small, almost cramped, yet neat and nicely decorated. Once she closed the curtains, it was dimly lit, and I was grateful for the lack of light as we slowly shed our clothes. Between every few kisses, the same disbelieving thoughts would come back to me: Am I really doing this? She’d touch me again and the answer would come, just as firmly – not in words but in the response of my body. Yes, I am, and I couldn’t be more turned on.
By the time we were down to our bras and panties, my core was aching for more than kisses. It’d been so long since anyone had touched me like this, and more than that, Gloria had awakened a desire in me I hadn’t even known I had.
Inching me over to the bed, she sat me down and unclasped the hook of my bra. “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” she asked, pausing before she took it off.
“More than okay. Gloria…” My voice tight, I shook the bra off.
Her eyes widened sharply, and a shot of fear went through me. What if she was disgusted by me? But no, she couldn’t be. She touched my breasts gently, stroking each one in turn. She was adoring me, worshipping me, the way she’d promised she would.
She brought her lips, her tongue to my chest, and only when she’d drawn more pleasure out of me than I could imagine did she reach for the waistband of my panties. I lifted my hips for her, my heart racing as I gave her access to the deepest part of me.
Her tongue on me was a revelation. Sex had never felt like this before – it’d never made goosebumps raise on my arms, my nipples harden to diamonds. The sheets twisted up in my hands as all sense of time and place escaped from me. My first climax was on me before I even knew it was coming. The second and third, and the ones after that, gave little more warning.
When I couldn’t take any more, I moved onto my knees. If I could make her feel even a tiny shadow of what she’d just done to me, I was eager to do it.
“Bethany, you don’t have to.” Her voice was husky, and her eyes shone even in the darkness. “I don’t expect anything from you.”
“But I want to.” 
I spread her legs the way she’d done to me, and I took in the sight of her most secret parts. I hadn’t been sure how I’d feel once I was really here. Now I saw my body was flooding with desire – to look, to touch, to taste.
I grazed a gentle fingertip over her folds and was rewarded by a shudder and a gasp. As I traced my finger up to her bud, her body shook even more. With her head rolling back and her back arching, she looked like something out of a Renaissance-era painting.
My heart was in my throat as I touched and caressed her. I’d never dreamed of doing all these things to a woman, but now I was so grateful I had the chance to try. Watching her breasts quiver as she sucked in ragged breaths, watching her expression shift and contort with every little move I made.
What else had I been missing in life? Maybe she’d been right about my life not being over, about there being more out there for me to explore. As she writhed below me, her orgasm building, I didn’t feel like a wife or a mother. I felt like me – a woman who was discovering something about herself for the first time.
Discovering it late – but better late than never.
 



Sixteen – Gloria
 
“I love these crocuses,” I said, lifting a flower to sniff it. “And the azaleas. A bouquet of purple crocuses and pink azaleas would be a little unique and so beautiful.”
“You must be joking, Mom,” Maggie said. “You just picked two of the flowers most toxic to dogs. Have you forgotten we’re holding the wedding at a dog sanctuary?”
“Oh, right,” I said with a shrug.
To be honest, I wasn’t thinking too hard about the flower arrangements. No matter which flowers the kids picked for the wedding – which was still months away – I was sure they’d be fine. 
I was more focused on Bethany’s presence a few feet away from me, where she was looking at floral arrangements with George. I still felt like I had to be dreaming our relationship, but over the last two weeks, it’d gotten more and more real. Even though we hid things in public, I was getting used to the knowledge that she’d be mine again once we were behind closed doors. 
We weren’t ready to tell Maggie and George yet. We wanted to be completely sure we were going to stay together before we dropped that bomb. They might flip out, and it’d be for good reason. Who’d ever heard of a baby whose grandmothers were dating each other?
If “dating” was even the word for what we were doing, because we hadn’t quite clarified that either. All I knew was that she’d been at my place the last two weekends, and that we’d hardly gotten out of bed. She seemed enthralled by all the new things I was teaching her, and she showed no sign of getting bored.
Down the aisle, she bent to pick up a miniature cactus. A thrill went through me as I watched her shirt lift to reveal an inch of skin, her pants tightening over her round bottom. Just a few hours ago, I’d been squeezing and caressing those soft cheeks. I could hardly wait to do it again.
“I was thinking of petunias,” Maggie said, holding up a bouquet of multicolored flowers. “Or maybe zinnias.”
“Those both look good.”
“George wanted roses, if you can believe it,” she said. “How cliché would that be?”
“They’re flowers, sweetie. Whatever you choose will be fine.” I glanced over at Bethany again. She’d stood up and pulled her shirt down, unfortunately.
Maggie followed my gaze, and a frown of confusion came over her face.
“How’s the baby doing?” I asked, making a not-so-subtle ploy to change the subject. “Any major updates?”
She’d developed a tiny baby bump now that she was four months along, and she rested her hand on it as her expression softened. “Everything’s good. I’ve been having less nausea. A little heartburn, though.”
“Oh, I forgot about the heartburn.” I grimaced. “It just got worse and worse while I was pregnant with you.”
“Great, something to look forward to.” She rolled her eyes. “At least it was all worth it for you. You ended up with me!”
She was trying to be silly, but I pecked her cheek anyway. “More than worth it. I hope you know that.”
She backed away, pretending she was embarrassed of me. I knew her too well, though – I could see the way the corners of her lips kept turning upward. “George, honey, have you found anything good?”
“We were looking at these bouquets,” he said, holding one up. “Tulips with baby’s breath, and we can customize them with some twine.”
“No twine,” Maggie said. “We talked about this.”
“Either way, they’ll look nice on the picnic tables,” I said.
“Mom,” Maggie groaned. “We’re talking about the flowers I’m going to be holding!”
Bethany chuckled. “I can see you’re a natural at wedding planning, Gloria.”
To anyone else, it would’ve looked like she was teasing me mildly. But her eyes caught mine and held them, and the ever-so-slight seductive quality of her voice promised me she’d make up for the jibe later.
I coughed. “Don’t you need flowers for the picnic tables, too?” 
“Why do you keep saying that?” Maggie asked. “We’re getting folding tables. Not picnic ones.”
“Oh.” I’d only dug my hole deeper. “So, tell me more about the baby!”
 
*
 
Maggie waited almost a week to bring up her concerns. The Saturday after the flower shopping, we met up downtown to bring sandwiches to the homeless, as usual. We’d barely started to walk when she launched into her interrogation.
“Is Bethany staying with you this weekend?” she asked, sounding casual at first.
“Yes,” I said. “Why?”
“Well, we don’t have any wedding planning stuff going on this weekend. No baby appointments, either.”
“Right, but we’re friends.” Much more than that, actually. “We’ve been hanging out.” And I’ve been teaching her the joys of a woman’s body.
“Are you sure it’s a good idea to spend so much time together?” Maggie asked.
“Why wouldn’t it be?”
We came to a red light and both stopped walking at once. “What ever happened to that woman you were seeing?” she asked, neatly avoiding the question. “Kendra, right?”
“Oh, her. I broke that off. I wasn’t that interested.” I’d hardly thought about her since our last phone call. 
“She seemed nice,” Maggie said. “Why weren’t you into her?”
She’s not Bethany. “I don’t know. The chemistry just wasn’t there.”
“Why don’t you give it another chance?” The light turned green, and she waited for me to take a step before she did. “You must’ve liked each other a little.”
Why was she so concerned with my love life? “I’m not exactly desperate. I don’t mind being single for a while.”
I tapped her arm and gestured at the homeless woman we sometimes saw, the one with the dog. I’d brought some dog treats just in case we ran into them.
 “If you’re sure.” Maggie clearly wasn’t done with the conversation. She stood next to me, making no move to approach the woman on the sidewalk.
“Why wouldn’t I be sure?” I asked. “What are you talking about?”
“Mom… I don’t want to get all up in your business.”
“It’s a little late for that,” I interrupted with a snort.
She rolled her eyes. “The thing is… my gay friends have told me about their crushes on straight friends. They say it’s almost like a rite of passage.”
“Ah.”
“I know you’re well past that point. You’ve been out since forever… but…” She lowered her voice, sounding even more sympathetic. “I know you met George’s mom when you were really young. Maybe you had a crush on her then. Maybe it’s coming back now. I’ve seen how you look at her – it seems like there’s something.”
“You have nothing to worry about. I know what I’m doing. Bethany’s a good friend, and that’s all.” Lying to my own daughter was a terrible feeling. I wished I could blurt out the truth. “What happens with your friends and their crushes, by the way?”
She looked at me with evident concern. “They pine after them forever or get brutally rejected. In the best-case scenario, the friend experimented with him for a while and then decided he was straight after all. No matter what, these situations always end in heartbreak.”
“Really? Always?”
She shrugged. “They’ve all heard of these mythical stories where the straight friend realizes they were secretly bi all along… but it’s never happened to any of them.”
I nodded. Nudging her to come with me, I stepped toward the homeless woman. 
What Bethany and I had was more than a crush… more than experimenting.
So why did I still suspect it’d somehow end in heartbreak?
 



Seventeen – Bethany
 
“I really didn’t feel like Joseph was a good husband to Sophie,” Martina said. “He said all the right things, but did his actions back them up?”
“What did he do that was so wrong?” Hannah asked. “He was always there for her. He may have flirted with her sister, but he never crossed the line.”
Rolling her eyes, Martina took a huge gulp of wine and turned to me. “Bethany, what do you think?”
“Um…” I glanced at the brand-new paperback I was clutching in my hands. The spine wasn’t even broken. I’d only gotten a few pages into it before giving up. “I agree.”
“With which of us?” Hannah asked. She wasn’t going to let me get away with vagueness. 
“I mean, the important part is that they were in love, right?” I asked, waving my hands. “Love conquers all – I think that was the theme of the book.”
“Bethany, it’s a modern reworking of Romeo and Juliet. Both of them are dead at the end. Did you read it?” Hannah stared me down.
“All right, I admit it,” I said. “I didn’t. I’m sorry.” 
Back in high school, I would’ve said flat-out, “I didn’t read it. What are you going to do about it?” Even though being with Gloria was giving me new confidence, I still wasn’t quite there yet. If this book club ditched me, I’d basically have no friends left in town.
“I’m glad someone had the nerve to say it,” Quinn said from the other couch. “This book sucked. I couldn’t get into it. I don’t know how you two managed to read it.”
Martina went pink. “I did a lot of skimming toward the end, actually. There may or may not have been some Cliff’s Notes involved.”
“I loved this book,” Hannah exclaimed. “All of you are nuts. Bethany, what was so wrong with it?”
“I guess it just wasn’t grabbing my attention.” That was true of most things lately. All I seemed to think about was Gloria and when I could see her again.
She’d come down here last weekend, and this weekend was my turn to visit her again. I’d been counting down the days. It was finally Friday night, and I would’ve skipped book club and gone up there to see her, but she said it wouldn’t make sense when she’d be out all afternoon with Maggie tomorrow anyway.
I wished we could’ve worked around that somehow. I missed her more than I could say. When I was with her, I felt like a whole different person. All the worries slipped out of my mind, and I was free.
“Forget the book,” Quinn said, putting her feet up on Hannah’s coffee table. “Can’t we just have some girl talk? Every month it’s ‘book, book, book.’ What’s going on in everyone’s lives?”
“It’s
a book club,” Hannah hissed. “You can girl talk anytime.”
“Let me top off my wine, and I’ll tell you what’s been going on with Jared,” Martina said. “You won’t believe what he said about my job.”
It seemed like Hannah was overruled, which was fine by me. I listened while Martina vented about her husband’s dismissiveness and rudeness – her situation was definitely more interesting than the book we’d selected. I kind of wished book club would go this way more often.
Once we’d all given her advice on how to handle her husband, Quinn complained about her boss at work, and even Hannah reluctantly opened up about some problems she’d been having with her kids. 
“How about you, Bethany?” Martina asked. “What’s new with you?”
“Not much.” I took a gulp of wine. 
All three of them had been married for decades, just like I used to be. I could understand their lives, but could they understand mine? If I just told them I was dating again, they would’ve been thrilled – but if I included the part about how I was exploring my sexuality, they would’ve thought I’d gone out of my mind. And how could I blame them? Just a few months ago, the idea of two women together had seemed completely foreign to me.
I wouldn’t keep it a secret forever. Once things were more solid with Gloria, I’d tell them about her, and I wouldn’t care what they thought. At this point, we hadn’t even made our relationship official, so it was none of anyone’s business.
“You haven’t been up to much?” Quinn asked, giving me a curious look. “I drive by your place on my way home from the gym. Your car hasn’t been there the past few weekends. I thought maybe you’d started to see someone new.”
Damn this small-town life. If I lived in a bigger city, she wouldn’t have been able to keep tabs on what I was doing. “I’ve been in Seattle a lot,” I said mildly. “Getting things ready for my son’s wedding and his new baby.”
That brought on a rush of questions, and I told them everything I knew about Maggie’s pregnancy and what the wedding was going to be like. 
Still, Quinn seemed suspicious. “I didn’t think he’d need you up there that much,” she said, running her finger around the rim of her glass. “When my son got married, he was too cool to let me be involved in much of the wedding planning.”
George is, too, but the incredible woman I’ve been seeing happens to be his future mother-in-law, so I sometimes get to tag along. “We’ve been making a real effort to stay close,” I said as confidently as I could. “The wedding planning is giving us a chance to spend more time together.”
“Lucky you,” Quinn said. Her eyes rested on me, suspicious – but not necessarily in a bad way.
 
*
 
Saturday night finally came, and after my long drive, I was back in Gloria’s arms. Being with her felt so comfortable, so natural, that I marveled that I hadn’t gone this route from the start. What would things have been like if I’d started dating her back in high school? How would the past thirty-five years have been different?
Whenever I was with her, I felt like I was walking on a cloud. Had things been like that with Todd, at the start? I couldn’t remember, but I didn’t think so. I’d felt something for him – I wouldn’t have married him otherwise – but it hadn’t been like this.
When I allowed myself to wonder what my life would’ve been like if we’d gotten together earlier, I just reminded myself that we wouldn’t have had George and Maggie. Being a mother was the most rewarding thing I’d ever done, and now, with Gloria in my life, it felt like I was having my cake and eating it, too.
On Sunday, we met up with the kids for a casual lunch at their place. With them on one side of the table and us on the other, it felt almost like a double date – that half the participants weren’t aware of.
Maggie was buzzing about the prenatal classes they’d been taking, telling us all about the signs and stages of labor as if we hadn’t both been through it ourselves. George seemed just as excited, and I could’ve sworn I saw a tear in his eye when he talked about wanting to finally meet the baby.
There’d been a little tension between him and I since our talk about Todd. We hadn’t addressed the subject again, so I didn’t know if they were in touch often or what Todd might have been saying about me. I knew I’d have to encounter him again at some of the wedding- and baby-related events, and I was trying to make myself be okay with that. Todd had betrayed me, not George, so I couldn’t expect him to cut his dad out of his life.
“Are you two thinking about a honeymoon at all?” Gloria asked, sitting beside me at George and Maggie’s kitchen table. “I know you’ll be just about ready to pop and you won’t want to fly anywhere, but maybe you can at least go out of town for a few days and relax.”
“We’re thinking about a staycation,” George said, pushing his food around his plate. “We can rent a cabin outside of town and hopefully feel like we’re a million miles away. But if anything goes wrong or the baby decides to come early, we’ll be able to get to the hospital fast.”
“We’ll do a proper honeymoon later on,” Maggie said. “Maybe for our one-year anniversary. We’re thinking Jamaica or Dominican Republic.”
“You’re thinking Jamaica or Dominican Republic,” George said. “I told you, I don’t know if we’ll want to leave the baby behind when he’s less than a year old.”
“Luckily we have two perfectly capable moms. I’m sure one or the other would love to look after him.” Maggie looked irritated. “I’ll have been looking after Peanut for almost a year. I think it’ll be okay for me to take a few days off.”
“We’ll have been looking after him for a year,” George said. “Somehow you always manage to forget that.”
“We both know more of the responsibility is going to fall onto me,” she snapped. “Which of us will be breastfeeding? Which of us whines about waking up in the night and gets disgusted by the thought of changing diapers?”
My eyebrows shot up. I could feel George’s irritation emanating off him, and as his mother, I wanted to leap to his defense. I’d never seen a crack in his relationship with Maggie before, but from the way their harsh words sprang to their tongues, I could tell it wasn’t their first time having this argument. Actually, they seemed to be pretty practiced at fighting.
“I told you, I’m going to get up just as much as you do,” George said. “And I’ll deal with the diaper thing. I said it’d be gross, not that I wouldn’t do it.”
“We all know what it means when you say something is gross,” Maggie said furiously. “Besides, you keep saying you’ll help with the wedding planning, and then what happens? I end up doing everything myself!”
“That’s not true at all. I’ve done everything you’ve asked me to help with.”
“And why am I the one who needs to ask? If you were contributing equally, wouldn’t you know what needed to be done without me asking?”
I felt like they’d both forgotten Gloria and I were here at all. I turned to her, widening my eyes in the kids’ direction. Did you have any idea about this? I asked silently.
We’ll talk about it later, her tiny shrug seemed to say.
I turned back to the kids. I didn’t like the way Maggie was attacking George, but she wasn’t my child and I wasn’t about to yell at her. “George, you need to calm down,” I said gently. “Maggie’s growing a baby right now. Your baby. Take it easy on her.”
His head whipped toward me, his eyes wide in shock. “Sorry… I didn’t mean for you two to hear all that.”
“I did,” Maggie muttered, stabbing at her food.
“You two are both under a lot of stress,” Gloria said carefully. “You’re both on the same team here. You need to be kind to each other.”
Maggie turned her glare on her. “Thanks, Mom. Where’s your relationship counselor certification, again?”
She was being rude to Gloria now? That annoyed me even more. Didn’t she realize Gloria had brought her into the world? That she’d gone through all the pain and discomfort Maggie was going through now?
I knew pregnancy hormones were awful, but that didn’t excuse Maggie’s behavior. Plenty of women managed to get through pregnancy without attacking their partners. Or their mothers.
“Maybe some relationship counseling would be in order,” I said.
Maggie’s eyes narrowed at me, and I decided to try to avoid her wrath.
“So, tell me about how you made this casserole!” I said brightly. “What spices did you use? And it must be gluten-free?”
“It’s just oregano and thyme.” Although her body language remained tense, she went along with my ploy to smooth things over. “I made the crust with almond flour.”
“I never would’ve known!” I said, more enthusiastically than I felt.
I met Gloria’s eyes again, and this time I was the one giving the tiny shrug. This casual lunch had opened a window into George and Maggie’s world, and I didn’t like what I’d found there.
 



Eighteen – Gloria
 
“That was bad,” Bethany said as soon as we got in my car.
“Really bad.” I turned the car on and switched the radio off. “No offense, but I can’t believe your son is acting like that.”
“George?” There was genuine shock in her voice. “What about Maggie?”
I pursed my lips as I drove. “You said it yourself. She’s under a lot of stress. Planning a wedding and making a baby… and it seems like she’s doing both by herself.”
“Please!” she said. “George has been there for her in every possible way. You’ve seen yourself how he’s there for every wedding-planning activity, right along with us. And how’s he supposed to help more with the baby? He can’t exactly take it out of her womb and put it in his body to give her a break.”
“No, but does he do more than his old share of the housework? Was he doing his fair share in the first place?” I shook my head. “We both know that being pregnant is exhausting. Hellish, sometimes. I can’t imagine trying to plan my wedding at the same time. If Maggie says he’s not helping enough, I believe her, one hundred percent.”
“That’s because you don’t know George like I do.”
“No, I don’t.” I pulled onto my street and parked in my driveway. I unbuckled my seatbelt, but didn’t get out of the car. Turning to face Bethany, I said, “Let’s not let our feelings about our kids get in the way of our relationship, okay? Whatever arguments they have, I don’t want them to spill over and make us argue, too.”
“I’ll try.” She brushed her hand against mine, sending a wave of happiness through me, just like she did every time touched. “I just wish they’d kiss and make up.”
“Me too, but we can’t control them. Maggie has a mind of her own. I stopped being able to tell her what to do the minute she came out of me.”
We got out of the car and, after greeting Dr. Claws, headed up to my bedroom. “You’re right about not letting them come between us,” Bethany said, lying down on my bed with a yawn.
I half-laughed. “Maggie was warning me against crushing on you, actually. She was worried I’d get my heart broken.”
She sat up straight. “She could tell you like me?”
Now I chuckled for real. “I guess I’ve been staring at you, or something.”
She bit her lip. “When would you want to tell them about us? Are you thinking we might be ready anytime soon?”
My heart jumped. “That’s kind of up to you.” Sitting down beside her, I fingered a few strands of her hair. “How are you feeling about things? It doesn’t seem like you’re bored of me yet. Can you see this getting more serious?”
She looked up at me, adoration clear on her face. “I could never get bored of you.”
“But I mean… your sexuality.” 
“It seems like I like women, don’t you think?” she asked. “All signs point to me being bisexual.” Her face went pink, and I wondered if she’d ever voiced that thought out loud before.
I bent down to kiss her, feeling her suck in a breath as my lips touched hers. “That works for me,” I said. “I’m ready to tell people whenever you are. I would’ve told them already – I’ve just been waiting for you to be comfortable.” 
“Really?”
“Well, yeah. For me, it’s not that big a deal to say I have a new girlfriend. For you, it’s going to shock everyone you know.”
She rolled onto her side, her smile growing. “A new girlfriend? Is that official now?”
My heartbeat picked up speed. “If you want it to be.”
“That sounds good to me.”
Another long kiss, and I was the one who was breathless. Bethany Farmer was my girlfriend, and my eighteen-year-old self was rejoicing inside me. I wished I could go back in time and tell her she had all of this to look forward to.
“I’m going to shock everyone,” she said, looking surprisingly happy at the thought. “And I’m not going to give a fuck.”
“I hope you use those exact words when you tell them.” I snorted. “Seriously, though. I think Maggie and George should be the first to know. Us dating kind of affects them, too.”
“Okay. It’ll be better to tell them in person, though.”
“Together or separately?”
She considered the question. “I’d say together. Then they’ll both find out at the same time. No preferential treatment.”
“Next weekend, then?”
“Next weekend.”
The kiss she gave me then stirred something in my soul. I had the woman I’d always wanted, and soon the entire world was going to know.
What could possibly go wrong?
 
*
 
On Saturday, Maggie called and said she had a bad cold. She wasn’t going to be up for going on our normal walk today, but since I was free, why didn’t I come over? I was at her door within half an hour, carrying a bag bursting with canned chicken noodle soup, honey-lemon tea, and vitamin C tablets. 
“Where’s George?” I asked, casting a disapproving glance around her apartment. “Why isn’t he taking care of you?”
“He already had plans.” Her congestion was audible, and she rubbed at her nose with a tissue. “Very important ones.”
“Like what? Was he working?”
“Not exactly.” She flopped into a kitchen chair, sticking her slipper-clad feet out in front of her. “He had to meet up with his friends to play video games.”
I gave her a sharp glance. “Why did you let him leave?”
“I wasn’t going to make him stay and take care of me if he didn’t want to. And he obviously didn’t.” She let out a frustrated sigh.
I’d been planning to heat up the soup for her. Now I ditched that plan and sat across from her, leaning my head in my hands as I stared at her, trying to read her expression. “Have things gotten worse since last week, sweetie?”
“Not any worse than they’ve already been. I just… can’t take it anymore.”
My heart was breaking at seeing her in pain. “What’s going on, Maggie? Tell me everything.”
She rubbed at a tear. “This pregnancy’s been bad enough. I’m always exhausted, no matter how much sleep I get. My feet are swollen and in pain. My back aches, I get constant heartburn, and the hemorrhoids… oh God, the hemorrhoids.” She made a face. “I never understood what I put you through until now.” 
“You didn’t put me through anything on purpose. It was all more than worth it once I saw you.”
“I know, and I’m sure I’ll feel the same once the baby’s born. How can I get through four more months of this, though? It feels like it’s going to be a million years. And now I’m sick, too?” She blew her nose. “This is the absolute worst thing I’ve ever been through.”
I patted her hand. “It’ll be over before you know it. And if George doesn’t understand what you’re going through, you have to tell him.”
“I’ve tried, Mom! Don’t you think I’ve tried?”
I noticed she was getting irritated with me. I didn’t mind – she was frustrated and hormonal. It was nothing personal. “He hasn’t improved at all?” I asked. “It seemed like he was doing his fair share of the wedding planning.”
“Because you don’t see any of what happens behind closed doors.” She was getting close to tears. “I’m the one up late researching vendors and choosing musicians. He came to one pregnancy class – I’m the one making the birth plan. I have to referee every little disagreement between my bridesmaids, and even when his groomsmen have issues, they come running to me, too! I’m doing all the emotional labor here, and I’m sick, and I’m pregnant, and he’s off playing video games with his friends? I can’t handle it!”
Her face crumpled, and tears ran down her cheeks. I moved beside her so I could pat her back. It wasn’t much, but my weak attempts to comfort her were all I could offer.
“Everything will pass in its time,” I said gently. “A year from now, all of this will be a distant memory.”
“I don’t know, Mom.” She hiccupped. “I don’t think we’re going to make it that far. We’ll be lucky if we even make it to the wedding.”
“Don’t say that.” I sat up straight, a surge of selfishness going through me. If she broke up with George, where would I stand with Bethany? I pushed the thought away – now wasn’t the time for it. This was about Maggie’s relationship, not mine. “You and George love each other, and you’re pregnant with his child. You two can make things work.”
“Can we?” she asked desperately. “I don’t even know anymore! This all happened so fast. The more I think about it, you were right. We barely knew each other when I moved in here, and we were already fighting then. I was on the verge of moving out, but then I found out I was pregnant.”
“You were that close to breaking up?”
She nodded tearily. “I was going to tell you, but then I realized my period was late. I should’ve talked to you then. Maybe – maybe I would’ve made different decisions.”
“Don’t think that way,” I said, pained. “This baby is a blessing. You’ll see once he’s born. Even if George and Bethany aren’t in your life at all, you’ll see.”
She turned toward me, looking stunned. “Bethany. I forgot about Bethany. I hope it won’t ruin your relationship if I break up with George.”
“Our relationship?” I tried to keep my mouth from falling open. Did she know? Had she somehow managed to figure our secret out?
“I mean, you two are such good friends. Seems like she’s your best friend now, actually.”
“Oh, yes. Of course.” I looked away, scratching the back of my neck. “If things go wrong between you, it might be a bit rough on us.” That was putting it mildly. 
“I knew I’d ruin everything.” She wiped her eyes again. “Why am I always so fucking stupid?”
“Stop. Don’t say that. Don’t worry about me.” I gave her a tight hug. “You have to do what’s best for you and your little peanut. Just talk to George, and don’t make any decisions while you’re sick.”
“Okay,” she said softly. “I’ll talk to him… I’ll do my best.”
That was all I could ask. 
I just hoped “her best” would be enough.
 



Nineteen – Bethany
 
When I arrived at Gloria’s place, she looked tired and drawn. “We’re not going to be able to tell them about us tomorrow,” she said before I’d even finished petting Dr. Claws.
I stood up straight, forgetting about the cat. In response, he strode away with a haughty set to his tail. “Why wouldn’t we tell them?” I asked Gloria.
As we moved into her living room, she filled me in on the day’s events – how Maggie and George were on the rocks, and Maggie wasn’t sure if they’d actually get married. The news left me feeling sick. Other than their spat last week, I’d had no idea their relationship was doing so badly. They’d done a great job of hiding their issues, even from their own mothers.
“George didn’t tell me anything,” I said.
Just from those few words, Gloria could tell I was feeling hurt. “Maybe he doesn’t know how bad the issues are. Maggie is only reaching her breaking point now.”
“He must know something. You said she said they’ve been fighting all the time.”
“Well, he hadn’t seen you recently. He didn’t have the chance to tell you in person. Maggie happened to get sick, and that’s the only reason she called me.”
“Right.” I swallowed my bitterness.
If George got sick, there was no way he’d call me. He had Maggie to take care of him – something he apparently wasn’t willing to do for her – and if he needed outside help, he’d probably call Todd.
Clearly Gloria was closer with Maggie than I was with George. I tried not to resent her for it. Our parent-child relationships weren’t a competition… even if they kind of felt like one.
“So we’ll have to hold off on telling them about us,” she concluded, rubbing her temples as she reclined on the couch. “Only until they’ve worked out the issues in their own relationship.”
“What if they don’t?” I asked. “What then? I don’t want to keep this on hold forever.”
“Anxious to come out, are you?” 
“I just feel like I’m hiding something huge from my friends, my coworkers, my book group… And I can’t tell anyone before I tell George. What if they were to spread it around and it came back to them?”
“Welcome to being in the closet,” she said wryly. “There’s a whole lot of angst and anxiety associated with it. You’re just going through it a lot later than everyone else.”
“I don’t care who knows I’m in love with you. I just want it to be public knowledge already.” I sighed. “What was the closet like for you, anyway? When did you figure things out?”
“Slowly,” she said. “Being gay wasn’t on my radar until well after Maggie was born. Then I started noticing my body responded to my female friends touching me in a way it didn’t for my husband. I went to see this movie, Mulholland
Drive. The lesbian characters were normal people, just like you and me, and something clicked. I knew… but I sat on it for another few years, not wanting to break up my relationship or ruin Maggie’s childhood.”
“At least I won’t have to sit on this for years,” I said. “Well, hopefully. I mean, what’s our game plan if they break up?”
We decided to give them a month to work out the issues in their relationship. We were both fairly sure they’d decide to stay together, seeing as they seemed to care about each other and they were having a baby together.  
By that point, Gloria and I would’ve been seeing each other for more than two months. We’d be even more secure in our own relationship. And although I didn’t say it out loud, I thought that being secure would be important if George and Maggie did break up.
But they wouldn’t. I was sure – almost sure – they wouldn’t.
 
*
 
Instead of all of us meeting up, I called George and invited him out for a mother-son heart-to-heart. I hated to take him away from Maggie while she was sick, but this conversation was more important. He came over to Gloria’s house while Gloria went over to see Maggie.
I made some coffee, knowing I’d need the shot of energy to get through this conversation. We sat in the kitchen and I wrapped my hands around the mug, clenching it tightly. “What’s going on between you and Maggie?” I asked bluntly.
He gave me a funny look. “Why would anything be going on?” 
“She talked to Gloria,” I said. “She said you’ve been having some issues. A lot of issues, actually.”
“Like that she’s turned into a bridezilla?”
Raising an eyebrow, I took a sip of coffee. “Is that how you see it?”
He let out a sigh. “She’s becoming a different person lately. I don’t know if it’s the pregnancy or the wedding or both. I can’t do anything without getting yelled at. She’s not the same girl I fell in love with.”
Maybe you should’ve waited more than six months before knocking her up, I held back from saying. “Gloria said Maggie feels like she’s doing all the housework, along with the wedding planning and the baby preparations.”
“She won’t let me do anything!” His frustration was evident. “Like when we were at the flower shop, she shot down every idea I offered. Remember? She wants everything exactly how she wants it, and no one else’s opinion matters.”
I did remember Maggie being irritable that day. Maybe he had a point. “Still, that doesn’t excuse you slacking on the housework.”
“I don’t!” he exclaimed. “I do what I can, but she’ll literally do it over again. If I wash the dishes, she’ll say I’m doing it wrong and they’re still dirty, and she’ll wash them all over again!”
I frowned. I’d taught him to wash dishes myself, so I knew he was perfectly capable of it. “Has she always been this way?” I asked.
“No, it’s gotten a lot worse. Those tendencies were there from the start, but she’s taken them to the extreme.” He looked down at his coffee cup. “She’s changed so much, Mom. If we weren’t having a kid, well…” He shook his head. “I don’t know how I feel about her anymore.”
My stomach churned. This was bad – really bad. 
I’d hoped he’d admit he wasn’t pulling his weight around the apartment, and that after talking to me, he’d get his head on straight. But clearly their relationship issues weren’t one-sided, and the solution wasn’t going to be that simple.
“You need to get yourselves a counselor,” I said. “Once you talk things through with a third party, you’ll understand each other so much better.”
“I just don’t know if I even care about understanding her.”
“Of course you do.” My voice was harsh, almost angry. “She’s having your child. She’s pregnant and sick, and you went out and played video games?”
“Only after she’d been screaming at me all morning!” He glared at me. “Don’t take her side just because you’re friends with Gloria.”
This was all going to get so much more complicated once the kids knew we were dating. “I’m trying to be fair to both of you,” I said.
“Even though I was supposed to take your side and not be fair to Dad?”
I recoiled back. “This has nothing to do with me and your father.”
“I’m just saying,” he said tightly. “It seems like you’re on her team. I don’t know if it’s because you’re both women, or because of Gloria, but I don’t like it. If Maggie keeps being terrible to me, I’m going to break off the engagement. Break things off with her entirely.”
“Not while she’s pregnant with your child, you’re not.”
He gave me a disdainful look. “I’m not a kid anymore. You don’t get to tell me what to do.” He got up and dumped his coffee in the sink. “I’m done with this conversation.”
“George, stop.” I followed him to the front door, my heart breaking into pieces. “I’m on your side, I promise. Just tell me you’ll get a relationship counselor. Please?”
“Fine, I will.” He opened the door, not looking back at me. “But it might already be too late.”
 



Twenty – Gloria
 
Two weeks had gone by since we’d found out about Maggie and George’s relationship problems. Two weeks, in which our hopes of them working things out had dropped lower and lower.
“He canceled this week’s appointment with the relationship counselor?” I asked Maggie over the phone. “What excuse did he have?”
Lying on my bed, Bethany shot me a glare at the word “excuse.” I held up a finger and continued to pace around my room.
“He said the counselor’s unfairly biased toward me because she’s a woman,” Maggie said. “I said he could find another counselor if he wants, even a male one, but he isn’t doing it.”
“He needs to.” I stopped pacing and put my free hand on my hip. “He isn’t taking this seriously.”
Bethany huffed and reached for my house phone.
“Don’t call George!” I said. “We’re supposed to be neutral about this.”
“Wait, is Bethany there?” Maggie asked. “Are you going to tell her what I said?”
Shoot! I hadn’t meant to give away that she was here. “You know she stays with me most weekends,” I said. And those that she doesn’t, I stay with her.
“This is so awkward, Mom. Can’t you two spend a little less time together while George and me are fighting?”
“No, I don’t think that’s a fair thing for you to ask.” I rolled my eyes in Bethany’s direction, assuming she’d figure out what Maggie had said.
“What if we split up?” Maggie asked. “Are you two still going to be besties? Please tell me you’ll stop hanging out.”
“Look,” I said, “I know it’s a strange situation, but our friendship has nothing to do with you two. We were friends long before either of you was born, and we talk about a lot more than your wedding and your baby.”
Maggie let out an exasperated sigh. “Fine. Whatever. I gotta go.”
We hung up, and I sat down next to Bethany. “This isn’t good,” I said.
She laid her head across my lap, rubbing against me like a cat. “I know. Two more weeks, and we’ll tell them anyway.”
“I’m not even worried about telling them right now. I just want them to stay together.” I hated the thought of Maggie being a single mom. I had all the respect in the world for women who did it, but the fact was it was hard. George would step up and co-parent, if need be. But for me, that was the worst-case scenario. 
“I hope they won’t stay together if they keep making each other miserable,” Bethany said. “Better to break things off now and go their separate ways rather than stick together out of obligation, hating each other the whole time.”
The bitterness in her tone took me by surprise, and I realized she had to be thinking about her own divorce. “This isn’t the same as you and Todd,” I said, caressing her hair.
“Who said anything about me and Todd?” she snapped, sitting abruptly up.
“No one. You’re right.” I tried to calm her, but the tension between us was hard to ignore.
As another week passed, I felt like I was walking on eggshells whenever I talked to either her or Maggie. The kids’ relationship was disintegrating before our eyes, and everybody’s tempers were running hot. 
As stressful as my work could be, it was actually a relief to go in and see patients every day. At least these people were only concerned about their own health, and they weren’t ready to fly off the handle at any little thing.
Maggie and George had tried a new counselor, but rather than improving the situation, they’d just entrenched themselves deeper into their opposing positions. They saw themselves as enemies now, and as they drew up their battle lines, they were trying to figure out who was or wasn’t on their side.
“I’m always going to be on your side, in terms of life in general,” I told Maggie on Saturday over lunch at my place. Although her cold had gotten better, she was too down to go out on our usual walk, so we’d decided to just meet up and talk. “In terms of this relationship, though, I’m not going to take a side. I can’t.”
“Why can’t you?” she asked, flicking a pea around her plate with her fork. “Are you saying you believe the horrible things George has been saying about me?”
“No. I think I know you better than that. I did give birth to you and raise you.” I grabbed her hand to still it. “But I also know there are two sides to every story, and you haven’t exactly been nice to him all the time.”
“Why do I have to be nice when his sperm hijacked my body?” she demanded. “I’m passing his genes along to the next generation. Isn’t that nice enough?”
“Look, he didn’t make that baby alone,” I said. “You two both made the decisions that led to that. And yes, pregnancy is awful, but he’s been pretty good to you. He could’ve dumped you and never talked to you again when you told him you were pregnant. Instead, he proposed.”
“I wish he hadn’t.” She stared down at her plate. “It’s just going to make everything that much more awkward when we call the whole thing off.”
My stomach flipped over. “When? Not if?”
Slowly, she nodded. “I don’t see things getting better. George isn’t willing to work with me, and I can’t fix this on my own. Not on top of everything else I’m already doing.” She looked exhausted. Beaten.
“Maybe you could just postpone the wedding,” I said, my words coming out artificially bright. “Take some time, date a little longer, see how you feel when the baby comes…”
“Maybe. I’m going to call the venue and the photographer tomorrow, see what they think.” She bit her lip. “And I think I want to move out.”
So she was serious. Seriously serious. “You do?” I asked.
“I can’t stand living there anymore. Being around George is just making everything worse. And it was his apartment in the first place, so…” She shrugged. “It should be an easy move.”
“You’ll have to find a new place, though.” My voice was oddly high-pitched. “Apartment hunting is going to give you even more stress.”
She looked at me warily. “I kind of thought… being pregnant and all… and my old room is still here…”
Of course. It was only natural that she’d want to run home to me. And I didn’t mind, exactly. I wanted her to do what was best for her and the baby. I’d just never pictured any of this happening, and as much as I was trying to be supportive, this situation just kept getting worse.
“I can, can’t I?” she asked, leaning back in her chair and putting her hands on her stomach. “I mean, you were going to help with the baby a lot anyway, right? It’ll be so much easier this way.”
“Yes, yes.” I hadn’t been planning to live with the baby! I’d already been through the late nights and ear-splitting screams once. “I’ll… um… bond with my grandbaby. It’ll be great!”
Setting down her knife and fork, she peered at me. “You do mind! You don’t want us here, do you?” She blinked a few times as if fighting oncoming tears.
“I do!” I quickly said. “I just hate the thought of George not getting to be near his baby. And your father. Have you talked to him? I’m sure he’ll want to spend a lot of time with his grandchild, too.”
“You don’t have to pretend you want us here.” A tear trickled down Maggie’s face. “How do you expect me to believe you do when you’re trying to push us off on everyone else?”
“I promise, I want you here.” It wasn’t exactly a lie. “I love having you with me. I’ll be overjoyed to see you every day. And the baby on top of that? It’ll be amazing.”
She wiped away the tear, although her features were still downcast. “Okay, great. I’ll tell George.”
This was all happening so fast. “Great. Just perfect.”
It was only then, after agreeing to have her move in, that I realized something that hadn’t occurred to me before. If she moved here, she’d definitely find out about Bethany.
And that was okay. We’d been planning to tell her anyway. 
We wouldn’t have gotten nervous and postponed a little longer. No way.
Maggie moving in just meant we were going to do what we were planning to do anyway.
 



Twenty-One – Bethany
 
“If you think you can talk us into staying together, you’re dead wrong.” George’s voice was flat as he sat, staring sullenly at me from across Gloria’s kitchen table.
Maggie was two seats over from him – they’d left an empty chair between them, like a buffer. Gloria was beside me, no empty space needed. 
The table lay bare. We hadn’t even made a pretence of coming together to share a family meal. We’d asked the kids to come over for a serious discussion.
“This isn’t about you two staying together,” Gloria said gently.
“No?” George asked. “Because this sure looks like an intervention.”
“We’re aware that you two are postponing your wedding,” I said. “This isn’t about that.”
“We’re canceling it,” Maggie said quietly. “Until further notice.” 
George snorted.
I glared at him. “Be that as it may, today actually isn’t about you two at all. We have some news for you, and we wanted you to hear it directly from us.”
“What is it?” George asked. “You found a new bullshit counselor for us to try? Because there’s no counselor in the world who’d make me want to stay with her.”
“Bethany just said it’s not about you.” Gloria put her hand on my knee, making both of the kids stare. “There’s no use beating around the bush. We wanted you to know we’ve been seeing each other.”
I could’ve heard a pin drop. I could feel Maggie’s eyes on me, but my own gaze was fixed on George. He’d gone white as a sheet and he stared at me, his mouth hanging open. He blinked, looked at Gloria’s hand on my knee, back at my face, and then blinked again. I gave him a subtle nod as if to confirm Gloria’s words were true.
“But… Mom… you’re straight,” he finally said.
“Apparently not so much,” I said. Although I forced a smile, my tongue felt thick. I hadn’t quite been ready for the look of absolute shock on my son’s face.
“What does that mean?” he asked. “All those years with Dad – all that was a lie?”
“Not at all,” I said. “I was madly in love with your father for over thirty years. He was the first person I gave my heart to, and he responded by stomping it into a million pieces. He’s the one who lied. Not me.” My voice was sharp and bitter.
“But…” George shook his head.
“I’ve never been attracted to a woman before,” I explained. “Or maybe I didn’t admit to myself that I was. But with Gloria, it just feels right.” I felt a blush come to my cheeks. “Even though it’s still new, we’re very happy together so far. We hope you can accept that.”
George still looked shell-shocked. “Well, Mom, I’m happy for you… I’m glad you could figure that out about yourself… but…”
Maggie wasn’t going to pull her punches. “Out of all the women in the world!” she spat at Gloria. “You could’ve dated anyone! Anyone!”
Gloria coughed. “I didn’t exactly plan things to happen this way. Once Bethany and I fell for each other, there was no putting the genie back in the bottle. Besides, neither of us was expecting you two to split up.”
“As if that would’ve been better,” Maggie said. “How weird and awkward would it be for my baby’s grandmothers to be dating each other?”
“Our baby’s,” George said. “It just figures that you can’t even be happy for your mom. She can only find love as long as it’s convenient for you, right?” He looked at me. “I’m very happy for you, actually. I think this is great!”
“You’re just saying that to get to me,” Maggie hissed.
“Okay, you two, settle down!” Although I’d only had one child, I assumed this was what parents felt like when their kids argued. “Enough with the bickering. We wanted you both to know what was happening, and now you know. Whether you like it or not is not really going to change anything.” I gestured between me and Gloria. “This is happening.” 
“That’s right,” Gloria said. “So just try to remember, this isn’t about you.” She looked straight at Maggie. “We’re dating because we like each other, not to make things uncomfortable for you. We’re willing to do whatever we can to make this less weird – to a reasonable extent. We’re not going to stop seeing each other just because you don’t like it.”
Maggie bristled. “This is horrible. I can’t believe you’re doing this to me.”
“Did you not hear your mom?” George asked. “This isn’t about you!”
“Enough,” I said.
Maggie let out a long exhale. “I was supposed to move in with you, Mom. How am I supposed to do that now? Do you really expect me to trespass into your little love nest? The one you’re sharing with my ex’s mom?”
Gloria maintained her calm. “That’s up to you. You’ll always be welcome here.”
I bit my lip. Maybe I should offer to not stay with Gloria on the weekends anymore. I felt horrible for making Maggie uncomfortable in a home that was more hers than mine. Maggie was going through a break-up, while pregnant. She needed her mother. I’d only been dating Gloria for a short time, and I didn’t have the same kind of claim on her as Maggie did.
“How about this?” I asked, trying to sound chipper. “You move in here. I won’t come to Seattle. Gloria can visit me in Newtonville on the weekends that you don’t need her. That should be less often than it has been, since you won’t have wedding planning to deal with anymore.”
I’d been trying to do something nice, and Maggie’s face crumpled anyway. “Right,” she whispered. “No more wedding planning.”
 
*
 
“That was nice of you to offer,” Gloria told me later, when the kids were gone. “I think it’ll be a good compromise.”
“I could’ve phrased it differently,” I said, laying my head across her chest. “But I guess it’ll work for all of us.”
“It’s more than generous of you,” she said. “Or maybe you’re just tired of all the driving.”
“The lack of driving will be a bonus.” I gave a faint laugh. “I do feel terrible about Maggie, though. She hates me now, and for good reason.”
“That’s not true,” Gloria said. “She hates the situation.”
“The situation I put her in,” I said. “That’s not much better.”
She caressed my hair. “Our announcement was a shock to her, and she’s emotional and hormonal. She’ll get used to us being together.”
“I don’t know.” I pressed my face into her neck. “She doesn’t seem like the forgiving type. She’s going to hate George forever, and by extension, me.”
“You can’t know that,” she said. “Just relax and see how it goes.”
I let out a sigh. “I hate all of this,” I murmured. “She has my grandchild. What if she keeps me away from him?”
“George is the baby’s father, too. You can see the baby when he has him.”
I groaned. “He’s going to have to fight Maggie for custody.”
“Not fight. I’m sure she’ll give him partial custody without having to go to court.”
I wasn’t so sure. “Anyway, I’ll have to come to town when he has custody, which could be the middle of the week. I might have to take time off work just to see him. And then I’ll have to stay with George, since I won’t be allowed to show my face here.”
Gloria was quiet for a long moment. “Everything will work out,” she finally said. But she didn’t sound at all confident.
“You can’t promise me that,” I said, my heart heavy. “What if this George and Maggie thing ruins everything between us? What if, now that I finally realized who I am, it’ll have been for nothing? If I end up getting in the way of your relationship with Maggie, I’ll get out of the way. Out of your life altogether.” 
It pained me to put those thoughts into words, but I didn’t see how I had a choice. I couldn’t stand in the way of a mother and her daughter.
Gloria propped herself up on her elbow and looked me in the eye. “I didn’t wait thirty-five years to be with you so you could abandon me within a couple of months.”
“I’m not abandoning you.”
She ignored my comment. “You need to stop saying all of this silliness, or else.”
“Or else what?”
“Or else I’ll have to get your mind off this topic.” Moving to straddle me, she ran her fingers down my arm. My skin began to tingle in anticipation as she moved her hand to my collarbone. “Is it working yet?”
I let my eyes flutter shut. “Not quite yet,” I breathed. “I think you need to try a little harder.”
She cupped my breast, and even through my bra, I could feel her palm brushing against my nipple. 
As my core thrummed to life, I let all my worries drift away. For a few minutes, there would be no outside concerns. There would only be me and her.
If only things could stay this way forever.
 



Twenty-Two – Gloria
 
Calling off a wedding was easier than planning one. A series of phone calls over the course of one dark morning, and one by one, the venue, photographer, band, and dress fitting were all called off.
“I’m sorry to waste so much of your money,” Maggie said when we were done. She sat at the kitchen table, her eyes downcast. “I should’ve realized so many of the deposits were non-refundable.”
“Don’t worry about that,” I said. “It’s still cheaper than getting a divorce.”
Her eyes filled with tears, and I immediately chastised myself for the comment. It was hard to go two minutes without setting her off lately. I was trying to be sensitive to her sore spots, but it seemed like everything was a sore spot.
She’d officially moved in yesterday, arriving with two large suitcases full of her clothes and books. She still had some things at George’s place, which Bethany had offered to pick up for her later.
I hated to put Bethany in the middle like that, but it made the most sense. As much as George claimed to not have an issue with me and Bethany dating, I doubted he wanted me in his apartment, collecting Maggie’s stuff.
“I still have to let the guests know the wedding is off,” Maggie said. “I just… I don’t think I can deal with it.”
“Let me do it.”
“No. I couldn’t make you do that.”
“You wouldn’t be making me,” I said. “I want to help. Tell me what to do and I’ll do it. You go relax. Take a bath, listen to some baby Mozart, cuddle with Dr. Claws… whatever you want.”
Tears spilled down her cheeks. “You’re being too nice to me.”
She’d always had an issue with being taken care of. Ever since she was a preteen, she’d wanted to be completely independent. It drove her crazy to have to rely on anyone else. I still remembered how at eleven, she’d been completely offended by the idea of needing a babysitter.
As she went through high school, she hadn’t dated too much, more focused on her studies. She’d had a few crushes, though, and she tried to hide the amount it hurt when they didn’t work out. I could tell when she was upset, and eventually I always got the full story out of her. Even then, she’d resist my hugs, saying she didn’t need any comforting.
“It’s not a big deal,” I told her. “It’ll only take me a few minutes.”
We both knew I was lying. Still, after a little more convincing, she agreed to let me send out invitation cancellations and call the invited guests. She went off to her room, where I hoped she’d be able to unwind a little. 
I got online and found some examples of what to write to people. Something along the lines of “Mr. Roger Greene and Ms. Gloria Hillel announce that the marriage of their daughter Maggie Greene to George Burton will not take place as scheduled” would get the message across – although it’d also raised a lot of questions.
I’d try to shield Maggie as best as I could, but there was only so much I could do. She’d have to answer to her coworkers, her Facebook friends, and all the random acquaintances who knew her wedding was coming up. And she’d have to do all of it while preparing to have a baby.
Once I’d picked a style and font for the cancellation cards, I moved on to the list of phone numbers Maggie had given me. Some of the guests had been planning to come from out of town, so we wanted to be absolutely certain they got the message. I decided to start with my own extended family, figuring that would be easier and more pleasant than calling strangers.
I was only a few calls in when my cell phone rang. The caller ID said it was Bethany, and I picked up eagerly. “Hello?”
“How are things?” she asked. “I miss you.”
“I miss you, too.” 
I really did. Normally she would’ve been arriving on my doorstep anytime now. It was amazing how quickly we’d fallen into a steady, comfortable routine. 
This weekend, I hadn’t wanted to leave Maggie alone, so I was staying home. I planned to visit Bethany next weekend, and the days couldn’t pass quickly enough.
“It’s been a long day,” I said, and filled her in on what Maggie and I had been up to. “I can’t wait until all of this is over and done with. I just want to skip forward about a year. Maggie should be ready to get her own place by then, and maybe you’ll be living here.” We’d vaguely talked about her moving in with me, although nothing was for sure.
“That sounds like a dream,” she said. “This week was so stressful at work, and my nosy neighbor was asking why I’m still in town for the weekend. I swear she thinks I had a break-up or something.”
“You still haven’t told your friends about us?”
“She’s not my friend. She’s in my book club.”
I laughed. “Your book club, then?”
“Not yet. I’ll get to it soon.” She sighed. “After how badly telling George went, I’m a tiny bit scared.”
“Tell people when you’re ready.” Some women might not have liked being kept a secret, but I wasn’t worried. Her feelings for me had been steady and constant from the start, and I trusted they’d stay that way. “What about your family? Your ex-husband?”
“I’m hoping to put that off for a while. My parents are going to think I’ve lost my mind. And Todd’s going to flip his shit.”
I cringed. “I hope not.” I hated the idea of her going through all of that for my sake. What we had was worth any amount of drama to me, but what about for her? All she got out of the deal was plain, boring old me.
“It’ll be worth it,” she said as if reading my mind.
“If you say so.”
“Oh, I know so.” She let out a sigh. “I just wish you were here right now. My body’s gotten used to a certain routine.” 
“What we do together is that predictable?”
“That’s not what I meant.” Her voice dropped, sending a shiver up my spine. “I mean it’s become accustomed to a certain standard of pleasure.”
“What would that standard be?” My tone was teasing, even though I was starting to squirm in my chair. “Four-star service?”
“More like five stars,” she said huskily. “Five and a half, even.”
I re-crossed my legs, trying to fight the ache that was growing between them. My body had gotten used to her, too, and it was especially hard to not think about sex when she was purring into my ear about it.
“That’s pretty impressive,” I said. “My service must be pretty good.”
“It’s excellent. And what would you give my service?”
“Hmm… I’m not sure,” I said. “I might have to test it out again before I can say.”
“That could be arranged.”
Why had we decided to stay apart this weekend, again? Oh, right, being here for Maggie. But couldn’t I be here for Maggie from a distance? Maybe Bethany could drive into town and we could get a room at a hotel… Was that what she was suggesting?
“One more week.” Her tone sent tingles straight to my center. “Seven more days, and then we’ll get to do everything we want to each other.”
“I don’t know if I can last that long,” I groaned.
She chuckled. “You know what they say. Absence makes the heart grow fonder.”
“My heart doesn’t need to be any fonder,” I said. “It’s already as fond of you as it can be. So is the rest of my body.”
“Tell me more about how much your body misses me.”
I cleared my throat. “Bethany, just to clarify… Are you trying to have phone sex with me right now?”
“What would your answer be if I was?”
Hard to believe someone who’d so recently thought she was straight could be this foxy, this seductive. This much of a damn tease.
I looked at the typed list of phone numbers on the table in front of me. There was so much for me to get through… But it could wait for later, couldn’t it?
I’d spent thirty-five years longing for Bethany. Another week shouldn’t have been the end of the world – and yet it honestly felt like it. For thirty-five years, I’d never thought I’d have the chance to actually be with her. Now that I had her, I didn’t want to spend another single second apart.
If I couldn’t have her here right now, I’d go for the next best thing.
“As if I could ever resist you,” I said. “Just give me thirty seconds so I can get up to my room.”
 



Twenty-Three – Bethany
 
The week until I could see Gloria was a severe test of my patience. More than once, I considered taking a sick day, or just walking out of work, and driving up to Seattle. If not for Maggie and her pregnancy, I might’ve actually done it. 
My work was already taking a back seat to how much I missed Gloria, and I felt like I’d even do a better job if I could see her again. I was addicted to that woman, and a hit of her would ease my cravings. Even a small hit would allow me to get her off my mind.
Minute by agonizing minute, the days crept by. At last Friday came, and she called me to say she was on her way. She and Maggie weren’t going on their usual walk tomorrow afternoon, so I’d get her all to myself for two full nights.
I’d already gotten home from work, and I’d deep-cleaned the house over the course of the week. There was nothing more to do, aside from sit around and stress about her arriving. I flitted around the house, unsure of what to do with myself. What did I usually do on Friday nights, anyway? Oh, right – my book club.
Well, I wasn’t going to go tonight. I’d read this week’s book, or skimmed it rather, but I had no particular urge to discuss it. Besides, there was no way I’d be able to concentrate on anything but Gloria’s arrival. 
I called Hannah to let her know I wasn’t going to make it. “I’ll be there next week for sure,” I said.
“What’s going on? Is everything okay?”
“Yes, I’m fine. I’m just waiting for a visitor from out of town.”
“Well, come over until he gets here. You can leave when he gets into town.” Her voice dripped with curiosity.
She lived down the street, and I could’ve easily done as she suggested. I just wasn’t up for the book club, especially not if it meant fending off questions about my love life. “Next time,” I promised. “And she’s a woman, by the way.”
“Oh, so this isn’t your mystery date?”
I coughed. “I have to go.”
I’d neither confirmed nor denied, and that left me feeling somewhat unsettled as I hung up the phone. I was supposed to be telling people about Gloria ASAP, and that could’ve been the right time, but I kind of wanted to do it in person. Or was I just chickening out?
It wasn’t like the book club would reject me for dating a woman. If anything, they’d probably be fascinated. Still, it hadn’t been the right moment. I’d tell them – and everyone else – in my own time.
I flitted around the house, cleaning things that didn’t need to be cleaned and watering plants that had already been watered, until at last the time came. I was listening so hard, I didn’t even have to wait for her to knock. Once I heard footsteps outside my door I raced to the front hall and flung myself into her arms.
“That’s quite a welcome,” she said, laughing.
“I’ve missed you.” I kissed her harder, savoring the feel of her skin and the scent of her hair. “Missed you so much.”
“You’re adorable.” She stroked my neck. “Do you want to go out for dinner?”
“Hell no.” I looked her up and down, undressing her with my eyes. “I want to go upstairs.”
In my bedroom, we took off each other’s clothes piece by piece, pausing every few moments to kiss some more and caress each other. I’d missed her so much. The heat building in my core was more than just physical desire. I wanted her body, mind, and soul.
“Get on the bed,” she murmured, nudging me toward it.
I shook my head. “You first.” I’d been dreaming of her taste. I needed to hear her moan, to feel her quiver below me. 
She tumbled onto the mattress, but she dragged me along with her. Her hand slipped between my legs, and a gasp escaped my lips as she found my spot. I did the same to her, and she laughed into my mouth as I claimed another kiss.
As we dissolved into a heap of soft skin and warm mouths, the two weeks we’d spent apart melted away. Time faded into a blur, and all I knew was how perfect and right it felt for us to finally be together. 
Over and over, we brought each other to shattering peaks until we were both completely drained. At some point, long after the sun had gone down, we had no energy left. With a contented smile on my face, I fell asleep in her arms.
The morning started off as a repeat of the night before. We would’ve kept going all day if it weren’t for other bodily requirements. Reluctantly, we took a shower – a joint one, soaping each other down and slipping dripping-wet fingers between each other’s legs. Finally, we made it into my car.
“I’m starving,” I said.
She patted my knee, sending still more thrills to my exhausted core. “You worked up quite an appetite.”
We decided to go to Bagel Daze, as much for the nostalgia as for the bagels. We hadn’t been back since the time just before we first kissed, and I was eager to see how many more memories the place we met would bring back now that we were an actual couple.
The teenaged cashier who’d called us adorable last time was working again, and her eyes dipped to our joined hands as we entered. “Hi there!” she squealed with a grin. “What can I get for you today?”
We ordered and sat down, and I fought the self-consciousness of knowing the girl was looking at us. I wasn’t sure why she found us so cute – I supposed seeing an older same-sex couple broke up the monotony of her day. Still, I felt like she might start taking pictures of us at any moment. The last thing I needed was to “go viral on Google,” or whatever the young people did, before I’d even told everyone.
As it turned out, I didn’t need to worry. The door chimed, and I automatically looked up to see who was coming in. Quinn from book club walked in the door, along with her husband. 
My heart jumped as I thought about how I would look to her. No make-up on, a half-eaten bagel and coffee in front of me, one hand lying casually on the table… and Gloria’s hand on top of mine.
My first instinct was to freeze, and that was exactly what I did. Gloria chattered on, oblivious, as I stared at Quinn in terror. Guilt crept over me as if I was doing something wrong.
Maybe she wouldn’t look over here. Maybe she’d get her bagel and go. I kind of hoped that was how this would go. I could tell her and the others about Gloria later, when it was my choice.
Of course, that wasn’t what happened. Quinn locked eyes with me, and when she saw whose hand I was holding, her jaw dropped wide open. “Bethany,” she said, coming over to our table. “So this is why you were busy last night, hmm?” Her husband stayed by the counter, but he stared openly at us.
My heart pounded. “Good to see you,” I said, not letting go of Gloria’s hand. “This is Gloria. My girlfriend. Gloria, this is Quinn from my book club.”
“Well, this is a surprise,” Quinn said. “So much for my efforts at girl talk. I knew you were keeping something from us, but I wouldn’t have guessed it was this.”
Be cool, Bethany. “Now you know.” I tried my best to give her a sunny smile.
“I hope you’ll be filling us in on everything at next week’s book club,” she said. “And I mean everything. I want all the details.” She put a hand on her hip. “Or are you planning to skip that one, too?”
“She’ll be there,” Gloria said. “Now, if you don’t mind, we were just in the middle of having breakfast.”
“Oh, sure. Sure. I’ll give you some space.” Quinn went over to the table her husband had chosen, although she still glanced over at us from time to time.
I let out a breath. “So… you’ve officially met my nosy neighbor.”
“I had a feeling that might be her.” Gloria laced her fingers through mine. “How are you feeling? Was that weird for you?”
“Just a little.” I laughed. “I’m fine, actually – although I have a feeling the news will be all over town by tomorrow.”
“Is that a bad thing?”
“It’s not ideal.” I bit my lip. “Then again, it’ll save me having to tell the world myself.”
“There you go, then.” She leaned forward, pushing my coffee out of the way so she could bring her lips to mine. “It’ll all work out just fine.”
I nodded. Even if it didn’t, I didn’t mind – as long as I got to be with her.
 



Twenty-Four – Gloria
 
I could feel Bethany’s absence the moment I got in my car. The further I drove from her, the more I could feel the string that bound me to her stretching. Even when I got home, though, it hadn’t snapped. My connection to her was still there, as thin and strained as it might be.
When I got back, it was after eleven at night, and yet Maggie was awake in the living room. She had her feet on the coffee table, Dr. Claws on her lap, a family-sized bag of salt and vinegar chips on top of him.
“So, how was it?” she asked, looking sullenly in my direction as she muted the TV. “How is she?”
“She has a name,” I said. “And she didn’t do anything to you, so I’d appreciate it if you spoke about her with respect.” I dropped onto the couch next to her, startling the cat into skittering away.
“She gave birth to my worst enemy,” Maggie said. “Am I not allowed to resent her for that?”
“Would you want someone resenting me because they don’t like you?”
“Everyone likes me,” she said. I snorted, and she allowed herself a tiny laugh. “They should, anyway.”
That was good enough for me, so I answered her question. “Bethany’s doing well. We had a nice weekend together.”
“Are you going next weekend, too?”
“I was planning on it.”
“What about our Saturday afternoons?” She looked genuinely sad. “We’ve been skipping so many of them lately. Are we just going to stop altogether?”
“I didn’t think you were up for it.” I glanced at her growing stomach. “I’d like to spend as much of my weekends in Newtonville as I can, but if you still want to bring food to the homeless, we can go on a weeknight when you have time.”
“Fine.” She shoved another chip into her mouth.
“How was your weekend?” I asked. “Any updates on the baby?”
“Still there. Still giving me heartburn.” She stared at the TV. “I think I felt him kick earlier.”
“No way.” She was more than seven months in now, and we’d been waiting for this to happen for ages. “He finally kicked?”
“Uh-huh, and you weren’t here to feel it.”
I wasn’t going to let her make me feel guilty. “I’ll feel it next time,” I said. “Call me the second it happens.”
“Sure, sure.”
She was still annoyed with me, and that annoyed me. I was bending over backwards to support her, and all she saw was the fact that I’d “abandoned” her for a couple of nights. 
“I guess you didn’t tell George?” I asked.
She whipped her head toward me. “Of course not. Why would I?”
“Because this is his baby, too?” I shook my head. “Even if you don’t want to be in touch regularly, he deserves the occasional update when it’s something major like that. Or were you planning on not even telling him when you give birth?”
“He can find out what’s happening when the baby is born and I take him to court.” Maggie stared ahead again. “Whatever the judge says he has to know is all I’m going to tell him.”
“Maggie, honey, you’re going too far. This is just being spiteful.”
She pushed her bag of chips to the side. “Why are you siding with him?” she snapped.
“I’m not. I’m just saying Peanut is going to have two parents, whether you like it or not.”
“Don’t call him that. That was George’s name for him, not mine.” After heaving herself to her feet, she headed to the door. “I’m going to my room.”
 
*
 
Over the next couple of days, I talked to Bethany whenever I could. I wished she was tech-savvy enough to text me during the day, but since my attempts at teaching her to type on her Stone-Age flip phone had failed, I had to make do with phone calls after we both got home from work.
I told her Maggie’s baby news, and she promised to pass it along to George. I felt bad for him, getting the updates on his own baby through the grapevine in such a roundabout way, but I couldn’t convince Maggie to talk to him directly. And when I thought about some of the fights they’d had, I didn’t really want her to.
The one good thing was that it gave Bethany a reason to call George. She’d wanted to be closer to him, and now that she wasn’t in town all the time, they were growing more distant again. I just hoped the distance wouldn’t make George lean on his father instead. From what I knew about Todd, he was a real piece of work.
“Did that woman we saw in Bagel Daze tell anyone about us?” I asked, pressing the phone between my ear and shoulder as I chopped lettuce for a salad.
“Uh, yeah. I got a few phone calls from the other ladies in my book club.”
“Saying what?”
“They wanted to know when they’re going to meet you and why I didn’t tell them about you,” she said. “Apparently Quinn described you as ‘drop-dead gorgeous,’ so there’s that.”
“She may need to get her eyes checked,” I laughed. “I’m glad they don’t have an issue with you, though.”
“Oh, they have an issue. I’m going to get interrogated for hours this Friday. I’ll be lucky if they even acknowledge we were supposed to be talking about a book.”
“I think you’ll get through it,” I said. “Especially because you know I’ll be getting there right after book club is over.”
“That’s true,” she purred. “Maybe you should come by and let them get a look at you before we head back to my place.”
“I don’t know if I’m willing to go that far. Besides, they’ll just be disappointed when they see I’m not drop-dead gorgeous in person.”
“They’ll be jealous when they see you are,” she said. “But it’s up to you.”
Dropping the lettuce into a bowl, I cursed her silently. She had me wrapped around her little finger, and if she wanted me to go to her book club and let her friends gawk at me, I wasn’t going to be able to say no to her.
“I’ll go if you want me to go,” I said. “Just bear in mind that if I do, it’ll be that much longer before we can be alone together.”
“Hmm… Maybe it’s not such a good idea after all.”
 



Twenty-Five – Bethany
 
Although I didn’t mention it to Gloria, the next few days were difficult for me. I felt like a prisoner sentenced to execution, just waiting for the guillotine to drop. Now that some people in town knew about my relationship with her, everybody was going to know about it. And that included my ex-husband, Todd.
She knew what small towns were like, since she’d grown up here as well. Maybe it didn’t register for her, or maybe she wasn’t thinking about it. She had other things on her mind, after all.
One day after another, the blow didn’t come. I spent another weekend with Gloria at my place, never mentioning my worries. Only when she left did I decide I had to face this head-on.
I had to call Todd myself.
He picked up after one ring as if he’d been waiting for my call. “Hello, Bethany. How are you?” He sounded cold, yet casual, and I wondered if he might not have heard. But how could he not have? Gossip spread like wildfire in this town, and someone would’ve called him – to subtly pry for more information, if nothing else. 
“I’m doing well,” I said, trying to keep steady as I paced around my living room. “I’m just calling because I know people have been talking about me, and I wanted to see if you needed any more information or explanations. I know it must have come as a shock.”
Luckily, he didn’t play dumb. “Why would I need any explanation?” he asked coolly. “What you’re doing is obvious.”
“What I’m doing?”
“Your ploy for attention,” he said. “I’m not going to give it to you. If you want to make a spectacle of yourself, that’s your business. I no longer care about anything you do.”
“Excuse me?”
“I’ve known about you and that woman for a while,” he said. “George told me. It was clear right away that you were trying to shock people, and I’m sure you succeeded to some extent. I would recommend that you grow up and act your age, but I know you wouldn’t listen to me. You always had to be a so-called free spirit.”
I swiveled at the edge of the room and turned back, my heart in my throat. Todd was being so utterly dismissive of something so personal to me – my sexuality. I wasn’t sure why I’d expected anything else.
He’d never respected me. Never, in thirty years. And here I was, over a year after the divorce, still somehow seeking his approval.
Apparently he took my silence as an invitation to continue talking. “Go on and have your fun, pretending you’re in a real relationship. We both know you’re straight, or you wouldn’t have spent thirty years with me. Truth is, there was a winner and a loser in our divorce. And you weren’t the winner.” He gave a cruel laugh. “Which one of us upgraded to a newer model, and which is acting out in a fruitless attempt to grab people’s interest?”
I couldn’t believe the words he was saying. Or that they were coming from him. How had I ever thought I was in love with such a horrible, heartless person? It was clear to me now that he’d never known me at all.
My nerves turned to steel, and I cleared my throat. “You got a few things wrong,” I said. “First of all, I’m bisexual. It may have taken me a long time to figure that out, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t real. And if I’d known earlier, I would’ve broken up with you sooner. It’s much better to be with a woman than with someone as misogynistic and ignorant as you.”
“Whoa!”
I ignored his outburst. “Second, this is more of a real relationship than I ever had with you. Gloria loves me. Not my ability to bear a child or clean the house – she loves me for me. I couldn’t care less what anyone thinks or what they may have to say about us. She makes me happier than you ever, ever did.”
He said nothing for a moment, long enough for my anger to build even more.
“I called you out of respect,” I said through clenched teeth. “I thought you might be upset or confused, and I wanted to reassure you that the years we spent together meant something to me. I shouldn’t have worried. It’s clear they meant nothing to you.”
He started to speak, and I cut him off. “At the engagement party, you said you hoped we could be civil to each other for George’s sake. That was what I was trying to do today, and now I see there was no point. 
“We won’t have to worry about seeing each other for a long time,” I went on. “There isn’t going to be a wedding, and George isn’t going to bring you around me otherwise. If you do happen to see me somewhere, do me a favor and stay away from me. Far away. I know, for my part, I’m not even going to acknowledge you. I’ll pretend you don’t even exist, which is what I wish was true.”
“Bethany, hold on a minute.”
“I’m done, Todd. I’m done.” I hung up the phone and threw it to the floor.
Although my heart was pounding, I felt stronger and more confident than I had in a long time.
I’d told Todd exactly how I felt, and now I didn’t have to think about him anymore. He wouldn’t stand in the way of my happiness with Gloria anymore. I wouldn’t let him.
 
*
 
As the weeks ticked by, Gloria and I fell into a new routine. Missing each other all day, talking on the phone every night, and her visiting me every weekend.
The relationship felt peaceful and comfortable, like finally coming home. When I thought back to the last conversation with Todd, I knew what I’d told him was true. Gloria was more of a partner to me than he’d ever been, and I only wished I’d realized it sooner.
Gloria brought updates on Maggie’s pregnancy often, and I faithfully passed them along to George. As August went by, we were both conscious of the former wedding date approaching. I wasn’t going to say anything about it, and it seemed like Gloria wasn’t, either. 
Around the start of September, about a week before the wedding had been scheduled, Gloria’s phone rang while she was at my place.
“Don’t pick up,” I said sleepily, lifting my head from the pillow. It was past eleven in the morning, but we’d been up late last night.
She reached for her phone and peered at it. “I have to. It’s Maggie.”
I rolled onto my back as she answered the phone. Even from that far away, I could hear Maggie sobbing. I looked at Gloria sharply, worrying something had happened to the baby. Gloria held up a finger as she listened, mouthing “it’s okay.”
A moment later, she hung up. “The dress shop called to remind her about her final fitting appointment, since she didn’t show up. Either she forgot to cancel it or they made a mistake. Either way, she’s…”
“Upset?”
“I was going to say devastated.” She moved to the edge of the bed. “She wants me to come home.”
My heart sank. She’d just gotten here last night – we’d hardly gotten to spend any time together. If she left now, I wouldn’t see her again until next weekend. “Are you going to?” I asked.
“It seems like she needs me.” She started to put on her clothes. “But why don’t you come with me?”
“Are you kidding?” I asked. “I may not be the last person Maggie wants to see right now, but I’m pretty sure I’m the second to last.”
She hesitated. “You’re right. Well, maybe you don’t have to see her. Maybe we can drive into town together and you can visit George, then stay over with me…”
“And I’ll still see Maggie at your place,” I said. “Plus how would I get home if we take your car?”
She scratched her head. “There has to be a way to make her feel better without ditching you. This is getting ridiculous.”
“I wish she wasn’t so opposed to my presence, but this isn’t the right time to push her. She’s already feeling vulnerable.” I lay back, rubbing my temples. “Does she really need you there, though? Or could you just talk to her?”
“Like, over the phone?”
“Or one of those things people do… You know, the one where you can see each other.” I searched my brain. “You’re the technology person, not me. You know what it’s called.”
“You mean FaceTiming?”
“That’s the one!” I said. “It might even be better, since she won’t have to wait for you to get there.”
“I’ll call back and ask her.”
It turned out that Maggie was okay with it. It seemed like she’d been hoping for Gloria to pat her back and make her tea in person, but a video call was better than waiting three hours. I got in the shower to give them some privacy, proud of myself for coming up with such an advanced technological solution.
I drew myself a bath instead of a shower so they’d have more time to talk. I took my time in the tub, putting on a face mask and doing my best to relax – which was tough when I kept thinking about how a woman was angry and upset with my son. Still, I soaked until the water went cold.
When I came out, Gloria had already hung up. “She’ll be okay,” she said. “She’s going to FaceTime me again tonight, and maybe even in the afternoon if she’s not feeling great about things. I told her I’ll pick up even if we’re out. I hope you don’t mind.”
“Of course I don’t. That’s your daughter.”
She pecked me on the cheek. “I appreciate it, honey. And she appreciates you letting her have some of your time with me. She says she doesn’t hate you at all, and she doesn’t hold anything George has done against you.”
“Really?”
She nodded. “She said you can stay with us anytime. She feels bad about me having to drive out here every weekend. She said it was never her intention to ban you from the house, and that since this seems like it’s going to be a long-term thing, she figures she might as well make peace with you now.”
I wrapped my arms around her waist, pulling her down to the mattress. “It does seem like it’s going to be a long-term thing, doesn’t it?”
“I’m pretty sure it is.” She brushed her lips against my neck, then brought them to my jaw. “Especially if you’re going to be taking on half of the driving duties.”
“We really should do something about the distance at some point, shouldn’t we?” I quivered as she brought her lips to my earlobe.
“What would you think about moving to Seattle?” she murmured.
“Are you kidding?” I shivered, as much from her words as from what she was doing to me. “I can’t wait to get the heck out of this town.”
“So what’s stopping you?” She bit down lightly on my lower lip.
“Mmm…” The only thing I could think about was how much I wanted her – here, now. “I have no idea.” 
 



Twenty-Six – Gloria
 
The fourth of September, the day of the wedding, came and went without much fanfare. I knew Maggie would be feeling bad, so I took her out to see a movie. Although the rest of the theater was laughing, I was painfully aware that her tears were dripping into her popcorn.
We went out for dinner after, and we talked about everything but George. She’d just started her maternity leave, and her coworkers had thrown her a baby shower. Still, we hardly mentioned the baby. I didn’t want to make her think about what could have been, and for her part, she seemed happy to not talk about it.
“So, things are good with Bethany?” she asked, forcing a smile as we waited for our dessert.
I winced, not wanting to talk about my happy relationship when hers had fallen apart. “I’d say so,” I said. “She’s started getting in touch with the hospitals in town, seeing if there are openings for X-ray technicians. Once she finds a job, she can put her house on the market.”
“That’s great.”
I couldn’t help but feel guilty. “It’ll be good for everyone when she moves in,” I said. “I know it might be awkward for you, but when you think about it, she’ll just be one more person who can take care of the baby. You’ll never have to worry about a sitter.”
“Oh, I’m not going to stay with you forever.” She looked up at the waiter, who was setting a piece of cheesecake in front of each of us. “Thank you.”
I waited for the waiter to leave before leaning forward. “Where are you planning to move? And why?”
She dug into her dessert. “Anywhere. I can get my own place, or I can move in with Dad. I haven’t decided.”
“What’s wrong with my place?”
“Nothing’s wrong with it,” she said. “But I’m a grown woman. I shouldn’t be living with my mom.”
“And how would living with your dad be better?” Roger had a small condo, since his girlfriend of a few years hadn’t moved in with him yet. I couldn’t imagine how there’d be space for Maggie and a baby.
“I don’t know.” Maggie paused. “Yeah, maybe I should live by myself.”
I carved off a tiny bit of cheesecake, then put the fork down. “There’s no way for you to live by yourself, Maggie. The baby’s going to be with you, and you’re going to need help with him. You’re going to have a very hard time if you try to do everything alone.”
“I know.”
“You have two people who are willing and eager to help you, so why not make use of us?” I asked. “Your father would help, too, so that’s another option, but…” He had a small condo, and she was already living with me anyway. Wouldn’t it be easier to stay? “It won’t be forever, you know. Maybe for a year or two, until the baby’s a little easier to handle.”
“It’s just weird when it’s Bethany,” she said quietly. “She’s perfectly nice – she’s really nice, actually, and I love that you finally found somebody. But she’s too much of a connection with George, and plus, seeing how happy you are makes me feel worse about being single.”
My heart went out to her. I hadn’t really looked at it from that angle. “Maybe you could talk to your father,” I said. “See what he thinks. I don’t want to see you living alone, though. Not with a brand-new baby.”
“Okay, I’ll talk to him.”
I took my first bite of the cheesecake, my heart still heavy. “And you know that whatever happens, you’re always welcome in my home. You can stay as long as you want to. It’s a joy to have you there.”
“You might start singing a different tune once there’s a screaming baby in the picture,” she said wryly.
“No, Maggie.” I put my hand on hers. “I definitely won’t.”
 
*
 
It turned out that my ex-husband had been thinking about moving, so with six weeks to Maggie’s due date, they were on the search for a new condo. Meanwhile, Bethany was starting to get job interviews in Seattle, which meant she sometimes took time off work and came up here during the week.
By the end of September, Roger and Maggie had found a new place to live – close enough to visit easily if they happened to need any help. Maggie moved in with him, and I called her every day, desperate for updates on the baby.
The days crept onward, one after another. Despite my bliss at being with Bethany, I was always conscious of the time ticking down to Maggie’s due date.
Everything was going to change soon, and I just hoped we as a family were ready for it.
 



Twenty-Seven – Bethany
 
Today was the day we’d marked in our calendars as soon as we found out Maggie was pregnant. I was glad it was a Saturday, so there were no worries about either of us being at work when she went into labor. Then again, due dates were rarely accurate. The baby could come tomorrow, or the day after, or even next week.
I tried not to freak out when Maggie called. She was having contractions, but they were mild enough that Gloria told her it was too early to go to the hospital. I grabbed my phone to update George. She’d agreed that he could be present at the birth as long as he stayed quiet and didn’t get in anyone’s way, which I thought was fair.
In the late afternoon, Maggie called again. I got to the phone before Gloria did. “Um, I think I’m dilated,” she said. “I’m not quite sure. Could you two come over?”
I grabbed my car keys. “Already on our way.”
When we got to Maggie’s father’s condo, the two of them were sitting on the couch. Her face pink, she puffed out every breath. “The contractions are getting closer,” she said. “I feel like a mama dog having puppies.”
“That’s right, you’ve seen this a few times before,” I said. “Same idea.”
“Luckily you’ve only got one puppy in there,” Gloria said. Looking at her cell phone, she timed Maggie’s contractions. “Forty-five seconds. We need to get you to the hospital.”
“Already?” she asked.
“Unless you’d rather hang around and wait for the baby to come here,” Gloria said.
Maggie’s father, Roger, had already packed her bags, and he brought them along while Maggie huffed and puffed her way into the elevator. I didn’t need any medical training to tell that she was nervous, and I was glad she had both of her parents there.
I called George, and he met us at the hospital. They’d already put her in a gown, and she sat up in her bed so she could glare at him. “I don’t want one peep out of you. I let you come because this is your child, but if you try to make trouble, don’t think for one second I won’t kick you out of here without a second thought. I’ve already spoken to the nurses, and they won’t hesitate to bar you from this room.”
“Okay, jeez!” he said, holding up his hands in surrender.
I didn’t blame Maggie for being harsh. I could just imagine George complaining about her getting an epidural or demanding to know why she wasn’t pushing harder. And today was about her, not about him.
Maggie’s labor was still in the early stages, so I took George out of the room to talk to him. “You didn’t tell your father about this, did you?” I whispered frantically. “I know this is his grandbaby too, but I can’t deal with him today. I just can’t.”
“I wouldn’t do that to you,” he said. “And you won’t let Maggie kick me out of the room, will you?”
“I’ll do my best if there’s any issues,” I said, “but you’d better stay quiet.”
Back in the room, doctors and nurses were bustling in and out, examining Maggie and setting up her IV. Her face contorted every time her contractions hit, and even though she was brave about it, I could tell she was terrified and in pain.
An hour went by, and then another. Our initial frenzy settled down as we realized we might be here for a while. That baby wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. 
“This is excruciating,” Maggie groaned around the three-hour mark. “When can it be over?”
“Soon, honey,” Gloria said. “Soon.” She glanced over at me, looking guilty. She’d already told me the average labor for a first-time mom took about eight hours.
George stood at my side, staring at Maggie. “This is horrible to watch,” he whispered. “Was it this bad when you gave birth to me?”
“Worse,” I laughed. “Now that you’ve seen this, you can never take me for granted again.”
He’d been a twelve-hour labor, and the pain was like nothing I’d experienced before or since. Every time Todd had mentioned wanting more children, I’d told him I wasn’t willing to go through all of that again.
 “I can hear you two,” Maggie snapped, her fists clenching so hard her knuckles went white.
“Sorry,” I said. “George, Roger, let’s head back to the waiting room. Maybe we can sit down.”
It was getting late, and we’d already run out of things to talk about. The monumental nature of the occasion meant I hadn’t been tired, and yet now that I’d allowed my body to rest, my eyelids began to feel heavy and I found myself fighting sleep.
Gloria emerged from Maggie’s room and made her way over to the three of us. “We might as well rest for a few minutes,” she said. “There’s not much we can do back there.”
She put her arms around me, and I started to think a nap might not be such a bad idea. Wrapped up in her warm embrace, I allowed myself to sleep.
When I blinked my eyes open, it felt like no time had gone by. Gloria and George were passed out cold, though, and my watch said a few hours had gone by. I jumped up in a panic. What if the baby was coming out right now? What if he’d already come?
As soon as I walked into Maggie’s room, I heard her ear-splitting screams. A doctor and a nurse watched over her, and there was an air of urgency that definitely hadn’t been there before. Maggie’s eyes latched onto me, and she breathed, “Bethany.”
“I’ll go get your mom,” I said, trying to avoid looking between her legs.
“No. No.” She tensed up again, and I could see another contraction was coming on. “This baby is coming now. There’s no time to waste.”
“What do you want me to do?” I asked, feeling like an invader in Maggie’s space. She and I weren’t close enough for me to be here, especially not without her mother. There had to be time to go get Gloria.
“The baby is crowning,” the nurse reported.
“Hold my hand,” Maggie said to me. When I didn’t move, she repeated herself, louder. “Bethany, please hold my hand!”
My heart pounding, I moved to her side. Her hand clamped down on mine, and her next scream was louder and longer than ever before.
And then… it was over.
“We have a healthy baby boy!” the doctor said, standing up with the infant in her hands. 
He was tiny and wrinkled and covered in blood… and he was my grandson. I loved him already.
Maggie shuddered, her head rolling to the side, sweat dripping from her forehead. She reached out weakly. “Could I hold him, please?”
Deciding to give them a minute alone, I slipped out of the room and went back to the waiting area. Unable to force the grin off my face, I shook Gloria and George awake.
“Dad? Grandma? Grandpa?” I said. “You might want to wake up. There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”
 



Twenty-Eight – Gloria
 
I stared at the tiny creature in my daughter’s arms. His face was scrunched up, and his squinted eyes peered curiously at the world. A rush of wonder went through me. This little miracle had so much ahead of him.
“I was thinking about calling him Oliver,” Maggie said, clasping him to her chest. As exhausted as she looked, her face shone with pride.
“I like that name,” George said.
“Could I hold him?” I asked. I’d been aching to take the baby since the moment I saw him.
“I think someone else needs a turn first.” Maggie turned to George. “Oliver should meet his dad.”
George cradled the baby, cooing to him. The sight made my heart warm. Fears I hadn’t known I had were put to rest. Even if he and Maggie hadn’t worked out, he was still going to be a present, loving father.
“Now Grandma,” he said, passing the baby to Bethany.
“And Other Grandma,” she said after a moment, handing him to me.
I laughed, stroking the baby’s soft, fine hair. “We’re going to have to come up with better names for ourselves. But later.” For the moment, all I cared about was little Oliver’s round cheeks and snub nose. His face twisted, and I thought he was going to cry. Instead, his lips turned up, into a smile.
I hated to let him go, but Roger was waiting, too. “Grandpa’s turn,” I said, handing him over.
 
*
 
Oliver stayed with Maggie and Roger for the next few nights, getting used to each other. Although I worried George was being left out, the five of us met every day to give him time with the baby.
He and Maggie got along surprisingly well during those visits. They managed to hammer out a parenting plan without bickering at all. It was as if they’d agreed to lay their differences aside for Oliver’s sake.
The parenting plan was what the courts needed to make a custody ruling. Since Oliver was a breastfeeding newborn, they wouldn’t take him away from Maggie altogether. The judge would establish a visitation schedule so that George could spend time with Oliver several times a week, or even every day, if he wanted.
Maggie was still on maternity leave for another three months, which meant she had lots of time to spend with the baby. She had giant bags under her eyes every time I saw her, which made me feel guiltily happy that she’d chosen to live with her dad rather than me. Still, she shone with happiness.
“Are you doing all right with your dad?” I whispered, pulling her aside at their apartment. “Is he helping out?”
She nodded, cradling Oliver to her chest. “Sure, he helps when I let him.”
“You’re doing amazingly,” I said. “I know how much work it is, and I know how strong you are, even if you don’t. This is even harder for you than it is for the average mom, and that’s hard enough.”
Her eyes filled. “That means so much coming from you.”
“I mean it,” I said. “And even if Roger may be physically closer to you two now, I want you to know you can come to me for anything. Anything at all.”
“Thank you, Mom.” She flung her free arm around me, hugging me tight. “And if I can ever do anything for you, just let me know.”
“There is one thing,” I said.
She stepped back and blinked at me.
I pointed at the infant, who was gazing lazily in my direction. “Let me hold that baby.”
 
*
 
After a few days, Bethany went back to Newtonville, wanting to save some of her sick days for more job interviews. She’d spent over a week at my place, and now that she was gone, I missed her terribly. “Can you hurry up and learn to text?” I asked her over the phone one night. “I want to talk to you during the day, dammit.”
“I feel like your patients might not be too happy with that,” she giggled. “Imagine walking into the exam room to find your doctor texting her girlfriend.”
As it turned out, it didn’t matter for long. About two weeks after the baby’s birth, Bethany called to say she’d been offered a job at a hospital on the west side of the city. The pay was a little higher than what she’d been making in Newtonville, and the job had more responsibilities.
“Not that it mattered,” she told me. “If it meant moving to Seattle and being with you, I would’ve even taken a pay cut.”
She put her house on the market, and it immediately began getting interest. I’d be sorry to see her leave that beautiful house behind, but I knew most of its charm lay in its owner. If she wanted to redecorate my place or buy us some houseplants, I’d give her free rein.
On her next trip to Seattle, she came with a carload of her possessions. She planned to sell or give away almost everything else, but she’d decide what to do once the place sold.
“Where am I going to find space for all my stuff?” she asked, peering into my closet.
I tried to push two hangers apart. The clothes were packed in too tight to make room for my hand. “It might be time to clean this out,” I said. “Past time, really.”
Once I finished my wardrobe overhaul, we settled into living together. Although it was an adjustment, it was surprisingly easy. We rarely fought, seeming to instinctively know when the other needed space. Even when she was stressed from starting at her new job, she never took it out on me.
“The equipment at this hospital is a little different than what I’ve used before,” she complained when she got home one night. “The doctors are getting frustrated that I’m not getting the hang of it.”
“You’ll get it.” I kissed her forehead. “Just ask for help as much as you need to.”
“Or my doctor girlfriend could apologize on behalf of all doctors.” As if her meaning wasn’t clear, she gave me a not-so-subtle wink. “In bed.”
“Yes, that could be arranged.”
I had the woman of my dreams with me all the time, and everything was amazing. 
I just wished I could tell my younger self that one day, I’d live with Bethany Farmer.
 



Twenty-Nine – Bethany
 
Moving to Seattle had been the right thing to do for so many reasons. First, there was my precious grandson. I got to see him so often now that I lived here. Gloria and I went over to Maggie’s place several times a week, and once he was a little bigger, I knew she’d ask us to babysit.
Being with Gloria was another benefit, of course. I no longer had to spend my weeks aching to see her. As soon as I got home from work, we never had to be apart. She made me feel like the teenager I’d once been – young and free. She made me feel complete.
Lastly, I was happy to reconnect with George, too. We got together regularly, even when Oliver wasn’t around. Saturday afternoons were becoming “our time,” inspired by Gloria and Maggie. Those two had already started up their homeless outreach walks again, so I was always free at that time.
Rather than going out, we’d stay in. He asked me for parenting advice or told stories about his furry patients, and I told him about my new job and the latest gossip I’d heard from back in Newtonville.
“How was your Friday?” I asked one Saturday over lunch. He’d come over to Gloria’s place – my place too now. Dr. Claws lay in a heap on the chair beside mine, occasionally lifting his head to preen himself.
“It was okay,” George said. “Um… I kind of met someone.”
My stomach flipped over. “Romantically?” I knew there was technically nothing wrong with it – he was single, and had been for a while. Still, his child was less than two months old, and I felt horrible for Maggie. As much as George tried to contribute, the vast majority of the responsibilities fell on her.
“Kind of,” he repeated. “This woman is a friend of a friend, and we’d hung out in groups before. A bunch of us were out last night, and the two of us ended up sitting by the lake after everybody else went home. Nothing happened or anything, but she did say she’d like to go on a proper date sometime.”
“Oh. Well… I…” I didn’t even know where to start. For one thing, it seemed patently unfair that he was out at bars with his friends and flirting with new women while Maggie was joined at the hip to their baby. But again, he hadn’t actually done anything wrong.
“She knows about Oliver, and she’s okay with it,” he said.
“Right.” 
I could feel the blood drain from my face. Could he hear himself speak? This woman was “okay” with his son. Shouldn’t he hold out for someone with stronger feelings toward Oliver? I’d loved George with my entire heart from the moment he was born. I imagined if I’d split up with Todd when George was a baby, I never would’ve settled for someone who was “okay” with me having him.
“Is this weird? Maybe it’s too soon,” he said anxiously. “I didn’t tell her I’d take her out or anything. I actually wanted to get your opinion before I did anything.”
My heart warmed. My opinion? George cared about what his dowdy old mom had to say?
“There are only so many people I trust enough to ask,” he went on. “Only you, really. You’re so good with relationships. You and Gloria are just perfect together.”
He had me blushing now. “We’re not perfect at all,” I said. “But we are happy, and you’re right. That’s rare.” 
“So what do you think, Mom? Should I go for it, or hold off a while longer?”
For a moment, I thought about telling him what he wanted to hear. He liked this girl, and he was single. But somewhere between my divorce and now, I’d found the courage to speak my mind. That probably had something to do with Gloria. And I couldn’t, in good conscience, tell him to go ahead.
“Well, there are a lot of factors involved,” I said slowly. “Obviously you and Maggie weren’t meant to be together, but you do have to take her into consideration since she’s the mother of your child. You’ll both probably start dating eventually, but like you said, this is very, very soon. You saw how things went the last time you rushed into things.”
Looking guilty, he nodded.
“I guess the question is, how serious are you about this person?” I asked. “Do you see a future with her? If this is something real, I’d encourage you to pursue it. If you just think it could be a bit of fun, definitely don’t. And if it is something real, maybe it’s not the right time. You could always ask her to wait until you’re not dealing with a newborn.”
“That’s true.” Although he didn’t say anything more, he leaned his chin in his hand, and I got the feeling that he wasn’t finished.
“But?” I prompted.
“It’s just… you know how you said me and Maggie weren’t meant to be together…” A shadow passed over his face. “Sometimes I wish we could’ve been. When things were good with her, they were better than they’ve ever been with anyone else. As great as this new girl is, I don’t think I’d ever love her more than Maggie. And then there’s the fact that we have Oliver together. I know it’s better for a kid to grow up with separated parents rather than parents who fight all the time… but I still can’t stop wishing we could raise him together.”
I stared at him. It was a good thing I’d been honest about my thoughts, or he wouldn’t be telling me this. I’d had no idea he was feeling this way. 
I agreed with him that a home with two loving parents would be the ideal for a child, and now that he’d put the idea into my mind, I imagined him and Maggie back together. They’d been so wonderful together – until they weren’t. But maybe Oliver could change things.
“Why don’t you talk to her?” I asked. “Maybe you could work things out.”
He lowered his gaze. “She hates me.”
“That’s not true. She’s been warming up to you for a while now. You two seem to co-parent just fine.”
“For Oliver’s sake,” he said. “That’s the kind of person she is. She puts our son above everything, even herself.” He was getting upset now. “How could she ever forgive me for the horrible things I said when we broke up? Or the way I abandoned her during her pregnancy?”
I bit my lip. “It wasn’t all one-sided. She said things to you, too.”
“I wouldn’t even go to counseling with her. She tried so hard to meet me halfway, and I wouldn’t even compromise.” He shook his head. “She was the best thing that ever happened to me, and she’s gone. I don’t deserve her.”
I moved my chair closer to his so I could put my arm around him. I’d wanted him to open up to me, and now he had – and his pain was tearing me apart.
I couldn’t tell him Maggie would take him back. I couldn’t even tell him he hadn’t messed up.
I didn’t know what to say at all, so instead I rubbed his back and hoped that’d make him feel better.
 



Thirty – Gloria
2020
 
I lay on the lounge chair, soaking up the sun. The Caribbean air was much warmer than Seattle, and I just wanted to bask in the warm rays onboard until the end of our cruise. 
“Just put a margarita in my hand, and I’ll be the happiest person on earth,” I said, opening my eyes to peer at Bethany from beneath my sunglasses.
“Lucky for you, I brought you one.” She handed it to me, keeping another for herself.
I took a long sip of the cocktail. “Yum. Is this the kiwi one?”
“Yes, and this is the strawberry one I liked yesterday.”
“Oh, let me try it.”
She pulled her drink out of my reach. “Go get your own.” 
We’d been drinking a lot since we got on the ship – easy to do when all the drinks were included. We’d also been pigging out at the breakfast buffets and taking multiple desserts after dinner. I wouldn’t be surprised if we each packed on a few pounds this week, but I didn’t care. I’d adore her no matter what her body looked like, and miracle of miracles, she seemed to feel the same about me.
“Do you want to go to the comedy show tonight?” she asked, looking at the cruise brochure. “Oh, and should we schedule an excursion for Barbados tomorrow?”
“I literally just want to lie here.” The sun was so warm, and with Bethany beside me, I had absolutely everything I needed. I didn’t even care about the stops the ship was going to make. “Lie down and relax with me.”
She threw a towel over her lounge chair and lay down. “I think we’ve both earned some relaxation.”
It’d taken us a while to plan this cruise. Both of us had to find the time off work – it was hard for me to leave town for more than a few days since I owned my own practice, and it’d taken her a few months to build up the vacation days at her new job. Then there was Oliver to think about. We babysat so much that we had to clear our trip with Maggie before booking it.
But we were finally here, and we could finally spend some time together – no work, no kids, no baby to think about. Just her and me.
I opened my eyes to sip my drink, and cast another glance at her body in her pink-and-white-striped one-piece. The sunlight glancing off her body made her look more enticing than ever, and I had to revise my earlier thought about being the happiest person on earth. I’d be the happiest once I got her alone in our cabin later.
She pushed her rhinestone-studded sunglasses up her nose and stared at the sky, which was a deep cerulean blue and cloudless. “You know, I’d like our honeymoon to be a lot like this.”
I sat up straight. “Our what, now?”
She yawned and stretched, languid like Dr. Claws. “Our honey – oh.” She slid her sunglasses off, looking at me with concern. “I guess I assumed we were going to get married eventually.”
My heart started to beat harder. “We could. If you want.”
“Do you want?”
“I – I think so.” 
I’d never thought marriage was in the cards for me. Not a real marriage, anyway. My partnership with Roger had never been a marriage of love, even if I hadn’t realized it at the time, and then all my relationships afterward had eventually fallen apart.
But this one was different. It’d been different since day one. Bethany and I fit together as if we were made for each other, and I’d never worried about her losing interest or breaking my heart.
We’d already been living together for close to a year, and she made me happier than I could’ve ever imagined. She was the same amazing, magical girl I’d fallen for all those years ago, and the only thing stopping me from making this permanent was that it was too wild of an idea for me to even consider.
And now she wanted to marry me.
“We don’t have to or anything,” she said. “It might look a little silly at our age. ‘Till death do us part’? Death is only a few years away.”
I snorted. “Speak for yourself, honey. I still have a lot of living to do… and I want to live it with you.”
“It might be too soon. And wedding planning is stressful.”
I knew, without her saying it, that she was referring to Maggie and George. “We can handle that.”
A soft smile took over her face, and she rolled onto her side. “So, when and where would you want this to happen?”
“You’re the one who’s already planning our honeymoon. I hadn’t even thought about it.”
“I’m asking you to think about it now.”
I closed my eyes and pictured it. “We could rent a nice hall somewhere. Oh, or make it a destination wedding. Go somewhere warm.”
“Either way sounds good to me.”
“No traditional gender roles, of course. I do want you in a white dress, though.”
“I think I can handle that.”
I grinned to myself. “Maggie can be my maid of honor, and Oliver will be the flower boy.”
“Might be a lot of responsibility for him, but okay.” She laughed.
I opened my eyes and faced her. “You know what? I don’t care about any of those details. Not so long ago, we wouldn’t have been able to talk about getting legally married at all. As long as I get to spend the rest of my life with you, I’m perfectly content.”
“As long as I get to spend the rest of my life with you,” she murmured, “I’m incredibly – blissfully – happy.”
 



Thirty-One – Bethany
 
We went all out for Oliver’s first birthday party. Even though he wouldn’t remember any of it, I put up streamers and balloons, and Gloria brought home a massive sheet cake. Maggie got stacks and stacks of pizza for everyone, and George picked up a pinata.
The guest list had added up, to the point that our back yard was standing-room only. As I looked around, I didn’t recognize half of the people that were here. Maggie and George’s friends had come, along with Gloria’s extended family and my new coworkers.
I nodded to various people, introducing myself to those I didn’t know. “Good to meet you, I’m Bethany, Oliver’s grandmother… We’re going to cut the cake soon, so head on inside if you want some.”
I shook my head silently at Gloria as the crowds of people started to file into the house. Neither of us had expected this big of a turn-out, and Oliver was only one! In a couple years, he’d have all his friends from preschool and their parents coming, too.
I wondered what little kids would like when they were old enough to run around. Could we get a clown in here, maybe? Or was the back yard big enough for a bouncy castle?
Shelving those thoughts for the moment, I went inside. The kitchen was bursting at the seams, and I barely managed to squeeze through to the table before Maggie shouted to everyone that we were going to sing “Happy Birthday.”
The crowd sang together, and Oliver looked around with his usual curiosity. Even after a year of being in this world, he still constantly appeared to find everything new and confusing. I doubted he had any idea the festivities were for him, but he was enjoying them anyway.
Gloria already started handing out slices of blue-and-white-frosted cake, and I went to work ladling out ice cream.
“Only ice cream for me, please,” Maggie said, holding Oliver on her hip. “But I’ll take a tiny bit of frosting for Oliver.”
“The poor baby’s only getting frosting?” George asked, a few feet behind her. “Give him a proper piece of cake.” 
During their engagement, that comment would’ve gotten George an angry response. For a moment, I braced myself for Maggie to yell at him for being irresponsible. But she hadn’t been irritable for a long time, especially once the stress of pregnancy and wedding planning was over. When I saw her and George together, they seemed to be co-parenting harmoniously. I’d even venture to say they got along.
She looked over her shoulder at him. “If you can handle the sugar rush.”
They smiled at each other, and I served ice cream to the next people as they slipped out of view.
Oliver had recently started spending a few nights a week with George, now that he was big enough to be separated from his mother. George seemed to be taking well to the increased responsibility, even if he’d already had to call me once in a panic.
We were much closer now than we used to be. He’d even been open enough to mention he felt strange about not inviting Todd to this party. I told him his father would never be welcome in my home, and that if he felt like he was missing out on his grandson’s milestones, he could throw a second party for Oliver himself. I knew Todd would never do it. 
He hardly saw Oliver, which was only to be expected. Why would he acknowledge his grandson? That would just highlight the awkwardness of how he was about to have his own baby with his much-younger new wife? I could’ve been bitter about his new family, but I found that I wasn’t. These days, I rarely thought about him at all.
With everyone served, Gloria slipped her arm around me. “Thought I’d get a cuddle in before people start asking for seconds.”
“Looks like it’s already too late,” I said.
One of her cousin’s daughters was approaching, a ten or eleven-year-old girl I’d met a few times at family gatherings. “Could I have another piece of cake, please?”
“I think we can pull off a simultaneous cake-and-cuddle,” Gloria murmured into my ear. She kept her arms around me, slipping behind me while I sliced off a piece.
Once I handed it to the girl, I spun around and brought my lips to Gloria’s. It was funny to think I’d ever believed I wouldn’t be attracted to a woman. Touching and kissing her now felt as natural as breathing.
The party began to wrap up a little later. As people trickled out, George and Maggie stayed behind. I was glad, since Gloria and I had been meaning to talk to them.
“You guys sit down, and I’ll get started on the clean-up,” George said.
“No, leave it for now,” Gloria said. “We wanted to talk to you about something.”
I gave a little wave to Oliver, who was in Maggie’s arms. He reached out to me, and I took him and settled him on my lap.
Maggie sat down. “We had some news for you, too, actually.”
“Oh, really?” Gloria asked. “Is it about that preschool?” They were trying to get Oliver into a well-known preschool with a two-year waiting list.
“No, we won’t hear back about that for a while,” Maggie said. “It’s actually, um…”
“Wait, I want to hear their news first,” George said.
“All right.” I glanced at Gloria. “This might come as a surprise. It might not. I don’t know.”
“Get to the point,” Gloria said, nudging me in the ribs.
Giggling, I rebalanced Oliver on my lap. “You two know we’ve been living together for a while. We’ve decided we’re ready to take the next step.”
“You’re getting married?” Maggie squealed.
Gloria nodded. “We already knew we wanted to spend the rest of our lives together, so we decided to make it official.”
“Oh my God,” George said. “Congratulations, Mom!” He got up to hug me.
Now I was blushing. “It’s not going to be a big deal. It’ll be quiet… low-key. We’re probably just going to head over to the courthouse one of these days and get it done.”
“Make it a big deal if you want,” Maggie said. “You two deserve it.”
I’d been a little worried about telling the two of them about our decision, since they’d reacted so badly when they first heard we were dating. Plus both of them were still single, so I assumed they might be a little jealous of our happiness. George had never ended up pursuing the woman from his friend group, and as far as I knew, Maggie had been too busy with Oliver to even think about dating.
“Okay, your turn,” I said. “What’s your big announcement?”
“Well… it’s about us,” Maggie said, her cheeks going pink. “You know we were both upset about breaking our engagement, and that we wouldn’t be able to give Oliver a two-parent family.”
“Uh-huh,” Gloria said.
I was already getting an idea of where Maggie was going with this, and I leaned forward in anticipation.
“We’ve been getting along better since Oliver was born, and we’ve apologized to each other for our past mistakes,” George said. “Maggie was a bridezilla, and I was just an asshole. But we still care about each other, and we’ve been talking about trying again.”
“George has really stepped up as a father,” Maggie said to Gloria. “So many men wouldn’t have bothered to visit so many times a week, or to take on joint custody of an infant. George did as soon as he possibly could, and I have so much respect for that.”
“So what exactly are you saying?” I asked, trying to restrain the joy that was washing over me. “Are you going to get married after all?”
“No! I mean… not yet,” Maggie said shyly. “We’re going to take things slow, date each other properly. No rushing this time.”
“We’ll go on dates a few times a week,” George said. “We’ll bring Oliver sometimes, and Roger can look after him sometimes, but we might occasionally ask you two to babysit.”
“We’d be perfectly fine with that.” Gloria beamed.
“If things are still going well in a few months, Oliver and I will move back in with George,” Maggie said. “But we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”
She looked at George with affection, and he gave her a loving glance in return. I remembered how he’d told me ages ago that he still had feelings for her. If those feelings hadn’t faded, there had to be something to them. And clearly something in our blood made Farmers and Hillels get along.
I wasn’t going to start planning their wedding… but I was cautiously optimistic about them trying again. If they were both willing to change, their relationship had a shot at working.
And mine and Gloria’s was already working.
I put my hand over hers, looking into her eyes. “So many things to be happy about tonight,” I said. “I almost feel like we should have some more cake to celebrate, but I’m stuffed.”
“How about some champagne instead?” Gloria asked. While she scavenged through the pantry, I looked around the table.
My grandson was turning one, and my son was in a relationship. Those things alone made me so happy.
And then there was me. Old… gray… but my life wasn’t over.
I was about to get married. To start a new beginning with the woman I loved.
I had some life in me yet. And I planned to live the hell out of it.
 
*
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Scandalous

Lacey is the last person to be impressed by wealth and fame. Serious and stoic, she values hard work above all else. When she’s hired as the home care worker to an injured celebrity, she couldn’t care less about Zana’s carefully constructed image. She only sees a rich, spoiled brat. Once Lacey and Zana learn to respect each other, they actually get along - and maybe more than that. Can Zana win over the one person who sees the real her?



Two Moms

 
Being a single mom is far from easy, as both Samantha and Joy know. When Samantha’s daughter babysits Joy’s son, the women are instantly drawn to each other. Each has her own past, but together they have a chance to create something new. Could these two moms end up starting their own family?
 
 



Another Mother

Average suburban mom Sarah is suddenly rocketed into the glitzy world of film when her daughter Emma becomes an actress. The strangest part is seeing gorgeous, glamorous Katie Days pretend to be Emma’s mother. Sarah is a normal person and Katie is a celebrity, yet they find common ground in the little girl. Could Emma’s fake mom become her other mother?
 



The Marriage Contract

Twelve years ago, Poppy and Leah vowed to get married if they were both single at thirty. After losing touch, the unlikely pair reconnects just in time to meet the deadline. A lot has happened in twelve years... like both of them coming out of the closet. Now the popular girl marrying the science geek is an actual possibility. The contract was only a joke, though - wasn’t it?
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