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Chapter One


Spring

Nick was home from Oxford, resolute in his beliefs and having made his peace, outwardly at least, about Lidia’s fidelity and Frank’s perfidy. For the next two weeks, relations slowly warmed between Nick and Lidia. Nick became more communicative, and affectionate, if not passionate. That was a relief, a reassurance, as Lidia had, with apprehension, intuited the anger brewing in her husband since Frank left. And, although Nick’s planning to see him in Oxford worried her, she felt sure Frank would protect her.

If nothing else, at the very least, his being a priest, made Frank Kelley very good at keeping secrets. None the less, during February, she tried to write several emails to him, but always discarded instead of sending, perhaps it was just ‘talking’ with herself that she needed, more than communicating with Frank? In any case, he had made no attempt to contact her, keeping their tacit agreement.

So, Lidia put him out of her mind, and focussed instead on Antonio, who was becoming more precocious by the day, and on the needs of her friends, especially Paul and Ramona, whom she invited for dinner.

They were both understandably subdued but resigned to the advice that they should not try for a child again. Nick and Paul had a moment together in the garden, where Nick felt an inexplicable unease, like guilt, as he bounced Antonio on his knee, and listened to Paul’s revelation of regret at not being able to have a child with Ramona. He’d never seen this tender side of Paul before, added to the fact that he’d already fathered three children, it surprised Nick that he mourned so deeply for this loss.

Unhappy that he could do no more for his grieving friend but listen and sympathize, Nick, felt himself more than ever, counting his blessing in the unexpected, delightful gift of Antonio.
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yummy mummy

Lidia’s domestic life continued without drama, freeing her mind to concentrate on her blog and summer features, ‘Cottaging: Best Guest Rules,’ and ‘Not in My Backyard! Your Pool, Your Privacy’, issues that she gathered from her social media exchanges, needed addressing.

In addition, she had worked hard on research for the fall edition, keeping her editorial hand-in, preparing for her return to work. So, it was with confidence that Lidia took her seat early in the magazine’s board room, sipping her chai latte, looking over her notes, waiting for Brunhilde and her editorial entourage to emerge.

She checked the time, it was now ten minutes past their appointment, and not like Brunhilde to be late. Lidia worried she’d got the date or time wrong and was checking her calendar when Shelton joined her.

“Ah! Miss Mew, long time, no see. You look glorious,” he exclaimed, sitting next to her, appraising his friend’s new outfit.

“Thanks Shelton, I bought it specially for the meeting. I wanted to look fresh and raring to get back to work,” she said with a big grin.

“Well Miss Mew, that pale blue linen sheath does the trick. And the beautiful orange silk scarf, with all the lovely butterflies. Just the right touch, very springy.”

“I love it too, it was Lo’s, a memento I kept of her.”

“Speaking of keeping things, our Brunhilde seems uncharacteristically bad at time-keeping today. Where is everybody anyway?” he asked, turning to look-out the glass wall, “I hope this starts soon, I’ve an egregious vodka-cooler launch at five,” he said, impatiently checking his emails.

Just then, Siobhan entered, took a seat at the head of the conference table, greeted them both and apologized for the late start. Opening her first folder, she began by addressing Lidia, when Shelton, cut her off, “Is this it? No offence, Siobhan, but I was under the impression that it was all hands-on deck to this meeting, chaired by our Editor-In-Chief.”

Siobhan looked a little nervous, cleared her throat, and said, “Sorry Shelton, if the memo gave you that impression, but actually, it’s just you and Lidia that Ms. Braun wanted me to see.”

“Hmm, why do I sense an ambush?” Shelton said, swivelling a little to address Lidia.

“Oh, don’t be so paranoid, Shelton. I’m sure our trusted colleague here, has a good reason for wanting to deal with us alone. It’s more efficient, right Siobhan?” Lidia smiled reassuringly.

Siobhan smiled weakly at Lidia, and said, “Well, it’s more privacy that’s the issue. You see Lidia, it’s been decided that your summer columns will be the last of ‘Manners Matter’. It appears that manners don’t really matter that much to our readers, not the demographic we’re currently after anyway.”

“Oh,” Lidia said taken aback, “well, then… Um, what about this, I could pen a column on the trials, tribulations and joys of mid-life motherhood?” she said her voice rising, grasping at straws for inspiration.

“I’m afraid not. The new demo we need to reach is late millennials, you know, the ‘Yummy Mummy’s’, like our staff in ‘What We Love Now’ and well, me, I guess,” she said, with a curt smile, and a little shrug.

Shelton literally twiddled his thumbs and observed the exchange with interest and more than a little apprehension.

“Well then, what content do you, I mean Ms. Braun, foresee me contributing when I return as editor?”

Sighing deeply, she took an envelope from her file, looked down somberly and said, “Lidia, you and I have been friends for ages, and I want you to know it causes me a great deal of pain to tell you that Ms. Braun has offered me the editorial position permanently. So, although your contributions to the success of this magazine are appreciated, and will not go unacknowledged, they are no longer necessary, freeing you to explore other horizons for your awesome creativity and spend more precious time with your growing child.”

She placed the envelope in front of an astounded Lidia, who turned-on her and shouted, “You ageist bitch! Yummy Mummy’s are in and perimenopausal ones out, is that it? No longer useful, because of our age?”

“Your words, not mine,” Siobhan countered, mindful of avoiding any labor tribunal revenge.

“Your thoughts, Siobhan!”

“Oh, so now you’re clairvoyant?”

“Yeah, that’s right, cause I can see right through you, friend!”

Siobhan relaxed her jaw, composed herself, and in a calm, even voice, said, “I know you are understandably upset, so perhaps you should go now. We’ll talk together later about this issue, just you and me, okay?”

“No way, I’m staying here. Just in case Shelton needs a witness to his brutal axing too. I suppose being willing to wield Brunilda’s battle-ax is the price you paid to usurp me.”

“Well, Siobhan? C’mon, let’s get this over with. What about me?” Shelton looked at her hard.

“You’re in the same position. Look, this isn’t my doing, but Brunilda wants me to just do the drinks pairings as part of my food column. No more sniffing, swishing and spitting-out, or obtuse, improbable, elitist tasting notes a paragraph long!” Siobhan said, flushed and exasperated.

“So, more room for ad copy, no more room for Shelton. Payroll cut, revenue enhanced, I get it.”

“For what it’s worth, you two, I agree with Brunhilde. Without these changes, amongst others, and a failure to capture new readership, we’re sunk. And I, like you, have a family to feed too. So yes, I’m sorry to be doing this, but it must be done!” she declared, slapping her palm on the table. Then sliding Shelton his envelope, she rose abruptly, and left the room.

Lidia looked at Shelton, worried, “What are we going to do?”

“Do you have your press pass?”

“Yes, why?”

“Because we’re going to Sunnyside to crash this hip-hop, vodka cooler bash, get drunk and behave badly. Will that do for now, Miss Mew?”

“Yes, Shelton. I think that’ll do.”
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Sunnyside booty-boom

Lidia and Shelton took a breezy cab ride along Lakeshore Boulevard to Sunnyside, a once splendid, 1920’s Beaux Arts complex of dance halls, bandstand, amusement park, restaurants and bathing pavilions on the city’s north shore of Lake Ontario. The roaring twenties, nineteen-million-dollar triumph of cutting-edge aesthetic municipal infrastructure for the pure entertainment of its hoi polloi, was now reduced to the mere façade of the beautiful bathing pavilion, a dance hall, and a restaurant complex. The rest, being plowed under for the transverse that is the Gardiner Expressway, an elevated eyesore, followed by a blight of condominiums, which cut-off the city from its shoreline, its populace from the recreation of the lake.

After flashing their press cards past the security thugs, Lidia and Shelton were assaulted by the rapper’s image fronting the brand, sneering down at them from a series of big screens, while lithe young women in various stages of undress, writhed and wriggled all over and around him. The loud, thumping bass backed his chorus of “Booty-Boom, Booty-Boom, Booty Boom, Boom, Boom,” in what seemed an eternal loop.

Strobes flashed as servers in tiny metallic shorts and sequined bras bopped around the room carrying trays of snacks. Shelton and Lidia were wolfing down a couple of chicken nuggets, when a dancer slid-up to Shelton and began to twerk, “Oh save it girl, you’re firing that-off in the wrong direction,” Shelton said in his campiest voice.

Lidia laughed, then grabbed a cone of curly fries with chipotle mayo, offering some to Shelton, she said, “Hmm, who do you think’s catering this shindig?”

“By the quality of the comestibles, I’d say The Colonel.”

They both snickered at this when a tray of popcorn shrimp sailed by. After sampling some of them, Shelton suggested they make their way over to the colorful display of coolers. They sampled several, throwing back each shot quickly, trying not to taste the cloying flavors.

When the crowd and the music got too annoying, Shelton suggested to Lidia, “You go grab a couple bags of that caramel corn, I’ll snatch a few coolers”, he said, sliding two into his pockets, then grabbing one in each hand, “and we’ll head to the beach, okay?”

“Sounds good, I need some fresh air and quiet,” she agreed, massaging her temples.

They slipped-out a side door, past a clutch of smokers, out to the boardwalk and onto the sand, where they parked themselves on two colorful Muskoka chairs near the water’s edge. They kicked-off their shoes, Shelton handed Lidia a cooler, relieving her of a bag of salted caramel corn in the process.

She put her head back for a moment, closed her eyes and sighed, “Ah, that’s better. Now, what flavor do we have here, I wonder,” opening the cooler and sniffing, “Yuck, coconut. What’s yours Shelton?”

“Um, peach-mango. Quite the distillation triumph these, eh? Alcoholic suntan lotion and fruity shampoo. Oh well, down the hatch!” he took a deep swig, Lidia followed, sputtering most of hers out.

“God these really are the worst shit, aren’t they? Have some popcorn to soak-up the taste,” Lidia said, popping a cluster in her mouth.

“Mine’s not too bad, let’s switch,” Shelton offered.

“Okay, if you don’t mind coconut,” Lidia passed her bottle.

“I do enjoy a pina colada, when in the tropics.”

“Well, it’s warmish, the sun’s out and we’re on a beach,” Lidia said, getting ready to sample the peach-mango.

“Close enough! Here goes,” Shelton took a hearty swig, then grimacing, wiped his mouth.

“Ha! Told ya,” Lidia laughed eating more popcorn.

“I’m too nice, that’s my problem. Too much the proper gentleman, an anachronism nowadays,” he sighed, becoming melancholy. “I blame my mother.”

“Oh, doesn’t everyone,” Lidia said, feeling morose herself.

“No, I mean it. She tried her best, but over-compensated for being poor. Raising me to have Victorian manners, and good speech cost her nothing, hoping they would open doors for me she couldn’t afford to open otherwise.”

“Where did you grow-up, Shelton?”

“In the tiny fishing village of Blue Rocks, Nova Scotia, on the wrong side o’ the tracks of Lunenburg.”

“Really? I never would’ve guessed, except that you did seem to know your way around Nova Scotia really well when we were there.”

“I wasn’t sure you’d noticed. Anyway, as I said, I’m from a small fishing village, the son of a son, of a son, of a scallop man. The guys that go out on the big trawlers in the Bay of Fundy, raking-up it’s bottom and breaking their backs to bring you the precious scallop… can’t stand them myself.

“Tradition in Blue Rocks is, when you’re thirteen, you go to sea with your ‘old feller’. Only mine was lost at sea when I was ten…so I was spared that experience. Luckily, I had a spinster aunt, who was a teacher in Lunenburg, she took me in, so I could attend the Lunenburg Academy, and continue in secondary education.”

“So, how was it growing-up gay in Blue Rocks? Were you ostracized?” Lidia asked.

“What? No, I’d never come-out in Blue Rocks, there was no gay pride there, Lidia, only gay shame,” Shelton chortled, opening another cooler. “Anyway, my ludicrously formal diction was bad enough.”

“When did you come out?”

“When I did what most Maritimers do, ‘went down the road’. I headed for ‘the big smoke’ with two Brook’s Brothers suits, an overcoat, and two silk ties, all of which I paid the princely sum of twenty-five bucks for at ‘Frenchies’, our iconic used clothing emporium.

“I got an apprenticeship at one of Toronto’s best be-spoke clothiers, it paid shit, the prestige, supposing to compensate. So, me and the other apprentices did it for the prestige. We also did it for dinner, blowing the old moneybags for a posh nosh at La Scala, Hy’s or Three Small Rooms. Once I even got into The Brazilian Ball, back then, the social event of the year.

“Some did it for apartments too. But all I wanted was to eat the gourmet food, drink the fine wine, experience it, learn about it. Move and groove in the social sphere of the rich, and save enough money to take the sommelier course, then I’d be made,” he said, slurring his words a little.

“And you did make it, Shelton. You’re a success!” Lidia exclaimed, taking another drink.

“Yeah, except now, I’m like my old feller, lost at sea, no longer wanted on the voyage!” Shelton shouted, trying to stand, swaying.

Lidia stood too, and just as she was about to suggest calling it a day and getting a cab home, the wind picked-up, carrying her scarf out to the water, where it floated in, then away from the shore. Looking sadly after it, “Oh my pretty scarf, Lo’s scarf,” she moaned tipsily.

“Don’t worry, Miss Mew, it’s Shelton to the rescue!” he yelled, pulling off his trousers, tossing aside his jacket, and marching resolutely into the water.

Lidia wobbled after him, “No Shelton! You big idiot! Come back, you’ll get all wet.”

He was in up to his knees, when he grabbed the scarf on the waves as they rushed in. Then he turned to shore, grinning, waving it above his head like a banner, when a big roller came crashing down, flattening him on the beach. Lidia ran over, struggling to get him to his feet, when a police boat, bearing two officers, stopped-by. One of them shouted from an intercom, “Hey, is he alright?”

“Yes, oh yes officer. He just wanted to get my scarf…it’s a special scarf, see,” she held-up the limp, sodden mess as proof.

“Have you two been drinking?” the officer asked.

“Oh no,” she answered, shaking her head emphatically, then looking down at her companion, “Well, he has, just a little. I’m going get his pants on, then get him in a cab, okay?”

“See that you do and stay out of the water. Got it?”

“Oh yes, officer. Got it!” she said, giving him a thumbs-up.

The engine revved, and they sped-off towards a rowdy crowd, beyond the board walk, playing Frisbee in the water.

Lidia got Shelton back to his chair, “Now, sit down, and slip-off those boxers.”

“Oh, Miss Mew! I do declare, you are a brazen hussy,” Shelton said laughing, batting his eyelashes at her.

“Shut-up Shelton, and just do it!”

He struggled for a few seconds. Then, exasperated, shot up and pulled them off. Lidia tried to cover his crotch with the wet scarf, only to have Shelton jiggle at her.

“Just sit down, you fool, and leave that scarf there, while I get your pants on. If those cops come back, we’re in trouble,” she said angrily, pulling-up her dress, kneeling in the sand, she peeled-off his wet socks, then tried to get his feet into each trouser leg and up to his thighs.

“Why? No trouble, Mew. There were two of them, and I call dibs on the tanned blonde,” he said between hiccups and giggles.

“Right,” Lidia stood, brushing the sand from her knees, ignoring his silliness. “Now Shelton, you’ve got to stand quickly, and on the count of three, pull those trousers up. Got it?”

“Got it! Mein Herr,” he said, saluting.

Lidia grabbed his forearms, “One, two, three!”

Shelton jumped-up, and his trousers fell down, “Oops!”

“Oh shit, Shelton!” Lidia slapped her arms against her thighs, grabbed her purse and scarf, and stomped away fuming.

Shelton shrugged, bent over, pulled-up his trousers, grabbed his underwear and shoes and followed, past the onlooking group of smokers, who snickered and cat-called. He looked-over his shoulder, blew an air kiss, tossing his wet socks and pants at them.
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disgrace

Lidia climbed the stairs to the bedroom, seeing the night-light from the landing, she tread softly, and stood at the foot of the bed, damp and dishevelled. Antonio was snoozing loudly, cradled into Nick, who, perceiving her presence, awoke abruptly, raising himself on one elbow, squinting to focus his eyes.

He whispered at her angrily, “Where’ve you been? I called the office and Siobhan, everyone’s gone to voice mail, including you. How dare you worry me like this. And what the hell have you been doing? You reek!”

Lidia answered in a weak, pitiable voice, “I was sacked. Shelton and I were sacked, no warning, nothing. So, we went out together to a party, at Sunnyside and…”

“You know what? I don’t want to hear it, you’re a disgrace. Go sleep downstairs,” he said as he punched his pillow, laid back down, and feigned sleep.

“I’m sorry, Nick…I’m so sorry for everything,” she pleaded quietly, then went to make her bed in the den, too tired and cold sober now, to even cry.

The next morning, the aroma of freshly-brewed coffee brought Lidia to her senses, as Nick placed a cappuccino at her bedside and gently shook her shoulder, “Hey you, wake-up. I have to go in an hour, and you need to look after Antonio.”

“Ugh, okay, okay. Be there in a minute. Is there any Tylenol?”

“It’s on the saucer and here’s your robe,” Nick replied, tossing it on the bed, then leaving her to get herself together.

When she emerged into the kitchen, Antonio was in his highchair, making a mucky mess of a few slices of banana. He looked-up at her, holding his mushy offering and shouted, “Ma! Ma!” smacking his lips. She bent down and gave him a kiss, miming eating the fruit he held-up, making funny faces, which made him giggle.

She plopped down in the chair beside him, not daring to venture a kiss from Nick, who was at the stove, making them scrambled eggs. As he set hers down in front of her, she said contritely, “Nick, I’m so sorry, I acted like a selfish–

“I know,” Nick cut her-off, “like a selfish idiot. So, please spare me a post-mortem of your shame, and address the important issue. The issue of your being unemployed, sabotaging my paternity leave,” he said coldly, buttering his toast.

“Again, I’m sorry. I had no idea this was coming, neither did Shelton. Clive had no clue either. Brunhilde and Siobhan kept this very much on the downlow. I don’t know what to say, except we have to crunch some numbers, figure out a way to balance the budget until I get work.”

“First, we have to rent that empty basement apartment, I’m going to ask around at the college.”

“But, what about Jesse?”

“She can buy a futon, shack-up in the loft with her little brother, and start paying her way,” Nick said resolutely.

“Now, you sound like me,” Lidia chuckled, then seeing her husband’s poker-face, went on, “couldn’t you postpone your leave?”

“No, I couldn’t, it’s all arranged to begin in September. Look, I didn’t get to spend much time with Jess when she was an infant, but I can with Antonio, and I’m going to,” Nick declared, getting-up, taking his plate to the dishwasher.

“Okay, good. If that’s what you want love, we’ll find a way to make it happen,” she said, giving him a little smile. “And leave those things, I’ll clean-up, you’ve got to go.”

“Finish your eggs, they’re getting cold…you need something in your stomach,” he replied, putting on his jacket, heading for the front door, stopping to give Antonio a kiss. He hesitated, then turned to give Lidia one too.

After she got herself together and took Antonio out for his walk, Lidia slowly formulated a plan. A new approach to their dilemma, for which she needed to do some research.

While her son napped, she created a spreadsheet of their current fixed expenditures, then Nick’s income, her severance pay, unemployment benefits, potential rent for the basement apartment and assets.

Then she did research on long-term apartment rentals in the fall in Tuscany, average cost of living in each desirable location, and cost of extended health care. After tallying all the columns and balancing them, she found with glee, that they could do it!

She could hardly wait until Nick got home to give him the news, this was her offering, to balance their lives and mend their marriage. She desperately needed to give him this, he would be so happy.

When Nick got home, he found Lidia and Antonio in the kitchen, joining them, he pulled Antonio up on his knee, where he sucked away happily on the end of his father’s tie.

“What’s all this?” Nick asked wearily, looking over Lidia’s spread sheet and printouts. “Tuscan rentals? We can’t afford a vacation.”

“It’s not a vacation, it’s a ‘time out’. And yes, we can afford it. Quite easily, actually. I tallied all our expenditures here, where we can cut back, like not renewing the lease on the car, and eating out. And this column is income from the basement, unemployment and leave benefits, my retirement savings withdrawal and line of credit–”

“Whoa, what ‘line of credit’, and ‘No!’, to withdrawing from your RRSP.”

Lidia sighed, “‘Yes’, to the withdrawal, as I’ll make it when my benefit runs out, so I won’t be dinged with tons of tax, and the line of credit we can get for a bargain, secured on our other investments. Look, this is the maximum the bank will lend, and it’s for an emergency fund, we may not even use it. But it’s good to have when living abroad.”

“Living abroad? In Tuscany? And for how long?” Nick asked warily.

“For six months, September to January, in any of these five cities in Tuscany. Here, take a look. These are the monthly rates, locations, and amenities. My preference is Florence or Siena…but it’s whatever you want. All of the apartments are in the city centre, we won’t even need a car!” Lidia said, pleased with herself.

“Hmm,” Nick said as he handed Antonio to Lidia, and pored-over the spread sheet and printouts. Lidia looked-on with anticipation, her eyes pleading, please, say yes!

Then, straightening his back and leaning against the chair, he looked thoughtful and said, “Christmas in Florence. That’s what I vote for. Let it be Florence,” he decided.

“Yay! That’s what I hoped you’d say! Remember Nick? Florence is special to us.”

“Oh yes, I remember. We courted in Rome for a month and fornicated in Florence for a week, didn’t see the Accademia, the Uffizi or the Bargello…but we sure saw a lot of each other,” he said with a grin.

Lidia giggled, covering her son’s ears, blushing a little at the memory.

“Okay, this calls for a toast with a good Chianti. Let’s see what I’ve got in the wine rack.” He left whistling, ‘Le donne e mobile’ and returned bearing a dusty bottle, a 2008 Chianti Classico riserva.

“Salute, amore!” Lidia said, raising her glass to her husband. “My God, Nick, we have to brush-up on our Italian, we haven’t spoken
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