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Love’s Perfect Vintage

“Aisha, let me have a crack at finding a nice girl
for you. I can’t do any worse than you’ve been doing.”

Those were my mother’s exact words after I
told her about the latest woman I met through a lesbian dating app.
The first date—and there wouldn’t be a second—had been a disaster.
The woman showed up wearing sweatpants and a sweatshirt, looking
more like she was ready for a Sunday morning trip to the grocery
store rather than a sexy date on a Friday night. Getting
conversation going was like trying to get honey to flow through a
straw, and she kept looking at her phone during the entire meal. As
we ate dessert, she revealed that she was hoping her ex-girlfriend
would text her.

The woman I had met the previous week on the
same dating app hadn’t been much better. She showed up late, and it
was immediately obvious that her online photo was about ten years
out of date. I don’t have any problems dating older women, but I do
like honesty. By the end of the evening, she revealed that she also
had a husband. That wasn’t in her profile either, but he didn’t
mind her dating me so it was all okay, she said. Apparently, my
opinion as to whether I wanted to be the other woman was
irrelevant.

She didn’t get a second date either.

I was helping my mom, she of the amazingly
green thumb, re-pot and stake some plants when she offered to help
me with my dating life. It was a fine June day, Saturday to be
precise. She and my dad had built a greenhouse in their backyard
years ago when it became clear that my mother was serious about her
plants.

She apparently had also become serious about
finding me a special someone.

“That’s sweet, Mom, but I really don’t—”

“Look. I know a lot of people. The people I
know know a lot of people,” she said.

She wasn’t being full of herself or anything.
She was speaking the truth. She had worked for years at a local
bank as a loan officer and was also involved with local politics,
spending many years getting elected and reelected to the school
board, library board and the city council. But she wasn’t just a
local busybody. She was a trailblazer, the first black woman
elected to each of those positions. Plus, she had been a very
active church member for years. All that combined meant my mom knew
everyone and everyone knew her. I knew she could get just about
anything done, although I wasn’t that sure how she was going to go
about finding me a girlfriend. Would she really hit up her old pals
from the city council and her church and say, “Do you know any nice
girls for my lesbian daughter?”

Yes, actually she would, and she would use
those words.

 I glanced
at her as she thrust a bamboo stake into a large pot containing a
plant I couldn’t identify. She hummed the Triumphal March
from Aida and looked thoroughly pleased with herself.

“Give me six months, Aisha. Six months and I
guarantee you I’ll find you the girl of your dreams,” she said.
“Please. I want you to be happy.”

I could have told her that I was happy,
mostly. I could have told her that I was thinking of taking a break
from dating for a while. I could have told her that I was seriously
thinking of making some kind of big life change, like finally
getting some stamps in my passport, like finally getting a
passport. I had traveled some in the U.S., but I had never set foot
in another country, unless you count a cruise to the Bahamas for my
dad’s family reunion, which I don’t. I didn’t get to see much of
the Bahamas, and a cruise ship is just a floating hotel, like a
Hilton on the high seas. I had spent my entire life in Chicago’s
Western suburbs. Maybe it was time to see more?

But maybe most importantly, I could have told
her that I wasn’t sure I wanted to date anyone seriously just yet.
I had been with my now ex-girlfriend for nearly four years when, a
year ago, she left me for a woman she’d been cheating on me with.
My ex, Maggie, said that this other woman, whose name I’ve made a
great effort to forget was her “true soul mate.” She felt that I
was “a” soul mate, not “the” soul mate for her. I’m generally not a
violent person, but if there was ever a person I wanted to kick
down a flight of stairs, it was Maggie that night when she talked
that soul mate bullshit.

I didn’t actually kick her down the stairs,
but I certainly felt like doing so.

On the other hand, it might be nice to let
someone else do the vetting of potential matches, although I
doubted any of them would amount to much. My mom did have a point,
though. How could she do worse?

So I said, “Okay, Mom. Give it a whirl.”

And what a whirl it was. Looking back on it,
those months are a bit of a blur. Honestly, I was shocked at how
many dates I went on. I met and went out with the daughters,
granddaughters, nieces, cousins and sisters of people my mom knew
from her past and present. I have to say, Mom did a good job
curating because I dated all sorts of women during those
months.

They varied in race, ethnicity, body size and
body shape. (“You can’t be too choosy because there just aren’t
that many of y’all,” Mom said at one point.) She set me up with
women who were in professions like law and medicine, teachers,
business owners, as well as women who were plumbers, electricians
and auto mechanics, to name a few. They covered the spectrum from
being completely out of the closet to being still deeply closeted.
On one occasion I went out with a woman with whom I was acquainted
through my job as a budget analyst in the regional transportation
agency’s finance department. Until my mom set me up with her, I had
no idea she was a lesbian. I never went on a second date with her
because I haven’t been closeted for years. Being closeted is a deal
breaker for me. Oh, and another deal breaker was talking about soul
mates. I never wanted to hear that term again.

Some women I went out with twice, although
most were just one-time meetings. I just couldn’t seem to click
with anyone. Nonetheless, Mom kept trying.

It was at my parents’ annual Labor Day
barbecue that I met Kris Donnelly. We sort of knew each other
already. We had gone to the same high school and even had a few
classes together, but we never became more than acquaintances
because we didn’t move in the same circles. Our high school was big
enough that it was easy not knowing a lot of the people you went to
school with every day. Kris was a very accomplished jock and really
smart. I was a student council, math team and band nerd.
Truthfully, I found girls like Kris a bit intimidating and sexy.
The physical power of some of them, like Kris, was amazing.

According to my mom, she had moved back to
the Chicago area a few months ago after living and working in
France, Italy, Australia and California for the past several years.
Mom said she had run into her mother at the grocery store last
weekend and invited the whole family to the barbecue.

My mom introduced, or reintroduced, us to
each other at the drinks table. She brought Kris over when I had
stopped there to get a beer.

“Aisha. I remember you,” Kris said as we
shook hands. They were strong and firm, and the nails were short.
She still had the kind of fingers that could wrap themselves around
a basketball.

“Do you? What do you remember?” I said.

“Aisha Watson, senior class president. And
you were in band. I remember you at pep rallies. You played the
trumpet?”

“Wow. That was fifteen years ago, and you’re
exactly right. I seem to remember you played volleyball and
basketball. Didn’t the basketball team go to state?”

She beamed and ran her fingers through her
long chestnut hair. “Yeah, we did. We made it all the way to the
semi-finals, but then choked.”

My mom clapped her hands. “So good to see you
two getting along. Excuse me while I go put the bologna on the
grill.” She dashed into the house to get the chunk of bologna that
she had gotten at the butcher’s a couple of days ago.

“Did she say she’s going to put bologna on
the grill?” Kris asked.

I nodded. “Yep. It’s something my mom’s side
of the family really likes. She throws a big chunk of bologna right
onto the grill. You should hear her talk about the result. She
talks about it so lovingly you’d think she was describing a fine
wine or something. Honestly, it is pretty tasty.”

Kris smiled. “Grilled bologna has a toasty
finish, something like that?”

“Something like that. So, what are you doing
these days?”

“I get paid to buy, consult and talk about
fine wines. You know, how toasty they are, the noses, stuff like
that.”

“Really?” I laughed.

“Really.”

“Wait. Are you a…? Wait, don’t tell me. A
sommelier?”

“I am indeed.”

“That is so cool,” I said, sounding like a
viticulture fangirl. I swear she blushed. I asked her if she was a
freelance sommelier or if she worked in a restaurant. She told me
that was the sommelier at one of the finest, fanciest, high-end
restaurants in the city. She said she was also working on a couple
of other projects that she couldn’t really talk about at the
moment.

“That’s not fair. You can’t just drop
something like that and not offer any details,” I said.

She started pouring red wine from a bottle
into a plastic cup. “The vessel isn’t ideal but try this.”

I took the cup from her. “Is this one of
yours? Did you bring it?” I watched her pour herself some into
another cup.

“Yeah. It’s new, something from Italy. I
don’t know if you like reds, but this one is fruity with some
complexity in the finish.”

“Oooh. I like it when you talk wine.” I was
sloshing the wine around in my cup, perhaps a little too
enthusiastically. Truthfully, I was trying to look cool and delay
actually taking a sip. I do like red wine, but I don’t know
anything about wine. I certainly don’t know how to talk about it.
Heck, I’m better at talking about grilled chunks of bologna after
so many years of hearing my mom rhapsodize about it.

She giggled. “Careful. You’ll end up watering
the grass at that rate.”

“Yes. You’re right. Well. Cheers!” I took a
big sip and swallowed. It tasted like red wine, fruity like she
said, but I didn’t know what sort of complexity she thought I was
supposed to taste.

She was looking at me expectantly.

“It’s … good,” I said.

Her grin got bigger. She stepped a bit closer
to me. I could see the twinkle in her green eyes, and the texture
of her cream-colored skin. “I’m sorry I put you on the spot. I just
think it’s very good, and I wanted to share it with you.”

“No worries. I guess you did make me a little
nervous. I mean, you’re a sommelier. I still get chardonnay
confused with pinot grigio. Or is it pinot noir?”

“I wish people didn’t get nervous when they
find out what I do. I wish you weren’t nervous.” She smiled at me,
a bit coyly I thought.

“Your profession making someone nervous is
better than boring them.”

“Why? What do you do?”

At this point, we started to drift away from
the drinks table as more people started filling and refilling their
cups. It seemed we moved a little farther away from the crush of
the party, bit by bit, until we were standing under one of the
peach trees in the backyard. The sun was starting to set, but the
shade provided by the tree was still welcome.

“I’m a budget analyst with the regional
transportation agency.”

“A snooze a minute, huh?”

“Yeah, but I’m good with numbers.” I
shrugged. “It’s not always boring, at least I don’t think it is.
You know, boredom really isn’t a problem for me there. Besides, it
does pay the bills.” I watched her but tried not make it obvious
that I was staring at how her fingers held her plastic cup, how she
savored her wine, how her shirt hinted at the shape of the breasts
underneath.

“That’s good to know. What do you feel other
than boredom?”

I stopped watching her drink and
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