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I noticed her noticing me. 

She worked in the vegan bakery downstairs, and you could tell just by looking that her system was in need of a hearty injection of meat.  Not that I could help her, there.

She wasn’t butch, exactly. I don’t know what you’d call her. She wasn’t big or heavy-set.  In fact, she was slim—much slimmer than me. And white—much whiter than me.  She had tattoos up and down her exposed arms, and piercings connecting her nose to her ear by way of a chain. Plaid cut-off top, tight black jeans. Her black hair was always tied back in this bandana type thing, which made her look like a pin-up princess. 

Most days she just stared as I walked by. 

She’d be out smoking on a raised concrete planter bed near the sidewalk. The smoke irritated my lungs, but I had to walk by her to get to my door.  See, my apartment was a second-storey walk-up above a bakery—the vegan bakery she worked in.  Once I’d opened the door at street level, there was a narrow staircase that went straight up to my place.

I liked living above a bakery. Who needs an alarm clock when you wake up to fresh bread every morning? Not that I bought much there. The prices were really inflated. I tried a pie once. It wasn’t bad, but you could really taste the animal fats missing from that crust.

Anyway, that’s beside the point. Or maybe it’s not. Maybe If I were the kind of girl who went for vegan pie, I’d also be the kind of person who went for... well... a vegan’s pie. If you get my drift.

One day she spoke to me.  

She said, “Hey.”

It made me jump because she’d never talked to me before. My brain didn’t process the “Hey” fast enough for my mouth to catch up. I couldn’t produce words. I just sort of turned and smiled. Actually, I hardly even a smiled. It was such a small smile she probably didn’t even notice it. 

She seemed kind of pissed, like she was expecting a return greeting and I hadn’t granted her one.

When I was inside I considered going back outside to explain that I’d smiled but maybe she hadn’t seen it. 

But that was stupid. I’d look like an idiot.

The next time I saw her she didn’t say anything. 

I took a turn. 

I said hi that time, and she didn’t respond. She just glanced over at me and blew smoke in my direction.

A few days after that she said, “You live right here, eh?”

I said, “Yeah.”

She said, “So why d’you never come in? Why d’you never buy anything?”

“At the bakery?” I asked, even though that was obviously what she meant.

She nodded.

I said, “Oh, I’m not vegan.”

“You don’t have to be vegan to eat our food.  Want to try something? On the house?”

At first I said no, but she wouldn’t accept no for an answer and, anyway, it was free. So I asked for a loaf of bread. I needed bread anyway. It would save me a trip.

She handed me her cigarette and this pang of fear filled my veins. I was so sure my mom would randomly walk by and be like, “Marissa! You’re smoking? I knew this would happen if you moved to the city!”

When the tattoo-piercings girl emerged from the bakery, I handed back her cigarette and she gave me a loaf of rustic brown bread in a paper bag the same colour as my arm. 

I asked what kind of bread it was and she said, “Spelt with pumpkin seeds. That okay?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Sounds great.”

Don’t ask me what spelt is, but I knew I liked pumpkin seeds. Didn’t sound too bad.

I ate it slathered with butter. Not as the vegan bakers intended.

The next day when I came home she wasn’t sitting outside my door, so I went into the shop to say thanks for the bread. She asked if she could get me anything else and I didn’t want to be rude so I bought a chocolate-coconut macaroon. That was really good, actually. Maybe chocolate-coconut macaroons were naturally vegan. I don’t know. I have no idea how they’re made.

After that I tried to avoid the tattoo-piercings girl as much as possible because I felt like I should be shopping at her store more often, but I really couldn’t afford it.

One day I came home to find a “For Lease” sign in the window and a “Closed” sign on the door. 

Then I felt really bad. 

If I’d patronized their establishment maybe they wouldn’t have gone under.  Although it wasn’t unusual, in my neighbourhood, for shops to pop up and close down again, all in a six-month span. Retail rents were higher than most small businesses could afford.  

I would never want to run my own business.

What surprised me was the sadness in my heart.  I would never see the tattoo-piercings girl again. I missed the smell of smoke outside my door when I came home from work. I missed the smell of vegan baked goods waking me up in the morning.

And then one day I arrived at my door to find a paper bag hanging around my door handle and a slim vegan scrawling something on the back of an envelope.

“Hi,” I said.

This time she’s the one who jumped.  “Oh. Hi. I was just leaving you a note.”

“What did it say?”

She nervously crumpled it up and shoved it in her bag.  “Nothing. Doesn’t matter. I brought you more macaroons.”

I looked to the bakery in confusion. “I thought... oh, I thought you closed down.”

“We did.  I made these at home.”

“Oh wow, that’s really nice of you. Thanks.”

She stood there kind of twitching like she really wanted a cigarette but wouldn’t let herself have one. For a second, my stomach dropped because what did she want?  Did she want to come in? Why was she here? And why bring me baked goods?

So I invited her in. I mean, what are you supposed to do?

I unlocked the front door and told her to go in first which was stupid because then when we’d got all the way up the narrow staircase I had to squish really close to her to unlock my apartment door.

She walked in slowly, looking all around like my place was some kind of mythical fairyland. 

“Sorry,” I said, picking up clothes off the floor. 

“For what?”

“For the mess. I wasn’t expecting company.”

“This is clean by my standards,” she said, but I kind of doubted that a baker kept a messy house.  “Mind if I use your bathroom?”

“Be my guest.”

She was already in there when I remembered about the dildo drying on the counter.

My heart felt like it was exploding over and over again, and then it stopped beating altogether.  Just stopped. My blood ran cold. I’d live the rest of my life as an ice sculpture stuck to my couch.

The toilet flushed and she came out of the bathroom holding my dildo like a pink fairy wand.  The weird thing was that she didn’t even acknowledge it was there in her hand. She just sort of waved it around as she told me what a rough time she’d been having since she and Markus split.

“Who’s Markus?” I asked.

When she said, “My boyfriend,” I nearly choked on my tongue.  Then she also said, “We owned the bakery together. Lived together. Did everything together. And then he tells me the spark is gone. Just like that. Spark’s gone. I didn’t see it coming.”

“I’m sorry... sorry... what’s your name?”

“Chantal,” she said, smacking my pink dildo against her palm. “What’s yours?”

“Marissa.”

She held up the dildo. “What’s his?”

Fire ate my face. “I... uhhh... it doesn’t have a name. I never even knew it was a he.”

“Doesn’t have to be,” she said, considering the fake dick.  “Could be anything, really.”

I didn’t want to talk about my dildo. I asked, “Is that why the bakery closed? Because you and your boyfriend split up?”

She shook her head. “I think the bakery could have survived the split, but Markus said the spark was gone from that too.”

“From baking?”

“From baking, from running a business. It’s hard work.”

“I bet.”

She stared at my dildo. I stared at the box of macaroons. 

“Should I make some tea?  Or... can I get you anything?”

“Nah.”  She shrugged, tapped the dildo absently against her cheek while she moved toward the front window. “Nice view. It’s like the view we had from downstairs, just... elevated.”

She was standing beside my bed. My apartment was a lot of space, just not a lot of walls. The whole front section was my bedroom and my living room. I had company so rarely it never really mattered.

I said to her, “I’m surprised you have a boyfriend.”

“Had.”

“Had a boyfriend.”

“Why?”

“You just look...”

“Like a lesbian?”

“Yeah.”

She shrugged.  “And you don’t. Can’t always judge a book by its cover.  Do you mind if I smoke?”

Yes I minded! I minded a lot. But I said, “Go right ahead.”

She handed me my dildo while she went into her bag, which she’d tossed on the couch.  She didn’t sit with me. She went over to my bed and sat there and smoked her cigarette. There was a candle nearby, and she took it off the dish and used the dish to catch her ashes.

“What do you like?” she asked.

“Like?”

“In bed.”

My breath caught in my lungs. “Oh. I guess... I don’t know.”

“Yes you do. Because me, I’m really specific with what I like and it’s something Markus never wanted to do. He didn’t let me do it to him, he didn’t want to do it to me.”

I nodded, because I’d been there. Sort of. More like the one thing I wanted most was the thing I could never ask anyone to try with me.  It was too weird.

As weird as Chantal.

“What’s your thing?” I asked.

And she told me. She just told me!  “I love rimming. I love getting rimmed. Markus always said he’d stick his dick in my ass, but no way he’d lick it. I let him do his thing because, damn, do I love ass-play... but it wasn’t what I wanted.”

I wanted to run to her and throw my arms around her and say, “Oh my God, you too?  I thought I was the only person on the planet with that kink!”

Instead, I said, “Why are you telling me this?”

She shrugged. I thought she’d take offense, but didn’t seem to. She just said, “You seemed like you’d understand.”

“I do,” I said, just trying to sound supportive.

“You like it too?”

“Never tried it,” I said, which was actually true.

“Want to give it a whirl?”

I nearly choked.

What are the chances some random chick would come to my house, bring me chocolate-coconut macaroons, and offer to lick me ass? That just doesn’t happen.

Still, I heard my voice saying, “I don’t know. We don’t really know each other. Wouldn’t it be weird?”

“Would it?” she asked, crushing her cigarette butt on the makeshift ashtray.  “Here, tell
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