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––––––––

“I don’t know how you talked me into this,” Mila groaned. Grocery bags dug into her hands as she heaved them along. “And, hey, how come I’m lugging all the heavy stuff, and all you have to carry is a light little box?”

“I love you,” Laura said, “but you’re a notorious klutzface. No way I’m letting you carry a birthday cake.”

Mila’s cheeks blazed. Laura never used to say “I love you,” but lately she’d been saying it all the time. It was kind of embarrassing, especially when they were at school, with other people around. Luckily, she and Laura were the only two people walking down Mila’s aunt’s street at the moment.

“There, that’s Aunt Qeisha’s house.” Mila pointed to number seventy-two.

“Oh, it’s a bungalow?” Laura tilted her head and looked at the house as if it were some kind of weird sculpture. “It’s smaller than I thought. Didn’t you say your aunt was rich?”

“This is a super-expensive neighborhood, you know. Even the smaller places on this street are probably more expensive than your house.”

Laura rolled her eyes. “Doubt it.”

Mila’s teeth clenched, but she just set down the grocery bags and dug out her key. She wanted so badly for Laura to be impressed by something pertaining to her family. It’s not like the ratty two-bedroom apartment Mila lived in with her father was going to win any awards. 

“Just wait until you see inside.” Mila stuck the key in the lock. “Aunt Qeisha’s an amazing decorator. Oh, and she’s very particular—that’s what my mom used to call her—so don’t move anything.”

“I know, I know!” Laura laughed. “You’ve only told me, like, a million times!”

Out of the corner of her eye, Mila spotted a big white SUV rolling down the street. Her breath hitched, and she shoved the door open. “Get inside. Fast!”

“Okay, I’m going. Sheesh!”

When the SUV rolled into the driveway next door, Laura was safe inside the house. Mila scooped up the bags of groceries. Aunt Qeisha had told her to go next door if she had any problems with the house, but she still felt like the neighbors would report back and get her in trouble if they witnessed any questionable activity. 

The car door slammed shut, and Mr. Singh greeted her with a smile. Just as she’d crossed the threshold, thinking she was home free, she heard him holler, “Mila! Come quick!”

Dropping the groceries, she stuck her head out the door. He sounded panic-stricken, and she wondered if he’d hurt himself or something. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

“Your aunt’s cat—he darted right past you.” Mr. Singh pointed as Apricot leaped like an acrobat onto the roof of his car. “He’s not allowed outside, is he?”

“Crap,” Mila muttered, racing down the drive and scooping up the cat. “Every time I open the door he makes a run for it.”

“You should pay closer attention,” Mr. Singh said, in a gently scolding voice.

“Yeah, thanks.”  She tried not to be rude, even though she wished he would mind his own business. Her aunt had definitely asked the neighbors to keep an eye out while she was house sitting.

“What was that about?” Laura asked from the kitchen.

Mila’s heart slipped. All week she’d looked forward to giving Laura the grand tour. Closing the door with her butt, she set Apricot down. “I guess you showed yourself around, huh?”

“Just the kitchen,” Laura said, as she peeked in every cupboard. “You were right—this place is swanky! Look how the light shimmers off the granite countertops. And is this a gas stove? I’ve never used one before.”

“Uh-oh,” Mila teased. “If you can burn mac and cheese on an electric stove, God only knows what you’ll do with gas. Probably burn the house down!”

“Very funny.”

“It’s true—you did burn the mac and cheese. Do you know how long it took me to scrub that pot? We don’t all have dishwashers, you know.”

Laura wrapped her arms around Mila’s waist. As they stood like that, all tangled up together in the middle of the kitchen, Mila closed her eyes and smiled. Laura smelled so yummy—or maybe it was the cake. Something smelled like vanilla, and it was making Mila’s stomach growl.

“Want to show me around?” Laura asked.

“Sure,” Mila said, but she didn’t move.

Neither did Laura. “Happy birthday.”

“Thanks. I’ve been looking forward to this.”

“To my cooking?” Laura laughed.

Mila smiled hazily. “Well, to being together—being domestic together. Cooking, cleaning, all that stuff.”

“But we cook all the time at your place, and we help with the dishes at mine.”

“I know, but this is special.” Mila unlocked her body from Laura’s. “I can’t explain it. Never mind. Let me give you the grand tour.”

Laura seemed impressed by the house. Mila was glad. She’d worried maybe Laura wouldn’t get the African influence in the patterns and sculptures, but Laura had only nice things to say.

“So, this is where we’re eating dinner?” Laura asked, pulling out one of the dining room chairs.

Mila laughed. “I don’t think we’ve ever not eaten in front of the TV.”

“A few times, we have. At my house.”

That was true. Laura still had family meals at her house, if everyone was home. Mila almost never ate dinner with her dad. He worked nights, so he wasn’t usually home for meals. She missed him a lot, sometimes. She missed her mom more, but there was nothing she could do about that.

“This is a great table,” Laura said, running her hand across the surface.

The wood was just about the same color as Mila’s skin, and when Laura touched it, she sort of felt like it was her being touched. Weird.

“You have to take really good care of it,” Mila said, as Laura wandered toward the kitchen. “We’ll use placemats, for sure. If we leave any rings or chips or burn marks on this table, my aunt will kill me.”

Laura laughed. “You’re paranoid.”

“You don’t know my aunt.”

“Okay, okay.” Laura started unloading groceries onto the counter. “I’m gonna get started on dinner.”

“I can help!” 

“No, you don’t have to. It’s your birthday.”

Mila hopped into the kitchen and yanked open the refrigerator door. “I don’t mind. I want to help. Hey, you know what I was thinking? Once I had twice-baked potatoes, and they were the best things ever. They were baked potatoes, then you hollow out the potato part, mix it with a bunch of stuff, and cram it back in the skins.”

“I don’t know how to make that,” Laura said flatly.

“It won’t be hard.” Mila pulled a tub of mayonnaise from the fridge. “Aunt Qeisha’s got all the ingredients. There’s no real cheese, but I guess we could add this crumbly parmesan stuff.”

The parmesan must have piqued Laura’s interest, because when Mila grabbed it out of the fridge, she took it in hand. The plastic tub was see-through, and Laura gazed judgingly at the cheese. “Why are there clumps in it?”

“They’ll come apart if you—”

It happened like a slow-motion scene from a horror movie: as Laura started shaking the tub, the plastic lid popped off and flew into the fridge, followed by a snowfall of parmesan. Laura must not have noticed, not right away, because she kept on shaking the tub. Crumbly bits of cheese exploded all over, coating the condiments in the fridge door. 

Parmesan everywhere! In the fridge, on the floor, and all over their socks...

Laura gaped when she saw what she’d done. Mila’s brain burned. Laura had no idea—no idea!—how irritated Aunt Qeisha would be if she came home to find her fridge full of parmesan. And her floor! There were bits of cheese between all the tiles. That would be hell to clean up. Mila wanted to scream.

But she didn’t scream. She could tell that Laura felt awful for making a mess. What good would it do to bite her head off?  Mila didn’t want a little parmesan to ruin her birthday.

“Sorry,” Laura said. “Really. I mean it. I’ll clean everything up.”

“No, you don’t have to.”  Mila didn’t feel much like smiling, but she smiled anyway. “You’ve got a birthday dinner to cook, remember?  Chop chop!”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, yeah.” Mila grabbed a dishcloth and ran it under the tap. “I’ll clean the fridge. It’s fine.”

Laura laughed. “Looks like your aunt’s cat will do the floor.”

Mila looked down to find sweet little Apricot licking parmesan off the tile. “I don’t think she’s supposed to eat cheese.”

“Why not?” Laura teased. “Is she lactose intolerant?”

“Aunt Qeisha’s just really particular about things. Apricot’s food is like forty dollars a bag from the vet. It’s holistic or something.”

“What’s that mean?”

Mila shrugged. “Beats me.”

“A little cheese won’t kill her.”  

Laura started washing potatoes while Mila swept cheese out of the fridge and onto the floor. It was so crumbly that she had a hard time massing it up with her dishcloth. She tried really hard not to be mad at Laura for making this mess—after all, Laura had offered to clean it up—but she could feel her stomach clenching in annoyance.

“Oh wow, this gas stove is really cool!”

Mila turned around. “Yeah, I know. Makes me want to roast marshmallows.”

Laura turned on one of the burners, and a flame popped up, making her jump. “Ooh, that’s kind of exciting.”

“I guess so.” Mila tried not to laugh at her girlfriend, but Laura sure was cute. “The pots and pans are in that cupboard there.”

“Yeah, I saw, but I should probably get the meat started. It’ll take the longest to cook. Is there a roasting pan?”

“Umm...”  Mila didn’t want to admit that she didn’t know what a roasting pan was. “I think... maybe?”

Laura opened the oven. “Here it is. Perfect!”

“Turn off the burner first!” Mila shrieked, reaching for the knob as Laura set the pan on the stovetop. “Sheesh, you’re gonna burn the place down!”

“Oops.”

Mila turned back to her mess, tripping over Apricot, who was still eating cheese off the floor. Oh well. One less thing to worry about.

It took forever to clean the fridge. Mila had to bring out all the condiments and wipe them down, then clean out the basket that held them. It was like trying to scoop up little bits of styrofoam. Laura seemed to have a much easier task, placing the marinated pork they’d bought in the oven and setting water to boil for potatoes and veggies. 

When Mila tossed the last of the spilled cheese into the sink, Laura looked up from the potato she was chopping. “I know we got off to kind of a rocky start, but I’m sure dinner’s going to be g—ahhh!”

“Oh my God!” Mila screamed when blood dripped on the cutting board. “What did you do?”

“My thumb! I cut it.” Laura dropped the knife and grabbed her thumb. “It hurts!  It hurts!”

“Oh my God! Oh my God!”  Mila didn’t know what to do. “Don’t panic!”

“I’m not panicking. You’re panicking.”

“You are too panicking.”

“No I’m not,” Laura howled. “I’m just screaming because it huuuuuuurts!”

“Here.” Mila turned on the tap. “Run it under some water.”

“That’s for burns, not
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