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A Sweet Lesbian Romance Story

By Giselle Renarde

They keep saying food prices are on the rise, but I never thought I’d feel the pinch so soon.  Times like these, I miss my old job, my old life.  A dog groomer’s wage doesn’t cover much more than the rent.  

I miss the little luxuries, like blueberries and Häagen-Dazs.  After buying groceries for the week, the change in my pocket isn’t even enough to grab a coffee.  Two quarters, one dime, three pennies.  I feel them freezing my thigh through the cotton membrane of my jeans pocket.  There was a time, not long ago, when I could afford cappuccinos with whipped cream and caramel drizzle.  

But not anymore.

My face is a block of ice, even after I duck inside my threadbare scarf.  Icicles form around my nose hairs where my breath freezes before it can escape. Pretty bloody sexy.  

I need new mittens, too—I knitted these ones myself, and they’ve got big gaps where I slipped stitches.  In all these years, I’ve never figured out how to fix my mistakes.  Fixing mistakes requires more humility than I will ever, ever possess.  

But life goes on.

God, what I wouldn’t give to hold something hot in my hands right now.  The wind is howling, ghostly, cutting through my hat and burning my ears.  There are three coffee shops between here and home, and I won’t be stopping at any of them.  I cut down a residential street to avoid the temptation.  The radio’s been saying gas prices are going up, too, every day in fact, but I don’t need to know that.  I don’t own a car.  

Adjusting my canvas shopping bags on my shoulders, I watch my winter boots step across thick sheets of ice on the sidewalk.  Careful, careful.  Don’t want to fall.  Yesterday it was like spring.  It rained for hours and the fashionistas wore their eighty-dollar galoshes to avoid these puddles that, overnight, turned to fields of ice.  Flash freeze.  Everything that was gushing and warm yesterday is frozen solid today.  She’s unpredictable, that trickster Nature.  Can’t count on anything when she’s in town.  

I look up as I cross the street, and my heart freezes, too.  The one part of me that isn’t affected by the weather does tend to clamp down in the face of subtler things.  And Zarina is nothing if not subtle.

Fuck!  I’m standing in the middle of the goddamn road, thanking my lucky stars there’s no traffic, and watching Zarina slide across the sidewalk like she’s got skate blades underneath her retro high-tops.  In the eighties, she even wasn’t born yet.  That thought weirds me out, but she acts so much older than her twenty-two years.  Sometimes.  And other times she behaves just like a child.  

I can’t let her see me.  

Rushing across the street, I do my damnedest to cut over to the next block.  My feet are not cooperating, and I feel like a cartoon character, sliding and jumping, limbs flailing in every direction, oranges flying out of my bag and rolling down the sidewalk.  

Sooner or later it was bound to happen, and apparently today’s the day.  

My boots slide out from under me and I go down hard.  My ass smacks the ice and my head gets cold cement.  All I can do is lie here staring up at the bare branches, black against a grey-blue sky.  Maybe it’ll snow later.

“Oh my god!”

I hear her voice, but I don’t think she knows it’s me. Not just yet.

“Oh my god, are you okay?”

I feel her footfalls as she runs up from behind me, tumbling to her knees at my side.  She looks like a Persian princess.  She’s got the widest dairy-cow eyes I’ve ever seen, which only grow wider with recognition.

“Lauren,” she says, gasping.  “Oh my god, Lauren, are you okay?”

Her long black hair cascades over one shoulder.  It’s one of the coldest days of the year and she isn’t wearing a hat.  That almost makes me angry because I care for her so damn much.  And that definitely makes me angry, because after what she did to me I don’t want to care for her at all.  

I moan, trying to ease myself up off the concrete, but my head feels just as heavy.  I try to convey that yes, I’m fine, but all that comes out is, “Ahhhh.”

“Can you move?” she asks.  There’s panic in her eyes.  “Should I call an ambulance?”

“No,” I grunt, forcing myself up.  Once I’m sitting, I feel too dizzy to function.  I let my head fall into her lap, which is the only place it ever really wanted to be, anyway.

“Lauren!” she shouts.  “Oh my god, I’m calling 9-1-1.”

Summoning every ounce of strength my barely-conscious mind can generate, I sit up again and say, “No, I’m okay.”  

The cold wind slaps me in the face and I feel...not better, but at least a little less sleepy.  I want to throw up, but I don’t let myself.  Not in front of her.

Slipping my arms out of my grocery bags, I force my legs to carry my weight, and they do, like a newborn giraffe.  Zarina stands too, and I let my body sink into hers, chest to chest, our skin separated only by her pea coat, my bomber jacket, and a whole lot of sweaters.  

Still, it’s the closest we’ve ever been.  

I hook my chin around her shoulder and suddenly there are tears streaming down my face, freezing against my cheeks.  Their warmth fresh from my eyes hurts more than their frigidity once they ice over, and I don’t know why I’m crying but I can’t seem to stop.

She says, “I think you have concussion.”

I think, ‘How would you know?  What are you, a doctor now?’ 

And then I feel guilty for being mean to her, even just in my head.

“I think so too,” I reply, wishing my arms would wrap around her body like hers are wrapped around mine.  My muscles won’t follow instructions.  I’ve never felt so helpless in all my life.

Zarina picks up my grocery bags and flings them both over the same shoulder.  Of course I think to offer my help, but I know I just can’t manage it.  I’m not even sure I can walk.  

“You still live on Isabella?” she asks.

She remembers where I live?  “Yeah, the building on the corner.”

But of course she remembers.  We walked home together enough times after work.  

Work...ah, the halcyon office job days.  

Our little firm handled immigration, primarily, but also family law and real estate to bring in cash.  Zarina started there with a co-op placement in high school and they hired her as administrative assistant right after she graduated.  Those were good years.  I loved working there, until it all fell apart.  

And it all fell apart because of Zarina.

I’m not exactly sure how we get from the street where her father lives back to my building, but she’s asking for my keys, so it must have happened somehow.  I don’t feel cold anymore.  Now I’m warm...too warm...and I’m afraid of what will happen when she leaves.  She’s still lugging my groceries on one shoulder and lugging me on the other, my forehead resting against her woolly white scarf.  She smells like springtime, and I wonder if that’s just my hope for a thaw as I follow her into the elevator.

“What floor are you on?” she asks.  She’s never actually been inside my apartment.

“Sweet sixteen,” I mumble.  It’s funnier in my head.  

I don’t tell her that I had to move to a different suite after I left my office job.  I couldn’t afford a one-bedroom anymore, not in this part of town, and not washing dogs for a living.  The new one is a bachelor, but the southern view is spectacular.  You can see all the way to the lake.

She drags me from the lift.  I don’t know how I’m still standing.  “Which one’s yours?”

I lead her to the threshold, hoping she’ll come through with me.  She opens my door and I laugh my ass off when all I smell is wet dog.  Laundry’s been piling up over the past week and I just couldn’t be bothered. 

“Nobody’s seen this apartment but you,” I tell her as I fall to my knees in the entryway.  

It feels so good to be home that I put my head down on the cream-coloured carpet and close my eyes.  I’m floating now, with a light, fluffy cloud under my face, and I sigh with relief.

I hear Zarina whisper “Fuck” as she falls to her knees beside me.  I can’t figure out why she’s so upset when I’m soaring so high.  She unzips my coat and unwraps my scarf.  My boots come off, and my hat, my homemade mittens...she takes off everything but my leggings and my undershirt.  I smell worse than a wet dog, but I get the sense she doesn’t care.  She’s muttering, and I hear what she’s saying but nothing registers except her concern.

She drags me by my armpits across the carpet, and when we get to my bed I say, “I can do it,” and crawl under the covers.  

Nothing in the world has ever felt this good.  I close my eyes and smile, and I’m so damn happy I don’t even care that every time I start to drift off Zarina shouts, “Lauren!” and flicks me on the forehead.  

It feels like a game, and I laugh.

My head is heavy like a brick and it drags me down into the past, back to the old days.  I wasn’t in the closet, but I wasn’t out at work.  I’d always compartmentalized my life anyway, so I didn’t feel like who I favoured romantically had any bearing on my job performance.  

There was a real estate agent, Phil, who brought in a lot of clients—a big part of my job as a paralegal was coordinating closings—and Phil was the kind of gay guy you could spot a mile away.  His outness really put me at ease, because I’d never been good with guys.  I know it sounds like a lesbian stereotype, but most men just rub me the wrong way.  Even my boss, Fazil, bugged me when I first started working for him.  

Then, over time, I observed how he interacted with Phil.  

Nobody else seemed to notice, but I did, and I got more comfortable around him.  We became friends, even.  He was married, and he assured me he wasn’t interested in me “that way,” so I told him I was queer and I didn’t like him “that way” either.  We became close friends.  Intimate friends.  And he admitted to me that he was having an affair with Phil.  He’d enjoyed trysts with men before, but now he was falling in love.  

Nobody else knew.  It was our little secret.

I’m not one to judge because, shit, I’ve been there and then some.  When I was young and naïve, I fell in love with a married woman, so I knew where Fazil was coming from.  For a while, I even thought she’d leave her husband for me.  When I realized that was never going to happen, I was shattered.  I put my heart in the deep
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