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Brenda quickened her pace as she passed Silken’s desk, same way she’d done every day that week.

“Not so fast,” Silken said, glancing up from her computer.  “She got you again, didn’t she?”

Brenda’s knees buckled and she fell into Dee’s office chair.  “How could you tell?”

Silken smirked.  “Well, for one thing, you’re wearing the same outfit you had on yesterday...”

“True.”

“And the day before that...”

“Okay, I get it.”

“And the day before that...”

Brenda wheeled Dee’s chair across the divide and slapped Silken’s leg.  “Shut your mouth!  Someone’ll hear you.”

Rolling her eyes, Silken said, “Pfft!  Like they don’t know.”

“You think they know?”

Silken swept her corn silk hair behind her streamlined shoulders.  “Everybody knows.”

“Oh God,” Brenda groaned.

With a sigh, Silken said, “She’s taking advantage of you, Bren.”

Even if that was true, Brenda couldn’t bring herself to admit it.

“You can’t keep going home with her every night.  When was the last time you took a shower, even?”

Brenda surreptitiously sniffed her armpit.  “Jesus.  I didn’t realize.”

“You’re not eighteen anymore.  You can’t keep doing this.”

“I know,” Brenda said noncommittally.  “I just... I’m not like you, Silk.  I’m just a girl who can’t say no.”

“Morning, all!” a perky voice called from down the hall.

“Dee!  Oh.  Hi.  You’re here.”  Brenda popped out of her co-worker’s seat as Dee slipped between the two desks.  She lowered her voice, not that it would make much difference.  Silken was over there taking notes.  “I thought I might see you this morning.  You must have left before I woke up.”

“Nope!  Didn’t come home.”  Dee plopped her fancy coffee down on the desk, and her jingling keychain beside it.  Then off came the tote bag, the purse, the coat.  She had on the same revealing, low-cut dress she’d worn last night, when she left the house for her date.  “I’m starting to wonder why I dumped Gary in the first place.  Oh, the things that man can do with his hands!  I swear he wasn’t half as good in bed when we were married.”

“That’s... great,” Brenda said, swallowing her irritation.  Every time Dee talked about her ex like he was some kind of Greek God, she wanted to put her fist through a filing cabinet.  

Dee took a tube of pink lipstick out of her purse.  Out came the makeup mirror.  She was mid-way through refreshing her gloss when she suddenly said, “Oh!  You got the kids off to school, I hope.”

“Sure did,” Brenda said.  She tried not to sound too passive-aggressive when she added, “Nikki kept asking when her mother would be home.  I had trouble getting her down without you there to kiss her goodnight.”

Silken muttered, “I’d have thought she’d be used to it by now.”

“And Cecilia doesn’t like the sandwiches I made for her lunch.  She says yours are better.”

Dee laughed.  “Mine are from Sobeys Express.  Kids are such idiots.”

Silken sputtered and choked on her morning tea. 

Brenda swallowed hard, feeling embarrassed by extension.  Dee could be crass, even vulgar at times—she was Brenda’s polar opposite, as a matter of fact. Even their bodies were remarkably different.  Brenda was of average height, a little on the slim side maybe, with Asian hair that wouldn’t do anything but hang straight down her back.  

Dee, by contrast, was short and fat (she said so herself, so it wasn’t an insult) with large breasts always tumbling out of those tight, low-cut tops she wore.  Her hair was somewhere between orange and strawberry blonde.  Big curls.  Untamed, just like her.  No one could tame Dee.  Even marriage didn’t do the trick. 

If they were so drastically different, why did Brenda’s wholesome heart palpitate every time Dee crossed her path? 

“Well, I’d better get to my desk,” Brenda said.  “I’m already late, and you know what an ogre Mr. Cummins can be.”

“Oh wait,” Dee said.  “Before you go...”

This was it.  Finally Dee would thank Brenda from the bottom of her heart for the three evenings she’d spent babysitting Cecelia and Nikki, the three nights she’d spent sleeping fully-clothed in Dee’s basement, the three mornings she’d arrived at work in the same crumpled outfit...

“I hate to ask,” Dee said, “but could you look after the kids again tonight?”

Silken grabbed hold of Brenda’s wrist, as if to say Do it and I’ll murder your family!

“Gee, I don’t know,” Brenda told Dee.  “I’d really like to go home and shower.”

“You can!  Right after I get back from the parent-teacher conference at the girls’ school.”

Brenda breathed a sigh of relief, even laughed.

Silken groaned.

“A parent-teacher conference?  Well, sure I’ll babysit.  No problem.”

Silken released her grip.  “I give up.”

“You’ll be home by... what... seven... thirty...?”

Dee put down her makeup mirror and grinned in Brenda’s general direction.  “Eight at the latest.  Nine at the very latest.”

“Go to your desk,” Silken growled, giving Brenda a push.  “Mr. Cummins is going to eat you alive.”

There was only one person Brenda wanted eating her alive, and it certainly wasn’t balding, bad-breathed Mr. Cummins.

Brenda got down to the daily grind, but it didn’t take long before Silken appeared at her desk. 

Staring at her computer screen, Brenda said, “Don’t start.”

“I’m not starting,” Silken said.  “I don’t have to start.  You know.”

“I know I know, so don’t start.”

“I’m not.”  Silken adjusted the straps of her tank top, which kept falling down the sides of her arms.  She was the only woman Brenda knew who could get away with not wearing a bra at work—and not looking remotely sexual.  That was probably because her boobs were so small, almost non-existent, even less of a spectacle than Brenda’s barely-there breasts. 

“Did you say something?” Brenda asked when she realized she’d been staring at her co-worker’s chest instead of listening.

“I said I’ll come with you tonight.”

“Come with me where?”

“To Dee’s.  To babysit.  With you.  Okay?”

“O...kay.  But why?”

Silken threw her head back so Brenda got an unusual view of her pointed chin and ski-jump nose.  “Fine!  If you don’t want me there, I don’t have to come.”

“You have very narrow nostrils.  Has anyone ever told you that?”

Letting out a growl, Silken spun around and headed off.

Brenda jumped onto her chair and leaned across the divider separating her desk from the hallway.  “Come!” she shouted after her friend.  “I want you to come.  It’ll be fun.”

“Good,” Silken said without turning around.

From inside his office, Mr. Cummins said, “Get your feet off that chair!  I’m not paying you to stand on the furniture!”

* * * * *

Silken didn’t seem surprised in the least when Dee called after eight.  “I’m just going out for a bit with Gary.  Can you put the kids to bed for me?”

“I thought you had the girls’ parent-teacher thing tonight,” Brenda whispered into the phone.

“Yeah, with Gary,” Dee said defensively.  “He is their father, after all.  You think he isn’t involved with the kids’ schooling?”

“I’m sorry, Dee.”

“Gary’s no deadbeat dad, I’ll have you know!”

“I didn’t mean to imply...”

“We should be done by ten at the latest. Eleven at the very latest.”

Brenda sighed and hung up the phone.  She wasn’t that dense.  She knew Dee wouldn’t be coming home at all.

Smiling at the girls, Brenda said, “Who wants ice cream?”

The kids jumped up and down.  “I do!  I do!”

She let them watch cartoons in the family room as they ate.

Silken brought over two spoons and sat across from Brenda at the breakfast nook.  “I bet we can finish off what’s left.”

Brenda gazed down at the dark chocolate ice cream rippled with caramel.  “Why do I keep doing this to myself?”

“Chasing women who aren’t into you?”

Brenda couldn’t even look at Silken.  “Am I really that transparent?”

Silken laughed.  “You want the bullshit answer or the real answer?”

“I don’t know.  What’s the bullshit answer?”

“No clue.  I only know the real answer.”  Silken scooped out some ice cream and popped her spoon in her mouth.

“Okay, so what’s the real answer?”

“You’re afraid,” Silken said, going in for a second scoop.  “That’s the answer to pretty much everything.”

“Afraid of what?”

“Have some ice cream before I eat it all.”

“Afraid of what?”

True to her word, Silken went in for more.  She savoured the gorgeous chocolate before tapping her spoon against Brenda’s nose and saying, “You’re afraid of loving someone who might just love you back.”

“No I’m not.  That’s ridiculous.”  Brenda scooped up some ice cream, but it tasted like sadness.  “Why would I be afraid of someone loving me back?”

“Because then you actually have to do something about it.  You don’t have to do anything when love is unrequited, but if there’s sparks on either side...”  Silken raised her brow.  “If you want her and she wants you back, then what?”

“Yeah, true.”

“No, I mean it,” Silken said, going in for more ice cream.  “Pretend you want me and you say so, and I look deep in your eyes and I tell you I’ve wanted you from the moment you came to work on the 27th floor.  I’ve been pining for you and it drives me crazy that you only have eyes for Dee.  Then what?”

Brenda chuckled.  “I’d freak out and run a mile.”

Silken put down her spoon without looking away.

“Can you keep a secret?” Brenda asked.

Silken didn’t budge, not even when the strap of her tank top tumbled down her arm.

Brenda glanced into the next room to make sure the girls weren’t listening.  Then she leaned across the divide and said, “I’ve never... you know.”

Silken made no reply.

Leaning back so she could see her friend’s face, she asked, “Isn’t that... you know... unusual?”

“How old are you?” Silken asked.

“Twenty-six.  How old are you?”

“Older than that.”

The creases under Silken’s eyes told Brenda not to push.

“And you’ve never... never what exactly?”

Brenda’s shoulders collapsed like a marionette whose strings had been cut.  “You know what I mean.  Don’t make me say it.”

“Have you kissed a girl?”

That was the most embarrassing question anyone could possibly ask.  Brenda pressed her palms into her eye sockets and groaned.  

“Should I take that as a no?”

Brenda nodded without removing her hands from her eyes.

“Well then you deserve the rest of this ice cream.”

“Thanks.”  She went at it. 

“No wonder you’re so scared.  If you’ve never even kissed a girl you must be freaking out that you won’t know how.”

“I won’t know how!”

“Yes you will,” Silken said, taking on a maternal tone.  “It’s not that hard.”

Brenda inhaled the rest of the ice cream and then put the box in the bin.  “Gosh, would you look at the time.  You can take off if you want.”

“Or you could.  You’re the one who hasn’t changed clothes in four days.”

Brenda sniffed herself again.  “Oh, for goodness’ sake.”

“Go home.  I can watch the kids.”

Spinning to face her friend, Brenda said, “Dee won’t be coming home.  She says she’ll come home, but she’ll end up at her ex-husband’s bachelor pad and then oops another
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