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A couple years ago, my mother told me a juicy story about this woman she used to know.  This woman's name was Sharon and her husband was dying of cancer.  It's not a sad story, I swear!  Just think of it as gossip.

Sharon's husband had one of those insidious cancers where he knew he was definitely going to die.  Terminal.  That's the word for it.

This would probably be a better story if the guy made some kind of miraculous recovery, but that's not what happened.  Sorry.

After he died, his wife—Sharon—found out he'd been cheating on her.  Apparently he met some lady on a cancer support website, like in a forum or chatroom or something like that.  They both had the same terminal cancer.  That's what brought them together.  They understood what the other was going through, and they were there for each other in a way nobody else could be.

My mother told me all this.  I didn't get it straight from the horse's mouth (sorry, Sharon—I know you're not a horse), so I don't know exactly how she found out about her husband's affair.  Maybe my mother told me, but I just plain forget.  

It could be that Sharon found evidence of the affair when she looked through her husband's computer, or maybe she found physical things, like hotel receipts.

Oh, I just remembered: the other woman was married, too.  So they were cheating on their spouses with each other.

This whole thing started out as an emotional affair, but it turned into something physical.  Good thing they didn't live on opposite sides of the globe or they wouldn't have been able to meet up.  I'm pretty sure they lived in different towns, but not too far away from each other.  They could drive to a midpoint while their spouses were at work and have their affair then.

I don't know why I find Sharon's story so salacious.  Is that the right word?  Or is it moving?  Or is it both?  Is it a lot of things?  I think it would make a good book or a good movie.  There would be so many emotions involved, if someone took the time to tell it right.  

At first, Sharon would be sad because her husband had died.  I assume that's where the movie or the book would begin.  Then, in the movie or book, the other woman would come to the funeral.  As all the mourners are leaving the church and paying their respects to the widow, this stranger comes racing up to her, shouting, “He should have been mine!  He should have been mine!”  

Or something like that.  I don't know what she would yell.  This didn't happen in real life, but in a book or a movie, you'd want her to make a scene.  You'd want drama.

Maybe the other woman would tell Sharon, “Your husband meant everything to me!” or flat out, “We had an affair,” but maybe not.  Maybe the incident (a strange woman shouting at her after the funeral) would plant seeds of doubt in Sharon's mind.  Maybe that's why she would go searching through her husband's things, which is ultimately how she discovered the affair in real life.

So many emotions at play: love, sadness, anger...  I can't think of too many emotions, but there would be a lot of those nuanced ones.  At first, Sharon would be mad that her husband didn't come to her with his true feelings about his impending mortality, but he probably didn't do that because he didn't want to upset his loving wife.  This other lady was also dying, so they could face the reaper together.  

Maybe, in time, Sharon would realize her husband was only human.  The affair had helped him through hard times.  Maybe it was even good that he had a little joy in his life before he died.  She might begin to feel happy for him.  It is possible to love someone dearly and also feel glad that they've experienced joy with someone else.  In the poly world, we call this compersion.

The movie or book would end with a scene of Sharon at the other woman's funeral.  Maybe they would make amends somehow, or maybe this shot or chapter (depending on whether it's a movie or a book) would show the viewer or reader that Sharon had come to terms with what happened, and she had forgiven them both.  

Sharon might even shake the widower's hand on her way out the door and a spark passes between them and she gets this surprised smile.  And then you can't tell whether the look on her face is impish or hopeful.  

If Sharon hooks up with her husband's affair lady's widower, will they be getting back at their respective spouses for cheating?  Or will it just make them happy?  Not everything has to be about revenge, right?  Sometimes you can do something just because it'll give you a small moment of pleasure in life. 
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My brother reads newspapers.  I didn't think anyone still read newspapers, but he does.  He reads the free local paper that everyone in town gets.  I read the grocery ads.  I like to compare prices at stores that are too far away to shop at anyway.  It's a tease, but life is like that.

But Chris also reads real newspapers, not just free ones.  He reads them in print, not on his phone.  It's amazing—he's only seven years older than me, but you'd think he was an elderly man.  

Chris has always been that way: old at heart.  My mother thinks it's because she named Chris after my grandfather, Christopher.  If she'd named Chris after a song lyric, like she did with me (Walking in Memphis came out the year I was born and she played in on repeat all through her second trimester), maybe he'd be a looser person and not read newspapers.

I don't read the articles in Chris's newspapers, but I sometimes read the headlines.  If I'm really bored, I'll flip through an entire section and read all the headlines for all the stories.  

Last week I spotted one of those advice articles where people write in with their problems and ask a complete stranger what they should do.  I didn't read the letter and I didn't read the response.  I only read the header:

My Husband Has A Secret Other Family.

Whoa, honey, that is big news!  That should be on the front page!  Newspapers would probably sell more copies if they led with stuff like that. 

It made me think of this girl, Martina, that I worked with at that taco place.  One time she told me her father had a secret other family in Winnipeg.  I don't know why she brought it up.  She wasn't crying about it or anything.  It was really casual, the way she told me.  

By that time, Martina had known about her father's other family for a while.  They weren't a secret anymore.  She and her brothers were actually friends with their Manitoban half-sisters, which sounded really nice, to me.  

Oh, I remember why Martina brought it up: because one of her half-sisters was coming to visit.  They were so friendly that they would visit each other.  Well, that's a bit of an exaggeration.  Martina never went to visit them in Winnipeg because she had no interest in going to Winnipeg.  

Made sense to me, on a gut level, but a couple years later I hung out with this girl, Sophie, who'd lived in Winnipeg.  She said they got way more snow than we do here, plus there were so many mosquitos in the summer that people didn't leave their houses most days.  I don't know if any of that was true, but it made me think of Martina's father's secret other family. 

I wonder how Martina's dad ended up fathering children in Winnipeg.  It seems like something you might do in Montreal, or maybe New York, although New York is really expensive.  Maybe New Jersey.  Just seems strange, but I guess he met a woman in Winnipeg and they hit it off.

Did the Winnipeg woman know about Martina's family? 

Which came first?  Martina's family or the Winnipeg family?

Maybe the Winnipeg woman had no idea the man she'd fallen in love with had a family somewhere else.  I'd always assumed she knew he was cheating, but maybe she didn't.  I'd also assumed he was married to Martina's mother, but I don't know that to be true, either.  Maybe he didn't have to hide his wedding ring when he went to Winnipeg because he didn't have a wedding ring to hide. 

Does that make the situation any better?  I doubt Martina would think so.

It's possible that two women were wronged in all this.  Two women, plus all the children.

When I saw the Secret Other Family headline in the paper, I almost told Chris Martina's story.  He was sitting right there.  But then I stopped myself, because I thought it might remind him of Becca, and every time he thinks about Becca he starts crying and he can't stop.  He'll cry for hours, sometimes.  His face gets all red and that vein in his forehead throbs.  Strings of mucous hang out of his nose.  

So I try not to upset him.

That's why I didn't tell him this story about Martina's father's secret other family in Winnipeg.  That's why I didn't tell him about Sharon's husband having an affair with that cancer lady when it came to mind yesterday.  My brother's going through a rough patch right now and I'm supposed to be here helping him, not hurting him.

Sometimes it feels like hurting people is all I'm built to do.
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I dreamed about Karelle last night.  Weird.  I haven't dreamed about her in ages.  I haven't even thought about her in a while.  A long while.

In this dream, we were out on a date and then we went back to her place.  For some reason, we spent the night on the porch instead of going inside.  The next morning, I looked in the house and saw her wife milling around in there, oblivious to our presence.  I started to panic and Karelle told me to calm down.  I did.  All at once the panic went away and I was just like, “I can't do this anymore.”

Then, suddenly, I was on a bus heading out of town.  

If only our real break-up had been so easy.  She would tell you I ghosted her.  I guess I kind of did.  But before I ghosted her, we met up three times.  I tried to explain that I couldn't see myself dating a married lady anymore, not with my thirtieth birthday looming large. 

By the time you're thirty, you should have your shit together.  You shouldn't be hanging around with married people, snapping up whatever crumbs they'll give you.  That's what I'd decided.

Karelle kept telling me she was perplexed.  Throughout our relationship, I always said I was cool with the arrangement.  

And that was true.  

At the time. 

But people change and situations change and maybe it wasn't just turning thirty that caused this shift.  Maybe it was hearing what my brother was going through with Becca.  It isn't something we've ever talked about directly.  He tells my mom and my mom tells me, but either way, the thought of how much Becca's affair hurt him got me thinking differently about my own life and how I might be hurting other people. 

The thing with Karelle wasn't always an affair.  It wasn't always hidden.

At the start, her wife knew all about us.  We sat down together and spelled out parameters.  Nancy didn't have much of a sex drive anymore, whereas Karelle was experiencing a sexual renaissance.  Karelle wanted to try new things in bed, but she wanted Nancy to be on board.  

And Nancy was on board.  At first.

I don't know what changed, or even when it changed.  I should have clued in earlier than I did.  Like when Karelle told me not to call the house because they were having problems with their phone line.  That was obviously a lie.  Or when she gave me a new email address to use because her old one had been “hacked.”  

I should have caught on.  I should have realized what was happening.

But I didn't.

Not until Karelle mentioned that she and Nancy were going on holiday.  I asked if we could tack on a little getaway for me, because it sounded like fun.  Karelle kept coming up with reasons why it wouldn't work, until finally she blurted out that Nancy had told her to end things with me and she had told Nancy that she did.  

But she didn't.  

We were still seeing each other.  We just weren't supposed to be anymore.  It had gone from being a poly situation to being an affair.  We were having an affair.

We still kept getting together, though.  We still kept having sex.  I didn't feel bad about it at the time.  I guess I figured what Nancy didn't know couldn't hurt her.  If she thought things were over between us, then she believed that she'd won.  Let her believe that.  

It made me feel good that Karelle still wanted to see me.

And the sex was great.  

We were an unlikely couple, with her being older and all.  She was much more voluptuous, too.  After we broke up, I missed those big boobs and that belly.  I missed lying in bed with her, being the little spoon, feeling her warm body pressing up against my back.  

Her skin was so smooth.  

It felt good to cuddle after sex.  

She'd been wild, with me, and I missed that too.  

Karelle wanted to try everything.  I got the sense that she'd never really slept with anyone but Nancy, and that Nancy was boring in bed.  But maybe I told myself that to feel superior.  

It's hard to feel superior when the woman you're attached to goes home to someone else, when she's not even supposed to see you anymore.

After we broke up, I also missed the cash Karelle always had on hand.  It kept me going after my full-time gig fell through and I could only get part-time work.  Karelle never called me on it, but she must have known money was missing from her purse each time she left my place.  I got the sense she hit the ATM before coming to visit.  

She had so much more than I had: a house, a career, a wife, a dog.  They had it all.

I had next to nothing.  When we broke up, I had absolutely nothing.  

But at least ending it was my choice.  
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Chris got served divorce papers today.  

It wasn't how you see it on TV, where they track you down and trick you and it's all so very clever.  The process server called first and asked when would be a convenient time to do this.  Chris said whenever, he'd be in all day, and the process server showed up not long after.  He rang the doorbell, then handed Chris a big sealed envelope.  

I heard a bit of mumbling between them, but to me it was the same as if a delivery guy swung by to drop off a package, or a pizza.  It seemed pretty cordial.  But that's Chris.  It takes a lot to get him riled. 

After Chris got served, he looked over at me—I was standing in the hallway by that point, just in case he wanted to say something—but he only held my gaze for a second before heading to his bedroom.  

A lot of people would slam the door, but not Chris.  He closed it gently.  

All the same, I didn't try to go in.

If life were a TV show, I probably would have knocked on his door and asked if he wanted to talk.  He would have told me to go away, but I would have gone in regardless, since nobody respects anyone's privacy or decision-making skills on television.  

So I would have gone into his room and he'd have been sitting on the edge of his bed, holding his head in his hands.  I'd have slung one arm around him and asked, “What's eatin' you, bud?” and he'd have said, “I don't wanna talk about it.”  But I'd keep prodding, and eventually he'd tell me Becca wanted a divorce and he wondered if he ever made her happy to begin with and now what was going to happen?  Was he going to die alone?

I'd have told him, “Of course not, bro.  Not while I'm around.  I'm your sister and blood is thicker than water.”  I don't even know what that means.  If blood is family, what does water represent?

Anyway, I didn't knock on Chris's door and I didn't go inside and I didn't sit on his bed and I didn't tell him everything would be all right.  We're not like people on TV.  We have a different way of communicating.

There's a bakery here in town the makes the most amazing everything.  From the outside, you would never guess how good everything is.  It's expensive, so we don't go there often—I say that like I've been living with my brother for five years, not five weeks—but I wanted to give Chris something that would cheer him up.  If I spent some money, I could show him he was a worthwhile human being, even if Becca didn't want to be married to him anymore.

It had snowed a whole damn lot, so I went to the front hall to put on my big-ass boots.  When I looked out
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