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Preface
Yes, this is a quarantine book. It's a kissing book set in a pandemic. A rom-com, to be exact.


I started to write a short story as a way to process my feelings about the pandemic, and before long, my short story was turning into a novel.


I hope that the hero and heroine,  Mike and Freddie, make you laugh during this time of stress. 


Love,




Rachel
XOXO
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Chapter 1
“Freddie, why were these girls squeaking at you in Target?”
Mike grabbed his burger and took a large bite, seemingly oblivious to the fact that he was losing so many of his toppings. Maybe they weren’t just falling randomly, thought Freddie as she watched a strand of caramelized onion hit Mike’s tray. Were the onions fleeing because of the overcrowded conditions underneath the bun? You’d expect the jalapenos would have been the ones to make a run for it. They were round and could roll away.
“I have no clue what you’re talking about.” Freddie took one of her fries and swirled it in ketchup, then let it fall onto the paper placemat. She wasn’t supposed to even touch potatoes, or her next gig would be at Macy’s on Thanksgiving.  That would be an even worse end to her career than anything. Almost.
“I beg to differ.” Mike set his burger down on the wax paper and leaned forward. “You insisted that we had to go to Target because some influencer had a CC cream that you had to get before we headed back to Montreal. Then, a couple of mallrats squeaked at you. Loudly. You made a beeline for the cash and you never even looked for the CC cream. But you made such a stink about CC cream that now I know what it is. To be honest, I didn’t need to know about it.”
“Fine.” 
If anyone needed the help of a manly moisturizer, Mike Moskowitz was the guy. Freddie was willing to bet that he’d never exfoliated in his life. She’d almost feel sorry for him, if he wasn’t such a douchenozzle. The sooner the so-called "date" was over, the better. Freddie could be home, or what passed for Casa Zanger these days, in under two hours. She could chill on the couch with Bubbie Rose, see if there was any Manischewitz left over from Passover and maybe convince her grandmother to tell her a few stories about the personal lives of the other people in the assisted living facility. Bubbie loved spilling the tea.
The one thing she didn’t want to do was ever see Mike Moskowitz again. What kind of a catch was he anyway? A schoolteacher, and the grandson of Bubbie Rose’s BFF at the King Solomon Residence. Not exactly her usual type, by which Freddie meant athletes, upper tier celebs and maybe the occasional musician.
His grandmother, Nana Frances, was a sweetheart of a lady, and she never had a problem if Freddie wasn’t using her indoor voice because she usually left her hearing aids in her room. And it was very endearing that she insisted on having Freddie call her “Nana”. But there were limits to how far Freddie was prepared to go to please Nana Frances, and she had reached them.
Go on a date, they said. It would be fun, they said.  That wasn’t even a current meme, but it still applied. Freddie and Mike had agreed to get together for a one-shot people-pleasing afternoon. Not an evening, because those were for real dates. Definitely not a Saturday night, because Freddie hadn’t fallen that far.
When Mike mentioned he had to pick up a package at Champlain, Freddie had seized on the chance to do some cross-border shopping. A drive, a few stops, maybe a snack. Done and dusted. And Mike would get his precious package, the one he kept yammering about.
There was nothing especially interesting about Mike’s package. Not that package, although Freddie hadn’t really bothered to check it out. No, the items picked up at the border crossing were just a bunch of books. History books, to be precise. Mike didn’t even teach history, and Freddie couldn’t understand why he needed to read about the past when he could be living in the present and looking forward to the future. That was the only way to live.
And now, she was stuck at a Five Guys in Plattsburgh, where the people had no shopping options other than Walmart, there was no food scene to speak of, and she’d been outed – again - for being the weasel that came between Kristie Caplansky and her boyfriend, Marc-Andre Hurtubise.
That’s what the Caplansky stans were calling her. A weasel. All she had done was given Marc-Andre one tiny little kiss, but it was caught on camera and it went viral, as disasters tend to do. That was enough for Freddie to lose her best friend, lose her job as her best friend’s assistant and lose her immigration status, which was tied to her job. She had no choice but to either a) find some loser American and marry him ASAP or b) high tail it back to Montreal to set up housekeeping with Bubbie Rose in an assisted living facility.
The first one was obviously not an option. All Freddie could find on the dating site were a bunch of guys named Earl who liked to show off their dad-bods standing in rowboats holding fish they’d presumably caught. Dead-Fish Earl was not an option. Freddie didn’t know how to swim and she was afraid of worms. To be fair, she’d only seen one guy’s profile but when she’d seen one, she’d seen ‘em all.
Thank goodness for Plan B. Bubbie Rose had the splashiest apartment in the King Solomon, paid for Freddie’s meals in the fancier of the two dining rooms, and didn’t insist that she participate in all the fun activities because they weren’t so much fun for people of her age. Bingo was painful, but the weekly shopping trip wasn’t so bad, if you didn’t mind going to Dollarama. But how many tchotchkes did a person need once you were over 80? It was just that much more stuff for the kids to clean out when the inevitable happened. There had been a scandal on the fifth floor when Mr. Feldman’s grandkids discovered his collection of porn DVDs. Since Mr. Feldman didn’t even have a DVD player, Freddie wondered about their usefulness. Oh well. Not her problem.
Mike was obviously a member of the Clean Plate Club. He’d polished off his burger, his fries and was about to head to the fancy soda machine for another refill of who-knew-what. Freddie was past caring. All she wanted to do was to get back, end this “date” on a friendly note so as not to alienate anyone, and to go online to check in with the people who mattered – her remaining fans and a few select influencers.
They gassed up, got extra-large coffees, and headed for the border. There was not much of a line at Lacolle, which was surprising. But it wasn’t until they got to the booth that they realized why.
“You do understand that you have to quarantine for two weeks when you get back to Montreal, correct?” The border guard was giving that fake-solicitous head-lowered look. Never a good thing.
“Two weeks? Really? When did this come in?” Mike reached over and took their passports back from the border guard’s gloved hands. The guard squirted her hands with sanitizer and rubbed them together. Clearly the government was trying to save a few dollars.
“You didn’t hear the news? Were you in Plattsburgh or in outer space?” Even with her surgical mask, the guard’s raised eyebrows communicated surprise. “The borders are closing. There’s a lockdown. Here’s a depliant with the protocol to follow. We have your license number, so we’ll be tracking you. Have a nice day.”
That was the signal for Mike to pull away. “Can you read me the instructions, Freddie?”
“Sure. No leaving the house for any reason for two weeks. No stops on the way home. There’s the phone number for the hotline, and the website. And there’s a list of symptoms. Can you pull in here?” She waved towards a gas station. “I have to pee.”
“I think that qualifies as a stop,” said Mike, trying to decide whether he’d rather deal with kvetching because Freddie’s bladder was full or paying the fine if they were busted. “It won’t be long before I drop you off.” He was thinking that it wouldn’t be a moment too soon. Why did Nana think he’d ever be interested in someone so vapid and self-engrossed? How many times had she commandeered the rear-view mirror while he was driving so she could check on her makeup? 
Finally, finally, they crossed the Jacques Cartier Bridge into Montreal. Cote St. Luc was, what? Fifteen minutes away? Then he could get back to his beloved Mile End condo and enjoy two weeks of silence. It sounded like heaven.
What the hell? There was a security guard stationed outside the King Solomon Residence. The guard wasn’t holding a squirt bottle of hand sani, so he wasn’t the welcoming committee. This was not a good sign.
“Oh, no. I hope there haven’t been any anti-Semitic incidents,” said Freddie. She’d listened to enough Holocaust stories from Bubbie Rose to realize that an increased police presence could be triggering for survivors.
She leapt out of the car without even a perfunctory thank you to Mike, ran over to the guard and held her hands out so she could be squirted with disinfectant and get upstairs ASAP.
“No entry,” said the guard without even as much as a ‘sorry’. “The government put the order in place for all residences. They’re a vulnerable population.”
“What about the homeless? Are they also vulnerable? Because I was staying there with my bubbie, and now I’m homeless.”
The guard’s expression was a mask of sternness. Or was it the actual medical-grade mask that he was wearing? Either way, it was no good.
“Fine. I’ll go to a hotel.” Freddie stomped back to the car. Thank goodness Mike hadn’t driven off. Was he being a gentleman, or was it because she’d left her purse and her bag of Oreos in the car? Either way, desperate times needed desperate measures.
With a sigh, Freddie edged into the car.
“What’s wrong? You look like things are getting worse.”
“Maybe because they are,” she snapped. “They won’t let me in. Now I have nowhere to go.” Freddie reached for her phone. “I have to check into a hotel because they won’t let people in from the outside.”
Mike cut the motor. No point in wasting gas, even if he’d filled up on the other side of the border, where the prices were much lower. “How’s it going,” he asked after several minutes of watching his date alternate between texting and cursing. She may not have been the most well-read person he’d ever met, but Freddie had a veritable lexicon of curse words at her disposal.
“Nobody will take me because they don’t want people quarantining,” she said after a few long minutes. “Let’s drive, and maybe I can find something.”
Mike headed for St.-Jacques, which as every Montrealer knew, had several no-tell motels. Surely one of them would have a vacancy, but by the time they’d reached the Vendome Metro station, it was clear that there was only one course of action.
“I think the hotels are off the list. Wanna try Chez Manon?”
“What’s that? Is that a bed-and-breakfast?”
“In a way. Yeah.”
Freddie was looking it up on her phone. The shit would hit the fan in 5… 4… 3… 2...
“It’s a shelter, Mike! You’re trying to send me to a shelter to shelter for two weeks? Are you out of your mind? No, wait, that question doesn’t even need an answer. You are a hateful, hateful person and I hate you. Because you’re hateful.”
“Well, there’s only one other option,” said Mike. “You can come home with me.”
Suddenly, Chez Manon wasn’t sounding that bad.
“Are you kidding me? I don’t want to spend five minutes with you, let alone two weeks. Maybe there’s a more upscale shelter we can call.” Freddie was sure the words “upscale” and ‘shelter’ had never been used in the same sentence before. Maybe this was her way of being an influencer.
“I just had a brilliant idea,” she said, rapidly scrolling through her contact list. “I have a friend who lives in Montreal. I’m sure he has room for me. I’m going to put this on speaker, so you can hear how happy some people are to spend time with me.”
Mike wasn’t what he would call a religious person, but he was praying that the friend, whoever he was, would be able to come to Freddie’s rescue. This would require a commemorative gesture of some kind. Maybe planting a tree in the guy’s honour would be cool. No, even better - after he was out of self-isolation, Mike would bake the friend a loaf of his famous artisanal bread, along with a batch of Guinness beef stew. Peeling the pearl onions, as annoying a task as it was, would be a pleasure if only to thank his benefactor.
Freddie was triumphant as she hit the touchscreen on her phone. The phone rang once, then went straight to voicemail. She tried it again. Same result.
“I think you’ve been blocked,” said Mike. He took the phone and looked at it. “The Big Hurt? You know Marc-Andre Hurtubise? Last thing I heard, he’d been caught on camera playing tonsil hockey with some skank – “
“Skank? Is that what you think of me? Well, you can drop me off right here and drive away in your ancient, smelly Toyota and go to – actually, you can go to hell. I’m not a skank, and we were both drunk, and everybody should stop squeaking at me because I’m not a weasel. You got that?”
“Uhmm, yeah.” Mike pulled over to the curb. “The Metro’s shut down, but you may be able to grab a night bus. Here’s the app. You can check.”
“What? You’re gonna abandon me?” Freddie choked back a sob, then checked the mirror to make sure her contouring was intact.
“For the nine-hundredth time, Please. Don’t. Touch. The. Mirror,” said Mike. “In case you’ve forgotten, I offered for you to stay with me. I’m not doing it for you. I’m doing it for my grandmother. She’d be appalled if I left you like the Orphan of the Storm. That’s one of her favourite expressions from back in the day. It was their version of a meme. The offer stands, despite my better judgement. I’m not gonna abandon you in your time of need.”
By now, Freddie’s sobs had turned into full-throttle wailing. “I love Nana Frances,” she said between gulps. “She’s the best. I won’t be any trouble. I promise.”
“We’ll see,” said Mike darkly. “Don’t touch the mirror. And don’t touch your face, for crying out loud. Didn’t you read the pamphlet?” 
What had he gotten himself into? This was going to be the longest two weeks of his life.




Chapter 2
Mike’s condo was tucked away on a side street near the corner of Avenue du Parc and Beaubien. He had visited every unit on the market with his increasingly impatient real estate agent, from the converted factories on Jean-Talon to the sleek apartments on Bates Road, until he finally settled on his place. The location was perfect. He could walk to Cheskie’s Bakery when he craved babka or go to Jean-Talon Market and get artisanal sausages for dinner. He preferred to walk when running errands unless he had to go to Costco. Driving was an activity in and of itself, not part of his everyday lifestyle. He even used public transit to commute to work, so he could enjoy some reading time before facing the kids. Assuming school hadn’t been cancelled because of COVID-19.
Here’s how Mike imagined the next day playing out: Freddie would sleep in really late, allowing Mike time to prepare his lessons for the day and have a Zoom class with his students. Then, she’d take a quick shower and retreat back to the alcove to hibernate, emerging only to use the bathroom and help clean up the apartment.
Freddie’s vision of the Perfect Day was a little different. She’d thank Mike again for giving her the master bedroom, then she’d pour herself a glass of wine and enjoy the soaker tub in the ensuite, cranking up the music as loud as she needed to in order to create the perfect environment. There would be little if any interaction together, which would be the best-case scenario. If not, Freddie would just have to go full-throttle diva.
That wasn’t a problem. In fact, it was her default mode. She’d terrorized the cafeteria lady at the King Solomon until she got a salad every day, dressing on the side. That was off-menu and they had to get organic mixed greens just for her. That was then, and actually, that was also now, because everything had changed and she had to retrain her staff.
“So, here’s where you’ll be sleeping.” Freddie had hardly noticed that Mike was speaking in her attempts to scope out the ensuite.  He was motioning towards the couch. What the hell? How was it considered appropriate for a guest to be given the couch? Was she some sort of indigent who had to settle for crumbs?
“I thought I’d have a closed bedroom,” she said as mildly as possible.
“Well, there’s only one closed bedroom. Maybe you’d rather have the alcove.” Mike started walking towards the other end of the apartment. Against her better judgement, Freddie looked at her unwilling host. Damn, he looked good in those jeans. She would have to pretend she never saw that if she was going to make the arrangement work.  Freddie followed Mike as he led her to an alcove which held a desk, an office chair, piles of books and camping equipment. There wasn’t a bed, as far as she could tell.
“We can move the stuff down to the storage locker and I think I have an air mattress somewhere,” said Mike without a trace of contrition over his messy living arrangements. “I wasn’t expecting company.”
“Obviously not,” sniffed Freddie. “We can pick up a few things tomorrow to make the place homey. After all, I’ll be here for two weeks. A few plants would be nice. I like bonsais. My friends in L.A. have bonsai redwoods. They fit in a coffee cup.”
“Why the hell would anyone want to shrink a redwood down to that size? I thought the whole point was their grandeur. And in case you’ve had a lapse of memory, we’re not going anywhere for the next two weeks. So if we don’t have it, we’ll be ordering in. A lot. It’s okay, though. I have a Prime account.”
“Well, then, I guess we have all we need to survive,” said Freddie, smiling in spite of herself. “How about I take the couch tonight and tomorrow we can set up the guest suite. Does that work for you?”
“Sure. Do you need something to sleep in?”
Freddie nodded.
Mike went into the bedroom and she could hear him rummaging. “The washer and dryer are in the closet over there, the laundry pods are on the shelf, you can grab a toothbrush and towels from the closet in the bathroom and the kitchen’s over there. Help yourself to anything you want.”
Okay. That was the worst welcome tour ever. Although under the circumstances, Freddie could hardly expect turndown service and a handmade truffle on her pillow.
“Not exactly designer wear, but here’s a bizarrely-long t-shirt you can use as a nightgown.” Mike lobbed it at Freddie, who caught it without fumbling. She unrolled the garment to see that it had a logo on it of a punk band. Not just any punk band, though.
“Screeching Weasel? Seriously? Are you trying to be funny?”
“No, I’m not trying. I kind of think I nailed it. You have the ability to laugh at yourself, right?”
“Generally. Not right now, though. God’ll get you for this,” said Freddie, then blushed. She was quoting an old-school TV show.
“Sounds familiar. Nana and I binged through the first two seasons the other week. You must’ve watched it with your bubbie.”
“Guilty as charged. That, and Y&R. She’ll never miss an episode. Oh, cripes. I wonder if they told her that I couldn’t come home. She’s got to be worried!”
Freddie grabbed her phone and started texting. “I reached Nellie, the attendant. She’ll let Bubbie know and maybe we can Facetime tonight if it’s not too late for her. If not, I’ll catch her before breakfast.”
“You’re a very devoted granddaughter,” said Mike.
“She really only has me,” said Freddie. My folks are on a cruise. This was one of their bucket list items.  I came back to Montreal so I could take care of my bubbie. We were always super-close. I was named after her mother. My great-grandmother,” she added, in case the relationship wasn’t clear.
“I was named after an uncle who met an untimely end,” said Mike. “They think it might have been a gambling debt gone wrong. There was a family scandal, because you’re not supposed to name after someone who died too young or under sketchy circumstances. But my parents liked the name, and here we are.”
“Yes. Here we are.” Freddie scanned the apartment.
“What are you looking for?”
“The guest bathroom.”
“Well, you’ll have to keep on looking,” Mike said. “There’s only one bathroom, and it has two doors, one from the hall and one from the bedroom. We have to work out a system so we don’t barge in on each other. After my coffee, I like to spend a little time catching up on my reading, if you know what I mean.” He smiled. Actually, it was more of a wicked grin.
“How lovely. I’m honoured that you shared that with me. How about this for a system? You knock and ask if anyone’s in there. If you can see the other person, you have don’t have to knock.”
“It’s a little complex, Freddie, but I may be able to handle it.”
Oh, shit. He was laughing at her. This would not end well. If the virus didn’t get him, Freddie would take care of the details herself. She hadn’t spent that much time in the company of the Caplansky family without learning a few tricks of the trade.
“All righty then. It’s been quite a day. I’m gonna take a bath and pack it in.”
“No, you’re not,” said Mike, looking semi-apologetic. “I opted for a large stall shower instead of a tub. The real estate agent told me that in this small of a place, it wouldn’t affect the resale value because I’d be selling to the singles market.”
“Oh. Are you planning to sell?” Freddie had plans to eventually get her real estate license. Maybe this could be her first listing!
“When I have a family,” shrugged Mike. “We’d need more space. I couldn’t see raising a child here. They seem to need a lot of equipment, from what my friends say.”
“They do,” agreed Freddie. Soleil and Luna, the first of the Caplansky grandchildren, had closets that were bigger than Mike’s apartment. Regular people probably had less stuff. Certainly they had fewer shoes.
“Okay. I’ll jump into the shower. You have the basics, right?”
“Soap, shampoo, towels, yeah.”
“Conditioner, anti-frizz serum, makeup remover, CC cream?”
“No, no, no and you were supposed to buy that but you fled the scene.”
“I’ll make do,” she sighed. “Organic coconut oil?”
“No. WD-40?”
“What would I do with that?”
“I have no clue. I know what I’m gonna do, though. I’m gonna take a shower first, so I can clear the way for you, and then I’m gonna pack it in.”
Mike headed for the bathroom, striding purposefully. Freddie was sure he was going to break into a chorus of “Oh What A Beautiful Morning,” just to be annoying. He didn’t, but at the last possible second, she sprinted to the washroom, wedged herself in the door and said as sweetly as possible,” Sorry, when you gotta go, you gotta go.”




Chapter 3
“How did you sleep?”


“Well, aside from the fact that the couch is short and so’s the blanket, I slept fine. I can’t afford to be too picky.”
“There’s always Chez Manon,” offered Mike.
“I don’t think so.” Freddie’s level of snark hadn’t changed but her appearance was completely different without her makeup. Her skin was pink, not shades of brown, her eyes sparkled without the so-called enhancements of shadow and eyeliner, and her lips looked healthy now that they’d shed the bandage-coloured lipstick. It had taken half a box of facial tissues to remove all the warpaint. Mike had seen the wastebasket in the bathroom. And the bottle of small-batch olive oil that he had brought back from Greece was now repurposed as makeup remover. Most notably, her hair fell into soft ringlets around her shining face. Yesterday, it had been stick-straight and unmoving.
“I ordered a few things on line,” she began. “Just the basics.  By tomorrow, I’ll be back in business. I washed my clothes from yesterday, in hot water in case we picked up any germs. And I made us a pot of coffee.”
“Thank you,” said Mike, reaching for his Habs mug. “This smells good.” He took a long draft of the coffee and tried not to spit it out. “Which coffee did you use?”
“The one in the canister,” Freddie said.
The one that contained the used coffee grounds that he was saving for his balcony garden. “Maybe next time you can use the stuff in the freezer,” he said. “There’s a better selection there. Don’t tell me you like this.”
“I only drink green tea,” confessed Freddie. “You don’t have any, so I just made myself some hot water and lemon. It’s supposed to be cleansing.”
“How about some breakfast? I can make French toast or bacon and eggs.”
“My window is closed,” said Freddie. Surely Mike was doing intermittent fasting. Everyone was. “I’ll stick with hot water for now. Yummy!” She gave a half-hearted smile, then reached for her phone for the ninety-sixth time.
“Expecting a call?”
“The nurse from the CLSC was coming to see Bubbie. I wanted to make sure she had her heart meds renewed.”
“She probably saw Nana, too. I’ll give her a call.”
“Oh, now’s not a good time,” said Freddie, checking the time on her phone. “They’ll be at the salon getting their hair done before the weekend.  Monique is only there three half-days a week, and they have a standing appointment. I could use her around now. My hair’s a total mess.”
“No, actually, it looks nice, Soft. You look better without all that warpaint. Why do you hide behind it, anyway?”
“I’ll have you know that this is the style,” said Freddie with as much haughtiness as she could muster. Hot water and lemon wasn’t what she needed. Not when she could have had a latte with real dairy instead of the alternative milks that were so popular but not as tasty. A few croissants, too. Quarantining worked up one hell of an appetite. She grabbed her phone. “I’m ordering breakfast. To hell with my window. These are extenuating circumstances.”
Within half an hour, two lattes and half-a-dozen assorted Viennoiseries were on the doorstep. Freddie licked the latte foam off the plastic lid before tackling the arduouis task of pastry selection.
Mike watched as Freddie’s tongue darted into the crevices of the recyclable plastic. Without her false face and fake hair, she wasn’t half-bad looking. No, scratch that. She was pretty. And she was staying with him for two whole weeks. Who knew what could happen in that time?
Freddie licked her fingers to get rid of any croissant crumbs, then gave a contented sigh.
“That was soooo good,” she said. “When I was in LA, I couldn’t really eat. It didn’t look good on camera, and on the show, I was constantly trying to squeeze myself into a smaller size. Kendra thought I had a gluten sensitivity because my stomach puffed out every time I ate.”
“Is Kendra an internal medicine specialist?”
“Huh?”
“If not, then she’s probably seeing your stomach expand because it’s full. It’s supposed to do that,” Mike added. “But if she’s not a physician and just a media personality…”
“She’s my friend,” said Freddie defensively. “Or she was, till the party.”
“So why’d you do it?”
“Do what? Give up gluten?”
“No. Why did you kiss The Big Hurt?”
“Because he was there,” said Freddie with exasperation. “I mean, he’s hot, he’s rich, he’s successful. Who wouldn’t want to kiss him?”
“I wouldn’t,” said Mike. “Kissing men isn’t my thing. But that’s not why. It’s because he was involved with my friend, and I’d never throw a friend under the bus like that. It’s not how I am.”
Freddie lifted her empty coffee cup and shook it, trying to get one more sip out of the foam that was clinging to the sides. “It’s not how I am, either. Not really. I don’t know what happened. Maybe someone slipped me a roofie,” she said, her tone brightening. If she’d been drugged, then it wasn’t her fault and she could hold her head high again.
No such luck. She hadn’t been roofied. She’d have to take responsibility for her actions. Ouch. It would take a lot of reflection, never her strong suit. Fortunately, she had fourteen days to work through this and then she could return to the warm familial embrace of the Caplansky family.
Oh, who was she kidding? None of the Caplanskys would be anxious to see her again. They’d just be anxious. Betrayal was not something they took lightly. Time and again, they’d broken ranks with friends and other hangers-on because of betrayals, real or imagined. Like the time Kaycie’s hairdresser had fried her extensions when she insisted on going blonde for the third time against his advice. Or the awful time they were served a non-diet soda at Sonic. In most peoples’ lives, these were not hanging offences. The Caplanskys were not Most People.
Freddie started to cry – not the single, perfect tear of an actress, but gulping, snorting sobs. The gentlemanly thing for Mike to do would have been to give her a hug. Instead, he shoved a roll of paper towels at her and said, “I’m going into the other room. I have a thing in five minutes.”
Mike rearranged the papers on his computer desk as he logged into Zoom. Should he have been a little nicer to Freddie? Nah. She was doing her best to be the center of attention, which was something she’d picked up from that TV family. As much as he tried to avoid them, they were everywhere. Either they were feuding with pop singers or shilling bizarre beauty products and sketchy diet supplements. Case in point: Freddie. She looked so much better without all that spackle on her face. The day before, she didn’t really look human. But if he tried to pass on this constructive feedback, he’d get slammed for it. So he took the most politic route and kept his mouth shut.
One by one, the screen started to fill up with his students. Many of them had opted to change the background on their screens. Two students were at the beach, a few were on the Starship Enterprise, one was in the Bat Cave and one was being chased by a dinosaur. Mike, being a minimalist, was just using the back wall. He had a calendar which he hadn’t bothered changing the month on, a couple of vacation pics, and his bookshelf, filled with history books.
“Hey guys. Ready to rock and roll?”
A chorus of affirmative responses came through. The volume was cranked up and Freddie could hear every word.
“Okay. We were about to start a unit on dystopian novels, but we’re living in one now, so who wants to write song lyrics instead?”
Oh, shit. Schoolteacher Mike was about to teach. Freddie had no choice but to remain quiet, even though she would have much rather cranked up the news in hope of learning that the curve had mysteriously flattened and she’d be able to go back to normal. She halfheartedly scrolled through the various food delivery services and found that her favourite salad place was delivering to their door! This might not be as bad as she thought.
After about forty minutes, Mike logged off.
“That went well,” he said, as he grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge. “I lost a couple of them en route, but that’s to be expected. The Wi-Fi isn’t that strong in the hospital, and of course Amelie had to go for her treatment.”
“What kind of treatment?” Freddie’s attention was on high alert. If there was a spa that was open –
“Physio. I teach high school to kids who are hospitalized.”
“I did not know that,” mused Freddie. “It must be hard.”
“Yeah. Combining more than one grade level is not as easy as you’d think. But they’re more interested in school than they might be under normal circumstances, so there’s that.”
“Cool. Why don’t we turn on the TV? I could use something uplifting.”
“Ha!” Mike tossed the empty bottle into the recycling bin and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. Then, he washed his hands for the required twenty seconds, singing Happy Birthday to You. Twice.
“You’re gonna sing that every single time, aren’t you? Why not mix it up a little bit?”
Freddie stepped up to the kitchen sink, squirted soap on her fingers and started singing the first song she could think of that wasn’t Happy Birthday.
She turned the tap off after twenty seconds and grinned. “I won this round,” she said triumphantly.
“Ice Ice Baby? Are you kidding me?”
“Ice Ice Baby always wins,” she said. “It’s the law.” Flicking her wet hands at Mike, she dried them on her expensive compression pants and grabbed her phone. “Let’s check in with the Golden Girls,” she said cheerily. “I wonder how they’re doing today.” She dialed, and to her delight, Bubbie Rose came on screen, resplendent in pink polyester.
“Hi Bubbie!” Freddie waved.
“Hi, mamaleh! Where are you?”
“Don’t worry. I’m fine, Bubbie. More importantly, how are you? Did they tell you why I didn’t come home last night?”
“Yes, sweetie. The security guard came to tell me in person. Scared the living daylights out of me, coming to my room at that hour. I thought it was an emergency. I had visions of you having to go to a homeless shelter.”
Freddie remembered Chez Manon. She only hoped they had enough beds for the people who really needed them, and that she’d never count herself in that population. She’d have to make a donation to them. Maybe she could give them some of her clothes when she cleaned out her closet. That would be the best idea – who wouldn’t want to brighten up their days by wearing a designer garment?
“Freddie? Are you there?”
“Sorry, Bubbie. My mind was wandering in six different directions. You were saying…”
“Breakfast was terrible. They can’t scramble eggs to save their lives. There’s always a puddle of water on the plate. And you? How was your breakfast?”
“Mine was good,” said Freddie, feeling a twinge of guilt over her almond croissant. “I can have them deliver something to you, if you like. What about that salad you like so much? Lunch is soon, right?”
“That salad sounds good, but I could never eat the whole thing by myself. What about Chinese food? That place on Cote St. Luc Road has really good lemon chicken.”
“Consider it done,” said Freddie. “But that should be for dinner. Fried rice or steamed rice? Regular or special eggrolls?” She grabbed a pen and jotted down the order. “And no soup, right? Because of the MSG.”
“You take very good care of me,” sighed Rose. “Someone’s knocking on the door. It must be Fran. We’re going downstairs for karaoke.”
Nana Fran appeared on screen, smiling at Freddie. “I almost didn’t recognize you, Freddie. You look different without the warpaint. Like an Ivory Soap girl.”
“That’s a compliment,” prompted Mike, photobombing the call. “Hi, Nana. What song are you doing today?”
“I’m not sure I’m doing anything,” said Fran.
“Yeah, right. You say that all the time and then you get up on stage and you transform into Tina Turner or Cher. I still remember when you and Zayde performed I Got You Babe at Shelley’s wedding.”
“That must have been something,” said Freddie, imagining the diminutive figure of Nana Fran staring into her late husband’s face, creating a moment of intimacy at her granddaughter’s wedding.
“It was. I have the video,” said Fran. “Mike converted it so I can watch it on my iPad.”
“Aww. He’ll have to show it to me soon,” smiled Freddie. “We’re staying together,” she added. “We’re on lockdown for two weeks. Hopefully, they’ll lift the restrictions soon.”
“How was Plattsburgh?”
“It was Plattsburgh,” shrugged Mike. “I picked up my books at Champlain, we made a run through Tar-Jay and we had a burger at Five Guys. It was good, but I prefer the fries at La Belle Province.”
“Nothing can beat local French fries,” said Fran. “Remember the drives we used to take on Sundays? We’d all load into your parents’ van and we’d go to the chip wagon in Hawkesbury.”
“Yeah. How could I forget?” Crossing into another province just to enjoy French fries sounded good, even though it wasn’t even eleven o’clock.  “What time is karaoke, Nan?”
“We have eight minutes. We should go, though. I want to get a Diet Coke. It’s not too early, is it?”
“Depends what you put into it,” laughed Mike. “You’re not gonna spike it, are you? Go and show ‘em what you’re made of. Love ya!”




Chapter 4
“At least our grandmothers are doing okay,” said Freddie. “I worry about them. It can’t be easy, going through something like this at their ages.”
“They were teenagers during the Second World War, so maybe this is familiar territory for them,” said Mike. “They’re pretty well confined to the King Solomon, so they won’t miss getting out and going places, and the staff does take good care of them, so that’s something. You hear such horror stories about old age homes, but I think they’re in a decent place. My other grandmother lives with my dad. They’re in Thornhill,” he added.
“I didn’t know that,” said Freddie. “Why are you here and not in Toronto?”
“I went to McGill and I never wanted to leave,” said Mike with a shrug.  He took off his glasses to wipe them with the corner of his green plaid shirt, and Freddie couldn’t help but notice how his eyes looked.
“I went to UCLA,” said Freddie. “I wanted to get into Communication Studies, but more than anything, I wanted to live in Los Angeles. So when I got into Gerontology, I grabbed the opportunity. I didn’t finish my degree, but I will. Some day.”
“And then?”
“I don’t know. Maybe I can get a job at the King Solomon. I love working with the elderly. The stories they have to tell! When I was in CEGEP, we recorded a group of Holocaust survivors talking about when they were liberated. It’s amazing to relive this through them. It makes you believe in the strength of people. Do you know what I mean?”
“I do.” Obviously, the lack of makeup was having an effect on Freddie’s level of tolerability. It was hard to reconcile the woman who was so moved by stories of survival with the overly made-up woman who was panicked by the thought of gluten.
“Why don’t we get Chinese food for ourselves tonight,” proposed Mike. “Rose and Nana will be enjoying it. Why shouldn’t we?”
“Good idea,” said Freddie. “Where do you want to order from?”
“I know this place in Chinatown that delivers. You can order for The Grannies and I’ll order for us. Any food allergies that I should know about?”
“None whatsoever,” said Freddie. “But maybe we should look at the menu together just in case we overlook something.”
“Good idea. I wouldn’t want us to have a FOMO dinner.”
Freddie couldn’t tell if Mike was being sarcastic or not, so she assumed he was. It was probably the best default position, given the circumstances.
The rest of the day slipped by, as days in quarantine tend to do. Freddie found a yoga class online, and even though she didn’t have the proper gear, she enjoyed a few minutes of relaxation. Then, after the class, she went online to order some athleisurewear.
“I guess I’ll have everything shipped here,” she said pointedly. Mike adjusted his glasses and looked up from his book, one of the ones he’d picked up the day before.
“I guess so. The entry code is 217,” he added.  “And if you’re short on the minimum for free shipping, I have a couple of things you can throw in.”
Freddie wasn’t worried about the free shipping. Not when she saw how much the order of “basics” was adding up to. Out of courtesy as well as a touch of curiosity, she asked, “Sure. What do you need?”
Mike handed her a hand-written list. Freddie read it with interest.
“Vitamin D, Post-It notes, and what are those? Books? But you just bought books.”
“And these are different books,” said Mike. “What did you order?” He peered at the screen. “The clothes are at least recognizable, but what are all the rest of the things? Primer, contour, a set of brushes, special effects? Do you paint?”
“It’s makeup, and there’s an art to it, so, yeah.” Freddie preened. As soon as the delivery got there, she’d be able to get back to feeling like herself again. Without makeup, she felt – what was the right word? Undressed? Naked? Vulnerable? How about d) All of the above.
“Just a few basics,” she added virtuously. In tough times, there was no excuse for flagrant extravagance. On the other hand, in tough times, it was important to keep your standards up. She’d learned that from the Holocaust survivors, especially the woman who’d lamented how she couldn’t get any beauty products after Auschwitz had been liberated, and the luxury of using scented soap in a hot bath would have been just the thing.
“Well, you do you,” said Mike, as off-handedly as he could. Since seeing Freddie stretching and posing during her yoga class, he’d realized that maybe being quarantined with her wouldn’t be the worst thing. If he could get past the fact that she was vapid and shallow, they’d get along reasonably well. Then, they could get closer, until…
“Lunch!” announced Freddie. “I’m ordering salads. Unless you want the beet burger.”
“The burger sounds good,” said Mike. "You remembered that I like burgers.” Another point scored. 
“Well, my short-term memory is slightly better than Bubbie’s,” said Freddie.  “I have just enough time to call my folks. I hope they can get the connection. They’re in the Caribbean.” She stared at the phone, then shook her head. “Not now,” she said with annoyance. “I’ve never seen such a bad setup in my life. You’d think it was ten years ago. Do you know what they have to pay for Wi-Fi? It’s insane!”
“My parents aren’t the cruise type. They’re total homebodies. Mom has Dad working on a few renovation projects that he’s been putting off. I think he’s gonna attempt to put in a new vanity in the bathroom in the basement. Personally, I think they’ve been watching too much HGTV. Dad thinks he can do anything.”
“Exciting,” said Freddie, not knowing what else to comment.
“For them it is. They’ve been in the same house ever since I can remember. With the prices of Toronto real estate, Jason – that’s my brother – keeps telling them to sell and downsize into a condo. But they’re stubborn.”
“And you take after them, don’t you?” Freddie forced a smile.
“Yeah.” Unlike his quarantine date’s, Mike’s smile was genuine. “I almost bought a place near the Parc Metro station. It was an apartment building that was converted into condos. But there was a cockroach situation, so that was a no-go. Too bad. I would have enjoyed fixing it up. I like doing things with my hands.”
Freddie stared at her impeccably manicured fingers. The last manual thing she’d done with significance was to run her fingers across the perfectly shaven cheek of The Big Hurt. No, that wasn’t right. She’d curled Bubbie Rose’s hair and given her a manicure, using the same nail polish that the Royal Family favoured. “Now, you look like a queen,” she’d said.
When would she see her grandmother again? Video-chatting was a poor substitute for the real thing. Freddie felt like a little girl when she was with her grandmother. The potted African violet plants, the china cups and saucers on display, the box of social tea biscuits on the counter – all of these were touchstones for a life well-lived.
Rose had been a pioneer, a proto feminist. Although her peers were stay-at-home moms, she had worked in a hospital as an x-ray technician, She kept up with advances in medicine, and often commented that nowadays, she’d be called an imaging technologist and would be able to do MRIs, CT scans and ultrasounds as well as radiography. Rose had met her husband at the hospital when he’d come into the ER with a bloody, broken nose. She was the x-ray technician on duty at the time, and the rest was history.
Harry Zanger was a salesman in the schmatta business. That was a bit of a cliché. The interesting part about him was that he was also an amateur boxer, hence the smashed schnozz. There had been a thriving boxing scene in Montreal, and the Jewish Community Centre was one of the epicentres.  Zadye Harry had taught Freddie to box when she was a toddler, and she channeled him every time she went to certain fitness classes.
Lunch arrived, and not a minute too soon.  Freddie had forgotten to add green tea to her Amazon order, so she’d be going without for a few days at least. Unbowed by this setback, she microwaved herself a cup of hot water and opened the paper bags.
“Okay, this is yours,” she said, pushing the burger over to Mike. He set his book aside and opened the recyclable container. “What exactly is this?”
“You said you wanted the beet burger,” said Freddie as she delicately dipped her fork into the container of miso salad dressing.
“Ah. I must have misheard. I thought you said beef burger.” Mike took a bite, then his expression went flat. “This is a burger,” he said. “Made out of beets. It’s borscht in burger form. I will not be ordering this again,” he added. He was hungry enough to make a sizeable dent in it, after picking the alfalfa sprouts off and not-so-discreetly depositing them on his napkin. “How’s your salad?”
“It’s good. You want some?”
“Nah. I’m fine.”
This was not good, thought Freddie, despite Mike’s assurances. Who didn’t like beet burgers? Seriously… Suddenly, she had an idea. “Let’s not save the good stuff for a special occasion,” she said with an evil grin. She got up from her chair and returned several seconds later with the bag of Oreos. “It’s party time,” she said with as much enthusiasm as she could muster. “Which one do you want to try first? Carrot Cake or Peanut Butter?”
“Surprise me,” said Mike, holding out one hand and covering his eyes with the other. He took a bite of the cookie, still covering his eyes.
“These aren’t half-bad,” he said, his voice muffled as he chewed. “Your turn. Eeny, meeny, miney, mo, here’s a surprise Oreo!”
“Ohh, that’s soo good,” said Freddie as she nibbled the cookie. It was bordering on the restaurant scene from “When Harry Met Sally,” but the cookie was just that good. “I have to go on social media and post about this,” she said, grabbing her phone.
“You’re gonna post about a cookie?”
“And I’m gonna tag the company so they’ll know that I posted. That’s how this works.” It took her seconds to take a picture of the half-eaten cookie and tap out a brief text. Then, she stared at the phone, waiting for reactions. “If they send me that freakin’ weasel GIF, I’m gonna go ballistic.”
After a few minutes, and a few more cookies, Freddie reached for her phone. “I think I’ve been cancelled. No, I haven’t. There’s an AITA about my situation on Twitter. It’s fictionalized, slightly. But anyone can tell it’s me. Look. The YTA score was 98.6.”
“That’s normal. If you’re a temperature.” Mike didn’t know what else he could say. Freddie was The Asshole for having kissed her supposed BFF’s BF. Aww, jeez. Now he was starting to sound like one of his students, the kind that watched Catching Up with the Caplanskys and hung on to every word that they said as if they were important people. Rich, definitely. Important, not so much. Unless your idea of importance hinged on celebrity. His didn’t. The only thing the Caplanskys had that he didn’t have was a terminal case of affluenza.
Mike had watched a couple of episodes of the show, so he could keep up with his students. It was a good segue to studying poetry, because Marge Piercy’s “A Work of Artifice” was on the reading list. And it was even relevant to the episodes they’d watched, because the Caplanskys had purchased bonsai California redwoods that lived in coffee mugs, and the poem discussed the plight of a bonsai, diminished by the need to conform to a standard of beauty and behaviour.  He had to curtail the discussion after two sessions, because a new student was hospitalized for an eating disorder, and her treating team thought it would have been harmful to her at this stage of her trajectory. But he would always associate the Caplanskys with this poem. Did they have the insight to even get the reference? Doubtful.
Mike took another Oreo, this time opting for Peanut Butter. He unscrewed it, then stuck it back together and devoured it in one bite.




Chapter 5
After an afternoon of relative domestic felicity, it was time to order dinner. Freddie ordered the plates for the two grandmothers, then Face Timed with them to tell them the good news. Mike cheerfully photobombed, and they had a nice chat about karaoke, and how Marv Silverman did a great version of “Are You Lonesome Tonight.” This led to The Grannies recounting how scandalous Elvis was when he’d first hit the scene, and how his nickname was Elvis the Pelvis with his Pizza-Platter Hips.
Neither Mike nor Freddie had been alive at the same time as Elvis, assuming you believed the date of his death was accurate. But they listened with their full attention, because neither of them wanted to believe that this was not just another day.
Then, Mike’s parents called, and he pretended to be extremely impressed with the new vanity. It hadn’t been installed, but his father and brother had assembled it. It took four hours. Oh yeah, Jason and Emily had split up a couple of weeks ago and Jason had moved back in with them.
“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” asked Mike. “Way to bury the lede, Dad.” His brother Jason had been with Emily for years, to the point that they were nicknamed Jamily – two people mashed up into one happy couple. They’d talked about buying a house together, even getting married one day if they decided to have kids. Now, Jamily was dead and Jason was single, living in his old bedroom, the one with the Blue Jays posters. And as if it was too trivial to mention, he’d lost his job because of COVID-19. Good thing he was eligible for the government program, eh? Thanks, Justin.
Freddie hung back. Ordinarily she would have come on screen and said hello, introducing herself as being the granddaughter of Fran’s best friend. But there was something heavy going on, and the last thing she needed was to get caught in the middle of even more family drama. Her time with the Caplanskys had taught at least that much.
The only thing Freddie could do was to make a pot of tea, so she did, using the Red Rose orange pekoe tea that every Canadian had on hand. While she was prowling through the pantry in search of honey, she listened in on as much of the conversation as she could, out of sheer politeness.
Mike would probably be all, like, “Can you believe it?” and she would be Doing the Right Thing by not making him have to repeat the whole messy saga. Her parents had always said she was a considerate person. Freddie preened at the thought of making her parents happy. She lived for these moments and took great pains to make sure they came along as often as possible. Freddie searched her memory bank, looking for the perfect example. None came to mind. It must have been the stress.
Reflexively, she called Bubbie Rose, the only person in the world who didn’t hate her for kissing The Big Hurt. The call went to voice mail, which probably meant that karaoke was still on. It tended to drag on past the appointed time, because once Tessa the rec-tech got everyone started on the Beatles, there was no turning back.
When she brought her guitar, things were even worse, timewise. Around the holidays, they’d done version of Feliz Navidad that ended up almost half an hour long, because nobody knew how to end the song. It was the largest conglomeration of Jewish people singing Christmas carols ever and might have even qualified as a world record. Freddie could imagine them stuck in an endless loop of Twist and Shout, like Charlie not being able to get off the MTA. That was one of the songs her grandfather used to sing to her. When she’d gone to Boston, she’d made a point of riding on the MTA, so she could take a video and send it to Bubbie Rose, who had a hard time figuring out how to view it. Nonetheless, she was incredibly grateful. The video had been shot on the anniversary of Grandpa Harry’s death, so it was especially meaningful.
“I’m gonna try my folks again,” said Freddie to nobody in particular. Mike was still on the phone, and his contributions to the conversation had dwindled down to the odd “Yeah,” or “Okay, Dad.” But he was actively engaged, if his body language was any indication.
After about five minutes of active listening, Mike was ready to explode. “I don’t give a rat’s ass about the quarantine,” he said. “I’m coming down there and I’m going to administer the biggest attitude adjustment my brother has ever had. I can control a room full of teenagers, so believe me when I tell you that I can do it.”
A minute later, Mike started to depressurize. “Yeah, I know. No, I won’t do anything illegal. Of course I don’t want to put anyone in jeopardy. Give me some credit. You can’t drop a bombshell like this on me and expect me to not react.”
Freddie shoved a Montreal Canadiens mug of tea across the table in Mike’s direction. He grabbed it and took a swig, nodding at Freddie.
“No, I’m not crying. I’m drinking tea. No, I’m not sick, Mom. I sometimes drink tea when I’m well. People do that, you know. No. I’m not converting to being British. I don’t even think that’s possible. Jesus Christ. What is it with you people? I gotta go. Good luck with the washing machine hose. No, that wasn’t sarcasm.”
“I wish I had a rotary phone,” sighed Mike. “That sound when you hung up? I need to hear that now.” He took his empty Habs mug and slammed it on the table. “Okay. That felt good,” he said. “I needed a moment of sanity. You know what I mean, right?”
“Sure,” said Freddie. “Family can drive you crazy. Like my folks. I can’t reach them on the cruise, and it’s makin’ me crazy. You’d think they’d have decent reception. I mean, they can communicate with space stations. It makes no sense.”
“What ship are they on?”
Freddie checked her phone. “This one,” she said, scrolling to the selfie her parents had taken when they boarded. “The Diamante Princess.”
“Oh, shit,” said Mike.




Chapter 6
Mike regretted opening his mouth. Not the first time this had happened. Maybe it was a because he’d spent so much time working with teenagers.
“What? What? You have to tell me,” shrieked Freddie, grabbing Mike’s flannel shirt by the sleeve.
“Haven’t you been watching the news? I’ve practically had it on 24/7.”
“Which is why I tuned out. After a while, it’s just noise,” said Freddie. “But what about the ship?”
“They’re stuck at sea,” said Mike. “Let me see if I can find the report on the news. They rerun it every fifteen minutes.” He grabbed the remote and scrolled through the news channels. “Okay. Read the stuff at the bottom of the screen.”
“Out loud?”
“Sure, if you want to.” Mike shrugged.
“Passengers of the Diamante Princess are on an endless vacation.” Freddie glared at the TV. “What does that even mean? Did they all die? No, wait. They can’t dock because all the ports are afraid of being infected. But does this mean there’s corona on the ship? This isn’t making any sense. Oh. They’re going to do a remote interview with the passengers. After the break.”
One hundred and twenty seconds of listening to Freddie vent while soothing announcer-voices reassured the TV audience that we would all stand together during these difficult times, and that things would be made easier if they had burgers delivered to their house. Mike rolled his eyes. Not the first time he’d heard consumerism and solidarity linked.
Freddie was at the edge of the couch. She would be biting her nails under ordinary circumstances, only they were probably fake.  No human being had teeth that sharp.
“Ah. Here we go.” The screen split to show the reporter on one side and two passengers on the other. After the intros and the mandatory pleasantries, the chyron appeared, obscuring the lower half of the screen. “Oh, Justin Trudeau’s gonna speak,” said Freddie. “I like him. But why did they pick the Rosenbergs as the spokespeople and not my parents? Bad choice. Ned Rosenberg is the boringest guy ever. My dad had an uncle who did stand-up in the Borscht Belt. These things can’t be taught. You’re either born with it or you’re not.”
As if on cue, Freddie’s parents appeared behind Ned and Nancy Rosenberg. Without waiting for a cue, or even permission, they started to speak.
“This isn’t exactly Gilligan’s Island,” began Freddie’s dad. “We’re being treated well, and so far, everyone seems healthy. But we’re practicing social distancing as best we can.”
“No, you’re not,” said Nancy Rosenberg. “You’re standing way too close to us. Why we agreed to go on a cruise with you, I’ll never know.”
“No need to be impolite,” said Freddie’s dad, taking a step back to reveal that the four of them were on a deck overlooking the ocean. It would have been perfect, were they able to come and go as they pleased.
“I’m Lawrence Zanger, and this is my lovely wife Gayle.” They waved at the camera. “If our beautiful daughter Fredelle is watching, we love you! Keep on influencing.” Then, with another wave, this time in royal fashion, they exited stage left, leaving the Rosenbergs looking dumbfounded.
“Well, thank you for spending this time with us,” said the reporter. “Stay safe and enjoy that ocean deck.”
Mike muted the sound. “Your real name is Fredelle?”
Freddie nodded. “Why? Does it matter?”
“I guess not. I just assumed you were a Winifred.”
“Why would I be a Winifred? I was named after my great-grandmother Frayda. Not my great-grandmother Winnie.”
“You had a great-grandmother named Winnie?”
“No,” said Freddie with as much patience as she could muster. “But if you’re so smart, maybe you can tell me why there was enough bandwidth for the Rosenbergs but not for my folks. Obviously, they have the charisma factor.”
“Clearly. Hey. Is that your phone?” Mike jumped on the distraction.
“Bubbie! Did you see Mom and Dad on TV? Weren’t they great? They said hi to me from so far away. I wonder when they’re coming back.” Freddie’s face clouded over. She was glad Bubbie Rose had phoned rather than using video chat. If she started to cry, she’d worry her grandmother.
Mike heard snippets of the conversation as he took the tea mugs to the kitchen and washed them.
“No, not the salmon. It’s too fishy.” 
Mike smiled. Fish wasn’t supposed to taste too fishy. His ex’s brother, a die-hard suburbanite, got a smoker as a Father’s Day gift, which led to him making smoked salmon in his back yard. Mike had gone to his annual pool party and over many IPAs, Gabe had imparted all sorts of fish-related wisdom to anyone who’d listen. Mike had broken up with Melanie before the great bacon experiment had come to fruition. Oh, well.
“Yeah, we’re gonna order you Chinese. What time? Okay. I’ll take care of it now, before they get too busy. No, I’m glad to do it. Yes, we’ll go there in person when this is over. Enjoy it. Love you!”
The last two words were practically a song, thought Mike. Freddie was in super-friendly mode as she called the restaurant. “No, I’m going through you instead of the delivery service because I want to know what you recommend,” she said, ingratiating herself to the owners.
Five minutes later, she hung up, with a satisfied look on her face. “Shrimp and lobster sauce isn’t on the regular delivery menu,” she said smugly. “But they’re gonna enjoy it. Also, no MSG, just in case. You can’t be too careful. Right?”
For a second, Mike was charmed. Freddie could be quite charming, if the situation warranted. And he wasn’t immune to the charms of a feminine presence. It had been a long time since he’d been in a relationship, and the chain of bad first dates since he’d broken up with Melanie was like a bad episode of Seinfeld.
The worst date ever had been just yesterday. An overly-made-up, affected reality show reject was not his idea of a good match, despite what Nana Fran said. Mike suspected that the grannies were just trying to solve the problem of having fancy dresses hanging in their closet and nowhere to wear them to. A wedding would bring joy to both families, and give the ladies not only bragging rights, but most importantly, a simcha. A celebration. Who couldn’t use a little joy in their life?
Freddie was different without her warpaint. Softer. Bordering on nice. It couldn’t have been easy being a hanger-on to the Caplansky family. They were the textbook definition of high maintenance.
Mike watched the show, not because it was a guilty pleasure but because he made a point of trying to keep abreast of pop culture, for the sake of his students. Kids who were hospitalized relied on mass media to keep themselves distracted, even more so than if they were in regular school.  You’d have to have a heart of stone to believe anything else.
“We should order, too,” said Freddie, nudging Mike. “You were going to show me the menu.”
“Okay,” said Mike and in a few clicks, it was on screen. “Here’s what I usually get,” he said, pulling a piece of paper from a folder. “It just makes it easier to write things down.”
“Sure,” said Freddie, who never wrote anything by hand if she could help it. “Give me a second to check this over. Looks good. Just one thing, though. Do we need so much fried stuff? What about getting the steamed dumplings and nixing the imperial rolls and the pan-fried dumplings?”
“I don’t think so,” said Mike stubbornly. “I like imperial rolls. Especially theirs. It’s one of their specialties. When was the last time you even had an imperial roll?”
“Eons ago,” confessed Freddie. “I’m supposed to be doing a form of keto. Otherwise I’ll look like a water buffalo on camera. Kendra said so, in those exact words.”
“But you’re not on camera,” pointed out Mike. “So you can eat whatever sounds good to you. Tell me, Freddie,” he said, moving in closer to her as she perused the menu on screen. “What sounds good to you?”
Freddie looked at Mike, not quite understanding the question. It had been ages since anyone had asked her what she’d wanted. The Caplanskys assumed she wanted to be just like them, her family assumed she’d be happier if she got her real estate license, and her personal trainer assumed she wanted larger glutes and a flat tummy. Well, maybe she didn’t want to look like a roosting hen from the rear. What if she felt good with a slightly poochy abdomen, instead of trying to fight her natural apple-shape every single day?
It took all of Freddie’s courage to not ask for steamed chicken and Chinese broccoli, her usual order. Taking a deep breath, she turned to Mike and said, “You order from there all the time. You know what’s good there. Surprise me.”
“Are you sure? There may be gluten.”
“I can handle gluten.”
“There will be fried foods.”
“I bet they’ll be delicious. I like crispy food.”  All the times that Freddie had craved real food while sipping artisanal bone broth because her eating window wasn’t open yet flooded back to her.
“I’m putting the fate of dinner in your hands, Mike,” she said flirtatiously. In the meantime, I’m gonna see what I can make for lunch tomorrow. We shouldn’t be ordering in all the time,” she added. “It’s not good to be too extravagant.”
Five minutes later, Freddie was back on her phone. “If we don’t have any leftovers from tonight, we’ll need groceries. I’ll check the specials.  Oh. That’s not good. No delivery slots available for three days. I know! We can order from the salad place. If we make a catering order, we’ll get plenty of food!”
“We’re not gonna be able to cater anything,” said Mike. “There’s no room in the fridge. We’ll have to order when we can get a delivery.”
It was three days before the next round of delivery slots opened up. During that time, Mike and Freddie had leftover Chinese, Indian food, leftover Indian food, and a rotisserie chicken. By the time they finished shredding leftover chicken into the biryani that was making its third appearance, they had concluded that cooking might be a viable option.
“So, here’s what we’ll do,” said Mike, lapsing into take-charge mode. “We’ll each create a shopping list, fill up our carts, and the first one who gets a delivery time wins.”
“What do we win?” Freddie’s attention perked up.
“How about dinner at that new falafel joint?”
“Dinner for two? Not sure that’s a prize, after being in close quarters with you for two weeks. Try harder.”
“Hockey tickets?”
“As if.” Freddie sniffed, knowing that, up until a few weeks ago, she could have gotten tickets from Marc-Andre Hurtubise. Good thing she didn’t like hockey. Freddie had a much better idea.
“What about a spa treatment?”
“I’m not interested in being kneaded like bread dough.” 
Mike didn’t look especially doughy in his t-shirt and pajama pants. Quite the opposite. Freddie thought she’d seen a gym membership card on his desk, and she would have to spy more effectively next time she was in the vicinity.
“Okay. I have the perfect solution,” said Freddie. “I’ve been sleeping on that crippler of a couch while you’ve been languishing in the comfort of a real bed. So, how about the winner gets the bed for the next week?”
“Hey! What’s so bad about the couch? It’s a classic.” Mike had spent many an evening grading papers or binge-watching a compelling TV series on this very couch.
“It’s a great sitting couch, but not so good for sleeping,” said Freddie patiently. “Do you ever fall asleep on the couch, Mike?”
“No, actually I don’t.” He may have sounded a touch sheepish. At least, that was the intent.
“So you wouldn’t know. Whereas I have collected data on the comfort levels of various couches. Bubbie Rose’s has hypnotic powers. You literally can’t stay awake on the couch once you’ve gone horizontal.”
Mike was going to make a comment about the circumstances under which he’d gone horizontal on his couch, but he really didn’t want to discuss it.
“Okay. That sounds fair. Good thing I’m gonna win, because we wouldn’t want the person who’s actually working to have a crappy night’s sleep, would we?”
Freddie bristled at the implication that she wasn’t working. Technically, she wasn’t doing anything to earn actual money, which could be interpreted as “not working”. But she was looking into several opportunities, any one of which might be suitable for her skills as an influencer. In the meantime, she could pick up some gigs doing birthday greetings on that celebrity site. That was easy money, and she vowed to sign up, from the privacy of her future bedroom.
“I have skills,” she said, then bit back what she was going to add, something to the effect of needing the bedroom. Good thing she’d been living with Bubbie Rose, because she’d been watching her language closely so as not to offend the matriarch of the family. Her TV persona was foul-mouthed, and not entirely pleasant. That wasn’t entirely representative of her true self.
Mike moved into full teacher mode. Their baskets had to contain the same items, because if they only got one delivery, it was only fair to have both peoples’ essentials covered. There could be no bizarre add-ons such as canned escargots, because it wasn’t fair to waste food in the midst of a pandemic. They’d both seen the line-ups at food banks. Hard to miss because the news was on Every. Single. Second.
Freddie had never liked escargots, but now she craved them more than anything. Spite food still tasted okay, especially when drowned in garlic butter.
They both woke up at half-past five on Competition Day.  Freddie showered first, because her hair took longer to dry. By the time Mike was out of the shower, Freddie was doing a particularly distracting yoga routine, humming under her breath as she moved into the Warrior Pose. She was wearing tight yoga pants and a crop-top, showing off her tanned midriff. Everything clung in exactly the right places. Every detail was perfect, designed to attract attention. Even her red painted toenails were a distraction from the task at hand.
Her aureole of curly blonde hair was held in place by a headband that matched the rest of her outfit. No wonder she’d been so happy when the parcels were delivered. Freddie knew that clothing could be weaponized to achieve a goal.
Mike had taught adolescents for long enough to know the importance of the right outfit. Or in this case, the wrong outfit. The wrongest outfit ever. From the depths of the closet, he pulled out his secret weapon and he suited up for battle.
“Ready, Freddie?”
The slots opened in three minutes. Mike had one hundred and eighty seconds to lauch the most powerful distraction he could.
“Very funny. I’ve never heard that one before.” Freddie was hunkered over her phone. She took a swig of her green tea and looked up to give Mike the eye of the tiger look, or whatever it was called. Sports were never her strong suit, unless it was athletes, but then it was a case of “Don’t hate the player, hate the game.”
Freddie took one look at Mike and did a classic spit-take.
“What the hell are you wearing? And why?”
“The cheetah is the fastest animal, and our competition is all about speed but I didn’t have anything with a cheetah on it so I wore this instead,” responded Mike in as mild a tone as he could manage.
“It’s a onesie! A unicorn onesie! Why do you own a unicorn onesie? Are you a furry? Don’t tell me I’m stuck here with a freak for the next week and a half.”
“Relax,” said Mike, positioning himself in front of his laptop. “I’m a teacher. We have Pajama Day every semester. This always gets everyone’s attention.”
“I bet it’s a real hit with the ladies,” said Freddie.
“As a matter of fact – oh, look at the time. 6:59:30. On your mark, get set – “
“GO!”
Mike could hear the tapping of Freddie’s nails against the touchscreen of her phone.
“Refresh, dammit,” he said, hitting the keys like he was Mike Tyson in the ring and not Mike Moskowitz in a unicorn onesie.
After about five minutes, the room fell silent.
“Well, that was an epic fail,” said Mike. “I had better luck getting Springsteen tickets.”
“This really sucks,” said Freddie. She was in full kvetch mode. “By which I mean it sucks for you,” she added with a huge smile as she did a victory dance. She smelled like jasmine and Mike felt unwanted stirrings underneath the white microfiber of his onesie.
“I’m gonna change into something… else,” he said. “Congratulations, Freddie.”
“I did it for us,” she said modestly. “Well, more for me, but you’re gonna eat the food, so there’s that.”
“Yup, there’s that,” called Mike through the closed door. He emerged in his uniform of jeans, a t-shirt and an open flannel shirt, the onesie banished to the back of the closet.
“Awww. Back to basics, I see,” giggled Freddie. “Too bad. You were stylin’ earlier.”
“I don’t want you to think I’m fashion-impaired,” said Mike. “Not when you’re used to those high-flying Caplanskys.”
“Well, Deandre will be happy to sell you one of his classic gray t-shirts for a hundred and fifty. US dollars, that is.”
“Do you know how many plain gray t-shirts I can buy for a hundred and fifty Canadian dollars? I could fill the room, for crying out loud.” Even with the relative weakness of the Canadian dollar, there were plenty of places to buy cheap tees. Granted, they were all on line, but they would reopen as soon as the crisis had passed.
“So, Mike, before you change the linens, tell me. What are you planning to do with all those t-shirts? Maybe the women at Chez Manon would like them.”
“You’re not gonna let that go, are you, Freddie?”
“No, I am not,” she replied, channeling her grandmother’s haughtiness. Rose Zanger rarely lapsed into that mode, but she could freeze anyone out at fifteen paces. Freddie had seen this in action when the pharmacy technician had suggested organizing her medication in a dosette box, to avoid confusion. “I may not be in training for the Ironman Triathlon,” she had said, “but my cognitive function is perfectly intact.”
“So, what are we going to do now?” It was seven-thirty, and under ordinary circumstances, Mike would be finishing his coffee and getting ready to go to work. Now, everything had changed. The New Normal was alive and well. It made very little sense, but what made even less sense was his houseguest’s prowess at obtaining a coveted spot on the delivery list.
“I thought I’d take a nap,” said Freddie. “It would be great to be able to stretch out and get another few hours’ sleep.”
“Okay. I’ll clear off the coffee table. The couch is yours.”
“Oh no, it isn’t. Not after I won the delivery contest.” Freddie couldn’t suppress her delight. “You have to change the sheets, and then I’ll take a minute to decide which pillows I’ll be using and then you can have the couch to yourself. Maybe you can change back into the unicorn outfit later. While we unpack the order.”
“Maybe hell will freeze over,” muttered Mike as he grabbed a set of sheets from the linen closet. “How did you get in anyway? I must have refreshed a hundred times in four minutes. It was like trying to buy concert tickets and realizing that the scalpers had grabbed all the good ones before the fans ever got a chance.”
“I wouldn’t have used the term ‘scalper’, but I guess it applies,” said Freddie, trying hard not to be smug. “I just called the store and spoke to the guy who’s in charge of coordinating deliveries. Turns out he watches the show.” Freddie smiled, showing her dimples.
“In other words, you cheated.”
“No. I networked and used my positioning as an influencer. It’s what I do.”
Freddie grabbed the cushiest pillow, went into the bedroom, and flopped on the bed. “What’s the thread count on these? Is it even in the triple digits?”
Mike closed the door to the bedroom – his bedroom – as assertively as he could without slamming, because he would hate to disturb the neighbours.




Chapter 7
The order arrived a few minutes before 11:00. In that time, Mike had done a load of laundry, videoconferenced with his class and attended a staff meeting on Zoom. He’d gotten up early and it was showing. He’d yawned his way through the morning, and at one point, actually lay down on the couch to catch a few ZZZZs.
Freddie was right. The couch was great for sitting, not so much for sleeping. As he rearranged the items in the fridge to accommodate the food, he wondered whether he still had that air mattress. A cursory look through the pile of stored stuff came up empty. It was probably in Val Morin at Melanie’s parents’ cottage, and he’d never get it back.
“What’s with the multitasking?” Freddie was arranging boxes of berries on the lower shelf. She was still in her yoga gear, and her buns looked like they’d been sculpted to perfection. This was gonna be the longest two weeks of Mike’s life, and when it was over, he was gonna party like it was 1999.
“I was trying to find the air mattress,” said Mike.
“Ah. I was right about the couch, and I was right about using influence. Things come in threes,” she practically sang, then she moved the cardboard boxes off the kitchen island and busied herself with salad-making.
“No bizarre burgers today?”
“Disappointed, Mike?  We bought falafel and we can make bowls, if you like. It won’t take long.”
Cheery, triumphant Freddie was even more annoying than shallow, superficial Freddie, if such a thing was even possible. “Save the falafel,” he said gruffly. “We don’t know when we can get another delivery. This food has to last.”
“Not really,” chirped Freddie. “I have Steve’s cell number. He’s the dude in charge. He’ll bring me whatever I need.”
“Whatever you need? What you need is a good, swift – “
“You’re such a sore loser,” smirked Freddie as she drizzled salad dressing artistically on the plates. “That looks good, doesn’t it? It’s never a sure thing that you’ll get a perfect avocado, but Steve came through for me.”
“If Steve is so freakin’ helpful, why don’t you move in with him?”
“Because I’m stuck with you. Bon appetit. Cheers,” she added, as she raised her fork, holding a slice of perfectly-ripe avocado.
“Cheers.”
Mike cleaned up, since Freddie had done the cooking. It was only fair, and it gave him a chance to have some solo time. Freddie was giving herself a manicure. She’d said she was buying “just a few essentials,”, which apparently meant the entire contents of a salon. Nothing that would be considered as appropriate pandemic entertainment. No board games, no jigsaw puzzles or even crafting supplies. How would she occupy her time? At least Mike had his work to fall back on, not to mention the stack of books he’d just picked up.
The afternoon passed in silence, at least for Mike. He had his headphones on as he created individual lesson plans for his students.  Freddie was watching something on her phone and kept twiddling with her earbuds. Mike couldn’t read lips, but he recognized sighing when he saw it.
“What’s wrong,” he finally asked. He didn’t have a second onesie for Freddie, but if he did, it would have to be a Drama Llama.  It would hug her curves in all the right places and –
Mike threw his headphones on the coffee table.
“What’s wrong?” He hoped he came off as sarcastic, because that was easier than admitting that he was starting to like Freddie. Or at least, not dislike her too much.
“Nothing,” said Freddie, before sighing again, this time with even more drama.
“You may as well tell me, because I’m the only real-life person around for the next ten days,” said Mike.
“Okay. I just read that the Caplanskys have suspended filming. Not that it would have mattered to me, because I was cast out of the inner circle, but to have to read about it online instead of receiving a personal message? It hurts.”
Oh, shit. Freddie’s lip was trembling and her big brown eyes were welling up with tears.
“Want a tissue?” Mike shoved the box in her direction, trying hard not to look at Freddie. From the time he was a kid, he could never handle tears. Not his own, and especially not other peoples’. Even when his dog Buster had died at a ripe old age, he had forced himself to remain dry-eyed. It was difficult, but life was difficult. The lives of every kid he taught were ten times more difficult than the lives of average kids. He had learned to put on a brave face, for their survival and his own.
Freddie sniffed, blew her nose loudly, then trashed the tissue and washed her hands for the required twenty seconds. Then, her tears started again, and she repeated the cycle. 
“I used to be somebody,” she said through the third wave of tears. “Now I’m just me. I don’t even know who that is any more. I don’t have a real career, I don’t have my own place. I don’t have anything.”
“Not quite true,” said Mike. “You have family who love you, you were able to get groceries delivered, and look at your skills in online shopping.”
Freddie’s mood brightened. “You’re right,” she said. “I can do anything, once I figure out what that thing is. In the meantime, I will depend on the kindness of strangers, or strange people. Whichever makes you feel less comfortable.” She smiled at Mike. “Don’t you have some online detention to supervise? Let them off the hook, okay? Being hospitalized is enough punishment.” And with that, Freddie went back to checking her phone, hoping against hope that the Caplansky family would take pity on her and if they didn’t treat her like a member of the family, at least call off the angry hordes. Although many of them had moved on to another target, this time aiming at the actress who’d made a semi-negative comment about a beloved pop singer.
It wasn’t until the next morning that Mike learned exactly what Freddie did for a living. She’d walked by Mike’s laptop on her way to the kitchen to make post-yoga green tea when one of the students yelled, “Hey! Isn’t that Freddie Zee?”
“You know her?” Mike pretended to be surprised. “I may have her as a houseguest. If you cooperate with me, she may consent to do a brief interview.”
“Interview?” Freddie’s voice was an almost unrecognizable squeak. “I never said I’d do an interview.”
“They have questions, you have answers,” said Mike.
“Do they actually have questions that I can answer? I’m not a teacher, you know.”
“I have a question,” said one of the students on the screen, raising her hand like she was in school. Freddie had no choice but to look at the screen. She pretended not to be shocked by the intravenous line running out of the girl’s pale, thin arm. She leaned in and read the name. “Shayla G. Okay, Shayla. Hit me with your best shot.”
Mike edged over to give Freddie a bit of space on the couch.
“Omigod, I can’t believe it’s you. But you look so different without any makeup. Why do you look so pale?”
“I was doing yoga,” answered Freddie. “I like to keep my face clean when I’m working out. It’s good for my pores.”
“What would you recommend for me?”
“Nothing without your doctor’s approval,” Freddie said, figuring it was best to err on the side of caution. “Maybe a nice guided meditation. I don’t know if you remember when we went to the retreat in Sedona?  I got a customized meditation from the teacher. It really helps me chill out.  I can send the link to Mike and he can pass it on to you. If you’re interested, that is.”
“That would be amazing,” said Shayla. “I’ve never met a celebrity before. You’re really nice.”
“Why are you surprised that I’m nice?  Maybe it’s because I’m not much of a celebrity,” said Freddie. “And we’re not heroes. It’s the doctors and nurses who are the real heroes.” She was parroting the thousands of commercials she’d heard praising the frontline workers, but she didn’t care. To a person in hospital, it was probably relevant whether there was a pandemic on or not.
“We have another question,” said Mike, clearing his throat. This one is from Charlotte.
Charlotte gave a wave from her hospital bed. Freddie smiled, then realized that Charlotte was in the midst of chemo treatments. Her head was bald, her eyes sunken and she had a barf bucket next to her on the bed.
“Hey, Charlotte. Wuzzup?” Freddie didn’t know what to say. She was uncomfortable with Charlotte’s illness, and she was also uncomfortable with being at a loss for words.
“Hi Freddie. First of all, I don’t believe all the mean things they’re saying about you.”
“Some of them may be true,” shrugged Freddie. “But you had a question.”
“Yeah. I look like hell. Everyone says so. Do you have any suggestions for how I can look better?”
“I don’t suppose you can have them change the lighting, can you?”
Seriously? Was that Freddie’s contribution to how to make a gravely ill fifteen-year-old feel better?
“Okay. On to Plan B,” she said briskly. “I want you to all let Mike know if you want a basic makeup kit and a mirror that doesn’t suck. Don’t be shy. I’m gonna have it shipped to you, and if you can be patient for another 48 hours, I’ll give you a full tutorial on how to get camera-ready. In the meantime, if you could get my makeup please?”
Mike got up and returned a minute later with a shipping box full of products.
“I don’t know about you guys, so it’s all about me,” said Freddie, rummaging through the contents of the box for the items she needed. “My biggest problem is dark circles under my eyes. I look like I didn’t remove my makeup from the night before, which is patently not true. So, you need this cream, this highlighter, and some powder to fix it in place. Here’s what you’re gonna do.”
In one minute, Freddie had demoed how to conceal undereye circles on one side of her face. She turned the laptop so both halves of her face were visible.
“See the difference? I’ll review everything with you once you have your supplies. Think of it as an art project. If your teacher approves, that is.”
Mike nodded.
Feeling more confident, Freddie continued.  “If any of you are interested in learning how to contour your face, we can do that, too. I’d deliver the stuff to you in person, but I’m being quarantined, so we’ll let the delivery guys handle it. Okay? Love ya! Here’s your real teacher.” Freddie blew a kiss to whoever was watching, then retreated to the bedroom, quietly closing the door behind her.
“That was cool, wasn’t it?” Mike was trying to gauge the reaction of the students.
“Very,” said Charlotte. “Maybe my appearance won’t scare people. It’s a good thing nobody can come and visit me.”
“I’m sure everyone wants to see you no matter what you look like,” said Mike quietly. Trying to lift the mood, he added, “But it might be fun to play with all that warpaint. I may have a go at it myself. Can you believe I’ve never exfoliated in my life?”
“That’s no surprise,” said Charlotte.  “How did you two hook up, anyway?”
“I wouldn’t call it hooking up. Why would you think that?”
“You were sitting pretty close to each other,” snickered Gavin. He raised a casted arm and crossed his fingers to indicate the degree of closeness.
“And you were smiling the whole time,” giggled Shayla.
“Maybe because the burden of being entertaining was removed from my shoulders,” said Mike. “You’re a tough crowd.”
And they’d never know how tough, he thought as he ended the meeting. The turnover in the class was constant. New students were admitted all the time, in conjunction with their being admitted to the Children’s. There were departures as well. Some students went to a rehab centre for intense physiotherapy, some went back to their regular classrooms and some…
Mike didn’t even want to think about it. It took days to get over the loss of a student, and there was a psychologist on staff who’d help lead the process group. In person, it was easier. There was a backup team of mental health professionals who worked with each unit, from Orthopedics to Psychiatry to Oncology. They could be counted on to support the kids through whatever they were facing. But they were still finding their way during the pandemic. It sounded simple, but it sure wasn’t easy. The one good thing was that most of the kids were sheltered from the storms outside the walls of the hospital. Being in a bubble wasn’t the worst thing in the world.




Chapter 8
To paraphrase Jane Austen, it was a truth universally acknowledged that a single man possessed of a condo and a Toyota sedan must be in search of a girlfriend. Mike was no exception, and even though this wasn’t the optimal time to start swiping left or right, he was still getting hits on all three dating apps. This confused him, to be honest.
He made it a point of following the Rules for Dating: After a few messages were exchanged on the dating site, if there was any presumption of chemistry, you were supposed to exchange phone numbers. Then, after a few texts, you would graduate to phone calls, and etiquette demanded that a few texts should also be sent during the day: A Good Morning one, a How Was Your Day check-in, and a Good Night text or two. Or three. Emojis were a good add-on. Notably, the eggplant emoji was absent  from these texts. Not until after a series of face-to-face meetings (coffee, then drinks, then dinner) determined whether there was any real interest.
Obviously, every decent, right-minded person adhered to these rules. Rules were rules for a reason, after all.
Freddie probably wasn’t familiar with the rules, thought Mike. All she had to do was wag a perfectly manicured finger and men would come running.
He wasn’t wrong. Freddie had never had a problem attracting men. Her smile, her walk, her voice – all guaranteed to gain attention. The problem was that the attention came from the wrong people. Freddie had a checkered dating history. Sometimes, she felt she was dating the same guy, blessed with abs of steel and cursed with wandering eyes. There had to be a better way.
Except that there wasn’t. The men in Los Angeles seemed to share the same wiring. It was as if a factory had cranked them out in bulk. No matter how shiny an object you appeared, they would always want to get together with the most recent shiny object. You had to keep renewing yourself on a weekly basis, or so it seemed. New hair, a new body, outrageous clothing, even new relationships. There was nothing of permanence except for a tendency towards ennui. That never changed.
“How did they even do it?” Freddie was looking off into space as she mused.
“How did who do what?”
“How did our grandparents stay married all those years?”
Mike shrugged. “Divorce wasn’t a thing,” he said tentatively. “Or maybe it was a thing that nobody ever talked about. I don’t know. They seemed happy, I suppose. Why are you asking this? I mean, why now?”
“Just contemplating the mysteries of life,” said Freddie, hoping this line of conversation would run out of steam. “Maybe I’ll ask Bubbie some time. But is that what people even want these days? Maybe long relationships are a thing of the past.”
“I think they’ll make a comeback,” said Mike. “I want something long-term. It sounds crazy, but I can see myself with my wife and kids, and eventually grandkids. I have this vision of seders or Chanukah parties, just like when I was a kid. Tons of people, tons of food, and totally chaotic.”
“That really makes you happy,” said Freddie. “I haven’t seen you smile like that in all the time we’ve been together.”
“Except for the fact that we’re not really together,” reminded Mike. “Not in that sense anyway. We’re just quarantining, and then we’ll go our separate ways.”
Not that long till Freddie and he would be out of quarantine. And what would that mean? Solitude, decent coffee, and the use of his bed again instead of the Crippling Couch. So why did the proposition make him feel… what was the word? Mike had a grid listing various emotions which he used with his students to help them identify what they were feeling. He tried to recreate the chart in his head, and the only thing he could pinpoint was Lonely, with a side order of Emptiness.
Clearly, this was significant. The longest time he’d spent with another human being in a while had left him craving contact. There was only one thing to do.
“Freddie, you’re a freakin’ genius,” he said, taking her hands. “I knew there was something lacking in my life. Then you came along and now I know exactly what I want.”
Freddie smiled, although there was a touch of panic in her expression. This was not the fastest that any man had pledged undying love for her. The record was forty-five minutes, but there was a lot of wine involved, and maybe some other stuff on his part.
“I know it sounds impulsive, but it’s probably been on my mind for a long time.” Mike dropped Freddie’s hands, and for a second, she thought he was going to drop to one knee.
“So, when this is over…”
“Yes?”
“I’m getting a dog!”
“A dog! How about that?” Freddie didn’t know whether she was going to cry tears of relief or tears of disappointment. Either way, tears were coming, and soon. She bolted from the living room and ran to the bathroom. Five minutes of repeated flushing followed. Mike knocked on the door. “There’s antacid in the medicine cabinet if you need it,” he said, not knowing whether it was inappropriate to mention it, or to even imply that she would need it.
“Thank you,” yelled Freddie, flushing one more time. A session of handwashing followed, and when Freddie exited the bathroom, she made a beeline for the kitchen, where she busied herself with the process of making matcha tea.
“A dog,” she said, plunking herself on the couch. “Dogs are nice.” She was thinking of the neutral subject of Nice Dogs She Had Known, but the only doggie that came to mind was the Caplanskys’ Goldendoodle, Monet. Not the happiest dog. He could only eat special gourmet dog food, possibly because his stomach had been made too delicate to handle anything else. Instead of playing in the back yard, he had a dog walker come at regular intervals to take him out. It wasn’t what Freddie imagined a dog would like.  She couldn’t remember seeing him wagging his tail, or even rolling around on the floor playing with Luna or Soleil, who would have enjoyed the diversion from being dressed like real-life dolls.
“Where’s the nearest dog park?” Surely dogs would benefit from playing with their peer group.
“There’s one in the area,” said Mike. “Right near the community garden.” That would be a good place to meet people, he thought. The sort of woman who was interested in growing her own tomatoes or walking her cute Boston terrier would be exactly the type of person who’d want a lifelong relationship. It stood to reason, and Mike prided himself on being reasonable.
Mike grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and logged on to his computer, hoping to be able to video chat with his grandmother. As the only relative in Montreal, it was up to him to keep Nana’s spirits up.
“Hey, Nana! What’s cookin’? I’m surprised I caught you, with your busy social life.”
“It’s better than yours,” muttered Freddie. Mike glared at Freddie, then turned his attention back to the computer.
“Hi Mikey. I was just about to do Chair Yoga. Rose taught me how to go on YouTube. They have everything you could think of, even karaoke. Can you imagine?”
“You don’t say. I’ll have to check out the karaoke some time. But why are you doing a YouTube video? Nothing in the Social Hall catch your fancy?”
“Didn’t you hear, Mikey? We’re on lockdown. Nobody can come into the facility unless they’re staff, and they can only work at one place. The yoga instructor and the karaoke guy are outsiders. So’s the hairdresser, the manicurist, and the pet therapist. Thank goodness the pharmacy technician is an employee. She counts everything out for me. I could do it myself, but if they’re willing to do it, why bother? Right?”
“Sure. So, when do you get to see people? Are they socially distancing in the dining room?” Mike motioned for Freddie to come over. She tiptoed to the couch, matcha tea in hand, and sat down without interrupting the conversation.
“We’re getting room service. The coffee cart comes around every morning and afternoon, and I can get the Gazette. I shouldn’t complain, because a lot of people have it worse. But I only moved here because I didn’t want to be all by my lonesome in an apartment. And now, that’s exactly what I am.”
Freddie and Mike exchanged glances.
“Hi, Nana Fran,” she said. “Don’t think of it as being alone. Think of it as cocooning. Maybe I’ll find us an online painting class, and have supplies sent up to you and Bubbie. We can all paint together. Won’t that be fun?”
Everything came down to painting, whether it was dumbed-down renditions of famous works of art or skillfully applied makeup.
“If you say so,” said Fran. Freddie’s attitude was a bit too enthusiastic, perhaps. When you had to talk someone into having fun, it probably wasn’t their idea of fun. Oh well.
“Do you want us to order you something from the chicken place? They’re still open for delivery. We can order from there, too, and we can do a Zoom call for dinner. What do you think, Nana?”
“The other options are Salisbury steak or starvation,” said Frances with a sardonic laugh. “Count me in. Order me a leg. With fries, and please ask them to make sure the fries are very well-done. I hate it when they’re pale. And a piece of their coconut cream pie for dessert, with a diet soft drink.”
“Gotcha! And when this is all over and done with, well, I don’t want to give anything away, but there may be some changes in my household.”
“No spoilers?” Nana sat up, attentively. Maybe she would be Rose’s new in-law after all. Oh, how many times had they discussed getting Mike and Freddie together. It had happened, and now it looked like everything was falling into place. Miracles happened at the strangest times!
“No spoilers, Nana. You’re just gonna have to wait, like everyone else.” Mike knew how much his grandmother loved dogs. They’d had a beagle named Tippy when he was growing up. Or maybe it was a Basset hound. Tippy had long, droopy ears, waddled instead of walking, and loved to be fed bits of human food. All around, an awesome dog. Nana would be so happy to see the tradition carried on. First Tippy, then Buster, and soon? Some very cool name. Maybe Snoop.
Freddie was on her phone, talking animatedly with Bubbie Rose. Somehow, the name of Marie Antoinette had been invoked, and Freddie was making what looked like a shopping list.
“So, one breast with extra coleslaw and Boston cream pie? Got it. I’ll send you the link for the chat on Facebook. You know how to get to that, right? Good. All you have to do is click on the darker letters and it will take you right there. Nana Fran’s going to be joining us. Yes, we’re aiming for five-thirty so you can watch the news. See you later. Love you!”
The thought of a socially distant dinner party made Mike smile. He’d been smiling a lot. First, he’d decided to get Snoop, which was a good name for a dog. He knew that if the dog had been well-trained, he or she would resist a name change, so that part was up in the air. The students had all handed in their assignments, even Charlotte, whose attitude had been somewhere between not giving a damn and not giving a shit ever since she’d been admitted. Now, she was leaving for Philadelphia, to enter a clinical trial. 
Mike started reading the essays, which were supposed to be on the topic of Influential Authors. Usually, J.K. Rowling was the most frequently cited. Most people could relate to Harry Potter, or at least to one of the main characters. It was also important to have a fandom. Mike supported this, with his collection of t-shirts from his favorite Marvel movies. Students learned quickly that if he wore his Wakanda shirt, it was Science Day. The Hulk meant a lesson on dealing with emotions, and Dr. Strange indicated that they were going esoteric. This could mean anything from studying an ancient culture to comparative religion.
“Freddie, c’mere,” he called. “Look at what Charlotte wrote – you’re her favorite author!”
“But all I did was that weekly blog,” said Freddie. “And I couldn’t stick with it because it was on the Caplanskys’ website. How could I be anyone’s favorite?”
Mike flipped to another screen. “We’ll start here,” he said.
“January 14.
‘The Power of Beauty.
‘Remember the ad that said not to hate me because I’m beautiful? I’m not sure that’s a real reason to hate anybody. I don’t hate beautiful people, even though I’m not sure I’d count myself in their ranks. We’ve been trained to cast a very narrow and unforgiving eye on ourselves. To focus on our flaws. Why? Because they’re monetizable.
I say this as someone who has endorsement contracts for makeup products. I’d like you to buy them. They’re good products that do the job they’re supposed to do. I post pictures of myself on social media wearing them all the time. The more you buy, the more money I make, which will give me a sense of security. Kind of like the feeling I get when somebody calls me beautiful and means it.
That somebody is usually my grandmother. Her skin care regimen consists of soap and water, or maybe the shampoo suds that slide off her hair when she’s in the shower. Her skin is wrinkled with laugh lines, smile lines, frown lines, age spots and all the other so-called evils that come from not using an expensive skin care regimen. She’s earned every single one of those fine lines, and she wears them well.
My grandmother may be the only person I believe when they call me beautiful, because she’s also the only person who doesn’t want anything from me.  No agendas, no contracts, no wanting me to be a notch on their bedpost. To my grandmother, the only difference between a wildflower and a weed is a judgement call.
So, my message is: Don’t let society define you. Find the people who love you just because you exist. And remember that weeds are flowers, too.
Luv,
Freddie Zee
XOXO’
“You had to bring that up, Mike? Seriously?” Freddie stared into her empty teacup, hoping she could predict the future from reading matcha dregs.
“I didn’t bring it up. Charlotte did.”
“Okay. Technically, you’re off the hook.” Freddie went to the kitchen, returning with two bottles of water. “Here,” she said, not meeting Mike’s gaze as she shoved the water bottle roughly in his direction. “Hydration is important.”
“It is. With all the handwashing. Right?”
“Yeah.” Freddie’s voice sounded gruff, like she was choking. She took a long draught of water, the kind that came from a big-box store as opposed to an Alpen spring. “I wrote that myself. Most of the gang used ghostwriters, but I never did. It didn’t feel honest.”
“Well, what you wrote was certainly honest,” said Mike. “And beautiful. If you don’t mind me using the B-word, that is.” He gave a wry smile.
“No. Not at all. I’m used to the other B-word. But that’s okay. I’ve earned being called a bitch. It took a lot of work. It wasn’t something that came naturally to me.”
“And your hard work was rewarded – how? You left L.A. under a cloud of scorn, mallrats made fun of you in Target, and you ended up couch surfing, first with your grandmother and now with me.”
“Except I’m not the one who’s sleeping on the couch. You are.” Freddie gave a Mona Lisa smile, remembering that she still had something, whatever the ‘something’ was. Her victory in the Food Delivery Challenge had proven that. “And don’t worry about the food supply. I’ve taken care of that.” She flashed another smile. This was her best move ever!




Chapter 9
Mike couldn’t take his eyes off Freddie, no matter how hard he tried. He kept having thoughts about fields of wildflowers, swaying gracefully in the breeze. Melanie’s folks’ cottage had a field of flowers at the beginning of the season, but they were meticulous about keeping the area trimmed into the equivalent of a military buzz cut. It made very little sense. Nature was supposed to be natural, not manicured into a caricature of beauty. Mike flashed on the disturbing image of coffee cups containing bonsai redwoods.
“That tree thing. It ain’t right,” he said to no one in particular. Freddie had occupied the bathroom, where she was giving herself a beauty treatment of some kind. He could hear her exclaiming, “Oh my freaking Gawd! It’s like Parmesan cheese!” He didn’t know what she was talking about, nor did he want to. It was probably better that way. Looking into Freddie’s brain was a scary thought. One the one hand, she was superficial, shallow and couldn’t make a decent cup of coffee if her followers depended on it. Yet, she’d written about the meaning of beauty and her words had gotten a kid dealing with carcinoma in the midst of a pandemic to show interest in something that had nothing to do with illness. That had to count for something.
Freddie came into the living room, bearing a container of what did indeed look like grated Parm. “Can you believe I let my feet get that bad? What was I thinking?”
“You weren’t thinking about dinner, because that’ll kill anyone’s appetite.”
“Ha ha. Very funny. We have a couple of hours till the chicken gets here. I think I’ll go out on the balcony for a few minutes.”
Mike watched as Freddie opened the sliding patio doors. She really was lovely, in her yoga gear that accentuated her curves. How could anyone be petite and curvy at the same time? You’d think one would cancel out the other. Apparently not.
This was getting to be ridiculous. Mike wasn’t in the market for a girlfriend, especially someone like Freddie. For cryin’ out loud, one afternoon of cross-border shopping had been more than enough. If not for the quarantine, he would have dropped her off at the King Solomon and driven home in blissful solitude, rehearsing excuses for why the date hadn’t worked out so The Grannies would have nothing to complain about. Tessa the rec tech was much more his type, anyway. She had a friendly Girl-Scout style of relating to people, and he was willing to bet she’d never compared foot filings to Parmesan cheese.
But no. He had Freddie as his houseguest, standing on the balcony like she owned the place, her toes splayed apart with toilet paper. She was talking to herself. No. she was talking to someone on FaceTime. She kept repeating, “But we’re not in California. Don’t we have to make allowances?”
Finally, with a long, protracted sigh, Freddie came back inside. Removing the toilet paper from between her toes with the utmost care, she sat down next to Mike.
“I bet you were wondering what that was all about,” she said. In other words, she was inviting Mike to ask.
“Nah. You’re entitled to your privacy,” said Mike.  No way was he going to give Freddie the satisfaction.
“Aww. Come on. You’re dying to find out,” she said. Translation: Mike was gonna hear it whether he wanted to or not.
“I ordered garden stuff. Everything you need to feed yourself all summer. Isn’t that wonderful? I knew you’d love it because of the coffee compost.” Freddie was bouncing up and down with delight.
“That would be great, except I was planning to go to Toronto for a few weeks, once we’re able to travel. I want to have some real time with my family.”
“Of course.” Freddie looked deflated. Defeated. Her eyes welled up with tears. 
Oh shit, thought Mike.  He needed a Hail Mary pass. There was only one thing he could think of.
“So I would need a house-sitter,” he continued. “If you know anyone, that is. Someone to take in the mail, check on the plants. The usual stuff.”
“I could do that,” said Freddie, not sure if she was going to laugh or cry from relief. Somebody who wasn’t family trusted her enough to offer her a job, even if it was only a volunteer gig. “I found this online class on urban gardening – “
“It’s okay,” said Mike, combatting the urge to give Freddie a comforting pat on the back. “I’m not going anywhere any time soon. And neither are you, for the next week, at least. Then, what?”
“I don’t know if I’ll be able to move in with Bubbie. If they’re on total lockdown – No. I won’t think of that. Everything’s gonna be fine. Just fine. Worst case scenario, I can go to my parents’ place. It’ll be like living in a war zone because they’re in the midst of renovating, but it won’t be too bad. They’ll have to quarantine when they get back, so I can do their shopping and stuff.”
“That’s very helpful,” said Mike, not knowing what else to say. It was true. Freddie prided herself on being a helpful person. The only problem was that her idea of helping was giving someone what she wanted them to have which didn’t always coincide with what they needed. Like ordering one of each of the desserts for the Grannies, in case they had Dessert FOMO. Their rooms had fridges, so food spoilage wasn’t an issue, but did they really need all that sugar?
It got worse, if such a thing was even possible. Freddie had ordered three entire pies: apple, pecan, and coconut cream.  She stuck the pecan pie in the freezer but looked like a hungry waif whenever she passed the kitchen island.
“Time to log on,” said Mike, holding the foil containers of rotisserie chicken. “I hope there aren’t any glitches. You never know.”
“Everything’s going to be perfect,” predicted Freddie. “This is a no-glitch zone.”
“Technology behaved itself,” said Mike after everyone had logged off. “That’s a relief, isn’t it?”
“Yeah. For sure.” Freddie was collecting the containers from the table and attempting to sort everything.
“Here. Let me do that,” said Mike. “I’ve got a system.” He started moving paper bags into one pile, plastic forks into another, and the Styrofoam containers used for coleslaw into a third pile. He rinsed the coleslaw containers while Freddie looked on in admiration.
“You make it look so easy,” she said.
“It’s not neurosurgery. It’s basic recycling.”
“No, don’t underestimate yourself,” continued Freddie. “You got it down to a science. It’s very cool.”
Mike was at a loss. This was the first compliment he’d received from his houseguest, and now he wasn’t sure whether she was serious or not.
“I guess each municipality has its own regulations,” he conceded. “All I did was follow the rules. Just like what we’re doing here. Following the rules. And in another few days, we can move on. We’ll be liberated.”
“Not quite,” said Freddie glumly. “I have to figure out where I’m going to live, and then we still have to abide by the rules. Which reminds me. I ordered us some face masks. They’re in the shipment with the gardening stuff. I hope little kids aren’t scared by seeing everyone in masks.”
“I’m sure their parents will explain everything to them,” said Mike reassuringly. “And they probably have some very cool masks for kids with superheroes or princesses on them.”
“If I were a kid, I’d think that was cool,” Freddie mused. “It’s important to present your best face to the world.”
She poured herself yet another cup of tea, then she grabbed her phone and began scrolling as if her life depended on it. Then, she grabbed a pad and pencil and in a few moments, she’d covered several pages with scribbled numbers and assorted random words.
“Planning to take over the world, Freddie?”
“Yeah,” she said with a huge smile. “I’m starting a revolution.”




Chapter 10
“Okay. I’m skeered.” Mike opened the fridge and put the pies away, thankful that he actually had enough room for the two boxes. It was like playing Jenga in reverse. “What should I be doing? I mean, once the patriarchy is dismantled, I may be what the British call redundant.”
“No danger of that,” said Freddie with a giggle. “You’ve been too nice to me to be made redundant. Besides, I may need your amazing organizational skills.”
“Now I’m really worried,” said Mike, trying to keep his tone light. “And what’s with all the compliments?”
“I’ve always believed that you should say nice things to people whenever you have the chance,” said Freddie. “I know it sounds a bit – “
“Idealistic? Hippie-ish?”
“I was heading towards insincere. But idealistic works, too.  The Caplanskys will compliment you to the hilt and then they’ll cut you off for the smallest infraction. You never know where they really stand, because they’re too nice to you and then they’re not nice at all. I think it’s a tactic to keep everyone off balance as much as possible.”
Mike was about to say that macking on someone’s boyfriend was hardly a small infraction, but his Better Self put the brakes on. After logging so much time with Freddie, he would be confident swearing in front of the Supreme Court that she did not have a mean bone in her body.  In fact, it was the opposite. Let the record show, Your Honour…
“I believe you,” he said, after a long moment. “I don’t know you that well, but I don’t think you’ve ever lied to me.”
“Thank you,” she said. “It means a lot to me. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to call my bubbie.” She grabbed her phone and went into the bedroom, closing the door behind her.
Mike strained to hear the conversation. Was Bubbie Rose into smashing the patriarchy? She was of an age to have been an ardent feminist, so it was theoretically possible. All Mike could hear was something about where various items were stored. It made very little sense.
Finally, Freddie opened the door to the bedroom. Her face was shining with joy as she went over to Mike and gave him a spontaneous little hug. He froze.
“Omigod, I’m so sorry,” she said, withdrawing from him like she’d just touched a hot stove. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable in your own home.”
“No worries. But I have to ask what’s going on. You look like you got some good news,” he said, trying to deflect from the hug. It had been way too long since he’d been hugged like that. Mike couldn’t remember the last time somebody hugged him out of pure joy.
“I did! I did! Remember when I told you that I ordered us face masks?”
Mike nodded.
“Well, they’re ugly. So, so ugly. They protect you, but they don’t represent you. If we’re gonna have to wear masks, they should say something about the person behind the mask. So I started thinking and I decided that I’m going to launch a line of designer masks. My own brand! Isn’t that exciting?”
“Sure. How’s that gonna work exactly? It’s not like you can sew a million masks by hand.”
“I have an industrial sewing machine. Actually, it’s in Bubbie’s house, but she said I could use it. And there’s a pile of material, too. My grandfather bought bolts and bolts of it before he retired. I never knew what he wanted to do with it, but now it’s clear.”
“He wanted you to make quarantine masks? Because he had the gift of prophecy?”
“Pretty much. He wanted me to have something that was my own.” Freddie tossed her hair. “I was supposed to get my real estate license and sell Bubbie’s house. I’d get the commission and she’d get the proceeds, obvy.”
“Obvy.”
“I’d have to help with the cleaning out of the place, and of course it needs some work before it’s ready to be sold, of course.”
“Of course.” Mike was beginning to feel like a parrot.
“But that was the game plan. The course was supposed to start in six weeks. I got an email that it’s on hold indefinitely. Bubbie doesn’t want to go through another real estate agent. She wanted to launch me in a career. And now I don’t need a real estate license to have a career. All I need is to start sewing! And marketing! I think I should trademark my name. You don’t know how long that takes, do you?”
“Nary a clue,” said Mike, glad to finally be saying something original. “My brother Jason might know. We can get in touch with him tomorrow. It’s getting late.”
“Sure. I have a bunch of ideas I have to jot down. Have a good night!”
“You too.” Mike fake-yawned to indicate the lateness of the evening. Then, he glanced at his watch. “Eight o’clock already. Where did the time go?”
Freddie was up at sunrise, and she tiptoed into the living room so she could do yoga on the balcony. Mike woke up to the sight of Freddie in Downward Dog position, her maddingly cute butt in the air as she bent over. As he tried not to watch her, Freddie moved into the Warrior Pose, then interrupted her yoga session to wave and smile at him. Rolling up her yoga mat, she flung the French doors open and waved again. This time, Mike had no choice but to acknowledge her. Stretching and yawning, he made his way to the balcony, wishing he’d worn slippers as his feet touched the cold concrete.
“Good morning, Mike,” said Freddie. “Isn’t this the most beautiful day? Listen to the birds! There’s, like, a million of them.”
With nobody going to work, the usual noise from traffic, both from cars and from the 80 bus, was sparse. The hum of motors was replaced by chirping. Squirrels were enthusiastically climbing the trees, in search of secret stashes of food, no doubt. Dogs were leaving their calling cards on the trees, while their owners held small plastic bags that would be filled with –
“Oh, shit!” Freddie reached for her phone, which was tucked safely into the pocket on the side of her yoga tights. “I have so much to do today! I’m gonna jump into the shower first, if that’s all right with you.”
“Go ahead,” said Mike. “I’ll boil the kettle so you can make your tea.”
“Thank you,” said Freddie. “That’s really nice of you.”
It was hardly a Herculean task. All Mike had to do was flick the switch on the side of the electric kettle. Freddie had already set the kettle to the proper temperature for her organic green tea, and she’d filled the kettle with filtered water from the pitcher the night before.
Fresh from the shower, Freddie changed into yet another pair of black yoga tights, this time paired with a plain white t-shirt. Mike was willing to bet that the plain tee cost more than his entire wardrobe. Athleisurewear by Yaffa didn’t come cheap, after all. There was a reason why Oprah had listed it as one of her Favorite Things three years running. And he only knew this “fun fact” because his brother’s ex-girlfriend Emily had placed it on her online birthday wish list for three successive years.
Freddie had the whole set, and then some. The hoodie, the tights, the sports bras, and the t-shirts. The toeless socks that were designed to grip the ground so you didn’t slip during yoga. The incredibly well-cut shorts that defined every curve. In other words, the shorts that Freddie liked to wear around the house.
“What a beautiful day,” said Freddie for what must have been the eleventh time. “We have so much to do! I have to buy a laptop. I’m never going to be able to get everything done on my phone. I have to register some domain names and if you know a good web designer, that’d be great. Also, I need to get some basic supplies delivered to Bubbie’s house. That’s the problem part.”
“Why is that a problem? Can’t you arrange to have them delivered after we’re out of quarantine? And I have to ask if it’s safe for you to even go over there. I mean, if it was livable, you would have asked me to take you there instead of crashing with me. Right?”
“Absolutely,” said Freddie without hesitation. “I couldn’t have stayed there. I don’t even have the key. I’d have to break in through the back door, and then I’d get arrested, and my mug shot would end up on TMZ. The Zangers don’t need another family scandal. This is my chance to make things right. And I’m gonna make the most of it.”
Freddie was almost at Pollyanna-level pluckiness now that she had an actual goal. Her resilience and her grit were surfacing, even though she’d come off as whiny and Velcro-like at first. The further she got from her Hollywood days, the more likeable she was.
Freddie sat down at the table and Mike could hear the rapid click-click-click of her nails against the touchscreen. After a spate of typing, she’d check something off her hand-written lists with satisfaction. After checking off item after item, and drinking cup after cup of tea, she gave a satisfied stretch.
“I think I got a lot done,” she said. “Now what do I have left? Let’s see. I have to call Bubbie and ask her to mail the key here, so I can get into the place. Then, I need to make sure we have Wi-Fi. We need bottled water, toilet paper, cleaning products, and of course, food. I can probably get everything online at the supermarket. All I need are plastic bags to pack everything, business cards with care instructions, and mailing envelopes. Lots of mailing envelopes. Too bad the post office doesn’t pick up. Oh, well. I guess the walk will do me good, once I’m able to go outside. Maybe they do pick up. I'll have to check. Isn’t this fun?”
“I guess,” said Mike, looking more and more confused. When had Freddie morphed into that horrible caricature of feminism known as #girlboss?  She was preparing to run an operation the scale of a small-to-medium-sized business when she hadn’t even demonstrated that she knew how to sew. Or was she planning to run a socially distanced sweatshop in the heart of Cote St. Luc, staffed by people who presumably knew what they were doing?
“This is coming together so easily,” crowed Freddie. She was looking out the window in the living room, looking up every few minutes for the salad delivery dude as she studied a YouTube video. There was no time to chop kale or mix nuts and seeds in the perfect balance. Running a company entailed a lot of work. She’d had ample time to observe the Caplansky makeup empire in her past life as a hanger-on. Time to fly solo.
Mike was winding up an online meeting with one of his students and their parents. Two sets, since the mom and dad had split and found other partners. Fortunately, the stepparents were taking a step back. Pun intended, obviously, because it was the stepfather who’d made the comment.
Mike exhaled, then went to refill his coffee mug. He took a sip, mumbled, “Stone cold.” He drank it anyway.
Freddie zoomed into the kitchen. “I can make a fresh pot,” she offered. “I’m waiting to hear back from my logo designer and lunch is almost here, so I have a few minutes.”
“No, no, it’s fine,” said Mike. Pond water was more delicious than Freddie’s coffee.  In fact, it might have been hard to tell them apart. Despite the perfectly fine coffee maker and the coffee from the roastery on St. Denis, it never came out well when Freddie was in charge. Hopefully, her business skills were better.
The lunch delivery came right on schedule, and they settled down to eat with enthusiasm. Mike had ordered the Beet Burger, this time intentionally.  As he went to get the ketchup so he could enjoy the sweet potato wedges the way they were intended to be enjoyed, he glanced at Freddie’s ever-growing list. She kept adding item after item, which made Mike think the operation was escalating.
“How many masks are you planning to sell, anyway? Just curious.”
Freddie furrowed her brow. “I don’t think there’s an end to mask-wearing in sight. People are gonna want to wear something fashionable as well as functional, don’t you think?” She paused for a long minute. “I don’t know how to manage the production side, though,” she confessed. “Kassandra had her makeup made offshore, but it took, like, forever to ship it to the US. People can wait for contouring cream, but they need masks. I don’t think I can handle a mass order of tens of thousands of pieces. I can make a fair amount, but not millions.”
“So what you’re saying is…” This was Mike’s favorite way of getting his students to think through their problems and come to a workable solution.
“Yeah. I can’t do mass-market. I’ll have to sell them as couture.” Freddie’s look of satisfaction was all Mike needed. There was no student that he couldn’t reach!
“Couture? That sounds expensive.”
“It will be. It’s all in the marketing. I can’t sew a million masks all by myself, but I can sew a thousand. I may need to find some home sewers, but I’m sure there are plenty of people who can do it to my standards. I’ll have to splash out on the packaging. People will be expecting something glam. Especially at the price they’ll be paying.” More scribbling. More notes. Freddie was bouncing in her chair. She pushed her salad container away. “I have too much to do,” she said breathlessly. “Can you clean up?”
“It’s no problem,” said Mike.  What he wanted to say was “It’s my house” but he didn’t. Occupied Freddie was a lot easier to deal with compared with bored Freddie and Mike didn’t want to rock the boat.
Over the next few days, there was a constant stream of deliveries.  Packages containing flat boxes, rolls of gold stickers with Freddie’s signature on them and tissue paper occupied a lot of floor space, so much so that Freddie had abandoned hope of ever doing yoga indoors. Thank goodness for the balcony! Except that the gardening equipment had also arrived, and the boxes were on the balcony, waiting to be assembled.  And since they were stuck in the apartment, none of the boxes could be taken down to recycling, so they would have to be flattened and left somewhere. But where?
Mike logged on to his afternoon staff meeting, full of redundant information recycled from the news channel and peppered with dumb questions from the One Person Who Never Listened. There was one in every group. Not the most scientific observation, but accurate nonetheless.  After forty-five minutes, Mike felt his brain was fried. And there was Freddie, bringing him a cup of coffee. Oh, lord. He had no choice but to drink it and make grateful noises, but like any marathoner, he was afraid he was going to hit the wall.
He checked the calendar. Five days to go. Five days and then he’d reclaim his condo and reclaim his life. He’d be able to walk outside, maybe running to the fruiterie where he’d see faces that weren’t Freddie.  Maybe he’d have to wear a mask, but that would be okay. Instead of smiling, he could give a little salute in greeting, or maybe a nod of the head. He had no idea what people were doing. For all he knew, they were skulking in fear that every person who passed by was a disease vector. He had no way of knowing. Nana Frances was on lockdown and his family was in Ontario, where they probably had different ways of dealing with the situation.
For a second, Mike thought he’d ask Freddie about what she thought the New Normal would be. But she was as sheltered as him. Even more so, because she was an innocent at heart. She was wrestling with the boxes containing the tomato towers. But despite the fact that she was losing the fight, she wasn’t even dropping f-bombs. No. she was actually laughing.
“You should come out and help me,” she called. “Look at how nice this is going to be! This is the coolest thing ever!”
Mike went out on the balcony, ready to read what were probably complicated assembly instructions. He knew that mansplaining was frowned upon, but as a homeowner, he’d had to learn about this sort of thing. He rolled up the sleeves on his flannel shirt and took a deep breath.
“We’re going to need potting soil,” said Freddie.  “I think maybe five bags ought to do the trick. That bottle is the fertilizing solution. You load it up, and it fits in at the top of the tower. You have to decide whether you want to plant the tomatoes at the bottom and stake them vertically or plant them in the upper tier and let them behave like vines. Easy-peasy!”
Mike looked at the tower. It looked like it had been assembled perfectly, at least according to the diagram.
“I can’t believe you did this on your own, Freddie,” said Mike. “I would have done it.”
“I like doing things with my hands,” said Freddie. “That’s why I love sewing so much. When I was a kid, I used to go with my grandfather to the factory and watch them make jeans. That’s where the sewing machine came from. Old as dirt, but it runs like a dream. I thought making masks would be a good idea since I have a ton of fabric. Bolts and bolts of the stuff, and it all has to be cleared out before we can put the house on the market. Can you imagine the possibilities? There’s a ton of men’s suiting, lots of dark and light denim, maybe even some acid-wash, chambray and gold brocade. That’ll be haute couture, I suppose.  I ordered tons of cotton for the backing and that should be here in a week’s time.”
Faced with this level of enthusiasm, Mike was speechless. “How did you put this together so quickly? The idea, I mean.”
Freddie looked at Mike with astonishment. “You’ve never had to adapt to changing circumstances? That doesn’t sound right. You were very quick to invite me to stay with you.”
Ah, yes. There it was. The proverbial elephant in the room. Objectively, this had been the worst date Mike had ever been on. Freddie was annoying as hell, from her exaggerated vocal fry to the way she refused to eat gluten on principle, as if it was, oh, let’s say, carrying a pandemic-causing virus. The only thing he could come up with was that Freddie was on a quest to dumb herself down. There was only one type of person who ever did that.
“Did you ever have your IQ tested?” Mike wasn’t usually a blurter, but his firmly positioned filter had clearly slipped.
“I guess. When I was a kid.” Freddie shrugged and went back to her sketching. “What do you think goes better with gingham? Ruching or smocking?”
“I have no clue what any of that means,” confessed Mike.  “Not my area of expertise.” But from his actual area of expertise, he was beginning to figure out what made Freddie tick. If his hypothesis was accurate, and he was willing to bet a week’s pay that it was, she was trying to cover something up by acting so shallow and superficial. Like, maybe a genius IQ. 
“Hey! You know what would be fun,” he said with enthusiasm. “We can take IQ tests now.”
“Or we could continue doing something else,” replied Freddie. “Like this – the suit jacket opens up to reveal a white shirt and you can insert the filter underneath. Isn’t that cute? If pleather was washable, I could do a motorcycle jacket.  Oh, well.” She frowned and went back to sketching.
“Let me know when it’s five-fifteen,” she said. “We have a Zoom call scheduled with The Grannies at five-thirty, and I want to be organized. We’re ordering them Chinese again, by the way. They like routine.”
“So do I,” said Mike, who’d had very little of his routine preserved. No in-person teaching, no privacy, no bed. Just a forest’s worth of cardboard boxes needing to be recycled, and a houseguest who’d succeeded in upending everything. Scratch that – part of the credit had to be given to the pandemic. Under ordinary circumstances, Mike would have ditched Freddie after their disastrous date, moved on to someone much more suitable, and kept on keepin’ on, same as it ever was.
That would have been cool. So very cool.
Except that it wouldn’t have been. Not if Mike was being truthful with himself. Before the quarantine, he’d often joked that if they were to write a book about his life, it’d be called “Fifty Shades of Beige”. Whatever his life was now, it certainly wasn’t beige. It was dizzyingly kaleidoscopic, filled with new terms like “ruching” and “crewel”, which was a form of embroidery and not something that Elvis sang not to be. Jamily had bit the dust, Nana was showing so much fortitude that her picture should have been on the five-dollar bills, and Mike had intentionally ordered a beet burger. What the actual…




Chapter 11
Mike was falling for Freddie. Even he acknowledged it. Under normal circumstances, this would have been impossible. Despite what the Grannies said, there was no way this so-called “relationship” could ever last. And relationships were supposed to last. That was the rule.
Freddie contemplated her sketch pad, clicking the cap of her pen again and again and again. This was one of the things she did to relax. But how could she relax under the circumstances? Her life was about to take a major pivot. Either she was going to let Mike know that she was starting to develop feelings for him or she was going to start a hugely successful business. Or maybe both. It was too soon to tell. Normally, this would have been an exciting proposition, but there was nothing normal about, well, anything.
Mike was 360 degrees different from anyone she’d ever been involved with. No, wait. Three hundred and sixty degrees was a full circle. He’d have to be 180 degrees different. Numbers were important, especially when you were running a business. Pennies counted. Even fractions of pennies were important. She’d learned that from her grandparents, then her parents, and finally from the Caplanskys, who were masters at turning loose change into a fortune just by slapping their name on something and then making everyone want – no, crave – that exact thing. It was miraculous how influencers influenced. And Mike was an influencer at heart. He’d gotten his students to keep up with their studies, not the easiest thing to do when they were hospitalized. But even more so, he’d led by example with his love of learning, which kindled something within his students and made them want to fight a little harder to return to normal.
Freddie had been thinking a lot about the Old Days versus the New Normal. If masks were going to become part of everyday attire, there would be a lasting market for facial garments that were on trend and attractive. Nothing was as wonderful as seeing someone smile at you, but if your mouth was covered, you’d have to smile with your eyes and wear a mask that reflected your mood. (Also, lipstick sales would probably plummet.)
Smiling was the best, though. Mike smiled with his whole face. He had smile lines around his eyes that crinkled whenever one of his students chimed in with an answer, or even when he drank a non-sucky cup of coffee. He smiled when he looked at the Tomato Tower, he smiled when they unpacked the dinner order, and he even smiled when he was reading a book about history. Freddie didn’t know why he was so happy reading about guillotines and revolutions. There was a lot about Mike that was an enigma.
Today, Mike was wearing jeans, as usual. He had on a band t-shirt, as usual. Today’s band was Deville, who Freddie only knew because their guitarist was friends with Deandre, Kendra Caplansky’s musician husband. And he was wearing a flannel shirt over everything, in a blue plaid.  He seemed to have a drawer full of the same type of socks, probably purchased in bulk, and he had a collection of sneakers. Not the expensive and trendy kind that the Caplanskys endorsed. These were functional shoes, scuffed and worn, but obviously comfortable. He even had a collection of baseball caps, mostly Montreal Expos.
Freddie knew every detail of Mike’s wardrobe, partly because he tended to wear the same thing, but mainly because she couldn’t stop sneaking glances at him. Without being skeezy about it, she was beginning to find Mike attractive. He was not her type at all. She’d be willing to bet that Mike only wore suits to weddings and funerals, or maybe if he had an appointment at the bank on Mortgage Renewal Day. There was nothing flashy about him. He didn’t wear any jewelry. His car was probably chosen because it got good mileage. There was no top-shelf alcohol in the house, just a six-pack of craft beer that he didn’t seem interested in drinking. His only vice was books. Shelves and shelves of them. Shelves that could have been used to display pretty things, like designer masks. Maybe she could convince Mike to move the books so she could stage a display of her products.
Nah. By that time, she’d be installed at Bubbie’s, spending her time knee-deep in fabric and packaging, pulling order sheets from the printer and bustling to the post office with neatly-wrapped packages destined for shipment to the four corners of the Earth. She’d be so proud. Her family would be so proud. Mike would be so –
“Hey. Freddie. Five-minute warning.” Mike had brought her a cup of matcha tea and was motioning for her to join him on the couch so they could both be onscreen. No point in using two screens, when the servers were probably overloading from all the unexpected traffic. Right?
Freddie sat down next to Mike and fluffed her hair. Their image appeared on screen and she grimaced. “Eww,” she said, looking down. “Oh. Geez. My roots are hideous! I shouldn’t be facing the world like this.”
“Whoa. That’s crazy talk. I think you’re beautiful,” said Mike, immediately wishing he could press Rewind and take back the last part of what he’d said. What the hell was it with his recent onset of blurting?
“But look at me…” Freddie’s voice trailed off. Only one person had ever called her beautiful without having an agenda, and there she was on screen, resplendent in a violet-patterned blouse and matching cardigan sweater, her World’s Greatest Grandma mug at hand. She was probably drinking Red Rose tea, with two packets of the yellow-enveloped artificial sweetener and a squeeze of juice from the plastic lemon she kept in her fridge.
“Hi, Bubbie!” Freddie waved at the image on screen. Nana Frances was trying to connect but kept bouncing out. Freddie tapped Mike on his thigh then pointed to his phone. In a stage whisper, she said, “Call her. Maybe she needs some troubleshooting.”
“No, I think she’s okay.” Mike whispered back. It was a surprisingly intimate moment, and it did not go unnoticed by Rose and Frances.
“So. How are you two doing? Anything we should know?” Clearly, Bubbie Rose had years of experience putting other people under the microscope.
Freddie blushed. So did Mike, at least a little.
“Yeah. We’ve gotten this far and we haven’t killed each other,” said Mike after weighing his words for a few seconds.
“It’s a triumph of the human spirit,” said Freddie with a giggle. “How about the two of you?” She sat forward, waiting for what she hoped would be a positive response.
“I spoke with your parents today,” began Rose. “They’re stuck on the ship until they can find a port that will take them, but they were upgraded to a room with a balcony, so they are enjoying the view.”
“Sounds fun,” said Mike. It didn’t sound like fun at all, being rejected by city after city because they may have been a hot spot. He’d seen how many people on the ship had been symptomatic, both staff and crew. So had Freddie, although she’d reserved comment. Actually, that wasn’t quite true. She’d shut down totally and left for the bathroom, for another spate of flushing. Mike realized that this was Crying Time and had decided to say nothing.
“But they feel fine, both of them,” said Rose reassuringly.
“Good,” said Freddie. “I keep trying to call them but I can’t get through. But, yeah. Things are going well. Next week at this time, I’ll be at your place and I’ll be sewing my little heart out making masks. I have a few designs, and once I have the prototypes, they’ll go up on my website and I’ll wait for the dollars to start rolling in. And I’m gonna pay you rent until the place is sold.”
“No, Freydaleh. I won’t take a penny from you,” insisted Rose. “You’re doing me a favor by using up all that material. If it ended up in a landfill, it would be a shandah. Maybe you can donate to a good cause instead.”
“Are you sure?” Freddie brightened and a smile lit up her face.
“Absolutely.”
“Listen to her,” urged Mike. “She’s a very insistent person. And the apple did not fall far from the tree.” Mike and Freddie exchanged smiles. Again.
“Kids, if there’s something we should know…”
“There is, Nana. What you should know is that according to the app, your dinner will be here in five minutes. So if you have something to say, you better say it now.”
“Nothing,” said Frances with a sly smile. “Everything’s fine. Just remember that we’re doing karaoke in a few days.”
Why they needed a reminder about karaoke was a mystery. Freddie and Mike shrugged it. They were probably starved for fun activities, and this had the potential of being fun.
Freddie’s idea of fun had shifted. Karaoke was cool, but it took valuable minutes away from the business. She had purchased her website and business name, Mask Arrayed. It was a cute-ish pun, but the masks were more than just cute fashion accessories. For each mask sold, Freddie was going to donate a more functional (read: less fashionable) mask to a health care centre, where they could be worn by people who didn’t need PPE, preserving medical equipment for the people who needed them.
Freddie’s time was spent sketching, number-crunching, and calling Bubbie Rose to make sure that she had everything she’d need once she moved in. She barely looked up from her notepad, even when the Prime Minister addressed the population. Once, she commented, “I’m going to send Justin a few masks. Maybe he’ll wear them on camera. Wouldn’t that be cool?”
“I guess,” said Mike. Finally, he had the chance to crack the spine on one of the books he’d bought on that fateful first date with Freddie. Technically, weren’t they still on their first date? They hadn’t said goodbye and they were still hanging out together, if that’s what you’d call it. They might even be setting some kind of record, he thought, right before delving into Bob Woodward’s latest tome.
They spent the rest of the afternoon in companionable silence, except for the fact that Freddie tended to talk to herself. It would have annoyed Mike under ordinary circumstances, but lately he’d been finding Freddie a lot less annoying. Maybe he was used to seeing her commandeering his space for her yoga routines. Maybe he really liked watching her in yoga mode. She was more serene, more focused, and the skin-tight athleisurewear was not the worst thing she could be wearing. Without the warpaint, she was incredibly attractive, which was shorthand for “Dammit. I’m attracted to Freddie”.
Ordinarily, this wouldn’t have been a problem. The actual problem was that Mike couldn’t make a move without risking falling into slimeball territory. He had done a deep dive into the Weasel Incident, and he’d concluded that Freddie’s type was “toxic”. If he did anything that would be remotely like that, he’d be falling into the trap of toxicity, which was relationship quicksand. He wasn’t The Big Hurt, and he didn’t want to be The Big Jerk.
Freddie kept glancing at Mike, engrossed in his book. It had a one-word title, “Fear”. That pretty well described where she was at. Freddie was afraid of failing at the mask venture, and yet she was also afraid of too much success. Running a one-person operation sounded really good in theory, but there were limits to what one person could realistically accomplish. She needed several extra pairs of hands.
Once her parents were back from the cruise and their quarantine was over, maybe they could be pressed into service. Dad knew everything about the schmatta business and Mom had been an expert home sewer. At one point, she’d started making quilts for her friends’ grandkids, and yes, there was always a wistful comment or six about how one day she hoped to be making a quilt for Freddie’s little one. She’d compromised and made Freddie a quilted tote bag, with a strap to hold her yoga mat. Freddie had wanted her mother to open an Etsy shop, but she said that it would turn something she loved to do into something she had to do, and that wasn’t okay.
“What’s the book about, Mike? It looks like a real page-turner.”
“Politics,” he said. “Not what you’d call an easy read, but it makes you think.” He adjusted his reading glasses, then he changed his mind, slipped them off and stuck them in the pocket of his flannel shirt. “Wanna take a break? You’re working awfully hard.”
“I can spare five minutes, I guess. It’s nice to have something to focus on,” Freddie sighed. “With the stories about what’s going on in the nursing homes – “
“Whoa. Freddie. It’s not the same at all,” said Mike. Freddie sat down next to him on the couch and used her pencil to secure her hair into a messy bun.
“The King Solomon is assisted living, not a nursing home. There haven’t been any cases there, and they made a point of letting us know that every precaution was being taken. So don’t worry. The Grannies will be fine.”
“Actually, I’m not so sure about that,” said Freddie. Her lip was starting to tremble. Oh, no. Mike knew that this was the trigger for a crying session in the bathroom, punctuated by numerous flushes. “What do you think we should do?”
“We should monitor the situation closely? I know that the food sucks and the only reason Nana moved in was because she didn’t have any family support. Rose is in a much better situation. She has your parents, when they’re able to help her take care of herself. Which will be soon,” he added reassuringly. “Very, very soon.”
“Oh, Mike!  You know exactly what to say. You’re the best,” said Freddie, leaping forward and wrapping her arms around Mike. It was the first time they’d embraced, and as Freddie’s brown eyes locked onto Mike’s green-eyed gaze, she knew exactly what she wanted to do.
She kissed him, lightly. It was an invitation for more, and Mike was never one to turn down an invitation. He kissed Freddie back, and the sound of Fear tumbling to the ground only partially masked the little sigh of happiness that Freddie gave.




Chapter 12
“Are you gonna do Springsteen at karaoke,” asked Freddie several hours later.
“Why? Are you a fan of The Boss?” Mike ran his fingers through his hair, still damp from the shower.
“Not really. It’s just the way you look in those jeans reminds me of that album cover.” Freddie blushed, then returned to examining her cuticles. “These nails have to go,” she muttered. “I think I have everything I need. Where’s the tin foil? I’ll need a lot.”
“Are you making us matching tin foil hats?” Mike went to the hall closet and retrieved a three-pack of foil that he’d bought at Costco because it was a good deal.
“Ha ha. Very funny,” smirked Freddie. It was hard to maintain a proper level of sarcasm with someone so absolutely kissable. Why did life have to throw so many challenges her way? It wasn’t fair.
After using her nail file to abrade as much of the acrylic as possible, Freddie soaked cotton balls in nail polish remover and wrapped her index finger in the cotton, using the tin foil to keep the cotton in place and prevent the solvent from dripping. By the time she’d done six of her ten nails, her complete lack of manual dexterity was obvious, but she soldiered on, even though Mike chivalrously offered to help.
It took an hour for the acetone to do its magic, followed by rigorous handwashing, and several rounds of nail-buffing. At long last, Freddie was able to face the world with her own fingernails. She waved them in front of Mike and said, “That’s more like it, huh? I need to be able to operate a sewing machine.”
“And jazz hands are important – how?”
“First of all, these are spirit fingers, not jazz hands,” she said. “And I need to be able to control the fabric if I’m sewing at warp speed. Get it? Warp speed? Fabric has warp. And weft. And you don’t know what I’m talking about, do you?”
Mike shook his head. “I must have been absent that day,” he said apologetically. “But because it’s important to you, I’ll read up on fabric.”
“You don’t have to. But at some point, you may be confronted with a pop quiz. So, do what you gotta do.”
“Aww, Freddie. Using my own words to get to me. Nice try, though. Come here for a second. Before we face the Grannies, do you wanna talk about what’s bothering you?”
Freddie took a deep breath. “I think I’m going to ask Bubbie to move in with me. I mean, it’s her house, so she doesn’t need permission. But I’d love to see her in a more controlled environment.” Freddie twirled a strand of hair with a dainty, acrylic-free finger.
“But how would you replicate everything she’s getting at the King Solomon? And what about the lease?” Mike’s wheels were turning.

“I was reading the government website, and all we’d have to do is pick her up. She has a lease, so she can go back any time she wants. Like, when the activities are running again. If she has to stay in one space for twenty-four hours straight, why shouldn’t she be in her own home? She loves green spaces and they closed them off at the residence. Sure, she has a balcony, but it’s not the same.”
“But what about the practicalities of caring for herself? That’s something to be considered.” Mike furrowed his brow. “I know that Nana’s basically there for the amenities. She wouldn’t need any assistance with bathing or getting dressed. Just laundry and housecleaning. What about Rose?”
“Same. She’s not disabled or cognitively impaired. Maybe a little lazy.” Freddie shrugged. “They’ve earned a life of leisure. Right? And they can have it, once we iron out all the deets. After karaoke, we’ll tell them the good news. We’ll pick both of them up when you drive me to Bubbie’s, and we’ll set up housekeeping together. It’ll be just like the Golden Girls!


Several hours later…
“That went better than I expected,” said Mike.
“Yeah. I was convinced that we’d have technical problems.” Freddie smiled, snuggling into Mike’s arms.
“ You never trust technology, do you? And thank goodness it wasn’t a competition. After hearing you sing, I would have thought it was a fix.” Mike planted a series of kisses on the top of her head.
“I did my best,” she said, blushing at the compliment. “But you totally crushed it, too. So much fun! When we’re settled in, you can come over and we can have Karaoke Night. We can order pizza. With pineapple.”
Mike flashed back to high school, where he’d had exactly this kind of evening going over to accompany his girlfriend du jour as she babysat. It was quirky and just on the edge of being uncool, but it also showed how much Freddie cared about her grandmother. The best way to describe it was wholesome, a word that had experienced a resurgence in popularity.
Mike would never have thought to use the word ‘wholesome’ to describe Freddie. At least not at first glance. She looked like anything but that, with her spackled-on makeup and affectations. But as her layers of fakery peeled off, her true character was revealed. Her kindness, her ambition, and her enjoyment of life’s simple pleasures – every little thing she did was magic, which meant that Mike would be doing a different song next time Karaoke Night rolled around.
Freddie’s heart was pounding, but not from the adrenaline that nailing a Spice Girls song always engendered. She was gearing up for the fight of her life. Nobody had ever complimented Freddie on having leadership skills, and this was exactly what she would have to demonstrate over the next few – actually, who knew how long the pandemic was going to last?
First, there were the logistics of moving. Bubbie would reclaim the master bedroom, Nana would get the second bedroom, and her parents (whenever they returned) would have to shoehorn into the third. That left Freddie in the basement, carving out a space in what was usually referred to as the maid’s room. It was a generational thing, for sure. Nobody she knew had ever had a maid, so maybe it was just a widely used snark term.
The streets lined with identical semi-detached bungalows had been built when Freddie’s grandparents were just starting out as young marrieds, and it was a leap of faith to move out to the wilds of suburbia without an infrastructure. Several generations later, the community was established, and mature trees covered the streets. But a few people still referred to the houses as “twelve-fives”, because it had cost $12,500 to purchase one of these gems.
Nowadays, they sold well into the six figures, which was more than a decent return on the initial investment. To prepare Bubbie’s house for sale would require clearing out of all the things she’d accumulated over a lifetime, as well as some basic renovations, since the original features weren’t considered charming to people who’d developed their tastes by watching HGTV.
However, the construction was solid, there was enough space for everyone, and since people of her grandmother’s generation were loath to throw out anything that was still functional, they would just need a large grocery order and they’d be ready to roll. Freddie’s parents could take charge of getting the groceries and cooking simple meals. The Grannies would not have any responsibilities aside from taking care of themselves. Hopefully, they wouldn’t fight over who got to use the bathroom first. The tub had a bench and grab bars installed, as well as old non-slip stickers festooning the bottom. Antiquated but after an enthusiastic cleaning, it would do.
The cleaning crew was coming the next day, reassured by the fact that nobody had lived in the house for months and therefore they could clean as they used to back in the good old days, despite the fact they’d be suited up in PPEs. Freddie had a preliminary food order scheduled, the cable would be hooked up along with the Wi-Fi, and the King Solomon had been told that The Grannies were just taking a “staycation in Montreal” and there would be no need to prepare Cancellation Of Lease documents.
By the time everything was taken care of, the sun had long since set and Freddie was trying her hardest to suppress her yawning. She had one more day of organization before the Big Move, and she needed to make the best of every waking minute. Not to mention those non-waking minutes.  With a feline stretch, she got up from the couch.
“Oh, Mike!” She was practically singing his name. “I bet you’ll be really glad to get back to that comfy bed of yours. Right?”
Mike was about to answer about the discomfort of the couch until he realized where Freddie way going with this line of questioning. He was willing to bet another week’s salary that this had nothing to do with the couch, or his occupancy thereof. This sounded like another invitation. 
“It’s a vast space compared to the couch,” he said, his tone deliberately non-committal. “It’s like a whole continent.”
“You would know,” mused Freddie. “As a teacher, I mean.”
“Exactly,” said Mike, moving closer to Freddie. “And I spend a lot of time with my students teaching about the great explorers.” As he said this, he leaned in and his fingers began exploring the space on Freddie’s back between the straps of her sports bra and the top of her yoga pants.  “Exploring takes a lot of bravery,” he continued. “You have to be watchful and responsive to your surroundings, and you never know what you’re going to find.”
“Like uncharted territory?” Freddie was amazed at how natural it felt to press her body against Mike’s. There was no urgency, no desperation, and most of all, no pressure.
“Not so much uncharted. We’re not kids. But there’s always a learning curve. That may be my favourite part.”




Chapter 13
Mike was slicing bagels for breakfast when he realized that this was the last day of the fourteen that he’d been stuck with Freddie. Where did the time go? Probably down the crapper, along with his preconceived notions about his reluctant houseguest.
“I think we have to thank The Grannies,” he said.
“Hey!  Mike! Will you watch what you’re doing with that knife?” said Freddie. “I can sew masks, but I can’t suture human flesh. We should get them each a bouquet of flowers. There has to be a place that’s open.”
“I’m sure there is. Your bagel’s ready. Butter on the side and hold the blood. Right?”
Okay, Freddie likes flowers, he thought. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have suggested it as The Perfect Gift. This was going to be easy.
“Imagine seeing the Great Outdoors,” he said. “The only time I’ve left the apartment has been to go to the garbage chute. Thank goodness it’s right next door.”
Oh, no. Was the location of the garbage chute the best conversation that Mike had to offer? This had the potential to go downhill very fast.
“It’s very convenient,” said Freddie with a smile. Mike had been as furtive as a jewel thief in planning his trips to the garbage chute. He didn’t want any of his neighbours to see him leaving his apartment. His complete lack of symptomatology had nothing to do with it. He was concerned about the optics of the situation. Maybe Freddie the influencer had influenced him.
“I guess I should start packing,” said Freddie as she took one unmanicured finger and started collecting the leftover poppy seeds on her plate.
“If you need any help…” Mike’s voice trailed off. Part of him wanted to be of service, and that part was warring against the “maybe Freddie shouldn’t go” part. But this was a time for reason and logic. Freddie had gone to great lengths to make sure that she would get out of Mike’s hair and take care of The Grannies and her parents. Which would leave him free to finish the Bob Woodward book, clean out the Amazon boxes and focus on teaching.
It sounded like heaven. Except that it wasn’t. Heaven was sharing a space with someone who had more layers than an onion, and probably elicited as many tears. Heaven was knowing that, as much of a stick-in-the-mud as he could be (and he’d been called much, much worse!), someone would be able to put up with his schtick. Heaven was what he had now. And his next job was to help Freddie move to Cote St. Luc so she could spend her time hunched over a sewing machine in a sweatshop of her own making, while two lovely old ladies sat upstairs, watching daytime TV, listening to the AM radio talk shows and doing their best to amuse each other in these uncertain times.
“In these uncertain times.” Freddie wished she had a dollar for every time she’d heard that phrase. It was everywhere, from the 24/7 newscasts to the ads for goods and services that were useless “in these uncertain times”, but that didn’t stop anyone from trying to sell them. What the world needed was things that were useful. Like masks. Pretty masks, cute masks, serious masks, whimsical masks. Anything that would present a good face to the world “in these uncertain times”. A comfortable and fashionable mask would spread joy, not germs. Which was probably a great tagline for Mask Arrayed. She scribbled it down on a Post-It and brought her dishes to the sink. No point in acting like a princess in a pandemic. It was socially wrong.
It took the better part of the day for Freddie to organize her stuff. For someone who’d come into the condo with literally the clothes on her back and two bags of Oreos, she’d managed to accumulate a whole bunch of stuff. Beauty products, hair products, athleisurewear, organic food, computer equipment and sewing equipment. She’d ordered a fabric cutter that could handle up to 10 layers of material, which was going to be delivered to the house. But the replacement bobbins had arrived at Mike’s made her feel secure. She would fill the bobbins as soon as she had the opportunity, so she could be ready to replace them whenever she ran out of thread. At least something was within her control.
It was eight o’clock by the time they started to wind down. Freddie’s clothes had been packed, her bags were in the foyer and the wrappings from the submarine sandwiches had been appropriately disposed of.
Freddie and Mike were on the couch, snuggling, pretending to watch the news.
“Huh. Look at the time,” said Mike.
“What about it?” Freddie shrugged. Time had become elastic. Meaningless.
“It’s exactly two weeks since we went into quarantine. We’re both healthy. You know what that means, don’t you?” He smiled.
“We’re free?” It came out almost as a squeak. “We’re free, Mike!”
Instinctively, Mike kissed Freddie. She kissed him back, of course. But before things could escalate, she paused. Mike had an idea what she was thinking.
“That doesn’t mean you have to go now,” he said, his voice husky with desire.
“What if I wanted to go?” Freddie’s voice was challenging. She knew what the answer would be. At least, she hoped she did.
“Obviously, you’re not being held against your will.”
Against her better judgement, Freddie smiled.
“On the other hand, since you’re free to go, you’re also free to stay.”
Freddie pretended to consider this proposition.
“In that case, I will take you up on your offer,” she said. “I’ll stay with you tonight.”
***
Freddie spent the entire morning pacing up and down the apartment while Mike taught an unending Zoom class. The only time they were engaged was when Mike compared Yo Mama jokes to Shakespearian insults, which did not have the intended result of making the students into mini-Bards. The number of Yo Mama so fat… jokes turned into a lecture about the evils of sizeism, which failed to build any good will. Finally, in desperation, Mike said, “Let’s see if we can get a hold of Charlotte. Maybe she's free. I bet they're workin' her hard in Philly. I hear they make her study for her blood tests."
After mandatory groans at Mike's Dad joke, all the participants perked up. Despite the fact that the class only existed in virtual time, despite the transience of the participants and despite the circumstances that had brought them to the class in the first place, there was a bond between them. He sent invitations to Charlotte and to Freddie, who was motioning wildly in the background. As if she could ever be in the background. Not his Freddie.
Mike grinned at the thought of Freddie being in his life. Of course, the students picked up on it. After five minutes of razzing and half-hearted denials, Freddie connected on her laptop. Her face was inches away from Mike’s, their thighs were touching, their fingers were “accidentally” brushing against each other’s, and their hearts were beating in synchronization. It was impossible to hide their coupledom, and pointless to even try.
Finally, Charlotte connected, first by audio and then the video kicked in.
“Sorry, I’m having a hard time getting through,” she said. “How’s everyone?”
“Good,” everyone chorused.
Freddie asked, “How are you doing, Char?”
“It was kind of wretched the first few days, but I’ve turned the corner,” said Charlotte triumphantly. “I’m thinking of dying my hair purple when it grows in a bit more.”
“Do it!” exhorted Freddie. “I’ll do a purple streak so we’ll match. If you don’t mind copycatting, that is.”
“You’re such an influencer,” said Mike.
“She is,” said Freddie. “I’m naming one of my mask designs ‘The Charlotte’. That’s the one I’ll be giving to health care workers. It’ll have a tiny flower in the upper left-hand corner. Right where Charlotte has her freckle.”
“Cool,” said Mike, reverting to his role of teacher. “Charlotte, we were discussing -isms before you joined us. Any thoughts?”
“Yeah. Don’t judge a book by its cover,” she said as she rearranged the items on her table. “You may think someone is a certain way because of what you’ve seen, but that isn’t always the case. Sometimes you look like you’re down and out but you’re just getting ready for a huge comeback.”
“That’s absolutely true. When are you coming back to Montreal?”
“In about a month. Then I can go home and chill till the you-know-what is over. My immune system isn’t in good shape yet.”
“Well, it’s a good thing we have technology so we all can stay in touch,” said Freddie, trying not to tear up in front of everyone.
After Mike took a few minutes to jot down some notes, it was time to go. It took two trips to load everything into the car. The trunk and the back seat were filled with Freddie’s things.
“We should get lunch before we do anything else,” said Mike. What a pleasure it was to go through a drive-through and order burgers, then park in the lot and eat them!
“This is so good,” said Freddie, grabbing another napkin. “Do you want to finish my onion rings?” She moved the cardboard container in front of Mike, knowing he couldn’t resist. Nobody could.
“I’m good,” he said, to Freddie’s surprise. “Welp, I guess this is it.”
“Yeah. Time to move in and get to work.” Freddie hoped she sounded chipper and resolute. “I have a lot of work ahead of me.”
“I’m not worried. You got this.” Mike didn’t know what he was supposed to say. Part of him wanted to declare his feelings, but the cautious part of him had that part in a Vulcan death grip.
Freddie was about to bite her nails, then she realized she didn’t have the safety net of her acrylics. This was so scary. What if it was just a fling? Would she and Mike be able to sustain a relationship over the long haul? The odds were against them. What if Mike never understood her ambition? Would he resent her for it? When her masks became a status symbol, and it was definitely a ‘when’ and not an ‘if’, Freddie would be catapulted back into the spotlight. This time, she’d be the star, not a supporting character.
The thought gave Freddie comfort as she devoured the last onion ring. Wiping her fingers delicately on a napkin, she started going over her to-do list, then she realized that if she took the garbage over to the can, she’d have a minute to clear her head. It couldn’t hurt. Being organized was a Good Thing.
Organization came more naturally to Mike, though. He already had a plan.
“Logistically speaking, I think I’ll drop you off first,” he said. “We can unload your stuff. It won’t take more than a few minutes, and then we can pick up the Grannies. You want to come along for the ride, right?”
“Sure! That would be great!” Oh, this was beyond wonderful. Mike still wanted to hang out with her, even though they’d been together non-stop for 24.5 days, if you counted the trip to Plattsburgh. Maybe he just wanted to thank Freddie for including Nana Fran in her circle. No. He would have said that outright. If there was one thing she knew about Mike Moskowitz, it was that he would be always straight with her. No bull, no waffling, and above all, no hypocrisy. She’d had enough of that with The Family Who Would Not Be Mentioned. Nice to your face, and then…
Freddie rummaged in her purse for the envelope that held the key to the house. What weirdness, to have to mail a key, disguised in a greeting card, because of the lockdown. She opened the envelope, then saw that the card had a cartoon of Cinderella. “Happy Birthday to My Little Princess”, it read.
“I guess that was the only thing she could get,” mused Freddie. “They have a gift shop, but it’s pretty random.” Then she opened the card and read the message, in Bubbie Rose’s distinctive handwriting. Penmanship and cursive writing had fallen by the wayside for the younger generation, but for Rose and her contemporaries, it remained a standard to be upheld.
The cold metal of the key warmed in Freddie’s hand as she read the note. Her luminous eyes were tearing up, and Mike reached over and placed his hand gently on her thigh.
“Maybe you want to take a minute,” he said, his tone gentle. Amazing how at the beginning of their relationship, he would have snarked at Freddie, making her cry even harder. But that was then, and this most definitely was now. A new normal.
“N-no. I’m okay,” Freddie said. “But you should read what Bubbie wrote.” She handed the card to Mike.
“My dearest Freydaleh,” he read. “I’m so proud of you and everything you’ve accomplished. This is only the beginning. You’ll have the world at your feet by the end of the month, if I know you. And since you’re my carbon copy, I do know you! The one thing you don’t have is a home of your own, so I’m giving you this one. Use it in good health, make masks and then make memories. All my love, Bubbie Rose. P.S.: Don’t forget to feed the plants.”
“Your grandmother gave you her house.” Mike couldn’t say anything else. There was nothing really to say.
“She always said stuff about not wanting to leave me anything in her will because she wanted to see me enjoy it when she was still alive. I figured she was talking about her china collection. She has an entire china cabinet filled with odd cups and saucers. They belonged to my grandmother. The one I’m named after. Nobody ever dreamed of having tea in them. It would be like taking an action figure out of the box and playing with it.”
“I get that,” said Mike, thinking of his shelf of collectibles. “We should head over to your house,” he said, emphasizing the word ‘your’. “You can give me a tour before we go to the King Solomon.”
“I’ll let Bubbie lead the tour. She’s texted me three times already. Who knew she would become a texting person?” Freddie smiled through her tears, then busied herself slipping the key onto her keychain.
“I’m not homeless,” she said under her breath. “I have a home.” She smoothed her hair, angling the mirror to get a better look. Mike said nothing and readjusted the mirror for the thousandth time. But not until he said, “You look beautiful. Just relax and enjoy the moment. This is a new beginning for you.”


Several hours later…
“Welcome home,” said Freddie as she ushered Nana Fran into the house. Her house. She did a happy dance that was only partly a twerk, because she didn’t want to create a scandal in her new neighbourhood.
Bubbie Rose was schlepping a rollaway bag up the walkway that was practically taller than she was, arguing strenuously with Mike that she was perfectly capable of carrying her own luggage, thank you very much!
It didn’t take long for The Grannies to settle in. Rose had the unpacking skills of Marie Kondo, and Fran just opened the suitcase and asked Mike to leave it on the dresser. “I don’t know how long I’ll be here, so I don’t want to get too comfortable,” she said.
“Well, you may be here till things open up again, so you might as well do a little nesting,” said Mike, reaching into the suitcase and pulling out a bottle of purple shampoo.
“Purple Haze shampoo?  Since when are you a Hendrix fan? I thought you liked Peter, Paul and Mary.”
“I do. I watched that special on PBS half a dozen times,” said Fran. “I need the shampoo to keep my hair from yellowing,” she explained.
“So, no Blonde Ambition tour for you. Glad we settled that.” Under his watchful eye, Fran reluctantly unpacked her clothes, and allowed Mike to hang the garments in the closet. He had to push items out of the way to make space, and he wondered whether Freddie would want to trash them or delight in the fact that they were vintage.
“Sooooo….” Fran patted the bed, motioning her grandson to sit down next to her. He knew what was coming, and he took a deep breath before facing the inevitable.
“So, Mikey. How’s it going with Fredelle? That was a very long first date, wasn’t it?”
“Don’t smirk, Nana. It’s not your look. And things are going very well. At least I think they are. But I’ve been known to be wrong before, so don’t take my word for it.” Mike grabbed a china doll from the shelf and placed it in the bottom drawer of the dresser. “That thing stares right through you,” he explained. “It’s like something off of Seinfeld.”
You could never go wrong with a Seinfeld comparison. Mike lived by this credo, and it had gotten him out of many an awkward situation. Watching his grandmother unpack actual granny panties in his possible girlfriend’s new/old home? This may have been the most awkward situation in the history of the world. There was no rulebook for this. By the time the housecoats were neatly arranged, Mike was cracking like an egg. On the one hand, he’d just spent two weeks in the company of the most maddening person on the planet. On the other hand, she was also the most endearing person on the planet. Mike didn’t know whether his Inner Child was tall enough to ride this emotional roller coaster.
Freddie was in the room next door, presumably helping her grandmother unpack. Mike didn’t know where Freddie was going to sleep, and he hoped to hell there was a wing of the house that he hadn’t seen, because at this very second, he wanted nothing more than to properly welcome Freddie to her new home. If this were a romance novel, the appropriate word would have been “ravish.” “Jumping her bones” would have also worked, although the truth of the matter was that he wanted to make love to her slowly, deliberately, and intensely.
“Knock, knock! It’s me! Am I interrupting anything?” Oh, shit. There she was. Freddie in all her Freddieness, draped in a colourful gypsy shawl which contrasted with her gray yoga gear.
“I thought you might like to see the downstairs, Mike,” she said invitingly. “Where all the magic’s gonna happen.”
“The sewing room is down there,” said Rose helpfully.
“That too,” Freddie giggled. “But we’re also setting up Mom’s quilting stuff. She has a super-high-tech machine and a fabric cutter, so we’ll have two cutters to work with and Dad knows someone who’s going to have special dies made. Maybe you can help me unfold the ping-pong table. It weighs a ton.”
“Absolutely,” said Mike, jumping up. “Stay here, Nana. I don’t want you going down any stairs until we see how bright the lighting is,” he said to Fran, kissing her on top of her head. “Once we’re sure it’s safe, then you can come check it out.”
“How considerate,” said Rose, trying not to smirk. Ladies of their generation didn’t usually high-five, but they did the next best thing and exchanged knowing glances. Many of them. Then they adjourned to the kitchen and started to put the food order away, after a long discussion about why they put an egg holder in the fridge when everybody knew that eggs should stay in the carton to stay fresh.




Chapter 14
To Mike’s great disappointment, ‘unfold the ping-pong table’ was not a cute euphemism. Mike and Freddie dragged a full-sized ping-pong table from the furnace room to the den, sprayed it with cleanser, dried it off, disposed of the half-roll of paper towels the job had required and, as a grand finale, moved the industrial sewing machine into position before cleaning and dusting it till it gleamed a dull gray in the oak fake-paneled room.
“That’s built to last,” said Freddie with satisfaction. “This machine is as strong as a tank.”
“Probably because it weighs almost as much,” said Mike, panting from the exertion. “What’s behind that door?”
“That’s the bathroom,” said Freddie, leading Mike by the hand. “And there’s something else you should see.”
“You’ve already showed me the laundry room, the bar that you’re converting into a cutting station, your grandfather’s boxing trophies, the extra fridge and the stash of fabric. The only thing I haven’t seen is where you’re going to sleep. I hope you’re not going to be working all day and then crashing on this so-called couch.” Mike side-eyed the vintage brown plaid two-seater with wooden arms that matched the paneling.  If Wayne and Garth would have shown up, Mike wouldn’t have blinked an eyelash.
“No, there’s a bed. Will you grab that set of sheets over there?”
Mike hoped he wouldn’t have to engage in mortal combat with a duvet cover as he followed Freddie into the nether regions of the basement. There he found a small, blissfully uncluttered bedroom with a double bed, covered with a tarp.
“We should get the room ready for you,” said Mike. “Let me help.” It took him a minute to make the bed and during that time, Freddie had logged most of her daily quota of steps pacing up and down while wedging the pillows into their cases.
“You don’t think they’re going to think something’s going on, do you?” Freddie pointed upwards.
“I assume you’re thinking about The Grannies.”
Freddie nodded in confirmation.
“As in, The Grannies who set us up on a date.”
Freddie was smiling.
“They’re two of a kind, aren’t they? I know they’re probably curious about what we’re doing,” she said with a wicked grin.
“We should give them something to talk about,” said Mike, moving in close. 




Twenty-three minutes later….

Freddie ruffled her hair as she climbed upstairs.  Mike patted her on her butt playfully. He couldn’t stop smiling. Neither could Freddie.
The Grannies were in the dining room, working on what appeared to be a menu plan.
“I think we should have sole on Tuesday,” said Rose. “I’m not such a fan of tilapia. It tastes muddy to me.”
Fran crossed out “Tilapia” on the sheet of paper and wrote in “Sole” with a heavy sigh.
“What’s for dinner tonight,” asked Mike, leaning over his grandmother. “We can order up. Maybe chicken. What do you think, Freddie?”
“Chicken’s fine,” she said, sidling over beside Mike. “We should settle on the order before we get sidetracked. What do you want, ladies? Mike, I know you’re a leg man.”
On cue, Mike smiled. He was a leg man, even if the legs he was interested had nothing to do with fowl but with a hot chick he’d gotten close to. And now would be a good time to stop that line of thinking because Borscht Belt-style humour was not his style.
“We should order a Family Pak. Maybe two. I’m planning for leftovers,” concluded Freddie. “It’ll be here at six. Is that okay?”
Nobody could argue with that, not when the actual focus was the Family Pak. They had coalesced into a family, far beyond The Grannies being neighbours or Mike and Freddie dating. This was easy, comfortable, and sustainable.
Sustainable.
That was a word that Mike had never thought to attach to any of his past relationships. He had gotten comfortable with Melanie and her family, even though he’d had heavy discussions with her brother Gabe about the merits of the CFL versus the NFL. But that was fueled by too much sunshine and perhaps too many IPAs. If he’d been able to stay a part of the family without having to factor Melanie into the equation, that would have been perfect. But such was not the case. He couldn’t imagine Melanie going through the marathon of wedding planning, let alone any of the other milestones of adulting.
Freddie, on the other hand… Mike suppressed a sigh. He could see himself growing old with Freddie, in this very house, once a few changes had been made and a few years had passed, of course. Mike had never done anything impulsively. Even choosing toppings on his pizza required deliberation and forethought, unless he was going for the tried-and-true. Melanie had accused him of being rigid, which wasn’t a bad thing under the proper circumstances. Right? That’s how traditions were built, and memories made. If you went too far outside the lines, you ended up…
Where did you end up, exactly? How about stuck in your apartment under quarantine for fourteen days with the most exasperating person you’d ever encountered? Or coming out the other end with a new appreciation for exasperating. There was something to be said for being too predictable.
Freddie was rummaging through the cutlery drawers, looking for matching knives and forks. She located a small pair of tongs that they could use for the coleslaw and went to the sink to wash everything since who knew how long it had been since they’d been used. (Bubbie’s suggestion – Freddie would have ordered compostable bamboo cutlery for everyone.)
Nana Fran was fiddling with the old clock radio, trying to get CJAD, the AM radio station whose talk shows were so beloved among her set. Without saying anything, Mike grabbed a dishtowel from the drawer, went to the sink, kissed Freddie on the top of her head and started drying. It was so natural the way they worked together, thought Freddie. Mike was unlike any man she’d ever met. Certainly, there was nobody like him in Los Angeles. At least not in her circles. Maybe she’d been in the wrong circles, she thought for the five millionth time. She’d been chasing a dream of fame and fortune, on other peoples’ coattails. Which was crazy, because she had enough star power of her own. Everybody said so. And she could probably even sew her own coat, with tails, of course. Mike would be perfectly happy to see her go after her dreams. Right?
“Mike, where can I get a whiteboard?” She squeezed the kitchen sponge dry and wiped her hands on the dishtowel that Mike was still holding.
“Why don’t I just bring over the one from my place? No point in you wasting time rewriting everything.”
“That would be great,” said Freddie, turning so she could give Mike a hug. They would have continued hugging, and maybe more, in a discreet Granny-friendly way, if the doorbell hadn’t rung.
Mike glanced at his watch. “It’s five past six. That must be the chicken,” he said. “I’ll get it. I don’t want you carrying heavy things.”
Considering they’d schlepped an industrial sewing machine and a ping-pong table from the furnace room, not to mention her luggage, it wasn’t like Freddie hadn’t done any heavy lifting of late. She said nothing. Chivalry wasn’t common these days, and she didn’t want to say or do anything to discourage Mike. She’d been on the other end, when he’d snarked at her for using the rear-view mirror to fix her makeup, or the time when she’d used his razor to shave her legs without saying anything. It wasn’t till twenty-four hours afterwards, when he’d cut himself shaving, that he’d realized what was going on. There had been words. Not very nice ones. But that was in the past. There were only good things ahead.
Freddie sniffed, hoping to get a whiff of the rotisserie chicken as Mike carried the bag to the table. This restaurant had been around since the 1940s, and absolutely everyone loved it. Everyone who counted, anyway.
“Is everything all right, babe? Do you need some cash for the tip?” Freddie rummaged in her wallet and found a five-dollar bill. She hadn’t spent any cash in the past few weeks. She’d even read that cash was not being accepted in certain places, because of the pandemic. The newscaster had even made a corny joke about money laundering.
“Babe? Did you hear that, Fran? She called him ‘babe’!” Bubbie Rose was triumphant. Their devious plan was working. If Mike and Freddie ended up together, this would be beyond wonderful. A silver lining in the clouds at each end of the rainbow in the drawing that every kid seemed to be making and posting in the front window as a sign of optimism in these uncertain times.
After a minute, Mike came into the kitchen, empty-handed.
“Was there something wrong with the order? Do you need me to call them?”
“No, Nana. That’s not it.” He motioned behind him. There was an unexpected visitor. Six feet and four inches of hockey greatness, his shoulders filling the frame of the front door. The infamous dark blue eyes that had enticed Quebeckers to buy the triple decker fast-food burger named after him were staring directly at Freddie. She shrank. Her eyes darted around the kitchen, looking for help.
“I’m Marc-Andre,” said the stranger, his French accent barely audible.
“We know who you are,” said Rose. Despite the fact that her granddaughter’s reputation had been all but ruined by this man, it was hard not to want to flirt with him. She hadn’t spent a lot of time around classically handsome men. Not recently, anyway.




Chapter 15
“What are you doing here? How did you find me?” Freddie’s voice was practically a squeak. “Last time I saw you…”
“We were in LA. It was not a good scene. Now I’m here and I think we should talk.” The Big Hurt grabbed a kitchen chair, the one Mike had placed at the front door in case The Grannies needed to catch their breath, turned it around so the back was facing them, and sat down without invitation, taking advantage of the positioning of the chair to indulge in some manspreading. It was impressive, both in terms of physical presence and the absolute aura of confidence that Marc-Andre generated. When you were used to adulation on such a massive scale, it became your comfort zone.
“I don’t think Freddie has anything to say,” said Mike defensively. He was standing in between Freddie and Marc-Andre, his body at a forty-five-degree angle, in exactly the stance he’d been taught in the conflict de-escalation class so many years ago.
“I can speak for myself,” said Freddie, feeling like the kind of dog typically referred to as an ankle biter. “And he’s right. My boyfriend is right. I have nothing to say.” Freddie stepped away from the front door, close to Mike and grabbed the sleeve of his flannel shirt. She was holding on so tightly that Mike thought the fabric might rip. Good thing she wasn’t grabbing actual flesh.
“Your boyfriend, huh?” Marc-Andre raked his hand through his legendary dirty-blond hair, even longer and shaggier because all the salons were closed. There were rumours that he’d had streaks done. Now that Freddie was more-or-less on the same level as Marc-Andre, she could see his telltale roots, even from a socially appropriate distance. She patted her own hair, hoping her dark undertones weren’t visible, and if they were, that she looked like she was channelling early Madonna.
“Yes. Mike’s my boyfriend.” Freddie smiled at Mike, but there was no warmth in her eyes. Only fear. Mike had never seen Freddie afraid of anything. He honestly didn’t know she had it in her. Even the idea of being dumped unceremoniously at a women’s shelter hadn’t fazed her. Why was this man having such a negative impact on her?
“Actually, she’s my fiancée,” said Mike. He’d never thought of himself as the guy who merited a comment like “Shots fired”. He’d just levelled up. Boom!
“She is?” Nana Fran could barely contain her excitement.
“I am,” said Freddie. “Too bad we can’t hug because of the physical distancing thing, eh?” Freddie wasn’t sure that even applied to people living under one roof. She hoped she was right, and if she were wrong, she was counting on the fact that nobody else knew better or would say anything to the contrary. This was A Moment.
“Why were you keeping it such a deep dark secret?” Rose twiddled her salad fork.
“Because we didn’t want you to react like this,” said Freddie. “I mean, look at you.”
Both grandmothers were sitting calmly, as if they were background extras on Downton Abbey. Marc-Andre, on the other hand, was tapping his left foot like he was Keith Moon in the throes of executing a wild and intricate drum solo. The only people without varying British reactions were Mike and Freddie.
Mike cleared his throat. “Actually, we wanted to tell our parents first. It wouldn’t be cool to have them learn about this on social media. Isn’t that right, Freddie?”
“Absolutely. My mom hardly ever checks her Instagram account,” said Freddie, shaking her head. “I have to remind her when I’ve posted something important. And Dad only reads political tweets. He follows a bunch of people on the other side of the fence just so he can get all cranked up about it.”
“That doesn’t really prove my point, babe,” said Mike, wrapping his arm around Freddie’s shoulder.
“I don’t see how you could come to that conclusion, babe,” replied Freddie, emphasizing the b-word. “I was totally on point. Srsly.” She pronounced it without the vowels, just like it was spelled in proper text-speak.
The doorbell rang. “If there’s a god, that’s the chicken,” said Mike, looking for any excuse to flee the scene. He flung the dishtowel on the counter, sprinted to the door, and returned seconds later, carrying the bags of food.
“When they say no-contact delivery, they mean no contact,” he commented. “I think it must have been dropped off by a drone. I didn’t even hear a car.”
“And speaking of no-contact,” harrumphed Freddie. “We were just about to eat, so if you don’t mind…”
“Of course not,” said Marc-Andre, rising to his full height. He was half a head taller than Mike, much more muscular and everyone knew that if he swung one punch, the recipient would be on the ground crying like a baby. That was what NFL ‘enforcers’ did, after all. But he looked shrunken, for lack of a better word. It was probably not in his frame of reference to admit defeat, especially against an Average Joe. Or Average Mike, in this case.
“I should take off,” conceded Marc-Andre, returning the chair to its original position. “But I have a couple of things I want to say. First of all, you’re a lucky man. Freddie’s a wonderful person, and she deserves every happiness. And I wanted to tell you both that I’ve been in touch with the hospital’s foundation and they’re going to ask both of you to participate in a fundraising project. If that’s okay with you, that is. Charlotte Lanthier’s mother suggested that we all work together. I’ve been giving them a helping hand,“ he humblebragged. “I have a condo in Philly and obviously I’m not there because the season was cancelled, so they’ve been crashing at my place. The building has a salt-water pool,” he added irrelevantly.
“That sounds very nice,” said Mike. “And I wasn’t referring to the pool. Although that does sound cool. I’m sure the family's happy to stay in a home instead of a hotel.”
“That’s what I thought,” said Marc-Andre. “Charlotte’s going to have to be there for a while, until things have died down and she’s stable enough to come back to Montreal. She couldn’t stop talking about you. If we weren’t no-contact, I’d shake your hand.”
“Thanks, man,” said Mike. This was getting weirder and weirder. Despite his best intentions, he didn’t hate The Big Hurt. Actually, he kind of liked him.
“Look, dude, I’d ask you to join us, but I don’t think you’re supposed to come into the house. Which is too bad, because we could have used some help moving the stuff for Freddie’s factory.” Mike smiled at Freddie. She smiled back. All was well in the world!
“No, even if we didn’t have to physically distance, I should take off,” said Marc-Andre.  “The one advantage of this… well, you know… is that there’s hardly any traffic. I can get back to Boucherville in half an hour. That’d never happen normally. Right?”
Mike nodded his head in agreement, pretending he knew how long it usually took to drive to Boucherville during rush hour. He had been there once, when one of his work colleagues had their birthday party at a popular steakhouse. If not for the app, he would still be driving around in circles looking for the road back to civilization.
Freddie and Mike were holding hands when they went into the kitchen. The Grannies had already started unpacking the food, arranging the quarters of chicken neatly on a platter and finding a bottle of ketchup in the fridge in case someone didn’t just want the restaurant’s famous sauce on their fries.
“He seems nice,” said Fran as she helped herself to half a hamburger bun, making sure she got the bottom half.
“He is,” said Mike, noticing that nobody was using his name. It was a very Voldemort moment. “He has the reputation of being a nice guy off the ice. I especially liked the way he didn’t barge in. That would have been a real dick move.”
“Good that he’s respecting social distancing,” said Nana Fran.
“Or, he could be a vampire,” murmured Freddie. “They can’t come in unless they’re invited. But he does log an awful lot of mirror time. He must be seeing his reflection, or he wouldn’t bother. So, probably not a vampire.”
“Glad we got that settled,” said Mike. “Nana, could you please pass the coleslaw?”
“Enjoy,” chorused The Grannies.
And without another word about He Who Also Will Not Be Named, dinner continued. Dessert was eaten, diet Cokes were refreshed, and ultimately plates were washed and put away. Same as it ever was.
Was this the New Normal? Maybe it was. Mike went home at eight o’clock, in case everyone (meaning The Grannies) wanted to make an early night of it after the exertion of moving. Then, he and Freddie texted for a few hours. She wasn’t responding immediately to the texts, but that was because she was too busy arranging her workspace. Mike knew this because Freddie sent him a picture after every decision had been made. The basket of bobbins, the shears, even the straight pins – each item had its designated space to ensure maximum efficiency.
By ten p.m., Freddie and Mike were exchanging good night texts, with appropriate emojis, and some emojis that fell into the NSFW category. Freddie cradled the unfamiliar pillow, moved around the oddly crunchy-feeling mattress, and eventually found a comfortable spot. But she couldn’t sleep. Not the way things were going. She’d received an unsolicited visit from Marc-Andre, along with spontaneous and sincere-sounding compliments. She’d moved into her house, a house that she actually owned, or would, once the necessary paperwork was completed. The arrangement was to do a “dollar sale”, which meant she’d give Bubbie Rose a loonie in the notary’s office, they’d sign their name like it was Autograph Day, and then they’d probably head home, unless the restaurants had reopened, in which case, it would be brunch-time. What was more celebratory than Eggs Benedict? When she was a kid, Freddie loved it so much that she thought it was called “Holiday Sauce” instead of Hollandaise.
Tomorrow was going to be a huge test of her will and determination. She’d cut and sew the prototypes for her masks, then take selfies with each of the designs and send them to the web designer for posting. Hopefully, orders would start to trickle in. Freddie didn’t know how long this would take, because it could be either instantaneous, or non-existent. There was a possibility that she’d been canceled for good, and no attempts at unconceding would work. If not, there was a Plan B – she’d have more masks to donate to the hospital. It would all work out in the end.
Mike was alternating between tossing and turning, neither of which were contributing to a restful night’s sleep. He missed having Freddie, her body snuggled up to his in the bed they’d shared for such a short time. He could smell Freddie’s hair products on the pillowcase, and he was tempted to avoid doing laundry because that would be erasing her presence.
She was everywhere, in the mug she’d used for her green tea, in the razor she’d used for her legs, in the products she’d left behind in the shower. The Tomato Tower on the balcony was ready to be planted. Again, Freddie’s doing. The space on the wall that used to hold the whiteboard was empty.  It was only appropriate, considering how the rest of the house was also empty. Sterile. It wasn’t as much of a home as it had been two weeks ago.
“Maybe I’ll just watch the news for a bit,” he said to himself. He turned the TV on to CNN, because the Canadian news stations, although more pertinent, were in constant repeat mode of the more interesting segments. The only other option was the shopping network, which was featuring some sort of exfoliant with sand from the Island of Fiji. Mike didn’t understand half of what they were saying, so he turned his back to the TV, set the sleep timer and eventually zoned out.




Chapter 16
The next morning flew by so quickly that Freddie barely had time to check her messages. After supervising breakfast, she retreated to the basement, an ancient baby monitor positioned where she could see the flashing light. That was the best way she could be in two places at once, in case The Grannies needed a helping hand. The CLSC nurse was coming at three o’clock to do an assessment, looking to see if the grab bars in the bathroom were installed properly, or if there were area rugs that weren’t anchored down, putting the elderly occupants at risk for falling with potentially disastrous results.
Freddie took a deep breath, picked up a small rectangle of fabric, inspected it critically, then started sewing. With the powerful machine, it didn’t take long to stitch all the seams, and attaching bias tape ties took a matter of seconds. Then, she removed the pins that had held the pleats in place, stuck them in the block of florist’s foam she was using as a pincushion, and patted the mask lovingly before placing it in the basket. By the time lunch rolled around, she’d made an entire basket full of masks, and she sent Mike a picture of it. She hoped he was having a good day Zooming with his students. It was lonely without him, even if most of his time had been spent doing unexciting things like reading, correcting papers, or planning lessons as opposed to interacting with her.
The loud whir of the sewing machine couldn’t drown out her thoughts. What was the deal with the “fiancée” stuff? Freddie wanted to ask Mike about it, in private, of course. Their little fan club couldn’t be privy to this conversation, or terrible things would happen.  Bubbie and Nana were so happy to see them as a couple. After all, they’d pressed so hard to have Freddie go out with Mike. They had earned a huge “I told you so”, maybe more than one. Freddie could afford to be generous.
The day ended on a high note, with the website going live and the very first orders starting to trickle in. They had five actual customers, with enough faith in the quality of Freddie’s designs to entrust their credit card information to the secure payment platform.
Freddie sent Mike pictures of the inkjet printer set up next to Rose’s clunky but still-functional desktop computer, a screenshot of the special label printer she’d ordered, and the stacks of boxes, tissue paper and mailing envelopes that had taken over the dining room. This was the Order Fulfilment Centre, and while it sounded grand, it didn’t really mean anything until there were more than five orders to fill.
Five orders turned into three hundred and fifty by the time the morning came around.
“Are u starting to panic?” texted Mike.
“I started a long time ago,” Freddie replied. She spent the next hour convincing her mother to work on a regular sewing machine when she arrived in three days, abandoning her beloved hobby of quilting in favour of the opportunity to help her sweet little daughter.
“You’re the best, Mom,” squeaked Freddie. “Is Dad okay with being the hunter-gatherer?”
“Of course, sweetie. That’s right in his wheelhouse.” Gayle’s tone turned serious. “Look, Freddie. You and me, we can make maybe forty completed masks an hour. We need reinforcements. Can I ask some of the ladies from my quilting group to do piecework? They’ll volunteer to do the charity giveaway masks if I ask them nicely. We can take care of the for-profit side. What do you think?”
“You know what I think? You’re a genius, Mom. That’s what I think! Maybe we can make quilted rainbows for people to hang in their windows. The proceeds can go to foodbanks. Would that be something the quilting group would be okay with?”
“The apple did not fall far from the tree,” said Gayle with pride. “Larry! I hope you’re sick and tired of sitting around and doing nothing. You are? Great! Because we have a few special assignments for you.” Freddie had never heard her mother’s evil laugh. She’d get used to it.
Within five days, the bungalow had been turned into a factory, a warehouse, and a shipping depot. The Grannies spent their days listening to CJAD while they packed masks, stuck labels on shipping envelopes and stacked the parcels in the foyer for pickup by Canada Post.
Larry was in charge of “sourcing”, which meant reordering things from Amazon, going to get groceries, and contact-free delivery and pickup from the quilting ladies.
That left Freddie and her mom Gayle in the basement, hunched over their respective machines. Freddie was working with an oven timer, clocking fifty-five minutes followed by five minutes of peeing and/or yoga stretches. They cut fabric in the evenings after dinner, pleating and pinning for the next day’s production as they watched singing competition shows.
It was very harmonious, and so much work that Freddie barely had time to be lonely. As she posted on Instagram, wearing one of her masks (natch!), she hoped Mike was at least keeping up with her. There wasn’t a lot of time to read the comments, so she could only hope he was. Mike’s texts kept coming at the same time every day, but Freddie wondered if the relationship had plateaued, after going from ‘I never want to see this person again’ to ‘We’re engaged’ in the space of two weeks.
“I’m taking a break,” said Freddie. “Why don’t you and Dad go out for a drive or something? Take the Golden Girls with you, too. If you go to the Orange Julep, get me a Julep. The biggest one they have. And some fries. We can heat them in the oven and they’ll be perfect.”
Gayle held the baby monitor to her mouth as if it were a microphone. “Larry? Are you there? Freddie’s asking for fries from the Julep.”
“On my way. What can I get you, sweetie?”
“I’m coming with you,” said Gayle, switching off the light on her sewing machine. “It’ll be good to get a change of scenery. We can all go.”
Within ten minutes, during which time Freddie got to hear her mother and grandmother discuss whether they needed to take ‘a little sweater’ or not, the house was empty except for Freddie. (Spoiler alert: They were going in and out of a car, so there was no need for the ‘little sweater’. Rose took one anyway.)
Freddie stepped away from the sewing machine and gave a stretch. It felt so good that she decided to do the ten-minute yoga routine that she’d seen on YouTube. Then, she gathered her strength and dialed Mike’s phone number.
“Oh, shit. Straight to voice mail. Okay, I’ll have to leave a message.” She sighed.
Three hours later…
Mike picked up his phone, not sure whether throwing it out the window was the worst idea he’d ever had or the best. The phone was dead. His charger was refusing to charge. It was frayed at one end, which probably explained it, but all the electronics stores as well as his phone carrier were shut down.
There was only one thing he could do. Walmart probably had chargers. They had everything. Mike didn’t want to brave the wilds of Walmart under any circumstances, but the idea of being in a place that was so people-y during a pandemic really didn’t thrill him. But he was done with work for the day, and without a phone, he’d be unable to get in touch with anyone important.
By this, he meant Freddie. Only Freddie. He could Skype on his laptop, but then he’d be interrupting her when she was trying to get her business off the ground. It would be selfish to get in the way of her dream.  Except that he wanted to see her, to rub her shoulders, which were probably tensing up from spending so much time at the sewing machine like a character in a Dickens sweatshop. Was she even taking proper breaks? Knowing Freddie, probably not. She’d be making sure everyone else ate while she pushed a crust of bread around on her plate –
Mike hoped they had flowers at Walmart. He’d have to bring flowers for Freddie. She deserved them.  So did Nana. And while he was at it, he couldn’t leave out Rose and Gayle.
This required a shopping list. He wrote one on a Post-It, remembering that he needed milk, he was running low on toothpaste and it wouldn’t be a bad idea to buy a box of salad and some baby carrots since he wasn’t exactly eating the healthiest these days.
Mike grabbed his car keys and wallet and headed down to the garage, remembering to dump the bag of garbage down the chute. The shopping list was on the kitchen counter. He remembered this as he turned west onto Jean-Talon. Oh well. He was sure that he’d remember everything he needed.
There was a lineup of only ten people outside Walmart, and after applying hand sanitizer under the watchful eye of the security guard and taking a shopping cart, Mike wended his way through the store. Items leaped in his cart like spawning salmon – frozen pizzas, orange juice with extra pulp, deli meat, spicy ketchup, chocolate chip cookies, and the phone charger, which was the catalyst for the entire expedition. 
The flowers were impossible to miss, placed at the entrance to the store near the washroom. Mike couldn’t conceive of a scenario in which someone said, “I’ll just run into Walmart to piss and buy some flowers,” but apparently it was more common than he’d imagined. The candy was located nearby, so he bought a large pyramid-shaped box of Ferraro Rocher, knowing Nana liked them. Or was it chocolate cherries? It didn’t matter. He was already in line, and it would be a cold day in Hades before he left the long, long lineup to do a candy swap.
Mike was deciding whether to buy one of the cloth masks on the endcap, not sure whether Freddie would be upset that it wasn’t one of her designs, when he heard a familiar voice.
“Mikey? Is that you?”
“Nana! What are you doing here?”
“We came to pick up a few things,” she said. “Your fiancée wanted a Julep, so Larry and Gayle are picking up the food order. Rose needed trouser socks, so we decided to come here.”
It was probably against the rules, but Mike swerved his cart out of the line to the checkout and parked it next to his grandmother’s cart.

“I was just picking up a few things,” he said casually.
“Frozen pizza? Black Forest ham? Are you eating properly?”
“Probably not, Nana. Oh, hi Rose. Good to see you.” Mike smiled at Bubbie Rose, and she smiled back, her smile exactly like her granddaughter’s.
Rose checked her phone. “We’re being picked up in fifteen minutes,” she said to Fran. “Did you get everything you needed?”
“Not really, Rose. There are a few things I’m still missing. You go ahead. Mikey will give me a lift back,” said Fran with what could only be described as a sly smile. “You’ll help me if there’s anything heavy, right?”
Mike nodded as Rose entered the line. Fran led Mike to the pet aisle and parked in front of the cat litter.
“Don’t tell me you’re getting a kitten,” he said. “I thought you were more of a dog person.” Mike reached for a jug of litter, only to see his grandmother shake her head.  “You want the non-clumping kind?”
“No. I don’t want cat litter at all. We are not getting a cat. It could shed and our customers could have allergies.”
“Then why are we here? We’re blocking the aisle, Nana.”
“Oy, Mikey. Whatever am I going to do with you?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Not to sound like I’m rushing you, but I have frozen pizzas that are gonna unthaw, these flowers are in serious danger of wilting and people are gonna think something’s happened to you if I don’t get you back to Cote St. Luc before midnight.”
“Okay. Put the pizzas back. They’re no good for you. We’ll go to the cash and you can drive me back. No worries. See?”
“That makes me suspicious,” said Mike as he returned the pizzas to the freezer, making sure they were in the proper places.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Fran innocently. “Now, tell me why you came up with that cockamamie story about being engaged to Freddie. And don’t tell me it was an impulse, because you know as well as I do that you’ve never had an impulsive thought in your life.”
“Yet I suddenly want to leave you here with cab fare,” said Mike wryly. “That’s what I would call an impulse, Nana. As for the other thing, we were under attack. I had to protect Freddie.”
“I think she can take care of herself,” said Fran. “But that doesn’t mean she doesn’t need your support. You’ve been conspicuous in your absence.”
“I didn’t think I could come over with everyone there,” said Mike simply. “It’s probably not okay.”
“Probably not. But we have a huge back yard, with chairs that can be placed two meters apart. You can measure it if you want.”
“I recognize sarcasm when I see it,” said Mike. “Let me help you with your stuff and we’ll head over. I wish I knew what Freddie wanted, though. I’ve been texting her all the time, we FaceTime every single day. What’s missing?”
“You have all the little details right,” said Fran. “But that’s not what Freddie wants. Last night, she mentioned how much she loves Grand Gestures. She was looking straight at me. Save the little things for another day. Now is not the time. Do you know what I’m talking about?”
“Yes, ma’am.” Mike looked contrite. Or at least that was the effect he was going for. “Let’s roll, Nana.”




Chapter 17
Mike could see the Zangers’ car in the driveway. That had to be a good sign. He put the new charger to good use as they drove back to Cote St. Luc and the battery was now up to a robust 36%.
“Go ahead,” he said to Nana Fran. “I need a minute.”
“Sure. Take all the time you need. Just make it fast, for crying out loud.” Nana Fran leaped out of the car, spry and birdlike, clutching the bag with her purchases as if it contained the secret to a good life. (It did, assuming that shampoo for aging hair does what it’s supposed to do.)
It took a good ten minutes before Mike was ready to knock on the door. Because he obviously needed to be tortured, it took another ninety seconds for the door to open. Freddie’s parents were on the other side of the door.
“Hi. You must be Mr. and Mrs. Zanger. I’m Mike Moskowitz. Frans’s grandson.”
“We figured as much,” said Gayle. “This is Larry. I’m Gayle. And we should be on a first-name basis. You may as well come in,” she continued. “It’s not like you haven’t spent time in Fredelle’s company.”
Using Freddie’s full name? This was getting formal.
“Where is Freddie?” Mike looked around but he couldn’t see her.
“Working,” said Larry. “She’s usually working.” Larry’s tone indicated that Mike was a slacker for not working. Nobody wanted a slacker to date their daughter.
“I got off work a few hours ago. I’m a teacher.”
“Freddie may have mentioned it,” conceded Gayle. “She’s very industrious, you know. Like a busy little bee, buzzing around the basement. She barely noticed that you haven’t called her in almost twenty-four hours.”
Mike held up his old charger. “Technical problems,” he said by way of explanation.
“Looks like a barracuda chewed through it,” said Larry.
“That’s exactly what happened,” said Mike. “Don’t let anyone tell you that barracudas make good pets. They’re highly overrated.”
“Freddie had enough of sharks and other predators when she was in L.A.,” said Gayle. “She needs someone who won’t throw her under the bus.”
“I won’t do that,” said Mike. “Never.” He took a tentative step forward. “I can’t say I’ve known your daughter for a long time, but I know myself. I would never do anything to hurt another person. Certainly not intentionally.” He took another step.
“I believe you,” said Gayle. “Your grandmother is very sweet, and I can’t see how she’d have a grandson who wasn’t an okay person. You may as well come in. We’re letting flies in if we keep the door open too long. Put your bags down in the foyer and wash your hands.”
Mike complied, making sure he spent twenty seconds on handwashing. Drying his hands on his jeans, he checked to see that his phone’s battery hadn’t spontaneously bottomed out. Satisfied that he had enough juice for what he was planning, he headed towards the door to the basement, grabbing the largest and freshest bunch of flowers.
“Hi. I was in the neighbourhood so I thought- “
“You were not coincidentally in the neighbourhood,” said Freddie, her eyes welling up with tears. “Why are you here, Mike?”
“First of all, I wanted to give you these,” Mike said, handing the flowers to Freddie.
“Ohhhhh.” Freddie accepted the bouquet, cradling it like she’d just won a pageant. “They’re beautiful, Mike.”
“That’s nice of you to say. I think the clerk was about to mark them down. But even if they were the freshest, most perfect flowers – “
“You were saying?”
“I was gonna say that they’d never be as beautiful as you. But that would be cheesy, wouldn’t it?”
“So cheesy. Which shouldn't stop you. In fact, I would like an entire cheese platter full of compliments on a regular basis. And now, I gotta get to work. Since you’re here, you can make yourself useful,” said Freddie, pushing an avocado-coloured glass dish towards him. “Sit.”
He sat.
“Take the pins from the ashtray and stick ‘em in the block of Styrofoam,” she directed. “That way, we’re ready to start pinning later on.”
“Oh. We’ll be pinning?”
“Yeah. And pleating. We assemble the masks before we sew them. It saves time. Like mise en place when you’re cooking.”
Mike had never seen Freddie make anything more complicated than a salad in the two weeks they’d spent together.  “Since when are you a cooking maven?”
“Oh, there’s a lot about me you don’t know. For example, did you know that I took ballet classes for eight years?”
“Eight years? Impressive.” Mike was grinning, and Freddie couldn’t miss it, even in the darkness of the basement. “There’s something you don’t know about me. Ready, Freddie?”
“I’ll overlook that in light of my curiosity,” she said, layering three identically sized pieces of fabric and pinning two pleats in place on each of the shorter sides of the rectangle. Like a machine, she continued pinning and pleating. “So what’s your special talent?”
“I have so many talents. You’ve had a sampling so you know whereof I speak. But I also have one of those paint sprayer thingies. I bought it when I bought the condo. I could – theoretically – paint all the paneling in about as long a time as it takes you to plow through a bag of abricotines. That would make the room much brighter. It would be easier to work.”
“It would,” said Freddie sagely.  “And I haven’t had a good pastry in the longest time.”
“Neither have I,” said Mike.
“And we’re not actually talking about pastries, are we?”
“No, we are not. But before we enjoy mutual pastries, I have a Grand Gesture to make.”
“What kind of Grand Gesture?” Freddie’s eyes were filling with tears, but not sad ones.
“Well, remember when DeAndre wrote a song for Kendra?” A Caplansky reference was a good indication of the scale of the grandeur.
“Yeah. That was beautiful.”
“So, I did something similar,” Mike said, pulling his phone from the pocket of his jeans.
“I know that song,” said Freddie as the intro filled the basement. “My Funny Valentine.”
On cue, Mike started singing. “My Funny Quarantine,” he began.
Freddie was about to remind him that it wasn’t supposed to rhyme with ‘valentine’, but allowances had to be made for art. She leaned forward so she could hear the rest of the words. He’d managed to rhyme ‘unique’ and ‘on fleek’, and she didn’t have the heart to tell him that nobody said ‘on fleek’ anymore. By the end of the song, Freddie wasn’t sure if she was laughing, crying or both. Probably the third, she decided. This moment called for a kiss. Freddie had no hesitation taking the initiative. She leaned forward, pushed Mike’s phone away on the off chance that he had an encore prepared, and they kissed. Deeply, passionately, and almost impulsively.
Two hours later, they climbed the stairs, holding hands and blushing.
“We were about to send a search party,” said Larry, wishing he’d worn the t-shirt Freddie got him for Father’s Day the year before. The one that said, ‘I Have A Beautiful Daughter, I Also Have A Gun, A Shovel and An Alibi.’ “What were you doing down there anyway? Or do I want to know?”
“Pleating and pinning,” said Mike with a huge grin. “Your daughter’s quite the taskmaster, if you didn’t know. Oh yeah, she also agreed to go out with me on a second date. The first one lasted a bit longer than expected, so you probably shouldn’t wait up.”
Freddie was humming “My Funny Quarantine” as she wrapped her arm around Mike’s waist. She couldn’t wait to see what happened on Date #2.
The End
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