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Mira’s Story


About the author
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Paloma invites me over to her place for a pre-Valentine’s Day weekend. As I pack my stuff, Andre says, “I sure miss you when you go over there for the weekend.”

I drop the T-shirt I’ve been folding. “Do you not want me to go?”

“I don’t not want you to go,” he says.

“Andre, if you’re not okay with all of this, with Paloma and me, then I won’t do it anymore.”

“I am still okay with it,” he says. “It’s just. I like the idea of you having a girlfriend. I really like you being happy, Mira. It’s just. The reality of you having a girlfriend is something I’m still adjusting to.”

I abandon my packing to sit with my husband on the bed. “It is a lot, isn’t it?” I ask.

He nods. He’s wearing a pair of basketball shorts, sitting cross-legged on our bed. There’s a gash on his knee—he and Dashiell collided while playing ball the other day and they both went down, skinned elbows and knees—that makes my heart hurt with tenderness. I remember him as the sad, lonely twelve-year-old boy who gave me my first kiss.

“It is a lot,” he says. 

“I will stop if you want me to,” I say.

He shakes his head. “I don’t want you to. I want you to keep being with her. If you’re happy.”

I nod. He takes my hand, gazes down at my palm. He traces the lines on my hand.

“Want to come stay with me at her place this weekend?” I ask. His head pops up at this. “She always tells me that you’re welcome to come and stay too. Participate, watch, have a sleepover, eat dinner, hang out. We can all sleep in her bed or on the floor like a slumber party or you can sleep in the other bedroom. Whatever you want. Paloma is really into… communal relationships. You know?”

“Mira,” Andre says. “I know Paloma is your girlfriend. But she is still, for me, a professional colleague. We used to dance and perform together. We used to teach and demonstrate in partnering class together.” He shakes his head. “I wouldn’t feel comfortable sleeping in the same bed with her. Let alone doing anything, like… sexual with her. You know?”

“Yes. I know. I’m sorry.”

“Nothing to be sorry about.” He laces our fingers together, palm to palm. “But maybe I will come stay.”

My heart thrills so hard it jumps into my throat, startling me. I had no idea how much I wanted him there with me. “You will?”

He caresses my face with his other hand. “If it makes you look like that, then yes, I’m definitely coming to stay.”

“I love you, papi,” I say.

“I love you too, hummingbird. Pero oye, okay? I’m not comfortable doing anything with Paloma. I wouldn’t even feel comfortable watching you two. I can hang with you, eat dinner together or whatever, but when you take it into the bedroom, I’m out. I’ll sleep in the other room.”

“Okay.” I pause. “But what about, like… hearing us? Like, we wouldn’t be tryna be all loud on purpose, but…”

He thinks for a moment. He doesn’t share any of his thoughts, but I see a little light come on in his eyes. Finally, he nods. “If I were to hear something,” he says, “that would be just fine with me.”

I laugh out loud.

He checks his Fitbit. “My break is over. I’d better log back on to work. What time are you gonna be at P’s?”

I reach for my phone on the bedside table. “Oh, shit. I’d better finish packing and get dressed for work. We’re closing early today ’cause they have to repair some shit in the back room. So I’ll probably be there four forty-five-ish?”

“How about I get there a little later?” he says. “Like eight or something? We could eat a late dinner together?”

“Lo que quieras, papi,” I say.

“It’s just,” he says. He fidgets a little. “I don’t know if you two. Like. Do stuff as soon as you get there? Or…”

“Ah,” I say. “Honestly, yeah, we probably will do some stuff as soon as I get there. Last time I spent the weekend, yes, Paloma was all over me the moment I got in the door.”

He strokes my hair. “Of course she is,” he says. “I bet she dreams about you every minute you’re not there.” He leans forward, kisses me. “Because you’re you.”

I am melting, let me tell y’all.

On the train to work, I text Paloma and tell her that Andre will be coming with me. She’s excited, starts planning what we’ll eat and drink and do. I tell her what he said he’d be comfortable and not comfortable with doing, and she’s cool with it. I spend my short shift at Anthro in a haze, my emotional and sexual body already on the Upper West Side. The store is selling a frothy profusion of romantic dresses for V-Day. They’re saying that the city is gonna reopen indoor dining soon, within the next few days, for Valentine’s and the Lunar New Year. Paloma just got her first dose of the vaccine. There’s still a cloud of danger and sadness hanging over our city, but maybe also a hint that there may, someday, be a life on the other side of all of this.

When I get to Paloma’s in the late afternoon, she opens the door for me wearing nothing but an emerald necklace.

“Oh, my God, wow, okay,” I say, blinking straight ahead at her enormous bare breasts, with their already hard nipples. I am not sure when my sad, ratched little life transformed into a softcore porn movie, but I am here for it.

“Come here,” she says.

I step into her embrace, closing the door behind us with my foot. Bags—my overnight bag, my guitar case, my crossbody work bag, a bag of gifts for her—knock around us. But I have no fucks left to give for any of that. All of this girl’s fucks are currently occupied, consumed with the overflow of naked woman in my arms—her miles of soft, warm skin, her breath on my shoulder, the jiggle of her ass when I cup it in both hands.

“Mira,” she says.

“I don’t wanna bring you no germs, mami,” I say. “I better wash my hands.”

“Hurry up,” she says. “I’m dying for you.”

Paloma takes all of my bags and brings them to the bedroom. It’s quite the sight, watching her do that naked. While I’m washing my hands at the kitchen sink, she wraps her arms around me from behind. I feel her breasts, her belly, the warmth at the center of her. She nuzzles my neck. Her hands go to the button of my jeans.

“Can I?” she whispers.

“Please, mi nena.”

Paloma unbuttons and unzips my jeans, pulls them and my lacy thong down my legs and to my feet as I’m washing my hands. “Step,” she says, from the floor, and I step out of my pants and underwear. I swiftly lose my sweater and bra on the way to her bedroom, and then I’m as naked as she is, in only the necklace she gave me and a little pair of gold hoop earrings and my wedding ring. 

“I need you so much, Mira,” she says, gasping, in a fit as I play with her nipples on the bed.

“I’m right here,” I say.

We decide to try sixty-nine. I love how adventurous we get in bed. Paloma is giggly and ever-ready, always open to trying something new. I like it better than I would have thought: me on top of her, my feet finding purchase in the pillows as she buries her head between my legs, her pussy open to me as a flower for me to lick her, and lick her, and lick her. She whines and squeals for me. She comes so hard that she farts right in my face, multiple times. We scream with laughter at this. I roll off of her body, laughing. I’m still laughing when she makes me come too, the way I like best, her index finger pressing my clit.

“Mira,” she says. She puts her fingers in her mouth, sucks them. She kisses me; I taste myself. “Estoy loca por ti. I miss you. I dream about you. I feel like a teenager. I like the coolest girl in school.” She squeezes my bun. “With her big beautiful hair and her badass guitar-playing self.”

“Paloma. Ya. Come on. I ain’t nowhere near that cool, baby.”

“You come on,” she says. She nudges me. “I love you, Mira. I can’t get enough of you.”

“I love you too,” I say.

By the time Andre joins us, around eight, I feel pummeled and molded into submission, in a puddle of heavy-limbed, heavy-lidded, delicious exhaustion. Paloma and I have had a lot of sex. She seems soft too, but energetic, flowing around the room in a floor-length green nightgown with long sleeves. The neck is cut a little low; her emerald necklace nestles between her breasts. I sit at the table in an old T-shirt of Andre’s and my leggings, drinking hot tea.

“I ordered steaks on Uber Eats,” Paloma tells Andre when he comes.

“You did?” he says. He hugs her, kisses me on the lips.

“I did,” she says. “It’s a great night. We’re celebrating.”

“Oh, yeah? What are we celebrating?” he asks.

She shrugs extravagantly. “I don’t know! Being here! Being alive!”

Andre smiles. “I’ll drink to that,” he says.

He says he’s brought her a little gift, which turns out to be those shiny-foil-wrapped chocolate-covered Oreos you find in stores around Valentine’s Day. “Aww, Andre!” she says, opening the clear plastic tube, shaking out a cookie, and peeling it open. “I love these! How did you know that?”

“I remember some guy you were seeing once brought you some after class, around Valentine’s Day one year. You were so excited.”

She laughs. “Yeah! I love these!”

I take one of the cookies, unwrap it, and bite into the soft chocolate shell, the crunch of the Oreo inside, and the innermost layer, the cream.

“I wanted to say thank you for what you sent for my birthday,” he says. For Andre’s birthday, Paloma had tacos and nonalcoholic craft beer—so I could have some too—sent to our place. “You did not have to do that.”

“I wanted to,” she says. “You’re my metamour.”

He smiles. “I’m guessing that’s some kind of poly thing?”

“Yes.” She smiles back. “You’re also my friend.”

“Well,” he says, “thank you.” He takes an Oreo too.

“You know, Andre,” she says, “when I first met your mom, she was pregnant with you.”

Andre sits back. “She was?”

“Yup. Auntie Lisette was the first pregnant person I ever knew. I remember when she had you, dude. She brought you to the ballet studio when you were probably just, like, a week old. You were a tiny, tiny baby. So adorable. She and my mom sat me down and helped me hold you. They were all like, ‘You gotta be gentle, Paloma; he was just born.’ I was a little kid myself. It was the first time I ever held a baby.”

“Wow,” Andre says. “You’ve known me literally my entire life. That is wild.”

“That,” I say, “is the cutest fucking thing I have ever heard.”

The food arrives. We eat tender steak and hot, creamy mashed potatoes. This may be the first real time I have ever eaten steak, and for sure steak like this, all melty and rich and medium well. I take little savoring bites. Paloma puts on music, classical music.

“Swan Lake,” Andre says, because of course he knows. (He plays piano, and damn well; most ballet dancers are taught at least some piano, but for him it stuck, because he’s a bastion of black excellence and all of that.)

She smiles. “Thought it would be appropriate for the season,” she says. They talk about performing some parts of Swan Lake in a community performance for Valentine’s Day in 2016, when Andre had just turned eighteen. I remember that one well.

Paloma puts the last chocolate-covered Oreo into her cookie jar, which is pink and in the shape of a dove. “That’s really cute,” Andre says. “Your cookie jar.”

“It’s a dove,” she says. “For my name.”

“Huh?” he says.

“My name,” she says. “Paloma. It means dove.”

“It does?” he says. “Huh. Can you believe, all this time, I never knew that?”

“More trivia,” she says. “Guess what song I was named after?”

“No,” he says. “Paloma, no.”

“Yes, Andre, yes. I was named after ‘When Doves Cry,’ by the immortal Prince. May God rest his soul in rock and roll heaven.”

“Wait,” I say. “Wait, wait, wait. How can you just lay all this amazing shit on us like you’re not blowing our minds? You were named after ‘When Doves Cry’? One of the greatest songs ever written?”

“Mira,” Andre says.

“Oh, come on. Prince is the total goat. Everyone knows that.”

“More trivia?” Paloma asks.

“Yes, girl, please. I am so here for this.”

“My parents claim I was conceived the night of a Prince concert. They are both completely obsessed with him. They went to a show together and it was the best night of their lives. So they came home and, like, made a baby.”

“Eww,” Andre says.

“A dove baby,” I say.

“No,” Andre says.

“You’re just like your mother,” I say. “You’re never satisfied.”

“No,” he says. “Please stop.”

“Stop making me laugh, Miranda,” she says. “I have one more piece of trivia for y’all. Okay? Guess my middle name.”

“No, Paloma,” he says. “Please don’t tell me your parents did that to you.”

“Espera,” I say. “Your middle name is Prince? How did I never know this, nena? How did you never tell me this before?”

“It takes me some time to trust anyone with my middle name,” she says, fluttering those lashes at me. “I mean, I’m not ashamed of it, baby. Prince is the goat. Like you said. But. You know my last name is Charles. And that makes it sound like my parents named me after an unfortunate member of the British royal family.”

“No,” Andre says. “You are killing me over here. This is too much.”

“Okay, y’all.” I get up from the table. “Do you know what it’s time for now?”

“Nope,” Andre says.

“Oh, yes.” Paloma gets up too. “I think it must be time for a Miranda Marcela Castillo sing-along.”

“No,” I say. “It’s time for a Paloma Prince Charles sing-along.”

“Ooh, baby, yeah!” she says.

So we all go into the living room, Andre pretending to be all reluctant, but we all know he’s just as into it as we are. I get out my guitar and tune up. Paloma puts on a karaoke version of “When Doves Cry” for me to play along to. I end up playing it four times through; the song is just that awesome. The lyrics are so sexy, just singing this song gets me hot. Andre soon drops his pretense of hating one of the greatest songs of all time. Paloma asks him if he’d like to dance, and he says yes. I am not surprised; put two dancers in a room together with some music, they can’t help themselves. I watch and play as they make up an improv performance right in front of me. I have seen Andre and Paloma dance together before, plenty of times. But this is different. Ballet is romantic, it can be intimate and even sensual. This dance, though, is just raw sexy, organic and messy. I feel like the luckiest girl in the world, watching it.

We hang out a little while longer as the night gets later. I play a few more songs, till I start to feel tired. Andre looks at me, the kind of wordless look you share with someone you have known for many years, and says, “It’s pretty late. I think I’ll head to bed.”

Paloma makes sure Andre is all set up in the guest bedroom with pillows and blankets and towels and stuff, a moment in my life—my girlfriend inviting my husband to spend the night at her place while she and I sleep together in her bed—that is exciting but surreal. I’ve learned enough by now, though, in the poly world, to check myself for monogamous conditioning with that thought. Perhaps a night like tonight only seems surreal because of this world we’ve grown up in, the one that tells us that there is only one way that a “normal” relationship should look. Maybe it’s high time to normalize my girlfriend extending hospitality to my husband while she and I make love in the other room.

In her bedroom, with the door closed, Paloma and I sit on her bed, naked, fingers deep inside of each other. It’s fucking, this time, desperate and hot and quick, almost frantic. We ride each other with simultaneous violence. We even come within seconds of each other. I notice that we are both quieter when we come than we were earlier today, before Andre arrived. I’d love not to read too much into that, but y’all know me; my anxiety-laden brain does not allow me to let something like that go. Maybe this new relationship will take adjusting to for all of us, even Paloma, who has been practicing polyamory for years.

By now I’m sick-tired, the kind of exhaustion that only comes from an entire, overly long day of forcing myself to fit in with the non-sick world. I wish I had the language, and the energy, to explain this to Paloma, to begin telling her that, if we are going to continue to be serious, this is something about me that she will have to learn; that our love and sex life will sometimes have to cut and mold themselves around the contours of my illness. But I just don’t right now. The thought of talking to her about my CF like that, in the context of our relationship, makes my throat close up. I’ve never actually had to have that conversation with any of the other intimate people in my life, like Andre or Araceli or obviously Marco; they lived it with me, basically since day one. But in this case, I am going to have to adult. And I am not sure right now that I can. I fall asleep curled up on one side of the bed, the inside of my body a dull ache.

Relationships are hard, ain’t they?


The next morning, I wake up in bed alone. I pee and pull on some clothes but don’t even bother trying to do something with my hair yet. Everyone in this apartment has seen me far more undone than this.

When I go into the kitchen, I find Paloma sitting at the table with her iPad, wiping tears from her eyes. I sit down with her. “Paloma, honey? What’s wrong, mi nena?”

She shakes her head. “Nothing’s wrong. I just.” She gestures at her iPad. “I just read your latest article on LWP. And the longer version on your blog. It made me cry.”

My heart squeezes like a fist, my skin going tight all over. “Oh, fuck. Good tears or bad tears?”

“Miranda.” She nudges me. “Good tears, obviously. This piece is amazing. I love it.”

I release a long, slow breath. “Rethinking Sex” is the most honest, most vulnerable, most difficult piece I have ever published. In it, I admitted to a lifetime of secret longing for queer love and sex—and, its shadow twin, a worry that whatever I might end up doing with other queer people wouldn’t feel like sex, wouldn’t even really be sex. I called out our world for creating an environment that allowed me to think that, that in fact supported my false belief that there is only one type of sex and love. But I also implicated myself, acknowledging my own part in holding onto a belief that hurt me and hurt others.

I also wrote in the article that, when I finally began exploring some of my sapphic desires for myself, I realized the true depth of sex and sexuality. I realized that there are whole dimensions of sex. I realized that sex is something you have in the present tense. I admitted that I wish I could have learned this truth through sheer maturity and enlightenment. But I didn’t; I learned it through my own experience. Life ain’t a lesson in a textbook, though, right? Sometimes you just gotta jump in there and get yourself dirty.

“Thank you,” I tell her. “That means a lot, Paloma. This was the hardest piece I’ve ever shared.”

“I know,” she says, wiping her eyes again. “You said that in the article.”

I smirk. “Honestly, nena, everything I wanted to say is right in there. I left it all out on the field.” This is, I believe, a baseball metaphor. My brother would be proud.

“You sure did, Miranda Marcela. Thank you for writing this. It’s beautiful. I love what you said about sapphic love affairs also having urgency and a kind of erotic violence.” She tears up again, looking down at my words. “You’re so wise. I feel like your words are making love to me.”

I open my mouth to say something but nothing comes out. I know it’s not a whole published book like some people have. (I won’t name any names, not yet, anyway; let me have my moment, all right?) But isn’t what we want, when we release our words out into the world, for a voice to come back saying that we have touched them? Denying the importance of what Paloma’s telling me, refusing the gift she’s giving me, is a whole lot like saying that what we did last night wasn’t sex. And I ain’t gonna do that.

“And this,” I tell her, “feels like a dream come true. I always wanted to feel like I was touching somebody with my writing.”

“Well,” she says. “You’re sure touching me.”

Paloma offers me several choices for breakfast. I say I’ll just have some tea and toast. “Your man is out for a run,” she tells me. “He left shortly before you got up.”

“Oh,” I say. “Cool.”

“Now he’s never gonna stop calling me Prince.”

I burst out laughing. “I can’t, mami. It’s the coolest name ever. I also will literally never get over it. Ever.”

She rolls her eyes, but she’s smiling. “Maybe I never should’ve told y’all.”

“Uh-uh, baby. No takebacks.”

I hum “When Doves Cry” while taking my morning medications. Paloma chides me, but you can tell by her sparkly eyes and smile that she’s eating it up, my cheeky girl who loves attention. Andre comes back while I’m having some toast and tea. He kisses me and says, “Good morning, Mira. Paloma Prince.”

“Yeah, yeah, we get it,” she says. “My parents named me after the artist formerly known as Prince.”

“Bless them,” Andre says, and we all laugh.

He goes to take a shower, then comes back and has coffee and toast and a banana. Paloma says how much she loves my hummingbird tattoo, holding my wrist tenderly, drawing her thumb gently over my art. My skin and my breath respond to her touch. Andre watches us closely. He looks at my face and smiles.

“We got tattoos together,” he says. “It was Mira’s idea.”

“I know, she told me,” Paloma says.

“I got a panther,” he says. 

“That’s badass,” she says.

“Wanna see it?” he asks. “It’s on my chest.”

“Sure,” she says.

Sitting there at her kitchen table, Andre pulls his T-shirt over his head. He shows Paloma the panther tattoo on his pec. He shows her the ink on the back of his shoulder too; it’s the continent of Africa, inside of a heart. On the inside of his left forearm, he has a violet, which he got shortly after we got married; we gave away violet plants as wedding favors at our reception. 

“Beautiful ink, Andre,” she says.

“Thank you,” he says. “You have any tattoos, P?”

She shakes her head. “I’m scared. I don’t like pain,” she says.

“You don’t have to get any tattoos if you don’t want them,” I say.

She nods.

Andre puts his T-shirt back on. “I just want you to know,” he says, “that’s all I really feel comfortable, like, showing. I think Mira told you. But I would not feel comfortable doing anything sexual. The three of us together.” He looks at me. “But I’m so glad my wife is happy.”

“I am happy,” I whisper. It can be hard to admit that sometimes, ain’t it; even harder, maybe, than admitting that you’re in pain. But I’ve said it. And it is out in the world.

Paloma and I get ready to go out together. She tells Andre, “Mira and I are gonna have a little shopping date. You’re welcome to join us. Also to stay here and hang out.”

“I could just head home too,” he says. “I don’t wanna be imposing in your space when you’re not even here.”

“Not at all.” She shakes her head firmly. “Stay here. Watch my collection of vintage Mets documentaries. Order Uber Eats on my account. Whatever you want.”

He thinks he should say no; you can see it in his furrowed brow. But what he ends up saying is: “Vintage Mets documentaries?”

“Yeah, dude. Wanna watch the 1986 World Series?”

“Uh, yeah,” he says.

Paloma pulls the DVD off of a special shelf that seems to house her collection of Mets crap and hands it to him. “Here you go, friend. All seven games. Maybe save game six for me, though? I’d love to watch it together when we get back. If you’re up for it.”

“Oh, P, you’re on. Poor Bill Buckner.” He shakes his head.

Paloma shrugs. “That’s the curse of the Bambino for ya.”

Andre nods seriously.

“Wow,” I say. “I have no clue what is being said right now. At all.”

Paloma smiles. “Look at us, forming a real-life polycule. Kitchen-table polyamory for the win.”

“I’m gonna have to educate myself on the language,” Andre says. I love being married to a total nerd.

“Don’t worry,” Paloma says. “We can understand and define things as we go along. For now I’m just saying I’m really proud of us.”

We both nod.

Paloma hands Andre her iPad. “If you want anything, just go on my Uber Eats and order it.”

“That’s totally not necessary,” he says.

“If you wanna do an exchange,” she says, “I’d love a partner in the studio sometime this week. I really miss dancing with other humans in real life.”

“You got it,” he says. “Text me the time and place.”

Paloma and I put on our coats and leave the apartment. She gets us an Uber downtown, to the Strand bookstore in Union Square. It’s been ages since I’ve been to the Strand and I’m hungry for it. It’s a wonderland of narrow shelves, creaky wooden floors, huge mysterious fans blowing gusts of air like the breath of giants, a mix of crisp, trendy new books and pre-owned yellowing old books. The basement is what Araceli, years ago, dubbed the “Platonic ideal of basements”: musty and hot, the floor uneven and concrete, the air smelling of damp. Being down there always gave me a headache, but I loved it, so I roughed it out.

“Damn, I ain’t been here in a minute,” I tell Paloma. There are enormous bottles of hand sanitizer set up by all of the elevators. That’s new.

“How long has it been?” she asks me.

“I dunno. Before the pandemic, for sure.”

“Me too,” she says.

“Thank you for taking me.”

“My pleasure, baby,” she says.

When Celi was at NYU, we used to come here all the time. She’d look at the philosophy books in the basement. I’d look through the advance reader’s copies of just-released novels, several shelves tucked in the back, a secret known only by the initiated. (Don’t tell nobody, you hear?) We’d take the elevator upstairs (those stairs were way too much for pre-lung-surgery me, that’s for sure) to the second floor to page through erotic photography books, to the third to look at the rare books, some of which cost tens of thousands of dollars. Signs say that that floor is closed to the public now. I wonder if Paloma used to shop there, buying first editions and antiquarian volumes. Araceli used to bring dates here, or pick up people: queer NYU students, dance and theater kids, once an old Greek guy in his 60s that she’d met through OnlyFans, who used to give her his credit card and tell her to buy all the philosophy books that her heart desired.

I tell Paloma about that guy. “That’s quite a kink,” she says. “An unlimited book budget.”

“Celi loved it,” I say. “Such a nerd.”

“I don’t have a credit card, just Apple Pay,” Paloma says, “but you can get anything you want, Miranda.”

I laugh loudly. It echoes off the shelves. A couple people turn and look, the bottoms of their faces swathed in masks. “Our new rap song,” I say.

“Lesbian ballers at the bookstore?” 

I crack up, leaning against the nearest shelf. “Exactly.”

Paloma leans against the shelf next to me. “I really want to kiss you right now, Miranda,” she says.

“I want to kiss you too,” I say. “Fucking masks.”

We did come to the bookstore for something in particular, so we go grab that first. Hassan has a new book out. It’s a collaboration with a graphic novelist—she’s really cool; I’ve been following her on Instagram for years—on an illustrated version of one of his novels. Vestal takes place in ancient Rome, and it’s about Cornelia, a girl who likes other girls and doesn’t want to marry or follow the singular, narrow path society has laid out for her. So she becomes a vestal virgin, one of the priestesses of the goddess Vesta who lived in her temple, kept her sacred hearth fire burning, and served her community. Then Cornelia begins having dreams. In the dreams, she meets and eventually falls in love with Aphrodite, goddess of love and sex. The novel version was hazy and atmospheric and sweet, a little intellectual and heady, like Hassan’s books tend to be. I liked it—loved it, even; devoured it in one long night—but my achy little sapphic heart, never having even kissed another girl back then, did crave a deeper, more explicit exploration of girl-on-girl intimacy.

We find the graphic novel of Vestal, which is sitting on the store’s special LGBTQ+ book table. We both squeal a little, looking at it—it’s so cool, ain’t it, seeing something made by somebody you know, out there in the big bad world? Paloma picks up the top copy and I sidle as close to her as I can get, so we can both look at it as she pages through. I squeal again. I can’t help it. It’s beautiful. It’s all in a rosy-pink color palette and the art is in the graphic novelist’s signature style, all lush and femme, with a hint of that cute anime girl vibe. She goes by Nikki Q and I just love her, I’m so excited she’s starting to get noticed.

Paloma picks up the entire stack of the Strand’s copies of Vestal—six of them—and buys them. “I want to give them to some friends,” she says. “And one for you and one for me to keep.”

“Thank you,” I say.

The person behind the register says, “Oh, this has been selling really well.”

Behind her mask, Paloma beams. “It was written by a friend of mine.” 

“You know the author? I follow him on Instagram and I’ve just started watching his cooking show on YouTube. He seems so cool. I’m so excited to read this book.”

Paloma nudges me. “He’s her brother-in-law.”

I’m low-key annoyed; I do not love being put on the spot unexpectedly. I know it’s silly, but my stomach bottoms out, I feel hot and then cold, and I already know I’m going to either stammer or say something totally bizarre, or both.

“Um,” I say, glancing up. “Yeah?”

The cashier laughs. “That’s rad! Is his husband your brother? Marco something? He sometimes posts about him or has him on the cooking show!”

“Uh,” I say. “Yeah.”

“Wow! That’s really cool. Hey, would you like a bag?” Paloma finishes paying, shakes her head, takes the books, and slips them into her tote bag. “Enjoy the rest of your day.”

“You too,” says Paloma.

We resume wandering the store. It takes my heart a while to come back down. Your girl Mira may be just a little bit afraid of talking to strangers; please don’t judge. Finally I manage to say, “Can you believe they knew Marco?”

“I know,” Paloma says. “That’s wild.”

“My brother’s famous.” I feel a momentary sense of wonder, then roll my eyes. “I always knew my brother would be famous.”

Paloma stops, wraps her arms around me and squeezes me. “To me, you’re a rock star, Mira,” she says, gazing down at me. “I worship you.”

“Paloma,” I say. “Come on.”

“Later,” she says, “if you’re up for it.” She slides her lips down to my ear. “Put on that big strap-on. Put me on my hands and knees. Show me who owns me.”

“Girl.” I give her a squeeze. “Come on.”

We look at the writing books. I point out all the ones I’ve checked out from the library and read. She offers to buy me a new one I haven’t seen before, about finding your voice as a writer. I say yes, thank you. We look at the poetry. Once, in this part of the store, I saw a guy using an oxygen tank. He was all short and skinny, your typical CF patient body type. I asked Araceli to go over and ask him if he had CF. He said yeah; she pointed me out; he and I waved and avoided coming within six feet of each other while we were both in the store. He sent me his number through Celi and he became part of my CF-acquaintance group chat (different from my close-CF-friends group chat, of course). Last year, around the time of the lung surgery, I texted him, just to say hi and see how he was doing. His mother, who had his phone, replied that he had passed away a couple weeks before, age twenty.

This story, I do not tell Paloma. I keep it to myself.

We look at the ancient history books. Paloma chooses a book about the Minoans. I ask who they are; she says they were a people who lived on the island of Crete before the arrival of the ancient Greeks. She says she took a great class as an undergrad on Minoan and Cycladic art, and the final paper she wrote for that course has evolved into a chapter in her dissertation, on the famous “goddess” statues found in Cycladic tombs.

I don’t understand all of this. But I say, my voice shaky, “Paloma. I’ve applied to go back to school.”

She stops abruptly, takes my arm. “Mira. You have?”

I nod. “I have.”

“Mira, that’s amazing,” she says. “Where?”

“City College.” I swallow. My throat’s so dry. “It’s near my apartment. And they have an English BA with a concentration in creative writing.”

“Mira.” She hugs me, incredibly hard. My heart can barely take this, y’all, how happy this girl is for me. She gets it. She sees me. We are not perfect together, I get that, but this is why we’re here; we see each other. “My college girl. I am so proud of you.”

We pull back. “I haven’t gotten in yet, mami.” I grip her biceps.

“You will,” she says.

We resume looking at books. I say, “Paloma, can I ask you something?”

“You can ask me anything,” she says.

“Who’s the oldest person you’ve ever been with?”

She thinks for a while, then says, “The admin assistant for the art department at Columbia. I was twenty-one, a junior. She was fifty-five. We used to stand in the hallway in the art department and talk for, like, hours. She was an artist herself. I heard she taught one of those drunk-painting classes for extra money. So I went. I stayed till everyone else was gone. We finished a bottle of wine together and had sex in the bathroom. She was married. It was not my finest hour, I’ll admit. It only lasted a couple months. But it was intense. I was obsessed with her. That all-consuming attraction and love that you can have for an older woman when you’re really young.”

“That’s hot,” I say.

She nods. “It was.”

“What happened?”

“Her wife found out. She didn’t know who I was. But she knew there was a much younger girl. Then her mom got sick, out in Arizona. They left to take care of her and work on their marriage.”

“Did they stay together, do you know?”

Paloma shakes her head, soft dark hair brushing her face mask. “No. They broke up. But she started working on sculptures made of wire and found materials and now she has three hundred thousand followers on Instagram.”

“Oh,” I say. “Wow.”

We take the elevator down to the basement and look at the advance reader’s copies, but nothing jumps out at us. Back on the main floor, Paloma stops in front of the display of enamel pins. “I love these,” she says. “Pick one for me? Which one seems like me to you?”

I pretend to study her with intense scrutiny; she laughs. I turn to the wall of pins. I select a sunflower pin whose delicate petals are all the colors of the rainbow. I hand it to her. “You’re colorful and playful,” I tell her. “You’re also so tall and strong—you seen those huge sunflowers that grow towards the sun?” She nods. I do too. “You’re like that.”

“Mira,” she whispers.

“And you make me happy,” I tell her. “Like, really, really.”

“Igualmente,” she says. Her voice is a little thick with tears.

I nudge her. “Pick one for me?”

She looks at me, then at the wall. With a laugh, she plucks a pin of a cassette tape, in pastel pink and blue. “Because you’re cool and vintage. I mean, you have an old soul. In the coolest way. You’re the realest person I know, Mira. And you’re quirky and talented. Everybody wants you; you’re in high demand, but you’re limited edition.”

I laugh my ass off at this. Paloma forces me to choose a tote bag; she says I need one, to pin my cassette tape to. I choose the one with images of the zodiac, which, apparently, also glows in the dark. Paloma and I leave the store with new books in our tote bags and our pins fastened to the thick canvas.

We walk to a Starbucks and sip our drinks on a bench outside, though it’s February and really too cold for that. Paloma has a hot chai latte, I have a white chocolate mocha. She calls Hassan on her phone, puts him on speaker and lays the phone in the couple of inches of space between us on the bench.

“Hey, tiger,” she says. “I have Mira here with me. And we have just bought copies of your brand-new book.”

“Oh, my,” he says. This makes us both laugh. “Do you like it?”

“Hassan, baby, it’s beautiful,” I tell him. “It’s delicious.”

“It is, it’s gorgeous, honey,” Paloma says. “I love Nikki Q’s aesthetic. It matches your narrative style so perfectly.”

An ambulance wails by.

“Are you two outside?” Hassan asks.

“Yes,” Paloma says.

“Have you gone mad?” he says. “Why are you both calling me from outside? It’s cold! Paloma, are you not taking proper care of our Miranda? Take her inside! It’s cold.”

“Okay, okay!” We both laugh. “I will take her inside. Warm her up.” She winks at me. Of course, winking on her looks sexy and cool; on me, it looks awkward as fuck. My face flushes. She’s warming me up already.

“Good,” Hassan says. “Thank you for buying the book. Thank you for supporting us. Now go. Get inside.”

“Say hi to Marco for me,” I say, leaning down towards the phone.

	“I will,” he says.

We finish our drinks, laughing. Paloma says she can’t come down to Union Square without visiting the spiritual bookstore; would I like to go? I certainly never say no to a good witchy store, so I say of course.

We walk the few blocks to the spiritual store. It’s hot and close inside, the air fragrant and warm with incense. Books on divination and vodou and candle magic and angels and dragons and mystical poetry and pendulums and lunar phases rise nearly to the ceiling in high shelves. You have to hold your bags close to your body to avoid bumping into tables of incense sticks and burners and little glass spheres for scrying and crystal-ball reading and figurines of animals—lions, dragons, sacred ancient Egyptian cats—in glass and jade and carved wood. There must be a hundred different kinds of tarot and oracle decks. There’s erotic tarot and feminist icon oracle cards and flower oracle cards and a special deck for healing from trauma. Paloma says we have to buy the erotic tarot; we can’t not.

My favorite part of the store is the crystals. There are raw crystals: clear quartz and amethyst emerging from dark rock, rough and grainy to the touch, the facets of the crystals like glass in contrast. There are the cheaper, tumbled crystals that I sometimes buy, smooth as marbles. There are crystals you can wear on keychains and jewelry: aquamarine for clarity, carnelian for joy, fire agate for courage, black tourmaline to dispel negative energies. My eye keeps being drawn to a necklace on a long chain, a raw piece of amethyst wrapped in wire. 

“Can I buy that for you?” I ask Paloma.

“I would love that,” she says, and I love that she doesn’t argue, she lets me do it. 

I buy her the necklace, which is twenty-five dollars, a lot for me, though nothing to her, I’d imagine. She puts it on immediately; it nestles against the other necklace she’s wearing, a silver chain with a dove pendant obviously made out of diamonds. I asked her about it once; she said her dad’s best friend’s family owns all the major jewelry stores in Grenada, where her dad is from. The son of the family, around her age, gave her the dove necklace for her sweet sixteen. Their parents hoped for more, she said, but she and Victor were only friends.

“He died in a motorcycle accident a year later,” she told me. “I wear the necklace sometimes and remember him. It was the first time I lost someone. He was sweet.”

I like that Paloma and I exist in this web of erotic and romantic and bittersweet memories; that the ghosts of all the people we knew still trail like silvery comets among us. I wonder if, after I am gone, she will tell someone else the story of me; how on a cold February Saturday in New York I bought her this amethyst necklace. I want to ask her to wear it, after I am gone. But as much as our hearts are starting to open to one another, I am just not there yet. I only think it instead.

In the back of the store, a tarot diviner gives readings behind a white curtain. “Would you like to have a reading?” Paloma asks me, as we read her price list, on a laminated card pinned to the wall.

“Sure,” I say, “if you’d like to.”

“I never say no to a tarot reading,” she says.

We get a group text then, from Andre, saying that he’s going to order pizza, and do we want some, and what toppings? We reply to that, then decide to each just get a one-card reading, so we can head back home soon. “Want to go first?” Paloma asks me, and I say sure, and slip behind the white curtain.

The tarot reader isn’t leaning into the witchy vibes at all, dressed in jeans and a T-shirt and a Yankees ball cap. Her face mask is a disposable black one. She stands from her chair behind the table to greet me, waves instead of the handshake she probably used to give clients, before the pandemic.

“Hello,” she says.

“Hi,” I say.

“Would you like a reading today?” she asks.

“Sure,” I say. “The one-card reading.”

“Please,” she says. “Sit down.”

I gather my Strand tote bag into my lap and sit down on the other side of the table. There’s a little plexiglass divider between us, which one hundred percent was not there prior to March 2020. On the table there’s a red cloth and her tarot deck.

“What’s your name, sweetheart?” she asks.

“Miranda,” I say, playing with the frayed edge of my hoodie sleeve.

“That’s a beautiful name,” she says.

“Thanks,” I say.

“I’m Sammy.” I tell her it’s nice to meet her. She picks up her deck. As she shuffles, she says, “I used to have clients do this, but…” She trails off with an articulate shrug.

“Totally,” I say, nodding.

“Have you ever had a reading before, Miranda?” she asks.

“Not from a professional, no,” I answer. “My friends and I read for each other sometimes. And I read for myself all the time.”

“Ah,” she says. “You do look like an experienced tarot reader.”

I just look back at her. I wonder what about me makes me look like an experienced tarot reader, or if Sammy says that to all the girls.

“Well.” She sets the shuffled deck on the table. “Do you have a question for the cards today, Miranda?”

I nod and swallow, hooking one leg around the leg of the chair and slouching myself a little smaller. I feel shy. It seems ridiculously intimate, asking a question of the cards through this stranger, revealing even a tiny piece of my heart to her. Half of me wants to run away. Half of me yearns forward.

“Yeah,” I say. “Am I spending my time doing the right thing? Like, with my life?” I start to blink rapidly. I will not cry in this tarot reader’s chair. “Life… life is short, I guess. I’d like to ask if I’m spending it wisely.”

Sammy gives me a long, long look. It almost scares me. I think she’s going to ask more, but then she flips over my card. It’s the Lovers.

“The Lovers,” Sammy says. “One of the main meanings of this card is relationships and partnerships of all kinds, though of course it holds other meanings as well.” She looks up at me. “Are you in a romantic relationship, Miranda?”

My face warms. “I am in multiple romantic relationships,” I say. “We’ve been exploring polyamory.”

She nods. “Are one or more of these relationships very new?”

“Yes,” I say. “Well, one of them’s my husband. We’ve been together forever. Since we were kids. But the other one… yes, it’s very new.”

“The element for the Lovers card is air,” Sammy says. “The air element suggests the need for open and honest communication. The only way to make relationships flourish. Especially when you are at the center of multiple relationships at once.”

I nod.

“The Lovers is about harmony, balance, union, a coming together of different things,” she continues. “How have you been feeling, Miranda?”

“I don’t know,” I whisper. How do I even begin answering that question? I feel choked up, at the kindness in her voice, her close look at me, the warmth of the room behind her white curtain. “I’ve been feeling good. Happy. But also… kind of overwhelmed. The truth is, my health hasn’t been great.” I glance up from my hands twisted in my lap and at her. “I have a chronic illness. A genetic disorder I was born with. I had a lung transplant last year and I’m doing… better. But it’s been a huge adjustment. Just, like… life.”

“That’s a lot, Miranda,” Sammy says. “Have you been taking care of yourself? The Lovers card is also about our relationship with ourself. Ensuring that you are listening to yourself, to the desires of your own heart; allowing those desires to form and following them despite what the external world might say.”

“I could probably do better,” I say slowly, “taking care of myself.”

“You’re doing wonderfully, Miranda,” she says. “You are taking on so much.”

I nod.

“I’m seeing a conflict of desire at the core of your path right now,” she says. 

“A conflict of desire?”

“Yes. Wanting things that seem mutually exclusive. Conflicting.”

“Oh,” I say faintly. “That makes some sense.”

“There is a way,” she says. “For all your desires to come together. That’s the meaning of Lovers. There can be balance in wanting different things. You are allowed to have big and varied desires, Miranda.”

“Okay,” I say. “Thanks.”

We both gaze down at the card. Two naked bodies stand in front of a mountain. Trees flank them; around one tree trunk a snake is wrapped. In the clouds above them there is a deity, arms and wings spread in blessings. The being’s hair is the color of fire.

“The zodiac sign of the Lovers is Gemini,” she says, “which suggests intellectual pursuits. Are you studying something, Miranda?”

I ball my hands into fists inside my sweatshirt sleeves. “No,” I say. “But I want to be.”

She nods. “The cards say go for it, sweetheart,” she says. “Your intellectual pursuits are going to be very successful.”

Sammy tells me she will think of me and send me all the good energy. She says she’d love to have me come see her here anytime. I thank her. When I stand up, Paloma comes behind the curtain with us to pay for my reading. She hands Sammy thirty dollars cash. “For hers and mine,” she says. I squeeze Paloma’s shoulder and return to the main part of the store. I wonder what card Sammy is going to pull for her.

I wander the store while I wait for Paloma to finish with Sammy. I’m tired and overstimulated and I want to go home. I look at a book about sex magic. Sometime when I have more energy, I’d like to look at that book more. I look at pretty cloth notebooks with handmade paper inside. My eyes fade out of focus. Mentioning the lung surgery has brought me back to those days. I’d spent a hell of a lot of time in hospitals and clinics and doctors’ offices by that time, but the transplant was the first time I had ever had surgery. My body, sick and malnourished and exhausted from its daily management, was only just barely strong enough to withstand the trauma that major surgery entails. The pain was intense—like nothing I’d ever experienced, bone deep and carving, which I guess is what surgery literally is—and the recovery long. 

Not long after I woke up from the surgery, feeling so disoriented and nauseous and in such pain that I asked them if they could put me back under, I learned that Andre had lost a lot of blood from some complication in his surgery and needed a blood transfusion. He got the transfusion and recovered well and was fine. But this is me telling the story from the vantage point of now, the future. At the time, I had no idea. All I could see, when I tried to imagine a future without him, was a path that had gone black, where there was nowhere to take even one more step further.

Before we all went under, the three of us, Andre and Marco and me, I closed my eyes and cast the strongest spell I have ever cast. I prayed that, if the underworld spirits wanted a soul that day, they take mine. I am sure that Andre and Marco also promised the same: that they would die in my place, were it required. All of the power of those conflicting desires must have canceled each other out. We all lived. We all live.

Paloma emerges from Sammy’s corner to find me looking halfheartedly at a table of divination tools. Her eyes are tender, red and wet. “You okay, mami?” 

“Can I have a hug?” she asks.

“Course you can.”

I gather her up. Maybe I should, but I do not want to let her go.

I hold her till she pulls back. I brush strands of hair away from her face. “Did something happen?”

“My reading was just a lot,” she says. “I got the Devil. I hate that card. It brings back bad memories.”

I touch her temple, one of the only parts of her face I can get to, with the mask. I feel her strong pulse under the thin skin. “Anything you want to share? I’m here, baby, if you do.”

She nods. “Just people in my family judging me. For my lifestyle. For the way that I love.”

I shake my head. “The way that you love, it’s beautiful.”

“Thank you, Mira,” she says.

The guy from behind the counter approaches us, asks if we’re okay. “We are okay,” Paloma says, in her crisp, authoritative, rich-lady voice. “Thank you.” She selects a couple of items from the table we’re standing near—a mini crystal ball, a black obsidian crystal pyramid—takes them up to the counter and buys them. Her total is over one hundred dollars. Just hearing that makes my head spin. What would it feel like to be able to just throw that kinda money around, from one second to the next?

We take an Uber back to her apartment. We hold hands in the car but don’t talk. I want her, powerfully. I couldn’t explain it in words if I had to, but wanting her like this, I know what the tarot reader meant, about conflicting desires.

The apartment smells like pizza: melted cheese and warm crust and sweet tomato sauce, ricotta cheese and the green scent of slightly burned spinach (these are my pizza toppings of choice; I love white pizza with spinach, a preference that Marco, a pizza purist who believes in pepperoni or nothing, teases me about to no end), spicy pepperoni and hot sausage. I give Andre a hug in the dining room, where he has the pizza boxes spread out on the table. 

“I’m sorry, I don’t think I can eat right now,” I tell them both. “I need to get some rest first.”

I look at Paloma. It’s not the long, detailed conversation we probably need to have about my health if this is gonna get any more serious, but it’s something: a moment of honesty.

“Go rest, baby,” Andre says. “Do you need anything?”

“Can I bring you some water?” Paloma asks. “Or anything else?”

I nod. “I should probably drink some water.”

I go to the bathroom and strip down to my T-shirt and underwear. In Paloma’s bedroom, I get onto the bed, and Andre leans over and hugs me again. Paloma puts a cold water bottle on the bedside table next to me.

“Do you need anything else, mi sirena?” Paloma asks.

I shake my head. “You two please go eat.” I slide myself under the unmade covers. “Please eat pizza and watch game seven or whatever it is.”

“Game six,” they say at the exact same time.

I laugh. My lids already feel heavy. “Exactly.”

My two lovers fuss over me a little bit more, then leave the room. I was feeling drowsy when they were here, but once they’re gone, I find it hard to fall asleep. My thoughts are racing.

I’m thinking about Paloma. How much of myself should I open to her? How close should I let us be getting? My intuition has been telling me, in felt senses if not in words or concrete evidence, that there is something soft and vulnerable about my girl. But am I patronizing her, disrespecting her, by trying to protect her? How do I be a feminist who upholds other women’s power but also takes care of this heart that she’s trusting me with? I feel volatile, dangerous; too much to handle. But who the fuck am I to say what she can and cannot handle? She told me today that she has lost someone before. Is it the same to lose a friend at sixteen to an accident as it would be for her to lose me someday, as a grown woman and my lover? It feels wrong to instate a hierarchy of pain. But I don’t know. I don’t have any answers.

And how do I build anything with her when I am also married? Andre and I have a shared life and plans and dreams. Paloma and I are not there yet. But we could be. What does that look like? How did I move from the girl I was when I started this thing to the girl that I am now?

I see that Paloma has also left for me on the bedside table the crystal ball and the pyramid. The smooth triangle of stone is such a deep black, absorbing all light, and also reflecting light from its polished exterior. The crystal ball is on a small silver stand, clear with the faintest purple tinge. I wonder, if I were to ask it my questions, what answers it would give me.

I listen to them eating pizza and watching the game, a faint drone of the crowd cheering and the scuffing of dirt on the diamond and the thwack of struck baseballs. Slowly I let the distant sounds lull me to sleep.


I wake up from a dream: Paloma had lost her diamond dove necklace. I was helping her look for it, combing through the apartment. Eventually we found it under rugs on the floor, but it was broken into a thousand pieces. Diamonds skittered all over the floor, glittering like an earth-bound sky. It was both beautiful and terrifying.

I sit up in bed. I drink some water and retie my hair. I hear Paloma and Andre in the other room, talking. What are they talking about? I lean my head against the wall behind me and let my body relax. I should go back out there. I shouldn’t leave my husband and my girlfriend forced to hang out without me. I know they’re friends and ballet colleagues, I know they knew each other before they knew me, but still—things are different now. I should get back out there and be a person. 

But I just can’t, not yet. Instead I crawl over to my overnight bag on the floor and find inside the novel I’ve been reading, the latest lesbian romance by Alyssa Cole. I get back onto the bed, cuddle under the blankets, and allow myself to read the next delicious chapter in the story. More than that, I allow myself to sink in, to let go of the carousel ride—exhilarating but dizzying—of my own life, my own thoughts, for a while, and remember my heart in a world of romance and adventure. This is why I’ve always wanted to be a writer—how good would it feel to know that I am doing this for somebody else?

Reading about these two lovers makes me feel like I can go back out there. So I go to the bathroom and pee and wash my face and put my pants back on. I find Paloma and Andre in the living room, chatting while more baseball plays on the TV, on very low volume. They both welcome me back excitedly, like I’ve been gone a long while and not a few hours, like my return is a whole-ass event. That does not feel bad, let me tell ya.

I heat up and manage to eat two slices of pizza. This feels like a big win as well. I get my guitar and take some song requests—Paloma wants to hear Lizzo’s “Good As Hell,” Andre asks for a special treat that I only agree to once in a while, which is “Savage,” by Megan Thee Stallion. It has an amazing beat and sounds surprisingly good on guitar. Your girl Miranda Marcela Castillo also may not be that bad at rapping, okay, you know. After I do this song, Andre looks smug—yeah, his girl is just that good—and Paloma is wild, off the hook with praise and accolades and sheer shock.

“You blow my mind every time I see you, Miranda,” she says, shaking her head at me. “I had no literal clue you could do that.”

“There’s a lot of stuff she can do that you don’t know about, P,” Andre says.

“Ooh, boy,” she says.

I laugh. “He’s probably right,” I say.

When Paloma goes to the bathroom, Andre takes my guitar gently, sets it carefully on the floor propped up against the couch, and sidles next to me. He puts his arms around me and says, “Mira, I am gonna go home now if that’s okay with you.”

“You can go home anytime you want, baby.”

He kisses me softly. “Are you okay here?”

I touch my nose to his. “I am very okay.”

“If you need me,” he says, “for anything, at any time, just text me, okay? I’ll come running.”

I want to say something big—about how lucky I am, about what a miracle it is that I get this kind of love, about what an unbelievable man he is. But what actually comes out is: “Baby, you make me feel lit like a match.” Yeah, I’m quoting Megan Thee Stallion to my man, ‘cause I’m just romantic like that and shit.

He laughs and kisses me on the forehead. “I love you, little bird,” he says.

“I love you too.”

Andre leaves soon after that, holding and kissing me at the door, hugging Paloma and saying, “Good night, Paloma Prince Charles.”

“Shut up,” she says, and hugs him back.

We sit on the couch and Paloma says, “Can I play with your hair?” I say sure, so she unties my Afro puffs and plays with my hair, massaging my scalp and working out little tangles in my kinky curls with her fingers. As her arms move her breasts jiggle, and so do her two necklaces, the diamond dove that I dreamed she had lost, and the raw piece of amethyst that I have just given her. It takes me a long time to get up the courage to say what I wanna say next.

“Paloma, I have a gift I wanted to give you.”

“You’re spoiling me,” she says.

I take her into the bedroom. She sits down on the bed, and with shaking hands I take her gift bag out of my overnight bag and hand it to her. I sit down next to her tentatively as she pulls her gift out of the bag.

“This is the journal I gave you,” she says, giving me a quizzical look.

I nod. My stomach jumps. “I finished all the pages. I used it as a dream journal. And I’ve been, uh…” I reach up to squeeze my hair, forgetting that it’s loose, tousled by her fingers. “I’ve been dreaming about you a lot, mami. I recorded them all in this journal.”

Her eyes have gotten wet. She’s quick to cry, this girl, and I love it. “And you want me to read it?” she says.

“Yes.” I tuck a lock of her perfect silky dark hair behind her ear. “It’s yours. I want you to keep it.”

“You do?”

“Yeah, honey.” My voice shakes a little. “No one’s ever read my journal before. Not Marco, not Celi, not even Andre.” I hold her eyes. “Only you.”

“Can I read it when you’re not here?” she asks. “Sometime when I’m missing you.”

I cup her head in both hands, running my fingers through all that hair. “It’s yours, mami chula. You can read it anytime you want.”

I lay her down and pull off her soft little shorts and open her legs with my shoulders. She whimpers for me. I pick up her left leg, kiss the tender, fleshy skin of her inner thigh, then drape her leg over my shoulder.

“Oh, my God, Mira,” she says.

“Así de así, mi nena.”

For the next very long while, till my girl begs me to stop, I lick her flowery pink puffy juicy dripping wet fruit of a pussy. She must not have gotten waxed for a while, because her mound has a soft, delicious stubble, tickling my lips. She is fucking perfect.

It’s night by now. We take a bath together. I’m the big spoon this time, my first time holding her like this under the warm water. I kiss her ear, suck on her hair. The anxious part of my brain, which I am never fully able to shut off, finds something to worry about even here: the bubble of sex in which we have embedded ourselves, ensconced in weekends of dreams and luxury. What happens when it pops? Is there a space for us, for our relationship, in the mundanity of real, regular life?

“Can I ask you something?” I say.

“Anything,” she says.

“I think I’d like to know a little more about your… your polycule.”

Paloma twists back to look at me, briefly. “Sure,” she says. “I’m happy to tell you more, honey. I mean, there are some things my other lovers tell me, or that we do together, that are private, between me and them. Just like with us. But anything that affects you, your sexual or emotional health, I’m happy to share with you, Mira.”

“Okay.” I stroke her slick hair back. “Well, who are the people in your polycule?”

“You,” she whispers. “Laura, the woman I was telling you about before, the art historian. This trans guy Luc who I met in the sex pod I was in before. I still talk to my friend Dante, and we have phone or video sex sometimes, but he’s back in France with his family, so I haven’t been with him in person since before the pandemic. That’s really it, right now. Before the pandemic, I had a lot of casual lovers. I was on two poly apps. I’d hook up with couples as a unicorn sometimes. I’d go to sex clubs at least every couple of weeks and play with different people. I’d host sex or cuddle parties at my place here or upstate. But I haven’t done any of that since the pandemic. My circle’s a lot smaller.”

“How do you feel about that?” 

She shrugs, the smooth ball of her shoulder rising against me. “It’s good,” she says. “I’m rolling with it. My circle is smaller, but it also means that my relationships are deeper. We have more time. Everything feels more special. That’s felt delicious.”

I nod. I wonder if she can feel it, my heart, thumping against her back. “Do your other lovers have partners?”

“Laura has a partner. They call themselves romantic roommates. I’ve only met her once before. She’s not poly, but she’s comfortable that Laura is. Luc is solo-poly. Like me.”

“Solo-poly?”

“Yes. It means… well, for me it means that I have no interest in living long-term with any partner. In having children with a partner—or by myself, for that matter—or shared finances or linking our plans together.”

“What… what do you mean by that?”

I feel her shoulders tense. But she responds calmly. “Example. I was talking to Hassan at the beginning of the pandemic. Just checking on all my friends, you know. Asking how you and Marco were after the surgery. Anyway, he shared with me some of his anxieties. Marco is applying to med school. How is Hassan going to stay here in the US with him? How are they going to find a place to be together?” She shakes her head. “Poly relationships have their questions and uncertainties as well. Of course. But I have always known that those questions, the ones of traditional monogamous relationships, are not for me. Those considerations are worth it, I understand, for people who choose monogamy. I have no interest in figuring out how to fit my life around a partner’s. I am happy, and most able to be present for others, when I am able to go where I want to go and be where I want to be.”

“That’s beautiful,” I tell her, ‘cause it is. “Can I ask what happens, though? If one of your partners, like, moves away for some reason?”

“Sure,” she says. “Sometimes, honestly, we end our relationship. And there’s some sadness there. For sure. But like I said, long-term, this is how I’m happiest and healthiest. Living primarily on my own. Sometimes we do poly long-distance, which is basically a lot of phone and video sex, trips to see each other occasionally when we can manage it. But there is a degree to which I let them go. I like to be most present to the people in my circle when I can.”

“Okay,” I say. “I understand. Also, can I ask… are you, like, girlfriends with your other lovers?”

She laughs softly. “Laura and I are friends and lovers. We have a lot in common, professionally and otherwise. There’s definitely a lot of romance between us, a lot of long late dinners and cuddling. Things are maybe a little bit more… emotional with Luc. He’s an intense person. We talk a lot, write each other long epic text messages every day. The sex is super hot but more infrequent. Luc’s also still figuring himself out sexually. We’re giving him the space to do that. But with you…”

She twists her head back again, to catch my lips in a kiss. “You’re a baby poly girl, Mira. And, from what I know of you, you really value a lot of the elements of traditional monogamy. Your and Andre’s marriage, this love story you’ve had since you were children, it’s so beautiful to witness, honey. He loves you with that old-school kinda love, you know? He just wants you to be happy. He’s a good friend of mine too. So I am very, very mindful of y’all’s marriage. Makes sense?”

I nod.

“So being your girlfriend felt like the right thing, between us,” she says. “For what we feel for each other. How long we’ve known each other. And for where you are on the poly spectrum.”

She laughs. I feel myself holding her tighter. It hurts a little, stings, some of the things she’s said. But maybe it’s like my romantic appropriate edge, to use my therapist Maya’s term. It’s a good, clean hurt, one that feels good, one that makes me feel like maybe I am growing, experiencing something new. I am new to all this. I am a girl from an old-fashioned love story. I like her acknowledging this; it makes me feel deliciously delicate. I like thinking that, while I am protecting her, finessing her heart, she in turn is protecting me, smoothing my way through some of the thorns of this experience.

“I’d love to show you more about how I feel about you,” I whisper in her ear.

She giggles, catching my meaning, swerving with me. “With your big, hard cock?”

“Yes. Exactly. With my big, hard cock.” I punctuate the space between each word with a little kiss to her ear, her temple, the side of her face. Her shoulders lower. She softens for me.

Both of us still hot and damp, on her bed, Paloma helps me into my strap-on. Putting this thing on is still awkward, and not sexy, for me. This makes me want to both laugh and cry, because there’s a part of me that really wants to be good at this, the kind of badass butch woman who can fuck her girlfriends whenever they need it. The stark act of being naked and being helped into this strap-on penis forces me to confront the gap between my desire and my reality. 

I gotta say, though, that it does feel better with Paloma, someone I know and love, than it did with Colleen during only our second time together. Best of all is that, once I’m in it, already sweaty and tired, Paloma lays me down on my back, smears my whole brown cock with a lavish amount of lube, and climbs on top.

“Oh, girl, yes, please,” I pant. “Please ride me.”

“God, Mira,” she says. “My pleasure. Fuck.” She groans as she lines her body up with my silicone cock and slides onto me, deep. She takes me down to the base almost immediately, tossing her head back and closing her eyes as she feels me hit her, as my balls make contact with her intimate skin.

“Fuck, Mira.” She’s so breathless she can barely speak. “You feel so good.”

All my inner walls squeeze at this. I reach up for handfuls of her sleek, curvy thighs, squeezing them, a wordless plea and encouragement to keep going, to ride me harder.

I might’ve been scared that I wouldn’t feel nothing, that my girl riding my skinless, nerveless cock would leave me cold. But I can tell y’all, from the very heart of this experience, that that shit is not the case. I know that now to be yet another false dispatch from a world that dearly wants us to believe that the only true, deep, and meaningful sex is when a cis dude puts his dick in a cis woman’s vagina. If they were trying to keep us jealously from this pleasure, then I get it. This shit is hot, one of the hottest sexual experiences of my life—so far. I feel every inch of Paloma’s warmth, the intimate heat of her body. A jolt shoots through me every time I hear the squelch of her cunt as she moves on me. Her breasts tremble and jump and sometimes she twists her nipple between her fingers, which is so obscene my eyes squeeze closed. Sometimes she rocks forward and gives me a sucking kiss as her hair envelops us in a curtain.

Paloma starts to get close. She pulls back so she can play with her clit as she rides me shallowly. I almost burst into tears of longing and sensation when I see her big swollen black-cherry clit skidding smoothly against the surface of my dick. 

“Oh, my God, Paloma,” I say, unable to hold it in anymore. “I am almost there. I need to come really bad. Please touch me.”

She gasps down at me and tweaks her clit harder, the tip of her finger frantic on the erect bundle of tissue and nerves, and she comes, screaming, squeezing me so hard I swear I can feel her waves tightening my ovaries. Before she’s even descended all the way, still visibly riding the aftershocks, she reaches under herself to touch me. It feels so good, I want it so bad, I close my eyes and twist my face away so I can feel nothing but the gushing, pulsing relief of my clit being touched. The tension in me tightens and spirals and compresses itself to a painful little point, and then I explode. I feel myself rippling like waves in a pond, bands contracting and releasing all over my body. I’m a tuning fork, vibrating; I’m a strobe light, pulsating in rhythmic thrums of color.

Paloma eases herself gently off of my penis. We’re both still coming down, breath ragged, bodies wet, dripping lube, cheeks salty with tears. She cuddles herself in my arms and I hold her, breasts to breasts, my cock nudging her body gently. I feel the hitches in her breathing, little whimpers of almost-tears. Suddenly I remember my dream. I thought it was about her necklace, which now is gone, as far away as the cold disappearing crescent moon, nestled safely in a clasped velvet box while we have consigned our soft underbodies to painful desire. But, actually, it was about us, the two of us. In each other’s arms, curled and curved together, we are two girls gathering the golden strands of our selves back together again.


Well, then something happens.

I don’t know if y’all are mistaken about my story or something, but it ain’t hospital porn. It ain’t no illness fetish. If any of y’all are looking for that, then I suggest you look elsewhere. 

My story is shooting stars and laughter at midnight and rainbow-dyed hair flapping in the wind, and fairy lights and harp poetry and licking up sex like a dripping ice-cream cone. That is my story.

But something happens, in mid-February 2021, shortly after Valentine’s Day, when Paloma sends to our apartment two dozen orchids with purple-speckled petals, quirky and expressive as faces, and a seafood dinner, and a whole raspberry cheesecake, and Andre and I eat in bed and make love all night with an unbearable sweetness.

Not two days later, the orchids still crisp and sweet-smelling and fresh, I am in the hospital again. This time, though, it’s different. I wake up in the middle of the night. My lower stomach is in such pain that I basically crawl into the bathroom and onto the toilet. You know when you’re not sure if something is wrong with you, or if maybe it’s all just in your head? Well, y’all, this ain’t it. I have fine-tuned intuition, but I don’t need it this night. Every sense in my body is blaring a red screaming alarm. Something is wrong.

I start to bleed—a lot. I have three thoughts. The first one is that I’ll be making my grand return to the hospital, at a time when I started to think that the worst of my hospital visits were behind me, at least for a while. Everything in me crumples, shrinking away. I’m six years old again, confused and hurting and desperately angry. I do not want to go to the hospital. I do not want to be sick. I don’t wanna go.

My second thought is that I’m going to miss the orchids—my beautiful orchids. By the time I’m out of the hospital, after whatever the fuck’s going to happen to my body has happened, they’ll be gone. They’ll be dead. They’re mine, they were for me, and I am going to miss them. They will never come back, not these, not these particular, unrepeatable orchids.

My third thought is: I’m pregnant. If this is true, then it’s a disaster, and for multiple reasons.

I hesitate for a moment, frozen. I know that, when I open my mouth, something gets set into motion, something that I cannot call back.

I start to scream. Within seconds, Andre is by my side, holding me up ‘cause I’m about to collapse, looking with me down at the blood down my thighs, mixing in the water in the toilet, drip-dripping down its white porcelain sides.

“Mira,” he says. “Mira!”

Then everything moves fast, and slow too, time meaningless, time freezing, time squishing together, time pulling pink and wet and endless like taffy. I’m rushed to the hospital, a trip that also somehow seems to take an eternity. I’m high-risk: I have cystic fibrosis, I had a double lung transplant, I’m experiencing severe bleeding. My body begins to undergo tests.

I let go of my body to a large extent when I go to the hospital and it is time for our tests, like Paloma does when her lovers move away. God, that feels like an age and another planet away, learning that. Yes, they tell me, there is a pregnancy. It’s ectopic.

“What the fuck does that mean?” a tearstained and angry and shrunken version of me asks.

They tell me that in an ectopic pregnancy the fertilized egg—the what? I had no clue I had a fertilized egg, the fuck?—implants somewhere other than the uterus, in my case the fallopian tube. There’s a lot of bleeding. It’s ruptured. I’m going to need emergency surgery to remove the ectopic pregnancy and the ruptured tube.

Things do move fast after that. I learn a lot of what happens later, once I’m awake and somewhat stabilized. I’m alone for a lot of it, because of the restrictions due to the virus. They give me the surgery to remove the ectopic tissue and my ruptured fallopian tube.

Maybe because of the stress of the surgery, shortly after it’s successfully completed, my body spirals into a rejection episode with my transplanted lungs. I’m given medications to lower my immune response, to try to keep my body from rejecting the lungs. With my defenses down, I develop an infection. Infection is one of the scariest words, the scariest things, in the world to me. Suddenly it’s like the last year—becoming a runner, growing a tiny pair of biceps from lifting my one-pound weights, being able to climb the stairs in Fort Tryon Park, waking up every morning and taking a deep breath—never happened, and it’s 2019 again. It’s 2019, it’s 2015, it’s 2007, and I am a scared, sick little girl again, oxygen tube over my mouth as I fight for breath.

My pancreas is failing. I’ve gained a little weight over the past year, since the surgery, it’s true, but I am severely malnourished. My body isn’t taking in the nutrition that it needs. Every night, I’m put into a twilight sleep with a light sedative and liquid nutrition moves through my brand-new gastrostomy tube, inserted directly into my stomach, to feed me. It hurts a little, it leaks, it gives me another infection. I have reentered the ring of a fight that I’d thought might be over by now.

My body recovers, slowly. Andre is eventually allowed to visit me, once per day. The nurse shows him how to care for my G-tube; my care team wants to send it home with me, for an amount of time yet to be determined, to supplement my (insufficient) eating by mouth. My immune system and I gather our depleted resources to at once fight off the infections and keep our hard-won new lungs. But we get there. My abdominal region heals most slowly of all, it feels like, from the trauma of everything that’s been surgically removed from it. For a while, a long while, I am reduced again: I am a spark of a spirit inside of a fighting body, putting every ounce of energy I get each day into staying alive.

It’s March, springtime, by the time I am released from the hospital and sent home loaded down with new medications and instructions and tools and worries and concerns. I do not leave the hospital the same girl I was when I went in, two days after Valentine’s Day.


Before I’m discharged, the hospital counselor wants to have a session with me. My care team has been heavily encouraging it: I’ve been through a lot, they say, I’ve been through so much, they say, it might be good for me to talk about it, to process some of my feelings, before I am cleared to go home and back into the flow of my regular life, or some semblance thereof.

I don’t want to. Having feelings these past few weeks has felt like, as Celi would say, “white-people shit”—in other words, a luxury that I could not afford. Machines were literally attached to this body, helping me do essential things like fucking breathe and eat, medicines were pumped into me to keep my cells from attacking the lungs I hijacked from other people; there was no space left inside me for feelings.

Now, all of y’all who’ve been sick know that that is a lie. I had feelings. I have feelings. Of course I do. I’m just not ready to unpack them and wipe the crust of infection off them and examine them. I don’t have that kinda energy, not yet. But I don’t feel like I have a choice. Mira is a good little sick girl, an obedient patient, ever since I was five years old and I asked my mother if I really had to take all these medicines every single day for my whole life, and she said yes, they were going to keep me healthy. So I put on my softest sweatpants and me and my G-tube go to the counseling session.

“I will talk about the ectopic pregnancy if you want me to,” I say, basically as soon as I get to her office, “but I have one rule.”

“What is the rule?” she asks me from behind her face mask.

“That we don’t call it a baby,” I say. “Because it was not a baby. It was an ectopic growth in my fallopian tube. Okay? It was not viable. There was no way it could have survived. If we hadn’t removed it, I could have died. I had a rejection episode and a lung infection and I almost did die. But I didn’t die and now I’m here. With a feeding tube in my belly.”

It wasn’t a baby. That feels simple enough. But I wish something in my life could be that clean. The ectopic pregnancy apparently had a heartbeat. It wasn’t a baby, but it wasn’t its fault. It was trying to grow. But it got the shittiest deal in the whole world. And that sucks.

Out of all the things, I find myself spending almost my entire session talking about the orchids that my girlfriend gave me for Valentine’s Day, just before I came here. (Is Paloma even still my girl? Do girls who have to get fed through a tube in their tummies even get to do something badass and edgy like polyamory?) “They’re dead now, they’re gone,” I tell the counselor. “They were for me, especially for me because orchids were, like, one of our things. Orchids are expensive and luxurious and hard to get. I had never had orchids before. But they died while I was stuck in here alone and now they’re gone. They were for me and I didn’t get to enjoy them.”

“How does that make you feel, Mira?” she asks me gently.

My eyes fill with tears, so hot and dangerous they feel like lava, two little volcanoes right on my face. “Well, it makes me feel jealous and sad and so, so fucking angry. It makes me feel stupid and ungrateful. You know? Because I’m here and I know I’m supposed to be fucking grateful. For the fucking miracle of just being alive.” I take off my face mask. It’s soaked with my tears anyway and can’t be all that effective. “But I don’t want to just fucking be alive. I was happy. I was happy and I want to go back to that. I don’t want to grieve or lie around recovering or be sick. I had orchids and I had a girlfriend and I was having all this incredible sex and I had a list. Of amazing things I was doing. So I want to skip past all of this dumb shit and get back to my joy.”
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