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Jumping in

Author’s Note

[image: ]




This novel includes many moments where one or more characters speak in Italian. None of these lines are essential to understand the story—you should be able to figure out their meaning from context. But if you’re curious, feel free to copy and paste them into your favorite translator. I promise, it won’t hurt my feelings.

You’ll also run into a few references to TV shows and movies. If you’re ever unsure, it’s probably Sex and the City, Encanto, or The Big Bang Theory. A general familiarity with Disney animated films also wouldn’t hurt.
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Chapter One
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My name is Alessia Valeria Costa and if you are reading this, I am probably dead.

Ok. So that’s melodramatic, but not without a fair bit of truth. I mean, I am alone in a foreign country about to meet a man I’ve only known online, a man who got to know me by DMs on Instagram where I post pictures of myself in as little clothing as possible. I mean, didn’t Taken start like this?

That being said, I’m pretty good at judging character and everything I have seen and read of Russ Jenning (I admit to cyberstalking him, but I think it’s justified in the circumstances!) says that he’s a very non-murdery, non sell-women-he-lured-to-North-America-to-white-slavers kind of guy. His Instagram feed is all pictures of food that he made (did I mention that he’s a chef?) and his adorable dog, and his Facebook is posts of music he likes, comments on the difficulties of being an ecommuter in his home city of Edmonton, the occasional book, or movie quote, and more pictures of his dog. He is listed as being in a relationship, but he assures me that they are quite broken up and he just hasn’t gotten around to updating it yet. So that is a bit of a red flag, but I’ll give him the benefit of the doubt on that one. I mean: it's Facebook. It’s where you post boring stuff that you feel comfortable showing your grandparents, and he did change it the next day.

Mind you, if Russ was a murderer or agent for white slavers, it’s not like he could post that anywhere. (Right? Right?) Still: there are no posts about politics, no ultramacho toxic masculinity bullshit, no drunken parties no matter how far back into his feed you dig, or anything else to make women sitting in an airport bathroom psyching themselves up to meet a total stranger suspect. Ok, so he’s thirty-eight, which is way older than the men I usually date and totally outside the suggested ‘half my age plus seven’ range that the internet swears by, but we aren’t really here to date. 

I am here for sex. Lots and lots of hopefully toe-curlingly good sex, if possible, on a rug in front of a fireplace during a snowstorm.

Yes, there are lots of figos—guys—in Florence, Italy, where I live, and trust me when I say that every single one that I dated is straight and totally interested in getting into my pants. Some (well, more than some) have succeeded and most of those have at least ok lovers. Very, very few of them have been interested in becoming any more than that and I even never thought about bringing any to meet my family. Ok, there was He Who Will Not Be Named, but we don’t talk about him, oh no, no, no. (No, his name was not Bruno.) 

So why have I flown all the way to Calgary, Alberta, Canada, gateway to the Rocky Mountains, from Florence, Italy, heart of the Renaissance, for sex when there are busloads of local guys willing to do the job back home? I don’t really have an answer. Russ didn’t even invite me, not really. Well, I guess that, technically, he did. He mentioned he was taking a week-long vacation in Lake Louise, and he said that I could join him if I wanted, but he meant it as a joke. I mean, we are eight time zones and a giant ocean apart. I think that he was as surprised as I was when I said that I would love to. I had no real expectations before this of ever meeting him in person. He was a pen pal, someone who existed only on the other side of a chat window and, later, a Zoom call. I mean, he is really easy to talk to, is great at making me laugh, has a nice voice and, while he’s made no secret of finding me attractive, was never creepy or simpy about it.

And, yes, my life is a total disaster right now. My job is, umm, complicated. My family life...well let’s just say that eight time zones and an ocean is probably not far enough away for my liking, but it’s the best that I can do. Dating has been pretty lackluster lately. Italian men have been living up to their stereotype and I just want something...different.

So, a good-looking guy almost twice my age jokingly invited me along with him on his vacation, saying that his room has a king-sized bed so it wouldn’t even cost much extra, and yours truly, the twenty-three-year-old hot mess Italian girl, unexpectedly says yes. Once Russ realized that I was serious, we were both too busy working out details to discuss the why of it, and then I was getting on a plane and it was too late to back out, not that I want to. Well, most of me doesn’t want to. A small part of me is super nervous, but I am hoping that she will shut up and sit down, letting the rest of me enjoy what is already my wildest adventure even before I’ve left the airport.

Before I leave the departure gate, even.

I ducked into a bathroom right off the arrival gate to clean myself up and change before I met with Russ. I texted him when the plane landed and he said that he is outside waiting for me. I don’t want his first sight of real me, with no video filters or Photoshop magic, to be tired and frazzled with bags under my eyes.

That means brushing my teeth, freshening my makeup, giving my hair some much needed life, changing out my boring travel outfit into something a whole lot spicier, and more than a few minutes sitting in a toilet stall asking myself if I have lost my mind. The answer seems to be ‘probably not, but the vote’s not in yet’. Screw you, self.

Taking a last deep breath, I flush, step out of the toilet, wash my hands, and take one last check of my appearance. I’m not going to be falsely modest here: I am what almost all the world calls beautiful, or, if not that, then at least really sexy. God (if He exists) gave me a beautiful face and a curvaceous figure and I have worked hard to make the most of those blessings. I have an Instagram account dedicated to my looking good and it has (as of two months ago) more than one hundred thousand followers. You can take that as much of an accomplishment as you want. I am pretty proud of myself for getting there no matter what your opinion is. It takes a lot of work to be that successful, lots of following TikTok trends, learning little dances and mouthing along to a billion different songs and movie clips, and of course taking many, many, many pictures and videos. My cousin slash best friend is an up-and-coming pro photographer who take a lot of my pictures, photographers actually seek me out to do shoots, and I take a lot (I mean a lot) of selfies, ninety percent of which get deleted. If you saw just how much of my cloud is pictures of me in every style of swimsuit or fitness wear, your jaw would drop.

I practice some facial expressions in the mirror: a friendly smile, a smouldering glance, a seductive pucker, and, at the moment, I like what I see. My hair is dark brown and goes down to my mid back. I admit that I am vain about my hair and spend probably too much time fussing and stressing over it. My skin is olive, like most Italians, but my eyes are a really green, like that tribal girl from the National Geographic picture. Everyone says that I get them from Papino’s side of the family. It’s a pretty good look, really striking, and, other than extending my lashes as far as modern cosmetics can take them, I don’t need to do much to make them pop. My lips, I like to think, are my best feature. They are full and expressive without taking up half my face unlike a certain bee stung supermodel that I am not at all jealous of. Yes, I read her book. No, I’m not jealous of that either.

I take a moment to pull my halter down and make sure that my boobs are where they are supposed to be. My halter is black leather (I want to make an impression!) and it plunges deep down past my boobs, so its important to make sure that nothing pops out by mistake. Exposing myself to everyone in the airport is, admittedly, an impression, but not the one I am after.

My halter top is paired with a matching black leather mini skirt short enough to show off my legs but not so much so that I flash everyone when I bend over. Not the impression I am after. Under that I’m wearing black stockings and my favourite pair of ankle boots. They are YSL and not Prada, (I wish!) but they look good, feel good, and I can wear them for several hours without my feet hurting too badly. Again, not being falsely modest here. I look hot.

“Si può fare questo,” I tell myself in the mirror and resolve that those are the last words I will say in Italian while I am here. I am in Canada where everyone speaks English (except where they speak French). I have studied English ever since middle school and my friends and I spent countless hours watching American television shows (Game of Thrones, Stranger Things, anything with vampires, but most importantly Sex and City) and practicing with each other. All my favourite YouTubers are English speakers and I talk mostly without an accent. “You can do this,” I repeat in English. 

I send Russ a text just before I leave the washroom, pulling my carryon behind me. I stop and slip a hand under my skirt to make sure that everything is settled down there, take a breath, and open the door. The smile on my face is partly real, partly wishful thinking.

I spot him waiting in the arrival area, although it takes a moment to make sure that it’s the right person. His seeing the real me for the first time goes the other way, too. This is the first time I have seen him not through a screen, and I’m pretty happy with what I see. He’s not ripped, not like the guys I usually go for, but he’s solid. He’s definitely a man, not a boy. He’s bald with a dark goatee that has a few grey hairs in it and he carries himself with a natural assuredness that, combined with his obvious maturity, make him really attractive to me. His face is square, with strong features and a solid brow. His eyes are soulful and dark, his nose straight and solid looking and his lips look, well, really kissable. He’s wearing a grey polo shirt and slacks that look good on him and is standing next to a luggage cart. He’s holding a small box in his hands. He is looking nervous at first, but he breaks into a wide smile when he sees me that changes his whole face for the better.

My own smile broadens and I do my best to ignore the butterflies that just decided to take flight in my stomach. I’m not feeling tired anymore, even though I’ve been trapped inside planes and airports for most of the last day. Instead, I am nervous and excited and afraid that I will say or do something really stupid. Any lingering concern I had that the reality of myself wouldn’t compare to Russ’s expectations disappear when I see his face. His look of appreciation and desire turn my already excited butterflies manic.

“Alessia, hi. Wow. You look beautiful,” he says when I approach him, then he pauses and speaks again. “Umm, how was your flight? Flights, I mean. How jet lagged are you?”

I don’t answer, afraid that if I open my mouth to speak that my damned butterflies will come out instead of words. Acting before I can talk myself out of it, I let go of my carry on, walk right up and kiss him. Russ freezes for a moment, then cups his hands under my elbows and pulls me closer before returning the kiss.

I just brushed my teeth, so I know my breath is fresh. First kisses are important and I don’t want this one ruined by anything. He is quite a good kisser, once he gets into it. Confident and firm, but not harsh or invasive. His lips are both soft and firm, just right, like Goldilocks finding her third bowl of porridge, and his tongue curious. He tastes of sugar and cinnamon and his smell is sharp, spicy, and deliciously male. His chest feels firm beneath my hands and his beard is thankfully soft, tickling my face and chin without scratching it.

We are both breathless when he eventually drops his arms, allowing me to step away. He is barely taller than me in my heeled boots, which I like. Again, just like Goldilocks: not too tall, not too short, just right. His eyes are brown. I knew this before; I have seen him both in video chat and in pictures (and maybe stared at them at high zoom a few times), but that doesn’t do them, or him, justice. His eyes really do suit his face and they sparkle with wit and intelligence. Right now, though, they are filled with stomach warming heat and I know that I am the reason why.

His hands slips down to my waist and his eyes are still on mine when he smiles. “Hi,” he breathes.

“Hi,” I say back, finally able to speak, and we can’t help but laugh at the inanity of our conversation. I look down at the box he still carries in one hand. He had kept a hold of it even while kissing me and right now it is pressed against my waist. “Is that for me?”

He blinks. “Huh? Oh, yeah, right. Here.” He releases me and raises the box up with both hands. It’s too large and not the right shape for a jewelry box, which is a massive relief. It would be an inappropriate gift this early in a relationship and having to refuse it and what it represented would have made the week awkward.

No, the box is a plastic food container, and it is still warm. “What is it?” I ask.

“It’s a cinnamon bun. You mentioned that you want to try one, so I made it for you before I left. I thought you would be hungry after your flight.”

I can’t help but smile as I open the container. It is indeed a homemade cinnamon bun, covered in gooey icing, its filling tinged with orange. It smells wonderful. “I am, thank you. It looks delicious.” He is a trained chef and his job right now is as a baker in an oilsands camps in Alberta’s far north. We have shared plenty of conversations regarding our favourite foods and pastries, and our mutual love of food is one of the reasons why I decided to come on this crazy trip halfway across the world in the first place. “It’s warm.”

He nods and shrugs in a self-deprecating way. “I warmed it up when your flight landed. Cinnamon buns really are best heated up.”

I smile and give him a light, sensual kiss that I have to break off before it becomes more. I do want to kiss him some more (I really, really do!), but I am also hungry and the smell of food has reminded my stomach of that. One little bag of pretzel bites three hours ago is a far cry from a satisfying meal. “Thank you,” I say.

A few minutes later we are sitting and I am eating a cinnamon bun as delicious as it looks and drinking coffee from Tim Hortons. “It’s our national drink,” Russ tells me. “No trip to Canada is complete without it.” It’s...ok. We make small talk about the joys of air travel in general and my series of flights in specific until I am finished. I lick one last bit of frosting off the fork (I play it up a bit knowing that he is watching) and pull him in for another kiss in thanks for his forethought and skill. It is a slow, sensual, sexy kiss with my tongue probing deeply into his mouth; it’s a both a taste (ha-ha) and promise of what is to come.

We linger after, unwilling to break the spell of attraction between us, and I ask him about his cinnamon bun. “There was something else in the filling. It was really good. I tasted ginger and cloves besides the cinnamon. Was it pumpkin?”

“Very good,” Russ says. “I put spiced pumpkin puree in the filling to help keep it moist in addition to contributing to the flavour. I make the dough with whipping cream and honey, so between that and the pumpkin they stay moist and fresh for days. I made enough that we can have them for breakfast every morning if you want.”

I give an exaggerated sigh. “If I have to. We’ll need better coffee, though.” My eyes narrow in playful warning. “But if I grow too fat for my clothes, I’m blaming you.”

“I think we can think of a few ways to burn the extra calories off,” he says with a grin and I can’t help but smile back. My butterflies are mostly gone now (maybe they fed on cinnamon buns and fell asleep?) and I am starting to feel better about my decision to come here. A week full of toe-curling sex is looking more likely than being murdered or sold into slavery. This is going to be a good week.

I look outside the airport window and change my mind. Everything is white and pillars of exhaust trail behind every car. It is winter in Canada and I knew this trip was going to be cold but actually seeing it—especially when I am presently wearing so little—is another thing entirely. “You said you were bringing winter clothes for me?” I ask. My nervousness is clearly audible in my voice.

Russ grins. “It’s only minus twelve, positively balmy.” I give him a look chillier than the air outside and he laughs. “Don’t worry, I brought you the warmest winter clothes I have.” He picks up a dark grey woolen overcoat with large silver buttons. “We’re close enough in size that it should fit you,” he says, holding it up for me to slip on. “It’s a vintage firefighter’s winter dress coat, made back in the sixties, I think. I found it in an antique shop.”

I insert my arms into the sleeves and he slips it onto my shoulders. The weight settles onto me and I almost stumble. “It’s really heavy,” I can’t help but say. It is a little large for me, but still wearable. Only my fingertips peak out of the ends of the sleeves and the shoulders are certainly much too wide for my frame. It feels like a hug, though, an immediate warmth and weight that envelop me and make me feel safe and comforted. It’s lined with satin and that is what I feel against the skin of my arms and back, not itchy wool. It smells of Russ, too: spice and masculine musk and I will enjoy wearing it if only for that reason. “It’s perfect, though. Thank you.”

“They don’t make them like this anymore,” Russ says, smiling. “I’ve worn that coat at minus forty and been warm.”

My mind balks at just the mention of such a low temperature. “You have not,” I protest. “It doesn’t get that cold here, does it?”

“Not here,” he said. “Lows of only minus twenty-five in the mountains this week, I promise.”

Is that supposed to reassure me? Well, it doesn’t. Not one little bit. “That’s still really cold. It’s colder than I have ever felt. Not even freezers get that cold.”

“In that jacket, you’ll be fine.” He says it with such assurance that I want to believe him, but I just can’t. Minus twenty-five sounds ridiculous. He begins to button my jacket shut and almost immediately, I start sweating. Ok, maybe I will be fine. “The minus forty was only one night,” he tells me, “And it was up north of Fort McMurray. And I have gloves and a hat for you, too.” He brings out a black Russian style fur hat (‘it’s called a ushanka,’ he tells me, ‘which is Russian for fur hat’) made from sheepskin and then large mitts made from animal fur. “They’re from Russia, too,” he says as he slips them onto my hands. “Made from very brave bunnies who gave their all so that you could be warm. These are the warmest mitts I have ever worn.”

“I should be protesting wearing animal fur, but they’re so warm,” I say, looking at my new mitts. “Fur farming is illegal in almost all of Europe, you know. Gucci and Chanel don’t use real fur in their fashions anymore. Its barbaric.”

“You said it yourself,” Russ says as he fusses with my clothing. “It’s really warm. Plus, I think it’s a little hypocritical. We eat beef and wear leather. If were just about cruelty then that would be banned, too. The only difference is that bunnies and chinchillas are cuter than cows.”

I have always been in favour of banning fur and I begin to protest without thinking. I only get as far as ‘but it’s different’ before I realize that it really isn’t. Or maybe it is. “I...maybe,” I concede. “They are really warm.” 

Russ smiles and pulls out his smartphone. “I can’t resist,” he says, holding it out to take a picture. I strike a pose without thinking, leaning forward and puckering my lips, then striking a classic pinup pose that, if they were visible under the mountains of wool and fur on me, would show off my boobs and butt. “Not the usual kind of picture you pose for, but I think it’s great.” He glances down at my carryon. “Is this your only luggage? Really?”

I shrug in reply, although Russ probably can’t see the action from underneath my heavy jacket. “Who wants to drag around a ton of luggage? I always try to pack light but then end up remembering more things I need and trying stuff everything inside. When I do open that, I’m sure it’s going to explode.” I grin. “It will be lacy lingerie, slinky dresses, and sex toys everywhere.”

“Glad to hear you limited yourself to the essentials.” His tone is dry, but he can’t hide his smile.

Again, I shrug. “I figure that everything else I need I’ll be getting here anyway.”

He nods. “I brought some of my sister in law’s stuff—she’s big into outdoor adventuring—and anything else we can buy tomorrow. No trip to Calgary is complete without stopping in at Cross Iron Mills, after all. It’s a big outlet mall,” he adds when he sees my curious look. “And I figured that might be the case, so I brought an extra suitcase for all your winter clothing.”

An outlet store! I love those! “How long can we spend there?” I don’t even try to keep the eagerness out of my voice. 

“Only a couple of hours,” he says. “Once we hit the outdoor stores you should have some time to look for other things. I realize that ‘some time’...” he uses air quotes around the last two words. “...means different things to men and women when shopping is involved, but it’s a few hours to the hotel and we should leave the city by one at the latest. The mall opens at ten,” he adds.

“I can make that work,” I say, already beginning to plan my morning. He goes to the mostly empty luggage cart and something occurs to me. “Wait!” I say. “I’m wearing all your warm clothing. What will you wear?”

The look on his face tells me that he’s humouring me. “The things you are wearing are too warm for me to wear right now. It’s only minus twelve. To an Albertan, that’s light jacket weather.” To prove it, he puts on a leather jacket with a hooded liner, grabs the handle of my carryon and turns to the door. He’s not even wearing gloves! “Come on, the car is only a few minutes away.” He gestures towards the revolving door to the snow covered outside. “Shall we?”

I brace myself and step through the door. All of me is covered in wool or fur except for my face and a little bit of my calf between the top of my boots and the bottom of my heavy wool coat. I expect the cold to stab into me like a knife but, to my surprise, it doesn’t. “It feels fine,” I say. “I’m not cold at all.” Not even on my legs.

“We should make it to the car before you do,” Russ says. “There isn’t any wind right now, so you’re lucky.”

I take two steps and almost fall when one of my feet slips on the snow.

“I was worried about that,” Russ says. “Everything is plowed and sanded here, and we should be fine in the parkade, but those are warm weather boots. They probably don’t have much grip. Do you want to take my arm?”

I give him a mocking curtsy, or at least the closest I can manage without moving my feet. “I thank you, kind sir, for your courteous offer,” I say, hoping that I sound like Sookie Stackhouse and not a drunk Irishman. “I think I should be alright as long as I am careful.”

He bows. “As you wish, My Lady, but I’ll stay in grabbing range if you need me.”

Slowly, carefully, I make my way down the length of the sidewalk and across the street. Once we are under the awning over the parkade entranceway, I relax. 

“Ok, I’m a little confused,” Russ says as we climb the steps together. “You said that you’ve been skiing before. That means that you’ve been out in the snow.”

“I’ve been skiing in Italy,” I correct. “It’s only snowy on the mountain tops and it never gets very cold. Minus five, tops, and we only go skiing when its sunny. This is way worse, trust me.”

“Well skiing is the same no matter where you’re from,” Russ says. “I’m glad you won’t be a total novice on the slopes.”

“I went on a class trip when I was in high school,” I tell him. We are in the parkade now and endless rows of cars lie before us. Russ heads off in one direction and I follow. “And then a few times with some friends once we were allowed after Covid ended, and we spent more time in the bars in the centre than on the slopes. I’m still a novice.”

“But not a total novice,” he says. “You know how to put on the boots and which end of the ski is the front. It’ll come back to you, and I’ll be with you the whole time, don’t worry. I won’t let you wipe out too badly.”

“I’ll probably never leave the kid’s slopes,” I protest. “I don’t want you be stuck with me the whole time.”

“I’m not that avid a skier,” Russ says. “I wasn’t going to be hitting any black diamonds even you weren’t here. I won’t leave you, don’t worry.”

“Thank you,” I say. The warmth I feel isn’t just because of the jacket.

He leads me through the parking lot to a sleek looking navy-blue sedan. To my surprise, my calves and feet still aren’t too cold, especially when every other part of me is so very warm. I am going to wear this jacket every chance I get.

“Our chariot,” Russ says, gesturing to the car. “I rented it in Edmonton yesterday and drove it down this morning.” 

“It is a Tesla,” I say, surprised, even though I shouldn’t be. Russ believes in sustainability, talks about its challenges on Facebook, and drives an e-scooter whenever he can. ‘I like to believe that all the electricity I use is from the three percent of power the province generates with wind and solar,’ he told me before, but also acknowledged that it’s hard to be green in a province whose riches all come from oil and gas. He is fully aware where his own paychecks come from but can’t do anything about that. The job market here is tough, and a person has to take what opportunities that are available.

“How far away is Edmonton from here?” I ask. I’ve seen the maps and know that it is a ways away from Calgary where we are, but the ridiculous scale that Canada is drawn in makes comprehending it difficult.

“About three hours by car,” he answers. “It’s an easy drive, just a straight line south. Well, north, from here.”

“If I drove for three hours I would either be swimming in the Med or somewhere in France,” I say, shaking my head. North America really is a different world than what I am used to.

“Well, I think that casually going to a different country for the weekend is just as weird,” he says. He opens what on any other car would be the hood, but on a Tesla is another trunk. Tesla purists call it a frunk, while others think that to be a dumb name (it’s a Big Deal among Tesla owners, apparently), and places my luggage inside. I notice something moving in the back seat of the car, which, when I turn to look, I see to be a brown furry head.

I don’t try to keep the eagerness out of my voice. “Is that Lola?” His dog. Russ has shared several pictures of her with me and I am eager to meet her in person.

“My girl!” Russ says with the kind of affection given to lovers, children, and pets and I can’t help but be envious. He hits a button and the back seat window lowers, revealing a long-haired grey, brown, and black haired dog. Her tongue is lolling and I can hear her tail thumping against the seat. He reaches in and scratches her head energetically. “Did you miss me? Was I gone forever? How did you possibly survive?”

I reach out with one hand, pulling off one of my borrowed mittens and holding it in front of her. Lola sniffs for a moment, then settles back on the seat with a huff. “Don’t take it personally,” Russ says as he closes the window. “She’s a rescue and she had a crappy life before I adopted her. She’s, well, shy, I guess. If you aren’t one of her five people, you don’t exist. She’ll never bite you,” he assures me. “She’s not violent. She’ll just ignore you.”

“I feel like that, too, some days,” I say. Especially so these days. He opens the car door for me and probably can’t see the smile on my face as I settle into my seat. He’s proving to be quite the gentleman, and I am curious to see what he does next.

“You might want to take your coat off before you settle in,” he suggests, crouching down next to me in the open door. “I left the heater on full. I don’t want you to overheat.”

I give him a coquettish look. “Are you saying that I am too hot?” Before he can answer, I cross my arms firmly across my chest. “I don’t think I am ever taking this coat off. It’s wonderful.” 

He grins. “Then consider it yours for as long as you are here.” He closes the car door, but not before checking out my legs peeking out from under the jacket. Not totally a gentleman, then. Good. Feeling the satisfaction I only get when someone I like finds me attractive, I make sure that my legs remain visible. 

A moment later he is sitting in the driver’s seat. “Do you want to go to the hotel and rest?” he asks once the vehicle is backed out of its parking stall and enroute to the parkade’s exit. “You’ve spent basically all of yesterday and today flying. Are you tired? Jet lagged?”

I shake my head. “I spent basically the whole time in the air sleeping. The white noise from the engines puts me right to sleep.” I had downloaded and tried to watch Dr Zhivago on the London to Toronto leg, but passed out before Zhivago could be reunited with Lara. “I try and stay hydrated to combat jet lag. I’m ok.”

Russ scans the parking pass, presses his watch to the scanner, and we are on the road. It’s quite bright—all the light shining off the snow makes me feel like I am in front of a makeup table—and I can’t help but squint.

“So, what do you want to do?” He asks. He glances in my direction and his eyes linger for a moment on my legs. “It’s early afternoon here, so we can do basically anything you want. I wasn’t sure what you would be up for, so I didn’t make any hard plans. Calgary isn’t Florence, but I’m sure we can find something that would catch your interest.” 

“I’m fine with going right to the hotel,” I say to him, unable to stop my smile. “I may not be tired, but I could use a shower.” I pause and give him a measured look. I like his profile. “You could join me,” I offer.

He grins. “How can I resist that offer?” After a few moments we turn onto a major road and merge into traffic. “So how does Calgary compare to Florence so far?” he asks. “Not counting the snow.”

“Firenze,” I correct, pronouncing it the correct way. “Only foreigners call it Florence.” 

“ ‘Fee-REHN-tseh,’ ” Russ says, and I nod.

“I have to count the snow,” I say, answering his original question. “It’s a pretty big deal. But a road is basically a road, whether you call it a freeway or an autostrada. The traffic here isn’t any worse than the A1 back home.” I look beside me at a large pick-up looming over us. “The cars are way bigger here, and everyone drives slower.”

“Welcome to Alberta, where everyone drives a giant, gas guzzling truck even if they don’t need to,” Russ says, rolling his eyes. “Everyone in Alberta calls Calgary Cow-Town, and not just because they raise a lot of cattle nearby. They really embrace the idea of the cowboy here, with the hats and the boots and the belt buckles. The Calgary Stampede is huge rodeo and one of the city’s biggest events of the year. Anyway, part of being a cowboy, around here anyway, is driving a huge pickup with an engine powerful enough to pull a tank just so you can go to the store.”

I can’t help but smile at his vehemence. “And you drive a scooter.”

“I had an epiphany a few years ago and realized just how much money and gas I was wasting when all I was carrying around was myself. When I need a car, I can just rent one, like I did this time. It’s so much cheaper and environmentally friendly.”

“I drive a scooter, too, you know,” I tell him, “for basically the same reason. It’s much easier than driving a car for a single person in Firenze. Mine uses petrol, though, and has a seat. If I ever need anything moved, I either ask my parents, brothers, or my friend Stef.”

“You drive a road scooter, what we call a Vespa, here in Canada,” he says. “My scooter is smaller and slower, and I can only drive it on secondary roads and bike paths, but its electric.” He holds his fist out. “Scooter bros,” he says, glancing at me and smiling. “You and me against basically all of Alberta.”

I bump his fist with my own and chuckle. “You barely see any trucks like this back home,” I say, gesturing out the window at another very tall pickup. “They would barely fit down our little streets and they’d be impossible to park. Even our cargo trucks are smaller than these monsters.” I grin. “We have scooters everywhere, though. You are an Italian at heart, I think. There are tiny little electric cars popping up on the roads everywhere these days.”

“Hmm,” he says. “Maybe I should visit.”

“Maybe you should,” I say, but suddenly the conversation is too heavy, the subtext too strong. I haven’t even been in Calgary for an hour yet, and I only came here for fun and sex. This week is a break from the disaster that is my life, and, once it’s over, the disaster resumes. Russ and I live a continent and an ocean apart from each other, and we haven’t even had sex yet. It is far, far too early to think about what might happen beyond the nine days that we’ll be together.

“So, tell me about Lola,” I ask to change the subject. “Where did you rescue her from?”

“She’s a reservation dog,” he answers, happy to talk about something else. “Do you know what that means?”

“I think so,” I studied a bit about North American colonization in school, but most of that knowledge disappeared from my memory after I finished my state exams. “The pre-European natives. They were forced into small sections of land by settlers. There were a lot of them who were killed by wars and diseases. The places where they live now are called reservations?”

“More or less,” he says.

“I’m not going to lie,” I say. “I learned most of that from watching Pocahontas.”

“Yeah, well, the Disney version left out all the murder, cholera, and smallpox,” he says. “It was a lot more violent and bloody down in US, but reservations in Canada are still pretty grungy and run down, and there are a lot of wild dogs in them. There are animal rescue societies that go from reservation to reservation picking up as many strays as they can, spaying and neutering them, and then rehoming them to anyone who’ll take them.” 

“Stray dogs are a problem in Italy, but not in Firenze so much,” I say to him. “We have dog rescue societies, too.” I glance back at Lola, who is currently curled up into a shaggy donut. Her eyes are open, though, and she is watching me. “What kind of dog is she?” 

“She is officially a ‘Saskatchewan Reservation Dog,’ he says with a smile. “Saskatchewan is the province to the east of Alberta. They grow lots of grain there,” he adds. “Apparently, they breed true enough over there that natives can recognise a Saskatchewan Reservation Dog by sight. She’s mostly terrier with maybe some corgi mixed in. it’s the short legs,” he explains. “She’s not wiener dog or basset hound short, but her legs are still pretty short for her body length. If you ask five different people, they’ll give five different opinions on what other breed she might be. I’ve heard German Shepard, Lasa Apso, Shiba Inu, and a bunch of others.”

“She’s adorable, whatever she is,” I tell him. “Who are the five people she recognises?”

“Oh, me, my best friend, my parents who watch her when I am in camp, and my ex. We got her together.”

I don’t say anything in reply. Bringing up exes to new flames (or whatever Russ and I are to each other) is always tricky. I will wait to see what he says before saying anything.

“We’re still friends,” he says into the silence. “We just decided that we were better as friends than lovers, that’s all. A big reason we got Lola was to encourage her to get out and be more active. It kind of worked.”

“There weren’t any custody fights over who got Lola?”

He shakes his head. “Lola was always my dog from the very beginning. She is the most mono-focused dog I have ever met. I’m her world. In Bridge’s own words, she would never dream of breaking up me and my dog. All she wants is to hang out in same place as me. Lola, that is. It’s bad enough that I am gone in camp three weeks of the month. I would never leave her behind if there was any way to avoid it.” He glances at me, smiles, and reaches over to squeeze my hand. “So, thank you for sharing your vacation with her.”
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