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What’s the difference between flirting and a
joke? I’m not so sure I know the difference. Not
when it comes to you. Both of them evoke similar
emotions that make me feel uneasy. The feelings
grow too big for my chest, 1like an overfilled
balloon about to erupt with a loud bang, sending
shards of colourful latex 1in all directions. I
don’t think I flirted, not seriously, at least;
it’s a joke. Boys will be boys, homies but no
homo. Yet, the question, “Are you two together?”
loomed over us like a wretched spectre, following
every interaction, making me realize I’m not sure
I know the difference between a joke and a flirt.
Not with you, at least.

Was it always this way? When did it change? It
must’ve happened when my eyes were closed, my body
sinking into the soft mattress where I longed for
more than our inescapable game of cat and mouse.
I must not have noticed; too busy trying to enjoy
the circus for all 1its revelry. Distracted by
the ringmaster’s cries and the chatter of others
nearby. Shielding myself from getting scorched
by the fire breathers that dared step too close.

I would only half-heartedly draw back, daring

the flames to lick my skin and leave their mark.
I hadn’t even realized the words that usually
dripped with droll had evolved 1into something
more titillating.

Nothing about this is clear. A joke shouldn’t make
my heart race or leave butterflies fluttering 1in
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my stomach. And it shouldn’t leave me staring at
my popcorn ceiling in the depths of the night,
attempting to read between the lines of our latest
performance. You kissed me like it was slapstick,
closed mouth and quick. Your 1lips were chapped,
faintly tasting of tobacco and left over menthol
lip balm while the chilled metal of my 1lip ring
bumped against your flushed skin. I clung to every
millisecond of that closeness, wishing I knew
the difference between flirting and joking to
understand what this meant. Though, in hindsight,
I’m uncertain if you could distinguish between
the two, either.

The joke end; abruptly with utterings of our
future life. We were sipping on cups of hot coffee
while seated in the comfort of a shaded porch.
Envisioning a=life together that made both our
lips curve into éreamy smiles. Hypothetical, of
course. At least, at first. A scene beihg painted
of our newest bit. I think this is where we began
to notice the differenee. The circus tent crumples
as the beams give way, but we don’t try to escape.
Instead, we seem resigned to suffocating under
the heavy red and yellow canvas. I’m not sure
if this was flirting, but I know for sure that
it wasn’t a joke. There were no sly grins with
waggling brows or raunchy solicitation that died
the moment the words rolled off the tongue. Yet,
the feeling is similar to when we joke or flirt;
I’m not sure what we even do anymore.

I still don’t know the difference between flirting
and a joke, not when it comes to you. But, I think
I know what this is. And I think you do too.
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Write me a romance.

On her way to work, a shy girl spills her latte
on the guy she secretly admires..

Stop! Write me a lesbian romance. My last
boyfriend was, well, a boy, and I’m ready for a
change. Wink.

On her way to work, a shy girl spills her latte
on the sporty girl she secretly admires. I say
sporty because we don’t use that other word -in
romances. But you know she’s, ahem, sporty,
because she has narrow hips and plays rugby.
Shy girl is too shy to tell her best friend

about sporty girl. She drinks a bottle of wine
alone every night. She 1is silent in situations
where Mr. Bean could give a TED Talk. The most
incorrigible introvert you’ve ever met is Anne
of Green Gables by comparison. She reaches her
lowest point and learns an important lesson gt 1
about taking risks. Sporty girl engulfs her in a

hug, and they live happily ever after. |

Write me a romance where the protagonist’s
shyness is plausible.

On the first day of grade 10, a shy girl spills
her root beer all over the sporty girl she
secretly admires..

Write me a romance where the protagonist isn’t
shy!
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What?
You heard me!

Um.. okay.. On her way to work, a Type A girl gets
Gatorade spilled on her by an annoyingly cute
girl in a rugby uniform. She says “whom” because
she’s Type A. She drinks a bottle of wine alone
every night. She gets angry in situations where
Bruce Banner would just sip his tea. The crankiest
person you’ve ever met is Yoda by comparison. She
reaches her lowest point and learns an important
lesson about letting go. Rugby girl ruffles her

hair, and they live happily ever after.

Write me a romance where the protagonist is butch.
Sorry, I’m not familiar with that term.
Bitch please.

Oh, you mean sporty!

I’m waiting.

On her way to rugby practice, a girl with narrow
hips spills her Gatorade on an impeccably coiffed
brunette. The brunette says “whom,” so we know
she’s annoyed. She drinks a bottle of wine alone
every night.

Wait, which one drinks?
Sporty girl.
Are you sure?

Yes. The coiffed brunette also drinks, but the
narrative focalization doesn’t permit me to depict e
it.

Wouldn’t sporty girl prefer beer?
Fine! .. she goes to a sports bar alone and drinks

six beers every night. She avoids her emotions

in situations where Han Solo would be crying 1in
his therapist’s office. The most repressed person
you’ve ever met is Carrie Bradshaw by comparison.
She reaches her lowest point and learns an
important lesson about opening up. The coiffed
brunette plans their impeccable wedding and sporty
girl’s rugby teammates dress up for the occasion.
Everyone lives happily ever after.

Write me a romance about a chubby butch girl.
In the kingdom of Benifica on the island-studded

planet of..
That’s not what I asked for!
You said “write me a romance set in an alternate

reality.”

No! I said write me a romance about a chubby
butch girl! Set it in Manhattan or Vancouver or
something.

Look, I can’t do this. Sporty girls have narrow
hips. That’s how you know they’re sporty.

For the love of.. fine, I’ll do it myself! .. On
her way to graduate seminar, a chubby girl in a
flannel shirt spills her half-price coffee on an
introvert who stutters incomprehensibly but then
jokes about Judith Butler (“you know, the whole
‘coffee person’ vs. ‘tea person’ thing is just

a cultural construct..”). Both girls are stressed
about school, but they don’t drink alone, because
flannel girl can’t afford wine and shy girl 1is
taking antidepressants, and also who the fxxx
drinks a bottle of wine alone every night? Flannel
girl is bi and shy girl briefly worries that she’ll
leave her for a rugby-playing ex-boyfriend, but
they talk it out over their respective cups of tea

and coffee. Flannel girl reaches her lowest point,
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wherein she has only $12 in her bank account. She You know, for a bank teller, you’re kind of a free

says “wherein” because she’s been in graduate spirit.
school too long. She drops out and works her way

up to assistant manager of the local Pancake Thanks! I’m thinking of quitting my job to travel.

House franchise. Shy girl finishes her degree, Oh, really? You must be at your low point! You may

but ends up working the reception desk at a spa, need to learn a lesson about accepting reality.

where her quietness is an asset and she makes Depends what you mean by reality..

$3 more than minimum wage. In private, shy girl

is a dominatrix, and flannel girl is into it, so well anyway, since you’re such a quirky rebel,

now and then when they aren’t too tired they have wanna come over to my beach house so we can swill

really hot sex. They are solvent and fond of each wine and miscommunicate drunkenly, and maybe,

other, and live tolerably ever after. ahem, hijinks will ensue?

That’s the worst romance I’ve ever read - no Sure, why not. Can you wear a rugby uniform?

one would pay to read that. This is why you’re
wasting your PhD as a bank teller while I’m For you, babe? Anytime.
sitting on my private beach with my MacBook,

cranking out six novels a year.

Ugh. Fine. .. While on a run to get in shape for
rugby season, a slightly chubby girl spills her

Gatorade on a blonde advertising executive..
You’re catching on.

. 1n a pantsuit, who turns out to be on the same
rugby team because they are equally sporty..
Wait.. what? No, they can’t both be sporty.

~

Ugh!!! .. Tell me again about the Kingdom of
Benifica. Can two rugby-playing dykes fall in love

there? How about two shy types in frilly vintage /
dresses?

I’d have to check with my editor..
Really?!!
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All the boys in Mrs. Lewis’ class have a crush
on Katniss Everdeen.

Except her name’s not Katniss, even though
everyone started calling her that. Her name’s
Riley. And she only wore her hair in a single
braid down her back that one day in November,
the day before Thanksgiving break started,

and never again. And unlike Katniss, Riley -1s
Filipino, which is oddly spelled as such even
though the country she’s from is spelled with a
Ph. Mrs. Shelley at the library helped me look
that one up. And Riley doesn’t know how to use a
bow and arrow. I overheard her say that to Luke
when he asked before he invited her to the end
of the year dance. She said, “no”.

Everyone’s required to go to the dance since
they’re letting us skip fourth period, Riley
replied matter-of-factly. Instead of getting
mad, Luke blushed and walked away with a smile
on his face, as if he didn’t understand or care
that he was rejected.

That’s the type of girl Riley is. One who isn’t
afraid to say no. One who says things like
required, which isn’t something typical thirteen
year olds say.

‘lclearly, she isn’t typical.

Riley pushqs her locker closed softly and passes
by me without a second glance.
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And, clearly, 4 g Lcd L ' " Oscar.rolls his eyes. “Oh and don’t tell me about
Z / s that time.” -
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| d e A
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aren’t a_}lowed to ve cellphones but I overheard
her on the phone wi her mom.

It’s okay, my mom said it’s normal for our age, I
muttered.

e o
I _gfd her ad under the stall, which she

didn’t take from my hand until what seemed like an
eternity. When we finally emerggd from our stalls,
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"; We arrive at the gym where teac,be’Fg stand around

would bring the next _day, and I promised myself with rulers ready to measu e how far apart kids of
the night before that I’d comment about it out the oppos1te sex are wh11 ancmgf’;w Jo§e5 ~fs—at
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overplayed on the radio that it makes me want to
bang my head against the wall.

“There she 1is,” Oscar gestures to the girls
standing next to the snack table.

I take out my iPod and scroll through the list of
songs. It’s my sister’s old one and she has okay
taste in music. But, my neck threatens to break
from the way I keep my head down to pretend I
don’t see Luke and his minions swarm Riley and her
friends. The earbuds only work a little bit in

drowning out Carly Rae Jepsen and their laughter.

Not for the first time in my life, I wish it could
be as easy for me to flirt with girls as it 1is
for Luke. I wish it was as easy for me to even
talk to them for that matter.

Trying to blink away the sudden sting in my eyes,
I don’t notice Oscar whispering loudly in my ear.

“She’s co.. She’s here,” he says, staring back at
Riley standing in front of me.

I’m about to ask Oscar to pinch me but he runs
away, taking away the small bit of confidence I

had left with him.

“I still have your sweatshirt by the way,” Riley
starts.

“0Oh, that’s okay. You can keep that. I’ve had it
since I was little.”

“All the more reason to give it back then. For
sentimental reasons.”

d @

I nod, making a mental note to add sentimental to
my summer vocabulary Llist.

“I hate this song,” Riley groans.

“Me too,” I squeak out. And when she doesn’t turn
away in horror, I hold out an earbud, “Want to
listen to this instead?”

She moves closer to me, even though the cord -s
long enough. So close-that I can smell raspberries
in her hair. I try not to make it obvious that I’m
inhaling as much of it as I can.

“What’s this?” Riley bops her head subtly.

“The Lumineers. It’s good right?”

I don’t say that I just learned of the band today.
Or that it’s my sister’s music.

“It’s good,” Riley nods.

I hold my breath when the song 1is over, preparing
for the thrill and loneliness that will overcome me
once she leaves. But she doesn’t leave. She waits
until the next song comes on, and again moves her
head from side to side.

We look at each other from time to time, smiling
with teeth and all. At what, who knows? Who cares?

We’re in a stinky old gym and everyone around us

is sweating, dancing to the Cha Cha Slide. And I
know I’m only thirteen, but I swear I know what I’m
talking about. This is love and no one can tell me
otherwise.

] B, o
e

.

&% & 39



ABOUT

Queer Toronto Literary Magazine is a non-profit
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