
I slept poorly last night. It wasn't because Ugly was snuggled up against me in bed. Ugly falls asleep so quickly that you'd be a little suspicious whether she was actually asleep or just pretending. After last night, I’m convinced she really falls asleep quickly.
Today is the last day. Wednesday, we expect Ciaran, Thursday morning after breakfast, to arrive at our hotel. I'm supposedly always the down-to-earth one, the down-to-earth one, and all it takes is two days with this woman-who-wants-to-be-called-Ugly to leave me in total disarray by the third day I have to, or may, spend in her company. Before I left, I thought this was all a scam, basically. Two people, Ciaran and Ugly, whose aim is to provoke and shock people. The thrill of making people upset by what you do. The attention seekers playing their game. Not getting their thrills online with a million likes, but in real life. In a small town in rural Scotland. Exploiting their age difference. Flirting with humiliation and discipline, obedience. Enjoying the gossip that their behaviour creates. 
And yesterday, I gave her a motherly kiss on her hair and told her I loved her. And I meant it with all my heart. I looked at her and at that moment I was honest about my feelings. I truly and honestly loved her. It’s not possible, of course. I am as straight as an arrow. I am. Without knowing how old this lady is, knowing nothing about her past, except the little bits she told me, she has wormed her way into my heart. She awakened in me the desire to be her Mama. I have a child for one more day; I am her mother for one more day. What happens next? Was this all of this one long test to see how I would react? I was pretty sure it was. But what had it gained them besides an immense pile of money they'd spent on it? I haven’t got a clue. 
Saying I love you doesn’t come easily to me. Three boyfriends came and went, and I told none of them I loved them. An accurate assessment, in retrospect. One was amazing in sex, but that wasn't enough to compensate for his possessiveness. The other two were in love with love itself. Proud of having a girlfriend, any girlfriend. It didn't take long for me to be interchangeable for both guys in that respect. Never introduce guys to your best friend. Before you know it, they'll be gone and never look back. Or at you, for that matter. Beyond losing sleep, my anxieties have accomplished nothing.
Sleepily, Ugly snuggled a little closer to me. I wrapped my arm around her. Protecting her felt stronger than ever. How could a woman this strong and full of life call herself Ugly? What if all I had seen so far was not a sweet old lady, but a woman so mentally disturbed that her only way out was to behave like a little child? Cheape, the waitress who could handle anything, was totally stumped. It had never happened before, and I fervently hoped it would never happen again. I wanted to go back to my boring, predictable life. Get a husband who is unpredictable, she had said. My boring and predictable life was good, but this life is so much better. Find someone who needs you as much as you need him. Life lessons between feeding my child breakfast and lunch. 
My phone alarm went off. It signalled the end of trying to fall asleep.
“Mama, I have to pee.”
“No, you don’t. You want to sleep next to your Mama. We will pee tomorrow, okay?”
Ugly giggled. “Nooo, Mama. You can’t do that! You have to get up; the alarm went off.”
“And what if I keep you prisoner in this bed? What if your Mama has turned into a dangerous pirate overnight?”
“Mamaaa, Pirates are tough men like Daddy. Mamas can’t be pirates.”
“Okay, okay, not a pirate. Let me think. I am a magician. I can use magic to keep you here next to me in bed.” 
“Mama, all magicians are men. I cannot think of any woman magician.”
My voice got serious. “Let me tell you, child, anything a man can do, a woman can do as well, if not better.”
With a trembling voice, she said, “My dad always said the exact same thing.”
I hugged her a little tighter and said, "Come on, let's start the day. First pee, then brush your teeth and get dressed. Whoever gets to the toilet first goes first."
Like a little girl, she ran screaming into the bathroom. Luckily, I didn't have to ask her to sit on the toilet anymore; I'd survived that test a few days earlier. Wiping her kitty, however, appeared to still be my responsibility, as was putting toothpaste on the toothbrush. She could brush her own teeth.
“Mama, can I have a bath now?” 
“No, we haven’t got time for that. Perhaps tonight before you go to bed, okay?”
“I want a bath now! I STINK!”
“You certainly do not stink, young lady, and if we are going to the observatory today, we have no time for a bath.”
“You are being mean, Mama. The bath with Daddy in the morning is always fun. I grab his stick, and when I push it forward he makes motorboat noises, you know, bum, bum, bum, bum.”
“What do you mean, his stick?” I asked suspiciously. 
“Mamaaa, you know what I mean. The thing that gets hard sometimes and sometimes not. I like to play with his stick, except for one time when his stick peed white stuff. That was really gross.”
“You are not making this up, are you? I mean these are things you shouldn’t do and certainly tell no-one about it. You didn’t tell your friends, did you?”
Ugly bent her head. I noticed some grey roots in her dyed hair. “I might have told my friend Jutta.”
“I am going to have a good, long talk with your father about this. But first I need to talk with Jutta. Where is your phone?”
In a small voice she said: “It's on the charger next to my bed.” It was high time to turn this teasing around for a change. I brought the phone to her bedroom. 
“Call Jutta and tell her I want to talk to her now.”
“But if she is not at home?”
“Just call her, Ugly.”
The phone rang about five times before he answered. A cheerful voice sounded on the other end.
"Hello ugly girl, is Ciaran back yet?"
“My Mama wants to talk to you,” came out cramped. I took the phone from her.
“Is this Jutta? This is Cheape O’Connor calling, Ugly’s mother. Ugly told me she had confided in you some strange stories about her father and what she thinks they did in the bath. She made that all up, of course. Her father would never do that, but if you told other people that, you could bring Ugly and her dad into big trouble. They might even take her dad away from her and put him in prison. So I need you to promise me you will never, ever tell anyone about this.”
“Hello, who are you?” Another voice on the line. 
“I am Ugly’s mother, are you Jutta’s mom?” I guessed.
“Her mo… Yes, I’m Sylvia, Jutta’s mother. Okay, why is Jutta crying right now?”
“Well, Ugly told Jutta a story that she completely fabricated. You know how it goes with children of that age, but if this spreads further it could have very unpleasant consequences.”
“What kind of story would that be?”
“Something about her father and a bath. Of course that's complete nonsense because we don't even have a bath at home; we only have a shower. Besides, if her father helps her in the shower, but I’m always at home when he does, so this is all nonsense. But you know, people love to gossip about such things, and …”
“Talk no further; I know exactly what you mean. I know Ugly’s dad would do nothing inappropriate with Ugly. He is such a good father to her, always taking care of her. Sometimes he even comes to school during the break to feed her.”
“Yeah, he still does that. I’m so glad that you understand that there is nothing for you to worry about. I hope you can reassure your daughter as well.”
“I will. Thank you for calling. And don’t punish Ugly too hard; I'm sure it's just youthful enthusiasm the girls share with each other.
“I won’t. But she must understand that spreading fabrications can have serious consequences.”
“Of course. Thank you for calling.”
Ugly looked at me with wild eyes. “Are you mad at me, Mama?”
I caressed her hair. “No, girl, I’m not mad at you. I'm furious with your father, but I'll talk to him about this later; he can be sure of that.”
“Let’s get dressed; otherwise, we will never leave this room today. What colour of skirt would you like to wear today?”
“I don’t want to wear a skirt. Daddy always makes me wear a skirt. I want a pair of pants, just like you.”
“A skirt looks amazing on you, honestly. You look so pretty in that skirt, Ugly. Besides, we don't even have pants with us, just skirts.” 
“I can wear one of yours?”
I had to laugh. “They don’t fit you, silly. Tell you what: I will choose a pair of nice pants for you in the shop and you choose a nice skirt for me. I saw one in the shop the other day that I might like. Is that a deal?”
She hugged me furiously. “You are the best Mama in the world. Can I have panties as well? Black ones, like yours?”
“You know very well you cannot wear panties with your condition, Ugly. Don’t run it right to the edge. Come on, let’s get dressed quickly and if we hurry with breakfast, we can go shopping and still make it on time at the Conservatory.” 
We scarfed down breakfast and were outside 30 minutes later. Suddenly her mouth could open by itself when the fork came near. It was colder than yesterday, but at least it was dry. While walking to the store, she stated in her usual voice, not the high-pitched girlish one she used for her child persona, “I was very surprised…”
“Ugly, use your own voice. I know you like to talk like an adult, but you’re not. If you have nothing good to say, stay quiet.” And she stayed quiet, other than a ‘yes, mama.’ I actually started to enjoy playing the mother role. Talking, real talking, would have to wait until tonight. The initiative was now mine, and that was fine for the time being.
I used my debit card to pay for Ugly’s pants. I bought a beautiful purple-blue skirt that fell just over my knees. Until now I had paid all expenses with her debit card, But this was my gift to her. Just as the skirt was a memento of our days together. The observatory was a genuine discovery for Ugly. She captivated everyone, including the guy who could tell a captivating story, with her demeanour. The best moment was when she said to him, sincerely, "I feel so small." He must have heard that remark countless times, but I could also tell that the way she said it really resonated with him.
Back at the hotel, we still had time to take a bath before dinner was served. Without a fuss, I undressed and crawled into the bath behind her, just like yesterday. She lay with her head against my chest, her eyes closed.
“Ugly, promise me that if you ever feel uncomfortable with taking a bath with your father, you come to me and tell me. We will solve whatever the problem is, okay?”
“Does that mean I cannot bathe with Daddy again, Mom?”
“No. Your Daddy means well. He takes good care of you, doesn’t he?”
“OH YES! My Daddy is the best.”
“Oh, he is, is he? And what is Mommy?” I tickled her. Ugly slid down over my body until her face was under water again. Dripping, she came up by herself. “I love you, Mama.”
“I love you too, little one.”
Actually, if you think about it, it's really strange that we get used to abnormal circumstances so quickly. Our dinner together, during which I fed her, had felt so awkward when we first arrived. And today, our third dinner together, I told her to open her mouth for a piece of meat on my fork. It... didn't feel abnormal anymore. Back in the hotel room, it was time for the conversation I'd so skilfully avoided today. The last evening. Tomorrow we'd be home again, and the day after, another shift awaited us at the restaurant.
“Go on, brush your teeth and put on your PJ’s.” I said. After we were both done in the bedroom, we climbed into bed. Unlike the two previous nights, neither of us seemed to feel sleepy. I knew I didn’t, not even after I'd been awake half the night before. I spooned behind her in bed; some things are easier said when you don't have to look at each other.
“Do you mind if I call you tonight, ‘little one’? Ugly sounds so ugly right now.”
“Ugly is who I am, little one is who I would like to be.”
“Have you succeeded in being a little one during the last three days?”
“Oh, yes! It was so much better than my fantasy, and I can assure you I have had this fantasy for a long, long time. The only sad thing is that tomorrow it is over. It’s not that I'm dreading Daddy picking us up. I've missed him, of course, and it's wonderful to see him again…”
She was quiet. I waited for her to resume, caressing her arm. 
“I know a large part of my longing stems from missing my father at a young age. And part of it is catching up on all the love and affection I didn't get enough of. At least, that's how it feels. It feels like he robbed me of his love and affection. I’m not born yesterday either; I know full well that another part is just role-playing, a kinky combination of submission and exhibitionism. So my longing for my father is understandable, but I never imagined what we have now to be…. I never dared to dream about it. These last few days, I've truly had a mother. A mother who cared for me the way I once had to care for my mother with dementia. I'm completely surprised that it feels so good. This is above and beyond my fantasy. This felt so real. How you stated you’d have a stern word with my father about how he’s been behaving. It felt so good; I felt so protected.”
She giggled suddenly. “We have a bath in our house, you know.” Her giggle was infectious.
I smiled in her hair. “Who was the last one I had on the phone?”
“That was Sylvia, my best friend. Sometimes they switch roles because Jutta needs to be a little one, even more than me. Sylvia is the masochist I told you about. Jutta is her mistress and needs to be the little sometimes, but is not into pain.”
“She’s a talented actress. She fell into her role in seconds.” I said.
“She is. Always have been. We used to do weird roleplaying all the time when we were young. I didn’t know what to think of these days we would be together here in Dundee. It could have easily been a total disaster. It’s one thing to fantasise about something, but in reality it hardly ever lives up to the dream. Don’t go to watch to movie, read the book, it’s better. But from the start you really were my mother. You are a natural mother, do you know that? Not once did I think you made fun of me at my expense. How about you, how was it for you, Cheape?”
“Every day you got to a point where you stopped playing a little one and became one. I started to get on board with it. It was as if reality itself changed, and I genuinely felt like your mother. Not to fake it for your sake, but genuinely felt it. And it’s confusing as hell. I feel so protective over you now; I want to put you in a box and take you home with me. Deserting you tomorrow makes me feel guilty. I know you have a happy life and you don’t really need me, but it still feels like I am the cowardly mother that runs away from her little child.”
Little one turned around and watched me. I wiped away the annoying tears with my hand.
“A mom’s gotta keep it together for her child, always.” I said.
She caressed my face. “You are a remarkable woman, Cheape. You're so full of love, it's leaking from your eyes.”
We were silent for a while. Now and then we looked into each other's eyes. “It's strange that I've entertained this mommy fantasy for so long; I'm not attracted to women at all. But I want you to know that I meant it when I said I loved you,” she said and kissed me on the lips. Not a lover’s kiss but a kiss a girl gives to her mother.
“Thank you.” I said. I meant it, too.
The lack of sleep yesterday and today's emotion made my eyes close with sleep. Unlike yesterday, I didn't want to sleep this time, but my brain had told my body I really needed to sleep. And suddenly, I drifted off into a dreamless sleep. The last thing I saw was the little one's eyes.

