
        
            
                
            
        

      Girlfriend Material  




Katia Rose



Copyright © 2022 by Katia Rose
All rights reserved.
No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.
The following is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead (or lingering between those two states), or actual events is purely coincidental.
This book has been licensed for your personal enjoyment only. Please respect the author’s work.





Content Advisory
For readers who wish to inform themselves, content advisories for all of Katia Rose’s books can be found at www.katiarose.com/content-advisory.





Contents
1.  Allison
2.  Kate
3.  Allison
4.  Kate
5.  Allison
6.  Kate
7.  Kate
8.  Allison
9.  Kate
10.  Allison
11.  Kate
12.  Allison
13.  Kate
14.  Allison
15.  Kate
16.  Kate
17.  Allison
18.  Allison
19.  Kate
20.  Kate
21.  Allison
22.  Allison
23.  Kate
24.  Kate
Save An Indie
Up Next
I.  Stop and Stare
1.  Iz
2.  Marina
3.  Marina
Club Katia
Acknowledgments
Also by Katia Rose



  Chapter 1  




Allison
I ’m sick of linen.
The thick threads of the off-white fabric slide under my fingertips as I guide the pieces I’ve pinned together towards the whirring needle. The sewing machine hums, picking up speed as I increase the pressure on the foot pedal.
That’s all it’s been for weeks: endless yards of linen stretching out in front of me, pooling over the edges of the work table to form the sack-like swaths of what will eventually become a stunning example of historically accurate medieval clothing.
Hence the linen.
If we weren’t being graded on realism, I’d be going all out with crepe and crushed velvet in drool-worthy jewel tones straight out of a Lord of the Rings or Chronicles of Narnia adaptation, but the people of medieval Britain did not have access to such elven luxuries. Instead, I’m stuck working with plain old linen and wool to fulfill the requirements for the final project of my third year in the costume design program at the Montreal College of the Arts: selecting a real-life historical figure and bringing them to life through their clothing with as much accuracy as possible.
I press the tip of my shoe a little harder on the foot pedal, and the needle becomes a glinting silver blur. I’ve been tinkering with this under-dress all week, and as soon it’s done, I’ll be able to move on to the hand embroidery pattern I’ve been dreaming up.
For what is essentially just a flowy tube with some simple sleeves stuck on, the under-dress has been giving me a whole lot of trouble. I ease off the pedal and slow down enough to check I haven’t been sewing without any bobbin thread for half a seam like I did yesterday.
Class starts in about fifteen minutes, but I’ve already been in here working with a handful of other early risers for the better part of an hour. The rows of boxy black tables with pairs of sewing machines perched on top are filling up as the rest of the class trickles into the airy white classroom with exposed beams crisscrossing overhead. Bundles of fabric and collections of thread in every colour of the rainbow start to take over the tables as people chat and wait for our instructor.
All thirty students in our year of the costume design program at MCA have this class together. It’s more of a supervised work session than an actual lecture; we’re supposed to work on our end of term project while getting feedback from our instructor along the way.
I’ve just started on my seam again when a tinkling laugh rings out by the door. My head whips up from staring at my fabric, and my eyes race to track the source of the familiar sound.
As soon as I spot the utter perfection that is Cassidy’s honey blonde hair tumbling down the back of her wool camel coat, the hum of my sewing machine gets hazy and muted, overpowered by the jackhammer thumping of my heart as it leaps into my suddenly parched throat.
Cassidy Kowalski could snatch up the role of an elven princess in her sleep. Her dainty, fairy-like features were made to be crowned by a glittering tiara. Her willowy arms just beg to be draped in gossamer lace. When she tilts her dainty chin up and lets out a trill of that musical laugh, I swear it’s like a gust of glittering fairy dust gets picked up off the floor to swirl around her in her own enchanted little bubble.
I’d give anything to dress her.
I’d also give anything to undress her.
I noticed her all the way back at the costume design orientation lunch over two years ago now. In typical lesbian fashion, I immediately started dreaming up a detailed fantasy life in which I am her adoring girlfriend who strokes her hair while we sip tea and watch TV together as the puppy we just adopted snores softly at our feet.
In even more typical lesbian fashion, I haven’t worked up the guts to say more than five sentences to her since.
I keep feeding the linen through the sewing machine, my hands on autopilot as my eyes stay trained to Cassidy’s face while she and her friend scan the room for a free table. My lungs start refusing to take in air when her friend points at the table right across the aisle from mine. The two of them head over, Cassidy swinging a leather messenger bag off her shoulder to settle it on the ground beside her chair.
My neck twists to keep her in sight, like she’s a magnet that might just pull me off my chair and into the few feet of tiled floor between her seat and mine. She sits down, her dainty fingers working at the buttons of her coat, and I finally manage to draw in a shallow breath as she pulls the coat open to reveal a pale pink chiffon blouse with a boat neck and gathered sleeves.
God, I love chiffon.
She leans forward to start tugging the coat sleeves down her arms, and that’s when she spots me staring at her like a creepy goblin lurking in the woods.
At least, that’s what I imagine I look like giving her a slack-jawed stare I try to morph into some semblance of a casual smile. My entire face and neck flare with a burning heat I know must already be turning my skin a splotchy red.
One of the many drawbacks of being an exceptionally pale ginger: I do not have a cute blush.
Cassidy’s forehead creases with confusion for a moment as she tries to work out exactly what it is I’m doing with my face. I force the corners of my mouth up even higher, but I can’t stop my eyes from getting wide with panic as my brain slams the ‘social disaster alert’ button over and over again.
My goblin grin at least seems to come across as a smile to Cassidy; she tucks a stray lock of golden hair behind her ear as she lifts her other hand in a little wave.
“Hey.”
Oh sweet Jesus, she spoke to me.
My heart somehow gets even faster, booming with a mix of elation and horror.
She spoke to me, which means I’m probably expected to speak back. I drop my smile and open my mouth, but all that comes out is a squeak.
The disaster alert gets even louder. I press my lips together for a second and clear my throat.
“H-hey.”
Cassidy’s courteous smile falters as her attention shifts from me to my sewing machine before focusing back on my face.
“Are you, um, all good there?”
I blink. “Huh?”
“Your seam. It’s, uh…”
She points at my swath of the linen, and it’s only then that I realize I’ve still been sewing this entire time.
I jerk my foot off the pedal like I’ve been burnt as I turn back to my work, but it’s too late. A wonky line of stitching swoops and swirls all over the fabric like some kind of Frankenstein monstrosity.
“Oh shit!” I yelp before I can stop myself. “Oh, crap, no. No, no, no. Not the linen.”
I flip the machine’s foot up to free the fabric and yank it towards me, like that will somehow undo the disaster. Instead, the force of my yank just sends the spool of thread that’s still connected to the linen flying off the machine. The spool bounces to the floor, trailing a long string of thread in its wake. When I lean over to flail for it before it can roll away, I end up knocking my box of pins over the edge of the table.
The whole class turns to stare as the din of a hundred or so pins scattering across the tiles rings out loud enough to be heard over the hum of the few sewing machines running.
Cassidy gasps. I look up from the destruction and find her with a hand clamped over her mouth and her eyebrows shooting up.
I can’t tell if she’s holding back a laugh. I wouldn’t blame her if she was; I’m somewhere between sobbing and maniacally cackling myself.
“Oh my god, let me help you,” she says once the rest of the room has gone back to waiting for class to start.
“Oh, no, that’s okay,” I mumble as I slide off my chair, dumping the load of linen off my lap and onto the table. “I’ll get them.”
I crouch down and start herding the pins into a pile, ignoring the occasional prick to my fingertips.
All I want is for this interaction to be over before I can do any more damage—and maybe for the floor to open up and swallow me along with the pins and my ruined medieval under-dress.
This is why I can’t get a girlfriend.
I’m halfway through the third year of my ‘Date At Least One Girl Before the End of College’ pact with myself, and a box of spilt pins is one of the least embarrassing things that’s happened in my quest to go out with a woman.
When it becomes clear I’m not going to give her an opportunity to help, Cassidy goes back to talking with her friend while we all wait for our instructor to show up. It takes me a couple minutes to get the pins deposited in their little plastic box, and another couple minutes to cut the threads dangling from my linen and get the spool back in place on my machine. My hands are shaking so hard I have to try five times before I can get the needle threaded.
“Finally,” I mutter under my breath, succeeding just in time to look up and see my best friend Kate walk into the room.
She’s the last student to show up today, as usual. 9AM classes don’t exactly jam with her night owl soul. I woke up this morning to find a handful of Instagram memes she sent me at a quarter to three.
Her dark hair is falling out of the lopsided bun she must have pulled it into on her way out the door after hitting snooze on her third alarm, but even with purple hollows under her eyes and a death grip on a huge black coffee that tells everyone not to mess with her, I can feel the shift in the room as she makes her way up the aisle toward me.
Conversations pause. Scissors freeze mid-snip. Heads lift up from where they’re bent over cell phones or textbooks. For a few seconds, the aisle is Kate’s personal runway as her combat boots squeak on the tiles and the fluorescent tube lights overhead try and fail to paint her with an unflattering glare.
Here comes Hurricane Kate.
She always makes a face when I call her that, but there’s no better way to describe the effect she has on people. Unlike the elf-like grace of Cassidy Kowalski, Kate Davidson has this swagger that inspires a mix of fear, admiration, and desire in all who witness her. I swear her Big Bi Energy causes at least a dozen people to question their sexuality every time she steps out in public.
I was already thoroughly convinced I was a lesbian before I met Kate, and it’s not like I would have said no had she shown any interest. Given the fact that I’ve been out since I was seventeen and still have yet to get my first girlfriend, there aren’t many girls I’d say no to a date with. Still, I’m not so desperate that I can’t admit Kate’s not really my type.
I’m looking for my princess—for a girl whose hair I can brush before bed and bring breakfast to in the morning, who sends me texts with little flower and heart emojis at the end, who will let me hold her hand between mine and blow on her fingers when they’re cold in the winter.
Kate would probably bite anyone who tried to do that. Since the day I met her at the same orientation lunch where I first saw Cassidy, she’s insisted the last thing she’s looking for in life is a relationship.
“God, these morning classes are going to kill me,” she says with a groan as she drops her battered Jansport to the floor and sets her coffee next to my pile of disgraced linen.
“You say that every week,” I tell her. “We’re, like, a month into the term.”
“Ugh, has it only been a month? I feel like I’ve been sleep-deprived forever.”
I laugh. “I feel like you’ve been sleep-deprived since infancy. Why were you on Instagram at three in the morning?”
She shrugs under her lumberjack-esque flannel jacket. Despite us being a week into February, she’s wearing a bustier-style crop top underneath the jacket, a sliver of toned stomach muscles showing between the edge of the shirt and the high-rise waist of her boyfriend jeans.
I drag my eyes away from the hint of her skin before I start staring. Even I get a little breathless around her every now and then, but I’m sure that happens to everyone with an extremely attractive best friend.
“What else would I be doing at three in the morning?”
I give her a look. “Um, sleeping?”
“Mehhh.” She shrugs again before glancing past me across the aisle and bouncing her eyebrows up and down a few times. “I take it you’ve seen who’s sitting next to us?”
The suggestive note in her voice just makes the residual embarrassment hit even harder as my face starts to get hot again.
“Shhh,” I hiss.
Kate scoots her chair a little closer to mine and props an elbow on the table, dropping her voice to ask, “Well? Did you at least take the opportunity to say hi?”
I shift around so my back is to Cassidy, motioning for Kate to be quieter.
“Actually, she said hi to me.” I don’t give Kate’s shocked expression time to shift into a grin before I grab the wad of linen and slide it closer to her. “Right before she pointed out I was doing this while blatantly staring at her.”
It takes Kate a couple seconds to get the linen spread out enough to see what I’ve done. As soon as the chaotic excuse for a seam is revealed, she tips her head back and doesn’t bother to tone down her roar of laughter.
“Oh my god, Allison,” she chokes out. “You’re kidding me.”
“Shhh!” I hiss again before whispering, “I really wish I was.”
Kate lets out a final snort and reaches over to pat me on the back. “It’s okay. It could have been worse.”
“Oh, worse like sending my spool of thread flying after I ripped the fabric out of the machine in panic and also spilt an entire box of pins all over the floor?”
Kate’s eyes widen. “No. Really?”
I do my best to put on a resigned face. “Are you actually surprised? This is me we’re talking about.”
Kate slides her hand up my back to sling her arm around my shoulders. “I love you, you dork. You’re adorable.”
“If only that was—” I catch myself before I risk saying Cassidy’s name. “If only that was her reaction too. Why are you the only person who finds my failed flirting cute? If just one girl thought I was as adorable as you do, I wouldn’t be the only person in history to go through college without having at least one relationship.”
Kate tilts her head.
“Okay, fine, that’s an exaggeration,” I amend, “but this is our second to last year in the program, and I want a freaking girlfriend, Kate. Is that so much to ask of the universe?”
She gives my shoulder a squeeze before moving her chair back to its usual spot. “Methinks you’re asking the wrong person, m’lady.”
Kate’s never been able to sympathize with my ‘get a girlfriend before the end of college’ objective, no matter how much time she spends listening to me lament about it.
“Ugh, your sexual devastation skills are wasted on you.”
She snorts again. “Excuse me, my what?”
“You could literally get any person you want to date you without even lifting a finger.”
Her posture stiffens, and she drops her gaze to the tabletop as she spends a few seconds sipping her coffee.
“I don’t know about that,” she mutters when she sets the cup down.
I fight the urge to roll my eyes. We’ve had this conversation before. I swear sometimes it’s like she doesn’t even realize what happens when she walks into a room.
“Kate, come on. You’re freaking Hurricane Kate. You’re like half the population’s badass dream girl. Maybe you should give me lessons or something. I would love to be noticed for something other than that.” I point at the crooked seam and laugh, but Kate just lets out a short chuckle before taking another sip of her coffee.
“Allison, you’re—”
I cut her off before she can try to give me a lecture about what an awesome girlfriend I would be. The problem isn’t actually being someone’s girlfriend. I know I would be amazing at that. The problem is actually being able to speak to women and avoid knocking things over long enough to show them I’m interested.
“Maybe you really should give me lessons. I know you’re not into the whole dating thing, but you can get anyone you want to hook up with you, and if I could just—”
“I’m not hooking up at all this semester, remember?”
I pause and bob my head, my thoughts going a mile a minute as I play the idea out in my mind.
It’s not such a bad strategy. I’ve always felt like being overshadowed by Kate was a point against me, but maybe I’ve been ignoring the benefits of being best friends with a weapon of mass sexual destruction.
“Right, yeah, your semester of self-imposed celibacy. That’s actually perfect. What if instead of finding hook-ups at bars, you help me find girls there instead? Doesn’t that sound like a great distraction?”
She chuckles again and then squints at me when I don’t join in. “Oh my god, you’re not actually serious, are you?”
“Well, I just thought of it now, but—”
Our conversation gets interrupted when the door swings open and the whole class quiets as our instructor comes swanning into the room.
Jillian Lee is wearing a grey cowl-neck shirt, wide-leg black trousers with a high waist, and a thick black vinyl belt featuring an oversized silver clasp. She looks like an absolute icon—which she is. Jillian Lee has worked in costume design at several major opera houses and some of the biggest ballet companies in the world. I’m hoping to end up in film and television myself, but I remember getting goose bumps back when I first looked into the costume design program and realized I could have the chance to learn from legends like Jillian Lee.
She’s been teaching me for over two years now, and I still can’t call her just Jillian like she asks us to. The most informal thing I can manage is Ms. Jillian, which always makes her laugh.
“Good morning, class,” she calls out as we all sit up straight and greet her in return. “Since so many of you seem to be working already, I’ll skip the morning pep talk and head straight into doing my rounds. Let’s sew, people!”
She claps her hands twice, and all thirty of us get down to business. I push any thoughts of flirting lessons aside for now.
Sewing time is sacred.
I reach for my devastated piece of linen and then hunt through my sewing kit until I find my seam ripper. I spare a second to glance at Kate before I start pulling threads out.
She meets my eye and grins. I know she feels exactly the same way I do: like the start of our sewing time has wiped everything else away. The next hour stretches out in front of us like a clean, crisp bolt of fabric ready to get cut and shaped into whatever our minds can dream up.
It doesn’t matter that I made an idiot of myself just ten minutes ago. It doesn’t matter that I suck at flirting while my best friend seems to make people go crazy for her without even needing to flirt at all. It doesn’t matter that I’ve wanted a relationship for years and haven’t even managed a proper date yet.
For now, the rest of my life doesn’t matter at all, because with a handful of thread and fabric, I can create any reality I want.



  Chapter 2  




Kate
“W hat do you think of this?”
I pull the zipper of the worn leather jacket down a couple more inches to expose the edge of my crop top before turning away from the floor-length mirror to where Miguel is sitting behind the thrift shop’s counter. Their eyes stay fixed to their phone as their thumbs fly across the screen, most likely typing out yet another soul-baring confession to their new boyfriend.
How I ended up with two best friends who are obsessed with love and romance is beyond me.
I clear my throat and move a little closer to the counter, the decrepit grey carpeting muffling my steps as I edge around a rack of vintage silk blouses with their edges tied up in knots to reveal their crop top potential.
That display technique was my idea, and I still feel a rush of satisfaction every time I see a crowd of Concordia students or a group of giggling tourist girls come in and proclaim they just have to have one.
The mix of musk and earthy leather filling my nose is so familiar I don’t even notice it when I’m in the store anymore. I’ve been working at Voltage Vintage pretty much since I moved to Montreal just a few weeks after high school. I was still waiting on my acceptance to the Montreal College of the Arts, but I knew I needed to get out of my home town one way or another.
Through all the time since, my hours at Voltage Vintage have kept ramen in my cupboards, beer in my fridge, and an obscene amount of discounted vintage clothing in my closets.
It’s the simple things in life.
“Miguel, I asked what you think,” I try again, louder this time.
“Oh, yeah, um…” they mutter, their eyes still glued to their screen as they reach up to scratch their short, dark beard. “Yeah, I agree, Kate. You’re right.”
I don’t know whether to laugh or roll my eyes. I settle on both and then walk over to prop my elbows on the counter.
“I asked for an opinion, not an agreement.”
My proximity gets them to look up. They blink at me from behind their oversized glasses, their gold hoop earrings swaying from the motion of their head.
“Huh?”
I laugh again and lean forward to get a glimpse of their screen. “He must have some dick, eh?”
They glare at me and tilt the phone away like they really are trading dick pics, but I know they’re way more likely to be sending lines of classical poetry instead. As an English Master’s student, literature is Miguel’s love language.
“His dick is more than adequate,” they say as they slide their phone onto the shelf under the counter, “not that it’s any of your business.”
I bark a laugh as I push off the counter and traipse my way over to straighten up the dresses section, which was ransacked by a couple goth girls an hour ago.
“More than adequate?” I tease. “Coming from someone as in love with words as you are, that’s not exactly high praise.”
They sigh and make a show of lifting their eyes to the ceiling before they reply. “His penis is wondrous. It is a marvel of the modern world. The ancients would have built great monuments in honor of his phallic glory. There. Are you happy now?”
I make a face. “Actually, that may have veered to the side of too much information.”
Miguel lets out another dramatic sigh, but I can see them fighting back a smile. They’re four years older than me, and we’ve had the whole obnoxious yet supportive siblings vibe going since our very first shift at the store together.
They’re also the person who started taking me out to Montreal’s best queer bars back when eighteen-year-old baby bisexual me decided all the performative make-out sessions with girls at high school parties might not have been so performative after all.
“You’re not buying that jacket, by the way,” they tell me.
I abandon the dresses and give the leather jacket I’m still wearing a protective pat. “Why not?”
“Because I’m under strict orders to not let you go home with any more denim or leather jackets.”
I pretend to be surprised. “Strict orders from who?”
They roll their eyes. “Strict orders from you, dumbass.”
“Yeah, butttt…” I whine, glancing over my shoulder at the mirror across the room.
“No buts,” they interrupt. “You told me your closet has reached its limits. I honestly don’t know how anyone could need more than one black leather jacket, and I say that as someone who loves fashion myself.”
“They have different moods. Like, have you seen the lacing on this one?” I lift one of my arms, the jacket’s sleeve creaking, and use my other hand to motion at the lace-up panel with leather strings trailing down from the bottom. “This one is perfect for concerts. It’s got that classic rock and roll look, you know? Like, just dramatic enough to make an entrance without being too flashy. Can’t you just imagine Stevie Nicks wearing this while dodging photographers at the airport back in the day? It’s totally different from something like this…”
I trudge across the store to the rail holding a bulging collection of leather jackets in an array of blacks and browns with a couple more adventurous colours thrown into the mix. I run my fingers along the sleeves of a few and then pull down a sleek black number, twisting the hanger around so Miguel can take in the full effect.
“This is more sleek city girl pounding the pavement downtown,” I explain. “She’d be wearing…I don’t know, wedge heels, and like, high end leggings. She’s got her reusable Starbucks mug in hand, maybe a brand new Tiffany bracelet on her wrist that she bought herself as a present after her first big promotion.”
I fiddle with one of the jacket pocket’s silver zipper tabs as the story plays out in my mind. When I look back at Miguel, I find them grinning at me with their chin propped in their hand.
“I love when you get like that.”
I turn and start shoving a few hangers aside on the overstuffed shelf to make space for the jacket to slide back in. “Like what?”
“Clothes just…they talk to you. They tell you stories. It’s fascinating to watch. You really do have a gift, Kate.”
I pretend to still be busy with the jackets, but really I’m keeping my face turned away from Miguel so they won’t see I’ve started blushing. “Oh, uh, thanks.”
Besides the feedback from my instructors in the costume design program and all the adorable things Allison says when I need some encouragement, I don’t get a lot of compliments that aren’t about my looks. My whole chest gets warm as I clutch at Miguel’s praise like the words are precious jewels someone might try to rip out of my hands.
“You know what this jacket is saying to me?” I ask once I’ve got myself back under control. I face the counter again and sway a little to make the dangling leather strings swing around while Miguel narrows their eyes. “It’s saying it really, really, really wants to come home with me.”
They sigh and head for the cash register. “Get over here, and I’ll ring you up before we punch out.”
I do my best catwalk over to the counter and set the jacket down with my stuff in the back room once I’ve used my much-abused employee discount to pay. Miguel and I work our way through the short list of closing tasks and are ready to lock the door at exactly 7PM.
Sometimes we stay open a little later in the summer, but in the frigid depths of February, we barely get enough business to have two employees on the clock. Montreal winters make getting from point A to point B as fast as possible a priority for everyone; the combination of ice, snow, and bitter winds do not make wandering in and out of the eclectic shops of Avenue Mont-Royal an inviting prospect.
“You still good for Taverne Toulouse?” I ask Miguel as they get the bright yellow door locked and then tuck their keys into their coat pocket. “Allison is meeting us there.”
“Yeah, I’m coming, but you better help me make sure I only stay for one round,” they answer, turning to lead us up the snowy sidewalk speckled with pellets of salt. “I have studying to do tonight.”
I nudge them with my elbow and shake the brown paper bag holding my new leather jacket. “Then you better hope I’m a better accountability buddy than you are.”
The streetlights are on, mixing with the glow spilling onto the snow from the restaurants and bars filled with Montrealers enjoying a casual Thursday night out. The few people we pass on the sidewalk are huddled up in coats and hats like us—or rather, like Miguel. My hat and gloves are buried somewhere in my backpack, and I didn’t bother taking them out for the two block walk to the bar. I ball my hands up in the fleece-lined pockets of what Allison calls my ‘lumberjack coat’ and watch my breath cloud in front of my face.
We reach the dive bar in a few minutes, the metal sign jutting out above the sidewalk spelling out Taverne Toulouse in a typewriter font. Apparently the place was such a dive it was basically a hovel back in the day, but now it’s got that trendy ‘hanging out in your super cool, chill friend’s living room, except their living room charges you for alcohol’ vibe. They have live music and DJs most weekends, but we mostly use it as the perfect place to go for a post-Voltage drink.
My shoulders relax from bracing against the cold as soon as we step inside. The warm, dim lighting washes over us while indie rock music plays on the speakers, mixing with the din of people crowding the large three-sided bar to get their drink orders in. The clientele is mostly made up of people in their twenties and thirties, with a few servers nimbly darting between all the groups crowded around tables and couches.
“I’m gonna grab us that couch!” I shout, pointing at one of the coveted leather couches. The couple currently entwined on the cushions have started to disentangle themselves and pull their coats on.
Miguel heads for the bar while I hover near the couch’s arm, trying and failing not to look like I’m hurrying the couple out of here. As soon as they’re gone, I drop my ancient Jansport and my paper bag stamped with the Voltage Vintage logo on the floor. I throw my coat open and sprawl out on my back on the couch, like I really am in my best friend’s living room.
I blink up at some exposed pipes in the shadowy ceiling, tuning into the rhythm of the song playing, before the sudden feeling of somebody watching me makes me roll onto my side and glance around the bar.
Sure enough, there’s a dude leaning away from his table to look me over while the rest of his friends continue their conversation.
I watch as his gaze travels up from my exposed stomach to my face. His eyes get wide for a second when he sees me staring back at him, and then his expression shifts into a half-smile. He lifts his hand in a wave that comes off kind of dorky.
It’s honestly pretty endearing, and when he raises his shoulders in a ‘your move’ shrug, I find myself fighting the pull to play the game I’ve sworn I’m not going to participate in this semester.
That’s all it is. That’s all I’ve let it be since all the shit that went down in high school. The well-timed glances and the even more well-timed glances away, the half-smiles and shrugs, the push and pull of a few hours spent weaving in and out of each other’s sight in a crowded room only to end with the inevitable culmination of sleeves brushing together and a murmured ‘hey’ delivered with downcast eyes: it’s a game, and it’s not one I want to let myself give in and play tonight.
I’ve had fun playing for the past few years, but something about it got stale, rotten even. Maybe it’s the effect of hearing Allison go on and on about how much she wants a girlfriend to adore; I’m definitely not interested in that, but it’s got me wondering what I am interested in, and why I never seem to find it in sweaty rooms streaked with strobe lights and strangers’ faces.
“Please applaud me for managing not to spill these.”
Miguel staggers up to the small coffee table in front of the couch, blocking my view of the dude and cutting me off from a train of thought that might have ended with a 2AM retreat out of a strange apartment with Mr. Dorky Hand Wave asleep alone in his bed.
I clap my hands a few times and sit up to give Miguel room to join me on the couch after he’s set down three glasses with their contents dangerously close to sloshing over the rims.
“You’re the hero of the day, Miguel, and aww, you even got Allison’s weird fruity drink!”
“She better call me a hero too, considering the look I got for ordering that thing in the middle of winter.”
Allison doesn’t drink alcohol unless it’s something sweet enough to taste like a juice box. We’re always teasing her about it, but it is pretty adorable to see her walk up to a bartender and ask if they have anything with fruit in it.
“Do you remember that time we went out on Saint-Laurent and she tried to order a Bellini at like one in the morning?” I ask.
We both tip our heads back and laugh at the memory. Allison might not be able to get more than two words out around any girl she has a crush on, but she has no shame whatsoever when it comes to her drink preferences.
“God, she’s so cute,” I say once we’ve calmed down.
I reach for my IPA, but Miguel just crosses their arms and leaves their drink untouched as they tilt their head and raise their eyebrows above the thin frames of their glasses.
“What?” I demand even though I know exactly where they’re going with this.
They tilt their head even farther. I groan.
“Oh, come on,” I say. “You call Allison cute all the time, and you don’t see me accusing you of having a thing for her.”
“That’s because I’m flagrantly into men.”
I almost spit out my beer.
“Flagrantly?” I wheeze once I can talk again. “Wow, that’s a new one. Although you did call your boyfriend’s penis a…a wonder of the modern world, I think? So yeah, that checks out.”
“I hear you deflecting, Kate.”
I mimic their head tilt. “I hear you being delusional, Miguel. Allison and I are the farthest thing from good for each other. I am not a relationship person, and she wants her love life to look like something out of an early era Taylor Swift video. She literally has a crush on Taylor Swift. Do you get Taylor Swift vibes from me, Miguel?”
Miguel reaches for their beer and takes a pointed sip of the dark liquid.
“Kate, I am older and wiser. When are you going to realize how much easier all of our lives would be if you two just admitted you like each other and went on a goddamn date?”
I grip the cool glass of my drink extra hard, a flare of genuine annoyance sparking in my chest.
“We’re friends. I love her as a friend. There are no romantic feelings between us. I mean, just today, she was telling me she thinks I should give her lessons about how to flirt and pick people up.”
Now it’s Miguel’s turn to almost spit out their drink. “Wait, what? Allison wants to start picking people up Kate-style?”
I grimace at the term ‘Kate-style.’
“I mean, she doesn’t actually want to hook up, but she was joking about how she wants me to teach her how I do it so she can use her new skills to help her get a girlfriend. At least, I thought she was joking, but I think she might have been half-serious.”
“Hmm.” They settle themselves a little farther back on the couch and take a few long sips of their drink. “Well, if you aren’t going to give me the satisfaction of going out with each other, I would love to see you giving Allison flirting lessons. The mental images are already very entertaining.”
I swat their leg. “Now you just sound like a creep.”
“Why don’t we see what Allison thinks about it?”
They point over at the door, and I follow the line of their finger to see Allison stamping some snow off her boots in the entrance while she pulls a pair of red knitted gloves off her hands.
Her cheeks are red too, stained from the cold outside. Her pale skin makes the colour extra pronounced, her freckles a stark contrast even from all the way over here. She pulls off a matching knitted hat and smoothes down her hair while she scans the room for us. She’s short enough that she’s in danger of getting swallowed up by a crowd of McGill students who burst through the door behind her, but I jump to my feet and flag her down.
Her eyes light up when she spots me, and she starts weaving around the tables and couches to get to us. I sit back down, and Miguel shuffles over to make room for her between us on the couch.
“Hey, guys!” she says, pausing to unbutton her navy wool coat.
The design is somewhere between a coat and a cape, with these innovative panels that give it an almost historical or even fairytale-like vibe while still somehow looking contemporary. When she showed up wearing it on the first wintery day of our first year in the program, I asked where she got it and then insisted on seeing the pattern when she told me she made it.
I might have a knack for hunting down the perfect garments to fit a character, but my sewing itself has nothing on Allison’s skills. She has a whole side hustle making custom prom dresses and cosplay garments on Etsy, and her waiting list is always a few months long.
“Aww, you got my drink already?” she asks once she’s claimed her spot on the couch.
She’s wearing a short-sleeve blouse with a flouncy Peter Pan collar under the coat, because of course she is. Even if Miguel gives me shit for it, there’s no way to describe her other than cute.
“You have Miguel to thank for that,” I tell her. “They would like a round of applause for being brave enough to order your fruity summer drink in the middle of winter.”
She spends a good five seconds clapping and beaming at them before reaching for her drink. “I don’t care what you two say. This stuff is delicious.”
Miguel props an elbow on the arm of the couch and shifts forward so they can face us better. “So, Allison, Kate has graciously offered to take you up on your request for flirting lessons.”
“Oh my god, Miguel!” I say with a groan. If they were closer, I’d smack them again.
Allison turns to me, her eyes widening. “Really? You’d actually do that?”
I glare at Miguel. “That is not what I said.”
“Okay, she didn’t actually agree yet,” they say to Allison, “but I for one think it’s a worthy endeavor. We all know Kate has a way with the…well, with anyone attracted to women and even some people who usually aren’t. If you’re going to learn from someone, it should be Kate.”
I raise my hand like a kid in a classroom. “Ahem. Kate has a say in this too.”
Allison sets her drink down and reaches for my hand instead. “Please, Kate? If you’d seen what happened with Cassidy this morning, you wouldn’t say no. I’m so sick of getting scared and screwing things up.”
She threads her fingers through mine, and something in her voice makes my ribs feel like they’re squeezing my lungs extra tight.
She really does mean it, and in that moment, I realize I’m sick of it all too. I’m sick of the world missing out on her. I’ve spent over two years telling this girl how lucky anyone would be to date her, and maybe I stopped caring about relationships a long time ago, but she wants one with her whole heart, and she’s one of my best friends in the world.
Something in my expression must give me away, because her eyes get all shimmery as she starts beaming at me while she pumps our joined hands up and down in the air.
“You are going to help me, right?” she asks. “I just need a few tips. We can start right now!”
“Now?” I repeat.
She bobs her head, and Miguel nods in agreement.
“We’re in a bar,” they add, “and you’re not doing any flirting of your own right, Kate?”
They give me a weighted look that has me wondering if the way they literally cock-blocked that guy across the room was as accidental as I thought.
Miguel might be a better accountability buddy than I gave them credit for.
I get a hold of my beer again and tip my head back to chug down what’s left in one go. When I’m done, I slam the glass down on the table and straighten up with a sigh.
“Okay, okay, since we’re already here, I’ll try and…I don’t know, talk you through what I would do.”
Allison starts clapping again. “This is perfect!”
I start wishing I had another beer ready as I twist in my seat to look around the bar. “Lesson one, Allison: finding the right girl.”



  Chapter 3  




Allison
“H ow much of a challenge are you up for?” Kate asks, shifting to lean against the couch’s arm and face me better once she’s done her appraisal of the bar. “This is usually a fairly straight crowd, and, you know, we’re in the Plateau, so half the straight girls look queer anyway, but I’d say there are a few definite contenders.”
Miguel chuckles. They’re also leaning against their arm of the couch, like they’re sitting back to watch the night’s entertainment.
Knowing me, whatever happens tonight is going to be very entertaining—at least for everyone except me. My heart is already pounding as loud as the bass notes pumping through the speakers, and I haven’t even looked at a girl yet.
“Kate, it’s me we’re talking about,” I answer. “If you could find me a girl who has, like, a challenge level in the negative, that would be perfect.”
She gives me this look I can’t read. It only lasts for a second, but it’s like a shadow passing over her face in the dim lighting splashed with neon. Two creases form between her eyebrows as her eyes bore into mine with something that almost looks like pain—or maybe regret.
“This is stupid,” she mutters, the moment falling away as soon as she drops her gaze down to the table in front of us. The noise of the room rushes back in to fill my ears and make me realize that for a second there, everything got quiet. “You shouldn’t be listening to someone like me about something like this. You’re—”
“Oh, come on, Kate,” Miguel cuts in, and I almost want to smack them for interrupting. “She just wants some pointers.”
I lean in closer to Kate, searching her face for that hint of pain again. Every once in a while, she gets like this, but I’ve never been able to figure out why. She’s dropped little hints, offhand comments that make me do a double-take and wonder if I really know her at all, but then that Hurricane Kate swagger and sarcasm slip back into place, and I’m left questioning whether I’m just making things up.
“Kate,” I say, as quiet as I can without my voice being overpowered by the music, “we don’t have to do this. Maybe it was a stupid idea. Maybe I’m not the flirting in bars type anyway.”
She shakes her head. “No, it’s not that. It’s not that at all. You…”
She trails off and lifts a hand to rub at her forehead for a couple seconds before she hikes her thumb back to point over her shoulder.
“You see her?” she asks. “You could totally flirt with her. By the looks of it, you’d be saving her night.”
I follow the direction of Kate’s thumb, and at first, all I notice is a group of college-aged women crowded around one side of the bar, giggling and bumping up against each other as they clamor to get their drink orders in. They’re all quite pretty—pretty enough that my breath starts to get shallow at just the thought of walking up to them—but I have no idea why Kate zeroed in on them or how she even managed to pick one in particular when they all look like a shifting mass of terror-inducing beauty to me.
“She’s standing a bit to the left of them,” Kate says, probably reading what I’m thinking in my searching eyes and gaping mouth. I clamp my jaw shut before any of the women can look over and see me peering at them like a helpless guppy. “The one with the glasses who looks like she’s having a terrible time.”
I shift my attention to the left of the group, and my jaw goes slack again.
“Ohhhh,” I say with a sigh before I can stop myself, my voice dreamy enough to make Miguel laugh into their drink beside me.
Kate’s proposed flirting target is hovering near the wall, just close enough to the group of women to indicate she’s part of it while also appearing disengaged from their conversation. Her quirky glasses are round with frameless lenses, and she’s wearing a short-sleeve button-up with her coat slung over one of her arms. She clutches a beer bottle to her chest as she tucks the ends of an overgrown pixie cut behind her ear. I can’t be sure from this far away, but the two bobby pins her hair has escaped from look like they might have little ladybugs adorning them.
I’m all for bashing stereotypes, but I have to admit she looks a lot like the token gay of her dorm building’s floor who got dragged along on a night out with all the straight girls.
“Oh my god, did you see her hair clips?” I ask, not caring that I’m going to make Miguel laugh again as a little flutter springs to life in my chest. “I think they’re ladybugs. That is so freaking cute.”
I’m back to my guppy staring, but I don’t turn around when Miguel leans forward to speak to Kate. “Okay, that’s impressive. They’re basically a match already.”
I see the corner of Kate’s mouth lift in my peripheral vision. “Okay, yeah, I am pretty good at this.”
“So now Allison will go over there and share some witty and charming compliment about the adorable ladybugs?” Miguel asks.
That gets me to quit staring. I whip my head back around, glancing back and forth between the two of them while a preemptive rush of adrenaline surges through my veins like an extra strong hit of caffeine.
“Wait. No. No way. That’s too fast. This is my first flirting lesson. I can’t actually talk to her.”
Miguel rests a hand on my knee. “Allison, I hate to shred the fabric of this illusion for you, but talking is a pretty crucial component of flirting.”
“Not necessarily.”
I flip my attention back to Kate and lean toward her like she’s a lifeline. “Really?”
She bites back a smile and shrugs. “Yeah, I mean, I think it’s way more about body language and eye contact and stuff. We aren’t all English majors with entire books of poetry stored in our heads like Miguel. The rest of us have to rely on our baser instincts.”
“What if I don’t have baser instincts?”
Kate pats me on the shoulder. “Trust me, you do. You’re just a little nervous about using them.”
A little is an understatement for the way the entire world seems to get knocked off kilter when I’m face to face with a pretty girl.
“So what do I do first?” I ask. “I mean, what would you do first?”
“Does Kate really have to do anything?” Miguel pipes up. “People just kind of like, approach when she indicates they’re worthy.”
“Oh, shut up.” Kate waves him off. “It’s all just a game. I have to play it too. There are things I do when I want people to want to approach me.”
I don’t know if it’s the half a cocktail I’ve slurped down or the cocktail of nerves sloshing in my stomach, but I can barely make sense of that sentence.
“Kate, just tell me what I’m supposed to do, and make sure it doesn’t involve talking.”
“Okay, okay, let’s get into step two…” She drums her fingers against the couch’s arm as she glances back at Ladybug Girl for a moment. “They’re not that far from the bathroom. If you head over there, she’s going to have to step back to let you by. It’s loud enough that you can just smile to say thanks and then keep moving. I bet she’ll be thinking about you the whole time you’re gone. Then, on your way back, give her one little glance but like…don’t quite smile. Just look kind of curious, like you’re waiting for her to do something. Then come sit on the couch again, and we’ll take it from there.”
I blink a few times.
“Kate, that was way too many instructions.”
She chuckles. “No, it wasn’t. You can do it. I believe in you. I mean, look at her. She’s going to be thrilled someone like you came in out of nowhere and turned her whole night around.”
I tug on the bottom of my blouse. “You really think so?”
“Yes, Allison, I really do. Just head for the bathroom and see what happens. You can even text me when you’re in there if you need moral support.”
I make a face. “Okay, I’m not that hopeless.”
I still reach for my purse and sling it over my shoulder just in case. Miguel gives my knee another squeeze.
“Kate is right. You’re a catch. Go get your little ladybug.”
I make a show out of cringing. “Too far, Miguel. Way too far.”
My knees already feel a little shaky when I get to my feet, and I clutch at my cold drink like it’s a lifeline when Miguel picks it up off the table and holds it out to me.
The ice inside clinks against the glass as I slurp what’s left through my straw in just a few sips. I can’t even bring myself to look over at ‘my little ladybug’ as I wrack my brain to try and remember why I’m even doing this.
Because I want a girlfriend.
I want to know what it’s like to tuck a girl’s hair behind her ear. I want to order her favourite drink for her at a bar. I want to wrap my arms around her waist from behind to give her a surprise hug, and yes, I do really want to know what it’s like to fall asleep sweaty and satisfied beside a girl I just had hours of passionate sex with. The one rushed, awkward, and semi-drunken time I slept with a girl wasn’t exactly a dream come true, but it’s more than that.
I’m sick of feeling like I’m missing out. I know my identity as a lesbian was valid before I’d even kissed a girl. I know I don’t need a queer relationship to be a queer person, but I feel like there’s this whole side of who I am that’s desperate to burst into bloom, and my stupid nerves are keeping it buried beneath the soil.
“I’m gonna do it.”
I slam my drink back down on the table like it’s a gavel deciding my fate. I know Kate and Miguel are both lavishing me with more encouragement, but I can’t hear their words as I make my way past the couch and start charting a path to the bar.
The edges of my vision darken, narrowing into a tunnel as I pick my way around crowded tables and dodge tipsy customers carrying drinks back to their friends.
The place was already crowded when I got here, and it’s filled up even more during our conversation. I have to squeeze between the sweaty backs of two guys in different groups when neither of them notice my polite attempts to request passage.
Being a redhead does get me some attention in bars, but it’s often counteracted by the fact that I’m barely more than five feet tall. I’m probably going to be getting carded until I’m thirty.
I hold my breath as I inch my way past the guys, but the deep inhale I take when I’m finally free gets lodged in my throat when I realize I’m now only a few feet away from Ladybug Girl.
For a second, I wish I’d taken notes on my phone while Kate was giving me instructions. I have no idea what I’m supposed to do next.
I stand rooted to the spot, music blaring above me and voices swirling around me as I watch the girl lift her beer bottle to her lips in what feels like slow motion. Her throat bobs a little when she swallows.
“I said I’m going to the bathroom!”
The shout from beside me breaks me out of my trance, and I glance away to see a teetering woman dressed like she came here straight from her office job brush past me towards the sign for the bathrooms at the back of the bar. I watch Ladybug Girl press herself against the wall to make more space and then inch back closer to her friends without actually joining them.
I feel a pang of sympathetic loneliness. I’ve spent a lot of time as the girl on the outside too.
I also remember what I’m supposed to be doing now. I force the air lodged in my throat down into my lungs.
I can do this.
I can walk past a girl to get to a bathroom without the world ending. I can smile at her and survive.
As I take my next step forward, I feel Kate and Miguel’s eyes burning holes into my back, but I fight the urge to look at them. I know I’ll end up losing my nerve and bolting for the couch if I do.
My feet feel like they’re moving through piles of sand. I must look like I’m totally hammered as I focus every ounce of concentration I have on taking one step, and then another, and another, until I look up and realize I’ve totally missed my moment.
Ladybug Girl has already pressed her back to the wall again. She’s got her chin turned to stare towards the bar’s entrance while she waits for me to go by.
Kate didn’t give me instructions for this. She made it sound inevitable that Ladybug Girl would be as focused on me as I am on her.
My steps come to a fumbling stop. She’s right there, just a couple feet away from me. I wouldn’t even have to raise my voice very much for her to hear me.
A blaze of confidence roars through my chest out of nowhere, and my mouth opens to start forming the words, ‘Nice hair clips.’
Unfortunately, that’s when the confidence stops blazing and I’m left frozen in place with my mouth hanging open, the silent compliment dying on my lips. Even more unfortunately, that’s also when the girl turns from staring across the bar and locks eyes with me.
Most unfortunately of all, that’s when the man standing at the bar on the other side of me whips around with a pint glass clutched in each of his hands, knocks my shoulder, and sends beer sloshing all the way down the front of my shirt.
The shock of cold makes me gasp as I stare down at the darkening fabric. The guy sways on his feet and swears several times before he starts slurring an apology. He cuts himself off mid-sentence to squint at me, but my brain is still too flooded with residual nerves for me to flee.
“Damn, little red,” he says, moving his face way close too mine as he keeps squinting. “You’re pretty cute. I’m, like, so fucking sorry I spilt beer on you. Here, uh…”
He turns back to the bar for a moment, and the disgust I feel at the phrase ‘little red’ snaps me back to reality enough to take a step away from him.
I don’t know why people are always acting like ‘red’ is a great nickname for redheads. No one goes around saying ‘oh hey, brown’ when they meet a brunette.
When the guy turns back around, his hands are empty. I realize just how drunk he is when he reaches for the bottom of his shirt and stumbles his way forward to try dabbing at my blouse with the outstretched fabric.
“Let me dry you off, little red.”
I shake my head as fast as I can and teeter backwards. “No. No, thanks.”
That doesn’t deter him, and when not even pushing on his arm makes him get out of my personal space, my brain starts going into Stranger Danger mode and blaring every alarm bell I have.
“Stop!” I shout, loud enough to turn a few heads.
He just chuckles and comes even closer. “Aw, come on, I’m just helping.”
When he actually starts trying to rub the edge of his shirt across my stomach, something in me snaps. I might not be in touch with my ‘baser instincts’ when it comes to flirting, but my self-defense mechanisms have me swinging one of my arms across my chest and then flinging my hand out to collide karate chop-style with the side of the guy’s neck.
My self-defense mechanisms also decide screaming “HIYAH!” at the top of my lungs is the right move.
What feels like half the bar turns to stare at me where I’m still standing with my hand slammed against the guy’s neck while he blinks down at me. I blink up at him, neither of us really sure where to go from here.
“Dude, what the fuck?”
The familiar voice shouting from a few feet away draws the crowd’s attention, and I drop my hand while the guy stumbles back in terror when he sees Kate storming towards us with murder in her eyes, like a gorgeous-but-deadly goddess of war.
“Yeah, you better run!” she yells when he takes off across the room, abandoning his beers on the bar top.
Most people seem to lose interest when Kate comes to stand in front of me, although of course, she’s Kate, so several pairs of eyes stay lingering on her. She ignores them all as her anger morphs into concern. She slides her hands up and down my arms a few times, lowering her voice to ask if I’m okay.
“What a douche,” she says after I nod. “Like seriously, what the hell is wrong with people? Come on. Come sit with me and Miguel again.”
She slides one of her hands down to my wrist and starts leading me away. I can’t keep from glancing at Ladybug Girl one last time, but as soon as I do, I wish I hadn’t.
She and her whole group of friends seem to have finally found a common interest: laughing their asses off and pretending to not be staring at me while one of them mimes a karate chop against another one’s neck.
I feel like every ounce of blood has drained from my face by the time we make it to the couch. Miguel points at my glass to ask if I want another one as we’re approaching, but I shake my head and nod over at the door instead.
“I think I want to go home,” I mutter, so quiet I’m sure not even Kate hears me, but she seems to pick up on what I need anyway.
“Let’s just get out of here,” she says to Miguel, dropping her grip on my wrist so we can all put our jackets on. As soon as she’s pulled her arms through her lumberjack coat, she slings one of them around my shoulders.
Once we’re out on the chilly, dark street with the noise of the bar faded to some reverberating bass beats, I feel like I can breathe again.
“What the hell?” I moan as I sag against Kate. “I freaking karate chopped him. Who does that? I…I guess you two wouldn’t have heard this, but like…I literally shouted hiyah when I did it, like a total insane person!”
The two of them share a glance before Miguel clears their throat and reaches up to scratch their beard.
“Uh, yeah, I think most people in the bar heard that…but honestly, it was pretty badass!” They rush to tack the second part on when they see my face fall even farther than it already has. “Like, total element of surprise there, Allison. You incapacitated someone twice the size of you through sheer unorthodoxy alone.”
Kate does her best to aim a kick at them without letting go of me.
“Don’t you have studying to do tonight?” she demands.
“All right, all right, I can tell you two need a moment. I’ll be on my way.”
They pull a pair of gloves out of their pocket and step over to wrap us both in a hug once they’ve got them on. One of their hoop earrings ends up smushed against my cheek, but I don’t care. They might not be the best at verbally comforting me tonight, but Miguel gives some of the best hugs in the world.
“Just forget all those assholes,” they say as they give me a final squeeze. “You’re one of the coolest girls I know, and don’t you forget it.”
That’s more in line with what I need to hear. My chest floods with warmth as I murmur, “Thanks.”
“What about me?” Kate asks with a pretend pout once Miguel lets us go. “Am I one of the coolest girls you know too?”
They shrug. “I guess you’re all right.”
She flips them off. “Get out of my sight.”
They’re both grinning and waving goodbye a second later. Miguel turns to head up the sidewalk towards the metro station just as a group of university students spills out of the door behind us, forcing me and Kate to press ourselves up against the brick exterior of the bar.
“I can’t believe that went so badly,” I say as I watch the students head the same way as Miguel, laughing and shouting as they jostle each other around. “Like, I literally hiyah-ed him, apparently loud enough for the whole bar to hear, and Ladybug Girl thought I was so weird. I am so weird! All I had to do was walk past her to the bathroom!”
I nuzzle my face into Kate’s shoulder, the soft flannel of her coat mopping up the one stupid tear that’s leaked out of the corner of my eye.
“What?” I demand when I peek up at her and see her pressing her lips together to keep from smiling.
“Nothing, nothing. It’s just…it’s just genuinely really cute to hear you call her Ladybug Girl. You’re cute, Allison. You know that, right?” She jostles her shoulder to make my head bob, which does get the ghost of a smile out of me. “It’s like I said. It’s all just a game: flirting, meeting people at bars, all the dumb shit we do to avoid getting straight to the point. It’s…it just doesn’t matter, okay?”
I bite back the urge to tell her it’s a bit rich saying a game doesn’t matter when it’s one you’ve been winning your entire life. I know she’s just trying to help, so instead I slump a little further down the wall and reach for her hand. I’m short enough for her to tilt her chin up and rest it on top of my head. My nervous system starts to calm down, the high-pitched whine of panic replaced by the soft and comforting hum that always vibrates through me when I’m alone with Kate.
“Okay,” I tell her, “but I still really want a girlfriend.”
She chuckles, her breath shifting some of the stray hairs around my face. “I know, and even though I’m staunchly opposed to relationships myself, if there’s anything I can do to help you, I will.”
“Really?” My question creates a little white cloud in the chilly air in front of me.
Kate nods against my head. “Really.”
“Even if I’m, like, the worst student ever?”
“Even if you karate chop every single eligible bachelorette in Montreal.”
I only cringe for a moment before I start laughing. Kate joins in, the two of us clutching each other for support as we fill the empty street with an echoing laugh attack at my expense.
Except it’s not really at my expense. Somehow, Kate always turns my embarrassment around and has me laughing at the world instead of feeling like it’s laughing at me. She’s kind of brilliant at that.
“If you want a girlfriend, we’re going to get you a girlfriend,” she asserts.
She pulls me off the wall and starts leading us towards the station before I have a chance to voice the words on the tip of my tongue:
I want a girlfriend who makes me feel as good as you do.



  Chapter 4  




Kate
I  swing my Jansport around to the front of my body and hunt through the pockets for my phone. Miguel texted me about maybe needing their shift at Voltage Vintage covered tonight, but I still haven’t gotten confirmation.
All my search comes up with are a few textbooks, some crumpled sheets of paper, and my black leather makeup bag. I trail my way over to the edge of the hallway, leaning up against a row of lockers so I’m not blocking everyone’s way as I start checking the smaller pockets. While I’m looking, a guy with a Mohawk rolls a giant timpani drum past me. Next comes a squad of dance students in bodysuits and sweatpants, who are followed by a pair of what have to be drama students dressed up like something out of Little House on the Prairie.
Then again, they might also be fashion students. Sometimes it’s hard to tell.
When my fingers finally brush the familiar plastic of my phone’s case, I’m not just grinning about finding the phone. Something about being at the Montreal College of the Arts makes me feel like I’ve walked into some secret, magical garden where I’ve always had a place and always will—or possibly a secret, magical jungle rave. There’s always enough glitter and tie dye floating around to make MCA seem like a constant hippie party.
And shrooms. Holy shit, do some of the people here do a lot of shrooms.
I swipe through to my text notifications and find two: one from Miguel telling me they turned out to be good for their shift tonight, and another one from a name I haven’t seen on my phone screen in a couple months.
Yasmine.
The text is simple and straightforward, the kind of thing we used to send each other, and the kind of thing that kept me seeing her for a lot longer than I’ve stuck with anyone else in Montreal:
I’m back from the States. Drinks at mine this week?
No ‘What’s new with you?’ No ‘How is school going?’. No ‘I want to tell you about my trip.’
No ‘I missed you.’
As far as what I’m interested in goes, it’s a perfect invitation.
I met Yasmine at Taverne Toulouse one night last summer, after a shift at Voltage—as the story usually goes. She’s six years older than me, spends almost half the year on business trips to the States, and is completely certain she’s not looking for a relationship. She’s always been totally honest about what she sees in me: a convenient good time.
Those were the exact words she used when I leaned over and whispered in her ear to ask what she wanted at the bar. We were out the door five minutes later.
Now my fingertips hover over the keyboard. My stomach twists as I consider deleting the text thread all together. I don’t know why shit like this keeps throwing me off lately. I don’t know why my throat feels like it’s closing up every time someone offers me exactly what I’ve been saying I want for years.
I glance at the clock in the corner of the screen and swear when I see the time. I toss the phone back in my bag, leaving Yasmine’s text unanswered, and start jogging down the hall.
I am, once again, late for a 9AM class.
Jillian is already delivering today’s pep talk when I crack the work room door open and do my best to slink towards my usual spot next to Allison. I’m not subtle enough to avoid an unimpressed lift of Jillian’s perfectly arched eyebrow as I slide onto my chair.
Allison and I exchange a quick smile before I tune into Jillian’s words.
“I don’t want you to focus on realism for realism’s sake alone. You’re being graded on historical accuracy as a test of your knowledge and skill, yes, but also as a test of your ability to understand the subject you’ve chosen to interpret. How did the norms of their era affect their daily life? How did they conform to or defy those norms? I don’t just want you to think about how your subject looked in these clothes. I want you to think about how they lived in them.”
Something starts to spark to life inside me as she speaks, her words stoking the heat into curling flames. This is what I live for: using clothes to tell stories, to shout or scream or whisper words that can’t be spoken with anything other than fabric and thread.
Clothes have been calling out to me for as long as I can remember. I’ve been costuming since before I even knew what costuming was; my mom loves to tell the story of the time she lost me in Walmart when I was six and ended up getting called to the women’s change rooms, where I was giving unsolicited fashion advice to everyone waiting in line.
“That’s your challenge for today,” Jillian continues. “When I come around, I don’t just want to hear about research and authentic construction techniques. I want to hear the why behind all that. I want you to tell me how what you’re making is going to bring someone from the past to life.”
She claps her hands twice to tell us to get working, and everyone seems as fired up as I am. Sewing machines whir, scissors start snipping, and reference books thunk onto tabletops as the whole class rushes to have something worthwhile to say to Jillian as she begins making her rounds.
“Thank god she made a speech today,” I mutter to Allison as I pull my laptop out of my bag. “I didn’t have time for coffee, but that wake-up call should sustain me for at least the next ten minutes.”
Allison twists her face into an expression of mock horror. “Oh no. Am I going to have to deal with non-caffeinated Kate today?”
“I grabbed one of those nasty pre-made Starbucks things out of the vending machine,” I tell her. “I’ll go chug it in the hallway once Jillian’s come by.”
I’d drink it now, but there’s a strict no food or drink policy in all the work rooms. None of us would be stupid enough to bring food near our fabric even if there weren’t.
Allison’s fake horror shifts into real disgust when she hears my plan for getting caffeinated. “Sometimes I question your lifestyle choices, Kate.”
I nod. “As do I, as do I.”
She lets out one of her cute little giggles. “Anyways, wanna see what I’ve been working on? I finally got this freaking under-dress put together, which means I got to start on the embroidery this weekend!”
She unfolds the cream-coloured linen on the table in front of her, and it billows out to take the shape of a medieval gown. She smoothes out the hem and points at the start of some intricate hand-stitching. I slide off my chair and bend my head over the dress to get a better look.
“Holy shit, Allison, that’s stunning.”
“Thank you.” She beams at me when I look up. “I can’t get too fancy with it because, you know, historical accuracy and all that, or else I’d be going full Renaissance, but I think this will still be nice.”
“It’s perfect.” I trail a finger along the crisscrossing threads. “It really suits the dress.”
“Thanks!” she says again before she starts digging through a bag next to her sewing machine and pulls out an embroidery hoop. “I’m still so sick of the linen, and all I have to look forward to for the overdress is wool.”
I laugh as she makes an adorable little pouty face. “You’re the one who chose this era. You could have picked literally any time in history, and you chose the Middle Ages.”
Our final project for third year is creating an authentic outfit for any real historical figure of our choosing. We have to do everything from undergarments to hair accessories, and we’ll have our finished projects modeled at an end of term show where we’ll each make a speech about our work on stage.
We’ve been matched with volunteer models already. Mine is a girl in the drama department. We’ve met up for me to get her measurements, but unlike Allison and pretty much the whole rest of the class, I haven’t started my pattern drafting or sewing.
Technically, I haven’t even chosen my subject yet.
“I like the shape of medieval dresses,” Allison replies. “It’s just the fabric that’s kind of boring.”
That gets another laugh out of me. “You only like the shape because it’s the closest realistic thing to making a Lord of the Rings dress.”
“I mean…” She tries to come up with an argument, but she just ends up sighing. “Yes, okay, that might be true, but since Arwen and Eowyn aren’t real people, the next best thing is Aethelflaed, Lady of the Mercians.”
I can easily spend hours admiring the iconic mastery that is the costuming in Lord of the Rings, but Allison takes being a fan to a whole other level. She recreated one of Arwen’s most famous looks all the way down to the jewelry to wear to her high school prom.
When she told me that back in her first year, I knew she was on her way to becoming one of my favourite people ever.
“Ah yes, Aethelflaed, she of the name with way too many vowels in it. Long may she reign.”
Allison wags a finger at me. “Don’t you be mocking Aethelflaed. She was such a badass. You don’t become the only female ruler of a kingdom in Anglo-Saxon history without deserving major respect.”
“You’re right. May her spirit forgive me.”
She gives my laptop screen a sideways glance after she’s finished setting her hoop up. “You still haven’t chosen a subject, have you?”
I scroll through the pages of inspiration photos I’ve collected, all of them featuring a variety of women from the 1930s.
“I’ve chosen an era,” I defend myself. “I’m just having a hard time…committing. This is basically our last big project before graduation. It has to be perfect.”
Costume design students at MCA spend most of their fourth year doing co-op placements outside of school. We’ll still have a few classes on campus, and most of us will be involved with school productions too, but this year’s final is our last opportunity to showcase our skills on an individual level.
It’s my last chance to show the whole program what I can do, how I can be more than just ‘that hot girl’ or ‘Hurricane Kate.’
“Yeah, you’re right, and I know you’ll be fine. It’s not like you’re going with Marie Antoinette or something. If that were the case, I would definitely fear for you not starting by now.” She looks over at my screen again as I pull up some of my Pinterest boards. “Also, you were making fun of me for wanting to make a Lord of the Rings dress, but it looks like you’re using this project as an excuse to make your beloved Atonement dress.”
“You love Jacqueline Durran’s work too,” I remind her, but I still stop myself from scrolling just in time to hide the half dozen pins featuring the famous emerald green silk dress from Atonement I have saved.
“I do love Jacqueline Durran, but you’re, like, obsessed with that dress.”
“Ah, Jacqueline Durran.”
Allison and I both jump a little in our seats when Jillian appears out of nowhere at the end of our table. She’s wearing a black charmeuse jumpsuit under a flowy navy duster, along with one of her usual wide vinyl belts. Jillian Lee has one of those styles you instantly recognize, like a signature scrawled on paper to represent what she stands for.
“I’ll always remember something she said to me, back when I was living in New York.”
Whatever Jillian says next is lost on me. I sit there staring at her with my mouth hanging open until she stops talking and I blurt, “You’ve met Jacqueline Duran?”
Allison is gawking at her too. Jillian pauses to flash us an apologetic smile.
“Excuse me. I didn’t mean to name drop. It was once, at a big dinner with a lot of other people.”
I’d give up half my leather jacket collection to hear one word from Jacqueline Durran at a big dinner with a lot of other people. She’s been one of my heroes since I first got invested enough to start looking up the costume designers of movies I love. Along with sharing an appreciation for Lord of the Rings, talking about Jacqueline Durran was one of the things that turned me and Allison from classmates to friends.
“Anyway,” Jillian says when neither of us show any sign of snapping out of our stupefied trance, “what do you have to show me, ladies?”
Heat starts flooding my face when my silent prayer that she’ll be interested enough in Allison’s embroidery to look at her work first goes unanswered. She passes behind Allison’s chair and walks over to peer at my laptop instead.
“Kate,” she says, a stern note slipping into her voice, “this doesn’t look like much progress since the last time we talked.”
My face gets even hotter.
“I know,” I murmur, my eyes glued to the screen. “I’m sorry. I promise I’m working on it. It’s just…I just really want to say something, you know? It’s like you were talking about at the start of class. I want to find someone I can give a voice to, someone who needs a voice, someone who needs to say some of the same things I do. I know that’s not really part of the project, but I just…I want it to matter, you know?”
I shrug after I’ve finished babbling and prop my chin in my hands. Jillian rests one of her palms on the table and motions at my laptop for permission. I slide it towards her so she can scroll through my reference photos. She’s silent the whole time, her even expression giving nothing away.
“You do seem to have narrowed it down since last time,” she says, straightening up a few moments later.
I jump on the chance to prove I’m taking this seriously. “Yes. I’m only choosing between two subjects now. The first is—”
“Marlene Dietrich,” she says for me. “A very solid option. The word icon is thrown around far too much these days, but Marlene Dietrich certainly was one.”
“A bicon!”
We both turn to look at Allison where she’s sitting with her embroidery needle gone still in her hands, her eyes widening like she didn’t realize she spoke out loud.
“Uh, you know, b-because she was bisexual,” she stammers, glancing between the two of us as her freckled cheeks start to turn their signature fiery red. “So like…bicon…you know?”
I press my lips together to keep from bursting out laughing. Allison is so obsessed with Jillian she still refers to her by her full name, and even though it’s hilarious to watch her get so adorably embarrassed, I’m also hit with the urge to pull her into a hug.
Thankfully, Jillian must think it’s pretty sweet too. She lets out a tinkling chuckle and shakes her head.
“Bicon. I like it. She was definitely a bicon.”
“She did hate people idolizing her, though,” I add. I scroll until I land on a photo of her in one of those spectacular tuxedos and stare at the image as I continue speaking. “She was so disillusioned, but it always seemed to fall just short of bitterness. There’s this one quote of hers I absolutely love…”
I click through all my research notes until I find it.
“Here. She said, ‘Darling, the legs aren’t so beautiful. I just know what to do with them.’”
It was all a game to her too, a game she decided to play on her own terms instead of someone else’s. As soon as I read those words for the first time, I started wondering if maybe she’d gone through something like I did when I was stuck back in high school.
Jillian grins and nods. “I can really feel your passion on this, Kate. From the images, I take it you’re thinking a suit if you go with Marlene as your subject?”
I nod. “I kind of have to, right? I mean, just look at her in that.”
Allison gives up pretending she’s not listening in and leans over so the three of us can take a moment to appreciate the sight of Marlene Dietrich striding up to a film premiere in a glorious tuxedo.
“But then there’s also Carole Lombard,” I add, scrolling down further to land on a picture from the same era of Hollywood.
This one features a blonde bombshell in a jaw-dropping white silk dress with impeccable draping. The fabric swoops and swells in some places while stretching tight enough to reveal every ripple of her curves in others. It’s an incredibly erotic piece, the dress itself doing a languid, teasing dance of revealing and concealing even as the woman stands completely still.
“She’s not as famous now as she was back then,” I explain, “but I think her story is still so relevant. She almost lost her entire career at only eighteen just because she got in a car crash and ended up with a scar on her face. I don’t know how true this part is, but apparently this big director nicknaming her Carole of the Curves was part of what helped get her back on track, like people needed to know she was still worth looking at even with a scar, like all she was was something worth looking at. It’s…it’s crazy to think the world has changed so much but also hasn’t changed very much at all.”
I’m so caught up in my thoughts I don’t realize Jillian and Allison are still silent until I look over my shoulder and find Jillian watching me with her usual unreadable expression.
“This is promising, Kate,” she says after a couple more seconds of considering me. “Very promising, but you do need to start on your design.”
“So who do I pick?” I blurt.
The corner of Jillian’s mouth lifts. “You know I’m not going to tell you that.”
She nods to indicate our session is over and steps back out to the aisle so she can focus on Allison’s work next. I listen in as Allison explains her research on medieval sumptuary laws and how they would have directed what people like Aethelflaed wore, as well as how Aethelflaed might have felt about that, but most of my attention is still caught up in my impending decision.
I was hoping Jillian might give away her own preference even if I knew she’d never directly tell me what to do. She’s one of those teachers who believes learning from our failures is as important as our successes, but I don’t have room for failure here.
I don’t want to be just a pair of legs like Marlene Dietrich. I don’t want to be just a pretty face like Carole Lombard. They both found ways to be remembered as so much more than that. They both found a way to win the game the world tried to play with them.
“Oh my god, I can’t believe I used the word bicon in front of Jillian Lee.”
Allison’s voice pulls me back to reality once Jillian heads off to the next table.
I reach over to give her shoulder a swat. “She thought it was funny.”
“I hope so.” She smoothes the fabric of the under-dress out on the table, her hands trembling a little. “She did like my dress a lot. Did you hear her say I have great grasp of my subject? And that my research is impeccable? She really did say impeccable, right? My brain didn’t just make that up?”
I totally missed that part myself, but I shake my head. “Dude, she loved it, and how could she not? This looks like something off a movie set.”
Allison grins and picks up her needle again. “It is pretty freaking good. I’ve been trying to think up ways to age the fabric a little. I mean, she was a queen, so it’s not like she would have been out in the fields with it or anything, but I just really want it to feel like—”
She cuts herself off, and I’m about to ask what’s wrong when I lift my gaze to see what her widening eyes are fixed on.
Cassidy Kowalski is making her way towards our table. She tucks a long lock of dark blonde hair behind her ear and flicks her eyes to the floor before she looks back up.
Straight at Allison.
When she reaches our table, she lifts her lips in a shy smile before murmuring, “Um, hey.”
I know it’s not the most supportive best friend look to be staring at them with my mouth hanging open, but I can’t help it. I’m as speechless as Allison as I take the reality of the moment in.
The girl Allison has spent two and a half years thinking of as her unattainable crush has walked up to our table and seems to be flirting with her.



  Chapter 5  




Allison
“S orry for, um, being really random, but I kind of overheard you talking with Jillian.”
I watch Cassidy tuck her hair behind her ear again as she lets out a little giggle, and all my brain can think is: is she drunk?
There’s the giggles and the rambling. She keeps chewing on her lip and doesn’t seem to know where to look. Combined with the fact that she’s never started a conversation with me before in her life—save for exactly one week ago, when she pointed out that I was ruining my project while I stared at her like a creep—all evidence seems to suggest Cassidy Kowalski has shown up drunk to a sewing class at nine in the morning.
“You said you’re doing hand embroidery?” she asks me.
I’m literally holding an embroidery needle and hoop in my hands, which just makes me even more sure she’s under the influence of something.
“Uh, y-yeah,” I answer. “I want to, um, be as authentic as possible while also adding some personality, and embroidery seemed like a great way to do that.”
It’s easier to talk around her when I’m concerned for her sobriety—or lack thereof.
“Exactly!” she exclaims before giggling again, like she didn’t mean to be so loud. “I mean, um, I totally agree. I just wanted to come over and talk to you because I love embroidery. I’ve ended up turning a few projects in late because I’ve been so caught up doing the embroidery by hand, which my friend Michelle always says is crazy, especially when it’s stuff I could easily use a machine for, but like, I’d rather lose a few marks for being late and turn in something amazing than skip on the details, you know?”
She says it all in a breathless rush and has to pause to take a huge inhale once she’s done. I blink at her, half-tempted to lean out into the aisle and search for evidence of this being some kind of prank. She almost seems nervous, and I have no idea why the hell Cassidy Kowalski would be nervous to talk to me about embroidery.
A cough beside me makes me glance over at Kate. I almost forgot she was here. I almost forgot anyone else was in the room when I saw Cassidy headed straight for me like something out of a hazy, glowing dream sequence in Lord of the Rings.
Kate’s doing a weird series of blinks and nods that looks like some manic form of Morse code. Part of me starts to wonder if maybe everyone showed up to class drunk today for some misguided third-year prank I missed the memo about. I turn back to where Cassidy is still hovering at the edge of our table.
“I…yeah, I totally agree. The details are what really make us costume designers, at least in my opinion. That’s where the characterization happens, if you ask me.”
Cassidy beams at me, and even though I’m beyond confused, the sight still launches a flock of butterflies in my stomach.
Kate coughs again, but I don’t turn around. If this is my one chance to bathe in the glow of Cassidy Kowalski’s smile, I’m soaking up every second of it.
“Totally,” she says. “So, um, if you ever wanted to compare embroidery techniques, I’d be so down. You know, given it’s kind of an underappreciated art or whatever, I thought maybe it would be cool to…chat, or whatever?”
This interaction has gone from strange to absurd, but I decide to nod and play along. She’s going to be embarrassed enough later on about being drunk in class.
“That sounds great!”
She bobs her head in a few nods. “Okay, cool. Really cool. Well, I better get back to my work now.”
Then, as abruptly as she appeared, she glides back over to the table a few rows ahead of us that she and her friend have claimed today. I stare at the back of her head, her trademark golden hair tumbling down her back in soft waves.
“Um, hello.”
I only realize Kate has been speaking to me when she grabs my shoulder and shakes it.
“Earth to Allison. Do you copy?”
I blink a few times after turning to face her. “Uh, I think so?”
She shakes her head and grins at me. “Soooo? How do you feel?”
She looks way too excited for someone who should be feeling as confused as I do.
“You did see what happened, right?” I ask. “We both witnessed that? Cassidy Kowalski is extremely drunk at nine in the morning and wandering around the work room. Should we, like, do something? Do you think she—”
I get cut off when Kate tips her head back and laughs so loud half the class turns their heads. Jillian shoots us an unimpressed glare from where she’s inspecting someone’s Elizabethan ruff mock-up, but Kate just hunches over and pounds her hand against the table as she tries and fails to tone her laughter down.
“Kate!” I hiss. “Shh!”
“I’m-s-sorry,” she chokes out between gasps for air, “but y-y-you really think she was d-d-dru-“
“SHH!” I lunge forward and clamp my hand over her mouth before she can say anything else. “You’re going to embarrass her and us.”
“O-o-okay,” she stammers before drawing a long, shaky breath in. “Okay, okay, okay. Phew. Okay. Wow.”
“What?” I demand, a flare of impatience rising up in my chest when I start getting the feeling I’m missing something.
“Allison, she…” Kate has to trail off and pull a face for a moment to keep from laughing again. “She’s not drunk. She was flirting with you.”
“Huh?”
Kate’s now trying so hard not to laugh she has to grip the edge of the table. I can feel heat creeping into my cheeks, a rush of embarrassment coming on before I’ve even made sense of everything.
“Cassidy Kowalski officially thinks you’re cute and wants to hang out to talk about embroidery with you…and probably make out a lot.”
I replay our conversation—if you can even call it that—on fast-forward in my mind, and I end up slumping forward against the table to press my fingers to my temples.
“Whoa.”
Allison chuckles. “Yeah.”
It does check out: the giggling, the run-on sentences, the whole tucking her hair behind her ears about five times in three minutes thing.
“But it’s Cassidy,” I blurt, dropping my voice low enough that no one can overhear us. “I’ve had a crush on her since day one of the program. Why is she suddenly showing up to flirt with me now? Oh my god, do you think she’s making fun of me?”
“Allison.” Kate claps her hand over my shoulder again, her eyebrows drawing together as her expression turns serious. “She’s not making fun of you. Nobody wants to make fun of you. Judging from what I saw, she’s experiencing the start of a major crush on you.”
“But why?” I insist.
I need evidence. The only noteworthy thing I’ve done around her is ruin some linen. If she really thought I was cute, she would have said something in the two and a half years we’ve spent sharing classes.
Then again, I haven’t said anything to her in the two and a half years we’ve spent sharing classes.
Still, it seems way too sudden. Even though I’m an adult now, out on my own in Montreal at a school with other artsy weirdos like me, I can’t keep my face from flaming as my body seems to get transported back to all the high school classrooms where people would smirk and laugh behind their hands at the handmade outfits I spent hours creating.
“Maybe you really made an impression on her last week.”
Kate’s joke doesn’t help.
“Ha ha, very funny,” I mutter.
“Allison, I’m serious. I bet she thought it was really cute, and I bet it helped her see you’re interested. You’ve basically spent two years running away in terror every time you end up anywhere near her. It actually does make sense that she’s suddenly into you now.”
I pick up my embroidery hoop and pretend to be working while I think things over, but I can barely feel the needle pinched between my fingers.
Kate is right; it does make sense.
Sort of.
I was definitely being ridiculous when I thought Cassidy was drunk, and there’s also no real reason for her to be up to some elaborate scheme for making me look like an idiot, even if my stomach still gets knotted at the thought.
“Wait, is she even queer?” I wonder out loud.
Kate scoffs. “We go to an arts college. You could probably count the number of totally straight people here on one hand.”
Once again, she has a point.
“Okay,” I say, the needle gone still in my hands as I speak down at the threads. My heart is beating so fast I can hardly hear my own voice. “Okay, so it seems like Cassidy freaking Kowalski actually wants to go out with me, which means…we’re really going to need to speed our lessons up, Kate.”
Now it’s her turn to look confused. “Huh?”
My chest is tight with nerves, and I can’t help glancing over at the back of Cassidy’s head again. Her hair is so angelic she might as well have a halo hovering above her head. My heart has climbed all the way into my throat by the time I turn back to Kate.
“I need more tips. A miracle has struck, Kate, which means I’m not likely to experience another one anytime soon. It’s all on me now to not screw this up, and I need all the help I can get.”
She gawks at me for a moment before she shakes her head. “Dude, this is way out of my area of expertise. I don’t know anything about going on cute embroidery dates. You should talk to Miguel or something, not me.”
“That’s a great idea! You can both help me.”
A thread of excitement starts to weave its way into all the confusion and doubt.
I might actually go on a date with Cassidy.
I might actually end up with a girlfriend—a smiley, golden angel of a girlfriend who makes me feel like my heart’s going to explode when she does something as simple as breathing.
“You’re cool,” I tell Kate. “I want to be cool too. I have zero chill. You’re, like, all suave and…magnetic. I need you to teach me your ways.”
She turns back to her laptop, avoiding my eyes as she toys with the cursor for a few seconds. “Allison, you don’t need anything. You’re already—”
“Please, Kate,” I interrupt. “I know I’m pretty great, okay? I just…can’t seem to remember that when I’m standing in front of a pretty girl, and I think you can help me.”
Her eyes find mine again, and I see it: that haunting pain that falls over her like a shadow sometimes, like a ghost that disappears when I blink.
Then she sits back and crosses her arms, that cool girl expression I was talking about sliding back into place before I can say anything.
“All right. I’ll help with whatever I can.”



  Chapter 6  




Kate
I  scroll through the camera roll on my phone as the metro car sways its way up the track, the wheels screeching while the dark, damp walls of the tunnel fly past the windows.
A collection of pictures from one of our shifts at Voltage last week showcases Miguel’s modeling talents—or lack thereof. They spent a good ten minutes strutting around the store in a paisley maxi dress and a tweed blazer they found in a pile of new arrivals we were supposed to be putting out on the racks. Their awkward poses and pouting duck face make me smile down at my phone screen as strangers shift around me on the train, but the images aren’t enough to keep me from swiping over to my text conversation with Yasmine like I hoped they would.
I should have told her I can’t see her anymore. She wouldn’t have asked for an explanation. The most she would have done is thank me for letting her know, and part of me can’t help wondering if maybe that’s why I replied to say I couldn’t do this week but maybe some other time.
Seeing her reply ‘Okay, let me know’ felt easier than receiving a few letters on a screen spelling out just how easy it would be for her to move on and find some other college student in a bar to take home and bang from time to time.
I realize I’m squeezing my phone so tight my knuckles have turned pale. I force myself to shove the phone into my jacket pocket and stare at the empty plastic seat across the metro car from me instead.
This is what you wanted.
It’s what I’ve been telling myself for days, the words playing on a loop in my head.
I wanted someone who’d let me know exactly where we stood. I didn’t want it to be complicated, and I didn’t want feelings involved—mine or theirs. I wanted someone blunt enough to tell me exactly why they were with me: because I’m hot and sleeping with me is convenient.
Yasmine delivered, and she’s kept delivering all that longer than anyone else.
This is what you wanted.
This is what you need.
I don’t need lies or excuses. I don’t need anyone pretending they see something in me they don’t.
I’m not going to be stupid enough to accept any of that ever again, so the options are someone like Yasmine or being on my own like I’ve decided to be this semester.
I still can’t make myself whip my phone out and tell Yasmine I won’t see her again.
“Station McGill!”
I only realize the mechanical-sounding voice has announced my stop after the doors have already been open for a couple seconds. I spring up out of my seat and sprint for the platform just before the train can take off again.
McGill Station isn’t as busy as usual for a Friday night. The bone-chilling February temperatures are probably keeping people inside, but being the closest station to McGill University, there are still a few diehard groups of undergrads in unseasonably high heels swaying and laughing on the platform as they head out to start pre-gaming for the clubs.
Even in combat boots, my feet are already cold as I head up the stairs and then out onto the sidewalk encrusted with stale grey snow packed down by thousands of footprints. I guess I shouldn’t be judging the girls in the heels; Allison is always chastising my choice not to wear real winter boots on anything except the coldest of days, but I’ve yet to find any that aren’t too bulky to work with my style.
I at least double up on socks.
I half-walk, half-jog the few blocks to Allison’s place, passing by an array of dilapidated student houses and grungy low-rise apartment buildings. More than a few of the houses have music blasting so loud I can hear the thumping bass all the way on the sidewalk.
The steps up to Allison’s front door need shoveling. A couple forgotten running shoes are half-buried in the snow piles collecting against the railings. The edge of the roof is adorned with a collection of icicles so long and thick they warrant a ‘Danger: Potential Impalement’ sign, and the windows are covered up with opaque plastic the landlord put up in a futile attempt to help seal the heat in.
I jog up the steps, my boots leaving deep footprints in my wake, and try the door. Enough people live here that they really only bother locking up at night, but no one has bothered to get around to it yet. I let myself in and am greeted by the scent of greasy delivery pizza and an ancient tabby cat meowing at the top of her lungs as she waddles towards me.
“Don’t exert yourself too much, Tracy,” I say as I bend down to scratch behind her ears while she rubs against my jeans and starts to purr.
I don’t know why, but I still find it fucking hilarious that one of Allison’s roommates decided to name his cat Tracy.
“Is that you, Kate?”
I hear the creaks and groans of the house as Allison comes padding down the stairs and appears in the hallway wearing a long-sleeve white t-shirt with a rainbow on the front, a burgundy skater skirt, and black tights. I’ve always loved how she gets dressed up even when she’s just sitting at home to study or sew.
“It is I,” I answer as I straighten up to kick my shoes off and hang up my coat, doing my best not to knock the elderly Tracy over.
Allison flies to the entryway to wrap me in a hug, which makes Tracy mewl in protest at losing access to my legs.
“Thank you, thank you, thank you!” she chants as she bounces on the balls of her feet while she squeezes me so tight it’s hard to breathe.
“No problem,” I wheeze.
I’m here to help her get ready for her date with Cassidy tomorrow, and she’s already thanked me about ten times over text. Cassidy made things easy for her as far as planning the date goes; she pranced back up to our table at the end of class, giggling about forgetting to give Allison her number, and then suggested a time and place for ‘meeting up to talk about embroidery’ once Allison sent her a message that night.
I still don’t know what exactly I’m supposed to be helping with. Allison seems to be doing just fine on her own. She could show up tomorrow looking exactly like she does now, and I’m sure Cassidy would be into it.
Then again, Allison still seems to be having a hard time believing Cassidy is into her at all. We haven’t talked all that much about what high school was like for either of us, but I know Allison didn’t have much of a peachier time than I did. When I saw her eyes flare wide with panic before she asked if I thought Cassidy was just making fun of her, I realized things might have been worse than I thought.
“Do you want food?” she asks after she’s stepped back and started leading us down the hall. She pauses at the entrance to the kitchen. “Water? Tea?”
“Beer?” a man’s voice calls from inside.
I step up beside Allison to peer into the cramped, dated kitchen. There’s a plant that’s been clinging to life for the past six months hanging in the window, and the fridge is covered in a few of those magnetic poetry sets which someone is always arranging to spell out sexually suggestive sentences.
Hudson, he who named the cat Tracy, is sitting at the small wooden table tucked against the wall, wearing his usual ensemble of basketball shorts, a faded McGill t-shirt, and a worn blue bathrobe that’s basically become his trademark.
“Beer, Kate?” he repeats. “Just picked up a six pack to help get me through studying tonight. You can have one.”
I squint at him, trying to sniff out whether this is yet another attempt to hit on me, but I still walk over and accept the can of Pabst he slides out of the pack on the table next to his laptop.
“How is the beer helping you study?” I ask as I wrap my hand around the chilled can.
He gives me a lopsided grin. “I review a chapter, I get to drink a beer. It’s a foolproof system. Although, I’m gonna be one chapter short tonight after giving that can to you, but you’re worth it, Katester.”
Katester is the stupidest nickname I’ve ever heard, and the dude cannot seem to take a hint or an outright rejection, but other than that, he’s pretty harmless.
“Remember when I said not to call me Katester? I meant it,” I tell him as I cross back over to where Allison’s waiting, “but thanks for the beer.”
Allison and I start heading up the stairs, but Tracy meows so loud in protest of being too old to follow us that Allison ends up having to turn around and grab her.
“Ugh,” she says with a groan after she meets me on the second floor. “Sorry Hudson is so weird.”
“Don’t apologize. I’m used to him, and he did give me a free beer.”
The whole second floor is taken up by bedrooms and a bathroom. Allison leads us down the hall to where her bedroom door is cracked open, Tracy purring in her arms.
“I should have tried to move in with some MCA students this year,” she complains. “I’m not even that close with Jenny anymore, and she’s the only reason I moved here.”
Jenny is a McGill student and one of Allison’s friends from back home. When Allison left the MCA dorms after first year, she ended up in this house full of other McGill students looking for a final roommate. I can’t say I envy her. I’ve been in a cramped studio since first year, but at least it’s quiet and there’s no one around to mess with all the sewing projects and fabric scraps I bring home.
Allison’s room is stuffed with even more sewing projects than mine. Aside from the twin bed tucked against the wall, it’s almost hard to tell she does anything but sew in here. Her current Etsy commissions are all hanging in their half-finished states on a portable garment rack. There’s a dressmaker’s dummy by the plastic-wrapped window sporting what looks like the beginnings of an adult-sized Anna costume from Frozen.
Instead of a desk, Allison has a wide table that houses both her sewing machine and her school supplies. A boxy IKEA shelving unit beside it is stuffed with neatly organized containers of things like buttons and zippers, with bigger bins for fabric.
She’s done an impressive job at maximizing a small space, and she’s still made it look homey too. Little twinkle lights running along the ceiling give everything a soft glow, and she has a rainbow-themed collage of magazine cutouts, photographs, and sappy quotes spelt out in cute typography above her bed.
“Be good,” she says to Tracy after kissing the top of her head. “Stay on the bed and don’t get hair on my projects.”
It’s more likely that Tracy is just too old to do anything else, but she curls up into a ball on the lavender duvet strewn with a fuzzy knitted blanket as soon as Allison sets her down.
“Miguel will be here in about an hour,” I tell her as I flop down on the bed beside Tracy and pull my legs into a cross-legged position before opening my beer. Tracy’s ears twitch at the sound. “Cheers to your successful date.”
She grabs a half-full glass of water off the stool she uses as a bedside table, and we mime clinking our drinks together.
“I can’t believe it’s tomorrow!” she says, nearly squealing. “Like, it’s happening. It’s really happening. I don’t know if I want to puke or scream. Oh my god, what if I puke on the date?”
I smile against the rim of the beer can. “You’re not going to puke on the date. You’re going to a tea house to show each other your embroidery. This is going to be the most low-key and also fucking gay date ever. Just relax.”
It’s a futile order, and we both know it. She sets the water glass down and starts pacing the room.
“So for tonight, we need to pick my outfit and decide what I’m going to do with my hair. We can start on that without Miguel to narrow down the options, and they can help us make the final selections.”
I do my best not to smirk. “Wow. That’s quite the schedule.”
She pauses her pacing and throws her hands in the air. “Well, I’m nervous! I want to make sure we don’t miss any details.”
I keep sipping my beer with one hand and reach the other one over to scratch Tracy’s bony back as Allison steps over to her closet. She throws the doors open to reveal a railing stuffed with her signature colourful, cutesy style of clothing. The bottom of the closet is lined with her equally cute shoe collection, and she has a few racks of accessories hanging off the backs of the doors.
“All right, where would you start if you were getting ready for a first date?”
I drum a finger against the side of my beer can. “I don’t date, remember?”
“Right, right. Well—” She stops herself mid-sentence, her back to me as she faces the clothes, before she whirls around with a curious look on her face. “Wait. Have you never been on a real date?”
“Um…” I drop my gaze to stare down at Tracy while my fingers slide over her soft fur. “I mean, yeah, but not for like…a long time.”
Not since my second-last year of high school. Not since I swore off anything even resembling dating for an indefinite length of time.
“Kate…” The floorboards creak as Allison pads across her rug to the edge of the bed. “Did you…I mean…It’s just, sometimes…”
There’s this lump in my throat I have to force myself to swallow around before I can let out a fake huff of laughter. “Let’s just say I’m very sure dating is not my scene, okay?”
I risk looking up at her, and the concern creasing her freckled face is enough to make the lump swell again. I look back down at Tracy.
This is what you wanted.
“Hey, that’s okay.” Allison comes close enough to poke my knee with one of her fingers. “I don’t think I can say I’ve been on a real date either, unless you count the time Dylan Wu gave me a leftover piece of his birthday cake at lunch in the sixth grade and then asked me to go on a date with him behind the dumpsters so he could kiss me for half a second.”
I let out a loud snort and lean back to rest my head against the wall. “I do not think we can count that.”
Allison laughs. “Yeah, me neither, although I honestly think that might have been the day my subconscious realized I was a lesbian, so maybe I do owe Dylan Wu something.”
She heads back to the closet, and all the memories dragging me down seem to lose their grip as I listen to her chatter about possible outfit options.
That’s all it really takes for Allison to turn my whole day around: a ridiculous story, a dumb joke, even just a little poke to my knee. It’s like she’s got a magic wand to banish all the bullshit and remind me there are way more good things in life than bad.
“Is a dress too much?” she asks, holding up a fifties-inspired piece with blue flowers dotting the fabric. “It’s too much to wear a dress to a casual date in winter, right?”
“I mean…probably?” I answer. “Yeah, that sounds right.”
“Okay, pants…pants…” She stalks over to the bed again like she’s hunting down some elusive prey on a safari and pulls a storage bin out from underneath. “Are jeans too casual? Should I wear, like, slacks, or something? No, that would be so weird. Hmm…”
I crawl over to the edge of the bed so I can peer down into the bin too. Pants are folded up Marie Kondo-style on one side, while some dividers separate a t-shirt section on the other.
“What about those?” I ask, pointing at a familiar burgundy corduroy pair. “You look good in those.”
She raises an eyebrow at me. “Come on. Date or not, you would never wear those.”
I tilt my head. “Allison, we’re not trying to dress you like me. We’re trying to dress you like you. Cassidy is going out with you because she likes you.”
“Yeah, but…” She chews on her lip for a moment as she pretends to be busy investigating other pants options. “I just…I want to look hot. I don’t exactly give off hot girl vibes, and it would be nice to just…feel that way for a bit.”
I know she doesn’t mean it the way other people do, but my chest still goes hollow when she says the words.
I remind myself she doesn’t just see me as a hot girl. She knows I’m more than my first impression, more than what people say about me, more than what people want from me.
She’s one of the few people I trust with more now that I’ve learned to keep my cards close.
She just wants some outfit tips. That’s all she meant.
“Come on. Those are super hot on you. That’s why I suggested them, and besides,” I say, shifting back on the bed so I can lean against the wall again, “it’s not like being hot or sexy or whatever is really about clothes anyway. It’s just a…”
“A vibe,” she finishes for me.
I lift my beer can. “Yeah. That.”
“But clothes can help,” she insists, still kneeling beside the bin. “Clothes can, like, activate the vibe.”
“Okay, I can agree with that.”
She gives me a satisfied grin. “So, do you think the corduroy is going to activate the vibe?”
“Hmmm.” I pause and take a sip. “To be honest, if you really want to activate the vibe, you should start with…what’s under the pants.”
“What’s under the…” She freezes, and then her face starts going red so fast it’s almost like watching a cartoon. “Wait, you mean underwear?”
I nod. “Yes, Allison, I do.”
“But…but she’s…she’s not going to see my underwear on our embroidery date. It’s a coffee date. In the morning. I thought…wait, am I missing something here? Should I be preparing for her to see my underwear? I mean, I want her to—eventually. I just—”
“Allison.”
“—didn’t think I even had to consider—”
“Allison.”
She finally goes silent when I bang my beer can against the wall behind me. Tracy looks up at me with slitted, unimpressed eyes before curling her tail over her face again.
“We’re talking about activating the vibe, remember? The underwear is for you. It’s like a…like a sexy little secret, you know?”
She wrinkles her nose. “Really, Kate? Sexy little secret?”
I bark a laugh. “You’re the one who called it activating the vibe. Now we sound like we’re talking about putting one of those remote control vibrators in your pants—which would honestly be an interesting technique for feeling hot on a first date. A very sexy little secret indeed.”
Her cheeks go from rosy to crimson. “Nothing is going in my pants except—”
“Cassidy’s fingers,” I can’t help joking.
She rolls her eyes. “Well hopefully someday, yes. I haven’t had anyone’s fingers in my pants since…well, you know.”
I watch her shoulders curl inwards and the corners of her mouth turn down. She avoids my eyes as she grabs the corduroys and then slides the bin back under the bed.
We’ve only talked about it a few times since it happened, but me finding Allison crying in one of the bathrooms at MCA before a class we shared in first year was the moment we went from casual school friends to ride or dies. We’d gone to a drama department party together the night before, and I saw Allison heading into a bedroom with a girl just as things were winding down. She texted me a few hours later to say she was all right, but it turned out she wasn’t.
Nothing bad happened, per se; it just wasn’t how she imagined her first time would feel, and she thought it was going to lead to more whereas her hook-up definitely did not. I hugged her in the bathroom and told her she’d find the perfect girl someday, a girl who’d make that whole night disappear and replace it with something spectacular.
Both of us are serious enough about school that we’ve never blown off a single class except for that day. We ditched the lecture on theatre history to get ice cream instead, and from that day on, we’ve had each other’s backs on anything and everything.
I can tell she doesn’t want to get into a discussion about that night from the way she’s tearing through her closet like the house is about to go up in flames, so I go for a joke instead.
“This is officially the least sexy conversation about vibrators and fingering to ever occur. I vote we replace the phrase activating the vibe with initiating the mojo.”
She lets out a tittering laugh, and my chest gets all warm knowing I’ve helped her feel better.
“That is somehow so much worse and also so much better. Now tell me, which of these three tops has the most mojo?”
We continue like that for at least another half hour, making stupid jokes and turning Allison’s room into a mess of discarded outfit options. The closet is half-empty and every available surface is littered with t-shirts, blouses, sweaters, and purses by the time Allison steps in front of the full-length mirror on the back of her bedroom door wearing our final selection.
“I do look pretty good,” she says, smoothing her hands down the front of the creamy white crepe blouse with a deep v-neck. “You don’t think the shirt is too much?”
I jump up off the bed, leaving my long-since emptied beer can on the bedside stool. Tracy is now snoring so loud she doesn’t even flinch at the mattress shifting.
“Not at all. You look incredible, Allison. I’m feeling the mojo already.”
I step up beside her and stare at our reflections, fanning myself with one hand and pressing the other to my forehead.
She elbows me in the stomach. “Don’t push it.”
I ignore the warning and move to stand behind her instead, reaching for a few locks of her hair and playing around with different options for framing her face. The red strands stand out in stark contrast to the white blouse, making her natural colour seem even more brilliant.
She must have had a shower not long before I arrived; the lower layers of her hair are still slightly damp, and I catch a trace of the familiar fruity scent of her shampoo. The smell always reminds me of eating Jolly Ranchers in the summertime.
“Mmm,” I hum as I take a deep inhale.
She chuckles, making her shoulders shake and knock my hair arrangements out of place. “Did you just smell me?”
“You smell good!” I defend myself. “They should turn that shampoo into a perfume. Cassidy wouldn’t stand a chance.”
Neither would I.
The thought comes out of nowhere, like an unforeseen slap that has me wanting to burst out laughing from the sheer force of the shock. For a flash of a second, every nerve in my body becomes hyperaware of how close we’re standing, how I could move an inch closer and be pressed up against her back, my hands in her hair, her eyes on me in the mirror as I brushed it aside to reveal her smooth, pale neck.
The lock of hair I’m clutching slips out of my fingers as they go slack. I look up and find Allison squinting at my reflection.
“What’s wrong?”
“Oh, uh…” I clear my throat and step back, heading for the bed. “Nothing. Just thinking about who I’d be willing to kill for a pack of Jolly Ranchers right now.”
She snorts and continues staring at herself, experimenting with tucking different amounts of the blouse in and rolling the sleeves up to various heights. Then she puts her hands on her hips and pouts for a moment before whirling around.
“I still think I look too cute.”
I’m so caught up in banishing whatever insane thoughts that shampoo induced it takes me a moment to reply.
“Isn’t that our goal here? To make you look cute?”
“I want to look cute, but not cutesy. Somehow even in this”—she stretches the shirt out to indicate the deep V-neck—“I still look like I’m going to, I don’t know, pick some strawberries in a field with a rainbow in the sky above me.”
That gets me laughing—and also gives me something to force my thoughts off the couple inches of cleavage the blouse reveals. I can feel sweat starting to prick the back of my neck as my brain races to figure out what the hell is going on here.
“And what’s wrong with that? That sounds delightful, and very you.”
She was literally wearing a shirt with a rainbow on it when I showed up here, and I know for a fact she has more than a few pairs of socks with tiny cartoon strawberries printed on them.
“I want to be seductive,” she answers. “I’ve finally got a girl interested enough to go out with me. I don’t want Cassidy to be able to take one look at me tomorrow and realize I’ve been thinking about touching her hair for two whole years. I need mystique.”
I feel a pinch somewhere deep in my stomach, but the twinge has nothing to do with how her hair smells or how low her shirt dips.
I feel actual pain when I hear her insinuating she’s less than perfect just being herself.
“Allison—”
“Maybe I could change my makeup!” Her eyes light up, and she spins around to hunt for her kit before depositing the plastic makeup organizer on her combination table-desk. “You could show me how to do that smoky thing you do. I can never nail a smoky eye, and yours always somehow looks like you slept in it yet artfully smudged it with extreme precision at the same time.”
That is kind of my go-to look.
“You know she’s going to be hyped to be on a date with you whether you have a smoky eye or not, right?” I ask.
Allison tosses her head and stares down her nose at me like I’m an un-cool mom cramping her style. “I know. I’ve always told you I know I’ll be an amazing girlfriend. I just need a little oomph tomorrow to help me get over the nerves.”
“Okay, okay. Just had to provide my necessary disclaimer before divulging my smoky eye secrets.”
She beams at me and claps her hands while I push myself to my feet again.



  Chapter 7  




Kate
“L et’s do it in front of the mirror so you can show me all the steps,” Allison says. “Here, I’ll bring the light closer.”
I grab her makeup kit and get set up sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of the mirror while Allison hobbles across the room, dragging her floor lamp behind her.
“There we go,” she says, letting out a huff as she joins me on the carpet.
“I should warn you: I don’t think I’ve done makeup on another person since the last time I went to a group sleepover when I was, like, thirteen.”
She tilts her head. “You haven’t been to a sleepover since you were thirteen?”
I shrug and pretend to be busy sorting through the makeup. Sometimes I’ll say things thinking they’re totally normal and then realize I’ve accidentally indicated how fucked up my life got in high school.
“Did your parents not let you have them?”
I pop open a tube of mascara and act like I’m fascinated by the wand. “No, they did. It’s just…well, I didn’t really have the whole girl squad thing in high school.”
She raises an eyebrow. “I can’t imagine you ever having or wanting the whole girl squad thing. You really give off those lone wolf vibes.”
Because it’s easier that way.
Instead of explaining, I cap the mascara and use the tube to poke her knee. “I have you. We’re a squad, right?”
She nods. “We are totally a squad.”
“Okay, squad mate, come closer so I can put stuff on your face.”
She scoots along the carpet until we’re close enough that our knees are bumping up against each other. I open up her roll of pink-handled brushes and slide the spoolie-tipped one out.
“I like to do eyebrows first,” I tell her. “Just a brush and then a bit of gel to hold them in place.”
“Okay, cool. I have a gel.”
I lean forward, close enough that I can feel the warmth of her breath as I use one hand to press on her forehead and tilt her head back while I comb out her eyebrows with the other. Once I’ve got the shape I want, she finds the gel for me, and I fix her brows in place before turning her to the mirror so I can show her what I’ve done.
I can feel my body slipping into a focused state, relaxed but still alert, as I work my way through the next few steps. Tracy is snoring loud enough for us to hear her even down on the floor, the slow rhythm of her breaths the only sound besides our own inhales and exhales each time I pause my explanation of what I’m doing.
This is what I meant when I said Allison was my ‘squad.’ I can relax with her. I can breathe. I don’t have to think about who might be watching me. I don’t have to feel strangers’ eyes sliding their way up and down my body. I don’t have to sit there feeling like my skin itself is too tight for me, like I want to pick my own seams apart and let everything I am fall to the floor.
When I’m alone with Allison, I can just be me.
“Okay, now it’s time for liner,” I mutter once we’ve gotten through eye primer and shadow. “Do you have a pencil, or just the liquid stuff?”
“Hmm. I don’t really use them, but I think there are some pencils in here.”
She finds a barely used duo pack featuring brown and black options. I go with the brown since she’s so pale the black would make her look more ready for a rock concert than a date at a tea house.
“Okay, hold still.”
I rest one of my hands against her cheek to stabilize her and lean in again. Doing makeup on somebody else has proven to be even more awkward than I thought. I feel like I’m aiming up to blind her as I brandish the pointed tip of the pencil at her lash line.
“Here we g—”
“OW!”
She rears back, the jerk of her head making me leave a wonky streak of brown across her eye, like a jagged scar from an old Western movie.
“Oh shit, did I hurt you?”
“You poked me in the eye!” she accuses, tipping her head back and fanning her eyeball as it starts to water.
“Sorry! It’s just awkward to hold it like that. I got nervous. Here.”
I grab one of the makeup wipes stashed in the kit and reach over to wipe the smeared liner out from under her eye, grabbing her by the chin to tilt her head where I need it.
I go as gently as I can, pressing just hard enough to pick up the product as her eye continues to water in protest.
“There,” I say when I’m done a few seconds later.
I lean back to double-check my work and realize I’m still gripping her chin. I start to release her, but then her gaze flicks to mine.
I freeze. Her lips part—just by a few millimeters, just enough for me to notice the way her jaw goes slack in my hand.
Neither of us is blinking.
The back of my neck starts to tingle, my breath lodged somewhere in my throat as time seems to slow down, melt, liquefy, dissolve into some sticky, heavy substance that holds us captive in this moment.
Then Tracy snores loud enough to wake herself up and jumps to her feet on the bed, the flash of movement tearing my gaze away from Allison as she whips around to see what I’m looking at.
“Did she just wake herself up?” Allison asks.
I don’t know if her voice really is pitched higher than usual, or if the static whine in my ears is just making everything sound weird.
My heart feels like it’s trying to compensate for the little time warp we slipped into by beating extra fast. I can feel the pounding in my veins just below my jaw, and when I try to swallow, my throat feels like it’s full of sawdust.
What the actual fuck?
I haven’t seriously thought about Allison that way since the first week of our first semester. She’s admitted she thought I was hot when we first met, and it’s not like anybody could escape noticing that fiery red hair of hers, even with her lack of height.
I thought she was cute as hell. I still do. She is, but when she lost all interest in me after I first mentioned my stance on relationships, I realized I wasn’t drawn to her because I thought she might be fun to make out with at a party.
I was drawn to her because she was someone I could trust. She knows what she wants, and she’s not willing to compromise on what’s important to her. She’s not worried about what’s ‘cool’ or ‘normal’ when it comes to college and hook-up culture. Sure, she gets insecure sometimes, but she has this unyielding belief in herself that always comes through in the end.
I’d never met anyone like that.
We both stare at Tracy as she wanders over to the other side of the bed and flops back down, dozing off again in a matter of seconds.
Allison lets out a trill of laughter before turning to face me. Once again, I can’t tell if there really is a tense edge to the sound or if I’m just imagining things.
“I swear she could fall asleep literally anywhere,” she tells me, “which I’m very jealous of, considering how loud this house gets most weekends.”
“Uh-huh,” I mumble after trying and once again failing to swallow.
She nods at the pencil I dropped on the carpet. “I think my eye has mostly recovered now. You can try again.”
“Right, yeah.”
I get set up again, but my hands have gone all jittery, and it’s even harder to get the pencil in place now. I can see Allison doing her best not to wince as I tip her head back a little farther.
“Okay, I’m going in.”
The pencil makes contact with her lash line this time, but now she’s so nervous I only get one short swipe in before she blinks and knocks my aim off.
“Sorry,” she whispers after I’ve cursed under my breath.
“It’s fine. We’re smoking it out anyway.”
Her eye is not happy the pencil is back in town; I’ve just started on her bottom lash line when she starts to tear up again, making it impossible to get the product where I need it.
“Oh no, it’s getting all over your face. We don’t want it this smoked out.”
“I’m trying to stop crying, but my eye isn’t listening.”
I pull the pencil back so she can blink a few times, but it’s no use.
“Just tip your head back more,” I urge. “It will, like, keep the tears in your eye.”
“Well now my neck hurts.”
“Beauty is pain.”
She snorts and tilts so far back she has to brace herself with her palms to support the arch in her back. I hunch over her, doing my best to work as far as I can before the tears spill out.
“Okay, yeah, this is not really working. We could—”
“Just do it,” she urges. “Quick.”
“Well, I can’t really get the angle unless I…”
Straddle you.
From where I’m kneeling beside her, I can’t keep my hand steady without bashing my forearm against her nose. I have my arm cocked up like an awkward chicken wing, my work getting shoddier by the second.
There are other adjustments we could make, but on any other day, I would have climbed onto her lap and grabbed her face with no hesitation. I wouldn’t be perched here too afraid to even suggest it.
This is bullshit.
There is no reason for me to get so weird around her, other than this being the most intimate form of human contact I’ve experienced all semester.
That has to be it. The last time I even made out with anyone was back in December. That has to be why I’m so spring-loaded just being this close to a girl’s mouth, even if the girl in question is my best friend.
A whoosh of relief billows through me, and I let it carry off any lingering awkwardness as I swing one of my legs over Allison and land in her lap.
“Oh yeah, this is much better,” I announce.
It really is. I can actually control the pencil now, despite my still slightly jumpy hands, and I get both her eyes lined in a matter of seconds.
I can feel the shifts in her body every time she breathes. Her chest is just inches from mine, that hint of cleavage straining up towards me with each inhale, but I force myself to focus on the eyeliner like I’m completing a life or death mission that will determine both our fates.
“Now I’m going to start smudging.” I lean back, gripping her shoulder for support as I drag the roll of brushes closer and pull out the one I want. “Oh, but before I do, I should explain what I did, or rather tried to do, with the liner.”
I’m impressed with how even I manage to make my voice sound, but once I’ve straightened back up and directed her to look into the mirror, any progress I’ve made in getting a grip on myself slips away.
As soon as I see us like that in the mirror, chest to chest with my ass in her lap and my legs all but wrapped around her waist to keep my balance, I lose it. Every instinct I have is screaming at me to drop the stupid brush and just kiss her already.
She’s blinking at our reflections like she’s just as shocked by our pose as I am, and for a moment, I can’t help appreciating just how good we look like this. She almost looks like she’s waiting for me to wrap her hair around my fist and bring my lips to her arched neck.
She almost looks ready for me to tip her onto the carpet and shift one of my legs between her thighs.
It’s Allison.
I stare hard at our reflections, hoping they’ll shift back into the shapes of people I recognize.
People who aren’t ready to jump each other on the floor any second now.
“Okay, so…” My voice comes out hoarse, but I make myself keep going. “You see the shape of it here, right? You want to leave that little part empty, and concentrate most of the liner here. Then you go in and make this part all smoky, but I like to keep that part there a little sharper.”
She bobs her head. “Uh, right. Yeah. I see.”
She turns her head to face me again. Her lined eyes give an added intensity to her expression as she stares up at me like she’s fighting to hold back something she really wants to say.
Or do.
“I’m gonna go in with the brush now. Can you close your eyes?”
My question is almost a whisper. She lets her lids drop closed, and I take the opportunity to drag my gaze down her face to her neck. The top of her chest has the slightest red tinge to it now. I can see the edges of her collarbones and the dip of the hollow between them. I can see her throat bob when she swallows. She’s taking short, sharp breaths, and I can see the way the muscles of her neck are tensed and strained.
When I lay the side of my hand against her cheek to get the brush in place, her lips part to let out a soft sound somewhere between a gasp and a whimper.
I lift my hand. “Did I hurt you?”
She keeps her eyes closed. “No, you…no. Sorry.”
“It’s okay,” I murmur.
We’re back in that time warp again, everything gone slow and sticky like melted candy as I start to swirl the brush into the eyeliner. My swirling thoughts slow down too, all my guilt and confusion caught like flies in a honey trap as I admire how smooth her skin is, how warm her cheek feels against my hand, how the dusting of freckles sprayed across her face looks like a galaxy of inverted constellations—dark, inky stars against a milky white sky.
She’s beautiful.
She’s more than just cute or adorable. She’s a goddamn work of art.
I take my time with the blending, checking and then double-checking that her eyes are symmetrical. I need her to open her eyes for me to do her bottom lash line, but something makes me shut my mouth and swallow my sentence just before I can ask her.
My hand is still resting against her cheek. I raise the other one to tuck a few stray strands of hair behind her ear. I realize we’ve both stopped breathing.
Slowly, millimeter by millimeter, like she could shatter into a million pieces at any second, I open my hand to cup her other cheek. Her face is framed in my hands now, tilted up towards me with her eyes still shut.
She shivers.
Would it really be so bad to kiss her? Just once?
Some small part of my brain that’s still tied to reality starts blaring an alarm bell, fighting to draw my attention to all the ways that would be very, very bad, but the thump of my heart is so much louder.
She smells like candy.
For the first time in my life, I wonder if she tastes like it too.
Her mouth has gotten closer, or maybe I’ve just moved mine nearer to hers. I can’t tell anymore. I can’t tell what’s happening. I can’t tell what I want to happen.
Her eyelids flutter but stay closed. She’s so damn close now.
I feel my own eyes start to shut.
“Well, helloooooo, ladies!”
I jerk back, my heart going into what has to be a full-on cardiac arrest as the bedroom door slams against the wall. Allison’s eyes snap open, flaring wider than I thought possible as the two of us glance down at the non-existent space between our bodies and then back up at each other.
“How are you—wait, where the hell are you?”
I’m so shocked I stay planted on top of Allison as Miguel strides into the room, glancing around for a second before they spot us. All I can do is sit there and watch as they blink a few times. Then their face morphs into a shit-eating grin.
“Well, well, well,” they drawl. “If this isn’t one of the most homosexual scenes I have ever seen in my life.”
Allison starts to splutter a reply and squirm around underneath me. My body snaps to attention and slides off her before I push myself up to stand on shaking legs.
I look anywhere but at Allison as I collect myself enough to speak.
“Oh, shut up, Miguel,” I say, doing my best to muster up a scoff. “It’s called a makeover. Also, Jesus, did you have to freaking break the door down? You disturbed Tracy!”
I flail my arm out to draw their attention to where Tracy has now hopped off the bed. She lumbers past Miguel and into the hallway after seeming to decide this is no longer a place of refuge.
“Apologies, Tracy. I was trying to make an entrance and didn’t know my own strength. Also I brought alcohol…not that you two seem to need it. It’s quite the party in here already.”
I ignore the insinuation and march over to grab the plastic bag out of their hands. I could really use a shot or three, but the hard seltzers will have to do. They’re about as far as Allison strays from her fruity stuff.
“You, uh, want one?” I ask after fishing my own can out.
I turn to where Allison is still sitting where I left her on the floor. We only manage a half-second of eye contact before we both look away.
“Yes,” she answers, “very much.”
She scrambles to her feet, and I can feel Miguel’s eyes on us as we both crack our cans open and chug half the drinks without waiting for them to join in.
“You two…good?” they ask.
I finish the longest sip of my life and then drag my sleeve over my mouth. “Yeah.”
“Yeah,” Allison echoes, slightly out of breath from drinking so fast. “Why wouldn’t we be?”
I head for the bed and collapse onto the mattress, wondering how many seltzers it would take to forget just how good the moment before Miguel walked in was starting to feel.



  Chapter 8  




Allison
I  show up at the tea house ten minutes early, reach for the door handle, and get so freaked out I turn around to do a lap of the block. The fresh snow crunches and squeaks as it gets packed down under my boots.
The streets are quiet for a Saturday, although it does usually take the student neighborhood until at least midday on weekends to get moving. I pass by a few houses as rundown and crooked as the one I live in, my footprints the first to cut through the couple inches of powder that fell overnight. My snow boots don’t really match my outfit, but not even a date with Cassidy was enough to make me forgo proper footwear the way Kate does.
As soon as my thoughts drift to Kate, I slow to a stop in the middle of the sidewalk. A wheezing car crawls past me, the snow its tires churn up joining the high banks that flank the street, but I stay where I am. The images of last night playing in my head are so vivid I don’t trust myself to walk at the same time I’m battling to push the memories away.
At least I think they’re memories. The ten minutes before Miguel showed up are all blurry, like I’m thinking back on something that happened years ago—or something that happened after all the seltzers Miguel brought over, not before.
There’s no excuse for the way those minutes with Kate on my lap got so hazy and disorienting. It’s like I was watching two movies on the same screen: one in which Kate and I are best friends who do ridiculous things like pin each other down for botched makeovers without thinking twice, and another in which every single brush of her fingertips against my face set my skin on fire.
That’s what it felt like: like I was burning up, like she was painting my face with flames instead of makeup, like she was singeing her way through everything I thought I knew about us to something raw and feral underneath.
I shake my head and start trudging up the sidewalk again, head bent against the slight breeze billowing up the chilly street.
Feral? Really? It’s Kate, for god’s sake.
There’s been nothing feral about the way we’ve shared her bed after countless late nights spent bingeing costume dramas at her apartment. There’s been nothing feral about the times we’ve traipsed up the street shouting the wrong lyrics to pop songs after indulging in one too many drinks at Taverne Toulouse, holding hands the whole way home. There’s been nothing feral about all the moments she’s wrapped me in her arms and rested her chin on top of my head right when I needed it most.
Sure, I had a mini crush on her for about the first week of school, but I had a mini crush on almost every girl in our program that week. I was a freshly out lesbian at arts school; my brain was basically a laser beam shooting out crushes left, right, and centre.
If I was going to get weird about Kate, it certainly would have happened by now, which is why, after an hour of staring up at my bedroom ceiling once Kate and Miguel went home yesterday, I came to the conclusion that last night had nothing to do with Kate at all.
I’m just so excited to be going out with Cassidy that I was bound to react with great enthusiasm to any girl who sat on my lap.
I wasn’t thinking about kissing Kate when she tilted my head back and brought her mouth so close to mine I could feel her breath on my lips. I was actually thinking there’s a chance I might get that close to Cassidy Kowalski today.
It makes sense. If it weren’t for the fact that it’s still Kate I see when I imagine her closing the gap between us and slipping her tongue in my mouth, it would make perfect sense, but I don’t have time to think the rest through.
I pull my phone out of my purse and realize I’ve overcompensated and am now two minutes late for my date. I start jogging up the street and round the corner back onto Park Avenue where a selection of cafes, fast food venues, and dépanneurs supply the students of McGill with everything their collegiate hearts could desire.
The tea house only opened last year, but it’s already landed on several ‘must visit’ lists for Montreal. Their artisanal tea lattes and meticulously decorated tea-themed pastries have been drawing in influencers far and wide.
I reach for the brass door handle, take a deep breath, and yank it open. A gust of warm, sugar-scented air hits my face as I step inside. Half the tables are filled with customers sipping from floral teacups while they chat with friends or snap pictures of their plates. The interior is a mix of crisp white walls and light wood accents, with an entire wall covered in fake roses and a large pastry display sitting behind glass at the back of the room.
I search for Cassidy, but despite now being five minutes late, I seem to be the first one here. I pull my gloves off and store them in my purse, taking a few more steps inside to scope out the perfect table. Whatever lingering confusion I have about last night gets pushed aside by the flock of butterflies that start circling in my stomach.
This is really happening. I’m really going on a date.
A girl is going to show up here, and I, another girl, am going to sit with her, flirt with her, and maybe even hold her hand after we walk out the door together.
I find a table beside the rose wall and claim one of the white bistro chairs, sure everyone must notice me grinning to myself like an idiot even though nobody even glances my way.
Right now, I wouldn’t care if they did. I know I look like an overexcited high-schooler, but I didn’t get to do anything like this in high school. I only started coming out when I was seventeen, and even then, it’s not like anybody at school wanted to do much besides tease me about dressing weird or feel sorry for me.
I’ve been dreaming about somewhere like MCA my whole life: somewhere everybody is a little weird, somewhere you get celebrated for how different you are instead of looked down on, somewhere you can be gay and obsessed with Lord of the Rings costumes and still make a few friends.
Somewhere you can be someone like me and not feel like a total idiot for hoping you might find a girlfriend.
I tap my boots against the floor, beating out a double-time rhythm in sync with the folk song playing softly on the speakers. After a few minutes, I start drumming my fingers against the table too.
I don’t know if I’m supposed to order something without her. I might look weird just sitting here when she shows up, like I’m lurking around ready to pounce on her. Then again, we are going on a date. I’m supposed to be sitting here waiting for her.
I fight the urge to whip my phone out and text Miguel. They coached me through some of the delicacies of a first date after we finalized my outfit last night. Kate did not have much to offer in the way of delicacies, but even though I’m sure Miguel would know exactly what I should do in this situation, I resist and let my thoughts chase circles around each other for a few more minutes.
I’m here now. I can handle this.
By the time Cassidy is fifteen minutes late and my text conversation with her still doesn’t show any updates, my foot and finger tapping have reached a crescendo. My shoulders are tensed and hunched, and when I catch myself glancing around the room, I realize I’m not waiting for Cassidy to walk in anymore.
I’m waiting for my entire class at MCA to show up outside the tea house just to point through the windows and scream with laughter at the weird girl who actually thought someone like Cassidy Kowalski would go out with her.
My jaw clenches, and I pull in a few shallow breaths through my nose, squeezing my eyes shut for a second as I tell myself that’s not going to happen.
I’m not in high school anymore.
It’s over. Nothing can ever make me go back there.
The second I open my eyes, I push myself to my feet and march over to the counter. I plant my feet wide and stand with my hands on my hips as I survey the rows of glistening pastries sprinkled with powdered sugar like a fine coat of snow.
I’m openly power-posing in the middle of a tea house, but I don’t care. I’m not going to let my nerves ruin this for me.
I’m prepared. I look good. I have every reason to believe Cassidy is genuinely interested, and if she doesn’t show up, it’s her loss.
“Bonjour! Est-ce que vous-êtes prêts à commander?”
I glance up at the smiling employee when she appears behind the counter, speaking French with an Ontarian accent that’s even worse than mine.
“Bonjour!” I bark, way too forcefully.
Her eyes widen, her mouth forming an ‘o’ of surprise.
“I mean, um, hi,” I say in English, at a normal volume this time. “How are you?”
She blinks and then shrugs, like I’m far from the weirdest thing to happen to her here. “Good, thanks! How about you? Can I get you anything?”
“Oh, good, thanks. Um, let me see…”
I step closer to the pastry display, concentrating on the little handwritten chalk board signs indicating what tea-flavoured delights are on offer. I’ve only made it through the first row when the sound of someone calling my name makes me whirl around.
“Allison! Oh my god, I am so sorry!”
Cassidy is striding towards me with all the grace of an elf queen entering the throne room. Her hair is wavy instead of straight today, falling in loose, honey-coloured twists around her face. She’s wearing her usual camel coat over a pair of light wash jeans, with a plaid blanket scarf wrapped around her shoulders and neck. Her cheeks are a little pink, and she’s panting slightly, like she jogged the last block here.
“I’m so sorry!” she repeats. “Oh my god, you would not believe the metro delays today. We had to sit in a tunnel for twenty minutes, so of course there was no reception. It was so claustrophobic. This one lady was literally pacing the train, and—well, it really doesn’t matter. I’m here now!”
She looks so gorgeous I only process about five words of what she says, but I nod my head anyway. When she gives me an expectant look, I realize I’m supposed to be talking.
“I, um, wow. Well, thank you.”
She tilts her head. “For…?”
“For being here,” I blurt.
Blood rushes to my face as soon as I say it. We are less than two minutes into this date, and I’m already thanking her for her presence.
“I mean, um, thanks for persisting through all those delays,” I rush to add. “That sounds awful. Sorry you had to come so far.”
“No, no, I’ve been wanting to come here forever. Everybody’s pictures of it are always so cute.”
She glances past me to the pastry display, and I step aside so we can look at it together. The employee has drifted away to do something by the cash register, but she returns when we’re ready to order.
“I’ll have the rose tartlet,” Cassidy says, pointing at a pastry with sugar-glazed rose petals arranged in a fan-shaped pattern on top.
“And I’ll have a slice of the Earl Grey loaf,” I add.
The employee gets the pastries plated, and we order tea at the cash register next. When she asks if we’re paying separate or together, I whip my wallet out and tell Cassidy it’s on me.
“Since you had such a harrowing journey here,” I say when she protests. “It’s the least I can do.”
Once we’ve set our pastries on our table and sit down to wait for tea, Cassidy reaches over and gives my elbow a brush with her fingertips before pulling her hand back.
“Thanks for getting this,” she says, beaming at me as one of her curls slips into her face. “That was sweet.”
My elbow feels like it might just sprout wings and carry my whole body up to heaven, where I would shower blessings down on Miguel for insisting I pay for the tea today.
“Of course,” I say, trying not to let my smile get creepily wide as I grin back at her.
“Okay, I have to get a picture of this.”
She whips her phone out and tries a few different angles, but instead of stopping after a handful of shots, she pushes herself to her feet and starts rearranging our plates on different parts of the table, snapping more pictures the whole time. I do my best to keep my jaw from dropping when she moves both pastries onto the same plate, snaps a dozen photos in quick succession, and then separates them.
She’s silent throughout the whole process, save for muttering to herself a few times as she adjusts her position. By the time our tea arrives, she’s crouching down at the edge of the table after she’s instructed me to stand behind her so I don’t block the light.
The guy who brings the teacups over doesn’t even blink at the sight of us, but I can’t help gawking.
We didn’t cover extensive food photo shoots in my dating lessons last night.
“Okay, I think I got, like, one good one,” Cassidy says after our table has been loaded with teacups, saucers, mini sugar and milk bowls, and two single-serve tea pots filled with our flavor selections.
“Um, one?” I ask with a laugh as we both sit back down.
She nods, her eyes glued to her phone as my attempt to make a joke flies right over her head. “Yeah, that one flat lay after I told you to move your chair is actually perfect.”
“Oh, um…yay?”
She keeps scrolling for a few more seconds, frowning at the screen, before she glances up and smiles again. “So you’re a lesbian, right?”
If I’d been sipping my tea, I would have spit it out. As it stands, I kind of choke on air for a second before I can answer.
“Um, yes?”
“Awesome.” She bobs her head and starts tapping her fingers against the back of her phone, her nails click-clacking on the plastic case. “So, this is kind of embarrassing, but…I’ve never been on a date with a woman before. I’ve always liked women, but I’ve just never really, I don’t know, gotten around to doing anything about it, and then when we said hi in class a couple weeks ago, and you, you know, messed up that dress, my friend Michelle was like ‘Oh my god, she totally likes you,’ and I got really excited, and…this is a date, right?”
She’s out of breath by the time she finishes, and she flinches when I can’t hold back the bark of shocked laughter that forces its way out of me when she stops talking.
“I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m not laughing because it’s funny. I’m laughing because…because I’ve never been on a date with a woman either. Like, not a real one.”
She squints. “A real…woman?”
I actually snort.
It is not cute.
I clap my hand over my mouth and then loosen my fingers just enough to speak. “No, no, a real date.”
“Oh.” Her eyes widen as she nods. “Okay, so I guess this is a first for both of us.”
The butterflies start swarming again when our eyes lock and we hold each other’s gazes for a couple seconds.
“Yeah,” I say, my voice soft, “I guess it is.”
“We should cheers!” She reaches for her tea pot and then freezes. “But wait, can you take a video of me pouring the tea?”
That’s kind of how the next hour goes: Cassidy takes a lot of pictures and says a lot of words.
As I sit there with my chin in my hands, nodding when I think I’m supposed to nod, I realize I had no idea how much this girl can talk. She’s given a few rambling answers in class before, which I always thought was adorable, but that’s nothing compared to the non-stop stream of consciousness narrative she keeps up today.
I hear all about her end of term project—a 1950s dress she describes down to the seams—as well as her hopes for a co-op placement at a theatre next year and an eventual move to New York City. She’s barely touched her tea by the time I’m pouring the last of mine. She’s barely stopped to breathe since we clinked our glasses together after I took videos of her pouring both the milk and the sugar into her cup.
She also hasn’t asked me a single question besides ‘Are you a lesbian?’ and ‘Is this a date?’. I decide to take that as a win, though. I’m so caught up in staring at her magical princess hair, I doubt I could form more than a couple sentences.
“Oh my god, is that the time?” she asks, pausing in the middle of a story about her first ever trip to see a Broadway play and glancing at her phone. She swipes at some notifications before looking back at me. “Wow, I just talked so much.”
I shrug. “Oh, don’t worry about it. I loved hearing about New York. I’ve never been.”
Her jaw drops like I’ve just screamed a string of swear words at her.
“What? You’ve never been to New York City?”
I shake my head and let out a nervous laugh. “Nope.”
“How are you in a costume design program if you’ve never been to New York? You’ve never seen anything on Broadway?”
She gawks at me like I’ve confessed I don’t know how to read.
“I mean, it would be really cool to go,” I say, my voice wobbling. “I definitely want to. I’m hoping to go into film and TV after graduation, so I’d love to experience what the industry is like there.”
“Oh.” I catch the hint of disappointment in her voice. “So you’re not interested in theatre?”
“I’m interested,” I rush to answer. “I think it’s fascinating. It’s just not what I want to focus my career on.”
She nods. “Oh, yeah. Yeah, that makes sense.”
I feel like I’ve committed a cardinal sin in the Book of Cassidy Kowalski as I watch her check her phone again and then swing her purse onto the table to drop the phone inside.
“I better head home now,” she announces. “I’ve got a fitting with my model for the final project in a couple hours.”
“Oh, okay.”
My throat starts getting clogged up with nerves, and all I can do is sit there staring as she pulls her coat back on and starts arranging her scarf. I didn’t know a lack of theatrical aspirations was enough to end a whole date. Miguel and I did not cover that.
“I, um, had a great time,” I say, hating how squeaky my voice sounds.
“Oh, me too!” She pauses in the middle of swinging her purse over her shoulder and smiles at me. “I wish I could stay.”
She gets up from her chair and comes to stand beside mine, still smiling as she rests a dainty hand on my shoulder.
“This was great,” she says. “Maybe we could do it again sometime?”
I officially have no idea what’s going on anymore, and my confusion makes my answer come out like a question. “Um, sure?”
Her smile falters, and she drops her hand to her side. “Right. Okay. Well, bye!”
I try to stammer something else, but I can’t get any sound out until she’s already all the way across the room and reaching for the door handle.
“Bye,” I rasp, way too late and way too quiet.
She steps out onto the sidewalk.
“Shit,” I mutter. “Shit, shit, shit.”
I just royally screwed that up.
The pretty-girl-induced haze has lifted now that she’s not in the room anymore, and I don’t have any trouble shoving my chair out from the table, leaping to my feet, and stuffing my arms through the sleeves of my coat as I sprint for the door.
“Cassidy!” I shout, the cold hitting my face like a slap as soon as I get outside.
I expect her to be halfway up the street by now, but when I swivel my head around, I find her leaning up against the brick wall of the building next door. She looks up from peering at her phone and blinks at me.
“Cassidy,” I repeat, hopefully with less desperation this time. “Hey.”
I jog over to stand beside her while she gives me a confused stare. “Hey?”
I shove my hands into my coat pockets. “So, uh, how about dinner?”
Her stare doesn’t get any less confused.
“For a second date?” I add.
Her eyes widen. “Oh yeah? You really want to go out again?”
I nod, my gaze slipping down to her lips for a second. “Yeah, I really do.”
“I’m usually free on Saturdays.”
I force myself to focus back on her eyes. “Perfect!”
I sound way too loud again, but she just giggles and steps away from the wall.
“I’ll text you so we can figure out the details.”
“Sounds good.”
“I guess I better go find the metro.”
I step into the middle of the sidewalk too, and we both hover there for a moment. My heart has started clanging in my chest, urging me to get closer to her.
She doesn’t move away when I inch my boots a little nearer. I don’t know if she really smells like honey or if I’ve just always imagined she would, but the air around her takes on a sweet tinge as I get even closer.
She’s just so pretty.
I don’t know if you’re supposed to kiss after a tea date in the middle of the day. Miguel was undecided, but as Cassidy keeps grinning at me, an unspoken question in her eyes, I start to think this might be my moment.
“Well, I…I think I’m this way,” she murmurs, hitching her thumb up to point over her shoulder.
She doesn’t turn around.
“And I’m that way.” I point over mine.
I’m almost close enough to lean in. I hold my breath as she drops her gaze down to the sidewalk.
I’m going to kiss her.
I close my eyes, rocking forward onto the tips of my toes, and wait to feel the warmth of her breath on my lips as I tilt forward.
“Actually, I’m not sure. I never really come to this part of town. Let me check.”
My eyes fly open to find her rooting around in her purse, and that’s when I realize the gravity of my mistake.
She wasn’t hovering on the sidewalk waiting to kiss me. She was trying to figure out which way the metro station is.
She didn’t look down to be shy and cute while she waited for me to lean in. She looked down to find her phone in her bag.
I am an idiot.
It’s too late to course correct. My head is already tipping towards her when she looks up and jerks back in surprise at finding me so close.
That’s when my brain decides there is only one way to save myself from humiliation here.
I have to pretend I’m fainting.
I roll my eyes as far back as they’ll go and flutter my eyelids, letting my muscles go slack as I continue careening forward to bump against her shoulder. I expect her to grab me or at least make some attempt to keep me upright, but she shrieks and leaps away.
It’s too late to back out of the role now. I stay as limp as I can as I continue falling, landing with a thump on the dirty grey snow bank the plows have pushed up against the side of the road.
Cassidy screams.
“Allison! Allison, oh my god! Allison!”
This may not have been my best plan ever.
I fake a groan and roll from my side to my back, blinking my eyes open to find her bending over me with horror twisting her face.
“C-Cassidy?” I say with a feigned stammer. “Wh-what happened?”
“I think you fainted! For a second, I thought you were trying to—to kiss me, but then you just fell over in the snow!”
“Oh.” I nod. I can already feel a clump of snow that’s slid down the neck of my coat start to melt against my skin. “I see.”
“We have to go to the hospital!”
A few people have gathered on the sidewalk a couple feet away, but they move on when I rush to tell them I’m okay.
“I get, um, dizzy spells sometimes,” I tell Cassidy once they’re gone, still parked on my ass in the snow. “It’s fine.”
That’s not even really a lie. I do frequently find myself feeling dizzy around her.
“Oh my god, you are not fine!” she insists, grabbing my arm to help me when I start to push myself to my feet.
“Really, I am. I don’t think I even actually passed out. It’s, um, a caffeine thing. Happens all the time. I should have gotten an herbal tea. I feel fine now.”
It takes several more minutes of convincing, but I eventually send her on her way to the metro station after promising I’ll text her when I get home. As soon as she’s out of sight, I consider flopping right back down in the snow.
I’ve officially gone on a date with a woman, and I have absolutely no idea how to feel about it.



  Chapter 9  




Kate
I  stab myself with a pin for the fourth time, hissing as the pad of my finger twinges.
“Fucking hell,” I swear as I try to readjust the silk I’m draping on a dress form.
It’s too late. The fold I’m trying to pin down has slipped. I’m going to have to start all over.
I swear again and straighten up from my crouch beside the dress form. I’m alone in the work room, and my footsteps echo on the tiled floor as I back up far enough to observe the whole dress.
Not that you can really call it a dress.
I found some silk remnants in the fabric closet to play around with. The biggest pieces were all different colours, so my dummy is now swathed in a combination of lime, peach, and cherry red silk. It’s not the world’s most flattering combination, and my wonky attempts at draping aren’t doing the material any favors.
I’ve never been great at draping. I can sew from a pattern as well as anyone in the program, and I’m not half-bad at drafting my own, but the draping class we’re required to take each year has been wasted on me.
Selecting a silk 1930s dress with an expertly draped combination of flowy and fitted sections as my third year final project was a questionable choice on my part, but I want to show everyone I can do more than just find cool clothes in thrift stores. I can do more than just make the characters I dress look good.
I want to show everyone I can create. I want everyone to look at this dress and get swept into the last century. I want their jaws to drop. I want them to wonder how I built a time machine and sent Carole Lombard herself gliding down the runway toward them.
I want everyone to look at this dress and know, down to their very bones, that I’ll blow right through any limit anyone tries to put on me.
“Including not knowing how to drape,” I mutter as I grab a few extra pins and head for the dress form again.
As I’m pinning, I start to wonder if having some music on would help. Hardly anyone ever shows up here on Sunday afternoons. We have access to the room on weekends, but I guess most people prefer to come in early or stay late when they actually have a class.
I like the solitude, and it beats trying to sew in my tiny apartment. There’s something kind of magical about having the whole room to myself, like stumbling into some fairytale cottage in the woods that looks like all your dreams come true inside.
That’s probably how Allison would describe it. As soon as my thoughts drift to her, I know I need some music on.
I need to drown those thoughts out.
I sacrifice the section of the dress I’m halfway through pinning and straighten up to head for my phone. Of course there’s a text from Allison waiting for me, and of course I can’t stop myself from opening it.
It’s been two days since whatever the hell happened in her bedroom, and one day since her date.
I don’t know which of those events has made me feel weirder. All the things I felt while she was out with Cassidy yesterday—nerves, concern, a protectiveness so strong it made me want to pin Cassidy to a wall and demand she never hurt my best friend—wouldn’t have made me think twice under normal circumstances.
Now they have me questioning my own brain like there’s a little nefarious traitor living inside my head.
“It was one weird moment,” I say to the empty room. “Shit like that happens.”
Hell, I’ve even downed too many shots and wondered what it would be like to kiss Miguel. It’s not like that made me question our entire friendship.
I read Allison’s text, and the normalcy of the message helps shut my brain traitor down. She’s coming over to my place tonight for an emergency, post-date viewing of The Lord of the Rings, and her text is asking what flavor of ice cream she should bring.
I tell her to go wild since she’s the one who invoked the emergency. I haven’t gotten many details about the date out of her yet. She’s insisted the story needs to be told in person, and her cryptic hints have left me thinking things either went terribly wrong or incredibly right. She seems to be freaking out either way.
After I’ve sent my message, I reply to an Instagram DM from Miguel and then find myself swiping back over to my text conversations instead of to my playlists.
The message from Yasmine is still sitting there unanswered, like an empty liquor bottle I keep forgetting to toss only to find it again and convince myself there’s still a couple sips left at the bottom.
“No more hook-ups,” I order myself as I switch to hunting around for the right playlist instead.
Maybe I’ll go back to semi-anonymous encounters one day, but I told myself I’d get through a whole semester before I even considered it. I told myself I wouldn’t play that game until it felt fun again, and fun is not the word that comes to mind when I think about texting Yasmine.
I’d just be looking for a distraction. I’d be looking for a way to feel normal again and not so desperate for human contact I’ve started thinking about making out with my best friend.
“Nope,” I chant as I hit play on some indie rock hits. “Nope, nope, nope.”
I don’t need Yasmine. I don’t need strangers in bars. I can get my shit together on my own.
It all comes down to the same truth that’s ruled my life since high school: I don’t need anyone.
    
“Wait, wait, wait. You pretended to faint?”
Allison moans something incomprehensible into the pillow she has pressed over her face.
“Like, you literally fell over?” I demand. “On the ground?”
She moans something else, and I bite back a laugh.
“What was that?”
She pries the pillow up an inch and wails, “On the snow! I fell into a snow bank!”
Then she goes back to squishing her face and groaning.
“But she still wants to go on a second date, right?” I ask.
Allison face-planted on my bed right after she showed up at my apartment and shoved a plastic bag full of ice cream cartons into my hands. I’ve been prying the details of the date out of her like this for the past twenty minutes.
I shift around beside her on the double mattress—a single would have made more sense in a space this small, but I wanted to feel like an actual adult—and prod her leg with my toes.
“So it can’t have been all bad,” I urge when I don’t get any answer except more groaning.
She lifts the pillow up an inch again and says, “Yeah…I guess.”
I take the opportunity to reach over and pluck at the pillowcase, lifting the pillow up like a crane operator. When she doesn’t flail to pull it back down on her face, I figure we’re making some progress.
“So, what did you talk about at the tea place?” I ask. “Did you two whip out your embroidery like the little old ladies you are?”
She purses her lips. “Uh…to be honest, we didn’t really get to that.”
“Oh?”
Allison scoots up the bed to join me in leaning against the grey upholstered headboard—another furniture fixture that helps create the illusion of me being a fully functional adult.
“She had…a lot of other things to say.”
I nudge her with my foot again. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“It means…It means she’s very…chatty.”
I give her a deadpan stare. “Okay, stop hinting at shit and just come out and say it.”
“Fine. It seems Cassidy Kowalski does not know how to shut the hell up.”
A laugh explodes out of me. I tip my head back to stare up at the ceiling as I clutch my stomach. Hearing the adorable, five-foot ray of sunshine that is my best friend say her date couldn’t shut up is just too good.
It doesn’t take long before she’s chuckling too.
“I don’t want t-to seem m-mean,” she stammers between giggles, “but like…like, Kate, I said maybe five words the whole time, and don’t get me st-started on the pictures.”
“Pictures?” I echo, my voice warbling as my shoulders continue to shake with laughter.
“Yeah, I didn’t mention this, but she, like…she was going full influencer on our food. She made me get up and move my chair so she could take better pictures.”
“What?” I squawk.
Allison nods, both of us snorting.
“Oh yeah. She also made me film her pouring her tea into the cup. Actually, she made me film several videos of that.”
“Oh my god,” I choke out, “and you think you’re the one who should be embarrassed?”
She gives me a look. “Kate, I pretended to faint when she didn’t want to kiss me. That’s definitely weirder.”
I shrug. “At least it’s more interesting. I can’t believe she made you film a food video on your first date. That’s like, at least a third date level of revealing your cringey side.”
She huffs. “And what would you know about third dates?”
I shrug again, ignoring the little pinpricks in my chest that comment brings up. “Fair point. So…you really want to go out with her again?”
She sits up straighter. “Of course! It’s Cassidy we’re talking about here—my longtime crush, remember?”
“Yeah, but…” I trail off and let my eyes drift to the window, where dusk is fading into night outside. “Did you actually have fun?”
“I…”
Instead of finishing her sentence, Allison gets up and follows my line of sight over to the window. She stands silhouetted in the final glow of evening as she trails a finger up and down the frame.
“I think I was too nervous to have fun,” she says after a moment, her back still to me, “but I will next time, especially once I’ve had some more coaching from you and Miguel.”
I huff. “I think we’ve made it far past my area of expertise. We should turn you over to Miguel for good.”
She glances over her shoulder at me. “You think Miguel knows how lesbian sex works?”
I burst out laughing again. “Fair point. I don’t think Miguel would know what to do with a vagina even if it opened up like a mouth and started giving them instructions.”
Allison whirls around and grimaces at me. “Not a mental image I needed.”
“Here,” I say, still chuckling as I push myself up off the bed. “You can burn it away with alcohol.”
I walk over to the tiny kitchenette and pull my fridge open. The harsh light from inside spills out onto the floor, and I blink away the glare in my eyes. We’ve been sitting in semi-darkness as the night takes over.
The contents of my fridge do a far less convincing job of proving I’m an adult than my headboard does. A carton of eggs, a half-empty bag of baby carrots, and some shredded cheese are the most nourishing things in there. They’re also pretty much the only things in there, besides a few stray beer cans. I move aside a takeout bag from one of the campus cafes to reveal the supply of Allison’s fruity drinks I always keep on hand.
“Your can of sugar, m’lady,” I say, handing her the pink and blue can with little hibiscus flowers all over it.
I grab a beer for myself and start heading for one of my floor cushions. I don’t have room for a couch, but I make do with a velvet, scalloped armchair I managed to find secondhand and some boho-style floor cushions that are great for when guests come over.
Instead of joining me on the floor, Allison heads for the window again. She sets her drink down on the sill so she can work on unlatching the window.
“You had that stuff burning again, didn’t you?” she says in explanation. “It makes my nose feel weird.”
Allison does not share my appreciation for incense. I had some sandalwood going earlier, and even I can admit it’s a bit of a heavy scent for such a small space, but I like the way it makes my home feel mine, like I can step through the door into my own little world whenever I walk in and catch the scent of my favourite herbs and oils hanging in the air. It’s like the whole rest of the day melts right off me.
“You have to jiggle it.” I get up off the cushion and join Allison by the window to demonstrate the intricate maneuver I’ve perfected after a couple years of living here. “There we go.”
Allison makes a show out of shoving her head out the window and gulping down the frigid air. I nudge her with my elbow.
“It’s not that bad.”
“I was suffocating,” she says with a fake wheeze.
She finishes up being dramatic and reaches for her drink on the sill, the crunch and fizz of her opening the can filling the silence before she sticks her head back outside.
“You have such a great view,” she says with a dreamy voice. “Look, the cross is on already!”
She points up to the end of my street, where the buildings create a perfect frame for the giant light-up cross that sits on top of Montreal’s famous Mont-Royal. I shove the windowpane up as high as it will go and then swing my leg over the sill.
“Care to join me?” I ask when Allison gives me a curious look.
She insists on grabbing a sweater first, and then we both scramble our way out onto the fire escape. The streetlights have all flicked on now, bathing the snow banks below us in a warm golden glow. The fire escape itself is mostly clear of snow, given how much I like to come out here even in the depths of winter. The cold metal bars bite through the thin fabric of my socks, but I still step up to the edge and rest my hands on the railing to gaze up at the cross.
It’s cheesy, but sometimes I think of its white, neon-like glow as a giant nightlight built just for me.
Allison comes to stand beside me, close enough that our elbows brush against each other while we sip our drinks in silence. The moment reminds me of a dozen summer nights spent just like this, and even though I can feel my toes going numb, a thrill of excitement for the coming shift in seasons runs through me like a warm spring breeze.
“I’m not being dumb, am I?” Allison asks, her voice barely more than a mumble. “Thinking Cassidy really wants to go out with me? I know it’s stupid to worry, but…I don’t know. Back in high school, it seemed impossible that anyone was ever going to like me like that. Even once I got to MCA, it felt like no one wanted the kind of relationship I want, and…I don’t know. I’m scared to get my hopes up.”
I feel like something is squeezing my heart, and before I can think twice about it, I inch closer and sling my arm around her shoulders. She sighs and tilts her head towards me.
“That makes sense,” I tell her. “The shit we go through when we’re young…it sticks with us, I guess.”
“I wish I could just…just shake it off, you know? I feel like it’s holding me back from everything I can be, everything I’m supposed to be.”
I chuckle. “I think your beloved Taylor Swift has a whole song about that.”
“Oh, Taylor…” She presses the back of her hand to her forehead and slumps against me like she’s swooning.
“Is this what you did to Cassidy?” I can’t help joking. “And she didn’t kiss you? Your fake fainting seems pretty cute to me. I would have taken advantage of the situation if I were her.”
She snorts and straightens up to look at me. She opens her mouth like she’s got a comeback, but whatever she has to say gets snatched away when our eyes meet.
For a second, I can see it so clearly I’m half-convinced it’s already happened, like one of those hyper-realistic dreams about going through your whole morning routine that leaves you feeling like you’re tripping when you wake up and find you’re still in bed.
Only it’s not a routine I’m imagining. It’s something so far past the bounds of reality I shouldn’t be able to feel it with my fingers the way I already do. I shouldn’t be able to smell it. I shouldn’t be able to taste it when I picture threading my fingers through Allison’s fairytale red hair and crushing my lips to hers.
I can feel the soft sound she’d make reverberating against my mouth. The Jolly Rancher scent of her shampoo would be filling my nose, mixed with the gentle sweetness of her skin. My waist tingles like her fingertips are already travelling up my ribcage to dive under the warmth of my shirt and pull us closer together.
“Um…”
Her voice calls me back to reality, and I blink to find her staring at me with her eyes wide, her mouth still hanging open. She snaps it shut and then swallows.
“I, um, forget what I was going to say,” she finishes.
“Right.” I give my head a little shake and rip my gaze away from hers to look back up at the cross, sliding my arm from around her shoulders to grip the cold railing instead. “Um, yeah. Let me know if you remember. I’m sure it was an absolutely scathing reply.”
Neither of us laughs. I can hear the quick rhythm of her breaths beside me as my own exhales form little bursts of clouds in the air.
I don’t trust myself to look at her.
This can’t keep happening.
She’s my best fucking friend. She’s one of the only people I’ve ever trusted to want nothing from me but me—the real me, not all that Hurricane Kate bullshit.
She takes a swig of her drink and then taps her can against the railing as she says, “You’re a good friend, Kate. You know that? You really…you mean a lot to me.”
That same squeezing feeling happens in my chest again, like her words are wrapping themselves around my heart.
“You mean a lot to me too,” I murmur. “Probably way more than you know.”
I freeze as soon as I say it, and I feel her go rigid beside me. She stops tapping the can.
I wasn’t planning on taking a trip down memory lane tonight, but I scramble to come up with an explanation that will let her know I didn’t mean it like that.
“Like, in high school…” I say, my voice stilted. “I know what you mean when you say you didn’t fit. I had a hard time trusting anyone actually liked me too, especially when so many girls made it clear they really didn’t like me.”
She gives me a curious look. “I thought you didn’t like them. With the way you’ve always talked about high school, I just thought…I thought you were out there lone wolf-ing it because that’s how you like to roll.”
I shrug. “I mean, okay, I’ve never been, like, the friendship circle, hug it out type, but…I would have liked to have friends back then—even just a friend…like you.”
We’re silent for a moment. The only sounds in the dark street are the clinking of a leash and the crunching footsteps of someone out walking their dog as they pass below us. I can’t tell if the goose bumps on my arms are all because of the cold or if the vision of Allison’s body entwined with mine is still lingering on my skin. I’m about to brush this whole conversation off and suggest we go inside before we freeze, but Allison turns to face me, one arm propped on the railing, and stares me down so hard I don’t have any choice but to face her too.
“Kate,” she says when our eyes meet. “What happened? You don’t have to tell me, but you can if you want to. You can tell me anything.”
I know she means it, and as I stare into her eyes for a couple more seconds, I know without a shred of doubt it’s true.
She’s on my side. She’s got my back like no one else does, and I’ve got hers. She’s the best friend I’ve ever had, and I can’t let some stupid hormonal mix-up in my brain get in the way of that. Maybe telling her why would help remind me why too.
“I think…I think I might like that,” I answer, “but first we really need to get off this damn fire escape. I think my toes are about to fall off.”
Her shoulders slump with relief. “Oh, thank god you said that. I don’t think I can feel the tip of my nose anymore.”
A few moments later, we’re sprawled on my floor cushions. We’ve each got a blanket wrapped around our shoulders, and I’ve switched on my neon sign to bathe the room in a shimmery purple glow. The tubes spell out the words ‘Welcome to the shit show’ in cursive letters on the wall. My trusty Singer sewing machine and all the bolts of vintage fabric I compulsively buy off eBay take up a big chunk of my closet, meaning a large portion of my clothing collection is hung on an industrial-style garment rack under the neon sign. Allison always says my apartment itself looks like a thrift shop.
“You know how in teen movies, there’s like, the nerdy girl who has this amazing glow-up one summer, and she comes back to school to find she’s suddenly popular and everyone wants to invite her to parties and all the boys love her?” I say once we’re settled.
Allison nods. “That sounds familiar.”
“Well, that’s not really how it goes down in real life. The summer after grade nine, I went from unremarkable wallflower to…” I pause and gesture down at my blanket-shrouded body. “To this, and honestly, at first it kind of was like a movie. The guys all stared at me and the popular girls swept me up into their midst, and even though I didn’t really fit with them, I went along with it because I was fifteen and it seemed like everything I’d been told I should want was finally happening to me, but then…I guess guys started to like me too much. There were some…incidents—just stupid high school shit like someone else’s crush asking me out or some guy making out with me at a party when he secretly had a girlfriend. Stupid shit, but…everything started to change.”
I take a swig of my beer, my eyes fixed on the shiny sleeves of all my leather jackets as they glint in the neon light. I can’t look at Allison, but it has nothing to do with that moment on the balcony anymore.
This is the first time I’ve put it all into this many words. Even Miguel’s only gotten a vague description of what high school was like for me.
“I still got invited to parties and stuff, but it was almost like it was just so the girls could talk shit about me. At first it was all behind my back, but it got less and less subtle. God, it was all so fucking cliché. I mean, boyfriend stealing whore? That was really the best they could do?”
Allison gasps. “Oh my god, Kate. That’s terrible. They said that to your face?”
I nod and try not to wince. I feel so numb about it all now, but if I concentrate for long enough, the words still prick my skin like a splinter I’ve never been able to pull all the way out.
“I should have stopped hanging out with them, but I was still sort of high on it all, on the attention…It’s funny looking back on how many of those girls would get trashed at those parties and want to kiss me as much as their boyfriends did. I…I just couldn’t stop. It was like the only thing I’d ever been valued for was how I looked, so it was really fucking hard to value anything else about myself. I needed to be noticed. I needed the praise, and I latched onto whoever was willing to give it.”
His name feels like it’s choking me, lodged in my throat like a lump that blocks all my air.
Travis.
What a stupid fucking name.
What a stupid fucking girl I was.
I tip my beer can up to drain the last few remaining sips all in one go, squeezing the can hard to hide how my hands have started shaking. I can feel Allison’s eyes on me, but I still can’t look at her.
I also can’t finish this story, not when the words are all clogged and compressed into some twisted knot I don’t have it in me to untie tonight.
I take as deep of a breath as I can and skip the worst parts to head straight for the ending.
“Well, let’s just say I learned my lesson fast. I learned that I’d walked right into some fucked up game without even knowing the rules. I’d been getting played, and once I figured it out, I decided I was going to play. I wasn’t going to let the world use how I looked against me; I was going to use it for me, on my own terms, exactly how I wanted. That’s…well, that’s when I started wearing leather jackets.”
I let out a huff of laughter, but Allison doesn’t join in. Instead, she snakes her hand out from under her blanket and lays it down on my cushion. I consider getting up for another beer instead, but after a couple seconds of hesitation, I twine my fingers with hers.
“I’m so sorry they said those horrible things to you,” she murmurs.
I shrug and force myself to swallow around that damn lump in my throat.
“It was a long time ago, and besides, we’re all the victims of internalized misogyny, aren’t we? It’s not like they knew any better.”
“Oh, Kate.” She sighs and scooches close enough to lean her head on my shoulder.
I tilt my chin up to rest it on top of her head, squeezing my eyes shut against the heat pricking their corners.
I don’t tell her that it wasn’t what those girls said that hurt the most. I’d never really felt like one of them. I’d never felt like I fit—not the way I did with Travis.
It’s what he said that still twists in my side like a knife when I wake up in the middle of the night sometimes and forget just how far in the past all that stuff is.
“Does this have anything to do with why you don’t want to hook up with anyone this semester?”
I let out a sigh and then breathe in the familiar fruity scent of her hair.
“I don’t know. It used to feel fun. It used to feel like winning, like I’d figured it all out and made it work for me, but…”
“It’s not fun anymore?” she suggests.
I shake my head a little, brushing my chin against her hair. “Not really. Not like it used to be. I’m taking a break to try and figure it out.”
She squeezes my hand. “I know you will.”
We sit in silence for a few moments. I can hear the dull thump of someone playing music down the hall and the footsteps of people in the unit overhead. I can hear Allison breathing and the faint hum of my neon sign.
“You know,” she says with her head still on my shoulder, “internalized misogyny or not, I’d track all those mean girls down and kill them if you wanted. Just say the word.”
I didn’t think I’d be in a laughing mood for the rest of the night, but that makes me tip my head back and laugh long and loud as Allison’s head bounces against my shaking shoulder.
“That kind of sounds like something I would say,” I tell her.
“I know,” she says brightly. “Violence is one of your love languages.”
I laugh again as she straightens up to reach for her drink.
“Thankfully,” she announces after taking a sip, “there is another love language we share. I think what this moment calls for is watching The Fellowship of the Ring.”
I lift my empty can in a salute. “I can get on board with that, but how about we make it The Two Towers?”
“Oooh!” She claps her free hand against her drink. “Yes! That one has some of my favourite costumes.”
We both have the same boxed set of the extended edition DVDs, and we both decided they were worth bringing to college. I get up and start hunting through the cases for the right disc as Allison pulls another round of drinks out of the fridge.
I look up for a moment and realize I’m grinning as I watch her hum part of the movie soundtrack to herself while she investigates my leftovers.
I don’t know what I’d do without you.
The thought forms so clearly it’s almost like I can see the words shimmering in front of my eyes, but for some reason, I keep them to myself.



  Chapter 10  




Allison
I  end up so swamped with orders for my costume business on Etsy that my and Cassidy’s schedules don’t line up for a second date until almost three weeks after our first one. In the meantime, she texts me now and then with updates about her end of term project and even calls me over to her table to talk for a few minutes whenever we have class together.
I always feel like the whole class has their eyes on me as I make my way up the aisle towards her, pressing my lips together so I don’t end up with a smile so wide I look unhinged and doing my best to keep from skipping across the room like a kindergartner.
No one’s ever actually watching. Nobody seems to notice I’m floating through the first phase of what might just be my first ever relationship.
Nobody except Kate.
She keeps asking when Cassidy is going to come over and look at my project, or ask about my sewing business, or text me about my plans for life after college instead of sending yet another message about how much she can’t wait to move to New York.
It’s true our conversations haven’t exactly been the most evenly divided, but I’ve only just gotten a grip on how to talk around Cassidy at all. She had to find some way to fill the silence. I keep telling Kate that once I’ve spent more one-on-one time with Cassidy, things will balance out.
I also keep telling myself that once I’ve spent more time with Cassidy, I’ll be able to stop having such weird thoughts about Kate. There’s some confused and extremely inconvenient part of my brain that still starts thinking about the way my whole body shivered when I felt Kate’s breath on my face that night she straddled me in my bedroom every time I try to imagine what kissing Cassidy might feel like.
It’s turned me into a bit of a bumbling mess around Kate for the past few weeks, but at least I have my nerves about Cassidy to blame all my frazzled moments with Kate on.
Kate, meanwhile, has been so on guard about the whole Cassidy thing, I was a little shocked when she asked if I wanted help getting ready again once we finally scheduled our second date.
On the day of the date, I pause with my gloved hand wrapped around the handle of Voltage Vintage’s front door. The building’s bright yellow walls and window trim are a stark contrast to the gloomy March evening, but a trickle of water droplets splashing from the edge of the roof to the slushy sidewalk below hint at the arrival of spring.
Of course, we’re still likely to get hit by a couple surprise snowstorms before that happens.
I fill my lungs with as deep a breath as I can manage given all the nerves wrapped around me like tight, constricting bands. I’m meeting Cassidy for dinner in just over an hour, but as I peer at my reflection in the glass door with the shop’s opening hours hanging on a sign just below my face, I realize my ribs aren’t squeezing in at the thought of seeing Cassidy.
What I’m really nervous about is seeing Kate.
She’s my best friend.
I repeat the refrain I’ve been drilling into my thoughts for weeks now, ever since that night we stood so close together on her fire escape before we watched Lord of the Rings.
She’s Kate.
She wasn’t thinking about kissing me then, and she definitely hasn’t thought about kissing me since. She’s helping me get ready for a date. She’s spent the past few weeks telling me she’s my friend who just wants to look out for me, over and over again.
Almost like she’s making a point.
I let go of the handle instead of opening the door. I’m locked in a stare-down with my reflection as the thoughts swirl in my head, zooming along the same twisted tracks they’ve been tracing for weeks.
Maybe Kate knows exactly how I felt that night on the fire escape—and the night she climbed on top of me to do my makeup. Maybe I’m freaking her out. Maybe I’m risking my friendship with one of the only people who’s ever made me feel like I can just be me without overanalyzing and second-guessing every freaking move I make—all because I can’t stop being a creep who stares at her lips every time our faces get within a foot of each other.
I take a step back, the heel of my boot landing with a wet squelch in a clump of slush.
I can’t see Kate like this, not when my head’s such a mess and my own body is squeezing the air out of me.
I take another step back, but before I’ve turned around, there’s a flash of movement inside the store. A second later, Kate comes trudging over to the door and pushes it open.
She’s wearing boyfriend jeans and a cropped black sweater with a wide neck that drapes down over one of her shoulders, her hair thrown up in a messy bun that somehow looks like a carefully constructed work of art. Her usual smoky eyeliner gives even her casual outfit a dangerous edge.
She is dangerous. My heart starts ramming against my sternum when she lifts her hand in a wave and grins at me.
“Hey! Did the door get stuck again? I keep telling my boss we need to fix it.”
“I…”
I stay where I am, my boots half-submerged in slush, and scramble to come up with an excuse for why I can’t come in and hunt around for date night accessories like we planned, but I can’t think of anything believable now that she’s already seen me here.
“…I thought I was going to have to call you,” I finish before forcing myself to grin back at her. “That door is probably making you guys lose customers.”
She groans and steps back so I can follow her into the store. “Tell me about it. It’s been dead all night. We got a little afternoon traffic, but the past couple hours have been torture. I swear I’ve dusted everything in the store three times. I even got the ladder out and did the lights. Thank god you’re here to entertain me.”
I tread along the worn carpeting after wiping my boots on the salt-encrusted mat just inside the door. The smell of leather tinged with musk fills the room. Kate stops and turns around just before she reaches the counter, and I almost trip over my own feet as I do my best to avoid bumping into her.
“Whoops,” she says, her apologetic grin faltering when her eyes meet mine.
We’re only a couple feet apart. I can see the stray hairs just begging to be pushed out of her face and tucked behind her ear. My fingers are almost twitching to reach out and do it. I don’t know how she manages to be such a vision even under all this dingy fluorescent lighting. She looks like she stepped out of the pages of a rock and roll magazine.
For a couple seconds, neither of us speaks. I don’t think either of us even breathes. I know I’m being creepy and weird. I know I should laugh whatever this moment is off and blame it all on pre-date jitters, but my body won’t listen to me.
Her lips part just a fraction of an inch, her dark eyes still staring into mine, and for a moment, I can almost believe she’s as aware of my lips as I am of hers.
Then she gives her head a slight shake, side-stepping around me to head for one of the clothing racks.
“What do you think about adding one of these to your outfit?” she calls over her shoulder, a few clothes hangers clinking as she slides a collection of semi-sheer, kimono-style cardigans along the rack.
Her voice is a little too loud, her movements a little too stiff.
“I think they’d really go with what you picked,” she adds.
She hasn’t looked at me since she headed for the rack. She pulls a few options out and then puts them all back, muttering a few comments to herself. I notice one of her feet tapping the floor, the rhythm erratic and way faster than the sultry Black Keys song drifting through the speakers.
My stomach starts tying itself in knots, icy dread seeping down my spine like a clump of melting snow.
I made her uncomfortable. I’m being awkward and weird, and now I’m ruining things with the one person who’s never looked at me like the awkward and weird girl.
“Ooh, yes,” I say, infusing my voice with the most convincing attempt at ease and enthusiasm I can manage. “I think you’re right. That would go really well. I’ve never owned one of those before. Let me just dump my stuff.”
I step over to the changing rooms, which are really just a pair of stalls fashioned out of plain beige drapes and some curtain rods suspended from the ceiling. There’s a wooden chair resting against the wall beside them where I deposit my purse, hat, and gloves before pulling my coat off.
Kate meets me in front of the giant, floor-to-ceiling mirror with an antique frame, a few cardigan options slung over her arm.
“Thanks,” I say, forcing myself to smile and meet her eyes. “You sure it’s okay for you to help? I know you’re technically still working.”
She shrugs and returns my smile. “Technically, it’s part of my job to help the customers, so…”
We both chuckle for a moment, and my stomach knots loosen when some of the tension in the room dissolves.
“Here’s option number one.” She hands the first hanger to me, and I slide the gauzy, floral-patterned cardigan on over the high-waisted pants and ribbed short-sleeved shirt I’m wearing.
“That does look good,” I say as I check myself out in the mirror.
Kate nods. “Give me a twirl.”
I oblige, and we both laugh again as I give her my best attempt at a pirouette.
“I think we need one with more pink in it, to match your shirt.” She shifts the clothes in her arms around to extract another option. “This one will really tie it all together.”
I slip the first cardigan off and exchange it for a black one with sprays of orange and pink flowers blooming up from the hem and the bottoms of the sleeves. As soon as I’ve got it on, I know I’m not leaving the store without it.
“This is gorgeous.” I do a little sway from side to side, the fabric swishing where it hits me mid-thigh.
“I’m so glad you like it! It’s like a mix of our styles: black and drapey for me, floral and flouncy for you.”
I narrow my eyes at her reflection. “I am not flouncy.”
She tilts her head and raises her eyebrows.
“Okay, maybe a little, but that’s mostly just my summer dresses. Who doesn’t want ruffles in the summer?”
“I cannot relate to that statement,” Kate deadpans as she heads over to deposit the remaining cardigans back on their rack, “but they do look very good on you.”
I raise my eyes to the ceiling in gratitude when she stays turned around and doesn’t notice the way that comment makes my cheeks heat. My pale ginger skin might as well be made of paper; I’m practically a human mood ring with how much it gives my emotions away.
“Thanks.” I take a walk over to the accessories section to hide from her while I let my face cool down. “I think the only other thing I’m looking for is a belt. Maybe brown leather? There seem to be a few options here.”
I run my fingers down the bumps and ridges of a braided one and then jump when Kate appears beside me.
“Oh my god, you’re like a ninja in here,” I nearly shout, my heartbeat kicking up like the crescendo of a drum solo.
Kate takes a step back. “Heh. Yeah, sorry. It’s pretty easy to accidentally sneak up on people in here.”
We both turn to face the belt display. We’re close enough that I can hear her breathing, her exhales almost as heavy as mine. My eyes track every movement of her hand as she traces her fingertips up a length of smooth, tan leather.
She has pretty hands. She’s picked at a few of her cuticles and her nails are a little stubby, but the imperfections only serve as a complement to the elegant shape of her fingers and the collection of silver rings adorning them.
I’ve never seen her without at least a few rings on. She’s usually got a stack of bracelets too.
I wonder if she takes them all off for sex.
The intrusive thought should make me cringe, but instead, my thighs clench. I can’t stop staring at her fingers as she explores the textures of the belts. I can’t help wondering what it would feel like to have her touch me like that, soft and slow, like I’m a piece of clothing she wants to try on, like I’m a decadent material she wants to feel against her skin.
My throat has gone dry. She keeps searching through the belts for another moment before she pulls down the braided leather one I was considering.
“This one might work.”
She stretches it out between her hands and moves close enough to lay the leather against my waist.
She’s so close—close enough for me to smell her hair, her skin. Close enough that I can feel the heat of her. Close enough for me to see each of her mascara-coated eyelashes and the edge of the silver pendant that hangs around her neck and disappears into her sweater.
When she rests her hands in fists against my hips to draw the belt taunt, I lose it. I lose every bit of self-control and let out a gasp.
I squeeze my eyes shut as soon as the sound leaves my mouth, praying she somehow didn’t hear it or that I’ll open my eyes and find we’ve been transported back to ten seconds ago, when I hadn’t made it clear my best friend is turning me on.
I feel her stiffen, but she doesn’t pull her hands away.
“Allison?”
Her voice is low, hesitant.
Of course it’s hesitant. She’s probably hesitating over how to ask me what the hell just happened and why I’m being such a horny creep.
I still have my eyes squeezed shut. I keep them like that until I’ve made my feet slide back along the carpet to put some space between us. She drops her hands to her sides, the belt buckle jangling as it swings in the air.
“Allison, I—”
“Shocked me,” I blurt, my cheeks getting hotter by the second. “I think you, uh, gave me a static shock. Quite the zinger.”
Quite the zinger? Who even says that?
“Right.” Kate nods. In contrast to my flaming cheeks, her face looks pale, her eyes wide as they roam around the store to avoid looking at me. “Uh, sorry. Anyway, here’s the belt. You should try it.”
She shoves her clenched fist out towards me, her fingers uncurling from around the belt when I grab it. Then she marches over to the counter and ducks down behind it. I hear the rattling of a few boxes and the crinkling sound of plastic bags.
I should be feeling sick to my stomach again, but my brain is too busy processing the ghost of Kate’s hands on my hips to slap me with a wave of regret.
I wanted her to grab me. I wanted her to slide the belt around the back of my waist and use it to tug me closer. I wanted her fingers digging into my skin.
I can’t feel the floor underneath me as I walk back over to the mirror. I can barely feel the leather in my hands as I slide the belt through the loops on my pants and cinch it into place.
Part of me is alert enough to realize the belt is exactly what the outfit needs. The warm tone of the leather and defining line of it wrapped around my waist ties everything together, making me look polished and styled. Combined with the high waist of the pants, I even seem to have grown a couple inches taller.
“It’s perfect,” Kate calls from across the room.
I glance over at the counter and see she’s popped back up. The ghostly pallor has left her face, and she’s not avoiding my gaze anymore.
My shoulders slump with relief.
“Right?” I reply. “You’re a genius.”
She shrugs. “You’re the one who saw it first. Do you want to look for anything else?”
I take another look in the mirror and then shake my head. “No, I’m good. Like you said, it’s pretty damn perfect.”
She nods again, the corners of her mouth lifting. “Excellent. You can cut the tags off while I ring you up.”
She places a pair of scissors on the counter, and I walk over to de-tag myself while she punches a few things into the cash register. “Cash or card, mademoiselle?” she asks once the total pops up.
“Card,” I say with a laugh, heading for my purse. I check the time on my phone and see I’ve only got about ten minutes to get out of here before I risk being late for the reservation Cassidy and I have booked downtown.
The realization hits like an actual static shock. For the past few minutes, I completely forgot I had a date with Cassidy at all.
I completely forgot about Cassidy—the girl I’m supposed to be fantasizing about.
The girl I might actually have a shot at dating.
“I hope the metro isn’t too bad,” I say as I bring my card over and pay for the items. “I forgot I’d be heading over during the after-work rush.”
“Oh, right, yeah,” Kate mutters. “Your date.”
It’s stupid and crazy, but something in my chest flutters when I realize she forgot all about my date too.
“Let’s hope I don’t end up faking another fainting spell,” I joke. “Please remind me to never try initiating a kiss again.”
Instead of laughing like I expect her to, Kate frowns and rests her elbows on the counter before propping her chin in her hands. “Actually, I’m going to remind you that you’re awesome and that any woman would be blessed to have you initiate a kiss with her.”
The fluttering gets even faster as a frantic laugh bursts out of me. “Thanks. I really do need to work on my skills, though. I turned the whole leaning in thing into just…falling. I was practically crashing into her before I even pretended to faint.”
That gets a grin out of Kate, but only for a second before she shrugs.
“You could always just tell her you want to kiss her.”
Another trill of laughter shoots out of me. “I would make that so awkward.”
Kate shakes her chin back and forth where it’s still propped in her hands. “I don’t think so. It’s honestly a pretty hot statement if you deliver it right.”
I can feel heat starting to creep up my neck again. I’ve stepped even closer to the counter, close enough to have my hips bumping up against it as my fingers clutch the edge.
“Yeah, key point: delivering it right.” My voice has gone all weird and high-pitched. “How do you even do that?”
As soon as I ask the question, something shifts. Kate’s green eyes seem to get a few shades darker. The humming of the heaters and the slight buzz of the lights overhead fade. I stretch up on the tips of my toes before I realize what I’m doing.
Kate tilts her head, her lips parting just a little as she fixes me in an unbreaking stare.
“Like this,” she murmurs.
She lifts up on her toes too, leaning forward to meet me halfway across the counter. She drops her hands to press against the scratched linoleum, her rings clinking on the worn surface.
All I can see is her eyes. I can’t even bring myself to blink. I’m frozen, my breath caught in my throat as she presses her lips together and darts the tip of her tongue out between them, just for a fraction of a second, just long enough to have my knuckles turning white as I squeeze the counter to support my suddenly weak knees.
“Allison,” she says, her voice raspier than I’ve ever heard it before.
She makes my name sound like a spell, like a prophecy I can’t ignore called out from inside a smoky fortune teller’s tent.
She’s even closer now. My gaze drops from her eyes to her mouth.
“I would really like to kiss you right now.”
The words themselves feel like a kiss, like the gentlest, teasing brush of lips on lips. I can taste her words, a mix of sweet and spice, the familiar and the unknown.
My vision goes hazy, my eyelids drooping as she pulls me in like a planet circling the sun. I wish for the counter to disappear. I wish everything to disappear—everything except her and me and a lush galaxy that’s just for us.
My eyes drop all the way closed, and then there’s just the scent of her, the sound of her, the taste of her as she gets close enough for me to feel the heat of her breath.
I try to tell her I want to kiss her too—need to kiss her, maybe more than I’ve ever needed anything, but the words don’t come. All I can do is part my lips to let a soft, shapeless sound out while I dip my head in a nod I hope she’ll accept as permission.
Everything has gone still, suspended in space, dark and uncertain, before a flare of white hot fire streaks through it all when her mouth finally meets mine.
The kiss isn’t soft, but it’s tender, fuelled by an urgent sincerity that makes my heart feel like it’s cracking open in my chest.
Her lips coax mine apart so we can taste each other’s moans when she hooks two fingers under my chin to draw me closer. I have my whole chest pressed to the top of the counter like I’m about to hop up and crawl towards her, but I don’t care how desperate I look.
I feel desperate, and so does she as she traces one trembling thumb along my jaw.
Everything is new and familiar all at once, like I’m learning to speak a language I’ve already carried inside myself for years. I’m swept up in Kate like she’s a violent storm raging around me, a hurricane spinning me in circles, but she’s also the Kate I’ve laughed and cried with, the Kate I’ve hugged and held hands with, the Kate I’ve stood next to on a fire escape while we watched a neon cross light up the sky.
She’s my Kate.
My Kate. My Kate. My Kate.
The words become a chant in my head as we keep kissing like we’re searching each other for a secret that will make this all make sense.
We kiss for so long my lungs start to burn and demand more than brief gasps of air. When we finally break apart, we’re both panting, still stretched across the counter like we’re scared we’ll get dragged apart.
I crack my eyes open a slit and see she still has hers squeezed shut. Her lips are shiny, her face flushed, and all I want to do is pull her hair out of what’s left of her bun, thread my fingers through the dark strands, and kiss her again.
I don’t want to think about it. I don’t want to ask questions or doubt myself the way I always do. Every cell in my body is bent on nothing but demanding more.
I realize I’ve never truly wanted anyone before—not like this.
I close my eyes again and start to tilt my mouth towards hers, but a loud thumping sound from the front of the store makes me jerk back and glance over my shoulder towards the noise.
Reality comes rushing back in like a bucket of ice water poured over both our heads. Kate straightens up, her hand flying to her mouth as her eyes flare wide.
My pulse feels like it’s beating dangerously fast, blood rushing in my ears as I sink down off my tip toes and take a staggering step back from the counter.
The thumping continues, and I finally recognize it as the sound of someone trying to yank open the store’s door.
“It’s stuck,” Kate says, her voice coming out robotic and hollow. I can’t even tell if she’s talking to me.
The thumping continues for another second before the door creaks open and a trample of footsteps fills the room. I whirl around to face the group of teenagers who just walked in.
“Vous êtes ouverts?” one of them demands.
I start to scramble for an answer before I realize they’re talking to Kate.
“Ah…oui,” Kate says from behind me, after a moment of hesitation. “La porte est brisée. Pardon.”
They fan out to start exploring the racks after she assures them the store is open.
My chest is heaving, and my tongue feels heavy in my mouth. I don’t know how Kate managed to speak at all, never mind in French. I can feel her eyes on the back of my head, but it takes me a moment to turn around. When I do, I see her expression has gone as robotic as her voice, blank and devoid of any hint of what she’s thinking.
“Allison,” she says, all the magic in my name gone now. “I…I’m sorry. I got carried away. I—”
She cuts herself off and drops her gaze to the counter.
I stare at it too, at the block of wood and linoleum that suddenly feels like it might as well be a ten foot wall.
“I…did too.”
The floor is tilting under my feet. Nothing makes sense anymore. She’s not the girl I’m supposed to be kissing. She’s not the person who’s supposed to make me feel this way.
“I guess you…I guess you have to leave?” she asks, her voice dropping even lower as the teenagers all laugh at some dumb joke one of them made.
“I…” I pause and swallow to wet my dry throat. “I guess I do.”
It almost comes out like a question—a question I’m too confused and terrified to ask myself, never mind her.
The store doesn’t feel like it has enough air left in it. I have to get out. I have to breathe.
I have to think, and I can’t do that in here.
“I’ll…I’ll see you later?” I ask.
She nods, still staring down at the counter.
“Yeah,” she rasps. “See you.”
I grab my coat, but I don’t stop to put it on. I pile all my things into my arms and stumble my way out of the store into the darkening street.



  Chapter 11  




Kate
“Y ou’re going to have to tell me what the emergency is if you want me to give you the emergency shot.”
Miguel sets two shot glasses filled with vodka down on the table next to the beers we already ordered. They climb onto the stool across from me and cross their arms over their chest.
Taverne Toulouse is bumping even on a Thursday, and we weren’t lucky enough to grab a couch. We’re seated at a spindly table along one of the exposed brick walls, right under a speaker that forces us to have this conversation at a louder volume than I’d like.
I lift my head from where I’ve had it resting in my hands and do my best to pout at Miguel.
“Please can I just drink it first?”
They shake their head. “Nope. I’m buying, so I make the rules. Tell me.”
I close my eyes and rub a few circles into my temples before I blurt, “I kissed Allison.”
“You what?”
When I look at them again, the elation lighting up their eyes makes it clear they heard me.
“Don’t make me say it again.”
“When?” they demand, uncrossing their arms and leaning in closer.
I take a deep breath of warm, beer-scented air tinged with the lingering trace of French fries from the food this place serves during the day.
“Right before the end of my shift tonight.”
“Tonight? At Voltage? Oh my god, you two had your first kiss at Voltage Vintage? I can’t tell if that’s cringey or cute.”
“It is neither of those things! It is a disaster!”
I’m shouting, but the crowd and the music are too loud for anyone to notice. I give up on waiting for Miguel’s permission and lunge for my shot glass, tipping my head back and downing the burning liquid all in one go. It blazes down my throat and settles like a warm fire in my chest. A fraction of the tension that’s had all my muscles contracted since Allison left the store leaves my body.
I figure I’d need about three more shots to feel anywhere close to normal.
“How did it happen?” Miguel asks, not even bothering to hide the excitement in their voice.
I don’t think they’re picking up on the urgency of just how bad this is.
“I don’t…I don’t really know,” I answer. “She was at the store so we could pick out some new things for her to wear on her date tonight. It just felt…god, I’m such an idiot. I’m a fucking menace, Miguel. Like, what the fuck? Why did I do that?”
“Hey.” They stretch their arm across the table, their fingertips brushing my shoulder. “Hey, it’s okay.”
My voice has gone all shaky. I’ve gone all shaky, my legs jittering under the table as I fight to pull a few more deep breaths in through my nose.
“I’ve just felt so weird around her for weeks, ever since…since that night you walked in when we were in her room together.”
Miguel nods. “Ah, yes. I did say that looked particularly homosexual.”
I shoot them a glare, and they snatch their hand back to lift it in surrender.
“Sorry. Bad time for a joke. Please continue.”
I squeeze my hands together in my lap, crisscrossing my thumbs over each other again and again as I focus on the sensation to keep me steady.
“I just don’t know what’s fucking wrong with me. I decide I’m done messing with randos, and apparently that’s my cue to start messing with my best friend? I didn’t even…I didn’t even mean to do any of it. Like tonight, we were just joking around about the best way to lean in to kiss somebody, and…and then we were kissing, and I just… It shouldn’t be like this. Not with her.”
I reach for my beer as soon as I’m done and gulp down a few swigs as I avoid Miguel’s eyes, but I can still feel them watching me.
“It shouldn’t be like what?”
“Like it…”
I turn and glance around the bar, at all the strangers sipping beers and locking eyes, leaning in and pulling away, talking and touching and tasting their way through the same game I found out I was playing before I even knew the rules.
“Like it is with everyone else,” I finish. “I never wanted it to get like that with her. She’s one of the only people I can be me with, Miguel. She doesn’t see what other people see when they look at me. She doesn’t care about that stuff. She doesn’t let it change her, and now I’m…I’m changing it, and I don’t know how to stop.”
“Kate.”
I’m still watching the crowd, my eyes gone unfocused enough to make all the faces blur together. Miguel has to wave their hand in front of my face to get me to look at them.
“Kate, listen to me,” they say when they’ve managed to snap me out of it. “It could never be like it is with everyone else because we aren’t talking about everyone else here. We’re talking about Allison—Allison who does see you for you, who loves you for you, whatever kind of love that ends up being. She’s not going to see you any differently just because you kissed.”
I shake my head, my stomach rolling. “You don’t understand.”
I mumble the words, and Miguel shifts their stool closer to hear.
“I’m sorry?”
“I said…” I start squeezing my hands again and stare down at where my beer bottle has begun to sweat. “I said you don’t understand. It doesn’t work like that for me.”
“You’re right. Maybe I won’t understand.”
They slide their hand across the table and rest it palm up right next to my beer bottle.
It’s an invitation, an offering, a space to fill if I want it.
Normally, I’d pull away. I’d pull myself together and push everything else aside. I’d make an excuse or a joke, and we’d move on with our night.
Only I can’t move on, not this time.
I unclasp my hands and lift one up from under the table to rest my hand on top of Miguel’s. They thread their fingers through mine and squeeze.
I look up from our joined palms to their face, to the familiar sight of their short beard and gold earrings. Their eyes crinkle a little behind their glasses as they give me a reassuring smile.
“Maybe I won’t understand,” they repeat, “but maybe you could give me a try.”
Despite everything weighing me down, the corners of my mouth lift to mirror theirs.
“Okay.”
“You could also drink my shot if you really want to.”
I make a show out of slumping back in my chair and groaning. “God, you’re an angel.”
We let go of each other’s hands so I can take the shot and they can have a few sips of their beer. I’m not even sure where to start this story, but they don’t rush me. They take a few more sips as I frown my way through some memories and search for the words to describe what I’m thinking about.
“You know how I told you I’ve never officially been anyone’s girlfriend?” I ask.
Miguel nods.
“Well, that was kind of a lie.”
I pause to see if they’ve got anything sarcastic to say about that, but they just nod and wait for me to go on.
“When I was in the eleventh grade, I went to this party one of the kids who lived out in the country was throwing. They had this massive pool and this field where you could have, like, dangerously gigantic bonfires. It was September and still pretty warm out, so after everyone got bored of the fire, they went swimming, but I was feeling pretty out of it and, you know, my so-called friends had started treating me pretty shitty by then, so I stayed sitting out there by myself. Also I figured someone should make sure we didn’t set the whole field on fire.”
I can still feel the embers warming my skin as I sat near the edge of the fire pit, watching sparks fly into the dark sky every time a log shifted. There were cicadas singing. The air smelled like smoke and sweet grass.
The scent clung to my sweater when I got home that night. I remember pressing it to my nose in my bedroom and smiling when I also caught a trace of him on the fabric.
“I was out there alone for a while,” I continue, “but eventually this guy wandered over from the pool. I don’t think he expected to find anyone there. He was a year older than me, so I’d seen him around but I’d never really spoken to him. He asked if he could join me. I wanted to say no, but I said yes. We were quiet for a while, but then he made some stupid joke about the mosquitoes, and once we started talking, we just…didn’t stop. All night. We were out there until six in the morning. The host passed out and everyone else went home, but we stayed. We didn’t make out or even flirt all that much, but when we hugged before we went home, it was like…it was like I already was home…with him.”
I need more beer to fuel me through the rest, and Miguel takes the break in the story as an opportunity to move their stool even closer and let out a blissful sigh.
“That’s beautiful, Kate. That’s like something out of a teen novel. I think I’m swooning.”
I scowl at them over the rim of my bottle. “No, it’s stupid. So fucking stupid. I was halfway in love with him in just one night, all because he did the bare minimum of actually talking to me and acting like I was an intelligent human being worthy of conversation before he tried to get in my pants. My standards weren’t exactly high when all I’d ever experienced were high school boys at parties. Did I mention his name was Travis?”
Miguel’s lip curls. “Okay, yeah, that has fuck boy written all over it.”
“That’s the thing, though,” I explain. “He really didn’t seem like a…Travis. He never even made a move on me. Everything was at my pace. For a few weeks, I just thought of him as a friend. We called each other almost every night. We had the same favourite candy, so he’d always bring Swedish berries to my locker at lunch. Just cute things like that. I’d never…I’d never really had that before. I’d gotten a lot of attention, but I realized it never actually felt good, not the way it did coming from him.”
Miguel doesn’t say anything, but I see the way their face pinches with sympathy when they hear the slight tremor I can’t keep out of my voice.
“Anyway, we were hanging out in a park one night, trying to figure out if we could infuse Swedish berries with some vodka he stole from his dad, and I kissed him. A few weeks later, we started sleeping together. He was the first guy I did more than just fool around with. I guess…I guess we never officially had the boyfriend-girlfriend talk, but one day we were lying in bed and I told him he was the best boyfriend ever. I didn’t even mean to say it out loud. He leaned over and kissed me after and held my hand, so I figured that was that. The popular girls I hung out with had started being extra shitty to me by then, but it didn’t matter to me anymore once I had Travis. I thought he just got me. I thought he saw what everybody else missed.”
Heat starts to prick the corners of my eyes, and even a few furious sips of beers aren’t enough to keep me from sniffling after I swallow. I squeeze my hand extra hard around the beer bottle, like that will help me get the same kind of grip on myself.
“He didn’t, though. He was just better than anyone else at pretending he saw me as more than…you know, a hot girl. One day near the end of the school year, I went over to his house. We had planned to hang out alone, but when I arrived, his mom told me he had some friends over and that I should go join them on the deck. I guess he forgot I was coming over. I had to walk by a window that opened onto the deck, and I heard him…talking about me.”
“Oh, Kate.”
Miguel lays their hand back down on the table, but I don’t take it this time. I can’t take it. If I hold their hand, I’ll fall apart, and I promised myself I’d never do that.
I roll my shoulders back and imagine shoving every welling tear and shaking breath into a steel box with a heavy duty lock on the front. I stuff all the feelings clogging my throat and carving up my chest in there too. I lock it all away. I become the steel itself—cool, hard, and unbreakable.
When I speak again, my voice is even. I describe what happened in the same tone as a police officer reading out a witness report, like this is someone else’s story, not mine.
“One of his friends said something gross about my body and how lucky Travis was to get to fuck me. All Travis did was agree. Another one started talking about a time I made out with him at a party. Travis told him to knock it off, and the guy asked if it made him mad to know he’d felt his girlfriend up. Travis said I wasn’t his girlfriend. All his friends laughed and said they didn’t believe him. They said I had him pussy-whipped and that there was no way he wouldn’t keep dating me all through college and marry me as soon as he could, even though I was clearly a tease and an attention whore. Travis said they had it all wrong. He said I wasn’t…girlfriend material.”
I almost slip and let something out of my steel box when I hesitate before the last two words, but I rein myself in and don’t show any emotion except for a slight twitch of my lip when I’m done.
Miguel opens their mouth to say something, but I cut them off. If I stop before I’m done, I’ll never finish. This is the first time I’ve said it all out loud before, and my legs are trembling under the table like I’m nearing the end of a marathon instead of just sitting on a bar stool.
“He said I was a good time, but he’d never be serious about a girl like me. After that, they started having this stupid conversation about how all women can be categorized into three groups: girls you fuck around with in high school, girls you fuck around with in college, and girls you marry. They started naming a bunch of girls at our school and putting them into categories, but only after they all agreed I was definitely a girl you fuck around with in high school. I left pretty soon after that.”
I force myself to swallow, and then I roll my shoulders back again. It’s easier to sit up straight now. It’s easier to hold my head high. I’m past the part of the story that’s about the girl I used to be. Now I’m talking about the girl I became, the girl I built on nobody’s terms but mine.
“I cried for one day, and then I stopped,” I tell Miguel. “I never spoke to Travis again, no matter how many times he called or came around my house or tried to talk to me at my locker. The last time he tried, he…he got so mad about me ignoring him that he called me a selfish bitch. He yelled it. Right there in the middle of the hallway. It was like I…like I didn’t even recognize him anymore, like some veil was lifted or whatever, and I realized you can never really trust who people become when they want you to sleep with them.”
A shudder runs through me as I picture the look on his face when he said that, all twisted into something ugly and strange. His fury deflated as soon as the words left his mouth, and I think the split second of remorse I saw before I turned away was worse than all the anger.
Even with the word ‘bitch’ still echoing in the hall, that remorse made me want to reach out and search for the boy I fell in love with.
That remorse made me feel weak.
I didn’t want to be weak anymore.
“Travis graduated about a month later,” I continue, my voice still flat and hard, “and I never saw him again. I stopped bothering to pretend the popular girls were still my friends. I stopped believing every drop of attention I got was a blessing. I realized people had been using the way I looked for whatever they wanted, which meant I could use it for whatever I wanted too. It all started feeling like a game, and I decided not to lose anymore. I decided I didn’t even want to be anyone’s girlfriend. All that does for a person like me is cause complications and heartbreak, and besides, there’s way more important shit in life than being somebody’s girlfriend.”
I tilt my beer bottle up and drain what’s left of it to emphasize the end of my little manifesto. A zing of adrenaline surges through me now that I’ve said it all out loud. I set the end of my bottle down and bob my head to the beat of the Billie Eilish song pumping through the speakers.
Miguel hasn’t said anything. I can’t read their expression as they blink at me from behind their glasses.
“We should go dancing tonight,” I say as I do a little shimmy in my seat. “Do you want to go dancing? We could go to that big gay club in the village. It’s usually good on Thursdays, right?”
They don’t seem to share my newfound enthusiasm, but I keep swaying to the music anyway. I thought confiding in Miguel was going to knock me out for the night, but it turns out, it’s exactly what I needed to make the world make sense again.
“Um, Kate?” they say, their voice edged with nerves as they squint at me. “I really appreciate you trusting me enough to tell me all that, and I’m saying this without judgment and as your friend, but…do you think you’re, um, like…okay?”
I drum my index fingers against the table and then lift them up to point a few fingers guns at Miguel. “Never better, my friend. This really helped.”
“Uh-huh.” They nod and lean back a little in their chair. “Again, not judging, but do we think maybe it’s the two shots and a beer talking now?”
“Hmm.” I use my finger guns to tap my chin and realize the room has gone a little fuzzy. I shrug. “I’m sure the drinks helped too, but really, I’m so glad we talked this out.”
They slide off their stool to stand beside our table. “Okay, I’m going to grab us some waters before I say anything else.”
I entertain myself with some more seat dancing as they weave their way through the crowd. A whole song passes before they can get a hold of a couple water glasses and clear a path back to me.
“Drink that,” they order as they sit back down, “and listen to me, okay? I know this probably isn’t the best time to say it, but I have to anyway. Nothing those moronic and infantile little boys said has any bearing on who you are, Kate.”
They enunciate each word like they’re sharing some earth-shattering truth with me, but I just bob my head.
“Oh, I know that. It was all misogynistic bullshit. We live in a bullshit, misogynistic world that’s obsessed with appearances. That’s why I don’t bother with relationships. People are always going to see me a certain way, so I just go about my life using that to my advantage when it benefits me and ignoring it when it doesn’t.”
They tilt their head, their mouth hanging open as they watch me drink more of my water. I glance around to see if anyone’s started dancing yet. Taverne Toulouse usually gets a makeshift dance floor going on the weekends, but nobody else seems to be on my Thursday night level yet.
“Kate, have you…have you always felt like this?” Miguel asks. “Like, the whole time I’ve known you? That’s really why you’ve never wanted to do more than hook up with people? Because of what Travis—”
“Travis was just a…a learning exercise,” I interrupt, waving one of my hands around to indicate how unimportant Travis is. “None of it’s about him specifically. He could have been any guy. Hell, he could have been a girl. In my experience, girls have been far less different than you would think. Everybody just projects what they want onto pretty people.”
They frown, two creases forming between their eyebrows. “You really think that’s what Allison would do to you?”
I stop swaying. The music fades in my ears as all the dopamine in my body seems to drain away like the dregs of a beer getting poured down the sink.
Allison.
As her name bounces around my head, I realize I forgot all about why Miguel and I are even having this conversation at all.
I kissed Allison.
I kissed Allison, and it made me feel like my whole life was bursting into Technicolor while every other kiss with everyone else was only black and white.
Kissing her was like watching colours I’d never even seen before streak the backs of my eyelids, like filtering everything I thought I knew through a prism to see it paint our bodies in a million shifting shades of light.
“Shit,” I mutter, slumping forward as I curl my arms around my stomach.
The room is suddenly too loud, too hot, and way too crowded.
“Kate?” Miguel asks, their voice tinged with alarm. “You okay?”
I shake my head. “I don’t feel so good. Can we get out of here? I need some air.”
“Of course. Let’s go.”
I slide off the stool and sling my coat over my arm. Miguel leads the way, parting swaying patrons like the Red Sea as we inch our way closer to the door. As soon as I feel the cold shock of night air on my face, I take a huge, heaving breath and stagger out into the street.
The cold has a sobering effect. My vision isn’t fuzzy anymore, and even though my head spins a little when I straighten up to press my back against the bar’s brick wall, my thoughts feel clearer.
Painfully clearer.
I wince as it all comes rushing back: the kiss, the way we couldn’t even speak to each other after, the sight of Allison’s tense shoulders as she walked out of the store.
Miguel slides up against the wall beside me. “Any better?”
I shrug. “I feel way more sober now.”
They let out a cautious chuckle. “I take it that’s not exactly feeling better?”
My mouth lifts in a weak smile. “Not exactly.”
We stand in silence for a few minutes, the bass notes of the music thumping through the wall behind us as a few bar hoppers slip and slide their way along the icy sidewalk.
“You know she’d never hurt you, right?”
Despite the din of the bar, Miguel’s voice still sounds loud in the mostly empty street.
“You’re her best friend. What she sees in you is never going to change, and I think if you give her a chance, you’ll find—”
I shake my head to cut them off. “I can’t, Miguel. She’s one of the only things in my life that’s never been ruined by all that shit. I’m not bringing her into it. I…I need her, okay? I just do.”
I’m crying now, not just sniffling or tearing up but sobbing hard enough I have to gasp for air. Miguel slides their arm around my shoulders, and I give myself a couple minutes to lean into them before I decide enough is enough.
I straighten up, wipe my face, and suggest we call it a night. They don’t push the conversation, but they do insist on walking me home. We talk about other things, but my thoughts are still fixed on Allison by the time I step into my dark apartment and flip the harsh overhead light on.
I turn it off just as fast and cross the room to switch on my neon sign instead. Once the apartment is bathed in nothing but a dim purple glow, I throw my coat off and collapse down onto my bed. I can still smell the sandalwood incense I burnt this morning when I take a deep breath.
I roll over to check my phone for the first time in a couple hours, swiping straight to Allison’s name in my texts.
There are no messages waiting for me, no updates about how her date went.
No updates about us.
“I’m so fucking stupid,” I mutter as I stare at the phone until my eyes go blurry. I bring them back into focus and open up my conversation with Yasmine instead.
My thumbs hover over the screen, but I only hesitate for a couple seconds before I start typing.



  Chapter 12  




Allison
T he first thing I do when I wake up is reach for my phone and look for a text from Kate. My sleep-addled brain is giddy to read her take on how my date went last night. I’m already forming a request for a lunch meeting so we can discuss the details in person on campus today when I realize I don’t have any new messages.
I swipe at my bleary eyes and bring the screen closer to my face.
Then it hits me. Kate hasn’t texted about my date because I haven’t told her about it because we kissed and the whole freaking world turned upside down.
I groan and flop back against my pillow, throwing an arm over my eyes to shield them from the sun rays beaming through the gap in my curtains—and perhaps from the whole convoluted mess my reality has become.
“What the hell am I doing?” I croak.
My empty room does not provide an answer.
I lie there wallowing like an angsty teenager for a good ten minutes before my morning alarm starts blaring on my phone. I groan again and swipe at the screen before heaving myself out of bed.
My phone rests on my comforter like some sort of foreboding omen of doom as I go through my morning routine. Every minute that passes without a text from Kate feels like it’s ratcheting my nerves up an extra notch and making me even more uncertain about whether I should text her first.
I force myself to leave the phone where it is when I head downstairs for a quick breakfast. The tiny kitchen table is occupied by Hudson, who looks half-asleep as he spoons cereal into his mouth while wearing his ever-present bathrobe over some basketball shorts.
“Yo, Red,” he says, lifting his spoon in greeting.
“Yo to you too, Hudson,” I say as I grab a bowl off the drying rack and hunt through one of the cupboards for my own box of cereal. “Also, don’t call me Red, okay? We’ve discussed this. You know I hate it.”
“Oh, right, yeah. Sorry, I’m a little hungover and forgot.”
I glance over my shoulder at him after grabbing some oat milk from the overstuffed fridge. “Were you using beers to help you study again?”
He gives me a spoon salute. “You know it, R—I mean…how about Freckles? Can I call you Freckles?”
I grimace. “How about you just call me Allison?”
He shakes his head like I’ve disappointed him. “Fine, fine. Allison it is.”
Tracy lumbers into the kitchen just as I’m putting the milk away after dousing my cereal. She lets out a few yowling meows and rubs up against the legs of Hudson’s chair.
“Don’t act like I didn’t feed you,” he accuses, reaching down to give her a scratch behind her ears. “Go back to sleep.”
“She wants cuddles,” I tell him when he retracts his hand and the yowling gets even louder.
“She basically slept on my face all night,” he tells me. “I think she farted on my face at one point. I am not cuddling her while I eat my breakfast.”
I set my spoon into my cereal bowl. “Okay, well I’ll leave you two to figure this situation out.”
I try to step past Tracy into the hallway, but she darts straight into my path with more agility than I thought she could manage and then flops down in the middle of the kitchen’s entrance like it’s her dying wish to be cuddled one last time.
“Oh, fine,” I say with a sigh.
I set my cereal down on the table across from Hudson and then hoist Tracy into my arms before taking the free chair and settling her in my lap.
“But only until I’m done eating,” I tell her as she starts to purr while I stroke her graying fur with one hand and scoop up some cereal with the other.
At least she’s keeping me from checking my phone for the twenty-eighth time. My heels drum an anxious rhythm against the tiled floor until Tracy cocks one eye open to glare at me and I do my best to stay still.
I can barely taste the cereal in my mouth. I feel more like a robot pretending to eat than a human ingesting actual food as I grind my jaw and make a conscious effort to swallow. A couple minutes of silence pass before I notice Hudson giving me a weird look.
“What?” I demand, the question coming out harsher than I meant.
He raises his eyebrows. “What do you mean, what? I was about to ask you what. You look like you’re having a bad trip. Are you having a bad trip?”
I have no idea what a bad trip feels like, but I can’t imagine it’s much worse than the anxiety tying my guts up in knots and turning my skin all clammy as my brain processes a dozen terrible potential outcomes per minute.
“Not exactly,” I answer. “I mean, I’m not on drugs. I’m just…worried.”
He shifts his bathrobe a little higher up his shoulders and then leans back in his chair. “You want to tell me about it?”
I’m pretty sure Hudson has the emotional intelligence of a middle schooler, and I highly doubt he’s got any experience in the field of navigating lesbian drama. Still, something makes me pause before I decline his offer.
If I could speak all my swirling thoughts out loud, maybe they wouldn’t feel so tangled up anymore. Maybe they’d unwind like a spool of thread I could follow towards some hint of where I’m supposed to go from here.
Hudson is not my first choice for an audience, but as I run my other options, I realize just how limited they are. My second-closest friend in Montreal is Jenny from high school, and we’ve somehow gotten less close since I moved into this house with her, not more. I’d have to face the growing distance between us if I knocked on her door and asked to talk like we used to.
I could ask to meet up with Miguel, but even though I consider them a good friend, we’ve never hung out without Kate. There’d be a lot of weirdness to face in that situation too.
I could call my mom, but she probably has even less experience with lesbian issues than Hudson does, and she’d spend more time being worried about me than actually listening to me.
I glance down at Tracy nestled in my lap and sigh again before I face Hudson.
“Okay. Sure. Uh, thanks.”
He nods. “For sure, for sure. What’s up?”
“Okay…well…” I stroke my fingers down the length of Tracy’s bony old spine as I search for a way to begin. “Have you ever had feelings for someone you probably shouldn’t have feelings for?”
He lets out a low whistle and nods. “Oh, fuck yeah. Every female TA I’ve ever had in my life. Also definitely my best friend’s mom in high school. That woman was perfect.”
My lip curls as I start to re-think my decision here. “Right.”
“It sucks,” he continues. “I totally feel you on that. Forbidden love and all that shit. It’s rough.”
I nod. “Yeah, it’s, uh…I mean, it’s not technically forbidden. I’m talking more about, say, having a crush on your friend.”
“Wait.” His eyes widen. He leans across the table and drops his voice to a whisper. “Do you have a crush on Jenny?”
“Oh, god no.” I shake my head while making a face and then realize I should probably be a bit more flattering towards my friend. “I mean, she’s great, of course, but that’s super platonic.”
“Okay, phew.” Hudson sits back up. “We do not need that roommate drama. I need a peaceful environment for my studies.”
I almost choke on the bite of cereal I just took. I bring my fist to my mouth and clear my throat, but Hudson doesn’t notice my reaction to that extremely questionable statement.
“So yeah, this crush I’m talking about,” I say once I’ve managed to swallow, “it does feel forbidden, because even though there aren’t any actual rules against it, there are consequences. Big consequences. Consequences I really don’t want to risk dealing with. Namely, losing the whole friendship by trying to turn it into something else.”
“So what are you gonna do instead?” he asks. “Pretend you don’t have a crush and hope it goes away, and hope your friend doesn’t notice in the meantime?”
That would have been my option of choice before last night took it off the table.
There’s no way Kate couldn’t tell that kiss was more than just pretend for me. If she thought it was only a joke, she would have laughed after. She would have been able to look at me. She would have texted to ask how my date went, and we’d be meeting up for lunch in a few hours.
I can’t pretend nothing has changed when that kiss changed everything for me. That kiss opened up a door that slammed shut behind me as soon as I felt her pull me closer and cup my face in her hands.
I didn’t kiss her like a friend.
And she didn’t kiss me like a friend either.
The truth is a whisper in my ear, one I spent my whole date with Cassidy and all of last night trying to ignore.
It’s a good thing Cassidy spent even more time talking about herself on our second date than she did on our first. I was so out of it I can’t even remember what I ate at the restaurant, never mind what I might have mumbled as an answer whenever she paused long enough for a response.
“I think it might be too late for that,” I tell Hudson. “I think she probably knows. Things between us are…weird.”
“Weird like…sexually tense?”
He does a few suggestive raises of his eyebrows, which snaps me out of my thoughts enough to glare at him.
“Just trying to get a feel for the situation,” he says, lifting his hands in surrender.
“I don’t know what’s going on,” I tell him. “I just know things don’t feel like they used to, and I don’t know how to make them go back to that.”
He swirls the last few remaining bits of cereal around his bowl with his spoon, gazing into them like the Cheerios are revealing the future.
“My question is, why would you want to go back?”
“Because—”
He holds up a hand to stop me. “Hear me out, okay? You like this girl. You think she’s sexy, and you probably think she’s pretty cool too if you’re such good friends with her. If you try to get over your crush and turn your friendship back to what it used to be without even telling her how you feel, you’re just going wonder what if all the time, which is really going to fuck with your friendship and probably end it anyway, so…why not just tell her?”
“Because that could go so badly!” I protest, my voice loud enough to make Tracy’s ears twitch.
“Or it could not,” he answers. “Look, either you don’t tell her and bottle your feelings up until you both feel so weird you can’t be friends anymore, or you do tell her and she’s like, ‘Fuck off, no way, we can’t be friends anymore.’”
I let out a squawk of protest, but Hudson waves me down before I can tell him that’s a pretty compelling reason not to say anything.
“Or she says, ‘No thanks, but let’s still be friends, homie.’ Or she says, ‘I’m super horny for you too. Let’s go have hot lesbian sex and be in love and shit.’”
Before I can stop it, an image of Kate saying exactly those words pops up in my head. I tip my head back as a laugh explodes out of me, shaking Tracy in my lap and echoing against the walls of the kitchen. I laugh for so long the sound starts to take on a manic edge, and when I finally calm down enough to take a few gasping breaths, I can’t tell if I want to laugh again or start crying.
Hudson doesn’t seem fazed by my unhinged behavior. He slumps back in his chair and spreads his arms out, beaming at me like he’s just delivered a life-altering sermon.
“Am I right, or am I right?”
A couple residual snorts escape me as I gawk at him. “You really think I should just tell her? Just like that?”
“You should do whatever you want, Red—I mean, Allison.” He pauses to reach for his spoon again. “But if I were you, I would tell her.”
    
I never thought my voice of reason would take the shape of a bathrobe-clad McGill frat boy, but Hudson stays hovering in my thoughts like a little beer-fuelled angel on my shoulder all day.
Friday is the only day of the week I don’t have any classes with Kate. We usually grab lunch even when we don’t have a date—or a kiss—to discuss, but by two o’clock, no texts from her have appeared on my phone.
I haven’t messaged her either. I’ve been too paralyzed by the words of mini-Hudson echoing in my ears to do anything but float through all my lessons on autopilot.
If I were you, I would tell her.
I grab a late lunch in the cafeteria by myself and pick at the ciabatta stuffed with tomatoes and cheese instead of eating it.
I don’t even know what I’d tell Kate. I don’t know what I’m feeling.
Yes, you do.
It’s not Hudson’s voice that speaks this time; it’s the same voice that keeps telling me I knew Kate felt exactly what I did when we kissed. It sounds a lot like my voice, only wiser and more confident than I’ve ever felt in my life.
That voice keeps getting louder as I make my way through my afternoon classes and the metro ride back home. The sound is like sparks setting off a fire in me that burns hotter and hotter, singeing away all the nerves and doubts that always seem to hold me back when it matters most.
When I’m back in my bedroom, I sit down at my sewing table to work on the bodice of a Pride and Prejudice inspired evening gown for a customer. I’ve used the pattern I drafted myself several times before, and my brain stays busy thinking about Kate as my fingers fly through the familiar tasks of cutting and pinning the smooth white satin.
I’m sure Kate’s skin would feel just as soft if I got to run my hands down her bare back. I’m sure she’d feel like rippling waves of the finest fabric as she moved over top of me.
There’s still a part of me that balks at the thought, like I’m stumbling into a scene I shouldn’t be a part of, but instead of asking myself what the hell I think I’m doing, I let myself wonder what if?
What if Kate’s felt like the only girl I can actually talk to because she’s the right girl for me? What if I feel like I’m snuggling up in a warm and safe cocoon whenever I’m around her because that’s how you’re supposed to feel around someone you love?
What if kissing her turned my world right side up instead of upside down?
I finish pinning the back sections of the bodice together and then crawl under the table to plug my sewing machine in. The machine’s light and tiny LCD screen flick on as the room is filled with the soothing hum I’ve listened to for more hours of my life than I can count. I straighten back up and slide onto my chair again, but instead of fitting the bodice into place under the machine’s foot, I just sit there rubbing my fingers against the glossy fabric. I stare at the waiting machine for so long my vision goes blurry.
What if?
Hudson was right; even if I wanted to douse the growing fire in me with an ice cold bucket of reality, I couldn’t. Reality only confirms everything sparking to life in my thoughts.
Kate kissed me.
She didn’t have to kiss me. We weren’t playing some dumb, half-drunken game of spin the bottle at a house party. We weren’t trying to make anyone jealous. We weren’t even doing anything excuse-worthy like discussing tips to improve my kissing skills.
She kissed me because she wanted to, and I kissed her back because as soon as her lips touched mine, I realized the last thing in the world I wanted was for her to stop.
I push my chair back and jump to my feet, the bodice pieces still clutched in my hands. I drop them on the table and spin around to lunge for my purse where I dumped it on the floor with my school bag.
My heart thumps against my ribs with every beat like they’re a cage it wants to escape. My breath turns into short, sharp pants as I fly down the stairs and pull my coat and boots on like the house is on fire.
Instead of holding me back like they always do, my heart and lungs feel like they’re finally accomplishing what they’re meant to: fuelling me.
I get myself to the metro station with a combination of jogging and power-walking brisk enough to have me throwing my coat open in the not-quite-winter-but-not-quite-spring temperature of March in Montreal. Most of the after-work metro rush has passed by now, and I manage to score myself a seat on both lines it takes me to get to Kate’s place.
I give up on power-walking and full-out sprint the last couple blocks of my journey after I’ve burst out of the station like a daisy popping out of the snow.
Spring is lurking in the patches of last season’s yellowed grass and the earthy scent of mud revealed by all the melting. There’s a steady drip-drop of water in the eavestroughs of the houses I pass. The world is waking up and coming to life. For the first time in my life, I truly understand why they call it spring fever; I’m burning up, my whole body worked into a frenzy by the reminders of hot summer days ahead. The air smells sweet with the promise of all that’s to come.
I arrive at Kate’s building just as another tenant is walking out onto the street. They hold the door for me to step inside, meaning I don’t have to buzz Kate’s unit. I must be a little too profuse with my thanks; the poor tenant stares at me like they think I have an actual fever as I rattle off a few comments about the lovely evening while I beam at them with my face flushed and my chest heaving from my sprint.
The grin doesn’t leave my face when I turn around and start pounding my way up the stairs. I get to the third floor before I run out of steam and have to slow down a little.
As I continue trudging onwards, I start thinking back to the time Kate and I carried a dresser we found on the side of the road all the way up these steps. I almost got crushed to death, and she didn’t even end up keeping the thing, but we were so proud of ourselves we spent the whole rest of the night drinking rosé and taking dumb photos of us posing like fashion models on top of the dresser.
I wonder if there’s a part of me that always recognized what she meant to me, what she could mean to me. I wonder if our friendship has always contained an extra space patiently waiting for us to wake up and fill it.
I only have one floor left to go when the stairwell starts echoing with a second set of footsteps above me. The person sounds like they’re going as fast as I was a few floors back, so I shift over to the wall to give them room to zoom by me. I’m so focused on making it to Kate’s apartment that it takes me a couple seconds to realize the woman scrambling to a stop when she rounds the stairway’s corner to face me is Kate.
“Allison!”
My name echoes against the tiled walls, and I pause a couple steps down from where Kate’s hovering at the edge of the landing above me. I blink at her, like she’s a vision I can’t quite believe I summoned.
She’s wearing a black leather jacket over one of her ever-present crop tops and some black high rise jeans with a wide belt. Her eyeliner looks extra dark and smudgy. She could have just stepped off the tour bus for the next great Canadian rock band.
She looks hot, and for the first time in my life, I don’t shy away from thinking that.
“Kate!”
I close the gap between us and face her on the landing. My pulse is going a mile a minute, but all the stomach-lurching nerves that make me want to crawl into a hole around almost every other woman are nowhere to be found.
This is Kate. She’s not going to think I’m weird or stupid or pathetic. She believes in me.
I can trust her.
“Wh-what are you doing here?” she stammers, her eyes still wide with the shock of finding me in her stairwell.
I’ve shown up unexpectedly a few times before, but I always text when I’m a few blocks away.
“I…I came to see you,” I begin.
I make myself pause and hold back on launching into a speech right here and now when I realize the fact that we’re on the stairs indicates she was about to head somewhere too.
“Is this a bad time?” I ask.
I reassess her outfit and realize she doesn’t exactly look like she’s headed out for something like a last-minute grocery run or a trip to the dépanneur, but then again, she’s Kate. It’s rare that she doesn’t look like she’s heading off for a magazine shoot.
“Oh, uh, no.” She tugs at the sleeves of her jacket. “I mean, I’m going out, but, um…is something wrong? Are you okay?”
I shake my head. I can’t tell if she really is preoccupied with the little zippers at the edge of her sleeves or if she’s avoiding my eyes.
The stairwell seems to get a few degrees colder.
“No, I’m fine. I just, uh…You’re going out? Like to a bar?”
“Um…” She flicks her gaze up to meet mine and then looks down at the tips of her shoes. “No. No, not a bar. I’m, uh, meeting up with Yasmine.”
“Oh.”
My shoulders slump, and a sinking feeling seems to turn the concrete under my feet to quicksand before I even realize why.
“Wait—Yasmine?”
Kate keeps staring at her shoes as she nods.
“But you…you stopped seeing her.”
My voice sounds like it’s coming from somebody else, my tone blank as the tips of my fingers and toes start to go numb.
“Yeah, well, she…she texted me.” Kate’s voice is hoarse. She pauses to clear her throat. “So now we’re meeting up.”
“You said you weren’t hooking up with anyone this semester.”
She shrugs and tries to laugh, but the sound is strangled. “Well, there’s only, what? Six weeks of the semester left? Also, it’s not like Yasmine is some rando at a bar.”
“She might as well be.”
The words slip out before I can stop them, edged with a coldness that makes Kate lift her head and give me a look somewhere between shocked and offended.
“I just mean it’s not like you…you ever knew her that well,” I rush to explain. “It’s not like she ever seemed to want to know you that well.”
I’d never seen Kate stick with a hook up for as long as she stuck with Yasmine. She said it was for the sake of convenience, but she’d always have this dark cloud hanging over her after she met up with Yasmine, like there was something about the whole thing that bothered her even as she kept going back for more. I even started to wonder if she had an actual crush on Yasmine, but then she cut things off when she decided to officially go on her hook-up hiatus back in January, and I stopped thinking about it.
“Yeah, and that’s what makes her so great,” Kate says with another chilling attempt at a laugh.
I don’t join in. The old me would have gone along with it, but the new me can’t ignore what I saw back then.
“I don’t think she’s great at all,” I say, the words quiet but firm. “You always seemed upset after you saw her. I get that some people only want casual relationships, and that’s fine. I’m not judging. I just think it’s shitty that she literally called you a convenience to your face. That barely even sounds like she’s talking about a person.”
The shock fades from Kate’s expression, but the hard lines of contempt between her eyes deepen.
“Actually, you don’t get it. That’s how casual relationships work.” She crosses her arms over her chest, the jacket’s zippers jangling. “Look, I know you’re just trying to be a good friend, but it really is coming off a bit judgey.”
I wince and take a step back. “Excuse me? You’ve spent the whole semester saying hooking up doesn’t feel right to you anymore and that you don’t want to do something that doesn’t make you happy. How is it judgey to be concerned that you’re suddenly giving up on that and going back to a woman who was, objectively, pretty crappy to you? What the hell, Kate? Like, are you okay? I—”
“See, that’s judgey,” she interrupts. “Also, I’m not going back to her. I was never with her, and I never will be. We are literally just two people who like to bang. Sometimes that’s how it works, Allison. We’re not all obsessed with being somebody’s girlfriend.”
I gasp. The numbness starts working its way from my fingers up the rest of my arms. Even my tongue is starting to feel heavy and sluggish in my mouth.
This isn’t how this is supposed to go.
“Is that—is that what you think of me?” I stammer, unable to keep the wobble out of my voice.
Kate’ stony expression cracks, and she takes a step towards me. “Allison, no. Of course not. I’m so sorry. That was a horrible thing to say.”
I keep backing away. “Then why’d you say it?”
She freezes when she realizes I’m not going to rush towards her and accept the apology.
“Because I…”
Her eyes scan over my face, her mouth opening and closing a few times. She snaps it shut every time she looks like she’s about to speak, her features shifting between pain and panic as her fingertips dig into her leather sleeves so hard her knuckles go pale.
The air in the stairwell gets so thick it’s hard to breathe, like some heavier molecules are replacing all the oxygen.
Just say it.
I don’t know who my thoughts are urging on: her or me.
One of us needs to speak. One of us needs to throw off all this weight.
“Because I hate seeing you with her,” Kate rasps.
The flames I thought were dying out begin to crackle and flare up inside my chest again.
“Cassidy doesn’t know you,” Kate continues. “She doesn’t even try to know you, and you deserve better than that. You deserve everything, Allison.”
She’s not looking away now. She’s staring into my eyes like she can pour everything she hasn’t said straight into her gaze.
“Don’t you see?” I whisper. “You deserve all that too, Kate.”
It only takes me half a second to realize I’ve said the wrong thing. The warmth in her eyes is extinguished like candles blown out by a burst of icy wind. Everything about her goes blank, cold, like a power plant cut off from its source.
She straightens up, and I realize I didn’t even notice we’d both started leaning in towards each other.
“That’s not how it works for me,” she says, her voice robotic, “and that’s not…that’s not even what I want, okay? I just…It’s just not how I do things.”
“Kate…”
I swallow the rest of my sentence as the realization slams straight into my chest: she’s not ready for this.
She’s not ready to admit what’s happening between us. She’s not ready to look it in the face and stand together as we figure out where to go from here.
She’s not ready—or she’s not willing—and nothing I can say tonight is going to get her there. Those walls she throws up are too high and too strong. I’ve seen her turn them against countless people, and now she’s using them to fence me out too.
I’ve never felt her cut me off before, not like this, and I don’t want to find myself without a way to get back inside.
I don’t want to give up on what we could be, but I don’t want to lose every trace of what we are. It all sounded like a simple math equation when I was listening to a frat guy in a bathrobe explain it at the kitchen table this morning, but the reality is fractured and fragile with too much at stake for a single equation to encompass all of what we are.
“Okay,” I say after a few moments have passed in silence. “Okay, maybe we should just do our own thing for a bit.”
She squints at me. “What do you mean?”
I need a pause button. I need time to reassess. If she’s not going to meet me in the middle, I need a chance to figure my next move out on my own.
“We’re not…we’re not really getting along like we used to,” I tell her, “and I think maybe we both need a minute to come to terms with that.”
Her eyes go wide. “You mean you don’t—don’t want to be friends anymore?”
The tremble in her voice makes my heart ache.
“Kate, no. No, I would never want that. It’s because I don’t want that that I think…” I trail off and swallow before I speak again. “I think maybe we should have a…friend break? I think I need some space.”
“Oh.” She swallows too and then nods. “Oh, okay. If that’s what you need, then…then yeah, of course.”
I feel like I’m moving through quicksand again as I step to the edge of the platform. Kate stays facing the opposite wall.
“Cool,” I say, hovering by her side. “Um, thanks.”
She nods again, but she still doesn’t face me. “Of course. So you’ll…I guess you’ll, um, text me when you’re ready, or something?”
My fingers graze the banister, but I can’t make myself step down.
“Yeah, I will.”
“Great. So…goodbye?”
When I started running up these stairs, I thought I was stepping into something new. Now I can’t shake the feeling that I’m walking out on something old I’ll never get back.
I squeeze the banister hard and step down off the platform.
“Yeah, um…goodbye.”



  Chapter 13  




Kate
I ’m still shaking by the time I get to Yasmine’s condo. The crop top and leather jacket plus the March temperatures might have something to do with that, but as I step into the warm lobby with its trickling water feature and smiling security guard behind a stylish black desk, the trembling in my hands and shoulders only gets worse.
I shouldn’t be here.
I can’t shake the thought that plays on a loop in my head as I wait for the elevator, even when I literally try to shake it out after I’ve gotten into a mercifully empty elevator car and pressed the button for the ninth floor.
I shouldn’t be here. I should be with Allison. I should be snuggled up with her on my bed while we watch Lord of the Rings for the eleven millionth time. I should have come up with a better apology. I should have run after her and told her I was an idiot and that I’m going to make sure everything between us goes back to normal now.
When I tried to do that, my feet wouldn’t move. The words wouldn’t come. I couldn’t even shout her name because I knew everything that came after would be a lie.
We aren’t going back to normal, at least not until I’m back to normal. Even in that stairwell with her staring at me with more anger and hurt than I’ve ever seen her watch me with before, I couldn’t stop thinking about kissing her again. I couldn’t stop thinking about lunging forward to pull her into my arms and kiss her until all the lines in her face smoothed away, until all her hurt was soothed, until all her anger morphed into the same heat and desire I felt when she moaned into my mouth as my thumbs traced her jaw in a thrift store.
There’s no normal for us while I’m still thinking things like that.
I can hear music playing in Yasmine’s unit once I’ve stepped down the tiled hall to her door. She lives in a brand new building down by the river, and the place still has that luxe sheen and acrid manufacturer scent to it.
I raise my knuckles to give the door a couple knocks and then drop my fist to start tugging on my sleeves, hoping that will hide the way my hands are still shaking.
“Kate.” Yasmine’s thick, dark hair is hanging loose around her shoulders when she pulls the door open. “We meet again.”
I do my best to flash a smile and make my voice sound normal. “So we do.”
She steps back and opens the door wide enough for me to come inside, revealing the outfit she’s got on: a silky blouse and tailored cigarette pants with black leather stripes running up the sides. She always dresses at least semi-professionally, even for what is essentially a booty call with a college student.
She’s dimmed the lights, and the music is low enough that I can’t make out the words of the soft rock song I’m pretty sure I recognize. I kick my shoes off as she closes the door and then leads us over to her living room.
Her condo always makes me want to ball my hands into my lap so I don’t break anything, like I’m a little kid at some fancy relative’s house. Even though she’s only six years older than me, her custom-framed art and sultry, dark wood furniture make my little attempts at creating a grown-up apartment feel like a game of make-believe.
I shouldn’t be here.
The last thing I want to think about while I’m at Yasmine’s place is Allison, but as I sit back against the pile of throw pillows on the cream-coloured couch, I hear her words from earlier ring out loud and clear in my head.
You always seemed upset after you saw her.
‘Upset’ isn’t quite the right word for the way I’ve always felt with Yasmine, but as I shift around trying to find a way to make the ridiculously large stack of cushions bearable, I find the perfect word to replace it with: uncomfortable.
There’s something about the hours I’ve spent in this condo that have always felt uncomfortable, like a clothing tag that won’t stop itching no matter how many times I try to rip it out.
Yasmine is messing around with a few things on her glass bar cart, and she glances over at me when I continue squirming on the couch.
“Something wrong?”
“Um, nope.” I shake my head and fish one of the pillows out from behind me, dropping it on my lap and then squeezing the edges to help me force myself to stay still. “Just trying to figure out why you have so many goddamn pillows, Yasmine.”
I do my best to sound teasing and flirty. It must come off at least half-convincing because she throws her head back and laughs.
“You sound like my father. He does not share the appreciation for throw pillows that my mother and I do.”
It’s one of the only times I’ve heard her mention her parents. We don’t even talk about her friends. She frowns like she’s just realized how out of character that was and then turns back to the bar cart.
“Anyway, just throw them wherever you want. I’m sure we’ll need some room on the couch very soon.”
The suggestive note in her voice should have me jumping at the chance to up the ante and get us making out as fast as possible. That’s why I’m here. That’s why she invited me: I know how to get straight to the point. Easy and convenient, with no loose ends to wrap up when we’re done.
Instead, I just feel nauseous, my head spinning like I’m standing on a huge stage ready to deliver a monologue I’ve performed a hundred times already, only now I can’t remember a single word.
“How about this to start us off?”
Yasmine turns around with a small wooden cutting board held out in front of her, two salt-rimmed shot glasses balanced on top with a sliced lime arranged in a perfect fan of wedges beside them.
“Since it’s spring now,” she explains as she sets the tray down on the coffee table and takes a seat next to me on the couch, “I felt like being preemptively summery.”
I stare down at the liquid in the glasses, my stomach rolling again.
“I hate tequila.”
The words come out with more force than I meant. I didn’t mean to say them at all, never mind spit them out like venom, but just the sight of the cutting board has me cringing like someone is forcing the bitter alcohol down my throat.
She knows I hate tequila, or at least she should know. ‘I hate tequila’ is one of the first things I ever said to Yasmine, after she offered me a shot from the tray she and her friends ordered that night we met at Taverne Toulouse. I’ve told her the same thing at least three times during all the other nights we met at bars before we started skipping any pretext and meeting here.
That’s not what has me clutching my stomach and curling my lips, though. As the shots continue to sit untouched on the board, I can’t stop myself from picturing the tray of tequila and lime wedges that showed up one time Allison and I were minding our own business and bitching about school at a bar near campus during second year.
Some middle-aged guy had creepily sent them over. I complained loud and clear about how much I hate tequila before asking the server to take them back, but Allison timidly raised her hand like a kid in a classroom and said she’d like to try them.
I’ll never forget her screwed up face when she slammed back the liquor and then grabbed a wedge as I shrieked at her to take some lime. She even took the second shot when I insisted I needed a picture of that face. I still have it on my phone. I always joke about turning it into a meme, and I pull it up in my gallery whenever I need a quick laugh.
As I sit here in this apartment where even the goddamn pillows feel like they’re trying to tell me how much I don’t belong, I can’t help comparing the two scenes. Being with Allison turned even a weird dude’s advances during an average after-school hang-out into a memory I’m pretty sure I’ll be laughing about for the rest of my life.
I don’t think Yasmine and I have ever laughed together. Sure, we’ve cackled our way through a few jokes and indulged in the requisite flirty chuckles, but we’ve never been stuck clutching our sides and fighting to breathe over some stupid moment that’s immediately elevated to the rank of Everlasting Inside Joke. I don’t think we have any inside jokes, even after months of regular hook-ups.
I wonder if that’s what made kissing Allison feel so different. It’s been so long since I’ve kissed someone whose laugh I had memorized, who could make me laugh with just the right nod or eyebrow raise across a crowded room.
“Oh, you don’t?”
Yasmine’s watching me like she’s afraid I might be about to knock the whole coffee table over just to get rid of the tequila. To be fair, I have been glaring at the shot glasses like that’s exactly what I want to do.
“Oh, uh, I mean not really,” I stammer. “It’s just we…I said I…Actually, you know what? Fuck it. Let’s drink tequila.”
My hands have started shaking again, so I don’t wait for Yasmine to join me once I’ve got a hold of my shot. I mime a quick ‘cheers’ and then throw my head back to drain the glass. My throat burns, and my stomach twists in protest as I slam the glass back down on the board and grab a lime.
By the time I’m finished the stupid tequila ritual, Yasmine has slid a few inches away from me on the couch.
“Are you…okay?” she asks with her head cocked to the side.
I run the back of my hand across my mouth and shrug. “Sorry. Uh, long week.”
I do my best to suavely slump against the back of the couch even though my body is convinced I either need to start dry heaving or sprinting out of this room.
The condo feels too small. The whole building feels too small. I feel too small. I need to go somewhere big enough for me to expand out into everything I’m feeling.
Yasmine at least seems convinced enough to shrug off all my concerning actions.
“Well…” She slides back over to me and then bends to reach for her own glass. “Maybe I can help with that.”
It should be hot to watch her tongue dart out and lick the salt rim before she swallows the drink. It should be even hotter to watch her close her mouth over the lime wedge like she’s already imagining doing the same thing between my legs, but once again, I feel like I’m stuck in a play and can’t remember my lines. I can’t even remember what part I’m supposed to be playing.
“Kate.”
She rests one of her hands on my knee and then starts to slide her grip up my thigh. I can smell her perfume: fresh rain and lily of the valley.
Beautiful, but not what I want.
I want sweet candy. I want Allison’s Jolly Rancher shampoo.
“Kate,” she repeats, her voice a low purr as she leans closer.
I make an incoherent sound in the back of my throat as my pulse starts to race with that something that feels a lot like terror.
“Kiss me, Kate.”
She’s so close that her hair is falling forward and surrounding us both like a curtain, caging me in.
This is what you wanted.
That old voice fills my head, the tone almost mocking.
This is what you wanted.
Her lips brush mine, and my whole body freezes. A second later, she presses her mouth hard against me, and that’s when I pull back and scramble all the way to the edge of the couch.
“No!” I shout, my voice filling the room as my whole body trembles. I take a few panting breaths as my eyes dart around the condo like I’m seeking an escape route.
“Kate?” Yasmine sounds as freaked out as I feel, and when I get my eyes to focus on her, I see she’s jumped to her feet. “Kate, what the hell?”
I’m still panting as I hunt for an explanation, but I don’t even know how to explain this to myself, never mind her.
“I…I…”
“Do you not want to do this?”
I blink up at her. I can still taste the bitter tequila in my mouth, and it has me considering making a run for the bathroom to heave all the alcohol out of my system.
“If you don’t want to hook up, we don’t have to, Kate. Jesus. You know I’d never force you to do anything, right? You can say no.”
“I…”
I still can’t find my voice. The urge to get the hell out of here is so strong it’s making it hard to even keep the sight of her in focus.
“Kate?”
When another couple seconds go by without an answer from me, she lowers herself to her knees and crouches down in front of the couch.
“Kate, I’m sorry. I really thought…I thought this is what you wanted.”
I finally take a big enough gulp of air to speak.
“So…so did I,” I say. “I’m sorry. I can’t…I can’t do this anymore. It’s not…what I want.”
I push myself up on wobbling legs. Yasmine gets up to follow me as I start crossing the room towards the door.
“Kate, do…do you need me to call someone? Are you okay?”
I’m not anywhere near okay, but that’s not her problem.
This is all my fault.
“I’ll be fine.”
After turning down a few more protests and offers of help, I manage to get out of the condo and into the elevator. By the time I reach the lobby, I no longer feel like I’m about to burst out of my skin. By the time I step out into the chilly, darkening street lined with towering buildings and fill my lungs with cold air, I’ve stopped shaking.
By the time I make it back to my apartment, I almost feel like a functioning human again.
I head straight for my fire escape as soon as I get inside, hauling myself through the window with my jacket and shoes still on. The sky is tinged with the purple glow of twilight, and the cross perched on top of Mont Royal stands like a sentinel shadow. I take a seat on the cold metal bars that make up the floor of the fire escape and settle in to wait for the cross’s lights to flick on.
Any of the remaining nausea I felt in Yasmine’s condo slips away, soothed by the rumble of passing cars and the rattle of a couple raccoons raiding a garbage bin down on the street.
I can breathe here. I can think.
I can stare the truth in the face when it sparks to life in front of me as the cross finally flickers on to crown the mountain in a bright white glow.
I don’t want strangers anymore. I don’t want convenient and casual. I don’t want to be just a sexy memory and a scandalous story for someone to tell their friends over drinks.
I want the things I’ve stayed away from for years, the things I’ve convinced myself aren’t on offer for people like me.
I want inside jokes and ridiculous photos. I want fantasy movie marathons and junk food at 2AM. I want cuddles and hand-holding and someone’s head tucked under my chin while they make fun of me for trying to secretly sniff their beautiful, fruit-scented red hair.
I want to be in love.
I want to be the kind of person who knows how to be in love.
I want to be what the whole world has been telling me I’ll never be since I was a goddamn teenager.
I want to be girlfriend material.



  Chapter 14  




Allison
I  pull my phone out as I wait for Cassidy to show up at a café a few streets over from the MCA campus. There’s a near-constant stream of people grabbing to-go orders at the counter as they head out to enjoy the sunny and—by late March in Montreal standards—warm afternoon, but only a few of the tables are occupied.
I stretch out in one of the leather armchairs I grabbed for us, my mocha’s ceramic white mug resting on the low table between them. I scroll through a couple apps while I wait, and my fingertip keeps drifting towards my text history as almost every meme I come across makes me think of sending the post to Kate.
There’s a pang in my stomach each time I realize I’m chuckling to myself as I imagine her laughing or replying with some dumb but hilarious comment. The pain isn’t as sharp as it was a week ago, when I walked out of her apartment building feeling like a whole quiver’s worth of arrows had been shot straight into my chest like the final scene of The Fellowship of the Ring.
Even then, I didn’t turn back. I kept moving forward, all the way home and all the way through the next week of my life.
I didn’t sit with her in any of our classes. I didn’t call her in the middle of the night. I didn’t even pull up our text conversation to draft a ‘let’s end this friend break’ message. The first few days were brutal, like my skin was peeling off in big itchy flakes I forced myself not to scratch, but the next few days began to teach me something.
I can be okay without Kate. I can get through the day just fine without asking for her reassurance. I can sit on my own in class without wondering if anyone is going to make fun of me for being a ‘weird loner.’ I can text Cassidy without bombarding Kate with a bunch of potential message options first.
As I’m about to prove, I can even break up with Cassidy without getting Kate’s advice on how to do it.
I’m not sure this even counts as a breakup, but when Cassidy walks through the door of the café and scans the room before waving when her eyes land on me, my shoulders tense with resolve instead of panic. I no longer feel like I’m trying to squeeze myself into a box I’m not even sure I fit.
I’m breaking out of that box. I’m blowing that box to bits. I’m doing the right thing for me—and Cassidy—and I don’t need anyone but me to tell me that.
“Hey!” Cassidy walks over and drops her canvas school bag onto the chair across from mine. “Oooh, is that a mocha?”
I nod, the motion stiff. Even if I know this is the right thing to do, I still feel like my whole body has tensed up at the threat of conflict hanging in the air. “Yeah, they do a really nice one here. I—”
“I had the best mocha at this place in Soho during winter break!” Cassidy gushes. “Like, Soho New York. Not Soho London, but Soho London is very cool too. There’s this one boutique there…”
She launches into a story about a family trip to London two summers ago, still hovering beside her chair with one hand wrapped around the leather.
I smile and nod at all the right parts, becoming more and more sure of my decision with every second that passes. Cassidy deserves a girlfriend who thinks her meandering stories about trips to international theatre scenes are the cutest thing in the world, and I deserve a girlfriend who doesn’t interrupt me to tell said stories or make me feel like I’m staving off a floodgate just trying to get a full sentence in.
“…which is why I still think New York is better,” she finishes after what has to be close to two minutes without stopping to take a breath, “but you probably knew that already.”
She grins and flips her hair over her shoulder before telling me she’s going to get a mocha. I watch the honey-coloured locks I’ve been obsessed with since first year swing against her back as she glides over to the counter.
I still think she’s gorgeous, but I know what’s missing now. I know what’s been missing from every crush I’ve ever had, every moment I’ve spent pining for someone from across a classroom or a crowded metro car.
I’ve been treating all my crushes like characters in a movie, like some sci-fi epic I’ve been assigned to create all the costumes for. I’ve draped and drafted the perfect pattern and clothed them all in outfits spun from hopes and fantasies. I’ve made them larger than life, brighter than reality, better than anything I could possibly hope to stand next to without fading straight into the background.
I’ve put everybody on the stage in my own life except me.
“Got my mocha!” Cassidy returns with a mug identical to mine a few seconds later. The porcelain rattles as she sets it on the table and takes her seat. “So, you said you had something to tell me?”
She crosses her legs and starts wringing her hands in her lap while her shoulders curve inward. It’s almost like watching a mask slip for a second, like her bubbly, chatty exterior is covering up the fact that she’s well aware getting a ‘I need to talk to you about something’ text from the girl you’re kind of, sort of dating is not a good sign.
I honestly didn’t know if she would care. As I watch her keep rubbing her hands over each other, I start to wonder if maybe putting her through this talk while sitting down in a public place was a bad call.
I reach for my mug and take a couple sips. I’m halfway through the drink now, and I figure finishing it fast enough to make a quick exit is the least I can do.
“Um, yeah,” I answer, wrapping both hands around the warm mug. “I just wanted to say…I know we’ve gone out a couple times now, and…”
The mug starts to shake a little in my hands as I stumble over my words. I rehearsed this, but I couldn’t practice what it would be like to have her staring me in the eyes as I said it.
I make myself pause and take a deep breath.
I can do this.
“It’s been fun to get to know you better,” I try again. I’m talking a little too fast now, but at least the words are coming out. “I think you’re really cool, and I think you deserve me being honest. I just don’t think we have the right chemistry to keep going out.”
Her hands go still. Her lips part as her jaw goes slack, but the rest of her body seems to tighten and contract as she keeps staring at me.
The bustle of the café continues around us, the line at the counter filled with chattering customers the baristas have to shout over as they call out orders. A bright, cheery pop song drifts through the overhead speakers as afternoon sun filters through the wide windows to make the faux marble top of our table glimmer.
I feel cut off from all of it, caught in limbo as Cassidy’s blank stare seems to freeze the air in my lungs while I wait for her reaction.
I’m not sure how much time ticks by. It feels like a couple minutes, but it’s probably closer to a couple seconds before her posture goes slack and she slumps against the back of her chair.
“Oh, thank god,” she breathes.
I squint at her. “Huh?”
She digs a hand into her hair and lets out a long sigh before a tinkling laugh bubbles out of her. It sounds lighter than any I’ve heard from her before, and I realize any other time she’s laughed around me, the sound has had an artificial edge to it, like someone in a live TV audience taking orders from those ‘laugh now’ signs.
“Sorry,” she says, pausing to let a few giggles out. “It’s just, I am so glad you said that. You have more balls than me.”
My squint gets even deeper. I can’t quite compute hearing the word ‘balls’ come out of elegant and ethereal Cassidy Kowalski’s mouth.
“You’re glad?”
She giggles again. “Sorry. You just look so shocked. Yes, I’m glad. I completely agree. I was worried I was going to show up and you’d, like, ask to officially be girlfriends or something.”
Some of my shock is starting to fade, and I find myself chuckling as I sink back in my chair too. “Oh, wow. Then you really would have had your work cut out for you telling me we don’t have chemistry.”
“I mean, I hope I would have told you that,” she answers as she reaches over to slide her mug across the table. “Like I said, you have more balls than me.”
I watch her take a few sips while I work her words over in my head, trying to figure out why they’re making the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.
“Wait. You would have agreed to be my girlfriend just because…just because…” I trail off, my spine starting to stiffen again. “Just because you feel, like, bad for me?”
She freezes with her mug halfway to her lips. “What? Allison, no. Oh, of course not. That’s not what I meant.”
I should probably let it go, but the new part of me that’s getting less and less okay with being silent and small speaks up.
“So what did you mean?”
“I meant…” She lowers her mug to her lap and stares down at the foam inside. “God, this is so embarrassing. It’s just…”
Her forehead creases, and she stays quiet for a moment as she presses her lips together and keeps avoiding my eyes.
“So, here’s the thing,” she says after the café’s playlist has switched to yet another cheerful pop song. “I told you I’d never been on a date with a girl before you, right?”
I nod even though she’s still staring down at her lap.
“This is going to sound really desperate,” she continues, “but I just…I feel like I can’t really be bisexual or a lesbian or…or whatever I am until I’ve, you know, had a real girlfriend? I just really, really want one. I’ve been imagining it for so long, like, longer than I even realized, and I know that sounds so desperate and cringey, but—”
“Cassidy.”
For the first time in our short acquaintanceship, I’m the one interrupting her. She stutters to a stop and looks up at me, her eyes wide.
“Cassidy,” I repeat, “that doesn’t sound desperate or cringey at all. I completely know what you mean. I…I feel exactly the same, to be honest.”
“You do?” she murmurs.
Despite the fact that she’s a willowy elven princess in human form, I almost feel like I’m looking into a mirror.
“Yeah.” I nod. “I have this, like, pact with myself about getting a girlfriend before I graduate. It’s just like you said: it feels like everything I know about myself and my sexuality won’t be true until I’ve, I don’t know, done something to prove it? It’s bullshit, but I can’t stop feeling it, and besides that, I just…I really do just want a girlfriend so freaking much.”
Cassidy lets out a sound somewhere between a laugh and a sigh. “Oh my god, we really do feel exactly the same.”
I raise my fist and give it a dramatic shake. “So why the hell don’t we have chemistry?”
She indulges me with a laugh and shakes her head. “I don’t know, although I’m surprised you could even stand going out with me for this long. I was so worried about impressing you and making you like me enough to want to be my girlfriend that I turned into a total…a total airhead around you.”
She winces, her lips curling like she’s tasted something sour, and I feel a twinge in my chest when I hear the note of self-loathing in her voice.
“I never thought you were an airhead,” I murmur, “or anything like that.”
She scoffs. “Oh, please. I barely even let you talk. I just couldn’t stop…stop babbling like an airhead. I was so nervous I didn’t know what else to do.”
“Okay, so I thought you were…chatty,” I admit.
She lifts her hand in a ‘well, see?’ gesture.
“But,” I continue, “it didn’t make me think you were stupid. You’re really impressive, you know. You’re so sure of your goals, and you know so much about the industry you want to be a part of. Nobody could listen to you talk about that and call you an airhead.”
She shrugs. “You’d be surprised.”
She hides her face behind her coffee mug when she lifts it to take a few more sips, but I still catch a flash of the sudden, deep pain carving itself into her face.
“Hey, um…” I reach for my own mug and trace the handle with my fingertip. “I know we don’t know each other that well, but I just want to say…I know what it’s like to be called names. I know it…it sticks with you. No matter how long it’s been, part of you always remembers how that felt.”
She nods, both of us pretending to be preoccupied with our drinks for a few moments as a new weight settles in the air.
“I am sorry for not giving you the chance to talk much.” She lifts a hand to stop me when I try to protest. “Whenever I get nervous, I sort of turn into, like, high school me? People really put the whole…dumb, pretty blonde thing on me in high school, and I leaned into it because it got me attention, you know? Plus, half my family has been calling me an airhead to my face for my whole life, so I…I don’t know. Sometimes it feels safer to just be what people expect.”
I nod. People didn’t expect much of me at all in high school. They barely saw me in the first place, but when they did, I was just ‘that girl with the weird clothes.’ I know what it’s like to feel the weight of a label that’s been dumped on top of you and the gasping, heaving effort of trying to shove that label off.
I always thought girls like Cassidy—and girls like Kate—were at the total opposite end of the spectrum of high school experiences than I was, but maybe we were all just trying to cling to some shred of ourselves in a place that kept forcing us into roles we never asked for.
Maybe we’re all just trying to leave those roles behind for good.
Maybe none of us have quite figured out how yet.
“You know, I never expected you to be the kind of person who says balls.”
Cassidy’s head jerks up in surprise before a squawk of laughter bursts out of her.
“It was a real curve…ball,” I add. “Wow, that was totally unintentional.”
Cassidy clamps a hand over her mouth to keep from laughing loud enough to turn the whole café’s attention on us.
“And I didn’t…I didn’t…” she stammers, fighting to get herself under control. “I didn’t expect you to be so sarcastic and hilarious. You’re…you’re really cool, Allison.”
I beam at her as the compliment settles like a warm glow in my chest. “I think you’re pretty cool too, and definitely not an airhead.”
She scoots herself up to the edge of her chair and then extends her mug across the table towards me. “I think we should have a toast.”
I chuckle and pick up my mug. “A toast to what?”
“To you and me looking for other girlfriends…and being friends instead?”
She says it like a question, and I grin again as I nod.
“I’d love that. To our new friendship!”
We clink our mugs together a little too loud and laugh when a few heads turn our way. Cassidy settles herself back in her chair, and we end up spending the next hour and a half chatting about some of our shared classes, our hopes for our co-op placements next year, and even some more personal stuff like our earliest celebrity crushes on women.
It’s been a long time since I made a new friend all on my own, and I feel a little flutter of excitement when Cassidy suggests we get together tomorrow to work on our projects for the end of term show. I even give her a little nudge with my elbow when she freezes with a horrified expression on her face after realizing she didn’t take any photos of her mocha once we’ve stood up to leave.
“Now that we’re friends, am I allowed to tease you about your addiction to taking food photos?” I ask.
She nudges me back. “It’s art, okay?”
I’m still grinning when we say goodbye and head in opposite directions out on the street, but when I go to reach for my phone in my purse, my face falls.
That gnawing pang I’ve almost gotten used to wracks my stomach again.
I was about to text Kate and tell her all about my afternoon.
I wrap my hand around my phone and squeeze, but I leave it in my purse, even as my heart itself starts to cry out and tell me that yes, maybe I’m all right without Kate, and maybe it’s good to know I don’t need her, but maybe it’s also true that I still want her with everything I have.



  Chapter 15  




Kate
T he end of term show is three weeks away, and all I’ve got to show for myself are some vague sketches and a few silk mock-ups that look more fit for some kind of sad docudrama about washed-up clowns than they do for representing the life of a glamorous 1930s film star.
I swear under my breath as I pull my latest mock-up over a dress form that’s been set to my model’s measurements. I have the work room at school all to myself like I do most weekends, and I’ve taken up two whole tables with scattered supplies and scraps of fabric.
The dress is designed to fit like a glove over the waist and hips before pooling to the floor in flowy waves of silk that will flirt with the model’s legs as she walks and give the crowd a few shadowy glimpses of skin through the high slit in the skirt.
At least, it’s supposed to do all that. Currently, it’s bunched up around the dummy’s hips and refusing to slide down with the intended glove-like finesse.
“Come on,” I chant in between groans and grunts as I try to shimmy the fabric lower. “Come on, come on, come on.”
I don’t have time to go back to the drawing board. This has to fit. By all the laws of physics and mathematical calculations, it should fit. I triple-checked everything.
“You. Need. To. Fit.”
I emphasize each word with a tug and make a fraction of an inch’s worth of progress. I let out a triumphant crow and tug again.
Then something rips, and all the blood drains from my face.
I scramble to shimmy the dress back up over the top of the dummy and then run to the nearest work table like I’m an orderly in an emergency department rushing a patient into surgery.
“No, no, no,” I mutter as I smooth the dress out to take in the full picture of the damage.
Objectively, it’s not that bad. I ripped a couple inches of a seam, and it’s not like the dress was going to fit anyway, but the corners of my eyes still start to burn. A couple seconds later, my vision gets blurry. I lower myself onto the closest stool and drop my head in my hands.
“I am so fucked,” I mutter before a sob wracks through me.
My shoulders shake, and my throat gets raw from all my gasping as I continue to cry. I almost feel like I’m watching it happen from high above me, like I’m floating around up by all the fluorescent tube lights to gawk at myself while I sit there sobbing beside a ruined dress like a widow at a grave.
That’s how surreal it feels to give in and cry. Kate Davidson doesn’t cry. She doesn’t crumble. She doesn’t collapse into a fit of frustrated tears and beg the universe to tell her why it’s ruining her life after one minor sewing setback.
It’s not just one setback, though. It’s not even all about sewing.
I’ve barely slept since that night I ran out of Yasmine’s condo. My dreams have been so disturbing lately, I’ve stayed up until the early hours bingeing TV shows and poring over textbooks just to avoid the images that stay burned into my brain for hours after I wake up.
Sometimes I dream I’m in Yasmine’s condo again, only it’s Travis sitting next to me on the couch, pouring tequila shot after tequila shot while what feels like every guy from my entire high school class crowds the living room and asks how I could be stupid enough to think someone like Travis would want me as his girlfriend. Sometimes they ask the same thing about Allison too.
In other dreams, I really am back at high school, only Allison’s there with me, and all the hallways are filling up with water. I wade around crowds of screaming students telling me only I know how to shut the water off, but I can’t remember what to do. I can never remember, and the last thing I always see before the water closes over my head is Allison staring straight at me and shaking her head in disappointment.
I’ve been so sleep-deprived I don’t think I’ve retained a single thing from my lessons in the almost two weeks since Allison told me she needed space. It’s a miracle I’ve managed to get to my classes at all. Sharing almost all of them with Allison hasn’t helped my concentration.
I have to drag my feet through the door every time I find myself standing outside a classroom I know she’s already inside. She’s always early, and she always takes a seat with at least a few rows between her and wherever we normally sit together.
I know she’s not being petty. She wanted space, so she’s taking it, but it still feels like a slap to the face every time I have to walk by her and strain my ears for a greeting that never comes.
I didn’t realize how much I’d miss the sound of her voice, how it had become the most familiar refrain in my life, like a recurring theme in a movie soundtrack that plays whenever the director wants to make your heart swell in your chest.
“What the fuck am I doing?” I mutter, my voice thick with snot when I finally lift my head and wipe my eyes with my sleeve.
Even after Travis, I only gave myself a day of being a mess before I got my shit together. All I did was kiss Allison, and now two weeks without her has me questioning whether anything I know about myself is true.
I thought I carved out my capacity for wanting the things I now want with her a long time ago. I want to be with her in a way life has taught me I’m just not meant to be with people. I’m not the girl you take home to meet your parents. I’m not the girl you bring to your holiday parties at work. I’m not even the girl you hang out with during the fucking daytime.
I’m the girl you make out with at parties. I’m the girl you pick up at bars. I’m the girl you point at and whisper ‘I fucked her’ to all your friends when I pass you in the hall or on the sidewalk.
Leaving high school didn’t change it. Even Allison can’t change it, and it would hurt us both even more to ask her to try. The world is just one giant fucking high school, and we’re all playing the same fucking game.
My scream echoes through the empty room when I grab the nearest spool of thread and chuck it against the wall as hard as I can. I hear the plastic crack before the spool rebounds against the table and then clatters to the floor before rolling to a stop halfway across the room.
The rush of satisfaction in my veins is fleeting, and after a couple seconds, I sigh and push myself to my feet. I march over to the spool and bend down to pick it up just as the classroom door creaks open.
When I straighten up and lock eyes with Allison in the doorway, a split-second of panic hits as my brain assumes this is another nightmare. I brace for a tidal wave of rushing water to sweep in from the hallway and start flooding the room.
Allison blinks at me with her mouth hanging open, like she’s shocked to see me too.
A few seconds tick by in silence before she steps all the way into the room. Whatever spell was keeping our gazes locked breaks, and I squeeze the spool in my fist as I walk back over to the table with my ruined dress mock-up spread out on top.
“I’m—I’m sorry,” Allison stammers, her voice quiet. “I didn’t think anyone would be here. I forgot you usually come in on the weekend.”
My chest feels like it’s cracking open as I listen to her speak to me for the first time in two weeks. I keep my eyes glued to the table when I answer; I don’t know if I could keep it together if I looked at her.
“Nothing to be sorry about.” My voice sounds clogged enough that any half-observant person would be able to guess I’d just been crying. My cheeks burn with embarrassment as I clear my throat. “You’re welcome to use the room.”
“I won’t be long,” she says, still hovering just inside the door. “Cassidy left some buttons in here she wants my opinion on, and I need to—”
I was hoping the sharp inhale I failed to hold back at the mention of Cassidy went unnoticed, but the way Allison cuts herself off mid-sentence makes it clear that hope was in vain.
“Oh, uh, for sure,” I say before the silence that’s making me want to crawl out of my skin can stretch on any longer. “Take as long as you need.”
She’s sat with Cassidy in a few of our classes over the past couple weeks, but I haven’t seen them touching or flirting or doing anything to indicate they’re still going out. Part of me knew that didn’t mean anything, but I couldn’t help the way my shoulders slumped in relief every time I saw them go their separate ways after class.
Of course, that was always followed by a gut punch of confusion and guilt. I thought all I wanted was for Allison to date someone who treats her right. I thought that was my only issue with Cassidy. Turns out, in all the hours I’ve spent running circles in my head while fighting off sleep late at night, I’ve realized I can mentally replace Cassidy with any other woman, and nothing changes. I can replace her with some idealized version of an amazing girlfriend too perfect to be an actual human being, and I still feel the same.
I still want Allison to look at me the way she did just before we kissed at Voltage Vintage. I still want to learn what every inch of her skin feels like. I still want to be the girl she’s getting dressed up to go out with, not the girl giving her tips on what to wear.
“We broke up.”
Allison’s voice slices through my thoughts. I whip my head around to stare at her where she’s still standing by the door.
“Huh?”
“Me and Cassidy.” She starts to shuffle her feet when all I can do is continue gawking at her. “I guess it wasn’t really a breakup, per se, but yeah. We’re not going out anymore.”
My heart is slamming against my ribs like a bird trying to escape a cage. I force myself to nod. “Oh.”
Allison nods too. “Yeah. It, um, went well. She felt the same. She’s actually…she’s nothing like I thought. Turns out we were both really nervous about dating. We decided we’re better as friends. So…yeah. That’s a thing.”
All I can manage is another, “Oh.”
I shouldn’t feel like I’ve just grown wings. I shouldn’t feel like the roof is about to open up and let me fly into the springtime sunshine while a bunch of cartoon birds swirl around me.
This doesn’t change anything. In fact, it just makes things worse. It forces me to accept that now the only problem here is me.
I’m the one who can’t do this. I’m the one who can’t even keep it together enough to ask her what this is.
“Um, so anyway, I better go get those buttons. They’re supposed to be in the supply closet.”
She stands there rocking on her heels for another second before taking off for the walk-in storage closet at the back of the room. As soon as I hear the door swing open and her footsteps turn muffled when she steps inside, something in me cracks.
I slump forward, my shoulders curling inward as I press a hand to where the ache in my sternum is threatening to split my ribs apart. I bite my lip to keep from crying out at the force of the pain.
This is what you wanted.
I start to rock back and forth, still clutching at my chest, but the words don’t soothe me like they used to. Maybe they never really did. Maybe all they did was send the hurt back to some deep, dark part of me where it waits and never goes away.
Maybe that’s because this was never what I wanted.
Maybe this just felt like the only choice.
Maybe I don’t want to choose it anymore.
I push myself out of my seat and ball my hands into fists at my side. I still feel like my whole chest is caving in, but I focus on the lines between the floor tiles as I order my feet to carry me forward across the room.
I need Allison to know this isn’t her fault. I need her to know I’m sorry. I need her to know I’d give her the whole fucking world if I didn’t feel like I was walking through life with my hands tied behind my back.
I’m only a few steps away from the closet when she turns from fishing through one of the plastic storage bins lining the walls. Her eyes widen when she sees me so close. She starts to say something but falls silent when she gets a good look at my face.
“Allison,” I croak, my hands still clenched into fists so tight they feel like the only stable thing about me. “This…We…I don’t want it to be like this.”
Two deep lines form between her eyebrows, and she stays silent so long I start to think she’s about to brush past me and out of the room without saying anything at all.
Then she gives her head the slightest shake, her features softening. “I don’t want it to be like this either.”
I take a shuddering breath and squeeze my eyes shut as I prepare for what I’m about to say next.
“I…I wasn’t just…pretending, when we—when we kissed.”
I hear her breath catch, but I don’t pause or open my eyes. If I stop now, I’ll never be able to finish.
“I wasn’t just joking around. Maybe I wanted to believe it was all a joke, but I…I haven’t felt the same since. To be honest, I haven’t felt the same since that night when I did your makeup, or maybe…maybe even before that. I think maybe you’re part of the reason I didn’t want to be with anyone else this semester. I think being friends with someone like you has made me realize…what I…what I want, what I really want, not just what I’m supposed to want.”
She gasps. “Kate…”
I shake my head to let her know I’m not done. I wish I was done. I wish that’s all there was to it. Maybe our whole lives together would look different by now if that were the case.
“I wish I…God, I wish I met you when I was, like, thirteen years old. I wish I’d known you my whole life. I wish I wasn’t so fucking…just…I wish…I can’t…”
Even with my eyes squeezed shut, stinging, salty tears are seeping past my eyelids to streak down my cheeks. My throat feels too clogged to speak. Just as the first sob comes shuddering out of me, I hear a rush of footsteps before Allison throws her arms around me and squeezes me tight.
“I’ve got you,” she murmurs. “It’s okay. I’m here.”
I blink my eyes open and glance down at the top of her head. The side of her face is pressed to my shoulder, and I can feel her shaking too even as she continues to squeeze me like she’s holding us both up through sheer willpower alone.
That’s my Allison.
The phrase drifts into my mind out of nowhere, and I start crying even harder as a burst of warmth blooms in my chest to do battle with the icy ache still stabbing at my sternum.
What the fuck is happening to me?
“Hey,” Allison soothes, loosening one of her arms enough to start rubbing circles into my back. “Hey, hey, hey. Shh.”
“I r-really fucking missed y-you,” I choke out.
“I know. “ Her voice starts to get thick too. “I missed you so much every day. I kept thinking of things I wanted to tell you. Everything reminded me of you, of…us.”
“So gay,” I mutter, letting out a watery laugh before I go back to sobbing.
She chuckles too. “Very gay.”
I’m not sure exactly how she does it, but a couple minutes later, she’s guided us down to sit side by side on the supply closet floor. A couple bare bulbs overhead are the only lights in here. The tiny room smells like plastic and pine-scented cleaning products. The tiles are hard and cold under my jeans, but somehow, the space feels safe. Sitting on the floor like this, it almost feels like we’ve crawled inside some secret passage and left the rest of the world shut outside.
We’re sitting close enough that our shoulders and the sides of our legs are touching. I stare at the tips of our shoes—battered black Doc Martens for me and some adorable white rubber booties for her—and let a couple minutes tick by in silence as my breathing evens out.
The quiet is comfortable this time, not thick and stifling like before. I can feel the warmth of Allison’s arm through my shirt.
“I’m sorry,” I say once it feels like we’ve been quiet for long enough. “I was an asshole to you in my building that day. You didn’t deserve that.”
I glance over to see her nod as she stares down at our shoes too.
“Thank you,” she murmurs.
“I didn’t…I didn’t know what to do,” I continue. “I don’t know what to do. I want…I want a lot of things I’m not sure I’m allowed to want.”
She traces a finger down the outside of her thigh, along the seam of her jeans. “What do you mean?”
“I mean…I mean I’m just not sure I’m…cut out for things, you know?”
She turns her head to look at me, her face creased with confusion. “Kate, what are you talking about? If you think you’re…not good enough for me, then you have to know you’re wrong. You’re—”
“Am I, though?” I cut in. “Am I wrong? I’m not your type. I’m not…I’m not the girlfriend type at all.”
She winces, her body going stiff against mine. “Oh. I see.”
I fight the urge to clutch at my chest again, to do anything that might lessen the ache inside me as I feel her start to lean away.
“So that’s not…that’s still not something you’d ever want?”
Now I’m the one squinting at her in confusion. I stare for a couple seconds before it hits me.
She thinks we’re still talking about the version of me the rest of the world knows, the version of me who scoffs at relationships and cuts anyone off when they dare to feel more than the desire for convenient hook-ups.
Of course she thinks that. I convinced myself I was that girl for so long even I’m not sure if I can be anything else.
“Allison, no. It’s…it’s not about that. It’s about…”
I drop my gaze to the floor, grinding my jaw as I fight to put the rest into words.
“About what?” Allison prompts, her voice low and gentle.
It’s about everything.
It’s about more than one conversation in a supply closet can cover, but when I feel her shoulder nudge mine to let me know she’s here and she’s listening, I realize I want to try telling her. I need to tell her. I need to show her all the ugly things gathering like a thick and acrid smoke to choke whatever it is that seems to want to bloom between us.
So I stop fanning the smoke away. I let it drift in and clog the air around us. I start to speak, taking us all the way back to the beginning, just like I did with Miguel that night at the bar, only this time, I don’t bother holding myself together. I don’t bother trying to seem bitter, sharp, and hardened by everything that happened. I let myself be soft enough to lean into Allison and squeeze her hand back when she takes mine in hers while I talk.
I tell her all about high school. I go into more detail than I ever have before, releasing painful moments I didn’t even know I remembered. I realize it wasn’t just Travis or the popular girls or the stupid guys and their stupid comments that made me the way I am. It was the way the whole world seemed to turn sinister when people began to want me, like every honey-coated compliment was just bait in a trap.
That day at Travis’s house was the first time I felt the trap snap shut.
I don’t hold back when I tell Allison about how I cried after, how I only gave myself a day but somehow managed to empty my whole self out on my bedroom floor and then stand up again as somebody new—somebody I’m not even sure I like anymore.
By the time I’m done talking, my cheeks are all wet again, and so is the sleeve of Allison’s shirt where my tears have been dripping onto her shoulder. She strokes her thumb over my knuckles and uses her free hand to ball her sleeve up and then reach over to start patting my face. The gesture is so tender it just makes me cry even more.
“We’re gonna look like we went swimming by the time we get out of here,” she jokes.
I let out a weak chuckle. “Sorry I’m using you as a human Kleenex.”
She turns my chin to get at my other cheek. “I just want to make sure you know I am not wiping your nose.”
I laugh again, staring at the intricate patterns of the freckles dusting her face.
“I know that was a lot,” I say when she settles herself against the storage bins behind us again. “I’m sorry if it was too much to dump on you. I just—”
“Kate.” Her voice is firm enough to make me go silent. “You have nothing to be sorry about. I had…I had no idea things got that bad for you. I mean, I knew they weren’t great, but…I’m so sorry all that happened to you.”
“Thank you.” I nod and then twist my head to wipe the last of my tears off on my own shoulder. “I just…I wish I could erase it all. I wish I could have one fucking day where it felt like I could just…just be me. I don’t even know who that is anymore, and I hate that it’s fucking things up with…us.”
The word us hangs in the air just like it has every other time we’ve said it today, spinning like a prism reflecting a dozen different shades of possibility.
“I wish it was just you and me,” I say. “Just for, like, one day, I wish the whole rest of the world would disappear.”
I laugh at how crazy that sounds. I feel crazy. I feel like a bolt of fabric getting picked apart thread by thread.
Allison stays quiet beside me for a moment before letting go of my hand and shifting around to sit on her knees and face me.
“What if it did?” she asks, her eyes sparking with excitement.
I blink at her. “Huh?”
“What if we had one day where it all went away, where we didn’t let ourselves think about anything except us and what we want?”
I search her face, trying to follow whatever train of thought she’s on.
“I mean, that would be great, but even if we could, it’s all gonna be there waiting after, and—”
“So what?” she demands, rocking back and forth as her voice gets more and more animated. “We’ll deal with that later. What if you just gave yourself one day to live in the present and say fuck off to the past?”
She doesn’t swear very often, and if I weren’t so confused, I’d be teasing her about dropping an F bomb.
“I…I don’t know how to do that,” I answer.
She leans in closer. “I have an idea, but first you have to say yes. You have to promise to give yourself one day for just you…and me. Us.”
I have no idea where she’s going with this. I have no idea what a day without the past would look like, but as I stare into her eyes and see all the possibilities glinting in them like a sky full of shooting stars, I realize there’s no way I could say no.
I nod. “Okay. I promise. One day just for us.”



  Chapter 16  




Kate
“C an I open my eyes yet?”
I hear some huffing and puffing before Allison’s footsteps make their way over to the edge of my bed, where I’m lying on my back with one hand covering my eyes.
“Jeeze, so impatient,” she says before the mattress shifts as she sits down next to my feet.
“I’ve been lying here for like forty minutes!”
She scoffs. “It’s been twenty at most. Besides, great art takes time.”
“Oh, excuse me, I didn’t know you were making art. It kind of sounds like you’re just making a mess.”
She gasps and then smacks my shins. I lift my feet and flail them around in the air in self-defence as we both laugh.
“Okay, I think it’s time for me to see this art.”
I start to lift my hand off my face, but Allison shrieks and throws herself down next to me to clamp my fingers back over my eyes. “I didn’t tell you to look yet!”
“Well, you were just sitting on the bed,” I protest. “How was I not supposed to assume you were done?”
“I was taking a break,” she answers, her face close enough to mine that I can feel the warmth of her breath on my cheek. “I need to do a final check before the reveal.”
She still has her hand clamped over mine, her palm soft and warm where it closes over my knuckles. If we shifted our bodies just a couple inches, we’d be spooning.
She doesn’t move even though she’s apparently got a ‘final check’ to do, and my heart beats faster and faster the longer we lay there so close to each other. With my eyes closed, all my other senses are heightened. I can feel every slight shift of the blankets when she moves, hear every soft breath she takes.
I wonder if her heart has started beating faster too.
Now that we’re tucked away in my apartment with the rest of the world locked outside the door, I can almost do what she asked. I can almost lift all the weight pressing down on me and cast it aside so there’s nothing left to separate us. I can almost remember what it’s like to be so light the world feels full of a thousand shimmering possibilities just waiting for me to float my way towards them.
I can almost surrender in this war against my own body and let myself revel in how much I want to touch her. I can almost give up fighting the way I shimmer wherever her body brushes mine.
“Can I trust you?” she asks.
My heart starts to pulse in time with the answer that repeats like a frantic chant in my head: yesyesyesyes.
I want to give her everything. I want to open up and make space for everything she wants to give in return, but that part of that weight is still choking me. The cloying heaviness of everything I thought I knew about the world is clogging my throat and making it impossible to know if I even trust myself.
It’s only after a couple moments pass in silence that I realize she’s asking if she can trust me with moving her hand.
“Um, yeah,” I say, my voice a little hoarse. “Yeah. Okay, I guess you can trust me not to peek at your art, but not if it takes another forty freaking minutes.”
She chuckles and smacks my shins again as she gets up off the bed.
For a moment, the urge to pull her back down beside me is so strong I have to clutch the blankets with my free hand to keep myself in check. I’ve missed her so much that every moment she’s near me now feels like a drop of water trickling into a well that’s run dry. There’s a desperate, withered part of me that wants nothing more than to lay here for hours with her hand stroking mine, the two of us laughing at stupid jokes and mundane anecdotes until I feel that familiar fullness life with Allison brings me.
Instead, I listen to her shuffling around the room and muttering to herself for a couple minutes before she trudges back over to the bed.
“Okay.” She takes a deep breath and lets it out. “You can open your eyes.”
I uncover my face and push myself up to a seat. I have to blink a few times to adjust to the dim room. She’s got my blackout blinds closed against the afternoon sun. The only light in the apartment is a dim glow coming from within the structure she’s made out of bed sheets and pieces of furniture, which is taking up pretty much all my limited floor space.
I squint. “Is that…? Did you make a fort?”
She lets out a nervous giggle. “Actually, it’s a time machine.”
I turn to give her a curious look and see she’s rocking on her heels at the end of the bed as she takes in my reaction.
“Okay, let me explain,” she says. “You know how you said you wished you met me when you were younger, before all that bad stuff in high school happened, before you felt like everything changed?”
I nod and blink hard to keep the stinging in the corners of my eyes under control. She hasn’t even finished explaining, but I can already feel an ache building inside my chest. I can’t tell if it’s the pain of regret or a gratitude so deep it hurts.
“We can’t undo what happened, to you or to me,” she continues. “We can’t make it all go away, but we can make it feel better. We don’t have to let it break us. We can patch it up. It’s just like a rip in some fabric.”
All I can do is sit there staring at her while my chest continues to crack and crumble like my ribs are getting pushed apart to make room for some new, huge feeling I’m not sure I’m ready to name.
“I know maybe that sounds stupid,” she adds, a note of worry creeping into her voice when I stay silent. “I know the whole thing is kind of dumb, but—”
“It’s perfect,” I rasp. “It’s absolutely perfect.”
Her eyes light up as she murmurs, “It is?”
I nod. “I can’t believe you did this for us. It’s so special…and freaking adorable, and…and…nobody has ever done anything this sweet for me.”
Her mouth starts to twist up into a shy smile. “You haven’t even seen the inside yet. Come on.”
She steps over to hold her hand out to me, and we lock eyes as I thread my fingers through hers. Once again, I feel like everywhere she touches me starts to glow like we’ve unlocked just the right chemical combination to make magic. Her grip is gentle but determined as she pulls me off the bed and leads us to the entrance.
“Okay,” she says after we’ve crouched down beside the edge of a sheet that seems to serve as a door flap. “You ready to go back in time?”
We both chuckle a little as I nod. “I’m ready.”
She pulls back the sheet to reveal the inside of the fort, where the floor is covered by a nest of spare blankets and some pillows she stole off my bed. My laptop and speaker are waiting for us, and so are a bowl of chips and a couple cans of ginger ale I had in the fridge. The furniture supporting the walls is strewn with a pack of fairy lights I’ve been meaning to put up around my windows for months. A few strands of the tiny bulbs crisscross overhead to coat the whole makeshift tent in a warm, soothing glow.
“Wow,” I breathe. “It’s like we’re at every tween girl’s dream sleepover.”
Allison chuckles again. “Yeah, that’s kind of the vibe I was going for. Go on. Go inside.”
I crawl through the narrow entryway and shuffle around to get settled on the blankets. I stretch out on my side and wait for Allison to join me. She lies down beside me, and when I see how soft her skin looks under the dainty little lights, my fingers twitch with the need to cup her face in my hands and kiss her again.
I wouldn’t want more than that: just the sweetest, gentlest press of my lips to hers, just a moment as soft and innocent as the world she’s created for us in here.
“I would have gone for a snack run,” she says, gesturing at the bowl of chips, “but since you were already complaining about how long I was taking…”
She makes a show out of rolling her eyes, and I nudge her with my foot in retaliation.
“Anyways,” she continues, “here we are in our time machine. We’ve gone back about seven or eight years. We’re in middle school. We’re at a sleepover. We magically have access to a very fancy and futuristic computer. What’s the first thing you’d want to do?”
“Hmm…”
I roll to my back and stare up at the fairy lights, letting my eyes go out of focus until all the bulbs turn into tiny sunbursts.
“I didn’t have particularly close friendships even in middle school,” I find myself telling her. “I was very…adventurous with my accessory choices back then, as my mom liked to say, and all my fashion experiments landed me in this group of girls who didn’t make it into the popular crowd for one reason or another. We stuck together for things like group projects and sometimes birthday parties, but I didn’t really feel like I’d found my people, you know? Not that switching friend groups in high school helped with that either…”
I let out a bitter laugh. Allison reaches over and strokes her hand along my arm.
“Hey,” she says, her voice quiet. “It’s just you and me, okay? Before any of that. Just one day of you and me, remember?”
I squeeze my eyes shut. “Right. Yeah. Just us.”
She keeps stroking my arm for another few moments.
“So, I’m your new friend,” she tells me, “and we’re at a sleepover, and we’re really excited because we’re both total geeks about clothing. If you’d had a friend like that, what would you have wanted to do with her?”
The answer springs up so quickly I burst out laughing at the sheer force of the memory.
“What?” Allison asks.
“It’s just, I totally forgot about these,” I explain, “but it’s the very first thing I thought of just now. Did you ever play those virtual dress up games? You know, where it was this illustrated person you dressed up, and they had different themes like celebrity or goth or princess, and you picked what their hair looked like and their outfit and stuff?”
“Oh my god, yes!” Allison shouts. I roll back onto my side to watch the excitement lighting up her face. “I loved those things. They had all these medieval and historical ones too.”
I laugh. “Yeah, I figured you would have loved those ones.”
“I spent hours on those things!”
I bob my head. “Me too. Like, my mom used to yell at me about my brain melting from being on the computer for so long.”
“I can’t believe we’ve never talked about these before!” she gushes.
“Me neither!”
We’re leaning in towards each other, our faces just a few inches apart as we soak up the excitement of sharing something we’ve never had in common with anybody else before.
“I’d always suggest we play them at sleepovers,” I tell her, “and the other girls would think they were fun for a bit, but I’d want to keep playing after everybody else got bored. Once, they all left and went swimming in the host’s backyard, and I didn’t even notice they were gone until they came back inside.”
Allison snorts. “That’s, like, kind of sad, but also so cute and so relatable. That’s basically what we’re both like when we’re in the zone in the work room at school.”
I squint and tap a finger against my chin, pretending to be confused. “Work room? MCA? I thought we were back in middle school.”
She snorts again. “Right, right. Okay, so what do you say we crack these ginger ales open and play some virtual dress up games?”
That’s exactly what we do. For the better part of two hours, we lay on our stomachs and take turns picking old school Flash games to load on a website from my childhood that I’m shocked to learn still exists. Even the banner stretched across the top of the site hasn’t changed. The pink bubble letters take me straight back to all the hours spent in my dad’s den after school, crouched over his computer once I’d insisted he leave the room.
These games were still a guilty pleasure of mine well in high school. When things felt particularly overwhelming, a few hours of selecting little cartoon sweaters and hairstyles on a screen was sometimes the only thing that made me feel like I was grounded, not being pulled and stretched into a dozen new shapes every day. It’s been years since the last time I played one, and laying here with Allison feels sort of like tasting some sweet flavor straight out of childhood I hadn’t realized I forgot.
“I think she needs a sword,” Allison says, clicking around on the ‘medieval bride’ game she selected.
I burst out laughing. “She’s a bride, Allison. Why does she need a sword?”
“Because swords are cool! Also what if she needs to defend herself from the unwanted advances of her lecherous new husband? Life was tough for medieval ladies!”
I guess the creator of the game must agree; there’s a whole section of the game for handheld accessories, and it includes several weapons ranging from a longsword to a crossbow. Allison selects the longsword, and it appears in her avatar’s hands, half-hidden by the folds of her wedding gown.
“I wouldn’t score you super high for historical accuracy,” I tell her, “but your bride does look very cool.”
She waves me off without looking away from the screen. “I’m not finished. One second.”
She selects an option to fill her avatar’s other hand with a bouquet of wildflowers and then changes the scene’s background to what looks like a palace garden.
“There we go! She’s ready for battle—I mean, marriage.”
We both laugh as I insist Allison take a screenshot to preserve her bride for posterity.
“You wanna pick another one?” she asks me once she’s finished.
I shake my head and roll onto my back, away from the laptop. “I know I said I wanted to play these longer than anybody else, but I think my neck is cramping. Let’s take a break.”
“Good call.”
Allison shifts around to hunt for her ginger ale can, and I listen to the quiet fizzing of the bubbles as she drains what’s left of the drink. I finished mine a while ago, and our bowl of chips has nothing but crumbs inside it now.
She slides the laptop aside and lies down beside me once she’s done drinking. Our breathing finds the same rhythm as we stare up at the tiny lights overhead. This trip to the past hasn’t stopped me from being aware of her body—of my body and what it wants so bad it’s like every inch of my skin is crying out to touch her, but the longer we stay in our time machine, the less the consequences of wanting her like this seem to matter.
Here in this world of warm lights and soft blankets, there’s no game to be won or lost. There’s no pretending. There’s no expectation to be anything or anyone but us. I let out a sleepy sigh as my eyelids start to droop even though it’s barely dinnertime yet.
“I told you about what sleepovers were like for me,” I say as I fight to keep my eyes open, “but what were they like for you at that age—or rather, this age, since we’ve gone back in time and all?”
Allison chuckles. “Right. Yeah. This age. Well, at this age things are actually pretty good.”
There’s a note of pain in her voice, indicating that the ages to come were pretty far from good. I scoot in a little closer to her.
“At this age, I have quite a few friends. I get invited to all the birthday parties. I go to a lot of sleepovers. Girls are still interested in things like crafts and polka dots and putting flower clips in their hair. Boys are…mean, but the girls don’t really care about their opinions yet, so it’s mostly okay that the boys make fun of me. My mom organizes the best sleepovers, with all these elaborate themes and games I help her make. I love picking my outfits for them. I’ve started sewing, and I’m getting to be even better than my mom even though I’m not even in high school yet. I draft my first pattern. It’s for a regency dress I wear to the Jane Austen sleepover my mom and I come up with. I decide I want to be a costume designer someday.”
I’m beaming up at the sheet stretched over our heads as I imagine her like that, with a long red ponytail and flower barrettes on each side of her head, bent over her sewing machine when she’s supposed to be doing her homework.
Once again, I’m hit with a pang of regret as I wonder what life would have been like for both of us if we’d found each other then.
“Then one day…everything just changed,” she says, her voice turning hollow. “I showed up to school one day, and none of that stuff was cool anymore. The boys mattered. Shopping at malls mattered. Handing out invitations to themed sleepovers was dumb and childish, and…so was I, I guess.”
“Hey.” I inch my hand along the blanket underneath us until I find hers. She threads her fingers through mine, and I give her hand a long squeeze. “Nothing about you is dumb, and as the past two hours have proved, being childish is actually really fucking fun.”
She lets out a weak laugh. “Middle school me would be shocked you just said the F word.”
My shoulders shake as I laugh. “Oh my god, I forgot all about calling it the F word.”
We laugh together for a moment, our hands still clasped. Then Allison sighs.
“I know I’m not dumb,” she says. “I know I matter and that I’m really talented. I know being different isn’t a bad thing, and now I know there really are people like me out there. Lots of people. There’s a whole industry of people like me, and it’s amazing. I just wish…I really wish I could crawl outside this time machine, straight into one of those sleepovers, and tell myself I’m going to figure all of that out someday.”
I brush my thumb over her knuckles and let a couple moments pass in silence.
“You know,” I murmur, leaning my head in towards hers, “I think little Allison probably got the message, because you made it, right? You didn’t lose those parts of yourself. You held onto them even when everyone made you feel like you needed to change. You made it through all the bad stuff and got to where you’re meant to be.”
She thinks it over for a moment, and when she speaks again, most of the heaviness is gone from her voice.
“Yeah. You know what? That’s really true. I guess little me knew all along.”
Her head is curving in towards mine too, both of us still staring up at the ceiling. Our voices have gotten quieter and quieter. We’re speaking in barely more than a whisper now, like we’ve stayed up all night sharing secrets.
“What would you go back and tell yourself?” she asks me. “If you could?”
As soon as I start to consider the question, I wince. I’m hit with the urge to turn away from her and curl up into a tight ball, but instead, I squeeze her hand even harder and try to keep breathing.
I don’t have some message of vindication for myself like Allison does. I haven’t reached the moment when everything gets better. I’m not sure if that moment exists.
I may have found my place just like she has. I may have followed my dreams too. I may have kept them clutched to my chest even as everything else felt like it was getting pulled away, but I lost so many other things along the way.
Even at MCA, I see the way people look at me. I feel the pressure of what they want from me. All those eyes. All those reaching hands at every party and every bar. It’s like no matter where I go, I’m still ‘that hot girl.’ I’m still just ‘the girl you fuck around with.’
What middle-schooler wants to hear that from their future self?
“Hey. Kate. What’s wrong?”
It’s only when I try to speak that I realize I’m on the verge of crying. My vision has gone blurry, and my whole chest feels clogged.
“Kate.” Allison lets go of my hand and rolls to her side so she can look at me. She props herself up on her elbow and uses her free hand to start rubbing my arm. “Come back. It’s just you and me, remember? Come back, okay?”
“Right. Yeah.” My voice comes out all thick. I reach up to rub my eyes as I clear my throat. “Sorry. I started heading…back to the future.”
Allison lets out a sound that can only be described as a guffaw. “Wowwww. I really should have seen that one coming.”
I lift a corner of my mouth. “Yeah, you should have.”
“Look, forget I asked that. We’re supposed to be enjoying the past, not reflecting on it. We should do something fun. Do you have any favourite middle school sleepover movies? What about stuff you wanted to watch that no one else did?”
As soon as the question leaves her mouth, we both widen our eyes.
“Lord of the Rings!” we shout in unison before we burst out laughing.
“We already watch that almost every time we have a sleepover,” Allison says after we’ve calmed ourselves down.
“True, but is there really anything you would have wanted to watch more?”
We spend a couple minutes debating before we realize there’s nothing current or past us would like more than to fill up the chip bowl again, grab some more ginger ale, and settle in to watch all three and a half hours of the extended edition of The Fellowship of the Ring.
We end up taking the time machine for a quick trip to the present so we can order a pizza halfway through the movie. By the time Frodo and Sam are paddling down the river while the credits start to play, it’s dark outside, we’ve made it through a whole medium pepperoni and cheese, and we’re both tearing up even though we’d already memorized this whole film by the time we were ten.
“Sam’s speech just gets me every time!” Allison says with a sniffle.
“Sam brings the house down in every single movie,” I agree.
“Ugh.” She reaches for the laptop between us and flips it closed. “What a masterpiece.”
We’re both sitting up against a stack of pillows, close enough that the sides of our legs are touching under the blanket stretched across our laps. The tent began drooping during the movie, and our heads only have a couple inches of clearance from the ceiling sheet now, but neither of us moves to fix it.
I turn to look at her and find she’s got her eyes closed. I take the opportunity to drink up the sight of her, like she’s my favourite page in my favourite storybook, the one I always skipped ahead to and flipped back to when I was done. Her freckles almost look gold in this light, like someone sprinkled her face with fairy dust.
My gaze drops to her mouth. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything so soft, not in any fabric store I’ve been to. Her lips look softer than velvet, softer than silk, softer than anything that can be woven by human hands.
Maybe it’s just the effect of watching Lord of the Rings, but I can’t help thinking that in this moment, she looks like pure magic.
She bats her eyes open, and I know I should probably look away and pretend I wasn’t staring, but I don’t. I shift my gaze up from her lips to meet her eyes, and something seems to crackle through the strings of the fairy lights, some surge of power that lights up the air itself.
“You look so pretty,” I murmur before I can stop myself.
I don’t want to stop myself.
It’s just me and her, just one day for us, and with her looking at me like that, I can believe things really are that simple.
I can believe the rest will wait.
“You really think so?” she whispers.
I nod. “You look like something out of a storybook.”
Her expression shifts through a half dozen emotions so fast I can’t make any of them out.
“I know that sounds cheesy,” I tell her, “but it’s true.”
I watch her throat bob as she swallows. Her eyes keep getting wider.
“Hey, um, I have a question for you,” she says, the words slightly hoarse.
I find myself grinning as tiny lightning bolts start striking somewhere low in my stomach. “And what would that be?”
“At sleepovers…” She trails off for a moment, and even in the dim lighting, I can see her starting to blush. “Did you ever think about kissing girls?”
The lightning storm starts to rage even harder. Rather than going back in time, now we seem to have stopped it all together. I feel like the whole rest of the world has gone still as I watch her blink at me.
“Yeah, I did,” I whisper back. “I didn’t even really process it at the time, but…yeah, I totally did. I’d get all…like, warm and tingly sometimes when I was sharing a blanket with another girl.”
We both let out a soft laugh at the words ‘warm and tingly,’ but I’m pretty sure that’s exactly how we’re feeling now.
“What about you?” I ask. “Did you think about kissing girls back then?”
She nods too. “Uh-huh. This one time this girl had a nightmare, and I offered to share my sleeping bag, and, like, I swear we were about to kiss, but then…”
She blushes even harder.
“But then?” I prompt.
“But then she fell asleep,” Allison squeaks, “and I spent the rest of the night wide awake because I’d just realized I was gay.”
“Wait, wait, wait.” I try to sit up and end up slumping back down when the top of my head grazes the sheet above us. “You told me you figured out you were gay when you had your first crush on a girl in your class.”
“Well, that’s true!” Allison insists. “I just didn’t want to tell you I had a crush on her because we shared a sleeping bag and she fell asleep in the middle of what I thought was going to be my first kiss.”
She covers her face with her hand after she blurts that out, and I do my best to hold back my laughter.
“Oh, come on. That’s cute!”
“It’s embarrassing,” she says with a groan.
“Well, I think it’s cute.”
“Well, then maybe things would have gone better if you were the one sharing a sleeping bag with me.”
I watch her freeze and then hear her slight gasp when she realizes what she’s said. When I don’t respond, she pries her hand off her face and gives me a hesitant look.
My heartbeat has become the thunder to match the lightning in my stomach. Once again, time winds down to a stop as we stare at each other.
I need to kiss her again.
I need to kiss her for so long I’ll never forget what she tastes like. I need my hands in her hair. I need my name on her lips. I need to crash into her like a wild hurricane breaking against the shore.
“Allison,” I say, as fervent as a prayer. “I want to kiss you. Do you want to kiss me?”
She nods, her eyes already drifting closed, and breathes the word, “Yes.”
That’s all it takes: just one little word. That yes is an anchor reeling me in, holding me steady, fixed on nothing but her.
I lean in until my mouth is hovering over hers. My eyes close. Her breath is warm against my skin, and every exhale streaks the backs of my eyelids with the same white hot light I feel pulsing inside me.
Even though it’s only the second time I’ve kissed her, when my lips brush against hers, I feel like I’ve come home.
She’s Allison—my Allison, my safe place, my shelter. She’s what my compass is always pointing towards.
I sigh against her and feel her shiver. She twines one arm around my neck, and I lean farther over her, turning into her, letting her wrap herself around me as the kiss gets more demanding.
I ball my fist around the bottom of her shirt when she slants her mouth open to part my lips. Everything about her feels so damn soft, like a flower opening up at dawn. She gasps when I dart my tongue inside her mouth, but when I start to pull back to check if she’s all right, she tugs on my hair to bring me closer.
There’s no holding back after that. I slip my hand under her shirt to grip her hip, squeezing hard until she gasps again. She flicks my teeth with her tongue, the bold move making me groan and squeeze my thighs together.
She’s familiar and new all at once. She’s comfort and adventure at the same time. She’s safety with a spark of danger.
She’s everything I need.
The thought rings out loud and clear in my head—so loud I go still for a second.
I can’t decide if it should scare me.
She mumbles something against my lips, and I start moving again, faster and with even more urgency than before.
I don’t want to think about the rest. I just want her.
I break the kiss just long enough to swing one of my legs over her lap and shift so I’m straddling her. She’s sunk far enough into the pillows that we’re practically lying flat now, and the new position puts so much of our bodies in contact that neither of us can hold back a moan.
I’ve never heard her make a sound like that, and it has my thighs tightening around her as I start to rock my hips against hers. We’re back to kissing now, our hands scrabbling to explore any parts of each other we can reach.
So soft. She’s so fucking soft.
My fingertips can’t get enough of her—her hair, her skin, every curve and hollow of her body.
I want to treasure her. I’ve never felt like anyone is this precious.
We only get another couple seconds of kissing in before my own hair becomes too big of a problem to ignore. It’s fanned out around us like a suffocating curtain, and when a few strands get stuck between our lips, I pull back. We both laugh, the sound breathless and exhilarated as I sit up straight to try gathering my hair up.
At first, I don’t realize what’s happening. I hear a swooshing sound, and then something is falling over my face and blocking my vision. More swooshing sounds follow, then a soft thump before Allison shrieks.
“You broke the time machine!”
I bat away the fabric covering my head and realize I pulled the ceiling sheet out of position by sitting up, which seems to have compromised the structural integrity of the entire fort. All I can do is watch from above the wreckage as sheets, blankets, and twinkle lights crumple into a heap around me with Allison buried underneath.
“I’m being buried alive!” she shouts. “I’ll be stuck in the past forever!”
I’m still caught up in a post-kiss haze, and it takes me a moment to laugh.
“You are so dramatic,” I tell her.
“You’re not the one stuck under here! How am I supposed to get out?”
The sheets start twisting and bunching up as Allison’s outline writhes around underneath them. I laugh again as I start pulling fabric and strings of lights aside until I reveal a head of red hair.
“Come on, you goof. Sit up.”
She shoots me a fake glare as she pushes herself to a seat and tries to smooth her hair down.
“You’re adorable,” I tell her, which just makes her glare even harder.
“My creation is destroyed!” she moans.
“Yeah, well…”
I scoot a little closer to her, as best I can with the remains of the tent still tangled around us. As soon as my knee bumps hers, I feel the tension crackle to life between us again. She blinks at me, her glare fading as her lips part. With the twinkle lights buried around us and the sunset long past, her face is almost completely in shadow, but I can still catch a glimpse of the same need I feel urging me on as I slide a hand along her thigh.
“Maybe it’s a good thing we’re not in the time machine,” I continue, “because I’m not sure what I want to do right now is appropriate for middle school.”
Her bottom lip drops down even farther. “Kate…”
We’re leaning in towards each other again.
“Yeah?” I breathe.
“That was…” She trails off, her eyes searching my face in the dark. “That was almost unforgivably cheesy, yet still somehow so hot.”
I let out a shocked laugh and start to pull away as I try to work out whether I should take that as a compliment or an insult, but she slides her hand around the back of my head to bring me to her again. She leans in until our faces are only an inch apart.
“Hey,” she says, her voice turning urgent as she slants her mouth over mine. “Don’t you dare go anywhere.”
Now it’s my turn to shiver as she kisses me so fiercely I forget how to breathe.



  Chapter 17  




Allison
I ’m on Kate’s bed. I’m pinned underneath her as she presses her hips to mine, her lips trailing down the skin of my neck. Her kisses feel like they’re burning me and freezing me all at once, sending my nerve endings into a frenzy as they try to work out what I need.
I already know what I need, though. I need her. I need more of the way she touches me, more of the way she tastes. When I imagined what kissing a girl would be like back in middle school, this is what I thought of: this overwhelming sensation that everything is completely, totally, perfectly right.
This is what I was made for. This is me, lit up and glowing with a truth the world tried to take away from me. As I hold Kate as close to me as I can, my whole body sings with the belief that nothing about this could ever be wrong.
My fingers dig under the edge of her shirt to explore the smooth skin of her lower back, and she flexes her hips even harder against me. We’re basically grinding on each other now, and maybe it should feel weird to do that with my best friend, but it doesn’t.
I just want her closer.
“Can I…” I mumble, the words coming out sluggish as she continues to short-circuit my brain with the teasing way her lips move over my neck. “Can I…”
“Hmm?” she asks, the sound reverberating against my skin. “What’s up?”
I shift her shirt up a little higher. “Can I take this off you?”
She’s quiet for a moment, and my stomach twists as I start to think I might have gone too far, but then she nods.
“Yes.”
She sits up, her legs still pinned on either side of me, and grabs my hands to guide them around to the front of her shirt before letting me go. She’s staring down at my hands instead of at me, and even in the near-darkness, I can tell she’s pressing her lips together like she’s nervous.
My first reaction is to wonder how anyone who looks like Kate could ever be nervous about taking their clothes off, but then I remember this is my Kate, not the Kate the rest of the world sees.
This Kate is vulnerable. She’s been hurt. She’s still hurting, and I want to use every touch and kiss I give her to take that hurt away.
“Is this okay?” I ask, lifting the shirt just high enough to reveal the edge of her jeans.
She’s still not looking at me, but she nods. “Yes. I want to.”
I keep inching the fabric up, her pale stomach appearing underneath. My breath catches at the sight of her curves, at the way her waist dips and flares under my hands. Her skin makes me feel weak, like I might just keel over if I weren’t already lying down.
When I get high enough for the edge of her black bra to appear, she lifts her arms above her head and nods for me to go on. I can’t keep my thighs from twitching underneath her when I get the shirt up over the top of her bra. My throat goes dry, and all I can think about is pulling her down on top of me to find out what the curves of her chest would feel like under my hands, what they’d taste like on my tongue.
I don’t, though. I keep my movements as slow and steady as I can until she’s helped me pull the shirt all the way off and tossed it to the ground. I rest my hands on her thighs and stroke my thumbs over the coarse denim of her jeans.
I can see the black outline of the tiny tattoo on her ribcage, just under the band of her bra: a little pair of scissors. She’s shown it to me before, and I always tease her about it being a sex joke even though she insists it’s about her love of costuming.
“Kate,” I say, waiting for her to look at me before I go on.
It takes her a couple seconds, but she lifts her eyes to meet my gaze. It doesn’t matter that we can barely see each other in the dark room; I feel like we’re looking deeper into one another than we ever have before.
“You’re…you’re beautiful,” I tell her, my whisper seeming to fill the whole apartment. “You’re beautiful because you’re you.”
She makes a choked sound in the back of her throat, and then she’s throwing herself back down to kiss me harder than ever before I even realize what’s happening. My hands slide up her back on instinct, and the bare skin I find makes me gasp against her mouth. She grips me tight and rolls us over so I’m on top of her now. When I feel her legs lock around my waist, I thrust my hips against her. She digs her heels into the backs of my thighs, and I know exactly what the frustrated grunt she lets out means.
I know because I feel about ready to make the same sound myself. I need more than this. I need more of her.
“I want yours off too,” she murmurs, clawing at my shirt as I start to kiss along the line of her jaw.
I don’t wait for her to help me. I sit back enough to rip the shirt off as fast as I can and then lean back over her to go in for another kiss, but she presses a hand to my chest to stop me.
“Wait,” she whispers.
Her palm is resting right over my heart. I can feel it thumping against her touch, faster and faster, like even my heart needs to be closer to her.
“Let me touch you,” she says, more timid than I’ve ever heard her before. “Please.”
I close my hand over hers for a moment, and my heart beats so fast I start to think it really will burst out of my chest.
“Of course.”
We shift around until we’re both sitting up, her against the headboard with her legs crossed, me in her lap with my legs hooked around her waist. We’re breathing hard from the proximity alone, and I have to stifle a moan when she starts caressing my neck and my bare shoulders.
When she reaches my bra straps, she pauses and waits for me to nod before she slides them down my arms. She traces my collarbones and then snakes her fingertips down in lazy loops to the top edge of my bra.
“Do you want me to take it off?” she asks.
Now that we’ve slowed down, I’m starting to feel hesitant too. This is only the second time I’ve done this, and it’s my first time doing it with someone I actually know.
Kate has so much more experience, and she’s slept with way hotter people than me.
What if I do something stupid?
What if she laughs at me?
“Allison?” She stops stroking my chest and reaches down to hold my hands instead. “Hey. It’s me.”
She nuzzles her nose into my neck and gives me a soft, sweet kiss just below my ear. Something in me relaxes, like a tangled string being cut loose, and I realize there’s nothing to worry about.
Kate would never laugh at me. She’d never think I wasn’t good enough. She’s spent all the years of our friendship telling me how great she thinks I am—and she’s right.
It doesn’t matter how many people I have or haven’t slept with. It doesn’t matter who’s seen me naked or what they might have thought.
I asked her for one day that’s just about us. I can give her the same in return.
“Thank you,” I say, leaning in to give her a peck on the cheek when she lifts her head. “I needed that.”
Her lips find mine again, and it only takes a few seconds before all the heat rushes back into the room. Instead of waiting for her to do it, I reach behind me and unhook the clasp of my bra. The cups slip down my chest, and I break away from Kate long enough to slide the straps off my arms and toss the whole thing to the floor. My stomach is still fluttering with nerves, so I launch right back into kissing her before she can say anything or even really get a chance to see me.
She does take the opportunity to feel me. Her hands slide up my ribcage, and she moans into my mouth as soon as she reaches my chest and squeezes.
I can’t help doing the same. It’s been so long since anyone has touched me like this, and maybe there’s a part of me that should feel weird or awkward knowing it’s Kate cupping my chest and flicking my nipples with her thumbs, but all I feel is heat—searing its way through me and begging for more of the fuel it’s been craving for weeks.
“You too,” I mutter against her lips as I fumble with the clasp of her bra.
It takes me close to a whole minute to get the damn thing unhooked, and her deciding to pinch my nipples at the same time she nips my bottom lip does not help my concentration, but she seems way too interested in what she’s doing to give me any help. By the time her bra has been flung off the bed after mine, I don’t know whether I want to scream with desire or frustration.
I settle on a gasp when I get my first look at her in the faint glow from the string lights still tangled up with the sheets on the floor. She looks like something out of a fantasy movie, like some ethereal being materializing out of the ether to tempt mortals to their doom.
“You know…” I murmur, my fingertips ghosting up her sides. I’m almost scared to give her more than the faintest of touches, like she’s some precious display in a museum with a glaring ‘Do Not Touch’ sign I’ve decided to ignore. “If this was a movie, and I was the costume designer, I’d probably just have you be naked the whole time.”
She bursts out laughing, and I can’t help appreciating the way it makes her chest bounce a little.
“What was it you called me earlier?” she asks, still chuckling. “Unforgivably cheesy? Yeah, I think that’s the right word for you now.”
“I think I remember saying you’re still hot,” I remind her.
“Hmm.” She pretends to think about it. “Yeah, I guess you did, and yeah, I guess you are too.”
She wraps her arms around me to pull me closer, her mouth finding mine again as we press ourselves chest to chest. It’s the most of her skin I’ve felt on mine so far, and it must set her off the same way it does to me. She makes a sound that’s almost a growl and tips me onto my back to land on top of me.
For the next few minutes, I can’t keep track of anything but the way it feels to have her heart beating next to mine. We roll around the bed, our mouths and hands a flurry of desperate exploration, like this is somehow both our first and last chance to feel each other like this.
At some point, she ends up back on top of me with one of her thighs pressing between mine. When she shifts forward to increase the pressure, I can’t help biting down on where I’ve been kissing her neck.
“Fuck,” she hisses.
“Sorry!” I go rigid with alarm. “Did I hurt you? I—”
She cuts me off by leaning in even harder and then backing off just to press into me again, finding a rhythm that has my eyes rolling back in a matter of seconds.
She moves her lips beside my ear to order, “Do it again.”
I don’t hesitate to obey. I nip at the soft curve where her neck meets her shoulder, and the wordless cry she lets out in response has me wrapping my arms around her back to pull her harder against me. Everything she does drives me crazy and leaves me needing more—more skin, more heat, more pressure.
“More,” I beg, my face still pressed to her neck. “Please.”
She starts to rock against me even faster, and when I realize she’s shifted her weight onto one arm so she can raise the other to grip the headboard for leverage, I can’t help digging my nails into the skin of her back.
“That is so fucking sexy,” I mumble.
She lets out a dark chuckle, and I feel the sound all the way down between my legs. “I knew a headboard was going to be a worthwhile investment.”
She’s moved up far enough that I realize I can start kissing my way down her chest. When my lips reach one of her nipples, I flick it with my tongue before I have a chance to get too nervous and back out.
She groans above me, and the sound spurs me on. I close my lips around her nipple and suck hard, unwrapping one of my arms from around her to start circling the other one with my thumb. She’s rocking against me at a frenzied pace now, panting and swearing as we start to get slick with sweat.
I’m so lost in her it takes me a few seconds to realize she’s started calling my name.
“Allison,” she repeats, slowing her movements to a stop. “Allison, wait.”
I go still too. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
She shakes her head. “Nothing. I just…”
The way she rolls off me to flop down on her back on the other side of the bed makes it clear it’s not nothing. I shift onto my side to face her. We’re both still panting, our chests heaving and hearts racing as we lay there in the dark.
Something tells me to wait for her to speak instead of pushing for an answer. She’s still on her back, staring up at the ceiling like she’s caught in a conversation with herself.
I focus on slowing my own breathing and try not to let the nerves build back up inside me. I catch a lingering trace of the spicy scent of her usual incense in the air, and even though I always complain about the cloying scent, the familiarity helps calm me.
She just needs a break, a moment to slow things down, and maybe that’s for the best. I want this moment to matter, to unfold like the start of a story.
Our story.
“I’m sorry,” she says a few moments later, turning onto her side so we’re face to face. “I just needed a minute.”
“Don’t be sorry,” I answer. “There’s nothing to be sorry about, and if there’s anything you want to talk ab—”
“I don’t.”
For a second, I’m stunned by the force in her tone, and from what I can see of her face, she seems to be just as surprised.
“I mean, I don’t want to get caught up talking, or…or thinking,” she explains, softer this time. “I just want…you. Right now I just want you, Allison. Please.”
Her voice is edged with fear, like there’s a chance I might just fly out the window and disappear.
I inch closer to her on the mattress. “Hey. It’s okay. I…I want you too. So much.”
I reach over and stroke my hand down her arm before closing my fingers over the swell of her hip bone. Even now, the shape of her makes me feel weak, like her body alone could leave me trembling. I move in closer and hitch one of her legs over mine. I slide my grip on her hip around to press my palm against her lower back.
“Does this feel okay?” I ask.
She nods and reaches up to brush my hair out of my face. “That feels really good.”
We go in for a sweet kiss that ignites into something more a second later. This time, there’s a deeper intensity to the heat between us, like glowing coals instead of leaping flames.
She grips the back of my neck, pulling me in even closer. Our legs get tangled. Everything smells like her. Everything sounds like her. Everything tastes like her. I shiver as the tip of her tongue brushes mine.
She tips my chin up and starts to kiss her way along my jaw until she finds the hypersensitive skin just below my ear. When her lips close over my earlobe, I hiss.
“You like that?” she asks, her voice low and her breath hot.
“Feels so good,” is all I can mutter.
I start to squirm on the bed as she keeps sucking on my ear while one of her hands creeps up to my chest again.
“Oh my god, Kate,” I gasp when gives my ear just the slightest graze with her teeth. “You’ve got me so wet.”
The admission slips out before I can stop it, but I don’t have a chance to get embarrassed. Her hand slips down to cup me between my legs instead, and the whole room fills up with red hot coals. I cry out louder than I have all night, my hips bucking up to demand even more.
“That is so fucking sexy,” she says, breathing the words into my ear and making me strain even harder against her. “I want to touch you so bad.”
“Please,” I answer. “Please. I need to feel you like that.”
She pops the button of my jeans open and tugs the zipper down. Then one of her fingers hooks under the band of my underwear to trace along the edge of the fabric.
I shiver. She hasn’t even touched me where I want her yet, but I can already feel her there. I lift my hips up, and she takes the hint to start tugging my jeans down my thighs. It takes some shuffling around, but soon the jeans have been stripped off me and I’m lying there in just my underwear as her fingers caress my inner thighs.
“You’re so soft. I can’t get over it,” she murmurs, her voice incredulous, like she really hasn’t ever felt anything like me.
She starts tracing the band of my underwear again, and I squeeze my eyes shut as my breathing gets faster and faster. She trails one finger down between my legs, ghosting her touch over the fabric. I know she can probably feel how wet I am, and all I want is for her to rip the thin fabric aside and touch me without anything between us.
She starts teasing me by dragging the underwear lower and lower down my hips. I can’t tell if it’s the cool air of the room or her fingers that are making goose bumps break out all over my body.
“Please,” I say, almost whimpering now. “Kate, please touch me.”
Instead of pulling my underwear all the way off, she slides her hand inside them and starts to walk her fingertips lower and lower until we both gasp when she realizes just how soaked she’s got me.
“Oh my god, Allison.” She’s got her lips on my neck now, and I can feel the tremor in her voice. “You’re just so…You’re perfect. Oh my god, I have to…”
One of her fingers parts my folds before she slides inside me. I throw my head back, my back arching as she starts to thrust in and out of me, so slow I think I might snap if she doesn’t give me more soon.
I’ve never wanted anyone this bad.
“Kate,” I gasp, my voice all breathy and high-pitched. “That’s so good. That’s…fuck, that’s so good.”
She moans in response and starts to go a little faster. I start panting in time with her thrusts. I can feel her everywhere, and when she slips a second finger inside me, I twist my head to the side so I can bite down on her neck again.
She curses and thrusts even harder, her pace turning frantic as we both clutch at whatever parts of each other we can reach with our free hands. I’m letting out these little mewling sounds I’ve never heard myself make before. I don’t know how anything could possibly feel better than this, but then she curls her fingers and reaches a part of me that snaps every last thread of self-control I have left.
I let out a deep, guttural groan and flail my hand out to claw at the headboard. I need something to hold onto, something to ground me, something to keep me from bursting with the realization that I know exactly what this feeling is, even if I’ve never felt it before.
I’m in love with her.
I’m in love with Kate, and that love doesn’t care if it’s too soon to be felt, or if there are a million things we haven’t figured out yet, or even if she might not love me back.
I’m in love with her, and it’s surging through me like a wildfire, like a fever that doesn’t care how much of me it singes away or what might be left when it fades. All it wants is to keep burning and burning and burning, reveling in the blinding certainty that this is what I’ve been looking for.
This is what I never seemed to find with anyone else, and maybe that’s because it’s been sitting right beside me for years, like a can of kerosene waiting for a match to drop.
“Allison,” she says, panting just as hard as I am. “Oh my god, Allison.”
I still have my eyes squeezed shut, and it’s like I can feel her all around me, like she’s touching me everywhere, like we’ve unlocked some new connection that was always waiting to be set free.
“Kate, I want to…I have to…I think I…”
There’s some distant part of my mind that knows this is way too much, that maybe it’s something I should keep to myself, but with her body flush with mine, my name on her lips, and her fingers so deep inside me I’m not sure I’ll even be the same person when she’s done with me, I can’t hold back. I can’t keep it locked up.
Not anymore.
“Kate, I…I…I think I love you.”
Her breath catches, and for a moment, the whole world freezes in a flash of a stock-still moment like the snap of a camera’s shutter just seconds before disaster strikes.
She doesn’t roll off me right away. She doesn’t even stop moving inside me, but I can feel the change in her. I can feel the way she goes stiff, hear the way her pants turn into sharp exhales from her nose as she clenches her jaw.
I feel like my ribs are squeezing in tight, compressing and contracting as they threaten to crush everything inside my chest.
“Kate, I-I didn’t…I want to…I mean, I…”
I don’t even know what I’m trying to say. My eyes start to sting.
“Kate, I’m sorry,” I whisper.
Now she does pull away from me, disentangling our bodies to sit up and swing her legs over the edge of the bed, her back to me.
I feel like someone’s shoved me out into a frigid winter night. My skin turns clammy, and in a matter of seconds, I’m so cold my teeth are chattering.
Kate hasn’t moved. I can see the silhouette of her shoulders, hunched and tense.
“Kate,” I beg. “Please say something. I’m sorry I—”
“It’s not you,” she interrupts, her voice strained like she’s speaking with her jaw clenched. “Don’t say you’re sorry. I’m sorry. I…I…”
She starts making a choked, gasping sound that has me springing up to kneel beside her on the mattress.
“What’s wrong?”
She shakes her head and starts clutching at her throat. My veins turn to ice now too, the bottom of my stomach dropping out.
“Kate?” I nearly shriek. “What’s happening? What do you need?”
She pushes up off the bed and lunges for the window across the room. Her feet get tangled in the remains of our tent, and she kicks the sheets away as she stumbles to a stop to sag against the sill before she lifts the glass up. A burst of cold air sweeps into the apartment, and Kate sucks in a huge breath.
“Couldn’t breathe,” she gasps as I watch from the bed, too stunned to move. “Couldn’t breathe in here.”
Then, without even bothering to grab a shirt, she crawls out onto the fire escape without saying another word.



  Chapter 18  




Allison
I  stand with one of my hands gripping the window frame, staring at the way the streetlights cast shadows across Kate’s back where she sits with her knees pulled up to her chest, facing away from me out on the fire escape. I’ve been standing here for close to five minutes, and she hasn’t moved the entire time.
She’s no longer gasping for air like she was a couple minutes ago. Her shoulders have relaxed a little. I hesitate for another second and then bend low enough to stick my head out the window.
“Kate?” I call. “Kate, do you…are you…?”
I trail off when I realize I don’t know what I’m asking. I don’t even know what the hell is happening. All I’m sure of is that telling her I might be in love with her was the biggest mistake I’ve made in a long time. My stomach is churning, and my body has gone so numb it’s a struggle to even make my lips move to speak.
I see Kate shiver, and then she turns her head just enough to answer me over her shoulder. “I think I can come back inside now.”
I step aside to give her space, and she scrambles back under the window. When she drops her feet to the floor, I see the tips of her toes have started to turn white from the cold metal of the fire escape.
Something squeezes around my heart. I want to pull her into bed and tuck her feet under the blankets. I want to hold her. I want to kiss again. I want to obliterate the past ten minutes and start over.
With the curtains open, it’s easier to navigate the darkness of the room. Kate steps over the mess of sheets still illuminated by all the fairy lights on the floor and grabs her shirt from where it got tossed down beside the bed. It’s only as I watch her pull it over her head that I realize I’m still in just my underwear.
She hasn’t spoken, and I’m not brave enough to try talking again, so I follow her lead and pick my stuff up off the floor to get dressed. I almost feel like I’m floating above my own body, going through motions I’m powerless to stop even though everything I have is screaming out that this is wrong, all wrong.
It’s not supposed to be like this.
When I’ve gotten my jeans done up, she turns around to face me but keeps her gaze on the floor. There are only a few feet of space between us, but she might as well be standing miles away. I can feel her closing up, like she’s trying to shove everything that just happened back in the box we let it out of.
“I’m sorry,” she says.
I open my mouth to tell her not to apologize, but the words die in my throat. We’re just going in circles, saying sorry for things we don’t need to be sorry for because we have no idea what else to say.
I clench my fists at my sides as a flare of frustration shoots through me.
This is not how it’s supposed to be, and I don’t want to shove myself back into a box I don’t fit anymore.
“Are you okay?” I ask instead.
“I’m…” She keeps staring at the floor as she shrugs. “I don’t know what that was. I just couldn’t breathe all of a sudden.”
My fists stay clenched, but I still feel a swell of tenderness in my chest.
“I’m glad you’re better now.”
She nods, but a second later, she starts shaking her head. The room is lit up enough for me to see the lines creasing her face as she frowns.
“Allison, I’m…I’m not what you’re looking for.”
I hear the words, but they don’t make any sense. I tilt my head and squint at her.
“What? What do you mean?”
“I mean I’m…I’m not girlfriend material, okay? I’m just not.”
I open my mouth to protest, but she brushes past me and starts pacing the length of her tiny kitchen, which is the only part of the apartment with a clear floor at the moment.
“I’m not what you’re looking for. I don’t know how to do relationships, not like this, and that’s what you’ve always wanted. I’m…I’m fucked up, okay? I wish I wasn’t. God, I really, really wish I wasn’t, but…but I am, and…and…”
Her voice gets choked, and she lets out a few muffled sobs even as she keeps up her pacing.
“Kate, that’s not true.” My eyes track her movements, willing her to look at me, but she doesn’t. “You are not the things that happened to you. You’re not what anyone says or thinks. Only you get to decide what you are.”
She starts dragging her hands through her already rumpled hair as she lets out a bitter laugh. “I don’t know who I am, Allison. I have no fucking clue, and I’m only just starting to realize how long I’ve gone without knowing that. I’m a mess, and I…I can’t be what you need. I can’t.”
I feel like someone is slowly sliding a sword into my stomach, but I squeeze my sides to fend off the sensation as I keep fighting for this—for us.
For me.
For the first time in my life, I know exactly who I want to be with and why. I want Kate, not because I think I have anything to prove to anyone, not because I believe there’s some standard I’m not living up to, and not because I’ve made some stupid pact with myself about finding a girlfriend before college ends.
I want to be with Kate because I feel more like myself with her than I have with any other person in the world.
It’s as terrifyingly huge and brilliantly simple as that.
“We don’t have to have it all figured out,” I tell her. “It’s scary for me too, okay? And maybe I said too much too fast, but we can figure it out. We can take it at whatever pace we need to. It’s me, Kate. You’ve always been more than enough for me. How could any of this change that?”
“Because this…this part of me, it’s…it’s broken.” She swipes her hand out in front of her to mime something getting slashed to bits.
“I don’t care,” I insist. “Kate, nothing you’ve told me has made me think you’re any less girlfriend material than anyone else. You’re my best friend. You make me feel so good about myself, and I like to think I do the same for you, which means we can figure this out. It’s just you and me, remember? Just us.”
She lets out another sob and then staggers to a stop in the middle of the tiled floor. She finally looks at me and shakes her head. When she speaks, it’s in a whisper so pained it makes my blood run cold.
“It’s not just us, though, and it never will be. We don’t live in a little tent. There is no time machine. I wish…I wish…”
I see her hands flexing at her sides like she’s trying to grab hold of something that keeps slipping away.
“I wish I was the kind of person who could do this, but I’m not.”
She doesn’t look away as she says it, and that’s when it hits me, so hard I have to take a step back to keep from falling over.
She really means that. She really isn’t going to try.
The tears fill my eyes before I can stop them.
“Kate…” My voice trembles as my whole body starts to shake. “Kate, no.”
She shakes her head, the tears on her cheeks glinting in the dim glow from what remains of our ruined little hideaway on the floor.
“I’m sorry,” she mouths, the words so faint I have to read her lips.
“Kate, if you…if you can’t do this…” I force myself to swallow and steady my voice a little. “If you can’t do this, then…then we can’t be friends either. I don’t think I could do that. Not after this.”
I almost take it back when I see her wince, but I stay strong.
I told her I’d work with her. I told her I’d go at whatever pace she needs. I told her she doesn’t need to be anything other than herself, but I can’t make her believe it, and I’m done living a life full of doubting myself and wondering if I’m too little or too much for other people.
The longer we stand here, the more sure I become that continuing a friendship with Kate would only bring all that doubt back. It would make that doubt even harder and heavier, and I’d end up crushed under its weight during every day spent trying to pretend we can go back to normal.
I’m finally ready to be myself, but I need Kate to step up and be herself too.
At the very least, I need her to try.
“So that’s it, then?” I ask, my tone a mix of bitterness and desperation when a few minutes tick by without her saying anything else.
She opens and closes her mouth a few times, but she doesn’t rush over to stop me when I pick my way to the door and start pulling my shoes on. I’m still shaking so bad it takes me a couple tries. I fumble to pull my arms through the sleeves of my coat, and then I face her again.
I steel myself to say goodbye, but when I see her face twisted with pain as she grips the edge of the counter beside her like it’s the only thing keeping her standing, the softer parts of me win out.
“I just need you to try, Kate. You don’t need to be perfect because…because you’re already perfect to me, and I really do believe we can get through anything, so if you…if you end up believing that too…somehow…then tell me, okay?”
I don’t wait for an answer. I know I won’t get one—not now, and maybe not ever—so I turn around and let myself out of the apartment instead.
I’m already sobbing by the time I reach the first flight of stairs, and when I get all the way to the ground floor without her coming after me, I end up crying so hard I have to sit down on the dingy tile floor in the cramped lobby.
I’m not sure how long I sit there with my legs pulled into my chest and my forehead resting on my knees, but the lobby stays mercifully empty the whole time. My shaking breaths echo against the bare walls when I lift my head and wipe my eyes.
“So that’s it then,” I mutter as I push myself up to my feet.



  Chapter 19  




Kate
“I  appreciate your interest in my boyfriend’s grandma’s birthday party, but don’t you think there’s something else we should be talking about?”
I look over at the counter in Voltage Vintage as I continue straightening up a rack of accessories. “What do you mean? It sounds like it was a thrilling event. Tell me more about Gam-Gam McCauley.”
Miguel sighs and goes back to counting out the contents of the cash register. “How many times are you going to mock the fact that he calls her Gam-Gam?”
I place a hand on my chest and gasp. “Me? Mock Gam-Gam McCauley? Never. I admire her so much I’m thinking of taking on the moniker of Gam-Gam myself when I become a woman of a certain age.”
Miguel rolls their eyes. “Okay then. Let me know when you’re ready to cut the shit and discuss how much of an absolute nervous wreck you’ve been lately.”
I turn my back to the counter and head over to tidy a ransacked shoe display so Miguel won’t see my face get all screwed up.
It’s been over a week since I let Allison walk out of my apartment—and seemingly, my life. Miguel only knows the barest of details so far, but no matter how many times they tell me they’re here to help, I always shake my head and make some stupid joke to move the conversation on. If I don’t, I know I really will dissolve into a nervous wreck.
It takes me a good five minutes to get the shoes all matched up and in order on the shelves. By the time I’m done, Miguel has finished closing up the cash register for the day and brought our stuff out from the back room.
I walk over to join them in pulling my jacket on. I can feel their eyes on me as I pretend to be busy fumbling with the denim jacket’s buttons so I don’t have to face whatever it is they’re gearing themself up to say.
“Hey, Kate,” they start when I show no signs of breaking the silence. “We don’t have to talk about it, okay? But I think you should talk to someone. I’ve never seen you like this, and—”
“I’m fine.”
I sound harsher than I meant to, and I feel a sharp twinge of guilt when I look up and see Miguel watching me with a hurt expression they’re doing their best to hide.
“Or at least, I will be,” I add, softer this time. “Thanks for caring about me. I promise I’m not going to, like, do something drastic. I’m just…I’m just not sure where to go from here, but I’ll figure it out.”
I shrug like I actually believe that, but I know Miguel sees straight through me.
“You two haven’t talked?” they ask. “Since…?”
I do my best to keep my face from crumpling, but when I see the concern in their eyes, I know I’ve failed in appearing stoic. I shake my head, and when I try to speak again, my voice comes out so thick I have to clear my throat.
“No. I…I don’t know if we’re going to talk…ever.”
They let out a soft scoff that’s supposed to be reassuring. “Oh, come on. You’ll at least talk again at some point. You’ve been best friends for years, and you have a whole other year of school together. I know you two can figure this out.”
I shake my head again as a huge, suffocating weight slams into my chest and settles there. I take a step closer to the counter to lean against it for support, but that only makes things worse when I realize this is the exact spot Allison stood the first time we kissed.
I can’t help letting out a bitter chuckle when I realize how metaphoric it is that even during our first kiss, there was a whole counter between us—a solid wall we couldn’t get past, even as we reached for each other.
Miguel walks over to stand beside me, their eyes filled with concern.
“Kate, you don’t have to do this on your own,” they say in a quiet voice. “I know you think you need to do everything yourself, but I’m going to go ahead and burst your bubble. No one does everything on their own, especially not something like this. You need people in your life. Good people. Great people. Sexy non-binary people who tell you when you’ve bought too many leather jackets and hug you when you’re sad about unsuccessfully trying to bang your best friend.”
That one gets a laugh out of me, even as my eyes start to sting and threaten to well up with tears. I swear I’ve cried more in the past month than I have in the whole rest of my college experience combined.
“Yeah, okay,” I answer, my voice all watery. “I guess I’ll take a hug.”
They wrap their arms around me and squeeze me so tight it gets even harder to breathe, but in a good way now. My face ends up squished against the vintage silk shirt they’re wearing. I snuggle in closer and take a shuddering breath as I circle my arms around them too.
“Would it be annoying if I said everything always works out in the end?” they ask.
I chuckle and turn my head so I can speak. “A little, but I guess you’re right. Maybe. Tell me again in a week.”
They give me another squeeze. “I can do that.”
We break apart and sling our bags over our shoulders while Miguel hunts around in their pockets for their store keys.
“Um, hey,” they say once they’ve got a hold of their key chain, hanging back instead of following me as I head for the door.
I pause in the middle of the carpeted floor. “What’s up?”
“Will you promise you won’t take this the wrong way?”
I cross my arms and raise an eyebrow. “How could I possibly promise that if I don’t know what you’re going to say?”
They let out a dramatic sigh, but I can tell they’re nervous from the way they keep shifting the keys around in their hands.
It’s not often Miguel gets nervous. They basically spend their whole life wryly observing the world from behind their scholarly yet fashionable glasses. I take a few steps back over to them and ask what’s up again.
“I just really care about you, and this is something that’s been helpful for me, so…” They wrap one fist around the keys and squeeze. “Have you ever thought about finding a therapist?”
I freeze, blinking a few times as I process the words. Wherever I thought this was going, it was not in that direction.
“Uh…I mean…n-not really?” I stammer, my voice a bit squeaky with surprise. “I didn’t know you had one.”
“I don’t right now,” they tell me, their posture relaxing a little now that they’ve got the topic out in the open, “but I have on and off in the past. I just think it’s something everyone should consider, so…yeah. I wanted to mention it to you.”
Part of me is starting to freak out wondering just how bad things have gotten if my own friends are telling me I’m so off the rails I need professional help, but the rest of me knows Miguel isn’t speaking out of judgment or disdain. They’ve proven time and time again they just want the best for me.
I wish I knew what the ‘best’ looked like.
I wish I could stop thinking it looked like Allison lying next to me under some twinkle lights, ready to kiss me hard enough to put the rest of the world on pause.
“Thanks,” I say, doing my best to shove any thoughts of Allison aside.
I’m not particularly successful. I’ve been trying and failing to do the same thing all week.
“Thanks for caring about me,” I add.
Their whole expression melts, and before I know it, I’m wrapped in another hug.
“You don’t have to thank me for caring about you, you weirdo,” they say, ruffling my hair before they let me go, like I really am their little sister.
Some of the hollow feeling that’s sat like an ache in my chest for days gets replaced with a flood of warmth.
“You want to hang out tonight?” they ask. “I have some readings to get through, but we could order some food and make a chill night of it.”
I groan. “That honestly sounds like heaven, but I have to—oh shit, I’m late, aren’t I?”
I swing my backpack around to my chest and dig through it for my phone, swearing again when I see the time.
“I have to get back to MCA before they close up the work room for the night,” I explain as I rush for the door with Miguel trailing after me. “I forgot my stupid dress, and I really need to work on it at home tonight.”
It should be done by now. We’re less than two weeks away from the end of term show. At most, I should only have a final fitting with my model left to do. I should be concentrating on the written portion of the assignment and perfecting the speech I’ll give at the show.
Instead, all I’ve got is yet another dysfunctional mock-up and a blank document I keep opening on my computer just to close it without typing anything.
“Godspeed,” Miguel urges when we step out onto the sidewalk. “You go ahead. Good luck!”
I thank them and bolt for the metro station, speeding around pedestrians enjoying the spring evening and the lingering twilight in the purple sky above the city.
I check my phone every few minutes on the ride over to MCA, even though that doesn’t make the train go any faster. There are a lot of evening classes at the school, and they keep the work room open for students to use on the nights it’s not occupied, but I’m going to be cutting things close—as in, sprinting through the doors just as someone is reaching to lock them kind of close.
The metro stop is a couple minutes away from campus, and by the time I’m jogging through the empty halls after sprinting over to the building, I’m out of breath and sweating under my jacket.
When I get to the work room, I can see the lights are already off behind the little glass windows in the doors. Technically, I have two minutes until student hours are over. I swear loud enough for my curse to echo through the empty hallway and give the door handle a try even though I know I’m already too late.
I gasp when the handle clicks and the door swings open towards me as I give it a tug. The room is pitch dark save for a few blinking devices inside.
“Oh my god, yes,” I breathe, stepping through the doorway and then sliding my hand along the wall to hunt for a light switch.
It takes a few minutes of searching, but soon the fluorescent tubes overhead are flicking on to fill the empty room with a slight hum as the familiar sight of the wide tables topped with two sewing machines each comes into view.
My footsteps echo on the floor tiles as I walk down the aisle between the rows of desks to the walk-in closet at the back of the room where everyone keeps their works in progress. In contrast to the supply closet, this one is lined with clothing racks instead of storage bins. The racks are stuffed with hangers housing garments straight out of the past several centuries in a rainbow’s worth of colours.
I fish my mock-up out of the section of the railings reserved for the third year class. With everyone’s gorgeous creations surrounding me, the grey and pink silk remnants I found to play around with draping look even sadder than they already are. This attempt is the closest I’ve gotten to a final design, but it still looks like something stitched together for a high school fashion show in a cafeteria, not an authentic 1930s piece crafted by a costume-designer-to-be.
I switch the closet light off and shut the door, but when I’m halfway up the aisle, I turn and start spreading my dress out on the closest table instead of leaving the room.
Once the fabric is all smoothed down, I step back to look at the dress—really look at it. I take in the sight of what it is now, and I picture what I hoped it could be, what I thought I’d be able to say with just the right pattern and fabric. I layer those two images on top of each other, and I realize I will never create the dress I see in my mind.
I will never make a dress fit for Carole Lombard. I will never send some grandiose statement about lethal beauty ideals and the cruelty of double standards strutting down the runway. I will never make a dress that tells the story of a woman who almost lost everything because of a scar on her face, a woman who won her dreams back because the world decided she was still pretty enough to have them.
I will never make that dress because I don’t want to anymore.
I’m sick of the way the world chews up beauty like it’s breakfast and spits it back out whenever it wants. I’m sick of thinking about it. I’m sick of talking about it. I’m sick of making art about it. I’m sick of living it.
I don’t want my entire life to be a reaction to what other people want from me. I want to be me. I want the chance to find out who me even is—the chance I didn’t realize I was missing out on when some miracle of puberty swept me up into a life that moved way too fucking fast and didn’t stop to ask for my permission.
My chest is heaving even though all I’m doing is standing in front of the dress, glaring down at the material with my hands balled into fists at my sides.
I want to soak this dress in gasoline. I want to set it on fire. I want to burn it down to ashes for the sake of everyone who never got a chance to do the same, everyone who never got to say no to this stupid fucking game we all play.
I don’t have gasoline, but I do have my hands. I uncurl my trembling fists and reach for the dress.
It takes a few tries of tugging at different seams, but then the sound of the first rip rings out through the room.
A rush of adrenaline shoots through my veins.
I keep ripping and ripping, tearing the silk into as many ragged bits as I can. I start to laugh at the same time I start to cry. My vision goes blurry and snot drips down my face, but I don’t stop. I keep clawing at the silk, stretching the threads until they snap and snap and snap.
When nothing else will rip, I lunge for a pair of scissors someone left out on the table and start hacking the pieces I’ve made into even smaller scraps. I slice without any intention or direction except how fucking good it feels to destroy something.
I don’t know how long I continue for, but at some point, I stop with one hand still clenched around the scissors and the other gripping the edge of the table as I stare down at the heap of grey and pink silk smithereens.
I’m panting, a few hiccupping sobs still bursting out of me now and then. My whole back is slick with sweat, and salty tears are drying on my cheeks, making my skin feel tight.
Every nerve ending in my body feels like it’s bursting with life, sparking with the feral energy of a spring fever after a winter that’s gone on way too long.
My head snaps up when I hear the door to the hallway swing open. I watch as Jillian Lee takes a few steps inside, headed for the light switch. Her heeled booties click against the floor. She’s got a long wool coat on with a tote bag slung over her shoulder.
She only notices me once she’s already reaching for the light switch. She freezes and lets out a little shriek before taking a few tottering steps backwards.
“Kate!” she yelps before I can apologize. “Jesus Christ, you scared me.”
She places a hand on her chest, breathing hard.
“I knew I turned the lights off,” she mutters.
I should probably explain myself, but for some reason, I’m finding it really hard not to laugh at the image of posh and polished Jillian Lee shrieking with terror and shouting ‘Jesus Christ!’
I’m practically giddy, riding high on what feels like a jumbled cocktail of adrenaline laced with sweet, sweet endorphins rushing in to top off the glass.
“Dare I ask what you’re doing in here with a bunch of fabric scraps so late at night?” she asks after she’s taken a few breaths.
“I, um…” I glance down at the pile on the table, and I have to bite my lip to keep from giggling.
“Kate?” Jillian pushes off the wall and takes a few steps closer, a note of concern creeping into her voice. “Is everything all right?”
“Everything’s great,” I squeak, staring down at the table instead of at her. “Really great, actually. Best it’s been in a while.”
I’m doing a terrible job at acting normal, but if I look at her or say anything more, I know I’m going to start laughing. The sound is begging for release, like my body has decided flipping the laugh attack switch is the best way to release the overwhelming ball of emotions expanding inside me.
“Are you sure?” Jillian asks.
She’s standing on the other side of the table now. I can see her torso at the upper edge of my vision.
“Um, yeah,” I answer, the words strained. “It’s just…um…uh…”
A snort escapes me. I try to hold the next one in, but it comes out as a hiccup.
She’s going to think I’m totally wasted if I keep this up.
“It’s just, well…” I reach out to grab a handful of silk scraps and let them drift back down to the table like petals in the wind. “It’s just that this is all I have t-to show for my final p-project.”
I can’t contain myself anymore. I tip my head back and laugh loud enough for the sound to bounce off the walls. I can’t look at Jillian. I don’t want to know what she’s thinking, and I definitely don’t want to know what she thinks when my laughs start morphing into sobs.
My vision goes blurry again, and I lift my palms to bury my face in my hands.
“I-I’m s-so sorry,” I choke out from behind my fingers. “I promise I’m not, like, d-drunk or high or anything. I’m just…I’m just really not doing well lately.”
The admission slips out before I can process what I’m saying. I’m so shocked at how easy it was to admit that to Jillian when I couldn’t even say it to Miguel that I stop crying in an instant.
I swipe at my cheeks before lifting my head. I expect to find Jillian gawking at me with her phone in hand, ready to call whatever authorities seem most appropriate, but instead, the only thing I see in her face is a tender concern.
“I’ve noticed you’ve been having trouble in class. I did think it might be about more than just your project.”
“Ha. Yeah. That’s for sure.” I grab another fistful of fabric scraps and let them slip through my fingers. “Although my project is a pretty big problem now.”
I should probably consider the consequences of speaking like this to someone who’s going to be grading me, but for some reason, I feel like I can talk to Jillian tonight in a way I haven’t let myself talk to many people before.
“Can you be honest with me?” I ask her.
She tilts her head. “I can do my best.”
I nod. “Okay. Well…do you think I deserve to be here?”
I sweep my hand out to indicate the whole work room, all of MCA, and maybe even the entire city of Montreal. Jillian starts to open her mouth to answer, but I continue.
“Because I’m not very talented at historical recreations, or theatre stuff, or draping.”
I see the corner of her mouth twist up at the disdain I place on the last word.
“I am good at a lot of the things we learn,” I tell her, “but I’m not great, not like some of the people here.”
Not like Allison.
The thought of her hits me like a punch to the gut, the pain so real I have to wrap an arm around my stomach.
“Kate.”
Jillian says my name with the piercing directness she uses to command a whole class, and I find myself straightening my shoulders as I focus on her instead of letting my eyes roam the room.
“Yes?”
“I want you to listen to me very carefully.” She folds her hands on top of the table and leans in towards me. “You are talented. Very talented. You would not be here if you weren’t. It’s true, your technical skills aren’t the best in the program. There are many things for you to improve on, but I’ll tell you something else. I look at hundreds of portfolios from prospective students. I interview dozens of those prospective students every year, and I’ll be honest, almost all of them blur together in my memory at this point, but I have never forgotten yours.”
My jaw drops as she watches for my reaction. I see the corner of her mouth twitch again as I stand there gaping like a fish.
“Huh?” I manage to ask.
She nods. “It’s true. You have instincts, Kate, and instincts are the one part of this profession I cannot teach. No one can teach that. It’s a cliché, but you either have it or you don’t, and you have it, Kate. I think the only thing that’s really holding you back is being able to trust that about yourself.”
I let out a bark of surprised laughter, partly because I’ve never heard Jillian say anything like that about a student, never mind me, and partly because trusting anything about myself feels like an impossible task considering I’m in the middle of some kind of identity crisis.
“You understand how to tell a story with clothing,” Jillian continues. “Lots of people can make gorgeous things or get historically accurate details correct. Lots of people can make garments look exciting or original. Lots of people can take a list of character traits and create a perfectly adequate costume that reflects every single one of them, but costume design is about something beyond that. It’s about transmuting the very essence of what makes us each uniquely human into what we choose to put on our bodies. It’s…it’s a way of seeing. It’s a way of speaking. Not many people can do it, and lots of people have very successful careers in the industry without it, but I think with the right amount of time and training, you will speak that way, Kate.”
I don’t realize I’ve stopped breathing until she’s done and my lungs are aching for air. I know my eyes are open freakishly wide to match my rounded mouth, but I can’t stop gaping at her.
“B-but how do you…how do you know?”
She lifts her shoulders in a dainty shrug. “I don’t know. You could prove me wrong. I just had a feeling from the very first question you answered in your interview all those years ago, about why you wanted to be a costume designer. I saw what this all meant to you. I see what you do with clothes every day.”
I squint. “What do you mean?”
The only thing she’s seen from me all semester is now lying shredded to bits on the table between us.
“I mean your clothes, Kate. I think you tell more of a story than you realize.”
I glance down at my outfit of the day: jean jacket, black high-waisted pants, a lace-edged black crop top, and my usual stacks of rings and bracelets. It looks good, but it’s not exactly the most original ensemble in the world.
I look back up at Jillian. “I still don’t know what you mean.”
She huffs a laugh. “I mean you dress like a tough girl in a rock band, but there’s a vulnerability to what you wear as well, like…like you’re waiting for someone to come along and call your bluff, like you need that even though you’re not willing to admit it to yourself.”
The hairs on the back of my neck stand up as I watch her give another one of her little shrugs. I feel like I’m standing behind an x-ray machine.
“Or at least, that’s what I see,” she says, unfolding her hands so she can adjust her bag on her shoulder. “Forgive me if I said too much. I just wouldn’t want you giving up on yourself, not when there’s so much ahead of you.”
I can sense the conversation is drawing to a close, so I hold back on asking her what else she sees in me, even though I’m hanging on every word, desperate to hear if there’s more, hungry to know if she’s somehow got the answers I’m looking for.
“Guess I have a whole new project with less than a two week deadline ahead of me,” I say instead, gesturing at the remains of my dress.
I catch Jillian smirking as she shuffles a few things around in her bag.
“I guess you do. Oh, and Kate,” she says once she’s done with the bag, “I also want to make sure you know we have several counselors available on campus, if you ever need someone to talk to. It’s normal to go through a difficult time. That’s what they’re there for.”
My cheeks burn as I nod. “Oh, um, yeah. Thanks. I guess maybe…maybe that’s something I should look into.”
She gives me a reassuring smile. “You do whatever feels right.”
I bob my head a few more times, searching for the words to capture everything this conversation has meant to me, but all I can come up with is a simple, “Thank you.”
“Of course.” Jillian smiles again before gesturing down at the table as her tone morphs back into the lecture-ready voice I know so well. “Now, please get this mess cleaned up so I can lock the door and go home.”
I let out what feels like my first real, not-about-to-turn-into-a-sob laugh of the night as I start gathering up the scraps to dump them in the trash.



  Chapter 20  




Kate
W hen I get home from MCA after what might have been a life-altering run-in with Jillian Lee, the first thing I do is head for my fire escape. I don’t bother turning the apartment lights on. I don’t take my shoes off at the door. I lock up and then drop my backpack on the floor before walking straight over to the window and throwing it open.
The April night is cold enough to have me breaking out in goose bumps as the chilly air hits the thin material of my crop top through my open jacket. I crawl out onto the black metal rails and rest my back against the stretch of brick wall behind me before doing up all the jacket’s buttons.
I huddle inside the denim and draw my knees up to my chest, watching the way my breath leaves a faint cloud in the air. A few spindly little trees down on the street creak in the slight breeze. It’s still too cold for them to have any buds, but someday soon, they’ll be bursting with new leaves.
The Mont-Royal cross is standing like a sentinel at the end of the street, glowing bright against the dark sky. When I stare at it with my eyes out of focus, the fuzzy shape almost looks like a giant star that’s tumbled down onto the mountaintop.
I wonder if it counts for making a wish.
I rest my head against the cold bricks and ask myself what I’d wish for, if I could have anything at all.
It’s no surprise, but I still wince when the first thing that springs to mind is Allison’s face, all soft under the fairy lights with her freckles turned to gold. I can see her so clearly it’s almost like she’s out here on the fire escape beside me, but the longer I stay focused on her image, the more I realize it’s not even her I would wish for.
I had her. I had her standing in the apartment behind me, ready to take on anything that came our way, ready to give me whatever I needed to make this work, and I still couldn’t do it. I still had to watch her slip away like a handful of tiny pieces of silk escaping through the spaces between my fingers.
I fix the glowing cross in a hazy stare again until it morphs into a twinkling constellation.
“I wish I could say yes,” I murmur, the words fogging the air before they disappear. “I wish I was the kind of person who could say yes to her.”
I blink, and I’m looking at a cross again, just an illuminated stick on a mountain overlooking a city that’s given me way more questions than answers lately.
What if things were different?
What if I was different?
I know my life started changing long before that night I met Travis at the bonfire, but as I slide my hands out of my sleeves and rub them together to keep them from going numb, I remember the way he warmed my hands for me before we said goodbye in the grey dawn light. I remember the way my whole body seemed to catch fire from just the spark of his hands on mine.
I remember the way that fire went out the day I heard him talking to his friends out on his porch, how it hissed and spit for a second and then went cold and quiet forever.
I pull my phone out of my jacket pocket and swipe in my pass code. I’ve never looked him up, not in all the years since he graduated, not even on nights when I’ve been tossing and turning until two in the morning as I think about all the things I could have said to him and all the things I wish I hadn’t heard.
It only takes me a few seconds to find his Instagram tonight.
His photos are public, but I don’t bother scrolling through them. I click on the option to message him instead and then stare at the empty text box for a couple seconds with my finger hovering over the screen.
What if things were different?
Maybe I can’t go back in time and change things, but maybe I don’t have to rewrite the past to give myself a better future.
When I start to type, I keep the message simple.
This is Kate from high school. We need to talk.
I send my number in a separate message and then keep the conversation open for another few seconds, like there’s a chance he’ll somehow show up in the chat right now. When he doesn’t, I pocket my phone and go back to sitting with my arms crossed and my fists balled up in my sleeves.
I should probably be freaking out about telling the guy I cut out of my life after the worst betrayal I’ve ever experienced to call me, but instead, I just feel still.
My heartbeat is steady. My breaths stay long and even as I stare down into the dark street streaked with the glow of streetlamps.
As the cold of the metal below me starts to seep through my clothes to reach my skin, I realize just how much of a battle my life has felt like until now. I’ve always been fighting. I’ve always been reacting. I’ve always walked around braced for the world to keep confirming what I thought I knew about myself and my place in it.
Maybe there’s a chance I missed some things along the way.
Maybe the thing I’ve been fighting hardest against is myself.
The thought is so trippy I have to tip my head back against the bricks and close my eyes for a moment. I decide maybe that’s enough reflecting on the fire escape for one night, especially since my ass is halfway to going numb.
Once I’ve crawled back into my dark apartment, I drop my phone on the little table next to the door and shrug myself out of my jacket. When I turn around from hanging it up on the clothing rack housing my leather and denim collection, I see my screen is lighting up with a call.
My calm state from out on the fire escape shatters as a surge of adrenaline spikes in my veins. My chest gets tighter and tighter when I walk over and pick up the phone to see an unknown number on the screen.
I was pretty sure he wouldn’t call me at all, never mind tonight. I mostly just wanted to know I could face him—and everything he represents—in some way, even with something as small as an Instagram message.
My hand twitches as I consider turning the phone face down and leaving it untouched on the table all night, but I force myself to straighten my shoulders and take a deep breath.
I’m not seventeen anymore. I know the world is bigger than a high school full of stupid teenage boys.
Maybe it’s time I started acting like it.
I accept the call, and even though my hands are shaking, I lift the phone to my ear and answer with a clear, “Hello?”
I hear the person on the other end take a sharp inhale before a moment of silence passes.
“Shit,” a man’s voice says. “It’s really you.”
My body hums with recognition. He somehow sounds the same and different all at once.
“Yeah,” I answer, my voice low. “It’s me.”
Another beat of silence goes by.
“H-how are you?” he asks. “I mean, uh, are you—are you okay? You said we needed to talk, and I thought…I mean, is there anything…?”
He’s so nervous he almost sounds terrified, and the longer he stammers out half-sentences, the less panicked I feel.
He’s just a guy. He’s just some guy I used to know, and now he’s scared shitless that I’m going to spring some cataclysmic revelation on him.
I can’t help chuckling into the phone. “Relax, man. I’m not about to tell you you have a secret kid or anything like that.”
He lets out a long sigh of relief that comes through as static on the phone.
“Oh, thank fuck. You really had me going there. I mean, not that I—like, if you did, then…but, uh, yeah. Wow. Okay, so…?”
I find myself cringing as I stand there in the dark. I head for my scalloped armchair and flop down as I wait for him to stammer himself into silence.
This is really the guy I let make me feel shitty about myself for years.
For a moment, it all seems so funny I almost give in to another full-blown laugh attack like I did in front of Jillian.
“S-so why now?” Travis asks. “You just…you just stopped talking to me one day, and now you want to talk?”
He actually sounds indignant about it, like he’s the one who got hurt. A scoff bursts out of me, but before I can come up with a reply, he launches into a rant that leaves no room for interruption.
“Actually, like, what the hell, Kate? Seriously, what the hell? Do you know what it did to me when you walked out on me, when you wouldn’t even look at me anymore, never mind tell me why? And now you’re, like, sliding into my DMs just when my life is going great after college to…to what, Kate? To somehow fuck me over again? You were…you were the best thing that ever happened to me back then, and then you just…you were gone. Do you even realize what that does to somebody?”
By the time he’s done, I can hear him panting. He’s basically seething into the phone, and maybe I should be mad he can still spill all this bullshit to me all these years later, but instead, it’s all so hilarious I can barely keep myself in check enough to talk.
“Are you finished?” I ask, swallowing the giggle that wants to tack itself onto the end of my sentence.
“I mean, I guess. You really have nothing to say about that?”
I raise an eyebrow even though he can’t see me. “Oh, I have a lot to say about that. I just want to make sure you get everything out first. You sound like you have a lot of…feelings.”
He lets out a shocked scoff. “Seriously, what the hell? Of course I have feelings about what happened. It was fucked up.”
“Well, that we can agree on,” I mutter.
I hear a rustle of movement before the steady tread of footsteps carries through the phone, like he’s started pacing whatever room he’s in. “Would you just tell me what this is about?”
I adjust myself in the chair before I answer, twisting sideways so I can curl up with my feet on the seat. “I’m just wondering why you would have so many feelings concerning someone who is, as you’d put it, the kind of girl you only fuck around with in high school.”
The footsteps pause.
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
My chest gets tight as some of my amusement fades.
“Really, Travis?” I ask. “Do you really not know what I’m talking about, or are you still pretending?”
“Pretending what?”
“Pretending I was ever more than some sexual accomplishment you could brag about to your friends.”
“Wha—”
I don’t let him finish. I don’t want to hear him lie again.
“I thought I was your girlfriend. You let me think that. I told you that’s how I felt, and you didn’t correct me, which I have to assume is just so you could keep getting in my pants. You…you won’t even remember this because it must have been how you talked about me all the time, but I was supposed to come see you one day, and I found you hanging out with your friends. They all had a lot to say about what…what kind of girl I was. You didn’t stop them. You joined in. I thought you were…fuck, I thought you were different. I thought you saw something in me that no one else in that whole fucking school did, but you weren’t different at all. That was the day I stopped talking to you. That was the day I found out the truth.”
The last few words are hardly more than a murmur. My heart is pounding, and I pull my knees in even closer to my chest while I wait. I can still hear him breathing, so I know he hasn’t hung up, but he stays silent for so long I start to wonder if he’s going to say anything at all.
I wish it didn’t matter. I wish I could hang up now that I’ve said my piece, but there’s a shattered teenage girl who still lives somewhere deep inside me, a girl who only got one day to cry before I locked her away.
She needs an answer. She needs him to speak.
“Kate…” His voice cracks, and he stops to clear his throat. “Kate, I had no idea.”
I squeeze my eyes shut as they start to sting and force some bitterness into my voice to cover up the pain. “No idea I knew all that? Yeah, I could tell. That day you called me a selfish bitch for refusing to speak to you made it pretty obvious.”
His voice has gone so hoarse I almost can’t make out the words when he mutters, “I was such an asshole.”
I grip my phone extra tight, waiting to see if he’ll go on. I don’t think there’s anything he could say to make this any better, but the broken girl inside me is still hanging on every word.
“I was an asshole,” he repeats, a little louder this time. “I should never have said that to you. I should never have said any of it. I was a stupid teenage guy with stupid teenage friends. I…I wasn’t brave, Kate. I wasn’t brave enough to be your boyfriend because I knew that wouldn’t seem cool. I wasn’t brave enough to…to stop them from talking like that because…because…”
I can picture him running his hand through his hair and tugging on the ends like he always did when he got worked up about something, whether he was excited or distraught.
The image pops into my head with so much clarity I feel like I’m talking directly to him on that day all those years ago, like there’s some time machine magic left in my room that’s transported us back to when everything fell apart.
“Why?” I murmur. “Why didn’t you stop them? Why did you say those things about…about me?”
“Because…” He sounds so choked up I think he might be on the verge of crying too. “Because I thought I could have it all. I thought I could be…be myself with you, and be what everybody else wanted when I was with them. It’s so fucking stupid to think about now, but I felt like I’d lucked out and become one of the guys everyone wanted to be, and I didn’t want to lose it. That was weak of me.”
I go still as I let his words sink in. As much as I don’t want to admit it, a lot of that sounds familiar.
A lot of that sounds like exactly what happened to me.
“I…I know what that’s like,” I whisper.
“You do?” he asks, the question tinged with hope, like I might be about to tell him he didn’t do anything wrong.
“Yeah,” I say, my tone cold, “I know what that’s like, and I still know for damn sure I never would have talked about you the way you talked about me. When I was with you, none of the other shit mattered anymore. I felt like I could tell the whole school to fuck off because I had someone who cared about me like…like I thought you did. Now I know I didn’t do the same for you, but you know what? That doesn’t say anything about me. That’s all on you.”
My voice has gotten stronger, the words coming out steady and sure. I’m sitting up straight in my chair now, a fire I’ve never felt before roaring deep in my chest.
I didn’t do anything wrong.
I didn’t make the past happen.
I just fell for a boy who was too scared to be himself for me.
It hits me right then, so hard it’s like a truck slamming into my body.
I might not be talking shit behind her back, but in a way, I’m doing the exact same thing to Allison that Travis did to me.
I let her think we were headed towards some bright and blissful future. For a few moments, I let myself believe the same thing, but when the time came to reach out and take it, I froze. I choked. I ran away.
I played small instead of letting her help me grow into the biggest version of myself. I chose what was easy, just like Travis did.
“You’re right,” he answers. He sounds hollow now, almost haunted. “It’s on me. I…I took the best thing that had ever happened to me, and I fucked it up.”
That’s exactly what I did when I let Allison walk away.
“You know, I really thought I wasn’t worth it,” I say, more to myself than to him now. “I thought I just wasn’t girlfriend material. After hearing you and all those guys say that, I thought I just wasn’t the kind of girl who got the happy ending. I thought everything else in my life confirmed it. God, I’ve been living like that for so fucking long.”
I push myself up to my feet and walk over to my window, lifting a hand to press my palm against the cool glass.
“Kate, I’m…I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
I’m past needing an apology now. I’m past even needing him on the phone any longer, but for the first time in my life, I start to imagine what it must have been like for him to go all those years without an explanation too.
Maybe we both needed this. Maybe I can be a big enough person to accept that.
“Thank you,” I say, watching the way the glass fogs around the heat of my hand. “I never would have done the same thing, and it sure as hell wasn’t justified, but I can sort of see why you did it.”
He clears his throat again, and when he speaks, his voice is strained with sincerity. “I hope you find someone who’s better to you, Kate. You deserve it. You deserve everything.”
We say goodbye after that, and the first thing I do once I’ve hit the end call button is pull up my text conversation with Miguel to fire off a message:
Thanks for today. I’m taking you up on the invitation to help. One: I’d love to know how you found your therapist. Two: I know you don’t know how to sew, but I have a very special dress to make in very little time, so I need all the help I can get.



  Chapter 21  




Allison
I  beam at the shadowy crowd sitting beyond the glare of the stage lights as my model and I take one last bow together. I just wrapped up my speech about Aethelflaed and the dress I created for my final project.
My model and I strut our way back up the temporary runway jutting out from the stage in one of MCA’s auditoriums—or rather, she struts as best she can in a medieval gown, and I kind of shuffle along in the two inch heels I decided to be brave enough to wear tonight.
When we clear the curtains and step into the wings, Cassidy rushes over to hug me.
“You did so great!” she whisper-yells as the next student to present gets ready for her turn.
I hear the crowd start clapping when the next model walks out on stage, but everything sounds dull in comparison to my thundering heart.
I just did my final presentation for my third year of costume design school, and I crushed it.
“They loved it!” Michelle, Cassidy’s friend, squeals as she comes over to join us while one of the stage hands glares and shushes her.
Michelle has sort of become my friend too over the past few weeks. We’ve all been sitting together in class, and we’ve met up for a few study sessions and after-school drinks. I’ve realized that even at MCA, I spent so much time worrying about fitting in that it felt easier to stick with the one person I trusted not to make fun of me. It turns out Cassidy and Michelle are as nerdy about historical sewing as I am, even if they don’t dress like it.
Of course, I would rather have figured that out without losing Kate along the way, but I’ve been trying to see the bright side in a situation that hangs over my life like an endless dark cloud.
“Has anyone seen this Kate Davidson girl?”
I stiffen in Cassidy’s arms as one of the stage hands seems to read my mind. I look over and see the guy flipping through some pages on a clipboard while he speaks into a walkie-talkie.
“Her model is here, but she’s not,” he adds.
A few seconds later, the machine lets out a buzzy answer so laced with static I almost miss the words.
“Copy. No Kates over here.”
“Or here,” a second voice cuts in.
“Well, she’s got about ten minutes to turn up,” the stage hand replies before brushing past us to head out of the wings.
Cassidy lets me go and gives me a worried look. “You think…you think she’s okay?”
Other than any classes scheduled before ten in the morning, it’s not like Kate to be late, especially for a night this important. Everyone in our class was supposed to be here two hours ago.
I fight the urge to pull my phone out and call her after Michelle hands me my purse.
“She must be around here somewhere,” I answer with a faux-casual shrug. “They’ll find her.”
I know if I even do so much as text her, I’ll be breaking down the dams that are only just managing to hold back how much I miss having her in my life. The lack of her smile, her laugh, and all her dumb but hilarious jokes is like a constant crashing of waves inside me, threatening to pull me under.
I thought time would make it easier. I thought my final project and my new friends would be enough of a distraction from the dull ache, but every day that passes without a word from Kate feels like it’s whipping those waves into a stronger and stronger storm.
Every day makes the truth feel more inevitable: I’ve lost my best friend, and I’m not getting her back.
I’ve lost more than a friend. I’ve lost the first girl I truly fell for, and the only person who could bring her back to me is Kate herself.
But she won’t do it. She won’t show up for me. She won’t even show up for herself, and no matter how much I want to help, I can’t do that part for her.
I pretend to be busy looking through my purse for a few seconds while I try to rein my thoughts in. I roll my shoulders back and plaster a smile on my face before I look up.
“Should we go take our seats?” I ask.
Cassidy looks like she wants to say more, but she presses her lips together and nods as we head for the door that leads out of the wings. We have to walk through a few empty school hallways before we get to the main entrance of the auditorium.
An usher posted outside waves to us and pulls one of the doors open once the crowd is clapping the latest student presenter off the stage. The three of us hurry down one of the carpeted aisles to take our seats before the next model walks out.
I ooh and ahh along with everyone else over the flashy white and silver ensemble clearly meant to be an Elvis Presley costume. The model hams it up with some classic Elvis poses, but I can’t bring myself to fake a laugh.
I’m too busy squeezing my hands together in my lap and tapping my feet against the floor under my seat. Kate is supposed to be the next presenter after this, and I don’t know what I’ll do if she doesn’t appear on stage.
Elvis finishes his finger pointing just in time for the designer to walk out from behind the curtains to the sound of a rowdy round of applause.
I guess I can’t blame the crowd for getting so excited to see a rock and roll ensemble. Most people outside the costume design world can only sit through so many Regency dresses and French court ball gowns before they get bored.
I listen to my fellow student give his speech about the cultural significance of the rise of Elvis and how he’s represented it in the shimmery clothes we’re looking at, but I can’t process any of the words. I might as well be listening to a language I don’t speak. Everything sounds garbled as blood rushes in my ears.
I don’t know why I’m so nervous. Despite reassuring Cassidy and Michelle that Kate must be around here somewhere, I can’t shake the feeling that something is wrong.
I hold my breath once the runway is empty again, my eyes fixed on the gap in the curtains in an unblinking stare.
The model walking out now should be wearing a 1930s silk dress, but instead, she struts out clad in a full nun’s habit, complete with a huge wooden cross hung around her neck.
I know Kate has been through a lot lately, but I can’t see her developing a sudden interest in historically significant nuns.
Which means this can’t be Kate’s project.
My prediction gets confirmed when the nun finishes her runway walk and poses with her hands clasped in a prayer position to wait for the designer to join her on stage. A student named Theresa walks out from behind the curtains, and I can feel Cassidy’s eyes on me as my already rapid heart starts to beat even faster. Sweat breaks out on the back of my neck.
Kate wouldn’t miss this, not unless something was really wrong.
“Hey,” Cassidy says, leaning close enough to whisper to me while Theresa starts giving her speech. “I’m sure she’s just late, or maybe there’s something wrong with her costume. They’ll fit her in when she’s ready.”
I bob my head in a few nods and make myself take a deep breath.
“Thanks,” I whisper back. “I’m sure you’re right.”
I get less and less sure the more presentations we sit through without any sign of Kate. Most of our class has had their turn by now. I do a mental tally of who’s left and realize there must only be one or two people to go before the show is over.
I sit through one more before I reach for my purse under my seat.
“I’m going out to the lobby,” I whisper to Cassidy. “I’m going to call her. I need to know she’s—”
I stop mid-sentence when the generic pop music they’ve been playing between speeches cuts out and gets replaced by a thundering instrumental piece I recognize but can’t place right away. It’s only when the violin section swells to fill the whole auditorium with a haunting and powerful melody I feel deep within my chest that I can name what I’m hearing: the Rohan theme from The Two Towers.
My favourite of the Lord of the Rings movies—and Kate’s favourite too.
I turn my head back to face the stage in what feels like slow motion and watch as the curtains part to reveal someone standing there in Eowyn’s iconic billowing white gown and brown vest.
Only it’s not someone.
It’s Kate.
It’s Kate in a long blonde wig with a glinting longsword clutched in her hands.
The whole crowd seems stunned for a moment as Kate stands stock-still in the middle of the stage, her sword shaking a little as she blinks at the bright lights.
Then the music swells again, and she raises the sword up with one hand to scream “FOR ROHAN!” before she starts slashing her way up the runway, her white sleeves and skirt a flurry of fabric trailing behind her.
Now the audience seems split between people cheering her on at the top of their lungs and those still gawking as they try to figure out what the hell is going on.
I’m among the people gaping at her with my mouth wide open. I squeeze the edge of my seat like that will somehow give me a grip on reality. Kate’s face shifts between grimacing as she acts out a few imaginary sword drills and beaming when the crowd whoops for more. She gets so into it she almost tumbles off the runway at one point, and by the time she makes it to the back of the stage, her wig is sitting lopsided on her head.
She gives the crowd a dorky salute and keeps grinning as she waits by the curtain until a stage hand pokes their arm through to hand her a microphone.
As I continue to watch her, I realize the dramatic entrance and full Lord of the Rings cosplay isn’t what’s making this moment so surreal.
What’s surreal is that I’m looking at my Kate, the version of her I’ve only ever seen when we’re alone in one of our rooms nerding out over movies and doing dumb dances to soundtracks like we’re kids at a sleepover.
This is the Kate I’ve always wished the world got to see. This is the Kate I’ve always wished she felt safe enough to be whenever she wants, not just when she feels like she can.
This is the Kate that’s free of the past and ready for her future.
I press a hand to my chest, my mouth still hanging open as she makes her way up to the middle of the runway to deliver her speech. The music fades when she lifts the microphone to her mouth.
“Uh, hey everybody,” she says, her voice a little crackly in the auditorium’s speakers. “Thanks for putting up with that.”
She gets a chuckle from the crowd. I can tell Cassidy is trying to get my attention, but I don’t think anything could pull my eyes away from Kate right now.
“I’m Kate Davidson,” Kate continues, “and I’m clearly not a model.”
Another laugh bubbles out of the crowd. I can see Kate tapping her fingers against the pommel of her sword where it’s resting against her hip, but her voice doesn’t show any sign of nerves. Every word comes out blazing with confidence.
“I’m a student in the third year class, and as some of you may recognize, I’m dressed as Eowyn from The Lord of the Rings. Eowyn was sadly not a real historical figure, though she was a badass deserving of great recognition.”
She takes a couple steps up the runway, her eyes drifting over the crowd like she’s searching for someone among all the shadowed faces looking up at her.
My heart jumps into my throat when I realize she must be looking for me.
I know from my own time up there that the stage lights are too bright to see much of anything. Her eyes skip right over me, and I don’t know whether I’m relieved or disappointed when she returns to her speech.
“However, I’m not actually dressed as Eowyn. I’m dressed as someone dressed as Eowyn, if you can wrap your head around that. I’m dressed as someone from the past. Someone from my past. Someone from a version of my past that never got to come to life even though I desperately wish it did.”
She pauses to take a breath, and I see the microphone start to tremble.
“I don’t know if that counts for a project about historical figures, but that’s what I have for you tonight. I’m dressed as a version of me who was never afraid to be herself, even if that wasn’t cool, even if that wasn’t easy, and even if that wasn’t who the world told her she was supposed to be. I’m dressed as the version of me who would have gone to prom dressed as Eowyn with my best friend dressed as Arwen.”
I gasp. A few people whip their heads around to glance at me, but Kate doesn’t seem to notice up on the runway. Cassidy reaches over to give my knee a few excited pats. I pry my hand off the edge of my seat to squeeze hers without taking my eyes off Kate.
“I didn’t have a best friend back in high school. If I did, though, I hope she would have been the kind of friend who’d do something like that with me. I hope I would have been that kind of friend to her. Maybe it’s pointless to think so much about a past I can’t rewrite, but that’s sort of what I’ve always liked about costumes. Every costume is a story we get to write. That’s what we’re all here to do, right? Tell stories?”
She scans the crowd again, and a few people whoop in answer.
“Yeah, I thought so,” she says with a grin. “When you put on a costume, you become someone else. You can take on all these new traits and strengths. You can be a goddamn shield maiden of Rohan if you want. I think the best costumes are the ones that make it easy for whoever is wearing them to really believe in their character, because as great as our costumes are, they can’t speak for themselves. They aren’t meant to. That’s why they’re costumes, not just clothes. We give the people who wear our costumes the gift of speaking with complete conviction because they’re completely sure of who they are. Tonight, I’m giving myself that conviction. I’m believing in who I want to be. I’m telling my own story.”
I’m squeezing Cassidy’s hand so hard I must be crushing her fingers, but she lets me keep holding on as the rest of the audience bursts into applause.
Kate lets out a shaky breath that rattles in the microphone as she reaches up to adjust her wig. “Damn, this is so fucking cheesy—I mean, um, freaking cheesy. I hope I don’t get failed for profanity, if there’s any chance I’m not failing this assignment already. Anyways, what I want to say next is that…that…”
She searches the crowd again, her face taking on a frantic look as she peers into the dark rows of seats. When her eyes make their way to my row, I don’t let her pass over me this time.
I jump to my feet before I realize what I’m doing, releasing my hold on Cassidy to wave my arms above my head.
I can spot the exact moment she finds me. Her mouth drops open. She lowers the microphone a couple inches as she blinks at me while the rest of her goes completely still. I think she might have even stopped breathing.
I know I have. I’m not waving anymore. My hands are still raised above my head like some kind of football player tableau as the entire crowd seems to sit perched on the edge of their seats while they wait to see what happens next.
Then she smiles, and it’s like the ceiling has split open so the sun itself can drop into the room—not the gentle, dainty sunbeams of spring, but a roaring and inextinguishable blaze of summer.
I start waving again and jumping up and down with a matching smile stretching my face so wide it hurts. My heart is pounding like a marching band in my chest, urging me to move, to go, to get to her as fast as I can, but I keep my feet glued to the floor.
I can tell she’s not done yet. I can tell she needs to finish this, for both our sakes.
I don’t need her to be perfect, but I do need her to be sure.
“What I want to say,” she repeats, her voice steady and solemn with conviction, “is that I haven’t always been the kind of girl who’d get up on a stage in a Lord of the Rings costume. I haven’t always been the kind of girl who does what she wants, not just what she tells herself is safe to want. I haven’t always been brave.”
She hasn’t looked away from me since she found me in the crowd, and the drums pounding in my chest get even louder as I realize these words are for me. Even if there’s a whole auditorium of people here to witness this moment, all that matters is me and her.
“But you can’t dress up like a shield maiden of Rohan and not be brave,” she continues, “so I’ll just come right out and say it: I’m ready to be more myself than I ever have before. I don’t even know what that looks like, but I want to find out. I’m excited to find out, and…and I want you to be part of that, Allison Farley.”
A ripple of murmurs moves through the audience. My skin gets hot as what feels like ten thousand laser beams hit me when everyone looks around and spots me standing there in the middle of my row, but I don’t sit down. I don’t look away from Kate for even a second.
“You told me to come find you if I was ever ready,” she says, stepping as close to the edge of the runway as she can without crushing any of the light bulbs strung along the sides. “I should have been ready sooner. I should have been ready the second you asked. I don’t expect you to say yes tonight. I have so much more to say to you. There’s so much more you deserve to hear, but…but what I’m here to ask is: will you give me another chance?”
I think my heart might actually skip a beat. The thundering rhythm in my chest falters as all the sound in the room gets replaced by a high-pitched whine, like my body is doing a system reboot.
I’m blinking at Kate like I didn’t hear her, even though I’m pretty sure every word is now inscribed on my memory forever. I hear a few voices in the crowd urging me to say yes and asking each other what’s going on, but still, all I can do is stare at Kate where she stands with her white dress glowing under the stage lights, her expression getting more and more uncertain the longer the silence stretches on.
Then, in a demonstration of just how much she is not the demure elven princess I once thought she was, Cassidy reaches over and punches me in the side of the thigh. The impact is hard enough to make me gasp and bend over to clutch my leg.
“Cassidy, what the he—”
“Oh my god, say yes,” she hisses, motioning between me and the stage with a ‘come on, girl’ look on her face.
“Right, right,” I mutter, giving my leg a few more rubs as my stomach starts to tighten with nerves. “Okay. Here we go.”
I straighten up and face the runway just as the backstage crew decides to lift the house lights enough for everyone to get a good look at me.
I might have delivered a whole speech on stage tonight, but it didn’t make me feel nearly as exposed as the one word now dancing on the tip of my tongue. I square my shoulders and keep my gaze pinned on Kate.
It’s just us. It’s just me and her.
When we forget the rest, we’re unstoppable. I may have only gotten one small taste of what that’s like, but I’m sure of it.
If you put me and Kate on the same team, we can do anything.
I clear my throat.
“Yes, Kate.”
A moment of silence passes. Kate is still peering at me while she chews on her bottom lip. I hear someone in the crowd demand to know what I just said and realize I must not have spoken louder than a murmur.
I clear my throat again before Cassidy has time to rev up for another thigh punch.
“YES, KATE!” I bellow, loud enough for my voice to reverberate against the acoustically-optimized walls. “THE ANSWER IS YES!”
I’m not totally sure what happens next. I think everyone might start cheering. I think Kate might be crying. I think I might be crying, and I’m pretty sure I clamber my way through all the rows of seats to get to the runway before realizing I’m way too short to climb up on stage.
A bunch of shouting and pointing from the crowd guides me towards the staircase that leads into the wings. I stumble a couple times on the way up. I’m so flustered by the time I get backstage I almost end up fatally tangled in some curtains before a stage hand grabs me by the shoulders and guides me out through the right gap to face the audience again.
I don’t see the crowd. I don’t hear them, even though part of me knows they must be going nuts as they watch me sprint down the runway and straight into Kate’s arms. The force of our collision has us both teetering backwards a few steps before we catch our balance and shift just far apart enough to look into each other’s eyes.
There’s so much I could say. There’s so much I need to say, and like she mentioned, there’s still so much I need to hear, but that can wait.
Everything can wait.
I plant my hands on either side of her face and pull her mouth to mine. She squeezes her arms tight around my waist and pulls me in closer as she kisses me back.
I’m not sure if it’s the sound of the crowd cheering that rings in my ears or if that’s just what my heart sounds like when I’m the happiest I’ve ever been in my life.



  Chapter 22  




Allison
“I  think dressing as hobbits might have been more appropriate for this particular adventure,” I say once I’ve caught my breath.
Kate looks back at me where I’ve paused a couple steps below her on the well-worn, woodland path that winds its way up Mont Royal. Tight little green buds are dotting the tips of the tree branches around us, and the whole forest is filled with the tangy, earthy scent of mud and sleepy plants almost ready to burst into life.
“Or at least some of the other fellowship members,” I continue. “Or maybe just different dresses. I can’t imagine Arwen and Eowyn would have scaled Mount Doom looking like this.”
I gesture down at the midnight blue gown I’m wearing, the movement making my trailing, crimson sleeves flutter. I’m all decked out in the recreation of Arwen’s most famous dress I made for my high school prom.
Kate traipses back down to meet me in her Eowyn get-up. The hem of the white skirt is already speckled with dirt and mud, but she doesn’t seem to mind. She’s beaming as she faces me and places her hands on my shoulders.
“Arwen and Eowyn probably would have found a better solution than scaling Mount Doom on foot if Tolkien had given women an adequate amount of prevalence and agency in his books,” she answers, “but I still think we can make it to the top.”
I tug my lip between my teeth as I stare into her green eyes. “God, you’re sexy when you’re making a feminist literary analysis.”
She chuckles. “Sexy enough to make out with on a very public path in the middle of the woods?”
“Undoubtedly.”
I lean in and press my mouth to hers. For a few moments, the kiss is playful as the weird image we must be making right now keeps us laughing against each other’s lips. When her hands slide from my shoulders to clasp behind my neck, things turn serious.
It’s only been a day since I kissed her on a runway in full view of the students, faculty, and friends of our entire program. Even with all those eyes on us, I could have kept kissing her all night. We only stopped when the cheering died down and a few people started clearing their throats.
I was ready to head home with Kate right then and there, but she insisted she had another surprise in store for me first before asking if I still have my Arwen dress.
Our current kiss gets cut short when we break apart to find a line of elderly tourists in windbreakers and matching tour company baseball caps waiting for us to stop blocking the path. They’re all gawking at us like we’re the strangest thing they’ve seen in the whole city. We really might be, which is saying something in Montreal.
Kate and I let go of each other, giggling as we turn around to start heading up the mountain again, but we pause and look back when one of the tourists calls out for us to wait in a European accent I can’t place.
“We take picture, yeah?” he asks, pointing at the camera slung around his neck.
“Um…”
I look at Kate, and she shrugs.
“Uh, yeah,” I say, turning back to the seniors, who have all started pulling out cameras and phones. “Okay, let’s take pictures.”
By the time we’re done posing with the members of what we learn is a senior citizen adventure club from Sweden, we have to hike up our skirts and sprint the rest of the way up the mountain to make it in time for the sunset Kate planned for us to see at the top.
“I am so out of shape,” I huff between gasps for air as we burst out onto the paved viewing platform dotted with a mix of tourists and locals.
There’s a railing lining the edge that overlooks a sweeping view of downtown’s jagged skyline and the river beyond it. The sky is already streaked with gold and the first hints of a rosy sunset.
Kate ignores the crowded railing and finds us a bench off to the side where we’ll still be able to see the sun put on its show away from the busiest parts of the platform. We get a lot of stares and pointing as we make our way across the pavement to sit down, but most people turn back to watch the sky once we’re settled.
I reach for one of the folds of Kate’s dress and rub the cream-coloured fabric between my fingers. “I still can’t believe you made this so fast. It’s perfect.”
“It took a few all-nighters,” she answers, “and I made Miguel run a few errands for me, even though I lost about as much time as I saved trying to describe what an invisible zipper is to them over the phone.”
I tip my head back and laugh. “Oh Miguel. The true hero of this story.”
Kate laughs too. “They told me to remind you how much we owe them for flirting their way into making the sound booth guy play the Rohan music last night. If the costume design actually gives me a passing grade, Miguel’s going to be holding that over my head for the rest of my life.”
I laugh again. “Oh believe me, they told me that themselves.”
Once the show ended last night, Miguel came charging towards us in the lobby to wrap us both in a giant hug and then gloat over how they always knew we were perfect for each other.
I got filled in on Miguel and Kate’s plan and found out while everyone else was busy with the fashion show, the two of them were breaking into one of the drama department’s prop closets to steal Kate a sword—and apparently seducing sound technicians into playing the Lord of the Rings soundtrack.
“They’re a good friend,” Kate says once we’ve stopped laughing.
I nod. “Yeah, they really are.”
We watch a few more streaks of red paint the tufts of clouds dotting the sky while the crowd oohs and ahhs as they snap endless photos.
“I was going to take us up the path to the cross,” Kate says, “but I figured maybe we should keep it simple in the dresses.”
The Mont-Royal cross is tucked out of sight on this side of the mountain, and the path to get there is much longer and more rugged than the popular jaunt up to the viewing platform.
“I look at that cross almost every night,” Kate explains. “I look up at this mountain, and…okay, this is going to sound really cheesy, but if I squint my eyes just right, the cross sort of looks like this giant star that’s fallen onto the top of Mont-Royal. Sometimes I make a wish on it. I guess maybe I’m ensuring none of my wishes come true since I’m not even using an actual star, but…I think at least one of them has, or almost has, and I wanted to bring you up here to the place I imagine that star has fallen to tell you about it.”
She’s staring out at the pink-tinged sky, her hands clasped in her lap and her head held high. Somehow, there’s a new gravity and a lightness to her at the same time, like she’s gained some deep-seated wisdom that’s made her older and younger all at once.
“Kate,” I murmur, “that’s beautiful.”
She grins and glances at me. “Yeah, I think so too.”
“So…” I start playing with my own dress, bunching up the dark velvet in my hands before smoothing it over my thighs. “What do you mean when you say your wish has almost come true?”
“I mean…”
A couple lines appear between her eyebrows as she searches for the words. There’s a breeze up here, and I watch it play with a few strands of her hair where they’re hanging loose around her shoulders.
“I mean I know things don’t change overnight,” she continues. “God, do I ever know that, and I wouldn’t ever expect you to act like they do. I know I fucked up. I know I hurt you. I’m so, so sorry. I know me saying I’m ready to be a different person doesn’t erase what I did, and I know it’s probably not enough to make you believe I really am going to be different, especially when I’m not even sure what different will look like, but…but…”
She’s wringing her hands now, her face still pinched as she stares at the sunset like it’s writing words across the sky only she can read.
My own hands twitch in my lap, ready to reach for hers so I can tell her I believe her, but I know she needs to get this all out first.
“But I really am ready, Allison. Watching you walk away was one of the most painful moments of my life, and I never want to see that happen again. It sucks to admit this, but…but I think I really needed to see that before I could realize how much was going wrong. These past few weeks have been…life-changing. I…I called Travis, and I’m in the process of finding a therapist. I still have a lot to work out, but I’m doing it. I really am.”
I squeeze my hands together as I murmur, “Oh, Kate…”
There are a million things I want to ask, a million things I want to say. I want to know how it went with Travis. I want to ask if she’s okay. I want to tell her just how damn proud of her I am, but I keep quiet so she can finish.
“I totally understand if you need time,” she adds, “and I totally understand if you need to see more work from me before you get on board with this, but…I’m all in, Allison. I’m all in with you. I don’t just want to be your friend anymore. I want to be the girl you kiss, the girl you go on dates with, the girl you call in the middle of the night when you just need your person with you. One day soon, I…I want to be your girlfriend, and like, fuck, that is so terrifying, but I want to get there. I want it so bad I wished on a giant glowing cross pretending it was a star, and I’ll keep wishing for as long as it takes. I just…I want to be with you, Allison. Whenever you’re ready. If you even want that. I know maybe—”
“Kate.”
I can’t hold back anymore. I shift on the bench to face her and pry her hands out of her lap to clasp them between both of mine. I wait until she looks at me, her gaze hovering between hesitant and hopeful.
“Kate, I’m ready.” My voice has started shaking even though I’m beyond sure of every word. “You’ve done so much to prove you’re ready for this too. I mean, you did a full-on battle charge up the runway in front of the whole costume design program just to show me you don’t care if the world knows what a massive dork you are. How could I not be convinced?”
She lets out a weak chuckle, her eyes still searching my face.
“It’s okay if you don’t have it all figured out. I don’t think anyone ever has it all figured out, and you know what?” I ask. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe we both needed to go through this. I didn’t realize how much I’d come to depend on you at MCA, or…or how afraid of not fitting in I still was, but now I know I don’t have to feel like I’m in high school anymore. I take it you can relate to that.”
She chuckles. “Yeah. Yeah, I really can.”
“I wouldn’t have figured that out without this time apart from each other, as much as I hated it,” I continue. “I also know more than ever that I don’t need to change who I am to be worth somebody dating me. I don’t need to date anyone just to prove something or feel like I’m doing it right. I know what right feels like now, and nobody but me gets to decide what that is.”
“Oh yeah?” she squeaks, like I might just be about to deliver some crushing blow.
I chuckle. “It’s you, Kate. You’re what’s right. I want to be with you.”
“Oh.” She bobs her head a few times, and then her eyes widen as the words sink in. “Oh. You…you do?”
I laugh harder this time. “Yes, Kate. Just like I said last night: the answer is yes, and it’s going to keep being yes. I want to do this.”
“Me too.” Her voice cracks, and she makes a face as she lifts a hand to swipe at her shining eyes. “Jesus Christ, when am I going to stop crying so much?”
I squeeze her hands. “I think it’s very endearing.”
I lean in to plant a kiss on her cheek. She twists her head to bring her lips to mine instead. The kiss is as soft as the pink clouds above us, and when we break apart, we’re both smiling.
“What now?” I ask.
“Well—”
She gets cut off when a familiar voice makes us both turn our heads to see Miguel approaching our bench, hoop earrings swaying in the breeze.
“Hellooooo, ladies!” they call. “Shall we get this show started?”
They lift up the camera I’ve just noticed they have slung around their neck.
I turn back to Kate and give her a confused look, but she’s busy glaring at Miguel.
“Too soon!” she shouts, leaning around me to speak to them. “I didn’t give you the signal.”
They shrug as they come to stand beside our bench. “I got too bored of waiting, and you looked pretty done to me.”
I glance back and forth between the two of them. “The signal? Can someone tell me what’s going on here?”
Kate sighs and shoots a final glare at Miguel before pushing herself up to her feet to stand in front of me.
“I know we didn’t get to go to prom together,” she explains, “but I like to think maybe there’s some alternate universe in which we went to our high school prom looking just like this, although I don’t ship Arwen and Eowyn, but hey, like I said, Tolkien wasn’t so big on creating a plethora of female charact—”
“Yes!” Miguel exclaims. “I love a feminist take on Tolkien.”
Kate rolls her eyes at the interruption while I nod in agreement.
“Anyway,” she continues, “I thought if things worked out today, which it seems like they have, I’d ask you to be my alternate universe prom date and get Miguel to take some cheesy photos of us as further proof of how far I’ve come in publicly being, as you put it, a massive dork.”
My jaw drops, and I feel like all the colours of the sunset are blooming in my chest as Kate sinks down to her knees and takes one of my hands in hers.
“Allison,” she asks, her gaze locked on mine, “will you do me the honor of being a dork with me?”
My throat has gone thick, and all I can do is nod way too many times and whisper, “I would like nothing more.”
I don’t know how long we spend up on the mountain, shrieking with laughter and drawing way too much attention to ourselves as we follow all Miguel’s ridiculous posing instructions. The sky fades from pink to purple and then from purple to indigo, and still I feel like I could spend hours twirling around in my dress with Kate.
That is, until she leans in to whisper in my ear while Miguel yells for us to act like we’re slow dancing. She tells me she’s got one more surprise waiting in her apartment, and something about the tone of her voice as her hot breath caresses my ear makes me feel like I can’t get off this mountain fast enough.



  Chapter 23  




Kate
I  brush my thumbs along Allison’s cheeks as her face hovers over mine. Her arms are bracketing my head, her hips resting against mine. The weight of her on top of me is reassuring, keeping me grounded as I watch the twinkling fairy lights reflect in her eyes and make the soft skin of her cheeks look even softer.
“You definitely beat me at the tent game,” she murmurs.
Before I left to meet her at the base of Mont-Royal tonight, I spent the better part of an hour pinning some spare sheets to the ceiling above my bed with a pack of thumb-tacks so they’d drape down with a canopy-like effect. Then I strung the fairy lights across the top of the canopy and down the sides to give the whole thing a cozy, cocoon-like feel-while still giving us room to sit up inside.
Among other things.
Our dresses are lying discarded on the floor beside the bed. We’re both in nothing but our bras and underwear, pressed chest to chest as we take a break from the deep, slow kisses that have been driving me crazy for the past half hour.
“It’s not a tent,” I remind Allison. “It’s a time machine.”
“Ah, right.” She nods. “You didn’t tell me what era of the past we’re travelling to today.”
We didn’t have time to say much of anything once we got inside my apartment. We lunged for each other, heading straight into the kind of kissing we couldn’t do on a viewing platform full of innocent bystanders. The dresses came off soon after that, in a pretty hilarious struggle to pull all the yards and yards of fabric over each other’s heads.
We were both panting and desperate for each other by the time we landed on my bed almost naked, but something about the way she looks under the glimmer of the lights made me slow down. Part of me realized that although I might be lucky enough to have a hundred moments like this on my horizon, I’d never get to savor this first one again.
“Actually,” I answer as I tuck a lock of her hair behind her ear, “today we’re travelling to the future.”
She lifts her eyebrows. “The future, huh?”
“Yep. We’re, uh, going to the not so distant future.”
She tilts her head and plays along. “And what’s waiting for us in the not so distant future?”
“Well…” I stare at the freckles dusting her nose as I take a deep breath. “In the not so distant future, we’re girlfriends. I’m…I’m your girlfriend. In the present, I’m not quite ready to use that word for myself again, but very soon, I will be, so I wanted to take us on a little trip there tonight.”
I’m sure she must be able to feel my heart thumping against her chest while the sound of its pounding fills my ears.
“You know, I’m very happy in the present too,” she answers, her voice soft. “We don’t have to do anything you’re not ready for yet.”
“Thank you,” I whisper. “I…I want to try this tonight.”
The corners of her mouth lift up. “Okay. So…we’re in the near future. You’re my girlfriend. What do we do next?”
As soon as the question leaves her lips, it’s like I become hyper-aware of how much of her skin is touching mine. She’s so warm and soft—and mine.
Tonight, she’s mine and I’m hers in a way we’ve never given ourselves a chance to fit together before.
“I think next we get naked,” I blurt.
She lets out a peal of surprised laughter. I can feel my cheeks heating up.
“I mean, uh, if you want to,” I add.
Her laughter fades, and her voice has a hungry edge to it when she answers, “I really do.”
She rolls off me, and we both sit up to reach for the clasps of our bras. My eyes stay glued to her chest as I watch her slide the straps down her arms while I do the same. When our bras have joined the dresses on the floor, I almost give up on the rest and go straight to pulling her back down on top of me.
She’s so fucking perfect. I want to touch her everywhere. I want to make her feel as good as she looks.
She lowers herself to her back on the mattress and hooks her thumbs under the band of her underwear before she lifts her hips. I know I should be doing more than just staring, but I’m mesmerized as I watch her shift the fabric further and further down her thighs. She’s staring at my body as she does it, her bottom lip caught between her teeth.
I feel my own thighs twitch once she’s finally got the underwear all the way off.
“Damn, Allison,” I mutter. “I didn’t know you had such sexy strip tease skills.”
Her face flushes so bright I can see the red in her cheeks even in the dim lighting.
“Oh, shut up,” she grumbles, but I can see her trying not to grin. “I think it’s your turn.”
My hands are aching to touch her, but I lay myself down beside her and start tugging my underwear down my legs too. She shifts onto her side so she can see me better, and I hear the way her breath catches when I’m finally naked too.
“How are you so gorgeous?” she asks as her eyes roam up and down my body.
I watch her watch me, and when her gaze lands on my face again, I see her features pinch with concern.
“Was that okay to say?” she asks. “I don’t want to say anything that makes you uncomfortable. I know you feel weird about people reacting to your body, and I—”
“It’s okay.” I reach over to rub my hand along her arm. “With you, it’s…different. With you, I feel safe.”
Her mouth lifts in a tentative smile. “You do?”
I nod and smile back. “I really do.”
She leans over to kiss me again, and I flip onto my side to hitch my leg over her hip on instinct.
After that, there’s no more going slow. I don’t want to savor anymore. I want to sink my teeth into everything this moment has to offer.
Allison gasps when I trail my lips down her neck and then nip at her shoulder. Her back arches, making her chest press even harder against mine. I groan and reach down to grab a handful of her cute little butt and press our hips closer together.
The friction is delicious and dizzying, like the first hit of something I know I’ll be craving for the rest of my life. The little moans she makes as I keep digging my fingers into her skin while I graze my teeth along her collarbone have my eyes rolling back. Hearing her like this, seeing her, feeling her—it’s almost overwhelming, like learning to speak a whole new language all at once, but I want to memorize every word. I want to be fluent in the way her body moves and what it wants.
I thread my hand into her hair and give it a little tug to tilt her head back before I start kissing her just below her ear. I think the velvety skin there might quickly be becoming one of my favourite parts of her. The fact that it seems to be so sensitive just makes pressing my lips there even more addictive.
“Kate,” she mumbles, “that feels so good.”
I flick the tip of my tongue out against her, and she shivers in response.
“Kiss me again,” she orders, her voice breathy.
I tilt my mouth up to capture hers, and she slides her tongue along the seam of my lips. I let my eyes flutter closed and lose myself in the way she kisses me until all of a sudden, I’m getting flipped onto my back while she presses one of her knees between my thighs.
I’m already so wet I can feel her leg getting slick as I grind against it on instinct. She moans into my mouth and pushes against me even harder. Pops of sizzling sparks flare at the edges of my vision as my eyes fly open to watch her watch me with her mouth hanging open.
“That is so hot,” she hisses. “Goddammit, Kate.”
We find a rhythm as I continue to rock against her, each thrust making my muscles clench tighter and tighter until my thighs are squeezing her leg like a vice.
She has her palms planted on either side of my head. The tips of her hair are brushing my shoulders and neck. She looks so damn perfect I can’t tell if I want to scream or cry. I’m getting so desperate I’m going to need to do one of the two soon.
“You are so stunning,” I say through a clenched jaw. “I seriously can’t get enough of you.”
She’s panting now, her skin gorgeously flushed.
“I want to touch you,” she tells me. “Please can I touch you?”
I nod and breathe, “Yes.”
She eases her leg off me, and my body mourns the loss of the pressure until she sits back to spread my legs and replaces her knee with her hand.
Her fingers are so gentle, ghosting over the skin of my inner thighs like a whisper that leaves me whimpering for more. She’s staring down at me with wonder, and as I watch her face take on an almost religious admiration when she trails her fingertips between my legs, I realize I’ve never seen anyone look at me like this before.
I’ve never felt seen like this before, like the person I’m with really wants me, not just what I can give them. Not even Travis looked at me like this.
“You are perfect,” Allison mutters. “Just perfect.”
She starts to slide a finger inside me, slowly, a fraction of an inch at a time, until my hips are bucking up and I’m making sounds I’ve never heard myself make.
I just want to let go.
The words ring out in my head as I let my eyes close. Here in this little enclosure, where everything is soft and safe, I want to let go of all the girls I’ve been and just be me. I want to look however I look. I want to sound however I sound. I want to share it all with Allison, because the truth is that I don’t need a tent or a time machine erasing the rest of the world.
When I’m with her, the world is beautiful. When I’m with her, I’m always safe, no matter where we are or what we’re doing or what anybody else thinks.
She finally starts to thrust the way I need her to, moving in and out of me at a teasingly slow pace that leaves me aching. When she adds a second finger, I clutch at the blankets and arch my neck.
“Is that good?” she asks, like she knows damn well just what she’s doing to me.
“So good,” I pant.
She keeps going, picking up speed now and making me writhe on the bed. She hasn’t even touched my clit yet, and I can already feel that familiar tightness building inside me.
“Can I…”
She trails off and slows down a little. I crack my eyes open and see her watching my face with a hesitant expression.
“Can I taste you?” she finishes.
My hips jerk, and for a moment, I lose my breath.
“Yes,” I rasp. “Please.”
She shifts down the bed to lie on her stomach. All my nerve endings are tingling with anticipation, my whole body tense. I feel her hot breath on me first, and then she slides her fingers back inside me. I hiss a curse.
I do a lot more cursing when I feel the first stroke of her tongue against my clit. Just like with her fingers, she starts out gentle, barely making contact and leaving me desperate for more.
“Please,” I hear myself begging. “Please, please, please.”
She lets out a soft chuckle that’s easily the sexiest sound I’ve ever heard her make, and then she starts to lick me for real. Her tongue crisscrosses over my clit in just the right pattern to have me digging my hands into her hair and calling her name.
I can’t help lifting my hips up to get closer to her tongue. She moans in answer, the sound reverberating against my skin and making me fist the blankets harder. The pressure is building up inside me even faster now, and I know if she keeps this up, I’m going to completely fall apart for her.
I just want to let go.
The words show up again as she starts to curl her fingers deep inside me. I’m going to give her everything, and it might just be the most terrifying thing I’ve ever done.
A cold sweat breaks out on the back of my neck.
“Allison, wait.”
She goes still in an instant and lifts her head. “What’s wrong?”
Her lips are shining with the taste of me. Part of me wants to push her head back down and ignore what I’m feeling, but I know it’s too important for that.
“Can you, uh, come up here?” I ask.
She bobs her head as her face pinches with concern. “Of course. Are you all right? Did I do something wrong?”
She crawls up the bed to lay down beside me. I turn onto my side to face her and shake my head.
“No. No, you did that very right. It just…it started feeling like…a lot. For tonight. I think maybe…maybe I need us to take it a little slower. I just didn’t realize until now.”
“Yeah, of course,” she murmurs. “Whatever you need. Do you want to just go back to kissing? Do you want to put clothes on?”
“No.”
Her eyes widen at the force in my voice, and I huff a laugh as I surprise myself too.
“I mean, uh, I definitely want to stay naked,” I tell her. “I was thinking maybe we just work up to the oral sex another night, and you could, uh, go back to fingering me. You’re very good at fingering me. You’re very good at everything. Does that, um, sound okay to you?”
She nods and reaches over to smooth the hair off my face, a slight smile on her lips. “That sounds perfect. We have all the time in the world for the rest.”
I let out a little hum. “Yeah, we really do.”
She strokes her fingertips down my arm and then over the curve of my hip. It doesn’t take long for her touch to bring goose bumps out on my skin. My thighs twitch with anticipation.
“What if…” she starts to ask before she clamps her mouth shut and blushes.
“What?” I ask. “You can tell me.”
She presses her lips together for a few seconds before she answers. “What if you touched me too?”
“Oh?” I ask, the idea already getting me even wetter. “Like, at the same time?”
She nods. “Mhmm.”
“I think that sounds incredibly hot.”
It takes a bit more reassurance from me, but eventually, we’re both sitting propped up by pillows and my headboard with our legs spread and our bodies angled towards each other.
My breath gets lodged in my throat as I stare between her legs.
“Gorgeous,” I breathe. “So fucking gorgeous.”
She squirms a little and whines, “I need you to touch me so bad.”
I could make her wait. I could find out what she does when I make her be patient, but like she said, we have all the time in the world. There will be other nights for that. Right now, I want to touch her just as bad as she seems to need my fingers inside her.
I still tease her a little, gasping when I feel how wet she is and tracing over all her folds until they’re slick and ready for me. She throws her head back against the headboard when I finally slide inside her.
I don’t go as slow as she did with me. I can’t. I’m too desperate already, and she feels way too fucking good. When she murmurs my name, I add another finger.
The muscles of her stomach clench. Her eyelashes flutter. Her toes have already started to curl.
I realize I’ve never looked at anyone like this. I’m drinking the sight of her up like she’s some magic elixir I might never taste again, only she’s even more magical because I know I get to have her over and over, today and tomorrow and the day after that.
As I rake my gaze over her trembling body, I spend a moment totally overcome with wonder. She’s been right here all along, and it took me years to truly see her.
Her throat bobs as she swallows and opens her eyes to speak to me. “I want to touch you too.”
She reaches for me. A few seconds later, we’re both thrusting in and out of each other to the same frantic rhythm while we gasp and pant for breath. When she uses her other hand to start stroking her own clit, I feel myself squeeze hard around her fingers. She gasps.
“That is so hot,” I bite out through gritted teeth.
I start thrusting faster inside her, and she moans.
“Please,” she begs. “Oh my god, Kate, please.”
I start touching myself too. We’re playing with fire now, burning up past the point of control.
I don’t want control. I want to be free.
I want to let go.
I curve my fingers upwards to reach the spot that seems to make her go crazy. She lets out a mewling sound and rocks against my hand, her own fingers a blur.
I can tell she’s right on the edge, and I’m only seconds behind her. She says my name one final time, and then her whole body goes rigid for a split second before she comes for me.
It’s the most stunning thing I’ve ever seen in my life. Her back arches, her whole body shaking as she thrusts onto my fingers again and again. Her face is twisted with ecstasy, and the knowledge that I’m doing this, that I can make her feel like that, is what finally gets me to give in and fall apart.
I know she’ll catch me. I know she’ll stay by my side until I put myself back together again.
We’ll take care of each other, just like we always have.
I come so hard everything goes black, all my senses narrowing to nothing but the feeling of her inside me as she somehow continues to thrust just where I need her. Some distant part of me can hear myself calling her name.
When I finally come down from the high, I’m lying on my back with Allison half on top of me, keeping me warm.
Both our hearts are still racing. I can feel hers beating next to mine. I reach up to stroke her hair where it’s hanging down her back, and we stay like that for a few long moments under the twinkling lights.
“Can I say something?” she asks once our breathing has evened out.
I chuckle. “Anything.”
“Okay, well…I think you’re going to be the best girlfriend ever.”
I laugh again even as my heart rate starts picking back up. “Are you saying that because you mean it, or because you just came super fucking hard?”
She hums and snuggles in closer to me. “I mean it.”



  Chapter 24  




Kate
Five Months Later
I  sit up in bed and plant my feet on the floor of Allison’s dark bedroom, summoning the energy to leave the warmth of the blankets after I’ve shut off my alarm. I reach a hand up to rub the sleep out of my eyes and yawn.
I should be feeling nervous about the first day of my co-op placement, but at a quarter to five in the morning, I can’t find the energy to feel anything but tired. It’s going to be a long-ass semester, given how early days on set start for the low-budget CSI-esque crime solving television show I’ll be an assistant-to-a-wardrobe-assistant for.
I muster the resolve to start pushing myself up off the mattress, but a pair of arms snakes around my waist before I’ve managed to lift myself more than a couple inches.
“Noooo,” Allison drawls, her voice thick with sleep. “Don’t leave me.”
I chuckle and let her pull me back down beside her. “You wanna make me late for my first day?”
She ignores me and tries to bury her face in the crook of my neck.
“Warmmm,” she drones, her voice muffled against my skin. “Cozyyy.”
“Yeah, very cozy,” I joke, finding my sense of humor as I wake up a little more, “here in your twin size bed.”
We almost always head to my place for sleepovers, but we stayed up a little too late re-watching The Tudors for the fourth time last night. I ended up crashing here given my obscenely early wake-up call since I had my first day outfit with me to show Allison anyway.
“Shhh,” Allison mumbles. “We sleep now.”
I chuckle again and plant a kiss on the top of her head. “You sleep now. I go to work.”
That seems to cut through her dreaminess. She keeps her arms wrapped around me but turns her head so she can speak clearly. “Oh, right, it’s your first day. Ugh, so early.”
I nod. “Ugh indeed.”
“How do you feel?”
I hold back on telling her I feel like I just spent the night squishing two adults into a bed that’s barely meant to fit one. I can see the first grey light of dawn filtering through the blinds, turning the dark room into a mix of shadows and silvery outlines. My body is starting to hum with more nerves the longer I’m awake.
“Nervous,” I admit, “but excited.”
Allison started her own placement last week. The co-op options are always at the mercy of what’s happening in Montreal at the time, but we were lucky enough to both score TV-related gigs. Allison’s is even for a low-budget superhero movie, which isn’t quite the type of sci-fi or fantasy work she was hoping for, but it’s still going to be a great experience for her.
I can tell she’s already a favourite on set, even though she tries to be modest when she talks about how her work is going. In the months since the shit show that was last semester, she’s bloomed into this radiant, self-assured version of herself while still keeping that signature Allison dorkiness. I know I’m far from the only person she leaves a little breathless.
A crime solving drama show might not have been at the top of my own dream projects list, but mostly, I just feel lucky to still be in the program at all. Jillian Lee went to bat for me at the end of the last semester, and I was given the chance to make a Marlene Dietrich suit that actually fit the requirements of the end of term project since some of the other professors weren’t exactly swept up in the magic of my Eowyn stunt.
“You’re going to wow them all,” Allison says as she squeezes me.
“If you ever let me get out of this bed.”
She shrugs. “I’m considering it.”
She lets me go for the price of one more forehead kiss and then hisses like a vampire when I part the curtains enough to see my way around the room. I laugh as she buries her head under the covers.
My outfit is waiting for me on top of her sewing table. I pull off the oversized t-shirt I slept in and step into my underwear before unfolding my black jeans. As I’m sliding them up my legs, my eyes land on one of the framed photos hung above the table.
In it, Allison and I are posing prom-style with my arms circling her waist from behind while we beam at the camera in our Lord of the Rings costumes. A brilliant pink sunset streaks the sky in the background, with a few of the towering buildings of the Montreal skyline visible at the edge of the shot.
The picture beside it shows me and Allison in the same outfits, only in this one, we’re surrounded by a bunch of old Swedish people in matching baseball caps. One of the photographers in the senior citizens adventure club we met that day asked for our email addresses and sent the photo to us a few weeks later.
I grin at the memory as I get my flowy, dark blue blouse buttoned up and tuck the front into the high waist of my jeans. One of my leather jackets is hung over the back of Allison’s chair, waiting for me to head out. I leave it sitting there and tip-toe my way to the bathroom down the hall to finish getting ready.
I still dress pretty much the same as I did before Allison and I started dating. I even do the same smoked-out makeup look I’ve been perfecting since I was seventeen, but my style somehow feels more me than it did before, like I’m not slipping on a suit of armor anymore. Instead, I’m just being myself, whatever that happens to look like on any given day.
Once I’ve brushed my teeth, done my skincare, swiped on some eyeliner and mascara, and given my hair a fluff in the mirror, I head back to Allison’s bedroom.
I pause in the doorway when I find the bedside lamp clicked on to fill the room with a warm glow. Allison is hunched over her sewing table, fussing with some tissue paper in a gift bag.
“Oh, shit,” she swears when she glances over her shoulder and sees me. “You’re back already.”
I give the bag a curious look as I shut the bedroom door behind me. “What’s that all about?”
She finishes crumpling the tissue paper into place and then whirls around, the bag hidden behind her back. “It’s just a little something to celebrate your first day and tell you I love you.”
“Aww, babe.” My chest floods with warmth when I see the nervous grin on her face. “I love you too.”
We started saying that a few weeks after what has come to be known as The Eowyn Incident. She let it slip out one night in bed at my apartment, and I didn’t let myself hesitate for even a second before I said it back. It scared me shitless, but I knew there was no way I was ever going to stay silent when I heard that word from her again. I wasn’t going to hold back the truth.
The truth is that I’ve loved her in one way or another pretty much since I met her, and I’m going to go on loving her no matter what comes our way.
“You didn’t have to get me anything,” I tell her. “Now I feel bad. I didn’t give you anything on your first co-op day.”
She raises an eyebrow. “Um, you woke me up with oral sex and gave me two orgasms before I’d even had breakfast. I’m gonna go ahead and say that counts as something.”
I bite my lip as heat flares between my legs at the memory. Unlike mine, Allison’s first day did not start at six in the morning, and I took full advantage of that.
“It’s not much,” she says, her fingers tapping the bag behind her. “It’s just this thing I’ve been working on for a bit. I got the idea a while ago, and when we officially became girlfriends, I figured I could start it.”
The girlfriend thing took a lot longer than the ‘I love you’ thing. It’s only been about a month since I made her a nice dinner at my place and bought the most expensive bottle of disgustingly fruity wine I’ve ever purchased in my life. We sipped it out on my fire escape, and when the cross lit up on the mountain, I told her I was ready to start saying we’re girlfriends.
It took several therapy sessions to get there, and I still struggle to believe I’m worthy of the title, but I don’t think I’ve ever loved anything the way I love hearing Allison tell people I’m her girlfriend.
“I’m sure it’s perfect,” I assure her. “Are you going to stop hiding it now?”
She laughs and steps aside, motioning for me to approach the table.
“May I?” I ask, pinching a sheet of purple tissue paper between my fingers.
She nods, and I pull all the paper out of the way to reveal something wrapped in yet more tissue paper sitting at the bottom of the bag. When I lift it out, I can tell it’s a piece of clothing.
“Oh my god, did you make me something?” I gush, a bit too loud for a house full of roommates at five in the morning.
“Not quite. I, uh, embellished something.”
I gasp and start tearing at the paper. “Did you embroider me something?”
I reach the soft black fabric inside and look up to see Allison wringing her hands as she waits, her eyes fixed to the garment I unfurl.
I gasp again when I see what she’s made.
The t-shirt itself is just a plain black store-bought number with the kind of wide neck and loose fit I like. The real gift is the purple, hand-stitched embroidery spelling out the words ‘Girlfriend Material’ across the chest. I go stock-still as soon as I read them, my heart jumping into my throat.
“It’s okay if you don’t like it,” Allison blurts, “or if it’s too much. You don’t have to wear it. I just—”
“Allison,” I interrupt, my voice hoarse. My eyes are already getting watery, and I blink to clear them enough to keep staring at the letters. “Allison, it’s perfect.”
“Really?”
I nod and ball the shirt up in one hand before lunging towards her and throwing my arms around her neck.
“So perfect,” I whisper before I let out a soft sob.
“Oh, Kate,” she says with a gasp, her arms tightening around my waist.
I hold her for a long moment, until my shaking breaths have evened and the few tears that leaked out have dried on my cheeks.
“You’re really something, you know that?” I ask as I step back and hold up the shirt to admire it again.
She beams and swipes at her eyes.
“You don’t have to wear it for your first day, of course,” she tells me.
I give her a look. “Um, I think I do. Like I said, it’s perfect. I’m going to look like the most confident bitch on set in this thing.”
We both laugh as I set the shirt down on the table and then strip out of my blouse. I pull the t-shirt over my head next before heading over to check myself out in Allison’s full length mirror—the same one we sat in front of while I did her makeup all those months ago.
The same night I first realized we were something more than friends.
I grin at her reflection behind me as I smooth the shirt down and tuck the front into my jeans.
“Wow,” she murmurs, coming close enough to slide her arms around me from behind. She pushes up on her tip-toes to hook her chin over my shoulder. “It fits you perfectly.”
I’m smiling so wide it hurts, and I have a feeling I’m not going to stop beaming all day.
“Yeah,” I answer, “it really does.”
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Save An Indie
Thank you so much for picking up a copy of Girlfriend Material! It means the world to me to have you as a reader.
Fun fact: Girlfriend Material is an indie book, meaning it was published independently by the author. Indie publishing is an awesome thing that allows more writers to get their work out into the world and more readers to find the kinds of books they love.
Here’s how you can ensure your fave indie authors are able to serve up new stories for years to come:
Step one: obtain indie books in a legal manner. Step two: take a minute to drop a quick review. Reviews are the LIFE BLOOD of an indie author, and just typing a simple “I liked it!” Is all it takes to straight up SAVE AN AUTHOR’S CAREER (which means more books for you!).
On behalf of all Indies, THANK YOU for support!
-Katia



Up Next



Stop and Stare
This queer friends to lovers novella is available as a free download on Katia Rose’s website!
Sometimes love is in the last place you look.
Iz Sanchez has looked for love just about everywhere. Granted, life as a
non-binary jock at a small coastal university does not exactly present a wealth of opportunity, but that hasn’t stopped Iz from seizing the day.
So far their quest to find Miss Right has only resulted in heartbreak and way too many awkward run-ins with exes at the campus sports bar, but at the end of the day, Iz can always count on their friends, their glorious collection of designer sneakers, and their steadfast belief that love is out there somewhere to get them back in the game.
What they didn’t expect was to have their world turned upside down by a champagne-fueled New Year’s kiss with the girl who’s been their best friend since toddlerhood.
Marina Townsend has always known she and her best friend Iz were made to be more than friends. She’s spent years waiting for the right moment to come along and make Iz see it too.
That moment shows up at the stroke of midnight, but instead of pulling them together, the kiss only seems to push them apart. Now that a lifelong friendship is on the line, Iz can’t stop thinking about the times love has left them burned. They’ll need to figure their heart out—and soon—because Marina is done waiting for Iz to realize what she’s known all along:
Sometimes love comes looking for you.
Read on for an excerpt!




  Chapter 1  




Iz
“S hould we poke it with something?”
Paulina’s fingers dig into my shoulders where she’s trying to hide all six foot one of herself behind me. She’s whispering like the raccoon might lunge at us with its fangs bared at any minute.
“Maybe we should throw a rock,” I answer.
“No! Don’t throw a rock at it!” She raises her voice and then yelps and goes back to whispering when the raccoon pauses the little feast he’s having and looks at us. “He’s too cute.”
“If he’s cute, why are you hiding behind me?”
“Because he might have rabies!”
I’m not an expert, but I don’t think the pudgy raccoon chilling on our house’s front steps is showing any signs of rabies. He’s propped on his back feet as he munches his way through the contents of a shredded trash bag. He seems to have dragged it out of the knocked-over garbage bin lying next to me and Paulina on the sidewalk.
“Well I’m glad to know you’re okay with me getting rabies before you.”
“I have longer legs!” she protests. “If you get bit first, I can get help faster.”
I burst out laughing at all the ways that doesn’t make sense, which makes the raccoon look at us again, which makes Paulina scream, which makes me laugh even more as I shift around under her death grip and pull my phone out of my jacket pocket.
“What are you doing?” she asks.
“Calling Jane.” I dial the number of one of our other two housemates and press the phone to my ear. “If she’s in the house, maybe she can bang some pots and pans or something and scare it.”
Paulina and I have been standing here in the freezing February weather for at least ten minutes. We found the front door blocked by our furry visitor after walking home from campus together. The raccoon hasn’t responded to clapping, yelling, or stomping. The only thing it’s done besides eat is hiss at us whenever we try to get any closer.
“Yo Jane,” I say when the call connects, “you in the Babe Cave?”
It’s our official name for the cramped and creaky little row house we rent a few blocks away from the UNS campus—so official we even have it printed on the welcome mat the raccoon is currently using as a dinner table.
“I am. Why?” she asks.
“Because there’s a giant, super cute raccoon blocking the door, and it wants to kill us!” Paulina shouts beside my ear.
I wince. “Yeah. That.”
“JUMPING JESUS!” Jane bellows, making me wince again. Her Nova Scotian accent roars to life like it always does when she gets angry.
Our fourth roommate, Hope, always says Jane has the spirit of a little old fisherman’s wife trapped inside her twenty year-old body, and I kind of believe it. I don’t know any other person in their twenties who says things like ‘Jumping Jesus,’ but then again, Jane is the only east coast native in our friend group. The rest of us are transplants who came to Halifax for university.
“I knew we had raccoons! I just knew it!” she continues. “I knew those little buggers would go after the garbage. We’re going to have to secure the bin.”
“Uh, right, yeah, but in the meantime, do you have any suggestions? We’re kind of stuck outside.”
I can feel the tips of my ears going numb. I started growing out my shaved head a few months ago, but my shaggy little excuse for a pixie cut isn’t enough to give me any warmth.
“Oh I have many suggestions for that little bugger,” Jane mutters in a voice so menacing it almost makes me gulp before she ends the call.
A second later, the door swings back to reveal Jane in a pair of sweatpants with a faded red UNS v-neck on top. Her brown hair is falling out of a messy bun on the very top of her head, her eyes blazing with vengeance as she glares down at the raccoon with a broom clutched in her hands.
I can see the whole ‘angry fisherman’s wife’ thing in moments like this.
“Git!” she hollers, stepping forward until her slipper-clad feet are just a few inches from the raccoon. “Git away now! Shoo! Go on! Git, you little bugger! Look at this mess you made!”
The raccoon shuffles away from her but doesn’t leave the steps. It’s clutching an empty pudding cup, and it looks straight at Jane as it slowly licks a clump of congealed chocolate off the plastic.
Jane sucks in a breath and narrows her eyes. “How dare you! This is my home! You have no business darkening my door with your insolence.”
She uses the broom to try scooting the raccoon off the steps. It drops the pudding cup and turns to hiss at her. Paulina’s fingers dig into my shoulders so tight I’m going to end up with bruises, and even I can feel my blood pressure rising as the raccoon tenses up like it’s about to spring.
Instead of moving away, Jane drops into a crouch. My mouth falls open when she twists her face into a sneer and hisses right back.
The raccoon scrambles off the steps and lopes along the sidewalk before disappearing into a gap between two houses down the road.
Jane straightens up, brushes off her sweatpants, and beams at us. “Hey, guys!”
I blink at her. I’m sure Paulina is doing the same thing behind me.
Jane uses the broom to beckon us forward. “Well, come on in!”
“Uh, Jane,” I say as I start making my way up the snow-dusted path through the little patch of dead grass we call a front lawn, “did you just hiss at a raccoon?”
She shrugs. “If I know anything about raccoons, it’s that you’ve got to show them who’s boss.”
“You scare me sometimes, Jane,” Paulina says as I reach the bottom of the steps. “In a good way. Usually.”
She shrugs again. “I’ll take that. Now let’s get this trash cleaned up before he brings his little friends back with him.”
By the time we get everything sorted out and prop a brick on top of the garbage bin to keep anything from scrambling inside, my ears are stinging and my fingers are going numb. I rub my hands together as I step inside and kick off my shoes. Jane has one of her candles going, making the whole house smell like vanilla and something spicy I can’t place.
“What’s the candle of the day, Jane?” I ask as she heads to the living room and flops down on the worn out, royal blue couch she has covered in textbooks, papers, and a dozen highlighters in a rainbow of colours.
“Vanilla bourbon,” she answers in a dreamy voice, pausing to take a huge inhale and close her eyes as she smiles to herself.
Jane really likes candles.
“Do we have actual bourbon?” Paulina asks, stepping past me to claim an armchair. She sits sideways and drapes her model-length legs over one of the edges before running a hand through her long blonde hair. “I could use a drink.”
There was a very brief time when I thought I might have a crush on Paulina back in first year. She’s pretty enough to be some kind of Polish beauty queen, but she’s also a complete dork in the cutest way possible. She’s always tripping over stuff, and she has a knack for picking up hobbies she’s not actually good at it but stays devoted to nonetheless. The collection of pots and planters coated with snow in our yard are a remnant of her annual failed attempt to grow vegetables.
I realized pretty fast that crushing on Paulina was pointless and that all we had were friendship vibes anyway. She, Jane, Hope, and I are all on the UNS lacrosse team, and the four of us got really close during first year. That combined with the team’s ‘don’t date your teammates’ code was enough to make me set my sights on other horizons.
The code wasn’t enough to stop the sparks from flying between Hope and our former team captain, Becca. The drama of the century unfolded over the course of the lacrosse season last semester, and the two of them are campus’s cutest couple now.
“Is Hope home?” I ask.
Jane nods and glances up at the ceiling. “Her and Becca are watching a movie.”
Right on cue, the rhythmic thumping of a headboard against the wall filters down from the second floor.
Paulina laughs. “They always think they’re sooooo quiet.”
I chuckle too. “Dios mío. I have to go up to my room now. I always feel like I have to be extra loud and, like, make my presence known to them, or else I don’t know what I’ll end up hearing.”
“Good luck with that, Izzo,” Jane says.
I give the two of them a salute and turn to head up there. The stairs help me out by firing off their usual series of deafening creaks as I get to the second floor. I hear some giggling and shushing coming from Hope’s room as I walk up the hallway to mine.
It’s past five and dark enough now that I reach for my light switch. The overhead lamp highlights how badly I need to tidy up. Textbooks are stacked in piles on the floor, desk, and bedside table, and clothes are spilling out of my laundry bin like a waterfall of button-downs and UNS sweaters. The walls are covered in a random selection of lacrosse team photos, pride flags, and the paintings and knickknacks from Colombia my dad always gets me on his trips back home.
The only part of the room that actually looks organized is the shoe rack under the window housing my collection of Jordans. My friends always make fun of me for being a lacrosse player who collects basketball shoes, but they just don’t understand the glory and thrill of slipping a sick pair of vintage Jordans out of the box and trying them on.
I don’t even wear some of the shoes; they’re too divine to touch the humble soil of the earth. The rack has one shelf for Outside Shoes and one shelf for what I call Trophy Shoes—another thing my friends love to make fun of.
“But we don’t need them,” I whisper to the Jordans, smiling to myself like I always do when I gaze upon their multi-hued majesty. “They are not worthy of you anyway.”
I might be a little obsessed.
After dropping my book-filled Jansport onto the floor next to a basket of laundry I’ve been meaning to put away for a week, I grab my laptop off my desk and settle onto my bed to get ready for my weekly video call with my best friend Marina.
I have about five minutes to spare, so I slip some headphones on and blast a little Kendrick, sinking into the sound and letting the day of lectures and note-taking roll off me. Even though I’m always busier during the first semester of the year when I’m balancing schoolwork and the lacrosse season, second semester seems to hit harder without the distraction of focusing on the Lobsters.
Apparently the founders of our school decided naming a coastal city’s team after the mighty king of crustaceans was cool and not ridiculously stereotypical.
My professors weren’t lying when they said third year was going to be tough. It’s almost been enough to make me question why I decided to major in something as intense as chemistry—almost. I love chemistry even more than I love all the pick-up lines I get from being a chem major.
Let me tell you something about chemists. We like to do it on the table, periodically.
They’re never good pick-up lines, but they’re surprisingly effective.
The beep beep sound of an incoming call filters through my headphones, interrupting Kendrick’s lyrical genius, which is way more sophisticated than my pick-up lines. I pause the song and press the accept button. Marina’s face fills my laptop screen a second later.
She beams at me, just like she always does when we start our calls. Marina has the prettiest damn smile in the world, and seeing her freckled face and big brown eyes feels like home. I could pick her out of any smile line-up in the world. That cute little gap between her front teeth is a dead giveaway.
“Hey, bestie,” she greets me.
“Hey, bestie,” I answer, shifting so I can lay on my side to face the camera. “How’s it going?”
She sighs and flops backward on her couch, holding her phone above her face. Her long brown hair fans out around her like a halo. “It’s going. Is it just me, or is third year turning out to be one giant kick in the ass?”
“I was just thinking the same thing. My chem courses are turning the fuck up this year.”
“Poli sci isn’t any better. Now I actually look forward to writing three thousand word essays about movies for my minor. It’s like a soothing break. Isn’t that crazy?”
I shake my head and laugh. “You’re the only person I know who would find a three thousand word film studies essay soothing.”
“Sometimes it’s nice to think about stories instead of diplomacy and governance.”
I make my eyebrows jump up and down. “You mean it’s nice to look at Audrey Hepburn.”
Marina’s lifelong obsession with Audey Hepburn is legendary. She’s seen every single Audrey Hepburn film at least four times, and she’s probably watched her favourite, Roman Holiday, enough to break world records. Even her phone background is a picture of Audrey Hepburn, although her lock screen is reserved for a photo of the two of us.
It’s been the same one for years: an old timey, throwaway camera shot of me and Marina as kids with eyes turned demonically red by the glare. We’re sitting in a laundry basket for reasons totally unknown. Marina is wearing a green turtleneck, and I’m behind her in a baseball cap with my arms wrapped around her and my cheek pressed to hers. Our faces are blurry from laughing so hard.
“We’re studying the turn of the millennium!” she protests. “We just watched The Matrix.”
“And did you sit there picturing Audrey Hepburn in a black leather trench coat?”
She wrinkles her nose and glares at me. “Do not mock Miss Audrey Hepburn. It is her god-given right to be placed on a pedestal by all of human kind. You need to respect that.”
“Next thing I know you’re going to be telling me Audrey Hepburn was some kind of prophet.”
“I mean, if you think about it, she was kind of—”
She cuts herself off to glare at me again when I start laughing so hard I snort.
“I see you cannot take this conversation seriously. I won’t say any more.” She sits up and makes a show of inspecting the nails of her free hand.
I do my best to stop chuckling. “Aww, come on Marina. You know you’re just too cute to handle when you’re talking about Miss Audrey Hepburn. I love it.”
She glances up from her nails, and something flashes in her eyes. My heart starts slamming against my chest in a frantic rhythm, and for a few seconds, I can’t do anything except lay there blinking at her while I try to remember how to breathe.
Shit shit shit.
This has been happening more and more lately: the silence after a flirty comment I only meant as a joke. I don’t know exactly when these awkward moments started, but I didn’t make things any better by deciding to be the perfecto idiota of the century on New Year’s Eve.
We were both back in Toronto for the holidays, and we decided to go to a friend of a friend’s house party together. We didn’t know anyone else there, but it didn’t matter. We had the time of our lives downing champagne and dancing like the weirdos we are while everyone wondered what the hell we were doing there. She just looked so fucking pretty in her black lacy shirt and jeans with sparkly makeup glittering around her eyes. She looked more than pretty; she looked hot.
The more I thought about it, the more champagne I drank to try and stop thinking about it, but of course that plan backfired.
And then midnight hit.
It was one sloppy, drunken peck on the lips I spent the rest of the night apologizing for, but even now, I’m way too aware of Marina’s bottom lip dropping open as she stares at me. I want to bite it. I want to pull my best friend’s bottom lip between my teeth and thread my hands into her hair.
It’s fucked up. All of it is so fucked up, and I promised myself I’d stop. I promised myself I’d be more careful. There’s a place for Marina in my life, and that place is not under me.
No matter how good it feels to think about that.
Mierda.
I shake my head to clear away the pictures taking shape. It’s like there’s a fog drifting into my brain, obscuring what Marina means to me and turning her into something else, something soft and hot and hungry for me.
Something dangerous.
Marina has always been my safe place. I’ve always been hers. I don’t want any danger here. I don’t exactly have the best track record with things working out between me and the girls I’m into. Marina is supposed to be the person I can count on to be there when things go wrong, not the person things go wrong with.
“Iz?”
My head is spinning so much the screen in front of me has gone out of focus. I fix my attention on Marina again. She still staring at me with her mouth open just a bit, her eyes wide and searching.
“Sorry. Uh, just tired,” I say after giving my head a final shake. My voice comes out all hoarse, and I have to clear my throat. “So many classes today.”
“Right. Yeah.” She glances down at her bedspread for a second and then back at me.
Double mierda.
She’s gotta be pissed. She probably thinks I’m coming onto her. It doesn’t help that she’s sitting there in a v-neck shirt that shows off the perfect sliver of cleavage. She really does have the most amazing, curvy body. It’s meant so much to see her discover that too, especially after how hard she was on herself in high school.
“So, um, how were your classes?” she asks.
“Uh...” I try to pull myself back to the present and scan my brain for any traces of how the day went. It’s a struggle. “Well, uh...oh! Actually something good happened. One of my profs got my pronouns right!”
Her whole face lights up as she grins at me, and all the tension fades for a moment. We’re back to what we’ve always been: two friends who look out for each other no matter what.
This is how it’s supposed to be, and I really need to get a handle on the part of my brain that’s trying harder and harder to fuck it up.
“Iz, that’s amazing! I’m so happy for you.”
I grin right back at her. “Yeah, I was so shocked. I didn’t think he’d remember. Most of them never do. He was going around talking to all the groups in the lab, and when he said something about me to our group, he called me they!”
Marina does a fist pump. “Hooray for they!”
I laugh and join in the fist pumping. “It felt really good. Honestly, I feel like the longer my hair gets, the harder I have to work to like, prove I’m non-binary or something. It’s like if I’m not glaringly androgynous, it doesn’t count for people.”
Marina nods. “That’s really shitty. People are so obsessed with gendering everything. I swear, if you put a long blonde wig on top of a lamp, everyone would be like, ‘Ah yes, it is a sexy girl lamp now.’ It’s crazy.”
I burst out laughing. “Okay, sexy girl lamp is definitely going to be my next Halloween costume.”
Marina doubles over, the phone shaking in her hand as she cackles. “I need to see that. If we were doing a costume party for your birthday, I would demand you do it then.”
“That would be a very memorable way to turn twenty-one.” I nod like I’m considering it. “By the way, what are you guys doing for my birthday?”
Marina is coming to visit for the occasion next week. She and my roommates have been doing an annoyingly good job of keeping the ‘secret theme’ of the party they’re planning a mystery to me.
Marina winks, and I do my best to ignore the way it makes my pulse kick up again as she speaks in a teasing tone. “Now, now, Iz, you know I can’t tell you that.”
“Come onnnn,” I whine. “I promised to show up at the airport with your favourite Davy Jones pizza. I can retract that promise.”
She shakes her head and grins. “Nah, you love me too much for that.”
I raise an eyebrow to challenge her but give up after a couple seconds.
“Ugh, you’re right. I do.”
That’s the thing: I do love her. I love her more than anyone, and I’d be an idiot to let myself lose that.



  Chapter 2  




Marina
T here’s one part of flying that always makes me feel like I’m going to puke. I’m fine for the takeoff. I’m fine for the landing. I’m fine for the part where we’re cruising through the air. Not even turbulence sets off my stomach, but if I look out the window and see the plane is turning and doing that tilty thing where the ground is at a crazy angle and the sky has gone sideways, I start dry-heaving right on cue.
The lady next to me refused to switch and take the window seat, even after I told her I’m not great with flying. I can see her out of the corner of my eye, leaning forward so she can stare past me and out the round little window giving us a view of the sickening funhouse trip outside.
If you wanted to look out the window, why the hell wouldn’t you sit next to it?
I bite my lip to keep from asking out loud and start rubbing little circles onto my stomach in an attempt to calm it down.
Almost there. Almost there, and then you’ll see Iz.
I picture them standing in the arrivals area, and I feel the corners of my mouth lift. I haven’t seen Iz in person since New Year’s. We’ve gone way longer without a visit during our years of university, but that doesn’t make it any easier to spend time apart from the person I grew up seeing nearly every day.
The fact that we kissed the last time I saw them and haven’t talked about it since is, however, adding a few flips to my stomach’s routine.
“Attendants, please...”
The rest of what the captain says over the speakers is too garbled for me to make out over the supposed-to-be-soothing nature sounds I have streaming through my headphones, but I look to the front of the plane and see the two flight attendants strapping themselves into their pull-down seats.
I risk a glance out the window and see the plane is parallel with the ground again. My shoulders unclench, and I sag against my seat. My stomach does one final somersault and then relaxes into merciful stillness. I pull my headphones out of my ears and watch Nova Scotia get closer and closer beneath us.
Everything is coated in white like a fine sugar dusting, and the sky is a silvery grey. We pass over streets lined with homes that look like tiny dollhouses from up here. They get bigger and bigger until we’re finally zooming over the airport and gliding down onto the tarmac.
The plane is small enough that the landing makes my teeth chatter as I’m jostled around in my seat, but now that we’re no longer in danger of the horizon shifting at vomit-inducing angles, my stomach is only tightening with excitement.
No matter what else we have going on, I’ll always be eager for that first hug from Iz. I whip my seatbelt off as soon as the little light telling us to wear them switches off. I pull my shoulder bag out from under the seat in front of me and wiggle into my coat, doing my best not to smack the lady next to me in the face with my flailing arms, even if part of me thinks she deserves it. Then I sit there bouncing my heels up and down as I wait for the plane to empty.
I’m almost excited enough I don’t feel the familiar wave of apprehension hit as I get into the aisle and reach up to grab my suitcase—almost.
I can still hear those old jeering voices in my head telling me everyone is watching and laughing at the fat girl filling the aisle. I resist the urge to tug my shirt down where it’s creeping up over the edge of my jeans and focus on getting a hold of my bag’s handle.
You are allowed to be here. There’s nothing wrong with you.
I repeat my mantra in my head as I start wheeling the bag up the aisle. I used to try telling myself no one was laughing or staring, but that didn’t work out so great on the occasions when I’d look around and find people were laughing or staring.
The truth is, there’ll always be someone ready to get offended by the size of my thighs or the roll of skin that forms over the waistband of pretty much every pair of pants I own, since most companies are still bad at making comfy jeans for curvy girls. If I focus on what other people think, I’m always going to find a reason to feel bad, so now I focus on myself. Sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t, but most days, I’m pretty damn proud to be me.
I wave to the flight attendants and say thank you as I pass by. The Halifax airport is tiny, and it only takes me a couple minutes of speed-walking before I’m at the door to the arrivals area. I burst through and find it busier than I expected. My first scan of the people standing around in puffy winter coats and snow boots doesn’t bring any sign of Iz, but as I’m wheeling my suitcase over to a bench and pulling out my phone to text them, I hear that familiar voice calling my name.
“Yo, Mariiiiiina!”
They sing it out loud enough to make a few heads turn, rolling the r just like their dad always does. A second later, Iz clears the crowd, and a smile so big it makes my cheeks ache takes over my face.
They’re wearing an oversized green army jacket over one of those crazy button-downs they’re always finding in the dollar bin at the thrift store. This one is dark blue with a pattern of tiny oranges that matches their citrus-coloured Jordans.
I wouldn’t exactly call Iz on-trend, but they always manage to look very fucking stylish.
Their hair is in the fluffy, haphazard stage of growing out a buzz cut, and the length has a cute puppy dog effect. I can’t help reaching up to ruffle it as they charge the few feet of distance left between us and fling themself into my arms.
“You’re so fluffy!” I say as I pull them closer.
The two of us laugh and stand there wrapped up in each other, swaying to the generic lobby music pumping through the speakers. I take a deep breath in and let out a humming sigh. Iz makes the same sound.
“I’m soooo happy you’re here!” they gush. “How has it only been a month and a half? I feel like I haven’t seen you in so long.”
“You’re right.” I drop my hands to their shoulders and step back. “Let me gaze upon your glorious face.”
They do an exaggerated fashion model pout and twist their head around so I can see all the angles. I laugh and call them a dumby dumb dumb—our favourite made-up insult from when we were kids—but even as I grab my suitcase and start following them out of the terminal, I can feel the heat rising in my cheeks.
Iz is hot. I don’t know how six weeks made such a difference, but if I thought it was hard to ignore what their little smirk does to me during Christmas break, that’s nothing compared to how distracting it is now. My whole body feels warm, and despite the fact that I’ve ruffled their hair more times than I can count, I can’t get over how it felt to have it between my fingers with their body pressed to mine.
The bustle of the airport keeps us quiet until we’re outside waiting for a bus into the city. Iz nudges a pebble along the pavement with the toe of their shoe before looking up to speak to me.
“Sorry about your pizza. The delivery guy didn’t come in time, but it will be waiting when we get there, if my roommates don’t eat it all first.”
I blink. “Pizza?”
The concept rings a bell, but I’m still too busy recovering from the hug-induced haze to remember why I’m supposed to want pizza.
Iz chuckles and does that smirk again. It does not help with the haze-clearing.
“Remember?” they prompt. “I was supposed to bring you pizza when I picked you up. You specifically requested the chicken option from Halifax’s most finest purveyor of cheesy delights: Davy Jones Pizza.”
I blink again. “Ohhhh right. Wow, yeah, you really dropped the ball, Iz. I should turn around and get on a flight back right now.”
I try to hide how much my head is spinning by making a show out of pretending to be offended. I turn to face the doors behind us and flick my hair over my shoulder before starting to wheel my suitcase away. Iz is laughing at me, and the sound almost cracks my fake glare to make me laugh too. I keep the charade going, and I’m about to reach for the door when I feel their hand clamp around my wrist.
My breath catches in my throat. Iz starts to say something teasing, but when I look back over my shoulder at them, their voice trails off into silence. I see their eyes get wide, and I know I’m not imagining it when their gaze drops to my lips for just a second before fixing on their fingers wrapped tight around my arm.
I look down too. The cuff of my jacket leaves just enough of my skin exposed for me to feel the warmth of their hand. The heat blooming from that one point of contact is enough to make my breath catch a second time.
It’s like I can already see it playing out: Iz’s thumb brushing over the paper-thin skin above my veins, me shivering and saying their name like it’s something between a question and permission, the tense second of hesitation before they’d pull me closer, the feeling of their hot breath on my lips just before I’d finally get to find out what they taste like.
Our sloppy peck of a kiss at New Year’s didn’t give me a chance to do that. I’ve spent way too many nights since wondering what Iz would taste like, how they’d sound and move. It all feels so wrong and weird and thrilling and right. It’s everything all at once, and I can’t make any sense of it, but I don’t think I want to.
I just want them. I want them to want me.
“Iz...”
My voice is so low I doubt they can hear me over the rush of cars and buses pulling up to the airport, but their eyes flick to mine, and they don’t drop my hand.
I force myself to take a breath. “Iz, we—”
“That’s our ride!”
A bus pulls up to the curb beside us, the brakes squeaking as the door pops open. Iz whips their head around and releases my wrist, facing away from me as they fish around in their pockets for bus tickets.
“I know I have extra ones for you somewhere...” they mumble as they pat down their coat.
Their voice sounds even—too even, like nothing happened at all. They don’t look at me until they’ve found the tickets and stepped up to the bus, and when they glance back my way, they’ve got that typical Iz grin on.
And I, typically, have to stand there wondering if I imagined everything that just happened.
“You all right?” they ask.
I take a step forward and nod, even though my stomach has started doing flips again. If things between Iz and I keep shifting this quickly, I’m going to spend the whole trip nauseous.
    
Stomach problems or not, I can’t resist the call of Davy Jones pizza as the scent of gooey cheese, tangy barbeque chicken, and grilled red onion hits my nose. I’ve already had two giant pieces, but I go in for a third. Davy Jones really is a miracle. I don’t know what I’m going to do if Iz moves away after university and I don’t have an excuse to come to Halifax anymore.
Hope, one of Iz’s housemates, raises the slice she’s just taken out of the pepperoni and cheese box and holds it in the air like a substitute champagne flute. “Welcome to the Babe Cave, Marina! Let’s do a pizza toast!”
We’re crowded into the townhouse’s little living room with all of Iz’s three housemates. Pizza boxes are covering the whole top of the coffee table, and there’s a pop playlist pumping out of a speaker set while the pink string lights in the front window cast a soft glow over us all.
The bond the four of them have going on is so cute it almost makes me jealous. I love living with Alexis, but we don’t compare to the way Iz and their friends are all joined at the hip like a gang of besties in some idealized teen movie about what it’s like to move away for college. Iz always has some crazy story about what they’ve all been up to, whether it’s pranking their lacrosse team or shutting down a campus bar during one of their legendary nights out.
I rarely do anything more exciting than go to an art house screening with people from my film studies classes, but FOMO aside, I’m happy Iz has these girls. They’ve been there for them through everything I couldn’t be more than a face on a screen for: their coming out as non-binary in second year, all the heartbreaks they’ve experienced with girls on campus, and the mundane stuff like pulling all-nighters before exams or figuring out class schedules. Iz and I tell each other everything over video, but that only goes so far when you’re struggling. It helps to know these girls will always fight for Iz—almost as hard as I will.
“PIZZA TOAST!” Iz shouts, grabbing a fresh slice to hold it up like Hope.
“What exactly is a pizza toast?” I ask, dragging my attention away from the adorable flecks of tomato sauce stuck to Iz’s cheek and focusing back on the discussion.
“First you gotta put your pizza in the air,” Hope instructs me as she uses her free hand to adjust her glasses.
Hope is one of those girls who always looks effortlessly cool—truly effortlessly, like really did just wake up like that. The ends of her hair are dyed in a teal ombre, a sleeve tattoo covers one of her arms, and even though I’ve never seen her wear anything except UNS Lobsters merch and sweatpants, she looks like she’s just as ready to walk into an underground music festival as she is to show up at lacrosse practice.
I know she’s closest with Jane, but when her and Iz get going, they’re the wild ones of the group. The three of us went out one time two summers ago and ended up attempting to drunkenly skinny dip in the harbor at three in the morning—or at least, Iz and Hope tried to skinny dip. I stood on the dock and yelled at them while they leaned over the side and splashed me. We very narrowly avoided being caught by the police.
Whatever it is, a pizza toast at least sounds like it won’t break any laws.
“Jane! Paulina! You too!” Hope orders. “We are toasting to Marina’s safe arrival and to a flawless party for Iz this weekend.”
“And the theme is...?” Iz pipes up, doing their best to trick us into spilling the secret.
Hope wags her finger at them. “Nuh-uh. It’s a surprise. You’ll find out on Saturday.”
“But it’s Thursday,” they whine. “That’s so far away.”
“How do you say ‘too bad’ in Spanish?” Hope asks.
“Like this.” Iz flips her off. Jane and Paulina burst out laughing while Hope sticks out her tongue.
“Whatever. Let’s do this toast. Pizzas up, ladies and distinguished non-binary humans!”
Everyone leans forward to hold their slices in the air over the coffee table.
“To Iz and Marina!” Hope shouts.
Then they all slam their pieces of pizza together.
“Oh my god, no!” I shriek. “No way!”
Iz elbows me from their spot beside me on the couch. “You have to do it, Marina! It’s a pizza toast.”
“It’s good luck!” Jane adds.
Jane is usually the mom-type of the group, and even she’s in on this grossness.
“I don’t want to waste this delicious pizza,” I protest.
They’re all still holding their slices together in a gooey mass.
“Oh, you won’t waste it,” Iz explains. “You have to eat it after. Otherwise it’s bad luck.”
“You guys are crazy.”
“Oh, we know. Now put your pizza up.” Iz laughs and pats me on the thigh.
It’s just a brief touch, a couple inches above my knee, but it’s enough to make me want to squeeze my legs together. I don’t want anyone to spot the heat creeping up my neck, so I give in and slap my pizza to the slice pile. I wince as a glob of cheese drops onto the table.
“Atta girl!” Jane woops, her Nova Scotian accent coming out in full force.
“To Iz and Marina!” Hope shouts again, and we all echo the toast.
I glance at Iz as I pull my slice away and nibble a little bite. I am not convinced about this whole pizza toast thing, but I can’t ignore how good ‘Iz and Marina’ sound together.
I just wish I knew Iz heard it too.



  Chapter 3  




Marina
T here’s one part of flying that always makes me feel like I’m going to puke. I’m fine for the takeoff. I’m fine for the landing. I’m fine for the part where we’re cruising through the air. Not even turbulence sets off my stomach, but if I look out the window and see the plane is turning and doing that tilty thing where the ground is at a crazy angle and the sky has gone sideways, I start dry-heaving right on cue.
The lady next to me refused to switch and take the window seat, even after I told her I’m not great with flying. I can see her out of the corner of my eye, leaning forward so she can stare past me and out the round little window giving us a view of the sickening funhouse trip outside.
If you wanted to look out the window, why the hell wouldn’t you sit next to it?
I bite my lip to keep from asking out loud and start rubbing little circles onto my stomach in an attempt to calm it down.
Almost there. Almost there, and then you’ll see Iz.
I picture them standing in the arrivals area, and I feel the corners of my mouth lift. I haven’t seen Iz in person since New Year’s. We’ve gone way longer without a visit during our years of university, but that doesn’t make it any easier to spend time apart from the person I grew up seeing nearly every day.
The fact that we kissed the last time I saw them and haven’t talked about it since is, however, adding a few flips to my stomach’s routine.
“Attendants, please...”
The rest of what the captain says over the speakers is too garbled for me to make out over the supposed-to-be-soothing nature sounds I have streaming through my headphones, but I look to the front of the plane and see the two flight attendants strapping themselves into their pull-down seats.
I risk a glance out the window and see the plane is parallel with the ground again. My shoulders unclench, and I sag against my seat. My stomach does one final somersault and then relaxes into merciful stillness. I pull my headphones out of my ears and watch Nova Scotia get closer and closer beneath us.
Everything is coated in white like a fine sugar dusting, and the sky is a silvery grey. We pass over streets lined with homes that look like tiny dollhouses from up here. They get bigger and bigger until we’re finally zooming over the airport and gliding down onto the tarmac.
The plane is small enough that the landing makes my teeth chatter as I’m jostled around in my seat, but now that we’re no longer in danger of the horizon shifting at vomit-inducing angles, my stomach is only tightening with excitement.
No matter what else we have going on, I’ll always be eager for that first hug from Iz. I whip my seatbelt off as soon as the little light telling us to wear them switches off. I pull my shoulder bag out from under the seat in front of me and wiggle into my coat, doing my best not to smack the lady next to me in the face with my flailing arms, even if part of me thinks she deserves it. Then I sit there bouncing my heels up and down as I wait for the plane to empty.
I’m almost excited enough I don’t feel the familiar wave of apprehension hit as I get into the aisle and reach up to grab my suitcase—almost.
I can still hear those old jeering voices in my head telling me everyone is watching and laughing at the fat girl filling the aisle. I resist the urge to tug my shirt down where it’s creeping up over the edge of my jeans and focus on getting a hold of my bag’s handle.
You are allowed to be here. There’s nothing wrong with you.
I repeat my mantra in my head as I start wheeling the bag up the aisle. I used to try telling myself no one was laughing or staring, but that didn’t work out so great on the occasions when I’d look around and find people were laughing or staring.
The truth is, there’ll always be someone ready to get offended by the size of my thighs or the roll of skin that forms over the waistband of pretty much every pair of pants I own, since most companies are still bad at making comfy jeans for curvy girls. If I focus on what other people think, I’m always going to find a reason to feel bad, so now I focus on myself. Sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t, but most days, I’m pretty damn proud to be me.
I wave to the flight attendants and say thank you as I pass by. The Halifax airport is tiny, and it only takes me a couple minutes of speed-walking before I’m at the door to the arrivals area. I burst through and find it busier than I expected. My first scan of the people standing around in puffy winter coats and snow boots doesn’t bring any sign of Iz, but as I’m wheeling my suitcase over to a bench and pulling out my phone to text them, I hear that familiar voice calling my name.
“Yo, Mariiiiiina!”
They sing it out loud enough to make a few heads turn, rolling the r just like their dad always does. A second later, Iz clears the crowd, and a smile so big it makes my cheeks ache takes over my face.
They’re wearing an oversized green army jacket over one of those crazy button-downs they’re always finding in the dollar bin at the thrift store. This one is dark blue with a pattern of tiny oranges that matches their citrus-coloured Jordans.
I wouldn’t exactly call Iz on-trend, but they always manage to look very fucking stylish.
Their hair is in the fluffy, haphazard stage of growing out a buzz cut, and the length has a cute puppy dog effect. I can’t help reaching up to ruffle it as they charge the few feet of distance left between us and fling themself into my arms.
“You’re so fluffy!” I say as I pull them closer.
The two of us laugh and stand there wrapped up in each other, swaying to the generic lobby music pumping through the speakers. I take a deep breath in and let out a humming sigh. Iz makes the same sound.
“I’m soooo happy you’re here!” they gush. “How has it only been a month and a half? I feel like I haven’t seen you in so long.”
“You’re right.” I drop my hands to their shoulders and step back. “Let me gaze upon your glorious face.”
They do an exaggerated fashion model pout and twist their head around so I can see all the angles. I laugh and call them a dumby dumb dumb—our favourite made-up insult from when we were kids—but even as I grab my suitcase and start following them out of the terminal, I can feel the heat rising in my cheeks.
Iz is hot. I don’t know how six weeks made such a difference, but if I thought it was hard to ignore what their little smirk does to me during Christmas break, that’s nothing compared to how distracting it is now. My whole body feels warm, and despite the fact that I’ve ruffled their hair more times than I can count, I can’t get over how it felt to have it between my fingers with their body pressed to mine.
The bustle of the airport keeps us quiet until we’re outside waiting for a bus into the city. Iz nudges a pebble along the pavement with the toe of their shoe before looking up to speak to me.
“Sorry about your pizza. The delivery guy didn’t come in time, but it will be waiting when we get there, if my roommates don’t eat it all first.”
I blink. “Pizza?”
The concept rings a bell, but I’m still too busy recovering from the hug-induced haze to remember why I’m supposed to want pizza.
Iz chuckles and does that smirk again. It does not help with the haze-clearing.
“Remember?” they prompt. “I was supposed to bring you pizza when I picked you up. You specifically requested the chicken option from Halifax’s most finest purveyor of cheesy delights: Davy Jones Pizza.”
I blink again. “Ohhhh right. Wow, yeah, you really dropped the ball, Iz. I should turn around and get on a flight back right now.”
I try to hide how much my head is spinning by making a show out of pretending to be offended. I turn to face the doors behind us and flick my hair over my shoulder before starting to wheel my suitcase away. Iz is laughing at me, and the sound almost cracks my fake glare to make me laugh too. I keep the charade going, and I’m about to reach for the door when I feel their hand clamp around my wrist.
My breath catches in my throat. Iz starts to say something teasing, but when I look back over my shoulder at them, their voice trails off into silence. I see their eyes get wide, and I know I’m not imagining it when their gaze drops to my lips for just a second before fixing on their fingers wrapped tight around my arm.
I look down too. The cuff of my jacket leaves just enough of my skin exposed for me to feel the warmth of their hand. The heat blooming from that one point of contact is enough to make my breath catch a second time.
It’s like I can already see it playing out: Iz’s thumb brushing over the paper-thin skin above my veins, me shivering and saying their name like it’s something between a question and permission, the tense second of hesitation before they’d pull me closer, the feeling of their hot breath on my lips just before I’d finally get to find out what they taste like.
Our sloppy peck of a kiss at New Year’s didn’t give me a chance to do that. I’ve spent way too many nights since wondering what Iz would taste like, how they’d sound and move. It all feels so wrong and weird and thrilling and right. It’s everything all at once, and I can’t make any sense of it, but I don’t think I want to.
I just want them. I want them to want me.
“Iz...”
My voice is so low I doubt they can hear me over the rush of cars and buses pulling up to the airport, but their eyes flick to mine, and they don’t drop my hand.
I force myself to take a breath. “Iz, we—”
“That’s our ride!”
A bus pulls up to the curb beside us, the brakes squeaking as the door pops open. Iz whips their head around and releases my wrist, facing away from me as they fish around in their pockets for bus tickets.
“I know I have extra ones for you somewhere...” they mumble as they pat down their coat.
Their voice sounds even—too even, like nothing happened at all. They don’t look at me until they’ve found the tickets and stepped up to the bus, and when they glance back my way, they’ve got that typical Iz grin on.
And I, typically, have to stand there wondering if I imagined everything that just happened.
“You all right?” they ask.
I take a step forward and nod, even though my stomach has started doing flips again. If things between Iz and I keep shifting this quickly, I’m going to spend the whole trip nauseous.
    
Stomach problems or not, I can’t resist the call of Davy Jones pizza as the scent of gooey cheese, tangy barbeque chicken, and grilled red onion hits my nose. I’ve already had two giant pieces, but I go in for a third. Davy Jones really is a miracle. I don’t know what I’m going to do if Iz moves away after university and I don’t have an excuse to come to Halifax anymore.
Hope, one of Iz’s housemates, raises the slice she’s just taken out of the pepperoni and cheese box and holds it in the air like a substitute champagne flute. “Welcome to the Babe Cave, Marina! Let’s do a pizza toast!”
We’re crowded into the townhouse’s little living room with all of Iz’s three housemates. Pizza boxes are covering the whole top of the coffee table, and there’s a pop playlist pumping out of a speaker set while the pink string lights in the front window cast a soft glow over us all.
The bond the four of them have going on is so cute it almost makes me jealous. I love living with Alexis, but we don’t compare to the way Iz and their friends are all joined at the hip like a gang of besties in some idealized teen movie about what it’s like to move away for college. Iz always has some crazy story about what they’ve all been up to, whether it’s pranking their lacrosse team or shutting down a campus bar during one of their legendary nights out.
I rarely do anything more exciting than go to an art house screening with people from my film studies classes, but FOMO aside, I’m happy Iz has these girls. They’ve been there for them through everything I couldn’t be more than a face on a screen for: their coming out as non-binary in second year, all the heartbreaks they’ve experienced with girls on campus, and the mundane stuff like pulling all-nighters before exams or figuring out class schedules. Iz and I tell each other everything over video, but that only goes so far when you’re struggling. It helps to know these girls will always fight for Iz—almost as hard as I will.
“PIZZA TOAST!” Iz shouts, grabbing a fresh slice to hold it up like Hope.
“What exactly is a pizza toast?” I ask, dragging my attention away from the adorable flecks of tomato sauce stuck to Iz’s cheek and focusing back on the discussion.
“First you gotta put your pizza in the air,” Hope instructs me as she uses her free hand to adjust her glasses.
Hope is one of those girls who always looks effortlessly cool—truly effortlessly, like really did just wake up like that. The ends of her hair are dyed in a teal ombre, a sleeve tattoo covers one of her arms, and even though I’ve never seen her wear anything except UNS Lobsters merch and sweatpants, she looks like she’s just as ready to walk into an underground music festival as she is to show up at lacrosse practice.
I know she’s closest with Jane, but when her and Iz get going, they’re the wild ones of the group. The three of us went out one time two summers ago and ended up attempting to drunkenly skinny dip in the harbor at three in the morning—or at least, Iz and Hope tried to skinny dip. I stood on the dock and yelled at them while they leaned over the side and splashed me. We very narrowly avoided being caught by the police.
Whatever it is, a pizza toast at least sounds like it won’t break any laws.
“Jane! Paulina! You too!” Hope orders. “We are toasting to Marina’s safe arrival and to a flawless party for Iz this weekend.”
“And the theme is...?” Iz pipes up, doing their best to trick us into spilling the secret.
Hope wags her finger at them. “Nuh-uh. It’s a surprise. You’ll find out on Saturday.”
“But it’s Thursday,” they whine. “That’s so far away.”
“How do you say ‘too bad’ in Spanish?” Hope asks.
“Like this.” Iz flips her off. Jane and Paulina burst out laughing while Hope sticks out her tongue.
“Whatever. Let’s do this toast. Pizzas up, ladies and distinguished non-binary humans!”
Everyone leans forward to hold their slices in the air over the coffee table.
“To Iz and Marina!” Hope shouts.
Then they all slam their pieces of pizza together.
“Oh my god, no!” I shriek. “No way!”
Iz elbows me from their spot beside me on the couch. “You have to do it, Marina! It’s a pizza toast.”
“It’s good luck!” Jane adds.
Jane is usually the mom-type of the group, and even she’s in on this grossness.
“I don’t want to waste this delicious pizza,” I protest.
They’re all still holding their slices together in a gooey mass.
“Oh, you won’t waste it,” Iz explains. “You have to eat it after. Otherwise it’s bad luck.”
“You guys are crazy.”
“Oh, we know. Now put your pizza up.” Iz laughs and pats me on the thigh.
It’s just a brief touch, a couple inches above my knee, but it’s enough to make me want to squeeze my legs together. I don’t want anyone to spot the heat creeping up my neck, so I give in and slap my pizza to the slice pile. I wince as a glob of cheese drops onto the table.
“Atta girl!” Jane woops, her Nova Scotian accent coming out in full force.
“To Iz and Marina!” Hope shouts again, and we all echo the toast.
I glance at Iz as I pull my slice away and nibble a little bite. I am not convinced about this whole pizza toast thing, but I can’t ignore how good ‘Iz and Marina’ sound together.
I just wish I knew Iz heard it too.
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